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About the Book




‘Women and war are an ill fit. They have a tendency to exaggerate greatly and wear out quickly with nervous strain. Above all, there’s one fatal flaw in their character . . . they fall in love.’


In 1917 America’s declaration of war against Germany gives Grace Winter, a keen-eyed New York Times investigative reporter, a much sought after opportunity to make her mark on the Western Front. But by 1918 the gruesome reality of trench warfare has set in, and the Spanish flu is killing Allied soldiers in their droves.


Father Jude is no ordinary priest. He’s proven himself as fearless on the battlefield as any soldier, and as compassionate as any man of the cloth. But things get complicated when he is asked to rendezvous with Grace in occupied France.


As their mission to filter secrets back through enemy lines becomes increasingly perilous, so too does their attraction. When Grace catches the priest taking an obsessive interest in a tiny silver music box gifted to her by an unknown soldier, she suspects the good Father may be keeping a devastating secret, and she is forced to make an impossible choice . . .


Set against the backdrop of World War I and spanning three continents, this is a heart-stopping story of forbidden love and courage that explores the nature of faith, the quest for redemption and the true meaning of grace.
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For my grandmother Mary. Your love, strength and sense of humour created an indelible impression on our family, as did your Saturday-afternoon canasta-playing wiles and the taste of your famous rum balls. We miss you.










Life is . . .

To and fro

Backwards and forwards

Sun and moon

Rain and shine

Faith and reason

Heart and mind

Sinner and saviour

Love and loss

War and peace

Tick and tock

Tick

Tock

In 1918, during the Great War, while man desecrated the earth, Mother Nature quietly took up arms. And fought back.

Grace Winter, the Great War, 1918












PROLOGUE




AVERY
 FEBRUARY 1917: OUTBACK SOUTH AUSTRALIA

In the dead quiet of the packed front bar, blokes were nursing coldish beers and heavy hearts. After such a long dry spell, the pub’s thick stone walls provided some insulation against the scorching South Australian sun but offered little relief from the sorrow of losing yet another dozen of this town’s fine young sons, husbands and fathers to the killing fields of France.

Avery Love stood toe to toe with a huge Scottish opal miner. All eyes were on Avery, while his were locked on the Scotsman’s as he awaited an answer to his bold proposition. A bead of sweat dripped from his temple and he licked his dry lips nervously.

Avery broke eye contact to check the thermometer on the wall behind the bar, just below an advertisement for Adelaide Lager and a new poster calling for reinforcements for the Commonwealth Imperial Forces. The mercury still read eighty degrees, and the tension was rising faster than the temperature. Avery flicked his gaze back to the Scot, McKay.

A couple of blowflies broke the silence, and Smitty, sitting at the end of the bar, whacked them with his flyswat and flicked them into an ashtray. Men stood to offer their seats to the women who’d wandered in from the ladies’ lounge with shandies in hand to join the mourning. Since the war, no one had been too fussed about segregation. It was nice to have the ladies around: they were the backstop of everything. Just like Avery’s mam was his backstop. Which was why he was here, with the proposition for the Scot.

Avery tapped his small silver music box, which was sitting on the bar counter. ‘For the last time, McKay – are you in or out?’

McKay snorted derisively. ‘Out! I’m not gonnae risk one of my rare black opals for your fart of a trinket.’

‘If you weren’t so narrow-minded’ – Avery looked him in the eye – ‘you’d realise that what I’m offering you is the chance to win yourself a priceless piece of jewellery, the world’s smallest music box, as rare as a hen’s tooth.’

McKay’s simple mind would be no match for Avery’s silver tongue. Or so he hoped.

‘Don’t do it, Sweetie!’ said Old Marj from the other side of the bar, where she was stacking dirty glasses. ‘Keep your precious music box. McKay’s got no use for it.’

Avery wavered. He’d worn his treasure every day of his life that he could remember. It made him feel safe, even more than the smell of Mam’s jam sponge, or the scent of her Yardley Old English Lavender talc. But it was worth the risk. Because if he won the bet he’d get McKay’s opal. If he won the opal, he’d have enough money to get his mam to Adelaide so she could get proper medical treatment. Who’d have thought rescuing an emu chick from a barbed-wire fence could make someone so sick? A hundred times over he wished he’d never called out to her for help. A thousand times over.

Besides, he was happy to take coin off bludgers like McKay, who’d stayed out of the war by breaking his own shinbone so he could keep mining opal, while the shinbones of brave, dead diggers turned to dust in France.

The Scot picked up the music box, pincering it between a callused thumb and forefinger, and eyed it again, his furry brows narrowing as he scanned the religious scene embossed on the front. His expression shifted to one of consideration as Avery explained how the music box worked.

Avery wound the key and then held it to the Scotsman’s ear. As ‘Amazing Grace’ tinkled out McKay’s eyes widened and shone, and Avery knew he almost had him.

Old Marj leaned on the bar while the Scot mulled things over. ‘How’s your mum, Avery?’ she asked, the corners of her deep grey eyes crimping with concern.

Avery felt the stirrings of tears. And what came to him now was Mam’s sweet, crooked smile, her freckled nose, her flashing green eyes, her clever mind that reigned behind the prettiest face this side of Goyder’s Line. That was before she became locked in her grim battle with tetanus. Oh God. Why had he called her to help with the fencing?

Avery reached for his beer and sipped it, letting the frothy amber fluid and frosty glass cover the tears in his eyes. ‘She’ll be right,’ he said, and thumped his beer back down on the bar, brandishing a big even toothed smile to cover the fact he was petrified. ‘I’ll look after her.’

Marj tousled his blond hair as she’d done all his life. ‘God love ya, Avery, but I shouldn’t be serving ya any more ale. You’re still under-age and your mam will have my guts for garters.’

‘Blokes my age are fighting in France – I reckon I can wrestle down a couple more schooners.’

She smiled a sad smile. ‘S’pose you’re right. But don’t you go lying about your age and rushing over to Blighty to have your head knocked off too.’

‘How did you come by it?’ McKay finally asked, immune to war talk.

‘Bought it off a Parisian jeweller.’ It was a lie, but the story added to its currency. The music box was an heirloom, given to him long ago by his real father. That much he knew. That much he pretended not to know, especially in front of his mam. She clammed up and got all pinched-mouthed about it. But away from Mam’s gaze he often tried to conjure memories of the man he’d called Papa.

‘Real silver?’ McKay asked, breaking Avery’s train of thought.

‘Too right, mate.’

‘Och. Go on, then. Let me fill yer boot: cannae have no cheatin’ on my watch.’

The Scot gripped Avery’s music box in one fist and filled the leather boot with the other while the crowd in the bar looked on.

‘Cheers!’ Avery lifted the boot, put the back of it to his lips and gulped down the frosty liquid.

The crowd held its breath until someone said, ‘Come on, Sweetie!’ The nickname given to him as a kid.

And soon the bar was at full volume. ‘Drink! Drink! Drink!’ The beer coursed down his throat but was so cold it hurt his teeth. He breathed through his nose and guzzled. The chanting grew to a roar.

McKay shoved a testy finger in Avery’s ribs and he spluttered, almost choking, spitting flecks of froth onto the bar. He stared at the music box, willing it to see him through.

‘Come on, Sweetie – come on,’ Marj urged.

And then it was done. He slammed the boot upside down and took McKay’s precious opal, and the crowd rumbled and held their ales up in cheers.

‘Double or nothing,’ Avery said with a grin.

‘Ah, bugger off,’ the Scot grumbled.

Smitty leaned over to Avery. ‘Now, don’t you go getting ahead of ya self. Take it from an old codger like me, ya shouldn’t keep gambling with the things ya love. Take your win, Sweetie, and nick off.’ He lifted his cap and rubbed his balding head as one might a crystal ball. Smitty was a great purveyor of bar-stool philosophy, his predictions about life as accurate as his right knee, which was a fail-safe barometer of rain. Avery trusted everything the old bloke said.

‘I’ll go in a sec,’ Avery said. ‘Just wanna look at this.’ He re-read the army recruitment poster on the bar wall.

‘Not great conditions they’re advertising at the minute,’ Smitty said, stabbing a finger at the paragraph detailing compensation rates for death and disability.

‘And you’re seventeen, Sweetie,’ Marj cut in, looking perturbed. ‘Don’t even think about it.’

‘Yeh – me mam would kill me before the Huns ever got their chance.’ Avery chortled, only half joking.

Smitty tapped his prescient right knee. ‘I reckon you better get going and see to your mum.’

‘Rain coming?’ Avery asked hopefully.

‘Hmm. Not rain, but something.’

The old man’s grimly prophetic tone set Avery’s teeth on edge. He picked up his opal, slung the music box back round his neck, bullocked his way through the crowd, one shoe off, one on, and ran. He plunged into the heat haze like it was water, dashed north past the old brewery, then pounded through barren back paddocks dotted with spinifex and salt bush, over failed wheatfields, past the galvanised-iron shearing sheds that crackled in the heat like pork fat in a roasting oven.

Reaching his driveway, he sucked in big breaths as he noticed the doc’s sulky parked under the row of gums opposite the homestead, and the draught horse with his nose in the water trough. ‘Good,’ he said to himself. The doc was making his usual rounds.

He grabbed his pet donk Maybel and raced her down the side of the house to the shade of the back verandah, then, after carefully flicking the water tank’s scorching tap with a fingernail, filled a bucket with water, enough for both of them. He left her drinking besides Mam’s empty rocking chair, which creaked and swung to and fro with the rising north wind as he bounded up the back steps of the stone cottage.

He could barely wait to show Mam the opal. Tomorrow he’d trade it and then take her straight to a hospital in Adelaide. The doctors would fix her and he’d take her shopping at John Martin’s for a pretty long red frock to set off her flaming hair. And he might even try his luck at two-up. Then he could fix the spouting on their roof, repair the torn flyscreens, build his donk a proper stall.

In the kitchen he scoured his hands and scrubbed the red dust from beneath his fingernails with Solvol, washed his face and pushed back his hair, so he’d look all clean for Mam, just the way she liked. He grinned at his faint reflection in the window and brushed his teeth with his index finger, catching sight of the coloured pencil marks and dates scratched into the door behind him. Mam had religiously marked his growth spurts every six months. These days she joked she’d need a stepladder and an oxygen tank to reach above his head.

As he opened the door to Mam’s bedroom his eyes took a moment to adjust to the sombre light slipping between the drawn drapes and falling upon her spare form, lying immobile on sweat-soaked sheets, muscles clenching and flexing of their own accord. It was a sucker punch to his gut. It stole the air from his chest and made him giddy. He walked towards her while the doc shook his head and began packing up his bag.

‘She gonna be all right, Doc?’ he asked, sagging into a chair beside her bed.

Doc shook his head. ‘Avery,’ he said gently, peering over his round spectacles. ‘Prepare yourself. She’s losing control of her vitals.’


‘Mam’ – Avery took her hand – ‘everything is gonna be all right. I promise. I won an opal!’

Mam opened her eyes wearily. ‘Avery – get the priest,’ she rasped through dry lips.

‘Best you stay,’ said the doc. ‘I’ll go.’

‘Hurry, Doc, please.’

Avery waited till he heard the front door scrape shut, then leaned into his mam, smiling, though his lips quivered. ‘You don’t need to worry, Mam. You’ll get better and I’ll fix this place up spick and span.’

‘Avery’ she said, her scratchy voice barely reaching his ears, ‘you are a very precious love. Remember that.’

Tears rolled down his cheeks as he reached for her hand and held it. Thin blue veins showed through the translucent skin of the strong, capable hand that had been his guide, and that had once looked so reassuringly big and safe around his. That had nursed him through scarlet fever, patted away his tears when other kids called him ‘bastard’, taught him how to knit one, purl one as capably as she’d taught him how to put up his dukes and fight back against schoolyard bullies. That had squeezed milk from the cow’s udders as she sat across from him on her milking stool and they chewed the fat together. That had worked to raise him alone and had been brave and kind and loving.

And now his hand dwarfed hers, but their bond held firm.

She closed her eyes. ‘Play your music box, Avery.’

He wound the music box and watched her face relax as the tune tinkled out. Her peppercorn-green eyes flickered open and in her dilated pupils he saw his own teary reflection. This wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right. One snag of jagged barbed wire. One seemingly innocuous tear in her pale freckled skin.

He wrapped her in his arms and rocked her, just as she had rocked him in the past.


‘Remember our secret, sweetheart,’ she whispered into his ear. ‘Promise me.’

He nodded, choking back sobs. ‘I promise.’

‘And remember, I was the one who loved you the most.’

Avery watched helplessly as the light went out of her eyes. He lay next to her, feeling her body go cold. But he wrapped her in his arms to keep her warm anyway.

[image: image]

Four weeks later, after Mam had been buried in the red outback dust and his opal had been vaulted in the Bank of South Australia, Avery secured the music box on a chain around his neck, then headed for the troop ship at Outer Harbour among a thousand other soldiers who the newspapers were calling ‘the Fair Dinkums’ – the men who went willingly to France knowing their brothers were already pushing up poppies.

The water spangled in farewell beneath the blistering sun, and Avery found refuge beneath his slouch hat, hoisted his belongings on his back and turned one last time to try to fix the green Adelaide Hills in his memory.

As he set off up the gangplank he ran into Smitty, who was similarly dressed.

‘Mate! What are you doing here? I thought blokes with flat feet and dodgy tickers were rejected.’

‘Not these days, boyo. Couldn’t let you go alone now, could I?’ The old man grinned. ‘And I ain’t got nothing to lose.’

‘Me neither,’ said Avery. But somewhere deep in his heart, he thought he had something to gain. Maybe adventure. Maybe answers.

Either way it was a gamble, and he couldn’t resist.











PART ONE

WAR OF WORDS


I’ve always believed that a journalist’s role is to tell the truth in black and white. But how is that possible when ‘the men who know best’ are muzzling people like me, censoring the news and influencing the content of every avenue of the arts – music, posters, theatre and film – to feed the unsuspecting public a diet of warped information? I won’t sit on the sidelines and let the truth of war go untold, because this is not just a clash of armies in far-off lands, this is a war of words right here at home.

Grace Winter, October 1917






























CHAPTER ONE




GRACE
 SEPTEMBER 1917: NEW YORK CITY

Grace Winter strode through the sun-drenched throng in Times Square with the patriotic vigour of a red-blooded American. The morning streets were a glorious mess with their honking automobiles, rattling trolley cars, horse-drawn buggies and the smell of gasoline all mingling with pedestrians, heads down, papers open, devouring the news of America’s entry into the war. Grace dodged them all with a smile of self-satisfaction. They would never imagine that the woman they were passing had not only written some of that news but would also soon be making headlines herself as the New York Times’ first official female war correspondent. That’s if her instincts served her correctly and all went to plan today.

She skirted a tray-truck cart topped with Harlem’s finest belting out rag-time tunes designed to lure their brethren to enlist, walked directly beneath a ladder, then turned to look up at the illustrated Flagg posters people were gluing up: Buy Liberty Bonds they shouted from every spare square inch of Manhattan’s real estate. She sidestepped a newsie touting the morning’s papers, slowing to scan the front page held high in his hand, imagining for a gleeful, fanciful moment her name emblazoned across tomorrow’s edition, before dashing in front of a squadron of advancing black Model-Ts, unwilling and unable to wait for her news.

At the gilded entrance to the New York Times building, she tightened the bright yellow scarf around her neck, took a deep breath, tucked a loose copper curl back into her low bun, then walked in.

‘Miss Winter, gut mornin’!’ sang Mr Becker, the wizened little elevator attendant, rattling the cage door open for her to squeeze into the already packed conveyance. She caught a couple of men glancing at Mr Becker as if to say, ‘You sure this thing can hold the extra weight?’ but wiggled in with a smile of apology as Mr B took his seat on the red elevator stool and pulled the lever to shunt them upstairs. Everyone was silent as the Otis thunked through its gears. Ker thunk. Ker thunk. Ker thunk. A couple of women alighted at the typing pool on the third, and Larry from Sports straightened his tennis visor, popped in a Wrigley’s to cover his stale alcohol breath and hopped out on the fifth. Most of the other men got off at advertising on the sixth while she kept rising, proudly, to the eighth.

‘You’re looking in fine fettle this morning, Miss Winter,’ Mr Becker said when the elevator had emptied. ‘If I’m not mistaken that’s a new scarf you’re wearing today. Expecting something special?’

‘Thank you, Mr B, your eye is as quick as your mind, as always.’ She handed the old man a paper bag full of the caramels they both loved, as was her habit. She’d met Mr B years ago at a German Friendly Society ball and they’d taken a shine to one another. She’d helped him get his job here at the Times, and he liked to fill her in on the elevator gossip.

‘And an extra big bag of sweeties today?’ His brow riddled.

‘I’m expecting big things!’

‘The war correspondent job?’


She gave him a coy smile. ‘What’s the news on the eighth?’

‘Well, McElrod is grinding his teeth, his tie was completely skew-whiff this morning and he forgot to say how-di-do.’

‘Oh dash it. Doesn’t bode well.’ Her boss wasn’t the snappiest dresser but he at least always liked to keep a vertical necktie: off-centre meant agitated.

‘Redman has a pep in his step and is flirting with the girl from advertising.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Nothing new in that.’

‘There’s a new mail boy on staff too, George, and everyone is ignoring him.’

‘I’ll be sure to give him some encouragement.’

‘And be sure to give me your news later, won’t you?’ He squinted a curious eye.

‘Quid pro quo, as always.’ Grace grinned, straightened the Peter Pan collar of her new blue serge dress then stepped out into the sea of black-suited men leaning over desks, some scribbling furiously, some hammering typewriters with their pointer fingers and all with cigarettes puffing like tiny smokestacks of intellectual industry.

The editorial floor of the Times was a hound whose neurons fired bullets of thought onto copy paper with every typewritten word, and the words this morning were focused on War! With a capital W – the call for men to register for the draft, the celebration of General Pershing’s entrance onto the European stage and the Entente’s bloody arm wrestle over Passchendaele.

Grace sat at her desk and opened the top folder, which detailed her investigations into the suspected spy network of a New York baroness, while simultaneously staring across at the man who had her fate in his hands. Any minute now her sub-editor, Mr McElrod, would look up, light a stogie, and call her in to give her the good news.


The new mail boy cut across her view, wrestling his envelope-laden trolley between the desks. ‘Miss Winter.’ He raised his peaked cap, then riffled through a letter stack and handed her a multicoloured wad.

‘Thank you, George, and may I say you’re doing an extra fine job for a newcomer.’ Grace gave him a warm smile. The men would never bother with such pleasantries.

‘Thank you, ma’am.’ He stood bug-eyed, surveying the top folder open on her desk, and Grace put his interest down to the fact she was a minor celebrity round these parts, being the only female reporter on the editorial floor.

‘Thank you, George, you can go now.’

He blushed, turned and beetled off with his trolley.

With one eye on her mail and one still on her boss, she began prioritising the letters in order of importance. There were the usual communiqués from the top; the censor’s new wartime Dos and Don’ts; and a thick blue envelope that caught her eye – her heart gave an Otis-style ker thunk. This envelope was not the sort her regular informant preferred, nor was the font typical (her informant’s typewriter had a droopy-looking r), but still, she could just about smell the good oil leaking out of this one. She raked her letter opener through the seal impatiently and pulled out a grainy photograph along with a note: Re: Charlie Ryan’s Music Box. Herewith proof of existence. Post reward check by return mail.

Grace’s heart accelerated. She leaned across her typewriter, grabbed her magnifying glass from an old jam tin, and ran it over the photograph to compare it with her reference illustration. A familiar disappointment washed over her and she tossed the photograph on the scrap-heap with the other fakes.

Strange, after her years of reporting every kind of human tragedy and joy, that Charlie Ryan’s kidnapping case still had her spellbound. When she was a schoolgirl the boy’s innocent blue-eyed face had been featured on every tin of delicious Little Boy Blue Caramels all across America, and he’d signified all that was good and sweet and true about her adopted homeland. When he had disappeared in 1904, Grace had grieved terribly, even badgered Tante Marthe to take her to his public memorial service in upstate New York. Eleven years later, she had used her position as a reporter at the Times to rekindle public interest by personally stumping up half the reward for the return of Charlie’s missing music box. For two years she’d interviewed witnesses, developed a shortlist of suspects and amassed hundreds of photographs of fake music boxes, all missing the distinctive birds-in-flight symbol she’d deliberately left off her description of the silver trinket.

She had, however, uncovered that the original investigation had been a sham: the police had been paid off and the rest was a murky tale of gangs, threats and murders over gambling debts. Did the gangsters get Charlie, or was it the nanny – or Albert Fish, the notorious paedophile referred to as the Gray Man of New York? The coroner had declared death by foul play due to the discovery of a body that might have been Charlie’s, and the case went cold.

‘Wint-ahh!’ McElrod bellowed from the smoky depths of his windowed office.

Grace stood and smoothed down her skirt. ‘Finally!’ she whispered, tightening her yellow scarf again then weaving her way between the desks into McElrod’s office, contemplating how she should react to the news of her promotion. Would it be too familiar to give him a hug? Should she just hold out her hand for a hearty, professional shake, or perhaps accept a cigar to light for ceremonial purposes as the men liked to do?

Yes. She liked that one. Then the whole office would know. But as she stood by McElrod’s desk awaiting permission to sit in the visitor’s chair, he left her standing, his gaze fixed on the smouldering mound of spent cigars in his ashtray.

‘Winter. There’s going to be some changes around here.’

‘That’s what I’m counting on, sir,’ she said less confidently than she intended to. The tenor of his voice didn’t sound right. Her boss was famously gruff, even in the throes of a compliment, but today there was an unusual vexation in his tone, plus he hadn’t invited her to sit down. Her eyes landed on the special report she’d submitted yesterday about New York’s pacifist movement. It had been stamped Trash in red ink.

‘Fact is – this meeting isn’t what you think it is.’

Her stomach fluttered with the mixture of fear and self-doubt that always came with any hint of his disapproval. ‘So, you need changes to the Pacifist story?’

‘Nope. This story, as they say in the classics, is as dead as the dodo.’

‘Why?’

‘You’re going to find this a bitter pill to swallow,’ he said, his eyes glued to hers.

‘What, sir?’

‘Truth is the first casualty of war, Winter. The censors are God. Get used to it.’

McElrod settled back, filling his broad brown leather chair. He was a fair man, usually, when it came to rewarding good journalism. He’d promoted her above other capable men and he was, after all, her beloved mentor. But in this moment, all that seemed very past tense.

‘And ah’ – his top lip twitched – ‘Redman is set to get the correspondent’s job. He’ll be in Europe by Christmas and, ah, you’re being seconded to the social pages, effective immediately.’

She groped at the edge of his desk to steady herself. ‘What? No! Why?’


McElrod averted his eyes and lowered his voice in an uncharacteristically apologetic way. ‘Orders. All the gals in the socials are hotfooting it to the altar before their beaus depart for war – so as a single woman, I’m afraid you’re it.’

‘I can’t.’ She breathed. ‘Can’t you send a cub out for the social pages?’

‘No. The cubs are all men, it doesn’t work that way.’

‘I thought you said I’d be chosen for Europe.’ She worked to catch his gaze.

‘Dammit, Winter.’ He jerked a thumb towards the visitor’s chair. ‘Sit – and listen.’

Grace drew in a deep breath and sat down, trying to hold her panic at bay as McElrod rubbed a hand across his jaw, assessing her in the way one might assess a vital chess move.

‘You’re German, aren’t you, Winter?’

She sat back, stunned. ‘What?’

‘A Kraut. Hun. Boche.’

‘I’m American.’

‘But your last name is really Wettin, and that name is German.’

‘It was my name. If it’s good enough for King George to change his family name from Saxe-Coburg-Gotha to Windsor, then surely I can anglicise mine to Winter?’

‘The whole truth, Winter.’

Grace’s composure crumpled. ‘I was born in Germany, yes. But my mother was English. My father was Prussian by birth, but I grew up in France and lived half of my life right here in Manhattan and I’m just like everybody else in Gotham – a New York City polyglot.’

‘Hmmm.’ He eyed her as though they hadn’t been mentor and apprentice these last four years, as though he hadn’t read her stories with a brow raised in admiration and said, ‘You have a precocious talent for observation, Winter.’ Instead he said, ‘But you live in Yorkville in the heart of the German quarter with your German aunt and you speak – yes, that’s right – German.’

‘My aunt died many years ago.’ Her voice thickened with the swell of emotion. ‘Yes, I speak German, but that’s hardly a crime.’

‘Might be now,’ he muttered.

‘I also speak French and a smattering of Dutch and Spanish. What is this, sir? An interrogation?’

‘You should be aware of the remit of the new American Protective League, the APL, which is oriented towards curbing the German problem on our shores.’

‘What’s that got to do with me?’

‘German blood and a press badge?’ He eyed her. ‘Think about it.’

‘But the APL are just a bunch of entitled bankers turned vigilantes.’

‘And they’ve got the goddamn president’s imprimatur to root out anyone they see as suspect. Your parvenus and long-haired pacifists in Greenwich Village and anyone within their radius will be top of the list.’ He glanced away. ‘Fact is, you are what the authorities are calling a hyphenated American, so you need to keep your head down.’

‘I don’t understand.’

He paused, then crooked his index finger. She approached his desk and leaned forwards.

‘Winter. There are eyes and ears everywhere here,’ he whispered. ‘So keep your head down and do what you’re told.’ He gave her his ol’ incisive look, then picked up a folder and slapped it on his desk, ‘Right then.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I need a juicy piece for page fourteen, like the one on the missing Follies girl.’ He tapped the face of his watch. ‘You’ve got around an hour till deadline.’


‘But . . .’

‘Fine. If you don’t want it, I’ll get Redman to do the piece.’

She looked through the glass into the press room. There was Redman, chatting up another girl from the typing pool. He wasn’t the sharpest investigative mind. Hardly in her league. The correspondent’s job wasn’t his just yet – she still had eight weeks to claw it back.

‘Leave it with me, sir.’
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Back in her chair Grace took a deep breath to steady her racing heart. Someone (McElrod?) had been digging around in her past. Were all the other men suspicious of her German heritage too?

She gazed around the room. No. They were all frantic, self-absorbed journeymen, trying their damnedest to beat her to the Western Front. Her gaze came to rest on Fysh Redman – ‘Red’, as he liked to call himself. He ran his palm sideways across his jet-black fringe in the way he always did when he was concentrating. If anyone was going to be an APL vigilante it was handsome, cock-sure Redman. Smart, lazy, with high-profile contacts and a tendency to speak about himself in the third person. The man was a shark.

She popped a caramel into her cheek and began doodling: Redman with his big Sozodont smile as a great white shark, McElrod as a militant helmet-wearing toad she named General Obedience, a fat cigar drooping out of his thick lips. She tapped the end of her nose with her pencil, then drew a circling bait ball of fish around them to represent the general public and labelled them Censored Schools of Thought. And then behind a curtain of coral she drew herself as a minnow, watching on with a magnifying glass in one fin and a pen in the other, ready to document the truth. The Secret Truth of Our (Highly Censored) Times by The Manhattan Minnow, she headlined it. There. That felt better. Drawing caricatures like this was a silly cathartic thing she’d never quite grown out of.

She glanced up to find Redman staring at her and shoved the drawing into her handbag.

‘What are you staring at?’

‘Heard the news?’

She held Redman’s eye. ‘That’s generally what I write, Redman – you ought to try it someday.’

‘Good one, Winter.’ He slapped a knee in fake amusement and swept her insult away. ‘Just thought you’d wanna know that your pal Mr Becker has been fired.’ He leaned back in his chair and twirled his pencil nonchalantly between his fingers.

‘What?’ She glanced towards the elevators. ‘Not Mr B? Why?’

He gave a wry smile. ‘Washington has warned everyone to be on alert for pro-Germans in their midst. Bunch of elevator boys in New York hotels have been accused of spying, so the Times is taking no chances.’

Grace tried not to let the extent of her disappointment show as she turned away from Redman’s laugh and tipped her hourglass upside down. Attempting to refocus to her work so as not to betray her emotions, she reached under her desk into her little pharmacist’s cabinet, knowing the scraps of evidence, clippings and photographs housed there were her lifeline to a fast story. With her mind on Mr B – where would he go? What would happen if he couldn’t find a job elsewhere? – she ran her fingers along the tops of the filing card tabs till she arrived at Z for Ziegfeld, but then remembered she didn’t need it. The girl wasn’t missing at all – her informant had said the girl faked her own disappearance and ran away from an abusive father into the arms of her young lover. She wanted very much to stay lost.

Grace stared at her blank copy paper, forcing her attention back to the task at hand and its impending deadline. She’d always taken pride in telling the truth in black and white, but this girl’s life was at stake. How to weave the words? Ah! She stabbed her pencil in the air, finding a headline that would earn McElrod’s approval by saving him a job.

Who is Ziegfeld’s most mysterious Folly? Subhead: Hell’s Kitchen serves up more underworld intrigue. She punched out a piece that threw up an array of plausible (but carefully obtuse) theories on the life of the Follies girl, pulled her copy paper up through the roller, then marched directly into McElrod’s office and handed him her article.

‘Mr McElrod, about Mr Becker.’

McElrod raised a dismissive hand as he read the piece.

‘Good headline,’ he said dispassionately. ‘Not your best work – but it’ll do. Now get acquainted with the socials: start with this Helena Rubinstein woman. She’s expanding her cosmetics range across America, and taking it up to her rival Elizabeth Arden.’

‘What? No!’ Her head whirled. ‘My background is in medicine, not puffery and make-believe.’

‘Winter. That statement alone proves your naivety. You are too green for the realities of war reporting.’

‘Please, sir, give me a chance. What about my developing story on the spy baroness?’

‘Nope.’ He sucked on his stogie and swung his chair to look out to the water-towered rooftops of Manhattan as the sun moved behind a cloud and turned the atmosphere hauntingly grey.

‘Sir, please. Give me a chance to prove myself. You know I’m better than Redman.’


He took up his red grease pencil and began editing another piece of copy. ‘One day,’ he said without looking up, ‘you’ll thank me for all this.’

‘For punishing me?’

‘No, for protecting you. Have a good evening, Winter.’











CHAPTER TWO




From a distance Grace’s two-storey brownstone resembled a Christmas pudding, with English ivy covering its Romanesque revival facade and blushing red geraniums spilling over the windowsills. Once upon a time it had been Tante Marthe’s townhouse: she’d lived upstairs and operated her apothecary from the walk-out basement beneath it. Since Marthe’s death the brownstone had been converted into two identical apartments: Grace’s on the first floor and Ida Mueller’s upstairs, while Grace’s precious keepsakes and hothouse plants occupied the basement.

At the end of the day there was nothing Grace loved more than arriving home to be greeted by an overenthusiastic dachshund, and spending the evening chewing over her day with her elderly upstairs neighbour.

There was something comforting about the light spilling from Ida’s apartment, the smell of her home cooking drifting down from her kitchen, and their nightly custom of solving a jigsaw puzzle with old Minnie sitting between them, watching their every move with ponderous curiosity. Such rituals helped restore Grace’s faith in the world and were a salve for the injustices she confronted each day as a reporter, as a woman, and, now, as a German hyphen.


In some ways, she mused as she made her way through the heavy torpor of Yorkville’s steamy malt- and hops-laced dusk, her horrid day had removed her blinkers where propaganda was concerned. She’d looked at the war posters plastered around the city before, but she’d never really seen them. Passing the towering Hell Gate Lager brewery, she noticed for the first time the poster of Uncle Sam glaring down from beneath a star-spangled top hat, looking more menacing than encouraging. We need you! he demanded with a stern pointer finger. Then there was a poster of the Kaiser as a red-eyed ogre bludgeoning innocent women and children to death. The subtext was, ‘As a German hyphen, keep your head down and your nose clean and be a good citizen.’

A trolley car whizzed past, bell clanging, missing Grace by inches and sending up a cloud of dirt and grime. She watched the trolley disappear in the direction of the East River, quicksilver in the last bleached light. She continued past the eerily quiet German dance halls, delicatessens and movie theatres. The menu boards outside the German café’s had changed their offerings from sauerkraut to Liberty cabbage, from frankfurters to Liberty sausage. When had that happened?

‘Evening, Grace,’ a local café owner called from a dark doorway.

‘Evening, Mr Schmidt.’

He pointed to his shop sign – Schmidt was gone, and Smith had taken its place. ‘Mr Smith it is now.’

‘Oh, yes, Mr Smith. I understand.’

Grace made a mental note to scratch off the remnants of the words on Tante Marthe’s old shop sign, which hung above the basement door at home. The patchy gold letters could still be made out: Wettin’s Herbal Remedies.

When she reached home Grace creaked open the front gate and stood on the stoop, rummaging through her Gladstone bag for her key. It was only then that she twigged that the light from Ida’s upstairs window was missing, as was the plinkity-plink of Minnie’s feet dancing excitedly as she awaited Grace’s entry.

A heavy lump of discomfort settled in her stomach as she opened the door to find Ida seated on the last tread of the stairs clutching Minnie to her chest, her powdered face streaked by tears.

‘Oh! What’s happened, Ida?’

‘We have to register as German aliens,’ the elderly woman said, extending a handful of pamphlets towards Grace.

‘Aliens?’ Grace repeated, taking the papers and scanning the top one. It was a directive for all occupants of the townhouse, her included, to go to City Hall and register their German ties. What on earth? For protecting you. McElrod’s words swam round in Grace’s head.

‘Oh! For heaven’s sake. It’s all right. Everyone is a bit frightened,’ Grace said more bravely than she felt, for Ida’s sake. ‘Come, let’s go upstairs and finish your puzzle.’

Ida gave a deep shuddery sigh and Grace helped her to her feet and up the stairs to her apartment.

The rich smell of braised meat hit Grace as she opened Ida’s front door, but rather than whetting her appetite it made her feel slightly queasy.

‘You need to eat?’ asked Ida.

‘No thanks, Ida, I’m not hungry.’

They moved into the comfy sitting room, where the meaty aroma mingled with the scent of Delbard roses, pretty in ballet-tutu pink and flaunting their beauty from a crystal vase on the carved mahogany mantel.

Grace sat opposite Ida at the card table and surveyed the half-finished jigsaw puzzle of the Eiffel Tower. She slid her fashionable court shoes off and sunk her aching feet deep into the floral carpet, kept lush by the twice-daily attentions of Ida’s brand-new Hoover electric suction cleaner. Such a balm.

Ida’s apartment had always felt snug, like being ensconced in a soft oversized armchair, whereas Grace’s apartment, though identical in layout, was more functional. All her plain furnishings were covered by books, newspapers, reports, transcripts and folders stacked neatly by assignment, ready for the burning of the midnight oil. Even the crimson canopy above her four-poster bed was strung with washing lines from post to post, filled with pegged-up notes, ideas and hypotheses to facilitate thinking at every hour. The journal on her bedside table was her friend, always there, ready to listen and capture a thought, mood or stellar sentence, if and when one struck her.

Grace scanned the puzzle pieces on the card table, finding a solution immediately but not letting on, wanting to draw out her time with Ida.

‘Derrick says,’ Ida began uncertainly, and Grace glanced up at the mention of Ida’s son, who’d been urging Ida to come and live with him in Atlanta since America joined the war five months ago. ‘He says I should stay with him till war is over.’ Ida looked at Grace from below her thin grey lashes.

Grace’s heart sank, though she forced a smile. ‘Circumstances being what they are, I think that’s a very good idea. I don’t know if New York is safe for any of us any more and I would feel much better if I knew you were with Derrick and being adored by your grandchildren, as you deserve to be.’ Ida angled her gaze, as if she suspected Grace was keeping her disappointment closely guarded. ‘Honestly,’ Grace said, feigning sincerity, ‘I’ll feel better if you do.’ But I’ll be dreadfully lonely without you and Minnie, she finished in her head.

Ida swallowed. ‘Then Derrick’s offered to move Minnie and me next week. I’ll tell him yes.’


Ida’s cloudy blue eyes met Grace’s with longing and sadness. ‘Can’t people see what’s happening to us?’ Ida said finally, breaking the silence. ‘Don’t they care?’

Grace looked down and shook her head, acutely aware that until today she had been as guilty of ignorance as the rest of them.

‘I don’t think people can see what’s happening at all, because their minds are being manipulated by Woodrow Wilson’s propaganda machine. The new Committee on Public Information has hijacked every avenue of the arts to stoke patriotism and spread fear for all things German.’

‘Can’t you write something about it, Grace?’ Ida reached out and lightly tapped Grace’s forearm. ‘Can’t you tell people what’s really going on? The truth is the most important thing in the world.’

‘I know,’ Grace replied. ‘That’s why I’ve spent most of my adult life trying to uncover it. But I can’t write anything like that for the Times – it would be censored and I’d be censured. I don’t think there is much I can do.’

‘What if you sent a story to this paper: the New Collective? Ida held up a German-owned newspaper that regularly got under the skin of the authorities with its now questionable content. ‘Never forget, my dearest one, that Germany gifted the world Bach, Brahms, the Brothers Grimm, not to mention much of America’s current knowledge of modern medicine . . . as you well know.’

‘What are you asking me to do, Ida?’

Ida shrugged. ‘You’ve heard the authorities in Ohio are asking people to euthanise their dachshunds and alsatians?’ It was a question aimed squarely at Grace’s heart.

Grace’s hand settled on Minnie’s silky head. Minnie looked up, her brown eyes solemn, as though she understood the dire consequences of her breeding.


‘Don’t worry, Minnie. If anyone asks, you’re a Liberty-loving sausage dog. And we’re all Liberty women.’ Grace cast Ida an encouraging smile, but Ida’s face remained impassive.

‘Even good, learned people become complicit when they say nothing against injustice.’

‘That’s why I do my job, Ida, but you can’t expect me to lose my job either.’

‘No, indeed.’ Ida sighed, then held up the piece of the jigsaw that Grace had just pushed her way.

As the other puzzle pieces fell rapidly into place, so too did a rather scandalous idea in Grace’s mind.

When the puzzle was complete, Ida made noises about bedtime. Grace hugged Minnie and Ida goodnight and said she would see them in the morning.

Ida clung tight. ‘I believe in you, Grace,’ she said in Grace’s ear. ‘If anyone can bring the truth of this war to the people, it’s you.’

As Ida’s apartment door clicked shut behind her, Grace flew downstairs, skirt trailing, heading straight for her basement – the place she always turned to in a crisis.

The basement, though musty, smelled vaguely of angel’s trumpets, and she could just make out their pendulous pink flowers as she stepped off the last stair and into the dark. She let her eyes adjust to the filmy light from the streetlamps filtering in through the curtain-covered French doors, then threaded her way through the indoor jungle to her grand piano and lifted its lid to find her box of matches.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ she whispered to the framed photographs atop the piano as she struck a match and the tip flared to illuminate the face of her father, a long duelling scar on his cheek, his small stony eyes projecting their perennial disappointment at her. She lit his candle, then Freddie’s, picked up her brother’s photograph and planted a kiss right in the middle of his sweet five-year-old forehead. Next, she lit her mother’s candle, and Florette Wettin’s eyes seemed to dance in the flickering flame. Grace leaned on the piano and rested her chin on her fist. ‘Mama, the one man I’ve always believed in turned against me today. Then Mr B got fired and now I’m seeing posters everywhere warning about “the German menace”. It’s unconscionable and unfair and Ida’s right.’ Grace paused, then felt around in her bag for the cartoon she’d drawn earlier today of her, Redman and McElrod. ‘I can’t just sit by and do nothing. And I can’t write the truth for the New York Times, but perhaps I can tell it in another way.’ She stared at her illustration. ‘Remember how you called fables and parables human truths dressed as fiction?’ Her mother’s eyes sparkled. ‘And I still plan to do what Mr McElrod says to get back that correspondent’s job, but in the meantime . . .’

She let her sentence trail off as a gust rose outside, smattering the windows with foliage and wheezing its way through the basement’s old bones. The flame of her mother’s memorial candle rose, and though Grace didn’t believe in spirits or God, she was looking for a sign, so she took this as one. ‘Thank you, Mama. I miss you so much.’ She touched her mother’s cheek. ‘And I love you.’
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A short time later she was hurrying down the dark side of the street to the mailbox holding an envelope addressed to the New Collective, conflicted, her heart telling her to go ahead but her head warning her not to.

She pushed the envelope containing her story about Washington’s manipulation of the news bureaus decisively into the box before she could think twice. ‘Swim free, little minnow,’ she whispered.


It was only then, as she turned around, that she noticed a small man in a long Norfolk coat watching her; but before she could get a better look at him he had melted into the night.
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A week later the Manhattan Minnow made a splash in New York’s most controversial German-owned newspaper. Emboldened, Grace soon wrote another article under her Minnow pen-name, elucidating the wholesale destruction of German culture by the banning of the language in schools and music in church. Aware of the risk of being caught, she had her stories hand-delivered by a messenger inside boxes of long-stemmed yellow Delbard roses.

The Minnow’s next story broke a week later, taking pride of place on page three.











CHAPTER THREE




‘The gloves are off,’ Grace typed, adding a full stop to the last line of the Helena Rubinstein vs Elizabeth Arden story Mr McElrod had requested. She reached down and rubbed the back of her heels before putting her shoes back on. Her feet were so swollen from running around town to various charity events over the last month. And despite her hard work, it was late October and she was still no closer to the European front; though she did have a rich cachet of anonymous stories published in the New Collective as evidence of her industry. Her conscience was beginning to gnaw at her: she felt awful in the middle of the night when guilt hounded, but vindicated during the day when she felt the rub of McElrod’s cool shoulder.

Grace checked her watch. She had less than an hour to get home, change, then get back to the Hotel Astor for her birthday dinner.

She clicked open her compact mirror to reapply her red lipstick and stared at her reflection. Gosh. Twenty-seven. She grimaced. She should’ve been much further ahead in her career by now. Or at least back in France. Yet here she was, quoting Rubinstein’s mantra, ‘Beauty is power’ (and suppressing the urge to correct this terrible fallacy), while her male counterparts wrote about world-changing events like the Bolshevik revolution and the possibility of Russian surrender, which would be a disaster for the Allies. She pressed her lips together then caught sight of George, the mail boy, in the mirror, standing behind her and peering over her shoulder. She snapped the compact shut and swivelled her chair to meet him.

‘George?’

‘Excuse me, Miss Winter.’ George shuffled towards her. ‘I bought you some caramels.’ He smiled shyly, holding out a paper bag tied with yellow ribbon. ‘Happy birthday.’

‘How did you know?’ She beamed, offering him one then popping one in her mouth.

‘You got this today.’ He handed over a little white box from Henry Bloom & Co. A florist on 53rd. She gently prised it open to find budding yellow Delbard roses arranged in a corsage. ‘Oh my,’ Grace said, a hand to her chest, a rush of pleasure trilling through her. She pinned the flowers to her black gaberdine frock and read the note to herself, sniffing back tears.


Dear Clever Puss and the world’s best investigative reporter,

Happy birthday, my adventuress. Please wear this corsage to your evening at the Orangerie tonight and know that while you are drinking Russian tea from a tall glass garnished with maraschino cherries and listening to Pachelbel’s Canon (if it’s still allowed, that is!), I am thinking of you.

All my love, your very own Gloria Swanson.



The gift was from Maggie, Grace’s best friend from school, fellow hyphen, queen of silly names and the only one who’d persisted with her through all the lean friendship years when Grace’s work had swallowed her up whole. When everyone and everything else had taken a back seat to her reporting. Flotsam.


‘Will it be a big celebration at the Astor?’ George asked, wheeling his trolley round and emptying her wastepaper basket.

‘A quiet one, and thank you again, George.’

She squared up her copy paper by banging the pages on the desk, closing their conversation, neglecting to mention that every birthday since her twelfth had been a quiet one.

George blushed in a way that blended his large freckles together. ‘You’re welcome, ma’am,’ he said, tipping his cap and taking off with his trolley.
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Later, seeing that McElrod was finally alone, with his tie loosened, Grace slipped into his office and laid her report on his desk. It was a good piece, contrasting Rubinstein’s modernist approach with Elizabeth Arden’s twee Fragonard-inspired style. Surely he would give her that ‘No doubt about ya, Winter’ look and return her to mainstream reporting.

‘Sir? The piece on Rubinstein.’

‘Looks good.’ He flicked it a cursory glance, then went back to his editing. ‘Thanks. You wanted somethin’ else?’

‘Yes. I want to know when I can have my old job back to give myself a shot at the correspondent’s role.’

‘Hrrmph. Not now, Winter.’

‘I’ve got an idea about the power of celebrity, inspired by Charlie Chaplin. I’ve heard a rumour he’s about to become one of Wilson’s Four Minute Men, those men and women who will be preaching the benefits of war in four-minute oratories.’

McElrod just grunted, and she took it as a cue to continue.

‘Or,’ she rushed on, ‘I could keep working on the spy baroness—’

‘Nope. I’ve got Redman covering that as his swan song.’

‘But I came up with it!’


‘Winter, please,’ McElrod said exasperatedly, giving her a searing look before dropping his voice to a whisper. ‘Just keep your head down, Grace, for the love of God.’

‘Boss.’ Fysh Redman cut in and Grace whirled around to see him lounging in the doorway, George behind him with his mail trolley.

‘Come on in, Red. Take a seat, buddy,’ McElrod said. ‘Cuban?’ He pointed at a box of expensive stogies on his desk.

‘Sheesh, would you look at those red lips,’ Redman chuckled condescendingly. ‘Red as red can be.’ He brushed past her. ‘Hey, and thanks for the spy baroness thing, Fysh is much obliged.’

Grace grabbed her things and hurried downstairs, trying to contain her frustration, telling herself not to cry, only to be caught in the thick of the early-evening crowd: horses whinnying, engines screeching, honking, hollering, swathes of black bowler hats blurring together as she soldiered on, realising too late that she had walked straight into the path of Father Jude O’Malley. He was coming quickly towards her, tall and elegant, his black cassock flying out behind him like a pair of raven’s wings. She scanned her surroundings, looking for a place to hide, not just because she didn’t subscribe to religion but because she owed the priest a short publicity piece on the upcoming Belgian Benefit Christmas Concert, which she’d completely forgotten about till now.

She pulled her scarf up over her hair and turned towards a shoe-shop window, pretending to peruse a pair of white Coward boots.

‘Hello, Miss Winter,’ Father Jude said with his deep Irish lilt, standing so close to her she couldn’t help but take in his general scent of sweet incense. ‘If I were a betting man, I’d say you were trying to avoid me. Am I correct or nay?’

In the window’s reflection she caught his ice-blue eyes scanning her face for a reaction. And she thought in that moment that if she were to sketch him he’d be a Siberian Husky.

‘That would be nay, Father,’ she said, turning to face him, ‘though I do appreciate your dry sense of humour.’

His face transformed with the kind of smile that ought to have its own confessional. It turned him from a broody kind of ugly-handsome to actually, surprisingly, handsome. Though, to her, what made a man appealing was four key attributes in this order: intelligence, kindness, a sense of humour and a love of nature.

‘Are you all right, Miss Winter? You seem quite upset.’

‘I do? Forgive me. I’ve just had a run-in with a . . .’ She wanted to say ‘idiot’, in reference to Redman, but that would make her sound arrogant, so she settled on ‘shark’.

He stared at her, perplexed.

‘A metaphor for the type that inhabit a newsroom.’

‘Ah! To be sure.’

‘I do apologise, I realise I owe you a publicity piece for the Christmas concert.’

‘I’m sorry to inconvenience you but it is rather urgent. Ticket sales have stalled and the committee is threatening to cancel. It seems the public purse is now being drained by the purchase of Liberty Bonds, and people have forgotten about buying tickets to our Christmas concert. But I think with some of your word magic we might be able to get things humming again. Could we possibly meet now regarding the particulars? It would take five minutes at most.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry, Father O’Malley’ – she glanced at her watch – ‘but I have another engagement at the Astor tonight and’ – she pointed towards the trolley clanging its way to a stop – ‘this is my trolley coming now. Another time?’

‘Perhaps I can ride with you?’ He angled his head and smiled genially.


‘Perfect.’ She dredged up a smile and a tone of enthusiasm, though she’d rather hoped to use the time to work through what had just happened in McElrod’s office.

Sitting thigh to thigh with the priest in the packed tram, Grace took out her notebook, flattened it on her knees and flicked it to an empty page. ‘Tell me about the concert line-up again. Who will be performing, and what songs?’

He pulled a piece of paper from his cassock as the trolley veered and the commuters swayed. She ran a fingertip down his scribbled list of performers. ‘May I suggest you fill the program with a few more Irish ballads for your mostly Irish congregation? That’s bound to get their hearts pumping and wallets opening?’

‘Grand idea.’ He gave her that broad smile again, and lines of good humour fanned out to the flecks of silver peeking through the dark hair at his temples. How old was he? She tapped her pencil against her lips, wondering. Mid-thirties, perhaps? His brows drew together as if he’d read her thoughts.

‘Go on, Father.’ She looked back at her notebook, cheeks warming.

‘I am a little worried about my choir. The mumps is racing through the boys and they refuse to take their tincture.’

She combed through her knowledge about the natural progression of mumps in a child. Freddie’s little face, bloated like a marshmallow, flashed into her mind and she glanced up to the other passengers to try to dispel the memories. Her emotions were always so topsy-turvy on her birthday. ‘As I recall, most children get through the mumps quickly without any long-term side effects. With any luck they’ll be fully recovered in time for the concert.’

She sensed Jude’s relief.

‘But now, back to the concert. I need a back story to tug on the heartstrings. Why you have put your heart and soul into these orphan boys from Belgium, when you could . . .’


‘This is not about me, Miss Winter,’ Jude said gently. ‘This is wholly about the boys. My name shouldn’t even be included. It’s about the children.’

‘Not a problem, Father, but I need context. I need to understand your motivations.’

‘Well, I suppose you could say I owe my life to Belgium. I began my training in Louvain.’

‘Ah, Louvain! The crucible of Belgian Catholicism. I was schooled for three years at the Ursuline convent in Tildonk, just a stone’s throw away.’

‘Fascinating!’ His eyes twinkled. ‘So what brought you to Manhattan?’

‘Uh-uh!’ She waggled her pencil in front of his eyes. ‘I’m doing the interviewing here, Father.’

More people squeezed onto the tram and Grace and Father Jude stood to allow an elderly couple to take their seats.

‘What brought you to Manhattan?’

‘As a Jesuit I go where I’m sent by the General Curia. The Superior General considered me the right person to shepherd Louvain’s orphans to New York after the invasion, seeing I had lived here before. I came with the blessing of Brand Whitlock, a friend from the American Legation in Brussels.’

She nodded, scribbling her Pitman shorthand, her respect for him growing exponentially. She cocked her right brow. ‘Friends in high places?’

‘I suppose you could say that.’

Grace was jostled from behind as a new influx of passengers boarded. She put her notebook away, placed her bag between her feet, and stood on her tiptoes to grab the strap above her head, before glimpsing a couple of American Protective League officers barging down the aisle towards her.


Oh God. This was it. She imagined them pulling out the New Collective and a pair of handcuffs. But they stopped directly in front of a young blond man, clearly of fighting age, dressed spiffily in a dove-grey suit, hair cut neatly en brosse.

‘Is there a problem, sir?’ the blond man asked after the APL officer’s gaze became uncomfortably insistent.

‘You registered for the draft, sunshine?’ the officer replied with a strong midwestern twang.

‘Not as yet.’

‘And why’d that be? You a Quaker? Mennonite? Religious nancy boy?’

Grace glanced at Father Jude, seeing his jaw tighten on hearing the disparaging remarks.

The thug grabbed the man’s brown leather briefcase and examined the gold-leaf lettering stencilled on the top. ‘Heber.’ He shouted the name and held up the briefcase like judicial evidence to the packed trolley. ‘Hey, everyone, looks like we got a Kraut draft dodger here!’

‘Actually no, I’m an engineer hired by the government to . . .’ The young man reached for his briefcase as a couple of scruffy rednecks cudgelled their way in, sniffing out a confrontation.

Father Jude stepped in. ‘Excuse me gentlemen, please. If I could just appeal for a little calm. Give this young man the chance to explain himself.’

The head official met Father Jude chin to chin. ‘Might be best if you step aside, Padre. We’re on official business here.’

Father Jude clamped a large steady hand on the thug’s shoulder. ‘Let’s be reasonable . . .’ As the tram clattered round a sharp bend, a fist came hard and fast from nowhere. It took the wind from the young man’s lungs with an ooof. He doubled over, toppling onto Grace, knocking her sideways. The men piled in, landing a sickening succession of blows, and Grace stepped back helplessly as the carriage became a rolling ministry of pandemonium. She lost sight of Father Jude in the melee of hollers, shrieks, crunches of fist on bone; children were howling, women were screaming, ‘Stop, Stop!’ And after an eternity the trolley brakes screeched, the caboose banked, handbags and vegetables slid down the aisle, something exploded violently against a metal seat frame and the sound of shattering glass filled the air along with the smell of vinegar. Grace lost her bag in the melee, and she and other anxious adults held tight to seats to avoid tumbling.

When the trolley came to rest, there was a moment of quiet disbelief. People looked around in shock as the conductor finally appeared and the APL officers took Mr Heber into custody, calling the young man (who was still protesting his innocence and sporting a black eye) a German sympathiser. Evidently guilty until proven innocent.
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It took Grace and Father Jude a good hour to help clear the trolley, and Grace, uninjured but shaken, did her best to patch up scraped knees and swollen limbs. The ambulances arrived before the police to ferry the injured off to hospital, and she and Father Jude agreed to share a cab home.

As the sun lay its long, golden shanks through the East-West Streets of Upper Manhattan all Grace could do was stare blankly out of the cab window at a city she barely knew. The great chameleon of a city she’d grown up in and changed with was now changing around her, leaving her behind.

‘Oh, Miss Winter, I think these fell from your bag in all the ruckus,’ Father Jude said. ‘And I didn’t mean to snoop, but I did register that it’s your birthday today.’


Grace turned to Father Jude just as the cab drew to a halt in front of her townhouse, and he handed back her notebook and Maggie’s birthday card.

‘Thank you. And yes, it’s my birthday, but never mind. I’m sure I’ll have others . . .’ She noticed a crimson stain blooming at the top of Father Jude’s collar. ‘Are you injured, Father?’

‘’Tis nothing,’ he said, feeling beneath his collar with two fingers, slipping them out bloodied.

‘You need that seen to immediately.’ She leaned over to the front seat to pay the cab fare. ‘I’d be happy to dress it for you, if you’re comfortable with that. I trained for two years as a doctor; my father was an exceptional surgeon. I promise you’re safe with me.’

‘You are full of surprises, Miss Winter. I’d be much obliged.’

The Italian cabbie raised his thick brows and clutched the crucifix round his neck, muttering ‘Holy Mother of God.’ She understood why he would find the situation unusual. A female doctoring a priest. But Father O’Malley seemed content to accept the offer.

‘Vade in pace,’ he said in Latin to the cabbie as he alighted.

Grace led Father Jude through the wrought-iron gate and down the old servants’ stairs towards the basement’s French doors.

‘Wait. Can you still make it to the Hotel Astor, Miss Winter? I’d be happy to hail another cab for you.’

She gave him a quick smile. ‘I don’t think so. I’ve lost my appetite for celebration and it’s best we see to your injury.’

She tugged on a cord and two incandescent bulbs burst into life. She enjoyed seeing the priest’s face transform from intent concern into boyish curiosity as he surveyed their surroundings: the forest of potted plants bracketing her grand piano, Tante Marthe’s old workbench behind it still laid with scales, racks of test tubes, mason jars, tin cans holding pipettes, and a score of brown bottles filled with herbal tinctures and serums to treat everything from asthma to psoriasis, assembled in alphabetical order.

Grace made her way to the bench to find swabs, antiseptic and sticking plaster.

‘This place is a marvel!’ Father Jude said, stopping to admire the angel’s trumpets, their pink blooms hanging in descending rows like twirling gowns at a debutante ball.

‘Be careful, Father,’ she said from behind the bench, ‘that’s Brugmansia – those pretty angel’s trumpets create the Devil’s Breath.’

‘Meaning?’ he asked, nose in a flower.

‘An extract from the plant is used to make a serum called scopolamine, which is an anaesthetic used to help women in childbirth.’ She turned to find a kidney dish somewhere in the sliding cabinet behind her. ‘The doctors call its hallucinogenic effect “twilight sleep”, and given the wrong dosage’ – she turned to face him, running a finger like a blade across her neck – ‘it’s fatal.’

‘I always wonder what sort of person might look at such a pretty flower and think, Hmm’ – he tapped his lip in a mime of consideration – ‘I think I’ll make twilight sleep with that.’

She smiled, her mood lifting suddenly. ‘I sometimes wonder who looked at a wheat sheaf and thought, Hmm, I can make bread with that.’

‘Or a sheep, and thought, I can make wool with that fleece.’ His eyes smiled and he pressed his hand to his collar, which had turned a light shade of crimson. ‘The great unanswered mysteries of life, eh?’

‘You know, Americans used to worship the ground German ingenuity walked on,’ she said, pouring a cap full of water into a clean beaker of antiseptic powder and mixing it. ‘When I started at medical school my heritage was an asset; all students had to be proficient in German and French. And now . . .’ Her smile faded.


‘Yes. All this hysteria about anything German is unconscionable,’ Father Jude said, his brows creased. ‘The war is a travesty. Three cousins bickering over their kingdoms, like children in a sandpit.’

He paused to study the wall of frames displaying the best articles of her reporting career, while she considered voicing her questions about how his beloved God could possibly sanction a war of such terror and bloodshed. But there’d been too much angst and pain today, and who was she to add to it? She watched him as he ran a keen eye over the clippings like a critic in an art gallery. He stopped in front of the advertisement offering a reward for the music box, and leaned in to study the words, frowning as he stared at the photograph of Charlie Ryan.

‘You’ve made quite a mark in your short career.’

‘I’ve always prided myself on telling the truth in black and white.’

‘No shades of grey?’

‘This probably sounds awfully judgemental of me, but grey is a bit of an excuse.’

‘Hmm.’ He turned away in contemplation, then ran his eyes over her family photos.

‘You probably hear a lot of grey in confessional, I expect.’ She tried to make amends. ‘I suppose that would be difficult.’

‘Not difficult, just an opportunity to help.’

‘Oh, yes.’

Father Jude wandered among the plants as she poured the brown antiseptic from the beaker into a petri dish. There was something about his worldliness, curiosity and ability to behave so naturally in these unusual circumstances that surprised her, and she quite enjoyed it despite their spiritual incompatibilities.

‘Are these plants all for medicinal purposes?’ he asked.

‘They were. My aunt was an apothecary. There’s calendula for soothing burns and rashes, and chamomile for nausea, but I keep them now because I believe nature is good for the soul, plus they’re pretty. Are you fond of plants?’

‘I have a bonsai called Mavis. She travels with me wherever I go.’ Father Jude drifted his fingers over the piano top. She couldn’t help but smile at his naming of a plant. ‘Do you play?’ he asked.

‘No. The Steinway was my mother’s. She was a concert pianist before she married my father.’

He moved to the bookshelf and surveyed the spines of medical texts. ‘Herbal remedies, poisons, anatomy, disease and biology. So tell me, Miss Winter. How does a learned medical student, daughter of an eminent surgeon, niece of an apothecary, a woman with medicine in her bones, become a reporter?’

‘Actually, the skill set from medicine is surprisingly transferable. Just ask Arthur Conan Doyle. Listening, observing, developing multiple hypotheses, a healthy dose of scepticism and, above all, a desire for truth.’

‘But how did you get a job at the New York Times?’

‘I’d been working for a medical journal while I was studying, and I found myself disputing the coronial findings of a Broadway actress’s death. When no one listened to me at the journal, I sent my hypothesis to the editor of the New York Times, postulating that the death might have been murder, the result of almost untraceable arsenic poisoning. When the report was published, the case was reopened, and the husband was charged with murder. The Times offered me a small regular column on issues relating to crimes against women and children, and I realised then that I could do greater good working for a newspaper.’

‘The gospel according to Grace Winter,’ Father Jude said, eyes creasing with a hint of mirth, seemingly unaware he’d hit the nail on the head of her character in one pithy line.


‘Very good, Father,’ she said pertly. ‘That would make a sharp headline.’ Then with her sterilised implements in hand, she showed him to a worn leather easy chair next to the piano.

‘What I don’t understand, though,’ he said as he took his seat, ‘is why a reporter of your calibre is now writing about things like weddings and the benefits of evaporated food.’

She tried not to raise a brow, embarrassed that he’d noticed her demotion. ‘It’s a long story, I’m afraid, to do with my father, the Prussian, and my hyphenated blood.’

‘Oh.’ She saw understanding dawn in his eyes. ‘But having you on the social pages, Miss Winter, is almost akin to the great ballerina Anna Pavlova hoofing it with the scandalous Ziegfeld Follies.’

‘Please, call me Grace,’ she said reflexively, disarmed by the humour and the magnanimous compliment.

‘Thank you, Grace. I’ve always enjoyed your reports. Your composition is tight. Syntax flawless. Style not prosy or overblown, commentary both intelligent and thoughtful. You really have compiled an impressive body of work.’

‘Thank you very much.’ Emotion clenched at the back of her throat and she squeezed down the pathetic tears that arose at this rare modicum of appreciation. ‘But I’m not as clever as everyone thinks. I have an informant with their finger on the pulse of Manhattan.’

‘Doesn’t any reporter worth their salt?’

‘I suppose, but sometimes I feel like a fraud. Now, would you mind removing your collar?’

‘Of course.’ Father Jude peeled off the blood-stained linen collar and she drew up the piano stool in front of him. She dipped her gauze in the antiseptic and wrung it out, then daubed it on the gash at Father Jude’s neck. He winced, and looking closer she could see why. ‘There’s a piece of glass.’ She leaned in to get a sense of how deeply it was lodged.


‘You shouldn’t feel like a fraud,’ he continued. ‘Not many people would go to the lengths that you have to put injustices right. Who else has posed as a prison wardress to write an exposé on corrupt prison officials, or worked undercover as a barmaid in Hell’s Kitchen to find out the truth about a murdered prostitute? Even put up a reward for the return of a child’s missing music box, for that matter?’

‘Please don’t see me through rose-coloured glasses, Father. I didn’t want to go undercover; my mentor, James McElrod, put me up to it.’ Her conscience pricked her, as did her angst at the recollection of the conversation she had had with McElrod that afternoon. The tone of his voice haunted her, and now she knew why. He’d called her Grace. He only ever called staff, even treasured ones, by their surnames. She shivered and tried to dispel the memory.

The tiny black hairs of Father Jude’s short beard prickled beneath her touch, and he closed his dark-lashed eyes as she began to delicately coax the glass out with the tip of her tweezers.

‘Tell me, did you ever find out anything about that music box or the child? What was his name again?’ he asked.

‘Shh. The glass has lodged very close to your anterior jugular. Just be still.’ She patted his knee, then withdrew her hand, feeling the gesture was too familiar.

Gently, with fingers equally adept at threading needles and hammering typewriter keys, she eased the shard out, taking a breath before giving a final tweak. She pressed the gauze over the wound and plastered it immediately.

‘The child’s name was Charlie Ryan and the only thing I’ve found pertaining to the music box is just how creative people can be with silver trinkets.’

‘People can do very odd things for an easy profit, and well . . . all I can say now is thank you for everything. I’m so sorry about your birthday plans but please do let me know if there is ever anything I can do to help you in the future.’

Grace caught her mother’s eye looking at her approvingly from the piano. ‘Actually,’ she said. ‘Do you play, Father?’ He nodded. ‘It would be so nice to hear my mother’s Steinway played again.’

He met her gaze with blue eyes filled with deep reserves of compassion. His brows lifted in expectation.

‘Do you know Pachelbel’s Canon?’ she asked.

‘It would be my honour.’

They swapped places and Grace leaned back in the easy chair as Father Jude took his seat. He lifted the lid of the Steinway, spread his tanned fingers over the keys, closed his eyes and breathed deeply. And then with a soft caress of the first note, his head dipped and his shoulders moved as if he was at one with the music, and beauty filled the room.

Breathe, she told herself. Just breathe.

She closed her eyes as tiny fragments of memory hovered at the edge of her consciousness and then expanded until she found herself back in the Orangerie with Mama, both of them sipping their Russian tea as the intense sweetness of honeysuckle and ripe mandarin tickled their nostrils. She could feel the spring warmth lying like a blanket over her skin, see a glossy canopy of magnolia leaves filled with microscopic life. Thick white paper, made by the old mill down the river, lay across her knees, which she was filling with scribbles and notes about the life of the critters inside. Freddie was racing up to her, his blond hair tousled and his face peachy keen, grinning from ear to ear.

‘Gabrielle, I found a caterpillar for you.’ He presented her with a jar in which a loopy little cabbage moth caterpillar was munching into a Brugmansia leaf, immune to its effects. Grace had studied the flora in her mother’s Orangerie since she was knee-high to a grasshopper, and believed herself an expert. It was the plucky caterpillar’s immunity to poison that had caught her attention and inspired the character Green Stephen, the hero of her childhood stories.

She ruffled Freddie’s hair. ‘See if you can find me a ladybug too. So the two can have tea together.’

But suddenly the Canon came to an end and dropped her back into the room with a thud. Grace wrapped her arms around her stomach, then rested her forehead on her knees as the tears came. Everything that had driven her to this point in her life, that had pushed her to work harder, stand up for what was right, fight for the correspondent’s job to prove to herself that she was worthy – all this was seeded in pain.

She heard the soft click of the piano lid and the rustle of Father Jude’s cassock as he approached. He settled on his haunches beside her.

‘That song takes you somewhere, Grace?’

She nodded, unable to lift her head, letting the tears puddle on her dress. ‘I go home.’ She exhaled, trying to remind herself she was in here with – effectively, a colleague from the Committee for the Relief of Belgium. Yes, they had a common interest in attempting to alleviate the plight of Belgian orphans, but until now had shared nothing more than a pleasant ‘hello’ and ‘goodbye’ at meetings.

‘Music makes time travellers of us all, for better or worse,’ Father Jude said softly.

‘I’m sorry, I . . .’ She bit her lip, feeling the tears prickle again. ‘I usually spend my birthday at the Astor, in the Orangerie. I drink Russian tea just the way my mother liked it, eat crepes and listen to her favourite music. It sounds silly, I know, but I sit there alone at a table set for four, just to pretend we are all together as a family again.’


‘What happened to your family, Grace?’ His voice was so gentle it was almost a whisper. ‘I am here to lend a shoulder. I understand pain better than most. No one should have to bear grief alone.’

She drew in a deep stuttering breath. ‘I did a terrible thing when I was a girl. You wouldn’t understand.’ She turned away but he caught her hand.

‘You can talk to me. I will understand.’

She looked to the photograph of her mother, and she could almost hear her say, ‘Let it out, dear heart.’

Seeing his concern and empathy, Grace realised she was about to tell Father Jude O’Malley something she’d never told another soul. How she’d accidentally killed her whole family.











CHAPTER FOUR




‘I was almost twelve,’ she began, searching for the most diplomatic way to describe her fractious relationship with her father, before deciding, as she glanced at his photograph, to tell the story of that day instead.

‘It was one of the most sparkling garden parties my parents had ever thrown. All the guests were extravagantly dressed in silks and satins, milling around in our rose garden – parasols twirling in the sunlight, men playing boules on the lawn, children rolling down the grassy slope. I was sitting on the terrace in a rattan chair next to Tante Marthe, who was reading my latest picture book, Creepy Creatures for Curious Children. Freddie was waving at me, wanting me to join in the fun. “Come on Gabrielle, play!” he said. I shook my head and sipped my lemonade. I was expected to be a young lady. But then Papa drew up a chair and I could see by the sour turn of his mouth that he’d had too much to drink.

‘“You are a clever girl, Gabrielle – a wunderkind” Tante said. “I love this Green Stephen of yours.”

‘I could see Papa’s right hand vibrating uncontrollably with palsy as he threw back another schnapps.’

Grace stopped for a moment and glanced up at Father Jude’s face.


‘Go on,’ he said.

‘When Papa drank we all walked on eggshells around him. I knew the hardened glaze in his eyes was a precursor to the taunts and insults he’d hurl at Mama and me when the guests had gone.

‘I prayed Tante Marthe would put my story down and I tried to take it from her, but she waved it gaily above her head like it was a game, then turned to Papa.

‘“Hans,” she said, prodding his shoulder and earning a glare. “You have a very clever one here, you know. A real talent.”

‘“Please, Tante, no—” I said.

‘Papa just stroked his great grey puss of a beard. “Yes.” He lifted his chin in his military way. “Ferdinand shows exceptional potential.”

‘“I meant Gabrielle. She is the talent.” She waved my picture book in front of his eyes in a teasing way. “Can you not see it, brother?”

‘“Talent? Talent?” he growled. “Her only talent is to disappear from her duties and fill pages with fantasy. Even the nuns at Tildonk don’t know what to do with her. Gah!” He snatched the book from Marthe, ripping out pages and balling them before tossing them to the ground.

‘“You’re drunk!” Marthe stood, disgusted. “Come, Gabrielle.”

‘But I hated him in that moment, and I picked up the remains of my story and ran away from the party to the Orangerie. I climbed through a trapdoor into the pump room beneath and stayed in my hidey-hole, writing out my angst, till it was twilight and they came looking for me.

‘When I heard movement outside I peeked out through the air vent and spotted torchlights moving down the slope. The Orangerie door scraped open and Papa cursed it as he stumbled over pots and forced his way through the long rows of plants. “Gabrielle. Gabrielle.” I stayed quiet, heart thumping against my ribs. Eventually someone dragged him out and the footsteps disappeared.’

The memories tied a knot in her throat, and she opened her eyes to find Father Jude watching her intently. He handed her a handkerchief and she blew her nose indecorously.

‘And so?’ he asked.

‘They died,’ she said hazily, a fresh tear spilling onto her cheek. ‘I never once imagined Papa would care enough to take his new automobile out into the dark to search for me. I never imagined that Mama would be so worried that she’d join him. I was too immature to foresee that she’d take Freddie too, and that the guests would disband to search for me. Automobiles were so basic back then – they didn’t even have proper headlights and windshields. My parents’ new De Dion-Bouton missed a bend in the road in the Ardennes forest and they were thrown out of the car when it rolled down a ravine, hit the trees and burst into flames.’

Grace sighed and more tears spilled down.

‘For Freddie and my father death happened quickly, but Mama clung on, and I promised God everything I had in return for saving her life. Before she died, she gave me this.’ Grace held up her wrist. ‘Her Breguet watch. She told me that time moves too quickly and to make the most of every single second. When she left, so too did my faith. And now you’ve seen me for what I am.’ Grace hung her head.

Father Jude wrapped a hand around hers. ‘You were not to blame, Grace. You were just a child. Old memories can be unreliable witnesses.’

‘If I’d just stayed at the party, they’d all still be here. I’d still be in France, and who knows?’

‘Sometimes we find ourselves caught in something much bigger than ourselves,’ he said. ‘Something beyond our control. We are just a domino caught in a path with nowhere to go, and we get knocked over then pick ourselves back up again.’

The silence droned and she felt the eyes of her mother, father and Freddie upon her.

‘You have a life to be lived, and your grand story will continue. In the meantime, I offer you my prayers, and condolences – I’m so very sorry.’ He closed his eyes and she watched his lips move in a silent prayer. ‘I understand the pain.’

‘Do you, Father? Have you ever felt so wretched that you’ve tried to find redemption in every waking breath?’

‘Yes,’ he said, holding her gaze. ‘I have.’ His eyes projected not only pain but also the wisdom that comes from it. ‘I know that when we turn our pain into our purpose, we find meaning in our lives. But I wonder: How do you find your peace, Grace?’

‘With every word I write. Every i that’s dotted and t that’s crossed comes from my grief.’

Father Jude inhaled and she could see his jaw muscles working. Her spine stiffened in anticipation of some kind of platitude or verse from the Bible, but instead, eyes creased with the smallest suggestion of a smile, he said, ‘Sometimes, when I am feeling maudlin, I find the best thing for it is a strong cup of coffee or a glass of Beaujolais. What do you say? Yea’ – he searched her eyes – ‘or nay?’

‘Nay for Beaujolais, yea for coffee.’

Upstairs, Grace lit the stove and gave the pitcher of cream in the cool chest a quick sniff before pouring it into a milk jug. She picked up her mother’s dainty Wedgwood china teacups and ran a napkin round them to get rid of the dust; they’d been perched upside down on their saucers since Ida had left. She checked her calendar for notes on rationing restrictions. Recent war-time measures encouraged Americans to conserve basic foodstuff in preparation for feeding troops overseas, and the result was diarised days like meat-free Mondays and wheat-free Wednesdays.


‘We’re in the clear today – perhaps a slice of galette au sucre ardennaise?’

‘Sugar cake.’ He smiled, interpreting it perfectly. ‘That would be grand, and how do you take your coffee, Grace?’

The coffee steamed with rich aromas as he poured it, before aiming the milk jug over her cup.

‘Very seriously.’ She shot him a clipped smile, which he returned. ‘Just a dash, please.’

She began slicing a big triangle of the cake, which was somewhere between a brioche and a sponge and lightly sprinkled with sugar. Simple food, but luxurious in its simplicity. It was her favourite. The recipe she’d learned as a child.

‘You like jigsaw puzzles?’ he asked, taking in the stack behind the kitchen door.

‘I do. I’ve always been rather good at them, too. I enjoy piecing patterns together to form a bigger picture.’

‘Probably what makes you such an exceptional investigative reporter.’

‘Past tense.’ She set his cake down in front of him.

‘Looks delicious. Bon anniversaire, Grace.’

‘Merci beaucoup.’ She sat down and sipped her coffee, watching him enjoy the cake.

In the glow of the sconce above the kitchen table, the steam from their coffees seemed to curl in a sinuous dance. Their conversation meandered from Louvain and Tildonk to the Ardennes and Sedan, her old home, where Father Jude recalled visiting the Jesuit College in the centre of town. And from there, it roamed to broader pastures – from Nietzsche and Freud to L. Frank Baum and Lewis Carroll’s wonderlands. Many coffees later, the cuckoo clock sprung out on its long-hinged arm and sang eight times. How had she missed six and seven?


‘I’d better be going.’ Father Jude tapped his watch. ‘No amount of mea culpa will account for missing compline, plus I’m taking Mass in the morning and the silverware must be spotless.’

Grace smiled at his self-deprecating tone.

‘Now, are you sure you’ll be all right by yourself? Is there anyone I can call for you?’

‘Thank you. I’m much better. But before you go – I’ve just had a thought about your boys with the mumps. I think I have something that might help.’

She hurried up the hall to her bedroom and plucked her old, worn green sock puppet Green Stephen from his perch on the tall vase on the dresser, where he’d sat like a silent sentinel these past fifteen years, providing a constant reminder of all she’d lost and all she wanted to be.

‘Don’t you look at me like that,’ she admonished him, his beady black button-eyes staring at her in alarm. ‘You’re going to a much better place, somewhere you’ll be appreciated again. To a bunch of little boys you can make happy and who’ll make you happy.’

It took monumental self-control for Grace to relinquish her little old sock puppet to Father Jude’s care without getting teary all over again. She folded Green Stephen into his hand.

‘What’s this?’ he asked, perplexed, as he held it up.

‘This is Green Stephen and he’s your secret weapon against the mumps.’ She smiled. ‘Laughter is the best medicine sometimes.’

‘’Tis true. Thank you. And please, don’t be a stranger, Grace.’

‘I’ll visit tomorrow if that’s all right with you. I have a big idea for your publicity.’

‘Really?’ His face brightened.

‘It’s just a kernel of a thought at the moment . . .’ She smiled enigmatically. ‘To be continued . . . and thank you again for everything.’


She stood on the stoop, gazing into the street long after his cassock receded into the night, then shook herself off and went back inside to start work.

She finished the story that had sprung to mind earlier today, headlining it ‘Chaplin or Chaplain? Is celebrity America’s new religion?’ and drawing a little caricature of Chaplin as a groper fish with a clerical collar and a Bible in a fin.

Once again, the next morning she had the story delivered to the New Collective’s offices in a box of yellow roses, then made her way to Loyola Church to begin the series she’d planned for Father Jude’s concert.

Every week Grace visited Father Jude and the choir boys and wrote short stories about each of the children, and concert tickets flew out the door.











CHAPTER FIVE




There’s a moment, Grace thought as she struggled to right her umbrella after it had blown inside out, just before everything falls into place, when it all feels like chaos. And that’s how she felt on this freezing winter’s morning, caught in an icy rainstorm that saturated the streets and teemed percussively over carriages, cabs and rooftops. Water pooled in shop awnings that threatened to collapse onto sheltering pedestrians, sending them helter-skelter into the oncoming traffic. It was bedlam. Just like her conscience. Yes – she’d done well by Father Jude and his orphans; done right by the thinking people of Manhattan with her Manhattan Minnow articles; but she’d gone against Mr McElrod, and was constantly nervous, always looking over her shoulder, pride chafing against guilt. Perhaps she ought to do the honourable thing and resign with her dignity intact. Or maybe volunteer to go overseas as a nurse, or join the navy, like other women.

Walking into the editorial floor of the Times and shaking herself off, she realised the men were all hunched over their desks rushing to get the words down, because it was Redman’s last day and free farewell drinks were in the offing. So, while they were busy pumping out headlines about Lenin and the Bolsheviks, Grace decided to close the cold case on Charlie Ryan once and for all. She would never find the answers she needed while the world was at war.

She spread her hand-written cards and supporting documents for the case over her desk and began sorting them for filing.

Card one: Charlie Ryan. She stared at the attached photograph of a little boy dressed in a sailor suit on a rocking horse. He looked so much like Freddie it touched her heart. She remembered going to Charlie’s memorial service and lighting a candle at his portrait and never quite believing he was dead. The police back then weren’t known to be the most reliable when it came to resolving cases, and there seemed to be a suspicious number of drownings declared. And while the music box had never been recovered, the child’s medal of St Christopher had been, but in truth they were a dime a dozen and it could have belonged to anyone.

Card two: Maureen Ryan – Mother. Aspiring starlet. Gambler. Died 1904 by misadventure. Indebted to Gopher Gang for thousands. Caught in crossfire of warring gangs.

Card three: Malachy Ryan – Father. Entertainer on gambling ships. Inherited large gambling debt from wife, Maureen. Alibi: courtesan, Dollie (last name unknown), seen with him at Plaza Hotel. Eyewitness: Plaza Hotel bellboy.

She stared at the grainy photograph of Malachy Ryan wearing a top hat and a veil over his face at his wife’s funeral. He was holding his son’s hand. Malachy Ryan had faded into obscurity, having lived inebriated on the streets of Blue Wells before being buried soon after.

Card four: Ava O’Leary – Nanny/Governess. Connected to Gopher Gang. Disappeared from all records.

Card five: The Gray Man of New York – Kidnapper, murderer, miscreant. Man, most likely. In and out of prison 1903–04; whereabouts at time of kidnapping unknown.


Card six: The Gopher Gang – Owed money by Ryan family. Track record of abductions and murders.

Grace opened her purple notebook to study the artist’s illustration of the miniature music box. To her, it was a symbol of hope, like George MacDonald’s story about the Golden Key. Finding that silver music box would be like finding the golden key at the end of the rainbow. It would open unknown doors, tell untold stories. It was the missing piece of the puzzle.

A pair of pinstriped trousers arrived at her desk and she looked up to find Redman staring down at her.

‘Still looking for that music box?’

‘Redman.’ She snapped her book closed, then stood up and held out a hand stiffly. ‘Goodbye and . . . good luck.’

‘Actually, Winter, mind if I pick your brain?’

‘Slim pickings these days – you stole my spy baroness story, remember?’ She waved her notebook in front of him. ‘Go on then. Do your worst.’

‘Just wanted to ask if you’ve ever heard of the Manhattan Minnow?’ A slow grin spread across his smug face.

She gulped. ‘Who?’

He held up this week’s edition of the New Collective. ‘You told me once you used to write children’s stories, and since you’re always sitting there with a magnifying glass in hand—’ He pointed to the jam jar where her magnifying glass stood.

‘Redman, for once your imagination outshines your ego. Goodbye.’ She slipped around him and thanked the good lord he was off to France.

[image: image]

The concert auditorium was humming with an air of great expectation this evening. Grace edged her way past a row of knees to take her seat among the smart gathering of New Yorkers. And there was Mr McElrod seated at the end of her row, almost unrecognisable without a desk barricading his belly. He sat next to a slight woman in a wicker wheelchair: his wife, whose gaunt face had the look of serious illness. Grace barely recognised her as the woman in the framed photograph on McElrod’s desk. She avoided eye contact, but he sought her out with a hearty wave, which was strange, given their work relationship had yet to thaw. She checked over her shoulder to make sure the wave was intended for her. Huh. Apparently.

Father Jude entered from stage left, dressed in a long black cassock with purple piping, looking decidedly gladiatorial. He assembled his little choristers, who were dressed like sailors, the taller at the back, the smaller at the front, and who showed no sign of the mumps. Then he tapped the hanging microphone and the boys all slid sock puppets onto their hands, bringing them to life as ladybugs, leaves and tree branches. He placed his viola beneath his chin and played his way into the rollicking Irish staple ‘The Rattlin’ Bog’. And there was stompin’ and chanting as the choirboys mimed humorous actions. She glanced over to see McElrod clapping and smiling, and the rare sight of his joy made her tingle all over; she dabbed her eyes with a hankie.

After the hubbub died down, Father Jude again raised his viola to his chin and used his brow as much as his hands to gently and wistfully coax ‘Amazing Grace’ from the strings, as a little blond boy who looked about six years old stepped forwards.

‘Amazing Grace – how sweet the sound,’ the child sang pure and high, holding his notes with such clear sincerity the crowd stilled. Someone at the back yelled, ‘Bravo, bravo!’ but the cheer disrupted the child and he stopped, blinking; his lips moved but nothing came out. The boy’s bottom lip collapsed and he turned to Father Jude, who dropped his viola, scooped the child up in one capable arm and took up the lyrics, singing a cappella with the children.

His sublime honey-whisky tenor was a revelation, saturating the air with profound spirituality, and the notes he managed to find at the end of every breath were so exquisitely strung they made the hairs at the back of Grace’s neck prickle. His eyes glassed over and a tear rolled down his cheek, which he covered with a clever wipe of his finger. As the hymn drew to its conclusion, the crowd were moved to their feet, roaring their applause, and the collection plate was passed and lost beneath the mounds of greenbacks.

Grace closed her eyes to capture the spirit of the moment, and when she opened them, incredibly, she found Father Jude’s gaze on her. Their connection held for a moment longer than a heartbeat. Something passed between them: Grace felt it in her bones. A momentary flicker of tenderness, as exquisite as it was improbable.

Father Jude gave the stage to the children. The ovation lasted for more than five thunderous minutes, and when it was finished he returned to centre stage to close proceedings.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, I would like to extend a special thank you to Grace Winter of the New York Times, who helped this benefit become such a success.’

‘Oh.’ She held a hand to her chest, humbled to be recognised for her meagre droplets of goodwill by the priest, who seemed to swim in its oceans.
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Grace could barely tear her eyes away from Father Jude as he pressed the flesh after the concert. The world could be so incredibly simple when one stood back and took stock. Black and white. Dark and light. Generally she was able to see both sides, but mainly she’d deduced that people were divided into givers and takers. People who gave energy and people who sapped it. And Father Jude was a giver.

Grace quickly checked her reflection in her compact mirror, rubbed her lips together, then stood on her toes to figure out the most direct route through the crowd to him. By the time she reached him he was deep in conversation with another man, who had mousy brown hair and skin as tanned as a Mediterranean sailor’s, and who was dressed in a black sack suit and vest. Their body language appeared less than convivial, which piqued her journalistic instincts, so she stepped up to them.

‘Grace Winter, New York Times.’ Grace proffered her hand, and the man shook it but failed to introduce himself, which was most unusual. Yes, there’s a story there, she thought.

‘I must be off,’ said the gent, his plum Oxford accent ringing as he tipped his hat. ‘We will meet again later, in private, Father.’

Father Jude simply nodded and seemed relieved to see the back of him.

‘Grace,’ he said, his smile warming her from the inside out. ‘What an incredible . . .’

‘Father O’Malley!’ A tiny man with a booming Boston accent cut in. ‘Just wonderful.’ He turned to Grace. ‘You don’t mind if I steal him away, young lady, do you?’

‘Oh! Of course,’ said Grace, and Father Jude cast her an apologetic look before being pulled away by a swirl of enthusiastic back-slappers. But Grace didn’t mind. It was a joyous occasion; he deserved to be celebrated, and she captured her feelings in her notebook as she walked out, then waited at the cloakroom to collect her cape.
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‘Ah, Winter! Glad I caught you.’ Mr McElrod’s gravelly voice cut through the hubbub in the cloakroom, and she looked up to see him making a beeline for her.

‘Mr McElrod? You’re still here? Where is Mrs McElrod?’

‘With her nurse, tucked safely in the back of a cab, and I’m sorry to ambush you, but I couldn’t wait. I’ve got something urgent that’s right up your alley.’

‘Really?’ Her heart pattered as she accepted her green woollen cape from the cloakroom steward and wound it round her shoulders.

‘Let’s find a quiet nook.’ He escorted her towards an antechamber where painted nativity scenes hung beneath a sign that read Bargains for the holy season.

‘First, I just wanted to say you are a credit to the New York Times, putting others’ needs ahead of your own. It’s commendable.’ He lit a stogie and chomped on its end as he spoke.

‘Thank you, sir – but I don’t deserve it.’

He waved her modesty away and lowered himself onto a wooden bench with a magnificent grunt, then pulled a thin newspaper from inside his coat and drilled his eyes into her. ‘Solve this and you’ll have the next ticket to the Western Front – and that’s a promise.’

Grace’s body stiffened as though rigor had set in. She wanted to lurch over and snatch the paper away, and stop him from pointing at the toad she’d modelled on him, and she tried to breathe calmly to compose herself.

‘What’s this, s-sir?’

McElrod fixed her with the raised brow that, in her hero worship of him, she had so passionately imitated. ‘This Manhattan Minnow is some kind of anarchist and is causing a helluva stink in Washington – the APL are up in arms because the Germans and the Hungarians of the city all love her.’


‘With this childish story? That hardly seems possible.’

‘They say she’s running around delivering her stories in boxes of yellow roses.’

It occurred to her she should be saying ‘I’m onto it’, but she couldn’t muster the enthusiasm.

‘How do you know it’s a she?’ How much did he know? Was this a test?

‘Gut feel. Men would use red roses I s’pect. Anyway, the New Collective is being shut down as we speak, but no one can get a handle on the perp. Slippery little thing she is. So, solve this before the authorities do and you’ll be a hero. But better make it quick. The APL are rumoured to have their best men sniffing round every florist in town. And sorry about all the hyphen business before. The heat was on. I couldn’t save poor old Becker, but I saved you, right?’ He nodded, and she looked at him fixedly so as to avoid any of the sideways glances of guilt she usually looked for in suspects. She forced a smile. ‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Good. Glad to have you back on the team.’ He patted her back. ‘See you bright and early tomorrow.’

He waddled out and she stood for a moment, stupefied, then stumbled to the street unable to breathe. She couldn’t bear to think of his disappointment if he ever found out.
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Later that evening, through her bedroom window, Grace could see the first snowflakes of the season tumbling down over bare-branched trees like icing sugar over gingerbread as she began removing the notes from above her bed. She plucked off all the prima facie evidence against the baroness and her spy ring and slid it into the base of her armoire, reserved for her private journals, then removed the scribbled thoughts and illustrations she’d had in the pipeline for future stories, tore them up and flung them into the sitting-room fireplace and lit a match.

She peeled a fresh sheet from her stack of copy paper.


Dear Mr McElrod,

It is with great sorrow and a heavy heart that I write this letter. There is no other way of saying it, no clever words to inform you that I am the Manhattan Minnow. There is no excuse. I have betrayed the confidence and faith shown in me by not just yourself but everyone at the New York Times. Therefore I tender my resignation. Thank you for your support and guidance over what has been a most difficult and challenging period of my life. You have been like a father to me.



A wave of regret welled up and she let out the tears, then sniffed, feeling her mother’s pointer finger between her shoulder blades.


And I wish you and Mrs McElrod all the good health, happiness and success you deserve. Yours sincerely.



She stopped: that was so impersonal and flaky, as though they didn’t know each other. She couldn’t say With fondness. Or love. In the end she settled on.


Very best wishes and the highest regard, always.

Grace Winter



She popped the letter away in her armoire then dove for a handkerchief to cry herself to sleep, but the pillow felt too hard beneath a head weighed down by guilt.

She went downstairs to the basement to search for some laudanum but stopped with her hand on a phial as a strange sound came from the French doors. Quiet, at first: a shuffling. She froze and waited for what seemed like five minutes. But then nothing. Probably a bird. She grabbed the phial, twisted the lid and took a decent swig as the sound came again. A shuffle, a scrape at the door. And a shadow appeared in the door glass, looming, magnified by the streetlamps.

Grace jolted to full alertness. Heart pounding, mind racing, she peered over the top of the piano, then grabbed a trowel, held her breath and peeled the curtains apart. Through the mist and snowfall, she made out the silhouettes of two men in black overcoats and fedora hats. Her heart thumped as though it might leap through her ribcage at any second; mouth dry, and she waited, praying they would go away.

One of the men hammered on the door.

She dashed for the basement stairs.

‘Open up or we’ll open the door for you.’ The door rattled. ‘Jakes, you cover the front door,’ a man with a gruff voice said.

‘Who is it, please?’ Her voice quavered.

‘The officers of the American Protective League.’

‘Why are you here at this late hour?’

‘We’re looking for Grace Winter, AKA Gabrielle Wettin.’

‘I’ll call the police,’ she called in a high pitch.

‘The more the merrier,’ the gruff voice returned.

‘All right, all right. One moment.’ She put down the trowel, smoothed her palms over her face, then tightened her dressing gown.

She opened the French doors a crack, but the men muscled in, shoving her aside, flashing badges, heaving great puffs of air and shaking snow from their coats carelessly to puddle on her floor.

‘What is all this about, sirs?’ She tried her ‘clueless’ act, which worked to develop white knight traits in the average man.


‘Grace Winter?’ asked the younger and thinner man who had the post-acne pockmarked skin of an orange peel.

‘I am she.’

The older, thickset man with a grey moustache stepped forwards and met her eye to eye. ‘We have reason to believe that you have been actively working against the US government in breach of the Espionage Act.’ He stared over her shoulder and looked around as if he suspected something malevolent was lurking behind her indoor plants. Orange Peel started ransacking the cupboards.

‘That’s ridiculous, gentlemen. I’m a reporter with the New York Times. A social reporter at that. Just ask my boss, James McElrod, senior sub-editor with the Times. Now, would you care for a hot chocolate, perhaps? I’ve heard you boys do a bully good job tracking down subversives.’

The older man blurted a short, sharp laugh and Orange Peel slapped his fist into his hand as if he’d heard the punchline to the best joke ever. He began hunting among the plants and bookshelves and then went over to the piano, where she kept all the cut-outs of her New Collective stories.

She felt light-headed. What did they have on her?

‘I assure you I have nothing to hide.’ Her guilty flush likely said otherwise.

The older man grabbed her elbow and thrust her upstairs. ‘Jakes, take your time. Me and Miss Winter will make ourselves comfortable.’

She could hear Orange Peel pulling out the contents of every kitchen cupboard, drawer and trash can as she was propelled into her sitting room, where her cartoon sketches smouldered in the hearth and she deliberately kept her eyes on the APL man. He laid his briefcase on her card table, flicked it open, and pulled out a folder, eyeing her. ‘We’ve had a man on the eighth floor of the Times building for a while now.’


Hot nausea washed over her.

‘Well, you won’t find anything there or here,’ she said more stoutly than she felt.

Orange Peel returned with the clippings of her stories from the New Collective and placed them on the card table.

Grace tried to suppress her panic as she said, ‘I doubt that collecting a few newspaper clippings is grounds for arrest. Gosh, if we charged everyone for gathering old newspapers, the whole of New York City would be locked up for lining their cutlery drawers with them.’

‘I haven’t finished yet.’ He left the room and she felt her poker face beginning to slip as the noise of his rummaging in her bedroom intensified. Thank God she’d hidden everything in the bottom of the armoire. She glanced towards the hearth while the older man’s back was turned. Just another minute and the sketches would be ash.

‘Are you or are you not the woman in this photograph, then?’ The older man produced a photograph from his folder, pinching it between long, dirty fingernails. Her breath caught in her throat. It was clearly a picture of her in the florist on the day she’d sent off the Chaplin cartoon.

Grace closed her eyes and turned away. ‘Can’t a girl send flowers to a friend without being arrested?’

Orange Peel burst in again. ‘Can’t find anything else.’

Grace relaxed. But then he went to the fireplace and squatted, warming his hands near the coals, and her stomach tumbled. She watched him rub his chin and squint, then pluck out a scrap of paper. ‘Well, lookie here,’ he said, holding up the scrap, then stamping on it to extinguish the smoulder.

He held it up again, his face splitting with a triumphant grin. The fragment very clearly showed part of a groper fish in a bowler hat, and it screamed ‘guilt’.


‘I reckon we got ourselves a match, boss,’ Orange Peel said, comparing the fragment with the published cartoon and smirking. ‘You’ll save yourself a lot of heartache if you just come clean, Miss Winter.’

‘About what, precisely?’ she replied shakily. ‘Last time I looked, free speech was a First Amendment right.’

The senior man stood, narrowing his eyes at her. ‘Not for pro-Germans like you, who by public or private utterance find fault with the conduct of the war. If you’re doing that, God knows what else you might be up to.’

Orange Peel pulled out a set of handcuffs and Grace realised no rational argument would ever stop this freight train.

‘I promise you I am as American as peanut butter and Jell-O.’

‘And I’m as green as a cucumber.’

‘No – but no – please.’ She squirmed and dug in her heels. ‘No – no, just wait. Please. Give me a chance – I have files on real spies – there’s a baroness who’s been—’

‘Bona fide-y Kraut lover.’ The older one cut her off, shaking his head. ‘We was warned you’d try and talk your way out just like every Kaiser-ite we catch. Jakes, you stand guard, I’ll get the car; and Winter, get dressed. You’re going on a little vacation.’











CHAPTER SIX




AVERY
 DECEMBER 1917: THE WESTERN FRONT

Some of the more religious blokes called the trenches round Cambrai God’s waiting room. All the others called them the Devil’s dunny, such was the filth. What did Avery call them?

Exhaustion. Fear. Stink. Brotherhood.

He was working among the best men he’d ever met. All brave battle-hardened soldiers, ranging in age from sixteen to forty-seven. But age seemed immaterial when you were dodging death.

It was way past midnight and Avery and Smitty were side by side in a line with the other fellas sent for picket duty.

It was quiet out here and the sky glittered with the eyes of thousands of dead Anzacs. Avery wondered whether his mam was looking down on him too. He imagined so – she’d like seeing him as a brazen soldier, making mincemeat of the Huns. He’d caught a few of them in the neck and they had looked at him with a hunger for life in those last moments that he couldn’t let get under his skin. His first instinct was to punch them senseless then let them go, but he knew that if the tables were turned the Fritz would slit his throat, raid his pockets then do the same to his mates. So, as he did the awful deed, he tried to not think about them too much. He preferred to think of himself as saving a mate’s life than killing someone else’s father or son.


Tonight’s funk hole at the end of a makeshift trench was a slurry of debris that had started to debase the parados wall and had him constantly at war with the mud. It was in his ears, up his nose, between his fingers and toes, in his nethers, and crunched in his teeth with every bite of the hardtack rations. He took this quiet moment now to smear his Enfield with kerosene to keep it from freezing up. These long droughts of inactivity were the worst, not fearing the battle but fearing the fear. Expecting to hear the thunderous sound of the Huns’ iron rations. The enfilade fire front and back. But all was quiet, so he decided to take his music box out of his pocket and clean the mud from its metal disc. He coated it in kerosene too then had a fierce debate with himself.

He wanted to check it was still working. He probably shouldn’t wind it – who knew where the Fritz were? But the brass had assured them that tonight’s watch was just a formality. It was too cold for a night-time conflagration and the Huns would be in their trenches trying to keep warm too. So instead of killing each other, they were just killing time.

Without thinking, Avery wound the music box and felt the springs tighten, and it was too late for second thoughts. He tucked it up under his jacket to muffle the noise and let the key go. But like all things we try to keep silent, like a revealing footstep when we’re eavesdropping, or a fart among ladies, or our conscience when we’re trying to sleep, the music box loudly pinged its tune. And every last man around Avery stopped. They put down their cards, the oil for their rifles. Stopped scratching their pits. Even Chops, the ham-fisted miner from Kalgoorlie, halted the flow of his piss into an empty bully beef can to listen. All was quiet, except for the tinkle of the pins through the little disc that spun out the tune of ‘Amazing Grace’.

The men sat back, gazed up at the heavens or shut their eyes, and let themselves be whisked away to wherever it was that made them feel whole again.

‘That was bloody beautiful,’ said Blackers. ‘What’s that thing called?’

‘A wigwam for a goose’s bridle,’ Avery said.

‘A what?’

‘I’m just pulling your leg, mate. It’s a tiny, weeny music box. One of a kind.’

‘Looks like a silver snuff box. How much do you want for it? I’ll give you a fiver: my little Millie would love it.’

‘Sorry, mate. Not for sale.’

‘You should see the opal he won with that thing,’ Old Smitty put in.

‘Where’d you get that thing?’

Avery tucked the music box back into his chest pocket, behind a French phrasebook they’d all been given in Calais. ‘It’s a family treasure, given to me by my father and his father before him. It’ll always help me find my way home.’

‘What, like a homing pigeon? Got a compass in it too?’

‘It’s metaphorical, Blackers, you dimwit. Home in my mind,’ he said, tapping his temple. ‘Not literally.’

‘Oh!’ The whites of Blackers’ eyes widened, and he flashed Avery a mud-covered grin.

‘Sounds like voodoo to me,’ said Robbo, the shearer from Alford with strong hands, who was great at cutting through barbed wire when they charged at the enemy line. He was probably about thirty and was the no-bulldust type.

‘Not to me,’ Smitty said. He stared through his binoculars. ‘I go back to cockle diving on a Sundee morning round the jetty, then off to church. I got wet hair, slicked back. Old Mum’s there in her pink bustle dress and I’m itching for the sinister minister to get through the hymns so I can get to Sunday roast.’


‘Think it can save a wretch like me too?’ Blackers grinned, then lit a smoke. ‘A bloke from Bordertown who classes wool?’

‘Too right.’

‘Good, cos I got a beautiful wife and a little girl who needs me to play dress-ups and dragons. Needs me to walk her down the aisle when she’s all grown.’

‘Got a spare fag?’ Avery asked Blackers.

‘This is me last one,’ Blackers grinned. ‘But I’ll go you halves.’

‘Thanks, mate.’ Avery sat back on a sodden sandbag, feeling the moisture coat his bum, but prepared to put up with it for the privilege of changing his socks. The good old Trench Comforts Fund of South Australia had come through with the goods. He wriggled his toes, still incredibly pink despite all the time he’d spent standing in the mire. But then he was pretty fresh to the trenches, having come with the latest batch of reinforcements. A fragment of a memory floated into his consciousness. ‘This little piggy went to market.’ He squinted in the dark, trying to forage in his mind for more, because it wasn’t his mam’s voice he heard singing. It was a man’s voice. Avery closed his eyes, but there was nothing. A blank: a deep abyss where the dark things lurked. Sometimes he wanted to go down there and see what they were, but mostly he didn’t dare. He slipped on the new socks, tied his boots, and oh! It was pure luxury. Like a steaming bath after a day in the snow. The extremities tingled as they accepted the warmth and by the light of the moon he read the note attached to the socks: Thank you, son.

Son. It was a nice word. He missed his mam dreadfully and he’d found himself recently thinking about whether his real father was still alive.

‘So where do you go when you play your music box, Sweetie?’

Avery relieved Smitty of the binoculars, aimed them into the dark, and moved his legs to get the blood circulating.


‘I travel the world with me poor mam. We sail the high seas on a huge ship together with the gulls cawing and the dolphins riding the bow waves. Other times I’m at home with her doing nothing special, just milking the cows, she’s on one stool, I’m on the other, hands round the teats, squeezing out milk to a rhythm Mam is singing from some stupid Irish tune like ‘The Black Velvet Band’.’

‘It’s the little things we remember,’ said Dingo, and everyone looked round, surprised to hear the thoughtful sentiment. Dingo never said anything profound.

‘I wouldn’t mind having my hands round a pair of squashy teats,’ said O’Rourke, breaking the solemnity of the moment.

‘Shut up, you filthy bastard,’ said Smitty. ‘Is that all you can think about? We’re having a decent moment here and all you can think about is sex?’

‘Yep.’

‘I think about it too,’ said Chops.

‘Me too.’

‘Me three,’ a few of the men said at once.

‘Four.’

‘Five.’

‘Six.’

And they got all the way up to ten or eleven before they lost themselves in a snigger of solidarity.

‘Well I hope yous all got your dreadnoughts. You don’t want your John Thomas all blistered up at the next dangle parade,’ Smitty said.

‘As Dingo said’ – Avery chuckled – ‘it’s the little things.’

‘Speak for yourself, Sweetie,’ someone said.

‘The lad’s got no problems in that department,’ Smitty quipped.

‘I don’t want to be one of those blokes living in a VD camp.’ Blackers got on his high horse real quick. ‘Like the ones in Langwarrin in Victoria – they barricade blokes behind a barbed-wire fence, shove them in a leaky tent with a rubber sheet and no fresh water. Stuff that for a joke. As a loyal married man, I’d rather go celibate.’

‘You’ll change your tune,’ O’Rourke said.

Blackers tapped Avery’s shoulder. ‘Can you play your music box again, mate?’

‘Nah,’ Avery said. ‘This time of night, when the stars go behind the clouds’ – he looked up – ‘is when the Huns like to get up and about.’

An icy wind sprung up from nowhere and made them huddle together; the sleet lashed hard as a stockman’s whip and they bent double to avoid getting belted. They sat under siege for an hour or so till Avery’s woollen coat began to drip and he could feel the dampness infuse his marrow.

But then, mercifully, the onslaught receded. Avery shuddered and shook himself off like a dog, then refocused his periscope to keep an eye on no-man’s-land, swinging it round to the trees of the woods, or, as the frogs called it, the bois.

Call it experience or instinct, but things didn’t feel right. Avery had spent enough time in work camps laying tracks for the soon-to-be-completed Trans-Australian Railway up north to know when a man’s belongings were being coveted. Dingos creeping closer to a camp site’s fireside glow, eyes appearing neon-red in the dark, waiting to sneak in for an easy meal. That’s how it felt now.

His heart thumped. His concentration sharpened; he heard someone snore down the line. The fox terrier service dog, Buzzard, was snuffling around near the empty cans of bully beef. ‘It’s too quiet,’ he whispered, elbowing Smitty. Then he turned down the trench and whispered, ‘Blackers, mate?’

‘Huh?’


‘Hear anything?’ He fixed his eyes firmly on the fields of tangled barbed wire ahead.

‘Just me lice, crawling round me scone.’ Blackers laughed. ‘The apex predator of trenches.’

‘Shh,’ Avery said, as something caught his ear – a kind of soft sifting sound like flour falling through a sieve. He stiffened, his ears screaming for understanding. He peered through the trench periscope and aimed it at the trees.

‘Something’s out there.’

‘Let me take another look.’ Smitty grabbed the periscope. But then he went quiet. ‘Crikey, here’s a go.’

Avery held his hand instinctively against his music box. Felt it warm against his heart, which was beating like a drum.

‘Send word down the trench,’ the old bloke whispered. ‘Fritz scouts are up and about.’ Smitty scribbled a message and put it in Buzz’s collar. ‘Off you go, Buzz. Get this to the signallers.’ The terrier scuttled off.

‘Can I have another look?’ Avery asked. Smitty aimed the scope and then a bullet flew, sending the device flying.

‘Fuck!’ Smitty yelled. ‘Huuuuunnnsss!’

Then a dozen or more German soldiers were over them, screaming with fury, hollering like banshees. Avery pulled his knife from its sheath and went in.

He rammed through the attackers as bullets whizzed overhead, jabbing and wrestling and getting them in the neck. Feeling blood on his hands, he heard it – the high, wailing sound of a potato masher.

‘Get down, get down!’ he screamed.

The grenade exploded twenty yards shy of the trench, the sound deafening, the flash temporarily blinding him. The blast hit Avery’s chest like an anvil and smashed him back against the parados wall. The pain radiated to every last nerve in his body. Bodies thudding against his. Then the mud in the trench ate his limbs, and the parados collapsed on top of him.
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How long he stayed there he couldn’t be sure, but when he opened his eyes Smitty was staring at him like a man made from mud, cocooned in the stuff except for his bloodshot eyes, his irises the colour of an unripe lemon. Smitty’s fingers were on Avery’s neck, feeling for a pulse, and Avery registered relief in his mate’s eyes.

He saw Smitty’s mouth opening and closing, saying something he couldn’t quite hear, and pointing down the trench. In the sullen morning light Avery saw dead men lining the funk hole, and he reflexively reached for the music box, pulling it out along with the French phrasebook, which, he saw, was now in tatters, having taken the worst of the shrapnel. Metal shards had sliced through the pages and buried themselves in the back of the music box. He wrapped his fingers around the box and pressed it to his lips. It had been an amulet; a shield over his heart that had saved his life.

A couple of lucky men started to move. Some of the German raiders were moving too, but most were dead, lying in strange crumpled positions that looked like the abstract artworks his mam had hated so much.

Smitty took out his pistol and shot the Krauts point blank, then souvenired their Stahlhelms, pistols and trinkets.

Avery tasted blood and coughed, then hoicked up something red, thick and sludgy.

Smitty finished the mop-up and limped through the quagmire, eyes pinned to Avery. ‘Jesus, mate.’ Avery lip-read Smitty’s words, and his mate pressed his muddy neckerchief to Avery’s mouth.

He blinked around. ‘Dingo?’ he asked, his voice a strange dull chord in his brain. Dingo lifted his head.


‘Robbo?’

Robbo lay still but gave a thumbs up. Chops rolled over too and wiped the mud from his eyes. The relief was sweet and warm, like the honey, lemon and butter mixed on a spoon that Mam had given him for a sore throat.

‘Blackers?’

Blackers’ eyes were wide open but he did not move. Smitty limped over and gave him a shake, but the young father just rolled limply onto one side and his right eye buried itself.

Tears stung Avery’s eyes and his nose tingled. Poor bloody Blackers. Avery collapsed, knowing that if the music box hadn’t been over his heart, his eyes would be unseeing too. Frederick Blackburn: aged twenty-one, a wool classer from Bordertown, a husband, a new dad to Millie, and a bloody good bloke.

All that was in Avery now was a burning urgency to find what he’d been searching for before it was too late.











CHAPTER SEVEN




GRACE
 LATE DECEMBER 1917: OSSINING, NEW YORK

Between turreted, barbed-wire watchtowers Grace was escorted into Sing Sing, the maximum-security jail on the banks of the Hudson. She’d walked this path before, but never with her hands cuffed behind her back. The women in here were the worst of the worst: and that was just the staff. The rest were gangsters and hellraisers, thieves and murderers. Was this really happening? Just this afternoon she was being applauded for her contribution to the Christmas Concert for Belgian refugees, and now this?

Surely they couldn’t hold her here. But the officials parted her from her belongings and pressed each of her fingertips into blue dye, and the chemical poof of the camera flash stayed in her nostrils long after the mugshot was taken. She was mortifyingly stripped, showered under the disdainful eyes of a thick-bodied ‘meat and potatoes’ kind of Irish wardress, then was issued with grey prison garb and escorted outside, beneath colossal arc lamps that lit snow flurries like spotlights on a Broadway stage. The guards marched her through alleys of wire, into the teeth of the icy wind glancing off the surface of the Hudson. Nausea rose hot and violent in her throat as she was manhandled into the three-storey-high cell block, past cells shut off from the outside world by thick metal doors. The final insult was being shoved into a coffin-shaped room just wide enough to accommodate a wooden chair and a demountable canvas stretcher that hung from the wall like a sailor’s bunk. There was a small square barred window high on the wall and she was told to sleep facing the door. The light from a single hazy bulb would be extinguished at nine pm. She was trapped like a rat in a medieval dungeon, like a beetle in a box, with nothing but two scratchy blankets, a blue and grey striped pillow, a bucket of water for her ablutions and an empty bucket for her waste. But that wasn’t the worst of her worries.

Almost four years ago she’d written a report on this prison. The brief was simple: to celebrate the arrival of the new warden and shine a positive light on the reforms put in place to stamp out corruption and help rehabilitate the inmates. But what she’d found when she’d spent a week as a fake wardress was quite the opposite, and in her article ‘Week in the life of a wardress’ she’d exposed the barbaric treatment of prisoners and the primitive conditions. Thus the crims round Manhattan had loved her for a time, while the warden at Sing Sing hated her, which had been inconsequential while she was sitting in her ivory tower at the New York Times, sheltered beneath McElrod’s wing, but was not so inconsequential any more.

But people have short memories where good deeds are concerned, and long memories when it comes to the bad. By now, the crims would have forgotten what she’d done and the warden would be burning up with a desire for retribution.

The metal door clanged shut behind her and she balled herself up on the stretcher beneath the gluey light. The trap in her door opened and a tin cup of something brown and fishy-smelling slid into her cell.


‘Fish stew for the Manhattan Minnow,’ the sour-voiced Irish wardress called. ‘Compliments of the warden.’ She chuckled her way down the corridor.
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A pathetic drizzle of light was the first sign of morning. Normally morning was her favourite. It always brought hope. But this morning brought nothing but fear, as officious footsteps echoed down the corridor and stopped outside her door. Grace pulled the blanket over her head. She’d tossed and turned and shivered all night. In the dark every noise had been amplified; the moaning and the wailing had made anxiety crawl through her like rats in rafters. Surely someone would get her out of this soon?

‘Get up!’ the wardress yelled.

A tray slid through her trap door. Grey death, she’d learned they called it during her investigation of the prison. It looked and tasted like a ripped-up pillow. Killed the pigeons in the exercise yard, apparently. She’d reported on it all so fearlessly from the safety of Oliver Number 9 on the eighth floor of the Times.

‘Time for your exercise, Winter,’ the wardress said, opening her cell door.

‘I don’t want to go out.’

‘You don’t get a say, Goldilocks.’

She walked in single file behind a dozen others into an exercise yard surrounded by thirty-foot-high walls and watchtowers housing guards with rifles. The snow drifted and swirled and whipped into a flurry as the women took up their positions in groups, huddling against the walls, hugging themselves, some with newspapers peeking out from beneath their grey shirts.

‘Enjoy yourself, Goldilocks,’ the wardress said as she locked the door and walked away, making it clear that Grace would be left to the wolves.


She could feel eyes on her as she stood away from the rest of the women, trying to look small. Her fingers, toes, nose and cheeks burned with the cold. She balled her fists and blew puffs of cloudy air on them, then stuffed them beneath her armpits to restore circulation. She leaned against the wall and watched the women at the far end of the yard, bickering, pushing and shoving as a crowd gathered around. One woman, who looked about forty and had long grey wiry hair, was picking on another, tall and thin as a pipe cleaner, with lank black hair.

Out of nowhere the grey-haired woman swung her fist hard, and it connected with the other woman’s cheek with a bone-shattering crunch.

Grace cringed. Violence was her worst enemy. She had no bone in her body that understood it, no muscle that was excited to deliver it. And yet the women cheered and jeered, with a feverish hunger for the fight.

The wardress was watching on too, hand on baton, whistle in mouth, but inert. The spectators caterwauled as haymakers were thrown, kicks lashed, punches landed, hair yanked. Grace glimpsed the big-bottomed grey-haired woman sitting astride the thin one, sliding a jagged weapon from her sleeve.

‘You leave her alone, you feckin bitch, or I’ll kill ya,’ she screamed at her victim.

‘You’d better go get amongst it,’ said a light voice at Grace’s side.

Grace flinched; she hadn’t realised there was someone next to her.

‘I’m May,’ the young chestnut-haired woman said, ‘and ya can’t look scared, or they’ll eat ya for breakfast, ’specially since you’re pretty. If ya want my advice, don’t stand out, blend in.’

Grace assessed the woman – her wide-set chocolate eyes, the beauty spot on her cheekbone and her angelic heart-shaped face. She seemed sincere enough and was astonishingly healthy, as if she belonged on a poster calling for female yeomen in the navy, not in here.

‘What’s ya name?’ the woman asked.

‘Grace.’

‘Whatcha in for?’

‘Writing against the US government.’

May shrugged. ‘That don’t sound too heinous. I could tell ya didn’t belong here. It’s written all over ya. Get it?’ She gave Grace a dainty nudge.

Grace found a soft smile. ‘What are you in here for, May?’

‘Robbery. Caught with my hand in the till. I got no particular talent, except for survival. I was just trying to make ends meet.’

‘What are they fighting about?’

‘Me.’

‘Oh.’

‘Lena – the big one. Well, she and I are – friendly.’

‘Oh.’

‘She’s the top dog here and she’s got a weakness for brown locks and beauty spots.’ She fluttered her lashes. ‘Always go for the weakness. And if that fails, the jugular notch will do.’ She gave a droll laugh and pushed the notch at the base of Grace’s throat lightly, enough to make her cough. ‘Survival, you understand.’ She caught Grace’s expression of confusion. ‘I picked out the woman who could shield me best.’ May ran a hand over Grace’s hair, which was tied in a bun, her pouty lips curling up at the edges as if perched on the edge of a question. ‘You might be wise to find your own protector, sweetheart, but in the meantime stay close to me. But stay away from Lena, she’s my shield.’

‘Why are you being so helpful?’

‘I’m not educated’ – she tapped her temple – ‘but I’m smart. I know how to pick people. And ya look like the type of educated person who can pull strings. I might need a favour from ya one day.’

Big Lena came sauntering over and hung a possessive arm round May’s shoulder, eyeing Grace up and down. The whistle blew to go inside, and Lena and May wrapped their arms around each other’s waists and walked off while Grace followed the trail of blood dripping from the thin woman who’d been stabbed in the shoulder, and was glad for her solitary confinement.
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Grace’s days passed in a drab, ostinato rhythm, punctuated by grey death, the washing-out of her bucket, and exercise in the freezing yard, where Grace stayed one step behind May and a respectful distance from Lena, who didn’t take kindly to Grace’s presence but seemed to tolerate it for May’s sake. There was no word from the authorities as to what would happen next, so she was stuck in this cycle. Christmas week brought carollers standing outside their cells in candlelit vigils singing songs of goodwill and peace on earth, while the war raged on without her and the poor men in the trenches of France froze half to death. The newspapers she’d got smuggled in via May spoke of the armistice between Soviet Russia and the Central Powers, which meant that more Germans soldiers would soon be freed up to fortify the Western Front. And by extension the war would come to a climactic head and be over without her. But by far the biggest news in the prison was the arrival of a new inmate: Gran Mama, they called her, and she was being kept in solitary for attacking a prison guard on her arrival.
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‘On yer feet,’ the wardress growled as Grace’s door clanged open. ‘You’ve got a visitor.’


Grace stood, expecting after ten days to finally meet her court-appointed lawyer, but to her astonishment in walked Mr McElrod.

Her old boss stood just inside her door without offering a word of greeting, looking as grey as her breakfast. The wardress placed herself in the other corner of the room, watching on with one hand on the truncheon at her hip.

Ashamed, Grace faced her old mentor in her prison garb, wanting to hug him, but his worn-down face wasn’t inviting any pleasantries. Mr McElrod took a deep, shuddery breath.

‘You know,’ he said, unable to look at her, ‘I refused to believe it at first. I told you to keep your head down and asked you to be patient. I told you I was protecting you.’

‘Mr McElrod, I’m so sorry.’ Her voice came out weak and powdery. ‘Please let me explain.’

‘No.’ He held up a hand and shook his head. ‘Too damn late.’

‘I was going to tell you.’ A tear spilled onto her cheek. ‘I wrote you a letter.’

‘You were going to tell me after I gave you the Minnow assignment. If I hadn’t, then what? You would have continued to make a mockery of me?’

‘Oh no. No. I admire you greatly, sir.’ She couldn’t stop the tears. ‘I respect you even more.’

‘Just tell me why you did it.’

‘I saw Redman get all the plum assignments and then the correspondent’s job that I believed was mine. I felt angry and vilified and cast off as mediocre. Being forgotten is bad enough, but being dismissed because of one’s sex or blood, both of which are beyond one’s control, is an insult.’

A sound of exasperation escaped McElrod’s lips. He shook his head.

‘But I can see in hindsight that you were trying to shield me and you had my best interests at heart. It just didn’t feel that way. I wanted to punish everyone for ruining my grand plans. I convinced myself I could justify everything in the name of my journalistic oath to truth-telling.’

‘You let your ego run away with you. You think you’re the only one with ambition? The only one frightened of being overlooked? Really? You think you’re that special?’

She looked up at him. No, she had never thought about that. Not once had she considered McElrod’s life and what his ambitions were. Why was his wife in a wheelchair? What drove him to work like a Trojan and promote her, with the exception of the correspondent’s job, above the men?

‘But . . . but . . . Redman used his position with the APL to remove me from contention. It was an uneven playing field. What was I supposed to do?’

‘Redman?’ He huffed in bemusement. ‘No! You give him far too much credit. It was George!’

‘George?’ she echoed incredulously. ‘The mail boy? Are you sure?’

But then images of George began flitting through her mind: she saw him staring at her Baroness file on his first day on the job, befriending her with caramels on her birthday, emptying her bin with enthusiasm, the small man in the Norfolk coat behind her in the shadows. She’d missed it. She was losing her edge. ‘Oh.’

‘We might be separated by age and gender, Grace, but I always saw more than a bit of myself in you.’

‘That is the biggest compliment, sir.’

He cut her off with a sweep of his hand. ‘But not now.’

‘Please let me make it up to you.’

He shook his head vigorously, the deep dark lines around his eyes betraying his exhaustion. The knot in her throat tightened as she stared at the man who’d taught her so much, whom she admired, and whom, it was true, had tried to protect her.


‘I’m so sorry. So sorry.’

He heaved a sigh. ‘So am I.’

‘Please, Mr McElrod. Listen.’ He glanced up. ‘I have something that might help us out of this mess. The Pickert papers.’

‘Not interested.’ He nodded to the wardress and she opened the door for him.

Grace grabbed his hand. ‘Please, hear me out.’

‘No contact!’ the wardress bellowed.

‘The baroness and her spy operation.’ Her words gushed out. ‘I wrote a report detailing how she’d been scouting cantonments to get information about troop movements.’ She leaned closer and spoke more softly. ‘The Pickert papers are in the bottom of my black armoire at home . . .’ She looked for a flicker of interest.

He regarded her wearily. ‘Goodbye, Grace.’

The door slammed in her face, and the wardress jangled the key in the lock then opened the peephole. ‘Oh, and by the way. Your hearing is set for one month from today. Better get comfy.’ She slammed the peephole shut.

Grace spent the next twelve hours staring up at the cracks between the bricks in shock, her conscience like a black house spider hiding in the crevices of her mind, weaving sticky webs that caught all thoughts of self-loathing and held them in place.

[image: image]

On New Year’s Day, 1918, Grace’s peephole opened slowly, almost politely.

‘You decent?’ The wardress’s voice rang with a strange syrupy sweetness that set Grace’s suspicion on edge. ‘I have a visitor for you.’

Grace sat up on her bed, listening through the morning racket of swearing and tin cups rattling against iron bars.


‘In you go, Father, twenty minutes at most, and I’m bending the rules for you – I’ll be quiet, too. Rules, you understand. I have to stand watch.’

‘Thank you, Miss Conroy, but as a good Catholic you would know that the time between a priest and a prisoner is sacred. Confession is a private affair, so may I ask with all due respect that you wait outside?’

Grace rose from her bed like a somnambulist. All she could think as he walked in gracefully, pristine in his black cassock and a long necklace with a large wooden crucifix, carrying nothing but a Bible, his dark hair limned by the hallway light, was, Thank god the waste bucket is empty.

If he was disgusted by her condition he didn’t show it. ‘Grace, I came as soon as I heard. Have you seen a lawyer yet?’

‘No lawyer as yet.’ She avoided his gaze; she looked like hell.

‘I’ll try to get you out, I promise. But how are you?’

‘I’ll survive.’

‘No. What I meant was’ – he tapped his heart – ‘how are you in here? Within yourself. With yourself?’ She shook her head, bit her lip to stop another round of tears. ‘Sit with me. Talk to me.’ He sat down.

‘I am ashamed of myself, is what I am; I’ve been selfish, impatient, bound by my ambition. I know that now. When I didn’t get the war correspondent job, when the world seemed out to get good, honest, hard-working German Americans, I had to do something, I couldn’t stand back and say nothing.’

He nodded, pressing his hand flat on top of his Bible, rubbing the leather as if channelling Scripture. ‘As always you stood by your principles, and that is a rare quality . . . but why go to war as a correspondent when you could stay safe here?’

‘It sounds trite to say this here, but I wanted to write history. I want to write about the things men don’t see – the other side of war, the women and children who’ve been left behind or bereaved. The leftovers. Those who must forge on alone.’

‘Like you.’

‘Yes, like me.’ She sighed, deflated. ‘And I suppose, deep down, I just want to honour my family. I wanted to be the first woman sanctioned as a correspondent because firsts never get forgotten.’

He looked at her as if a light bulb had switched on inside of him.

‘Have you ever thought about using prayer to help you through this?’

Disappointment washed through her and she gave him a disconsolate smile. ‘I thought you knew me better than that.’

His blue gaze connected with hers. Silence pulsed all around them, as if the entire prison was listening in to their conversation. He lowered his voice to a hush. ‘What is it you so object to in religion?’

‘The church doesn’t have a monopoly on kindness or love. And forgiveness for sin with rote words seems so meaningless.’ She stifled a wry laugh. ‘Really, I see the church for what it is when you strip back the ceremony.’

‘Which is what?’

‘The world’s longest-running stage play. I mean no offence to you, Father, but priests are the lead actors and the congregation play their bit parts. The altar is the stage, the Bible gives the script, and then there’s the drinking of blood and eating of flesh. I mean, really . . .’

He frowned. ‘You see me as an actor?’

‘That’s precisely why I didn’t want to talk about it. I knew I would offend, and I don’t mean to. It’s just what I believe.’

‘I’m not offended, I enjoy robust ontological discussions with you. But I am curious: if you don’t believe in a higher power, what do you believe in?’


‘Reasoning. Science. Nature.’

‘Miracles?’

She cleared her throat, wanting to move him on. Faith, hope and religion had a circular lack of logic to her that made her feel uncomfortable.

‘Not really. Why do you ask?’

‘I’ve made it my life’s work to teach and inspire young minds. I’ve studied spirituality, philosophy, education and theology, and I am in what the Jesuit ministry call the Tertian phase, about to take my final vows.’ He nodded slowly, holding her eye. ‘So as a Jesuit I can’t agree with your stance on religion, but as a philosopher I can admire your reasoning and respect it. And, as always, I feel humbled by your intelligence and your principled stance.’

His eyes fell to the crucifix hanging from his necklace. His lips twisted almost imperceptibly. ‘I’ll try to get you out of this.’

‘How?’

‘I’m not sure yet,’ he said. ‘But I also came to say goodbye. I’m leaving for Europe next week.’

The news struck her hard. ‘To the war? As a chaplain? For the AEF?’

‘No. For the Church and the British.’

‘Oh . . .’ The sadness escaped her in a sigh and a leaden ball of disappointment sunk into her stomach. Only then did she realise the strength of her feelings for him. But none of that could ever be voiced. ‘Stay safe, Father, and thank you for your kindness. I will miss you.’

‘And I you.’ He pressed the Bible into her hands as he stood. ‘Sometimes this helps me when I’m in need of inner peace. Read St Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, and peace be with you, Grace.’


‘You are the eternal optimist, Father.’

His lovely smile transformed his face. ‘Only where you are concerned, Grace Winter.’
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Later that night Grace lay back on her stretcher, clutching the Bible to her chest. She held the book tight, not with any love for the book itself but with a deep feeling for the man who’d taken the time to visit her.

‘Don’t get your hopes up, God,’ she said tentatively, then opened the book, which exuded a dusty sigh. But the pages at St Paul’s letter to the Corinthians were ever so slightly stuck together, and she sat up and focused, slipping a jagged, bitten fingernail between the fragile sheafs to break the seal. She peeled them apart, and two sheets of thin paper and a tiny pencil dropped into her lap. She held them up to the light. Peace be with you, Grace, he’d written.

Clever priest. And oh so thoughtful; he must have remembered how she’d told him writing brought her peace. And so, with pen to paper, her first thoughts, written in microscopic words to optimise the white space available, were for him.

Grace had never truly subscribed to the notion of kindred spirits, of that magnetic bond that poets insisted drew two souls together in a way physics could never explain. Yet, Father Jude had somehow drilled through the thick rings of her protective bark to the soft growing middle of friendship’s inner core. How? She had no idea. But she wrote the word friend next to his name. And prayed that he would get her out of here.
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The pen and paper kept her sane for a week, and as she settled down to make the most of the last tiny corner of the paper, the peephole in her cell door opened and Grace hid the utensils in the elastic of her knickers.

‘You’re on breakfast duty. Warden’s orders,’ the Irish wardress barked.

The kitchen she was thrown into had a grey floor and green walls, a long rectangular central table, a black hearth where a huge oven sat with breakfast bubbling away in vats, and the kiss of grey death in its odour. A white-haired woman with a hunch stood on a milking stool stirring one of the vats, and at the central table stood Big Lena and Delores, the thin black-haired woman that Lena had attacked in the exercise yard. May was disturbingly absent. Around half a dozen others were seated at the bench, working with their backs turned, churning butter, kneading dough, peeling potatoes.

The door slammed shut and the keys jangled in the lock. The wardress watched on.

Grace had been set up.

The woman at the vat turned around. Grace recognised her from old police files. This was the woman they called Gran Mama. Ethel Mulcahey. Small in stature, huge in reputation. She’d been a key figure in the Lady Gophers gang, who’d ruled over Hell’s Kitchen at the turn of the century, and she was well known as a razor-wielding mercenary and the madam of a high-class brothel.

Lena walked behind Grace and grabbed her by the hair, then swung her round with such force that Grace lost her footing and fell against the brick wall, hitting her head hard and slumping down, stunned.

Lena came at her again, and a flood of panic shot Grace to her feet. Instinctively channelling May’s advice, Grace shoved her middle finger swift and hard into Lena’s jugular notch, and she stumbled back, holding her throat and gasping for air. The wardress moved away, seemingly satisfied things were in motion.


Gran Mama stepped off her stool and cornered Grace, holding up a large hot metal spoon, while Lena found her breath and mounted a new charge, with Delores flanking her.

‘Oi! Stop!’ Gran Mama yelled.

Lena and Delores stopped like pit dogs being yanked on chains.

‘I know you!’ Gran Mama growled. ‘You be the Grace Winter from the New York Times.’

‘I am . . . was.’ Grace’s heart thumped and she searched for an escape route.

Gran Mama stepped in closer. ‘Oi girls, stand down. Now here’s what’s gonna happen. You’re gonna hold this cleaver on Miss Winter in case the screw comes by,’ Gran Mama whispered to Lena, ‘and Delores, you come here and rough her hair up a bit more.’ Delores obliged, pulling Grace’s hair out of its bun and ruffling it so vigorously Grace’s cheeks shook and her hair tangled.

‘Grace Winter, first, I’m obliged to ya, for bringing these grim accommodations t’the attention of the authorities when ya wrote about this place in the Times.’ She leaned forwards. ‘Second, I got something for ya about the Charlie Ryan case. So listen hard.’ She squinted towards the door with intense concentration. ‘Rumour is the kid didn’t die. Rumour is the body that surfaced in the East River was a kid from the General Slocum disaster and that the detective and the coroner were paid off by the nanny’s Irish contacts to go along with the farce.’

Grace blinked, dazed by the turn of events. The nanny’s Irish contacts?

She sifted through her mind for dates and eventually concluded that what Ethel was suggesting was plausible. ‘Thank you, Ethel.’

‘But there’s more. Delores here’ – she pointed at the tall thin woman – ‘she was with the boy’s father the night the kid was nabbed.’


‘What?’ Grace tried to scavenge details from the case. Yes, she remembered there was a courtesan as an alibi, but she’d not imagined a woman like Delores.

Her mind flowed now between what she knew and these new assertions.

‘I know I don’t look like much now, honey,’ Delores said, plumping up her breasts, ‘but fifteen years ago I was beautiful.’

Gran Mama nodded. ‘She was one of me highest-earning girls. Top of the range. Like one of them fancy touring cars, sleek lines, long glossy black hair and tits you could see from the moon.’

‘I remember Malachy Ryan well. He was different,’ Delores said. ‘Usually customers liked to get down to business straight away, if you know what I’m sayin’. But he didn’t want nothin’. He showed me off at the party at the Plaza Hotel like I was a real trophy, like I was really someone, and he treated me real nice. He kept kissing me in public and whispering sweet nothings in my ear. I was expectin’ big things when we went up to his room.’

‘Room number?’ Grace asked.

‘Three-six-seven.’

Grace raised her right brow. That checked out. ‘And?’

‘When we got to the room he started acting all strange. Cagey. Disinterested.’

‘And then?’

Delores leaned into Grace’s ear and told Grace things that made her face glow red.

‘It worked. Like a charm.’

‘And do you remember anything distinctive about him?’

‘Yeh, the tattoo on his chest was the thing that puzzled me. Looked like three Vs.’ She pressed her finger to her lips. ‘Anyway, then at four o’clock in the morning he sat bolt upright and said he had to go, but it was too early, so I poured us a couple more gins and pulled him back to bed. I felt sorry for him. He seemed outta sorts, confused and upset. And then afterwards I saw in the papers that he was the father of the famous kid who’d been kidnapped. Then the poor fella topped himself.’

‘Can anyone corroborate all this?’

‘Actually,’ said Gran Mama, ‘I have it on good authority there was a Catholic priest who knew everything.’

‘A priest?’ Grace’s heart hammered. ‘Who? What’s his name?’

‘Ewen Mulcahey.’

‘You sure?’

‘Course. He’s kin. Cousin thrice removed.’

‘Did he ever tell you anything directly?’

‘Ha! Not all us Mulcaheys fell onto the wrong side of the tracks, Miss Winter. Ewen was the honourable one – he didn’t approve of us but he always held out hope. We joked that he balanced out our moral ledger, and that if he dished out a few extra Hail Marys at the right time he might find a way to squeeze his kin through the pearly gates.’

‘How would I get in touch with him?’

Gran Mama used the metal spoon to cross her chest. ‘’Fraid he’s gone to God.’

‘What?’

‘Dead.’ Gran Mama’s eyes glinted as she looked over Grace’s shoulder towards the door; then with a wink she raised her spoon as if she was about to crack it across Grace’s skull, just as the wardress clunked opened the door.

‘Come with me, Winter,’ snapped the wardress. ‘You got a bunch of officials waiting for you out front. You’re being transferred.’











CHAPTER EIGHT




Grace blinked rapidly under the glare of a ceiling light in a wood-panelled room, with the smell of furniture polish and expensive leather coating her airways. She was sitting alone at an oak table facing three empty chairs and staring into the face of President Wilson. Not the real one. Just a life-size portrait of the man at his reverential best.

A clay-faced gentleman entered: short silver hair, big muttony cheeks, moustache flexing over his top lip like two biceps. He was dressed in the manner of a high-ranking member of the US Army, with an eagle motif on his sleeves, and he took a seat on the other side of the table.

‘Miss Winter,’ he said in a gentrified east-coast accent, flipping open his folder to study the typed notes, ‘I’m Colonel Noaks from the American Expeditionary Force and we will be joined shortly by . . .’

The colonel paused as a door behind Grace creaked open and crisp footsteps made their way across the parquetry. Another man, rangy and dressed in navy-blue, rounded the desk, puffing away on a cigarette.

‘I don’t know whether to like you or hate you, Grace Winter,’ said the man abruptly in an Oxford English accent, plummy as you like. Grace registered the voice with shock.


The Englishman she’d seen talking with Father Jude at the Belgian Benefit Christmas Concert sat down opposite her. Except now he was dressed in a starched military uniform, and her mind, still hazy from prison and from being driven back to Manhattan in a Mitchell convertible, swam with the incongruity of it all.

‘The feeling is mutual,’ she said finally.

He grimaced a smile. ‘Miss Winter, you have caused seismic ructions in the corridors of Washington and in the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Which is why I am here. My name is Colonel Heath Fairclough and I’m with British Military Intelligence. My role is to help coordinate activities between your country and ours, on behalf of all the Allies. We Brits are invested in bolstering the American intelligence service, which is fledgling at best. The American Protective League claims you are a radical leftist whose German heritage has led you to actively work against wartime efforts by subverting the government’s messaging as the Manhattan Minnow, and thus you have been charged with the contravention of the Espionage Act.’ He paused, sucked on his cigarette and exhaled the smoke coolly and luxuriantly at the ceiling, eyes half closed as if in deep contemplation. ‘The APL want your hide. I, however, rather think your little stories are just a bit of satirical sorcery’ – he gave a laugh as though he’d just amused himself – ‘and after coming across you at the benefit concert, and looking into your background, had you pegged for something rather different.’

‘Nothing’s been agreed.’ The American colonel butted in.

‘Thus the APL and I have come to an impasse,’ Heath continued. ‘A diplomatic tug of war over your fate. Except’ – he grinned, flashing a superior glance at Noaks – ‘there has been a development from left field.’ He stubbed his cigarette and lit another with the smoothly choreographed motion of a chain smoker, then perched himself on the corner of the desk in front of her. Grace leaned forwards, scouting the desk for a pencil to fiddle with to soothe her nerves. ‘You have led us to a baroness with suspect German dealings.’

‘Ahh,’ she exhaled. Mr McElrod. She understood perfectly what had happened to land her here, and the strategic part of her mind jumped ahead, suddenly alert, trying to figure out how best to use it to her advantage.

The American colonel pointed to a picture of the baroness in the file. ‘Ma’am, you have James McElrod to thank for bringing your Pickert papers to our attention. The baroness was arrested in Chattanooga with questionable papers in her safe and a young soldier hiding under her bed.’

Heath stubbed his cigarette and plucked yet another from inside a grouchy-looking ceramic bird statue on his desk. ‘This is my Wally Bird, by the way. I call him Einstein. He has the inimitable ability to answer all my unanswerable questions.’ He picked up the telephone. ‘Joy.’ Pause, a muffled voice from the other end. ‘Thank you, yes tea for me and an extra strong brew of coffee for Miss Winter and Colonel Noaks.’ He put a hand over the mouthpiece. ‘Coffee all right with you, Miss Winter? You look like you need it.’ He smiled with perfect teeth, symmetrical aside from one crooked dogtooth.

‘Perfect, thank you.’

‘Now, Grace – may I call you Grace?’ She nodded. ‘I’m intrigued by the woman who managed to pull the wool over so many eyes. I believe you possess all the qualities one looks for in a Military Watcher. Articulate, a skill in communication. You are proficient in three languages and your references from James McElrod and Father Jude O’Malley are nothing short of exceptional. Thus, I think you’d be perfect for a role with the AEF’s G-2 Intelligence division in Washington, moving in the diplomatic circles of the army’s top brass.’


‘Really?’ Grace breathed, heart accelerating as she sat back, hand to chest, trying to process what she had heard. ‘What would I do?’

Smoke drifted from Heath’s nostrils. ‘Translate and report on suspect conversations. There are watchers at all levels. Both within the rank and file of the army and in senior levels.’

Colonel Noaks pressed his hand firmly to the table. ‘Neither the American Expeditionary Force nor the FBI accepts women into service. Never have. Never will.’

‘Why?’ Fairclough swivelled to face the colonel.

Noaks drummed his fingers. ‘Females have a tendency to exaggerate greatly; they are given to superfluous commentary and, in my experience, ladies wear out quickly with nervous strain.’

‘But, Colonel, forgive me, if you’ve never had women working for you, how would you know that, precisely?’ Heath cocked his head and a pulse of discord passed between the men.

The American pressed his lips together and rubbed a hand across his mouth as though searching for a suitable rebuttal, while Heath sat back down at the desk, steepling his fingers under his chin in thought.

‘Colonel, we need to be more strategic and consider the needs of Allied intelligence in toto.’

The secretary came in and set down the coffee on lace doilies; Grace took a sip of hers and enjoyed the caffeine burn on the roof of her mouth after all that grey death. She studied Fairclough intently. If she wasn’t mistaken, though he appeared every inch a British conservative, he harboured a rich maverick vein, which she was determined to mine now for all it was worth. She didn’t know exactly what her next words were going to be, but she did know this was a chance to finally get to Europe.

‘Gentlemen, I believe there’s another option.’

‘I’m listening,’ said Heath.


‘I imagine you know I grew up in Northern France; the Ardennes is my old stomping ground. I know the lay of the land. I speak French and German. Wouldn’t I be of more value to the Allies as a watcher in occupied France?’

‘Hmm,’ said Heath, pinching his lips. He stared at the colonel pointedly. ‘That’s a completely different kettle of fish. And perilous work, I have to add. We only send our best. The rest we recruit from local ranks. But let’s think it through.’ Heath studied her file. ‘Gabrielle Wettin is your real name?’

‘Was.’

‘Your father was a German physician?’ She nodded. ‘Where did he work?’

‘Hospitals and private practices around Germany, France, the United Kingdom.’

‘But your parents were killed in an auto accident – let me see – in 1902.’ He flicked through the papers of a folio. ‘You were just shy of your twelfth birthday when you came to live in Manhattan with your aunt. How did you feel about that? Must have been hard for a little girl?’ Heath looked up, expressing a cultured British sympathy with the crimp of his brow.

‘My feelings as a child are irrelevant to this conversation, Colonel Fairclough,’ she bit back, but he’d touched on the wound without warning.

The American colonel raised his brows and pointed his fountain pen at Fairclough. ‘See! Too emotional.’

Heath ignored him. ‘It’s a personal subject, I know, but we need to understand your motivations. And whether you can be trusted.’ He picked imaginary lint off his collar then fixed her with his berry-brown eyes. ‘So . . . continue.’

‘I was devastated, naturally.’

‘How did you feel about your father – the German?’ asked the American, pen now reluctantly poised above paper to take notes.


‘I loved my father, but he was a traditional Prussian man. Hard on himself, hard on his family. Intolerant of girls, but he did teach me about logic and the value of hard work.’

‘Ah.’ Heath exhaled. ‘What about your mother?’

‘My mother was a talented musician, brought up in London, who moved to Leipzig to study at the Conservatory. She met my father at a performance, they married, then she retired as most women do.’

‘Any inheritance?’

‘No. Papa had been sick for a number of years with a muscle-wasting disease that gave him the tremors . . . and other associated problems.’ She didn’t mention the drinking. ‘We didn’t know it at the time, but he was living on credit. The house went into receivership.’

‘So, what about your time at medical school? How far did you get?’

‘Two years in.’

‘Why medicine?’

‘I thought that was what was expected.’

Heath leaned in to the colonel’s ear and whispered something behind his cupped hand.

‘Possible, but it’s a long shot,’ the colonel replied. ‘Not sure it would work.’

‘And what about your friendship with Father Jude O’Malley?’

‘What about it?’

‘We think it’s interesting.’ Heath scrubbed his hand over his chin. ‘How well do you two get along?’

‘We have a high regard for one another.’

‘Nothing more to it?’ He locked eyes with her.

‘Pardon?’ She shook her head in disbelief. ‘I’m not sure what you are insinuating, but may I remind you he is a priest?’ She held Heath’s gaze until he looked away.


‘I’m just interested in your working relationship. He has advocated for your character in no uncertain terms. How would you describe it?’

‘Productive.’ It struck Grace now that Father Jude might not be going to France simply as an army chaplain; that it was more likely he’d come under Fairclough’s purview.

‘Honestly’ – Heath scribbled three question marks next to her name on the folder, then turned to his counterpart – ‘if she were a man, you’d agree she possesses all the qualities required for a field intelligence position in Europe.’

‘Except for the Minnow thing, maybe.’

‘But if you think about it clearly, Colonel,’ Grace said, ‘the Minnow just proves my aptitude for lateral thinking, and making the most of limited opportunities.’

A smile tugged at the corners of Heath’s lips. ‘Precisely. Though if I’m perfectly candid, I’ve always had one reservation about women in service. It’s the one flaw in their character they can’t help.’ He exhaled smoke from the corner of his mouth.

‘What’s that?’ Grace asked.

‘They fall in love.’ Heath tapped his heart. ‘Incapable of the platonic patriotism that drives men.’ He looked purposefully at her. ‘What do you say, Colonel Noaks?’

‘I say she’d have to successfully complete a rigorous training course with the General and come up trumps.’

‘Done,’ said Heath. ‘Grace, we will need to talk to the training division. If you get through there, then we’ll talk about roles. But let’s just say we have a hole for any shaped peg.’

Grace’s mind reeled. It felt as though she was looking through blurry binoculars at her future, finally seeing what she’d wanted – France and the front line – on her horizon.











CHAPTER NINE




APRIL 1918: LONG ISLAND, NEW YORK

Following her conversation with Fairclough in January, Grace had packed up her Manhattan townhouse, written to Ida to say she would be moving north, then spoken to her friend Maggie, who’d jumped at the chance of playing caretaker, happy to live in and mind Grace’s precious plants. After that, there had not been much more to organise. Grace’s inheritance from Tante Marthe would tide her over till she received her next wage, and thus her biggest decision was which photographs to take with her to the secret training base located near Camp Upton on Long Island. After seeking counsel from her mother she decided to take them all. Her mother had watched on from the piano as she packed her trunk, with a look that said: Are you sure about this, Grace? Are you comfortable with not being a war correspondent? To which Grace had answered: Think laterally, Mama – I’m not relinquishing the idea of reporting on the war so much as doing it differently, and still with purpose.

But you don’t even like the war, her mother had pressed.

Precisely – that’s why I can’t sit back and do nothing.

Versions of this conversation had replayed over and over in her head, to the point that she had convinced herself she was happy with – and even desired – this change in plans. Thus over three months, during the coldest, most stubborn winter in recent memory, Grace had joined sixteen other recruits, ex-reporters, salesmen and linguists from around the country at the New York army barracks for training for the G-2 American Expeditionary Forces, under the eye of the British and the tough antebellum-style tutelage of a crusty old campaigner known to all as the General.

The General was a veteran of the Spanish–American War – later turned newspaper man – with rusted-on views of women and people of colour. He was also specialist in military tactics and, though most days he barely acknowledged Grace, she knew the little acorn eyes planted deep in his big ruddy face missed nothing. That said, he had been forced to address her more and more regularly of late (calling her ‘Li’l Missy’ every time), his prejudices slowly disintegrating in direct correlation with her successes.

The old General had by his own admission taught the class everything he knew, from how to fire a German Luger and a Colt .45 revolver with its five-and-a-half-inch barrel, to the structure of the Hindenburg Line and the critical strategic railway junctures in occupied France. On this matter, Grace had a small advantage. She’d travelled regularly between Liège, Brussels, Charleville-Mézières and Paris as a child, and between Germany and France with Tante Marthe. She remembered the general layout of the train stations and the key routes between towns – information that would help any operative dropped into enemy territory. And she could correctly (and annoyingly for the General) teach him a thing or two about the Hindenburg Line’s naming of the key trenches. The Siegfried, Brunhilde, Kriemhilde, Wotan and Alberich were all named after characters from Wagner’s epic opera Der Ring des Nibelungen – the story of a magic ring that gives its wearer the ultimate power, like George MacDonald’s Golden Key. Or Charlie Ryan’s music box, or so she liked to think.


She took her seat at the front of the class, glancing up at the scoreboard composed of little rectangular wooden planks listing the names of the candidates in order of performance – like a leaderboard at a golf tournament. After last week’s obstacle course she’d moved up to a respectable tenth because she’d managed to climb a rope ladder then hang from a rope by one hand for twelve agonising minutes – four minutes longer than the next best man. It was then she’d realised that being small and light could have its advantages.

Yesterday, with that in mind, she’d managed to win her final round of hand-to-hand combat against a man twice her weight. As he came at her, ready to toss her over his shoulder, she’d twisted, stuck out her foot to throw him off balance, then hooked his arm under hers and flung him aside using his own momentum. It had been a matter of the power-to-weight ratio, and for once things had worked in her favour. But it hadn’t always been so.

Most of the training in the first four weeks had been about physical strength and cardiovascular fitness. The long runs through the woods in the freezing mud and slush, the huge obstacles, carrying sandbags across muddy trenches, all seemed designed to get her out. ‘The experiment has failed,’ they’d say. ‘Women have no place in the AEF.’

‘Give up now, Li’l Missy,’ the General had thundered in her face the day she failed all five attempts to scale a wall. ‘Things are going to get a damn sight tougher. Best get yourself back to a desk job,’ he said grimly. ‘Little gals like you aren’t cut out for this. Go home, get a man, make some babies. Do everyone a favour.’ But that was all she’d needed to cling to that lowest rung of the scoreboard, just to spite him. Every night she’d come back to her barracks exhausted, slumping on her pillow, with just enough strength to write down her tiny steps of progress. She thought often of Father Jude – where he was, how he was coping, whether they would meet again. Sometimes she held the Bible to her chest as she drifted off to sleep.

The General was hovering over Grace now as she sat in the examination room, his non-army-issue Stetson planted on his frothy meringue of yellow-white hair, a folder snug in the crook of his left arm, pen cocked and scribbling down every one of Grace’s movements. She had placed a petri dish on her desk, carefully measured out the lemon juice and water, plucked a hairpin from her bun and slipped out a little silver needle. She dipped the implement into the juice and copied the code she’d been given onto a piece of paper an inch square. Writing with invisible ink took practice but she was fortunate to have nimble muscular fingers adept at finnicky intricacies, and in this task the confidence derived from a steady hand counted.

She finished quickly, scrolled up her rice paper and slipped it into the tip of a cigarette, which she then handed to the General. He took the cigarette to a second examiner, who unrolled the paper and warmed it by candlelight to reveal the message she’d written, which he then decoded to verify the accuracy of transcription. The man gave a thumbs up.

‘That takes care of the practical,’ the General said. ‘Now for theory: come this way, Li’l Missy.’

Grace followed him to a separate room, where the General squeezed behind his lecture desk and left her standing.

‘Question one: what alternative invisible inks are there to lemon juice?’

‘Milk, urine and saliva.’

‘Two: what other receptacles might you use for your rice paper?’

‘Hems, seams, corsetry, false curls, garters, stockings, dentifrice containers, baked cakes, shoe heels, toothbrush handles.’

‘What’s off limits?’


‘Neckties, hat bands, shoelaces, the uncut pages of a book, safety razors, false teeth, door keys.’

He ticked his boxes. ‘If you lose the sanctioned code for communication, what should you use?’

‘The back of my identity card or the Pater Noster, which is known as the Lord’s Prayer in English.’

‘How?’

‘First assign numerals to the positions of the words in the prayer. Then assign a numeral to each letter in the word.’

‘Show me.’ He handed her a pen and paper. ‘And explain.’

‘See here? For the word ‘pet’, for instance, I turn to the Pater Noster and find that p is the first letter of the first word. So the numerals denoting the first letter are 1, 1. E is the fourth letter of the first word, thus its code is 1, 4. And t is obviously the third letter of the first word. Thus the code for the word “pet” is 1, 1. 1, 4. 1, 3.’

‘Correct.’ He nodded, suppressing a smile. ‘Why the Pater Noster?’

‘It has only six letters of the alphabet missing. These other letters, such as j, k, w, x, y, z, can be given a special combination of numbers to be memorised.’

‘What are the most common letters in any message?’

‘In English, th, he and er are the most common combinations and uu is seldom used. Rare exceptions include continuum and vacuum. Fifteen per cent of all letters in a message are bound to be e. Only two per cent each are k, x, q, j or z.’

The General raised his brows. ‘What are things we should avoid at all costs?’

‘When gathering information don’t appear curious or anxious to obtain it. And where possible use others to bring different sources of information to you. Do not speak of confidential subjects in trains, on streetcar platforms, or in cafés. Avoid leaving letters, notes and hotel bills in wastepaper baskets even after tearing up. Form a habit of recording observations using conventional words that are apparently harmless – use the vocabulary from things like laundry bills and grocery lists, and write on the outsides of envelopes or newspapers.’

‘In occupied territory what is your biggest asset, which is currently your biggest challenge?’

‘Hmm.’ She hadn’t practised this question. ‘My size?’

‘Wrong.’

‘My sex?’

‘Could be. Depends how you use it. Carefully and with discretion, I’d say. But no, Winter – for you, it’s patience. That’s your fundamental issue.’ In his gusty Southern drawl, the General added, ‘I just threw that question in to see if you could think on your feet. You’re smart, strategic and educated, Winter, but you’re impetuous. I know you’ve done some great reporting and pulled off the Minnow thing for a while, but you got caught because you got complacent. No bones about it. So, what happens when push comes to shove?’

Grace stood speechless, weathering the extemporaneous feedback.

‘Anyway – it’s all academic because you’ve passed this one and you’re continuing to make a mockery of all my previous predictions. I suppose all will be revealed in the final showdown next week.’

He walked her back to the examination room and, in front of the men who were all still working on their transcriptions, slid her wooden name plate up the leaderboard by two places. ‘Final tests next week. Maybe, Li’l Missy, I’m gonna have to eat my old Stetson where y’all concerned.’
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The final test was to be conducted in two parts.

Part one was a timed mock field test, the objective of which was for a trainee to identify a fake enemy-operative at the Hotel Wolcott, use a dropped handkerchief to reveal themself as part of the operation, obtain from the enemy-operative the code to a secret room, intercept a spoken message, then courier that message to a location provided via coded clues. If at any point during the test the trainee was too obvious, someone would tap them out. That would be it. A fail. But if they were successful they would have the opportunity to leap-frog the others in the rankings.

The second part was rather less taxing – a desk job scouring mock German newspapers embedded with clues as to the order of upcoming German battles.

Despite the differences between the tasks, both carried the same weight.

And now Grace’s senses were sharply attuned to the happenings in the busy lobby of the Hotel Wolcott in Manhattan. The lavish pink and green marble foyer was teeming with travellers, businessmen, wives and girlfriends all dressed in their Sunday best, and Grace tried to appear relaxed, dressed in a new floral gabardine skirt, a reversible red overcoat and elbow-length black gloves. She fished for a packet of cigarettes in her handbag in order to appear a nonchalant member of New York’s nouveau smoking crowd while she scanned the hotel patrons for a clue. She tapped out another cigarette, the third in a row. Yuck. She flicked open a silver lighter and pretended to draw back, noticing people passing drinks, coasters, women fiddling with their hands or hems. She scrutinised the way they tucked their hair up. Collars. Gloves. The hands were always a give-away. She watched a woman playing with her lighter and checked the taps for Morse code. No. It was nothing. Swept her gaze over the waiters milling around the luncheon table, running back and forth past the elevators to the restaurant. Her gaze stopped on a man in a green felt hat who entered the lobby then waited for the elevator. She thought about poor old Mr B as she watched the elevator doors slide open and the green-hat man walk in. Mr B had vanished after he’d left the Times and she often wondered whether his family had bailed him out of New York like Derrick had done for Ida. But just as she was beginning to feel nostalgic, the man in the green felt hat came out again.

Ah yes. She zeroed in. The elevator boy. Had to be. It was always the little people. The elevator attendants, the busboys, the minnows.

So she stood at the base of the stairs and watched the elevator go up and down for a while. It was a gamble and she was trying to be patient, but she could already see some of her colleagues arriving after the staggered start. Some at the bar, others sitting behind newspapers. Some watching her.

She went to the elevator and the doors opened. The boy, not much older than a teenager, smiled. He was wearing a smart red cap and matching jacket with shiny gold buttons.

‘Watch your step, ma’am,’ he said as she got in. ‘Floor?’

‘Four, please.’

As they rode up Grace got out her handkerchief and dropped it in front of him. The elevator boy picked it up and handed it to her.

‘Danke,’ she said in German.

‘Exzellent.’ He nodded and slipped a message into her palm, which she took directly to the fire escape and read in the stairwell.

Room 16.

She raced down to the first floor and found room 16. She took out a hairpin and waited for an old couple to toddle past before attacking the lock. It seemed to take an eternity for them to catch the elevator; when they disappeared, she jiggled the hairpin in the lock till she heard it click.

In the hotel room, she stood by the bed and turned, surveying every item in the space and registering it as a place to search. She took off her gloves and started with the desk, running her palms across the smooth wooden surface of the desktop, beneath it, opening the drawers, checking under the feet of the desk, and behind it, then when this turned up nothing she went to the window ledge, mattress, pillowcases, lamp base, towel rack, drinks cabinet, mirror, picture frame, and finally the bookcase. She stared it down. Pulled out the books. The Bible, then four other leather-bound volumes. But nothing. Think, Grace. Think! She tapped her chin, staring at herself in the mirror.

‘Hems.’

She went to the bedspread and checked. Nothing. Then as she ran her fingers along the bottom of the curtains she felt an inconspicuous bump. Her heart galloped with the find. She took a razor blade from the hidden pocket in her handbag and ran it along the curtain hem, then pulled out a scrolled-up note. She lit a match and watched as the invisible ink revealed these words: Bookcase. Patience. Fortitude. Green Hat.

She sank to the bed, thinking it a ridiculous clue. She’d just pulled out books from the bookcase – Hemingway, Stein, Dickens and Twain, among the best she could find – and discovered nothing. She’d upended them, scanned the pages. But then it occurred to her it might be about the bookcase itself. So she ran her fingers along the back of the case, and sure enough, there it was. A latch. She opened a trap door and found what she was looking for, hiding like a black widow in the shadows. A dictograph.

She put the headset on and tuned the machine until the static cleared and voices came through loud and clear. She could hear Germans talking about plans to attack Paris. It was all mock, of course, but hearing the German voices talking about something so real made her heart speed: she could feel the adrenalin flooding through her system. Her excitement mounted: she knew what to do. She found her hairpin and phial of invisible ink and transcribed the details of the conversation quickly in the code she’d memorised, using a passage from Lewis Carroll’s ‘The Walrus and the Carpenter’. So where did it have to go?

She puzzled over the next two words. Patience and Fortitude.

Is that what she needed to win? Patience, like the General had said?

No. No one at HQ would spoon-feed them such empty platitudes.

She placed the books perfectly back on their shelf and, as she did so, the answer struck her. It was actually rather obvious and she wondered whether she was thick for not seeing it earlier.

She turned her coat inside out, took her hair out of its elegant bun, put on a cloche hat and then exited the room, seeing another class member enter a room just up the hall. He was right behind her. She raced downstairs to head uptown to Patience and Fortitude. She tried to look inconspicuous as she cruised across the lobby and out onto 31st Street, but, scanning the road, she caught sight of fellow trainee Max Woods walking with the look of hungry urgency he wore when he presumed he had the upper hand. Gosh. With his loping stride he’d make it to the library in no time.

‘Damn you, Max.’ She picked up her pace, side-stepped commuters, and dodged and zig-zagged through the oncoming foot traffic. She paused and stood on her tiptoes. Max was closing in on the library fast, and she could see her target: the man in the green felt hat. She wished Max had stayed in Kansas on bereavement leave a day longer (he’d taken leave for the funeral of a family member and could afford to – he was first on the leaderboard by a country mile). But as it was, she was gaining on him. It would show the General she was capable of thinking on her feet. She increased her pace when she saw the great lions Patience and Fortitude waiting on their carved pedestals at the steps of the New York Public Library; Max was mounting the steps. Breathless, victory in her sights, she flew past Max . . . and a hand landed on her shoulder. ‘You’re out, Winter.’

‘What? No! I’m here.’

‘No – you’re out.’

‘Why?’

Max strolled up the steps, passing her without acknowledgement as she stood arguing with the grey-suited man who’d tapped her out.

‘You moved too quickly. You were too obvious. Plain as the nose on my face. You ran. You were spotted. Better luck next time.’
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Grace swung open the door to the examination room with rabid force, arriving late back at training headquarters, annoyed with herself after the library catastrophe and then due to the unexpected arrival of Eve’s curse and having to make reparations on the run.

The room was full and quiet: the men had all got a head start on the final task. They were bent over their stacks of German newspapers looking for clues. Grace ignored the nasty cramps in her abdomen as she laid out her papers, scissors, red marker, tape and magnifying glass.

‘Bad luck this morning, Winter,’ Max Woods croaked, swivelling round to meet her. ‘No hard feelings.’

Grace desperately tried to be a gracious loser; in her mind she growled, ‘Go to hell, Max,’ but outwardly she smiled and said, ‘Thank you very much, Max,’ realising as she looked up from her handbag that his face was glossy with perspiration and his pallor chalky except for odd mahogany splotches on his cheeks.

‘Max, you don’t look well at all – are you feeling all right?’ Grace saw the General look over her way, but focused on her ailing colleague.

‘Not the best, actually.’ Max coughed into his fist. ‘Just need to keep going.’

Heat was radiating from him like a lit stove.

‘This may seem forward, Max, but may I check your glands?’

He nodded.

‘Best offer he’s had all week – can I go next?’ someone quipped.

‘Pipe down,’ the General growled as Grace palpated around Max’s jawline and ear. There were definitely beads of swelling.

She looked to the examiners. ‘Excuse me, gentlemen. I think Max might be coming down with a fever; would you agree it might be wise to send him to the infirmary?’

‘I can’t go – it’s the final test,’ he protested.

‘Evacuate yourself, Woods,’ the General sniped. He pointed Max towards the exit and Max trudged out, hugging himself into his jacket, coughing violently.

‘General, is it possible to open the windows? Might be best to air out the room,’ Grace suggested.

‘Be my guest, Li’l Missy.’

Grace unlatched the windows, letting the breeze filter through, then finally took her magnifying glass out of its velvet pouch.

She began the tedious task of working through German words like a gardener on weeding duty.

The funny thing was she could not read the German print without hearing her father’s deep, guttural Prussian accent. And what he seemed to be telling her was that the Germans’ Great Spring offensive – der Friedensturm (meaning ‘peace offensive’, roughly) – was working well and that the Allies were on the back foot. The French were in mutiny and the British couldn’t scrounge cannon fodder fast enough from the youth of the Empire. She scanned the paper, page after page, until she stopped and re-read a little column with her magnifier.

Crowds gather for street parade in a village on the outskirts of Kehl! Her reflexes pinged. The hairs on the back of her neck pricked. Her brain turned like clockwork around the idea of a street parade in a German village so close to the French border. Grace looked up to check the giant map of France plastered over their office wall. The map was a trove of battle plans and troop movements with arrows and red lines, a product of the combined efforts of aerial surveillance, front-line scouts, train spotters and cryptanalysts.

There was only one reason a crowd would gather at a street parade at such a time: to farewell German troops going west. Troops returning from the east would come back in dribs and drabs. Nerves rattling like the keys in a wardress’s lock, Grace swung round to face the General.

‘Excuse me, General.’

‘What?’ He breathed the word like a great deflating bellow as only Southerners know how, and wriggled his fingers, beckoning her. And as she explained her theory about troop movements, she saw the thread of a smile pluck at his upper lip. ‘You might just have something here, Missy.’

The General’s phone jangled and he stared at it. ‘Fuck off,’ he grunted, but picked it up anyway.

‘General here.’ He looked over his shoulder at the class as he listened to the voice at the other end. ‘Hmm,’ he nodded, ‘yes, I think she is. No, failed first but generally competent. One moment, Colonel Fairclough.’ He clamped his hand down over the mouthpiece. ‘Vacate, everyone.’ His eye held Grace’s in a way that made her stomach somersault.

After five minutes in the hallway Grace was summoned back in. Alone.

The old Texan took off his Stetson as she entered and extended his hand, but didn’t smile as she shook it. ‘Congratulations, Miss Winter. Looks like you’re off to France.’

‘Really?’

‘Really.’

‘As what?’

‘I’m not at liberty to discuss, ma’am: you’ll get your orders in Paris. It’s been an honest-to-goodness pleasure, Winter, but I’ve mixed feelings about sending a promising gal like you into the jaws of war. If that’s what you want, though, that’s what you’ve got. Just remember to have more patience in matters of urgency. I know it sounds counter-intuitive, but that’s just the fact of the matter.’

‘You know, General, sometimes I think the more I learn, the more there is to learn.’

He cocked his cigar at her. ‘Now you’re onto something. Keep up the good work, Winter.’











CHAPTER TEN




AVERY
 APRIL 1918: AMIENS

In late March, Amiens was belted by the Huns. Shelling rained upon the village and sent most of the locals packing. After a couple of weeks the bomb sites still smouldered, but the damage only served to make the little Venice of northern France, with its canals and riverboats, seem more wistful. As if romance meandered through its waterways. No wonder some writer bloke called Jules Verne had lived here. Avery had never seen a town so dainty yet so elegant. Mam would’ve loved this. He wanted to stop and watch the white swans, but he couldn’t stop, because they were all marching towards Amiens Cathedral to answer the biggest question being asked by the troops: whether the statue of the weeping angel would knock Fanny Durack right off her perch at the top of Albert Cathedral as the greatest Anzac tourist attraction. ’Course there was no doubt the little angel would be a moving sight, whereas golden-girl Fanny was more of a joke. A gilded sculpture of the Madonna that had stood atop Albert Cathedral had been hit by a Hun missile and was now bent over like a diver. And thus the diggers had renamed her in honour of Fanny Durack, Australia’s golden girl of the pool.

Avery flashed himself a sideways grin in the window of a quaint wooden cottage as he marched past with his cobbers. He adjusted his Akubra, thrust his chest out and gave the brave girls and old women who’d decided to stay in Amiens to feed the diggers a lusty wave, happy to be among his mates and out of Dernancourt.

Finally, after using the cathedral’s spires as a landmark for miles, they found their way over canal bridges and through skinny streets to the square that housed the biggest cathedral in all of France, the masterpiece of thirteenth-century Gothic art. The blokes took off their hats and the Catholics dipped their fingers in holy water, then they trooped past the gilded white marble sanctuary, altar and episcopal seat towards the rose and purple stained-glass windows that marked the position of the fabled weeping angel.

Oh! What he saw there was marvellous. A vision of divinity.

But it was not the cherub that stole his heart, though it was just the ticket; it was the French girl with dark ringlets kneeling at the base of the sculpture.

Avery stopped behind the girl, unable to wrench his eyes from her. Her red peasant dress bunched as she knelt to light a candle, and Avery knew right then and there, as sure as eggs, that he’d been fatally bitten by the love bug. The only bug worth catching out here, and he’d seen a few in his time.

He followed the girl out of the cathedral and into the bar where she worked.

After three days straight and many pints of Dutch courage, he still hadn’t worked up the guts to talk to her, but he’d smiled lots and they’d exchanged names – hers was Lottie – and he knew she had a light, carefree laugh and a dancing voice. And lots of admirers.

Though he was generally aware of his ability to turn female heads, Avery had taken more pride recently in his talent for wangling hard-earned coin from unwitting punters in drinking games. And even with his enviable resume of success, the very idea of talking to Lottie had made his mouth as dry as the salty shores of the Spencer Gulf at low tide.

But it was the last night of leave, and Lottie had just appeared at the corner of the bar, wiping glasses with a tea towel. She was watching him in the mirror and smiling coyly, her dark eyes squinting. Her freckled nose and pert ruby mouth set his heart racing more than anything he could remember. More than black opals. More than a cricket win against the Tommies. He picked up his vin blanc, not to drink it (he wasn’t partial to the Frog plonk), but to check that his fingernails were perfectly clean.

‘I see you’ve got an eye for young Lottie.’ Smitty lifted his slouch hat, rubbed his noggin and winked at Avery.

‘Shut up, Smitty.’

‘She’s keen on you too, Sweetie.’

Avery directed his good ear towards the old fella.

‘I know you’ve had your eye on that little flower since the day you saw her in Amiens Cathedral. I seen you traipsing after her almost tripping on ya tongue.’

‘That obvious?’

‘That obvious. And she needs you to tell her, tonight,’ said the old man, ‘before you go back on duty.’

Avery looked up. Lottie gave him a little wave with the tips of her fingers.

Avery blew into his cupped hand and sniffed. Popped a Wrigley’s for insurance.

Lottie ran her tea towel round the inside of a beer glass, looking amused.

Nerves clenched in his stomach but he edged close enough to her to talk over the bar noise.

‘Ah, Lottie?’ She looked up. ‘Can I just talk to you?’ The words barely made the trip out of his lips.


‘Oui.’ She leaned her elbows on the counter and her dark curls bounced over her bare shoulders. His fingers tingled with a desire to touch them, and he clenched his jaw and flexed his biceps a bit harder so he looked more manly.

‘Not ici,’ he said in his broken French. ‘Outside?’ He pointed.

She wrapped a shawl around her shoulders and adjusted her cherry-red beret and they walked outside and crossed the small bridge over the canal to stand in the shadows of the cathedral.

‘Lottie . . .’ His heart thumped as he lost all his carefully prepared words. ‘I like you so much,’ he finally said, and she tilted her head up. ‘I would like to take you out some time, when the war is over.’ She wound her hand up and around the back of his neck. Every muscle in his body stiffened. He wanted to kiss her, but now he was petrified, though he’d kissed lots of girls before – just never one he really liked. Even fewer he hadn’t paid for recently, which he was ashamed about, though he was always diligent in the use of his army-issue ointments and prophylactics. The doctors had really put the wind up them with their lectures on the perils of sex. But he shouldn’t be thinking about all that right now. He just wanted a kiss.

He was going to marry Lottie: she just didn’t know it yet. She drew his head towards her and kissed his lips so softly he might melt; he felt the pressure of the little hard nubs of her nipples on his chest and behind that the plumpness of her breasts. She teased his mouth open with her tongue and he reciprocated, nestling her back against a cottage that had probably seen the beginnings of young love many times over in its seven centuries of existence.

‘You are beautiful like your name, Avery Love,’ she said in her sweet French accent, and leaned her head into his chest. He stroked her hair, wishing they could get back to the kissing.


‘I love you, Lottie.’ The words came from nowhere but he meant them.

‘Lottie!’ the old grandmama wailed out the back door. ‘Viens vite!’

‘I need to go – I’ll see you in there?’ She pecked his cheek.

Back inside, Avery was so buoyed that he shouted drinks for the bar, then put his music box on the counter, aiming to win back all the money he’d stupidly spent and didn’t have.

A huge Highlander sauntered over, kilt swinging with bravado – a reasonably impressive-looking bloke for a Scot who reminded Avery of the opal miner he’d won against back home.

‘What scheme ye got goin’ here, laddie?’

Avery picked up his music box and swung it in front of the big man’s eyes. ‘If I can’t drink this boot full of beer in one go’ – Avery took off his muddy boot and put it on the counter – ‘you get this priceless silver antique. But if I can, you give me ten francs.’

After a few questions about the music box, the Scot was in. Smitty gave Avery a nod. And he throttled the warm beer without a second blink, though he came over slightly sweaty, and put it down to the fact that Lottie was leaning over the bar, curls bouncing over her shoulders, shouting with the others, ‘Come on, Sweetie, come on!’ He smiled at her now, chest swelling with pride as the Scot, cursing, begrudgingly handed over the francs. Then, like a bicycle rider feeling the strength of a tail wind at his back, Avery turned and aimed his spiel at the newly arrived Yanks: it was high time, he said, they put their money where their loud mouths were and left the pub with their pockets a little lighter.

‘Hey, cobber, wanna go? What’s your name, soldier?’ he called to the man who’d fronted up first.

‘Captain Gary Nash with the 28th Division from Pennsylvania.’

‘G’day, Gaz. I’m Avery Love with the back-of-beyond division from a land down under.’ The diggers all chortled knowingly while the two shook hands.

‘Can I take a look at ya music box, pal?’ The Yank picked it up and turned it over in his fingertips, examining it front and back before Avery could say yea or nay. ‘What’s the symbol on the front – Excalibur?’

‘The Archangel Uriel.’

‘Hmm.’ He brought it up to his eye. ‘The back is damaged.’

‘Shrapnel wounds. We all got ’em. When you get to the fighting, you’ll understand.’

‘Yeah right,’ he said. ‘This real beer?’ He picked up a glassful. ‘Seems a bit watery.’

‘Mate,’ Avery said. ‘After three years of war, waiting for you blokes to show up, no wonder the ice has melted.’

That raised a ribald laugh from his cobbers, and Avery’s confidence grew. He glanced at Smitty but he looked concerned and shook his head.

Nash didn’t respond to the sarcasm; he was fixated on the music box, twirling it between his fingers. ‘Goddammit,’ he said, his smile broadening. ‘I’m willing to take your bet.’

Gary Nash quickly filled Avery’s boot with ale, and only then, on registering the man’s enthusiasm, did Avery get the sense he should back out. This wasn’t the way things usually went. Punters normally looked sceptical or tried to negotiate, but this man was keen and his boot was full. He glanced at Smitty again, who mouthed ‘no’ and tapped his knee. But Lottie was leaning over the bar, smiling at him with pride.

‘Scoll. Scoll. Scoll.’ Chanting erupted. And Avery glanced once more at Lottie, his bravado expanded, grinning – he could conquer the world!

He lifted his boot to his lips and got stuck in. But as he drank, the expellant urge he usually managed to suppress had reinforced itself and the ale gurgled up his throat to the point he couldn’t breathe; liquid started to dribble from his mouth, and when he tried to take a breath through his nose it backwashed into his lungs. He expectorated the lager all over Gary Nash and coughed, garbled and gasped like a drowning man till every last liquid ounce was purged from his stomach and lungs and onto the floor. He doubled over, gasping for breath.

Nash held Avery’s music box up over his head like a prize fighter. ‘Winnaaaa!’ he declared. And the crowd erupted into cheers and a rousing rendition of the popular Yankee song ‘Over There’.

Avery finally got his breath after a few hairy minutes of thinking he was about to die in a French bar with his love staring down at him, and it took him a moment or two to realise the gravity of what had actually happened. And then the adrenalin in his veins shot him through the crowd like a projectile from a howitzer in search of Gary Nash.

‘Wait, oi wait!’ he yelled, barging elbows first onto the street. ‘I’ll pay you anything!’ he screamed as he ran down the street looking for the Yank, but Nash’d disappeared into the medieval maze of the Amiens laneways. Avery’s hands spasmed, his heart raced, his vision went blurry and he felt all hot and sweaty, as if he was about to black out. And he did.

When he woke up in hospital he realised it hadn’t just been the anxiety of losing his music box that had made him quake, nor the love bug, nor the gallons of beer, but the beginning of a fevered condition that had sent him to bed, coughing and delirious, lungs aching for lack of oxygen, heart aching for the loss of his lucky charm. For three days straight the doctor at the bivouacs said it was nothing to worry about, that it was just ‘la grippe’.











CHAPTER ELEVEN




GRACE
 APRIL 1918: NEW YORK HARBOR

Grace hurried towards the docks, where men were swarming like ants, all kitted out in their olive drabs, masking any sense of trepidation with smiling, joking and hugging, their patriotism reflected in the shine of their highly polished boots under a bright spring sky.

Over the last two weeks she had spent time rehashing old memories with Maggie, and paying ‘goodbye’ visits to all her special places: the Times building, the Orangerie and Loyola Church, where she lit a candle and sent good wishes to Father Jude. A selfish pang of sadness had hit her: she missed him more than she cared to admit.

She found a quiet spot at the end of the wharf from which to farewell New York in her own way, then plucked three smooth pebbles from her jacket pocket and held them in her fist above the water.

‘Farewell to propaganda and corruption.’ She dropped the first pebble and watched it sink. The spy baroness had been exonerated. ‘Nothing to see here, Your Honor.’ It was possible that someone high up (Senator Harding? Roosevelt? Both high-profile connections of the baroness) had stepped in and ‘influenced’ judicial proceedings.


‘Farewell, Redman.’ She let another pebble drop. Though he’d been gone four months, Redman haunted her because he’d proven himself a star. He’d consistently and colourfully captured the essence of the soldiers’ lives in the trenches. She could barely imagine him in one of those lice-ridden mud holes, or scribbling in a ditch where communication cords and signalling boxes were knotted together next to men crouched beneath dirt showering from an incendiary. Who knew? Would she have the courage to do that? She shivered at the thought. Would she?

She tossed the last pebble up and down like a knucklebone, following its trajectory to the sky and back to the water. Would she drop one for McElrod?

She’d written to him twice since their jail encounter. First to convey her condolences after his wife’s death. And then to thank him for following up on the baroness story, and to hand over everything she’d learned about Charlie Ryan’s kidnapping case. In her latest letter she’d let him know she was on her way to Paris ‘as a stenographer’ for military intelligence. Which was plausible, since women had filled such breaches in many other areas of wartime life; they were ambulance drivers, doctors, carpenters, motor mechanics. They were everything, it seemed, except war correspondents. Still she wondered whether it would wash with him. She let the pebble hover over the spangling water, but then, as though she’d manifested it, she heard a familiar voice calling her name. She turned on her tiptoes, craning like an ostrich over the crowd until she glimpsed the face that belonged to the voice.

James McElrod puffed towards her, adroitly dodging the Red Cross volunteers handing out sandwiches and cigarettes, and the clustered brass band ready to farewell the ship.

‘Mr McElrod?’ she breathed, blinking to make sure he was not an apparition. He was thinner than when she’d last seen him and dressed almost fashionably in a neat pinstriped suit with a blue tie sitting at the vertical.

‘Grace.’ He smiled, a few chins lighter. ‘Thank you for your letters. I wanted to tell you I accept your apology. I had to see you off, and to let you know I understand, with the benefit of reflection, your position about everything more clearly.’

Grace’s stoicism dissolved like shortbread dipped in hot tea. ‘I am so sorry, sir.’

He waved the condolence away and stuffed his fingers into the bulging top pocket of his jacket. He produced a scarf with an eccentric flourish. ‘I came to give you this. For good luck over there!’

‘A scarf? With cat prints?’ She admired the lovely silk, patterned with all types and sizes of cats. ‘But cats?’

‘I know, I know, you have an allergy, but think laterally!’ he blustered. ‘It’s for the girl who always lands on her feet.’

‘Oh! I thought it might be for my nine lives.’

‘That too.’ He chortled.

‘It’s really very purr-fect.’ She rolled her rs in a French way.

‘Now you’re taking it too far, Winter. Metaphors I enjoy. Puns – not so much. Refuge of the desperate comedian. So – anyway, make sure you write me, but go easy on the adverbs.’ Grace gave a liberated, joyful laugh. ‘And Winter’ – his face straightened – ‘keep a dossier of your experiences: your memoir might make a fine read one day for some up-and-coming gal reporter who doesn’t want to hotfoot it to the altar. I can’t imagine you’ll be satisfied as a stenographer.’ He raised his querying right brow.

She reciprocated in the code they both understood. ‘And what will you be doing now, sir?’

‘I’m back at the Times but it’s not the same: I’m considering retirement.’ He tried a flimsy grin, but it faltered. ‘Which reminds me – this arrived on my desk yesterday.’ He wrestled with his briefcase and managed to pull out a square brown-paper parcel, about the size of a pocket-watch box, knotted with string and rubber-stamped with the US censors’ approval. He placed the box in her hand and she scanned the neat black type.

‘To Grace Winter, New York Times,’ she read out loud, then checked the back for a return address. ‘Care of Captain Gary Nash, American Military Hospital, Paris.’

‘I never knew you had a sweetheart, Grace?’ McElrod queried as she turned the package over again, perplexed.

‘I have no idea who this Captain Gary Nash is.’

‘I s’pose you’ll be finding out soon enough. It’ll give you something to puzzle over on the long trip across the ditch.’ He glanced around at the docks to where the men had begun traipsing up the gangplank in a rain of multi-coloured streamers and ticker tape.

‘I s’pose I will.’ She tucked the package into her handbag. ‘And may I say, sir, that New York will be the poorer for the loss of your incisive eye and rapier red pen, should you decide to retire.’ She reached to shake his hand but he folded her into a hug, and a knot of gratitude threatened to explode in her throat. The US Marine Band struck up a rousing rendition of ‘There’ll Be a Hot Time in the Old Town Tonight’ with real Yankee vim, just as a soldier close by erupted into a paroxysm of coughs that left him bent over and breathless. His face had that red, rashy look that Max Woods’ had had. McElrod grabbed her elbow and marched her away. His eyes lost their lively sheen.

‘Grace, listen to me. Be careful around the Doughboys. Don’t go getting too pal-ly with them. Don’t eat with them, socialise, interview, or engage in general parley. Just keep to yourself, you hear me?’

‘Why?’

‘I’m not supposed to say anything but . . .’ He glanced over his shoulder then leaned to her ear. ‘I’ve just done the rounds of the cantonments to report on the patriotic morale of our boys, and what I found was a terrible new type of influenza that appears to have migrated up the east coast all the way from Camp Funston in Kansas, where the first cases were reported last month.’

‘What are you talking about specifically, sir?’

He lowered his voice to a whisper. ‘There are rumours about it being a dangerous new strain, though Surgeon-General Gorgas is adamant it’s only the grippe. Apparently it’s ripping through the barracks.’ He rubbed his jowls. ‘Winter, I don’t think this is an ordinary grippe. It begins with a sudden onset of fever, coughing, nosebleeds; and in the worst of cases some just can’t draw breath – they turn purple and then within a few hours they’re dead. Coroner reckons the dead men’s lungs crackle. They’re crispy, like dried kelp.’

Gooseflesh trilled over Grace’s arms as she remembered Max Woods. But his recovery had been relatively swift, and after five days he’d been back to rude health; he’d claimed his prize as the dux of their class and had apparently been posted to London as a top-dog ‘diplomat’.

‘It seems the younger and healthier they are,’ McElrod continued, ‘the harder they fall. So you’ll need to take extreme caution.’

‘I’ve had all the same vaccines as the troops. You sure about this?’ she asked doubtfully. He nodded with a probing gaze.

‘Where did it come from?’

‘Our old friend speculation says horses at Funston had “the Strangles” – the horse flu – and it might have mutated and spread from beast to man by the burning of manure. Our other friend gossip says the Germans brought it in their U-boats, and innuendo blames the Chinese, while some scientist fella is claiming it’s Pfeiffer’s bacillus.’


Grace shook her head and stared at the huge ship painted in camouflage zig-zags, thinking that even if it evaded German U-boats the real threat might come from within. ‘Thank you for the warning, sir, I’ll stay well away and I do have my Red Cross pouch at the ready. See!’ She smiled drolly. ‘According to the powers that be, it contains everything I need to stay in tip-top condition: quinine, camphor, Vicks VapoRub, laudanum and aspirin.’

He pushed his glasses up his nose and gripped her shoulder. ‘Grace, don’t be glib. I’m telling you this to keep you safe. Don’t make the same mistake twice, you hear me? We want Grace Winter coming back whole.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ Her smile faded and she held his hand for a moment, tears stinging. ‘I’ll be seeing you.’

Grace turned and strode up the gangplank to where the naval officers were marshalling passengers and stamping paperwork. She was assigned a tiny cabin with a single bunk, then went up to stand on deck, salt air in her nostrils, waves smashing up against the bow; streamers snapped and loved ones cried and she waved at Mr McElrod until he became a dot on the horizon. She refused to think about the future and coming back whole.

The only thing on her mind was the mystery package in her handbag.

As soon as she had closed herself in her cabin, Grace pulled the bench seat down from the wall and settled into the ocean’s comforting rhythm. With careful fingers, she unknotted each string then peeled back the layers of protective brown paper that blossomed like a flower in her hand to reveal white tissue paper, layer on layer, and inside that – a note written in carefully capitalised letters.

For Grace Winter, New York Times. Reward payment may be settled with a cheque written out to my wife Mrs G. A. Nash. Signed, Captain Gary Nash. Witnessed, Major Henry Podjic. Philadelphia 28th Division. Particulars enclosed.

She didn’t bother to read the particulars, because her hands were trembling with the anticipation of what she suspected lay inside.

Grace peeled away the last layer of tissue paper and plucked out a thick silver chain, which she raised ever-so-slowly, and there, dangling at the end, was a shiny, silver matchbox-sized pendant.

She swung it before her eyes like a hypnotist’s pendulum.

‘What are you? You’re not the music box – are you?’ But still she brought it into the light, which revealed the contours of the engraving of a man or an angel holding a sword. And there were swallows in each corner. The specific details she’d deliberately kept to herself. ‘I don’t believe it!’ She rolled it over, tracing the embossed scene with her fingertips, then rotated it in front of her eyes, squinting. ‘Who are you, Captain Gary Nash?’ She tried to batten down the edges of her inflating hopes, but it was too late: they floated like a zeppelin over her and she started to believe the impossible was possible.

The only thing she could think of now was visiting the American hospital in Paris to track down Captain Gary Nash. After so many years, had she finally found Charlie Ryan? Or at least someone who might know what had happened to him?

She remembered the stories Redman had written about the improbable happenings in the trenches. Fact is stranger than fiction, had been the headline: he’d written about long-lost cousins reunited in a trench after being separated for twenty years, brothers dying on the very same spot on the Somme, two months apart. Nurses from England meeting men from New Zealand and realising they came from the same town in Ireland. France is the centrifuge of the world, he’d concluded. The earth’s young men have converged on one corner of this planet: hearts will collide and truths will out.

At the time she’d marvelled over his growth as a writer and even been envious of his analysis and the way he’d managed to capture some of the less-considered realities of the war, but now his article allowed her the luxury of hope.

She turned the music box over and over in her hand. Was this the Golden Key?

She fingered the latch on the side of the music box and it popped open to reveal a name scrawled into the underside of the cover.

‘Avery Love.’ She ran a thumb over the name, which looked as though it had been etched with a rough tool over the original inscription.

‘Avery Love,’ she repeated. ‘Have you taken to this treasure with the blunt end of a nail? Are you a vandal, Avery Love? Are you Gary Nash’s friend?’

She rolled the music box around in her palm, willing it to release more secrets, and as she studied the underside she found shrapnel embedded in the base.

‘You look like you’ve seen some action, my friend. What song do you play?’ She searched for a winder or a key to release the tune, but as much as she scrutinised the silver prism, she couldn’t fathom it. But she did discover a back panel, from which slipped a roll of paper that read Thank you, son, from the Trench Comforts Fund of South Australia.

Grace sat at her bureau and tuned out the waves of the Atlantic crashing against the hull as she wrote out everything she remembered about the case. Then she fixed the music box around her neck for safe-keeping. She patted it against her décolletage.

Of all times to find it – she was stuck on a ship in the middle of the Atlantic on her way to who knew where. But then again, maybe GHQ could track these men down. There would be Australians and Americans on tap. Maybe it was a blessing in disguise. She picked up the music box and held it to her eye.

‘Why has it taken a war to bring us together, music box?’

‘Another one of life’s inevitable ironies, Grace Winter,’ it answered quietly.











CHAPTER TWELVE




AVERY
 25 APRIL 1918: OUTSIDE VILLERS-BRETONNEUX

Avery was gonna try his best not to die tonight. There was too much to live for.

He reached for his music box for the umpteenth time and then remembered. He was a drongo.

It was just past midnight on this most sacred of days: Anzac Day. And from what Brigadier-General Pompey Elliott had said, it was six thousand diggers versus ten thousand Krauts. Good odds, he’d reckoned, and everyone took heart because Pompey knew his stuff – he was a well-respected veteran of Gallipoli and Fromelles who always looked out for his boys. But the moon was threatening to give the game away, shedding a tepid light through the clouds and across the landscape of l’Abbe Wood.

He had been surprised to get the call-up two days ago. He’d been enjoying life again, having been discharged after a few days in the infirmary with something the docs were calling ‘three-day fever’. He was then assigned the task of running ammo up to the rear lines, and in between he’d been snatching as much time with Lottie as possible. And now he was here, back in a sludgy trench, facing a wind with razor teeth, getting ready for a hastily organised go at Villers-Bretonneux. The Krauts had taken the town a couple of days ago with their surprise weapon, Panzer tanks, and their old one, mustard gas, and the Brits, outgunned and underprepared, had retreated under fire, and that’s when the diggers had been asked to step up. It was a moment, the top brass said, on which the world would turn. If the Krauts kept Villers-Bret they would soon move on to Amiens and cut vital supply lines. And if that happened, what of Lottie and her grandmother? What of his future?

Thus, Avery had willingly strapped sandbags around his ankles as a defence against mud (the puttees were bloody useless – he’d learned the hard way) and walked ten kilometres to this trench. Now, sitting in the dark well of the dugout, he couldn’t help grinning at the thought of Lottie’s pride in him. He leaned back, listening, smile fading as he waited for the signal to go. Flares lit the sky and the familiar sound of fusillade began to racket around them. A massive explosion rocked the men to hair-raising attention as the church spires in the town went up like a couple of altar candles.

Smitty came to his side and gave him a squeeze. ‘Keep your head down, boyo.’

‘You too, old man.’

‘Everyone got their black arm bands on?’ the platoon sergeant yelled. ‘As soon as you get out there, rip them off so the white armbands are visible, and we know who’s who. Remember, fellas, take no prisoners. Kill any squarehead you see, even if they come out arms up, crying, “Kamerad!” And remember what we’re doin’ this for.’

The boys readied their rifles and shuffled into place behind the ladders while a couple of men worked ahead in the dark of no man’s land, laying luminescent strips so the boys knew which way to go. Hearts thundering, breath held. Blood renewing its acquaintance with the limbs.

Smitty stood at the top of the ladder ready to charge, but then turned to eye the platoon behind him. ‘By jingo, fellas, you’re not bad blokes for a pack of bleeding degenerates. Now let’s remember it’s Anzac Day. Let’s do this for our mates. Let’s get these bloody mongrels!’

‘Too right!’ all the men screamed in primal variations of the same theme. But then a high whistle in the distance became a wheezing scream, and Avery ducked as a projectile exploded twenty yards shy of the trench and showered them with fallout.

‘Go, lads, go!’ Avery screamed, ripping off his black arm band. He ran over the top with the others, dashing for the hole in the barbed wire, up the hill into the fields standing between him and the town of Villers-Bretonneux. ‘You Fritz bastards!’ he screamed at the top of his lungs as a surge of energy lit by mortal fear propelled him on. He pushed through the maelstrom coming his way – exploding potato mashers and machine-gun fire – with a vigour that kept his Enfield hot in his hands. He fired low from the side of his hip while the big Australian eighteen-pounders behind him sent shells the way of the Huns as fast as the gunners could pull their lanyards. He heard the trench breastworks shattering behind him and dizzied with the smell of high explosives. A grenade exploded to his right, showering him with mud and stink – not the burnt oniony tang of chemical gas but the odour of exploded bodies. And in the white burst of heavy artillery ahead Avery could see the silhouettes of men falling in droves – a colossal avalanche of red, orange and white-hot fire. A thrust of electricity prickled Avery’s skin. The pyrotechnics lit the sky; artillery smote the earth, which zinged and growled and yowled like a beast until the little town up ahead was blazing with light, but still he ran on until he was jerked back by barbed wire. He ripped at his togs, frantically trying to get free as his mates ran past him, going berserk. Then in came a potato masher and the bloke in front of him copped it; his head and body parted company and Avery found he suddenly believed fervently in God and the afterlife, and he repeated the Lord’s Prayer over and over again as he got going once more, bolting through the taka-taka-taka of machine-gun fire and the phvoooom and whoosh of a mermaid as the bomb with the big tail came in. He first felt the impact in the base of his feet, vibrating up through his shin bones and ejecting him from the earth, high, high into the air – then thump, the land sucked him back and stole the air from his lungs, and he lay still.

The urge to breathe was overwhelming, but as much as he tried to, he couldn’t get enough in. He gulped like a fish out of water and his torso convulsed; he turned over onto his hands and knees and rocked back and forth, trying to push the air in, until finally a sliver arrived and he wheezed it in greedily, then another and another. He groped frantically around his chest for his music box, then he remembered as he lay on his back. Something whistled high in the air and Avery cowered in place like a turtle. He didn’t want to die. But the sound of the blast deafened him, and the world turned upside down; bodies rocketed by him at a thousand miles an hour. The stars fell out of the heavens, landing in sparks all around.

And through hearing dulled as though he was underwater, and through the darkness, backlit by the orange glow of battle, he saw dozens of bones sticking out of the ground like ghastly white crosses. As his eyes closed he snatched at the kite-tail of a memory and for once caught hold.

His mam was standing in a graveyard full of white crosses. She had her freckled hand on a man’s shoulder.

‘Is that you, Papa?’ he asked in his stupor.

‘I’ll take him,’ Mam said, smiling at Avery. ‘A wake is no place for a chil’. C’mon, little mister. Let’s go and find the ducks at the pond.’ Mam’s face was bright and she seemed so very happy. He liked it when she was happy. He drifted away on her smile.

[image: image]


In the pale glow of the morning, Avery gradually came to his senses, eyes demisting to find himself in a crater with a half a dozen dead blokes. If he lifted his head a smidge, he could see Villers-Bretonneux lying in shattered ruins in the distance, the dust and embers still smouldering and drifting like a shroud over the carnage on the killing fields. He wormed his way over to the bodies, checked their vitals just in case, then snapped off one end of each of their dog tags and took their personal possessions so they could be sent back to their families. He would like that done for him when the time came. He rolled Smitty over – his eyes were glazed, but, thank the Lord, his old mate blinked.

‘Come on, old timer, let’s get you out.’

‘Nah, Sweetie, I’m stonkered. Save yourself.’

He’d be jiggered if he was gonna let Smitty be got so easily, but then crossing the ground in the cold light of day was an invitation for German snipers to take a pot shot.

‘Give me a sign, Mam,’ he whispered. ‘Am I okay to come out?’

He peered over the crater rim. He searched the blackened, gnarled trees poking up out of the ground like grisly talons. Smoke curling from spent splinters. But then he detected a flicker of movement between the charcoaled stumps: a grey shadow. He squinted. What was that thing? Too big to be a soldier. Too small to be a vehicle. And then an Australian Imperial Force service donkey plodded out of the razed wood, covered in caked dirt, with the Red Cross blanket still across its back.

‘By Christ,’ Avery whispered. ‘It’s one of our bloody donks.’

He took it as Mam’s sign and crawled out. When no bullets zipped by, he slung Smitty over his shoulder, then limped across the ravaged earth and lifted his hand to the poor beast’s muzzle, so soft and downy in his palm it provoked a deep surge of happiness and sadness all at once.


‘C’mon, mate.’ He lay Smitty across the donk’s back, thanked his mam by giving the sign of the cross, and made his way back to the Regimental Aid Post. Smitty was sent to a field hospital with shrapnel wounds, and Avery was deemed fit for duty and sent to an Australian Comforts Fund truck, where he was served hot tea and stew.

That’s when someone pumped his hand, grinning. ‘Mate, we’ve just taken Villers-Bretonneux!’

Avery sighed a deep shuddery sigh. Lottie would be safe in Amiens, and somehow he’d survived without his music box. Maybe things would work out all right.











CHAPTER THIRTEEN




GRACE
 MAY 1918: PARIS

In the late spring warmth, beneath a rolling awning of blue sky, Grace was enthroned in the front seat of a little yellow Peugeot next to her French driver. As they cut through the lavender-lined French countryside it felt surreal to think Big Bertha, the huge German cannon, had been busy raining fury over Paris, and that Parisians had been evacuating in droves. But as they drew closer to Paris, the sweet scent changed into something dusty and indescribably ancient. Like someone had opened a mummy’s sarcophagus. The driver revved down through the gears as they passed between concrete smudge pots used to shoot soot into the air to blind enemy pilots en route to Paris.

Grace didn’t so much slip into Paris as Paris slipped around her like a favourite glove. As they came into the arrondissements, Grace’s old memories stirred with the sight of the renaissance boulevards, cathedrals and roofscapes of rustic clay chimney pots. The elegant Haussmann architecture, wrought-iron balconies, the soft buttery light on the Seine.

This was her yellow brick road. And right now it was leading her back to an American hospital in search of information about Gary Nash and his music box.
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The woman behind the front desk at the hospital looked like a teenager dressed in a white nun’s habit, her hair covered by the wimple. She looked out from beneath it with harried, impatient eyes as Grace questioned her about Gary Nash.

‘Can I see your credentials, please?’ she asked.

Grace brought out her military papers. The nurse leafed through them then through Gary Nash’s file while Grace tried not to judge the decision of someone, somewhere, to dress nurses like nuns in order to dissuade male patients from getting a little too friendly.

‘Really not much to see in here,’ the young woman said, looking up and catching Grace staring.

‘Can I see him, please?’

The nurse looked stunned. ‘I’m sorry? You do realise that Captain Gary Nash passed away last week?’

‘What? No! That’s not possible. I have a letter from him dated the eighth of April.’ Grace pointed at the letter.

‘Yes, almost a month ago. I have a copy of the official death certificate.’

She handed it over and Grace scanned it, her heart sinking. Oh. She clutched the music box tightly in her hand. Poor Gary Nash. Poor family. Poor music box.

‘Here,’ the nurse said, softening her demeanour on seeing Grace looking so grief-stricken. She turned the files around and pointed. ‘Says here your friend arrived in France late March. Was in training at Etaples, took furlough in Amiens and came down with a lung infection.’

‘Did he ever see any action?’

The nurse raised a shoulder. ‘Doesn’t look like it.’

‘He wasn’t shot in the chest?’

‘No.’

‘Any pre-existing conditions? No asthma? No drained lungs?’


‘He wouldn’t pass muster if he had any of those.’

‘It wasn’t TB or a gas attack?’

‘Positive – lung infection.’ She pointed to the cause of death.

‘When was he diagnosed?’

‘April fourteen.’

‘When did he die?’

‘April seventeen. Sorry – that’s all I can tell you.’

‘And have any other soldiers died from this lung infection?’

‘Yes, I’m afraid so,’ said the young nurse, nodding slowly and deliberately, holding Grace’s eye, ‘but I’m not at liberty to talk about that. I’m very sorry for your loss, Miss Winter.’

Grace left, feeling deflated, and harbouring a gnawing concern that this deadly new strain of influenza might have already made it across the Atlantic, as news of it was being hushed. Part of her was desperate to put pen to paper and shine a light on the dangers, but she was under no illusion about where this truth would go: the censors would redact every last word.

She would ask Heath Fairclough tomorrow, when she received her orders, though she was almost one hundred per cent sure she’d be going to GHQ in Chaumont. Perhaps he could shed some light on Gary Nash or Avery Love and at the very least, this influenza.
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The building on Rue Cadet was typically imposing with its huge arched carriage doors; stone lions glowered down from the tympanum, reminding Grace of Patience and Fortitude. It was a timely reminder, given the reality of the situation was just starting to hit her, with the blackout overnight and the sound of cannonade in the distance.

The room Grace walked into smelled like men. Cigar smoke, perspiration, truth and lies, baked in hard by ego. There was also an unmistakable twist of tension, and she gathered she was probably the cause of it. The light through the narrow French doors was so miserly that Heath Fairclough’s rangy form made a silhouette but no shadow as he got up from his enormous desk and strode across the room to welcome her, then reintroduced her to Noaks and another colonel, a Frenchman, with a typically French waxed wing-tipped moustache to complement his look of wan boredom. They all took their seats around a coffee table topped with a map of the troop movements and key defensive positions along the Hindenburg Line.

Heath looked exactly as he had in New York, all starched British upper crust, though slightly less buoyant in mood, while his grotesque ceramic Wally Bird leered at her from its perch on his new desk. A marble chessboard sat on the coffee table, the game unfinished with the black king and white queen facing off at check. Symbolic or coincidence?

Heath poured a foul-smelling brown liqueur into a sherry glass. ‘Fernet-Branca?’ he offered.

‘No, thank you.’

‘The General can’t speak highly enough of you,’ Heath said eventually. ‘Which is why you’re in the offices of what is unofficially known as the Allied Intelligence Council.’ He seemed to be talking not for her benefit, but for the benefit of the Frenchman, who was looking into his drink, sliding something up the side of his glass with a bejewelled finger. ‘We have been in operation since March, when Foch became Commander in Chief of the Allies. We are a clearing house for all information about the enemy movements.’

‘Like a spy . . . council?’

‘Correct. We organise the intelligence that comes in daily apropos the enemy’s military, politic, economic, espionage and counterespionage activities.’


‘And,’ cut in Noaks, unwrapping a gum stick and folding it into his mouth, ‘Pershing is just months away from forming the First American Army and it will be his first true test as Commander of US troops, which means America’s reputation is on the line. Wilson’s reputation is on the line.’

Heath tugged at his tie to loosen it and pointed to the map tracing the Hindenburg Line to the Alsace-Lorraine region and the commune of Grand Est. ‘There’s a growing gap in our intelligence around this region, which is becoming more important by the day. We’re concerned the Hun is spoon-feeding us lies.’

Heath picked up the white queen from his chessboard and rolled it around in his fingers, then set it before her. ‘At the beginning of the war, a couple of Belgian patriots set up a spy organisation to send information on troop movements by monitoring the railways. The information went to Amsterdam and found its way to Britain. The original network was made up of ordinary people wanting to do their duty. Partisans. But it was amateur and prone to German infiltration. Nine months ago, many of the top people, including one of the central organisers, a Jesuit priest, were sent to jail. Recently we British re-formed the organisation under the auspices of our military, and the organisation is known by the code name La Dame Blanche.’

‘The white lady,’ Grace said. ‘Because legend claims that the appearance of the white lady will foreshadow the end of the Hohenzollern dynasty of Prussia and thus signal the end of the conflict?’

‘Very good,’ said Heath.

‘Since then, the network has grown to include occupied France, specifically Charleville-Mézières and Sedan. Our train watchers courier their information through a series of so-called “letterboxes”.’

‘Letterboxes as in mailboxes?’


‘No. As in locals working in civilian shops, churches, hospitals or industrial plants – anywhere we have a loyal partisan willing to risk passing on intelligence to get into neutral Holland. However, it is difficult to recruit trusted people, not to mention risky: approach the wrong person and the whole local battalion could be arrested, deported or, worst case, executed.’ Heath trailed his tanned fingertips over the map of the Grand Est region. ‘Sedan is a depot for German troops occupying Verdun and Reims and has a strategic rail connection to the Achen–Liege and the Charleville-Mézières lines, thus we feel it’s time to have our own people on the ground to ensure the information we receive is valid and consistent.’

Heath plucked a cigarette out of a silver case and the American leaned over and lit it for him. ‘Much obliged,’ Heath mumbled. ‘La Dame Blanche is run like a military operation – organised into battalions, then broken down into cells of four or five who work without knowledge of the others. This guarantees the rest of the network is not affected if one cell is infiltrated. Grace, as you pointed out at our last meeting, you are the perfect candidate for such work; you can tell the Flemish from the Brabants and the Prussians from the Poles and Bavarians, and you have a vital background in medicine . . . and the Americans are determined to have their own eyes on the situation.’

Noaks nodded. ‘Prince Maximilian of Baden is the head of the International Red Cross for POWs and a strong advocate for more medical staff, and keen to see better conditions all round, especially for prisoners of war.’

Grace had a vague recollection of meeting the mild-mannered prince at one of her father’s garden parties when she was a child. ‘I think he knew my parents from their time in Leipzig.’

Heath shot Noaks a look that said ‘I told you so’.

‘The only way we can get you into occupied France without attracting suspicion at this delicate stage of the war is as a Red Cross nurse. The German Lazaretts – the hospitals – need personnel urgently and have proven fertile ground for classified information. If we know the movements of medical personnel we can foreshadow the movements of troops. And we know from experience that injured soldiers, distracted doctors and disaffected nurses tend to like to talk.’

‘I see.’ Grace’s stomach clenched at the enormity of the task being mooted. ‘How will I get in?’

‘I’d prefer you transit through the Netherlands by train via Brussels, then Liege, where a guide will take you into occupied France. Mind you’ – Heath took a long drag on his cigarette – ‘getting in is never the problem. It’s getting out.’ He let the sentence hang.

‘What’s my objective?’

‘Augment the information coming in from the train watchers. Work your way up the military food chain and find out everything you can about troop movements and forward plans. And where practical, use some of those journalistic skills of yours to supply news to the locals about Allied victories. The people need hope. You will be at the front line of the civilian war.’

‘Deadline?’

‘The cessation of hostilities.’

‘And what about this illness – this terrible influenza going round?’

The men’s eyes flickered; they shifted in their seats.

‘Is there a contagion?’ she pressed.

‘No.’ The American thunked his glass on the coffee table. ‘It’s a whole lot of hullabaloo over a garden-variety influenza. The medical board is advising us to stay warm, keep the feet dry, wear loose clothing and keep the bowels open.’

Grace shook her head, bemused.


Noaks opened a folder and read from it. ‘Surgeon General Gorgas says, and I quote, even if the infection does mutate there is a mathematical concept called reversion to the mean which states simply that an extreme event is likely to be followed by a less extreme event.’

‘Plain English, if you don’t mind, Colonel?’ Heath cocked his chin like an adjudicator at a tennis match.

‘If the flu gets worse, it will ultimately get better too.’ Noaks looked out to the Palais Garnier opera house and she knew him then to be worried. ‘Carry some Vicks VapoRub or a pouch of camphor.’

Heath smiled stiffly. ‘Gentlemen, if you wouldn’t mind giving Miss Winter and me some time to discuss particulars?’

Grace stared at the door as it clunked shut while Heath moved to sit opposite, so close that his knees were almost touching hers. Their eyes held firm and her stomach contracted at the look of concern in his eyes. He offered her another drink and this time she took it and rested it on her knee, feeling quite prim, amateur and in need of fortification.

‘Grace.’

She noted the use of her first name and steeled herself.

‘Once you commit, there is no turning back. This will be dangerous work, full of distrust, mistrust, turncoats and stool pigeons. White will be black, black will be white and in between there will be infinite shades of grey – difficult choices and trade-offs that may compromise your values. Do you understand?’

She nodded.

‘You realise that if you go, you may not come back.’

She sipped her drink, and for the first time reconsidered her options as he continued.

‘The civilian resistance have been systematically deported, held hostage or executed in the Fort de Sedan, the citadel on the hill. One in every three is being caught. So I want to put all the cards on the table. There are some things you need to know . . . Firstly, your instincts about this influenza are right.’

‘I knew it! Why didn’t you say before?’

‘I would be court-martialled if I was caught talking about this, but the doctors in Rouen and the Ypres Salient are reporting a widespread fever. It’s being called Three-Day Fever or Flanders Fever. But it’s changing, morphing into something even more deadly.’

She sipped her drink: the Fernet-Branca tasted like liniment but it worked like an anaesthetic on her nerves. ‘What’s being done about it?’

Heath shrugged. ‘Nothing. That’s why I’m telling you.’ He picked up a black bishop and pincered it between thumb and forefinger. ‘Importantly, you need to know that Catholic priests have been deeply involved in the La Dame Blanche network from the beginning.’ He waited for a response, but she sat patiently, breathing deeply to sedate her mounting anxiety. ‘Our man in Sedan has extensive European connections and was hand-picked by the Jesuits.’

‘I see.’

He held her eye and she could recall in fine detail sitting across from Father Jude in her basement on her birthday, discussing his visit to the Jesuit College in Sedan, and then a month later running into Heath and Father Jude deep in discussion after the benefit concert.

‘Is that what you were doing in Manhattan? Recruiting Father Jude O’Malley?’

‘He is very well connected.’ Heath moved to the French doors and stared out towards Palais Garnier. ‘He came recommended by Father Desonay, one of the lynchpins in the La Dame Blanche network.’


‘And what do the Holy See say about all this?’

‘Pope Benedict is on a mission for peace. He and the synod have given their blessing. Ultimately, O’Malley can run between geopolitical lines.’

‘Meaning?’

‘Meaning that faith often transcends nationality and that people on both sides seek out Catholic priests for spiritual guidance. But there is simply too much work, and he is being pulled in too many directions. That’s why we need you.’

To Grace the whole proposal seemed absurd yet perfect. The voices in her head that had damned her choices were being silenced by the prospect of working with Father Jude. They were opposites yet complementary, with considerable strengths in observation, listening, communication and – she remembered him smuggling a pen and paper into prison for her – subterfuge. The arrangement seemed providential – not that she believed in fate or miracles, though she still read her horoscope and indulged in the good bits.

‘What’s his cover?’ she asked.

‘He is Abbé Jude Benoit, a priest who has been working in neutral Netherlands, well known to the German Catholic hierarchy after his missionary work. He has the blessing of the Holy See, and Sedan’s Kommandantur, the military government hierarchy that rule the roost in occupied territories.’

‘And the Irish connection?’

‘It’s an endorsement as far as the Germans are concerned, given the southern Irish are less inclined to love the British.’

‘The name Benoit?’

Heath shrugged. ‘A throwback to European roots. Gives him anonymity.’

Grace caught her reflection in the rapidly emptying liqueur glass. She appeared surprisingly calm. ‘Does he know about me?’


He nodded. ‘Your code name will be Le Vairon.’

‘The minnow? I guess it’s as good as anything. And my cover story?’

‘Gabrielle Wettin. Grew up in Sedan, orphaned at twelve, schooled at the convent in Tildonk, went to medical school in the US for two years, nursed in London before the war, but returned to Belgium as a nurse and novitiate.’

She laughed, then covered her mouth with her hand. ‘A nun? Me?’

‘Not yet a nun, just a pious young woman bound to her vocation. It gives you licence to spend time with the priest without undue scrutiny and lets people know you have come home to do your duty for your fellow Sedanais.’ He began resetting the chessboard, putting all his pieces back in place, unaware that his last sentence touched on her innermost motivations – motivations she’d barely identified herself.

‘Won’t using my real name be dangerous?’

‘It’s the lesser of all evils. Almost a third of the local population have been relocated to prison camps, but some who remain may still remember you, and if so we need to keep things simple.’

‘What if I’m recognised as having been in New York?’

‘Medical training. I’m assuming you weren’t using your pen name.’

‘You seem to have thought of everything.’

He sat down heavily in his leather chair then crossed his boots on the desk and sighed. ‘If we get this right, the war will be over by Christmas. If not, then it will be American lambs to the slaughter. What we are doing here is unorthodox. And like all unorthodoxy, history will judge it either inspired or stupid.’

Grace touched the music box at her chest. ‘I wonder, Heath, could you do me a favour while I’m away?’

‘What do you need?’


‘There is a man I need to find: he’s called Avery Love. I think he might be an Australian soldier – at least he might have received comforts from Australia. I need to know where he is stationed. His platoon, please, his particulars. I may have something that belongs to him.’

‘I’ll see what I can do with Monash’s people.’

‘If you should come across him, at any time, alive or dead, would you let James McElrod know that he is the owner of the music box?’

Heath looked a little confused but said, ‘It would be my pleasure.’

‘Don’t forget, will you? Avery Love.’

‘How could I possibly forget a name like that?’ Their smiles mingled. ‘My people will be in touch with your papers. And any photographs you brought along will be useful for our document makers and enhance your cover.’ He turned away. ‘God speed.’












PART TWO

WAR OF SECRETS


People have written about the noble, exalted, sacrificial side of war, but they have not seen the slaughterhouse of France, which reeks with the decaying bones and dreams of a whole generation. In their superficially ordinary daily battle for survival, the children, parents and widows who remain trapped behind German lines are soldiers too. They listen and watch and learn, risking everything to procure the enemy’s most valuable weapon of all. Secrets.

Grace Winter, June 1918































CHAPTER FOURTEEN




GRACE
 MID-MAY 1918: OCCUPIED FRANCE

Grace steadied her hand as she presented her Carte d’Identité, her personal ausweis, to the German border guard at the third and final (she hoped) checkpoint on her way to Sedan.

‘Name?’ The woman glanced at her picture and then at her face.

‘Gabrielle Wettin.’

‘On whose authority are you entering occupied France?’

‘The Red Cross.’

The woman, thin lipped and stiff shouldered, ran the tip of her pencil down Grace’s forged paperwork.

‘Are you a Wettin from Prussia?’

‘Originally, ja.’

If it had been left up to the Americans, Grace would have been jettisoned out of a Lafayette Flying Corps aircraft into occupied France for expediency’s sake, but the Brits insisted she travel the civilian route by train via the Netherlands border. Risky, yes – but if she made it through with her paperwork stamped at every checkpoint, it would give her the credibility to withstand all future scrutiny. An insurance policy, Heath had said. ‘We have paid off a handful of disaffected Poles at the station on the Netherlands side to look the other way. The rest is up to you.’


Grace had kept her eyes open all the way to Brussels and then to Liege, taking in everything. Brussels had been an impasto impression of a once gilded city; after four years of occupation it was drab with impoverishment.

In Liege, she’d made her way through similar streets to the rendezvous point at a Catholic bookstore in Rue Neuvice, taken The Epistle of James to the counter as instructed and with trembling fingers slid it over the counter to the old nun who in her boxy black habit looked about as devious as a passionfruit left to pucker on the vine. The nun had glanced up, run a watery eye over Grace and whispered, ‘Merde.’ Then she’d locked the shop and shoved Grace out the back door, and proved herself formidable in piloting a dray pulled by two piebalds between convoys of army trucks, coal lorries and armoured vehicles, and past checkpoints. And thus they’d followed the shiny, winding Meuse River in relative silence as the sun beat down on their straw hats, and the old nun seemed more content to chuff on her cheroots than speak. Grace had weaseled a pencil from the hem of her sleeve, intending to document things discreetly, but the nun had stubbed her cheroot and snatched the pencil.

‘Gabrielle,’ she growled. ‘You have been ill-prepared. Your complexion is too bright. Your teeth are too white. No journals! Take this – you must.’ She handed Grace a walking stick. ‘It has a hollow bottom – hide that silver trinket around your neck, it looks too valuable, and hide your writing implements. The Germans forbid the carriage of letters, paper and notes of any kind. People are shot for such things. Such naivety.’ She shook her head then reached into her pocket and shoved a smooth wooden bead into Grace’s palm. ‘Put this in your shoe, have a limp, so they don’t take the stick.’

Chastened, Grace slid the bead into her shoe and the music box into the base of the cane as the nun smudged some dirt onto Grace’s cheeks with her fingertips. But Grace’s attention was soon drawn to the hills of the Semois valley and the sight of something otherworldly rising up over a hill: a giant green silver-thorned caterpillar undulating on the horizon with an ever-expanding length. She made out the head: an elephantine railway gun drawn by a chain-gang of horses foaming at the mouth. The body of the beast sharpened into columns of men toting bayonets, which glinted in the sun like poison spikes.

The nun slapped the reins onto the ponies’ rumps without another word, and they set off again. As they drew up to a ten-foot-high edifice of barbed wire and wood, the border guards had approached at pace.

‘Remember,’ the nun whispered, ‘be compliant. Salute everyone. Keep your wits.’

‘You.’ A soldier picked out Grace with his bayonet. ‘Come with me.’ He swung to face the nun. ‘Drive through, Sister Marie. Schnell. Schnell!’

‘Danke,’ said the nun, her face splitting like a custard apple into her first grin of the day.

A female border guard pointed Grace to a small brick building, and Grace’s trepidation vibrated to the ends of her fingers.

‘Get in there, take off your outer garments, shoes and stockings, and open your valise.’

The guard snapped on her rubber gloves and Grace stood in her underwear, heart thumping while the woman proceeded to look over the contents of her valise, thankfully not realising the soap she was handling was impregnated with a silver-based compound that formed secret ink, as were the dozen pairs of stockings. She flicked through a photograph album, stopping at photographs of Grace with her parents in Sedan, and nodded. Then she unrolled Grace’s Red Cross nurse’s pouch, which was full of medical implements, including a Dutch version of an English pocket watch called ‘The Ticka’ that doubled as a miniature hidden camera with a pop-out view finder that could take twenty-five slides per spool of film. Then there was the Bible, the rosary beads, the clothing, all befitting her new identity, and all inspected. After Grace had been subjected to a thorough body search, her papers were inked with German approval and she was cleared to move on. The sentry hadn’t even heard the plink of the bead as it had fallen from her shoe, nor checked the cane. And Grace was glad for the nun’s sage advice.

As she walked out of the guard house, relief engulfed her, sapping her strength as she struggled to get into the dray. But she smiled too with the satisfaction of a minor victory.

She was finally here, back where her life had begun, as Gabrielle Wettin.
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If Paris had slipped around Grace like a glove, Sedan scratched over her like a hair shirt as they plodded down the Fond de Givonne, ‘Invasion Road’, past the Church of St Etienne, now reduced to rubble.

The town was so much tinier and more vulnerable than she remembered. Her childhood memories featured a grand place full of gilded rococo architecture. But the walls of the townhouses now were covered in blood-red and black posters blasting the names of traitors who’d just been executed up at Fort de Sedan.

Grace’s bravura rapidly shrunk. A weariness seeped into her bones as the nun steered the dray into a dusty alley behind a row of townhouses, which led to a meandering wood of birch, pine and beech trees. Grace looked up to the hills. It was there. Just over there. A stone’s throw. Her old home. Mama, Papa, Freddie. She felt them here, could hear their voices coming to her from over the hills.


She dabbed her teary eyes with her handkerchief and fixed her gaze back on the road ahead, glimpsing a tall bearded man in a cassock leaning against a wagon, deep in conversation. Her stomach spasmed and her heart sped. And when the man lifted his head and gazed at her from beneath dark brows, their eyes locked together and held. He raised a hand in greeting, as did his companion, a thick-set fair-haired man who looked about forty and had a bushy yellow beard. Her reminded her of a Dutch logger. Jude dragged his eyes away and only then did Grace remember the sign of the cross. Which she gave now.

‘That was Abbé Benoit,’ the nun said, after they’d rolled by, ‘with Monsieur de Vries, our vet, the busiest man in town.’

‘Why?’ Grace asked absently, trying to calm the beat of her heart.

‘Everyone is euthanising their dogs.’

‘Pardon?’

‘Our dogs are taxed by the Germans at five francs a month. No one can afford to keep their dear friends.’

‘No!’ Grace blurted, disgusted. ‘Not here too.’

They stopped at the rear of a triple-storey yellow-brick building in baroque style, with peeling yellow-shuttered windows and a grey mansard roof. A German soldier emerged from the shadows, adjusting the rifle at his side. ‘Papers?’ he grunted, but on seeing the nun added, ‘Oh it’s you, Sister Marie.’

‘Hello, Heinz.’ The sister handed him a packet of something that looked suspiciously like tobacco and the guard pocketed it.

‘I still need to check her papers.’

‘Bitte, Heinz,’ said the nun.

The guard scanned Grace’s papers and gave a nod, permitting the nun to convey her through a pair of tall wrought-iron gates into a long thin plot of garden. After twelve hours of travel this garden was an unexpected refuge of rich colours and fragrances.


What other favours beyond tobacco might have been curried to keep this place looking so very untouched?

Half a dozen children, all boys apart from a girl who looked under ten, were kicking around a deflated football.

‘Children?’ The nun clapped her hands, bringing the game to a sudden standstill. ‘This is Mademoiselle Wettin.’

‘Bonjour, Mademoiselle Wettin,’ they chorused.

A boy of about ten, with a head of thick chocolate-brown hair but a body thin to the point of malnutrition, walked over to a calendula bush, picked a flower and presented it to her with a bow. ‘I’m Marcel.’

‘He is our bright spark,’ said the nun. ‘He likes poetry, concerts and . . .’

Before she could finish, Marcel hared towards the football, leaving the others flat-footed, then kicked it through their makeshift goals.

‘. . . cheating,’ the nun finished as the other boys rushed to seek retribution while the little girl forgot about the football altogether and took to earnestly practising her handstands at the penalty line. The nun seemed amused and continued up the garden path to where a chicken coop sat empty, and a little wooden swing hung from an imposing larch tree that lorded over the garden, flush with flowering roses, hydrangeas, lavender, calendula, jasmine and agrimony. Tante Marthe could have extracted a dozen different serums and tinctures from this overgrown plot.

‘There are ten women and seven children living here,’ said the nun. ‘You make the eighteenth mouth to feed. The Bosch often take up residence too without notice. Listen now. If two white sheets are hung side-by-side on the clothesline, it’s a warning. Probably a raid. And’ – she pointed back to the kitchen window – ‘if a soup ladle hangs in the window it means we have German visitors and to tread very carefully. Abbé Benoit will tell you the rest shortly – he has been anxious for your arrival.’

The nun mounted the steps to the back door just as an ill-directed kick sent the football rocketing towards the woman’s rear end. Grace was about to yell ‘Watch out!’ when the nun turned and lifted her ankle to meet the ball in full flight, adroitly rebounding it into the teeth of the goals.

Grace stood open-mouthed. The nun shrugged nonchalantly. ‘Argentinian blood.’

She ushered Grace inside and down a cool tiled passage to the front door, and everything felt so familiar. Even the little round window at the front, peculiar to the homes in the region, slotted in to facilitate the trade secrets of neighbourhood gossips, felt like home. The nun retrieved an official-looking sheet from the hall stand and added Gabrielle Wettin to the list it contained.

‘Every occupant of every household must be recorded on a list outside for Hun scrutiny,’ she said. ‘They keep a check on all arrivals and departures.’

Grace’s concentration was slipping, and she barely took in the rest of the tour, but when the nun clanged the bell in the stairwell it got her full attention.

‘The bell is rung once for meals, twice for trouble. Upstairs’ – she pointed with a crooked finger – ‘there are more bedrooms, but we cram in downstairs in case of bombing. And here is our bedroom.’

The nun swung the door open to a room a tad bigger than the cell at Sing Sing. Grace took in the space that would be her home for God only knew how long: the peeling pink floral wallpaper, stained porcelain pedestal sink, a draughty hearth, spartan light filtering through the narrow French windows. But the soft pink ruched drapes still had some old-time glory about them, and the daisies in the pickle jar on the little milking stool smiled up with bright yellow corollas.

Three lumpy mattresses were squeezed together on the floor, one of which Grace now realised contained a mop of blonde hair and a tiny body buried beneath the bed clothes. The little girl rubbed her eyes at the disturbance, her face bright red and tear-stained. And for a split second, in her tired state, Grace saw her little brother, Freddie. His sweet blond head, his dear smile. His innocence. The little girl gazed at her questioningly. And Grace put a lid on her memories and focused.

‘This is my great-niece, Clara,’ the nun said.

Grace crouched. ‘Hello, Clara,’ she said, sitting on the mattress and hearing it crunch beneath her bottom.

The nun, reading her expression of surprise, said, ‘All the wool from the mattresses has been requisitioned by the Germans so we stuff them with hay or plaited seaweed. It is uncomfortable, but you get used to it. Like everything.’

‘Hello, I’m Gabrielle,’ Grace said to the little girl, trying again to engage. ‘It looks like someone needs some cheering up.’ She ran her hand over the girl’s forehead and pushed back sweaty strands of hair from teary eyes as blue as Dutch porcelain.

‘She is unwell,’ the sister said. ‘She doesn’t speak much, but she does cry. A lot. I’m worried about her.’

‘What’s the matter?’ Grace asked, feeling instinctively for a temperature, imagining the worst. A fever, or coughing, but there were no signs of la grippe.

‘Earache.’ The nun tapped her ear. ‘We wait for the doctor to come this week.’

‘And where are her parents?’

‘Her father was killed in action and her mother died last year with a burst appendix. Surgeons didn’t have the time to remove it – there is little medical aid for civilians. Clara is alone but for me.’


‘Oh, the poor little thing.’ Grace stroked the child’s hair; her nose tingled, eyes filled with tears, feeling the child’s abandonment as her own. ‘Maybe I can help. May I take a look?’

‘That would be excellent, thank you.’ The nun’s knotty expression softened.

Grace unrolled the canvas pouch that held her nursing essentials, feeling more relaxed at having something concrete to contribute. She checked Clara’s glands, throat, pulse and temperature, then used her flashlight to check her ears as the nun continued her briefing about household duties, ration cards, curfew and blackout hours that necessitated the closing of shutters at night, and finally told Grace she must set her watch to German time.

Grace glanced up at the ormolu clock on the mantel, which still read French time, and the nun followed her line of sight. ‘And yes, the clock in here stays at French time to remind us we are still French.’

Grace blinked her understanding. ‘Sister, with your permission I’ll give Clara some laudanum: her eardrum looks a little distended, which indicates a problem with her middle or inner ear.’

Grace caught the slightest scent of incense and looked up to find Father Jude in the doorway watching her intently, his narrow angular face set in deep concentration his eyes creasing as her gaze met his. Nerves took wing in her stomach. He was much thinner than he’d been in New York; his hair was cropped short but his beard was longer.

‘How is Clara? Earache any better?’ he asked, addressing the nun.

‘Clara is still poorly,’ the nun said. ‘But our little sister here is proving herself useful already.’

Grace kept her head down to hide the bloom in her cheeks and drew up a measure of laudanum with a pipette, then squeezed it through Clara’s lips.


‘But it’s best to wait for the doctor’s diagnosis,’ said Grace demurely, stroking the little girl’s florid cheek.

‘Monsignor Abbé Jude Benoit,’ said the nun, ‘meet Mademoiselle Gabrielle Wettin, our new Red Cross nurse and friend.’

Grace looked up and smiled amiably at Father Jude, keeping her eyes on his lips and feeling a flush radiate across her face. ‘Bonjour, Abbé.’

‘Thank you for coming, Gabrielle,’ Father Jude said, his French accent subtle. ‘It is courageous of you to enter the occupied territory so close to the front line and I hope we – Sister Marie and I – are able to make your transition here as comfortable as possible.’ He extended a warm smile, sublime in his ability to mask their past.

With that, everything felt completely, utterly ordinary. Her shoulders relaxed and the butterflies stopped circling. This would be all right. They would make it work. ‘I am glad to be of service,’ she said. And she was.

‘I just met with the vet.’ Jude turned to Sister Marie. ‘Hippolyte has given us everything we need.’

‘Good. When will the vet return?’

‘Not for another week, unless needed.’

Sister Marie nodded, looking pensive. ‘I do not envy our good man.’

Grace detected a subtext in their conversation but had neither the time nor the energy to read further into it.

‘Abbé, Gabrielle is tired from her journey, but now is a good time to show her the garden while I bring the children in for supper.’

‘Come, Gabrielle,’ said Father Jude. ‘I imagine you must be exhausted.’

Finally, she could be alone with him. What a relief to feel secure and to be able to start the work she’d so desperately hungered for.











CHAPTER FIFTEEN




With the children tucked behind closed doors, Father Jude met Grace in the garden and led her around to the side of the boarding house, where an old stone washroom was sandwiched between the house and the neighbouring fence. The late-afternoon sun flooded the washroom with light, and as she walked in squinting she made out a mountain of old rusted gardening equipment piled up against a wall – rakes, hoes, brooms, a wash trough, a set of empty shelves – and, on the windowsill, a willow bonsai in a classic white swan planter.

Jude glanced around and then latched the wooden door behind them, and in two long strides was in front of her, folding his arms around her, like a father with a child. He kissed the top of her head. ‘I’ve prayed all night and been holding my breath all day.’ He drew back, clasping her shoulders and examining her face closely. ‘I have missed you, Grace, but not enough to wish you here. Why?’

‘I had to come, you know that.’

He sighed, and now, studying his face in the light, Grace could see that five months had taken their toll, etching new lines on his forehead and accentuating his crow’s-feet. A deep gravity had settled in his eyes.

‘And so we are here,’ she said.


‘And so we are,’ he repeated like an antiphon.

They stayed there, held in the moment. And Grace’s thoughts slid back to the time in her basement when he’d talked about lives being like dominoes, and now she could see how theirs had collided that day and had been falling in parallel ever since.

‘You’ve lost weight,’ she said finally.

‘Food is scarce, but trust is scarcer. But that’s a conversation for tomorrow, and as much as I wish we could sit and talk, we can’t. Not here.’ He glanced at his wristwatch. ‘We have work to discuss before the boarders arrive home.’

He turned the planter so the swan faced the yard. ‘If this swan faces the garden, it means we must meet in private.’

‘Yes,’ she said, trying to concentrate, though what was occupying her thoughts was how different he seemed. She was looking at a changed man; just how changed, was the question. He’d been here five months and she supposed that was ample time for war to have its way with even the most temperate of characters.

‘Are you listening?’ His brows pleated.

‘Yes. Yes. I was thinking. Is this Mavis the bonsai?’

‘No.’ He shook his head, then picked up a broom and unscrewed its tip. ‘The top of this broom has a cavity.’ He aimed the seemingly hollow tip at Grace. ‘Which is how we transmit messages on rice paper.’ He plucked out a sliver of rice paper and unscrolled it. ‘This, for instance’ – he passed it to her – ‘is a message from our train watchers advising on the movement of locomotives in and out of Sedan.’

She read what seemed to be a strange shopping list of food.

‘Use the broom tip for any correspondence. You have enough ink and rice paper?’

She nodded.

‘And this’ – he pointed to a cupboard with open, empty shelves – ‘is the door to our basement.’


She raised a brow in query.

‘It’s a private chamber used for meetings after curfew, and where we will meet tomorrow night,’ he said, voice softening, and she glimpsed the reassuring face of her friend again, albeit briefly.

‘Come, let’s walk in the garden beyond the reach of any listening ears. How was your journey with the nun?’

‘She talked little and smoked lots.’

‘Ah yes, Sister Marie is partial to a cheroot in times of stress,’ he said with familiar affection as they walked side by side into the garden.

The late-afternoon light draped like a veil of silver organza over the backyard in a way that Grace remembered from her childhood. A breeze sent a wash of dandelion seeds across the yard and they spiralled and danced like tiny ballerinas suspended from parachutes. So serene.

‘It’s just so quiet,’ she whispered. ‘I’m so surprised. I expected everything to be . . .’

‘Wait,’ he said. And as the words left his lips, she noticed puffs of grey smoke rising above the southern hills as the sound of cannonade began and a hum, hum, hum came from the northern skies.

She looked up. ‘German aeroplanes?’

He nodded. ‘And don’t look now,’ he said, glancing up at the kitchen window, ‘but we are being watched.’

‘By whom?’

‘Olga, a Flemish widow who lives here with her son, Marcel. Rumour suggests she is close to the man we call “The Butcher of Sedan”, Major von Froelander from the Kommandantur. French locals ostensibly run the town, but many are German puppets who use civilians to watch and report on their own people. Recent rumours suggest Olga has been seen in the company of the major, second in command at the Kommandantur.’


Grace slid her gaze from the pink rose she was sniffing up to the kitchen window, her eyes coming to rest on an attractive blonde woman. ‘Yes. I see her.’

‘Start by investigating Olga,’ he said. ‘If she is an informant, then we need to deal with the problem.’

‘How, precisely?’

‘You’ll need to be vigilant around her.’

‘And feed her misinformation?’

‘Precisely.’

Grace moved towards the mop-headed lilac hydrangeas. ‘These umbels are magnificent.’ She touched a finger to the purple petals, releasing a swarm of tiny insects, which seemed to shimmer and vibrate in the twilight air around them.

‘Tell me about this major, the Butcher of Sedan.’ She clasped her hands against her midriff in the manner of a pious woman as she followed him around the garden.

‘He is very well connected in Brussels and Berlin, and runs a junta of plain-clothes military police; the Geheimen Feldpolizei.’

‘The Secret Police.’

‘Exactly. They’re responsible for most of the espionage arrests, and if Olga is one of their stool pigeons she will be looking for information on you to feed to him. But luck is on our side. He is in Brussels this week, which gives us a better chance to bed you in at the hospital so you can get to know the Oberarzt.’

‘And who deals with the major?’

Jude pointed to himself. ‘He’s Roman Catholic. I perform my duty for his Catholic soldiers. By staying close to him I keep this house relatively immune to raids. However, Olga’s friendship with the major suggests that she is his eyes inside the house.’

‘Do you think we can really do this, Jude?’ Grace halted, realising she’d spoken his name informally, but when he showed no reaction she continued. ‘With all this going on . . . can we really get what Heath needs in time for Pershing to make his move?’

‘We have to. These people are relying on us. I’ve only been here five months; these people have been surviving for almost ten times that long. We have to do our best; we have to work together and we have to trust one another.’ Father Jude’s voice was even but his expression had grown taut. ‘And I hesitate to mention this, but you must promise me one thing.’

‘Of course, anything.’ Her heart caught in her throat as his eyes searched hers.

‘You must promise you’ll not write about your experiences. I understand how important it is to you, I know words bring you peace. I remember every conversation. But only write what is absolutely necessary to achieving our mission. People are executed for lesser things.’

‘I’ll be careful,’ she said, dragging her eyes from his, not lying exactly but avoiding a straight answer. ‘I’m here to do my duty, I promise you.’

‘Then please don’t take this the wrong way . . .’

Grace stiffened, feeling as though her friend might be about to put emotional distance between them with his next words. ‘I have always admired the way you stay true to your principles. But here we are sometimes forced to bend. Do you understand? There is no reward for moral stands. This is survival; we have to do what has to be done. And you must stick to the plan laid out for you, is that understood?’

‘Of course.’

‘Good – then know that whatever happens from here on in, I only have your best interests at heart. I care for you, Grace.’ His eyes caught hers, and she saw well-founded concern in them.


Everything she had done to get here had been about the story. The truth of the war. The women and children behind the lines, the ones left behind. ‘And I care for you.’

Grace wanted so desperately to ask what he’d seen these past five months. To know the truth of the war he’d experienced. She closed her eyes to shield her thoughts. Without sight, her olfactory senses sharpened, and she picked out the unmistakably sweet and intoxicating tropical notes of angel’s trumpets, which brought with them soothing memories of home.

Grace inhaled deeply then opened her eyes to find a big grey whiskery dog the size of a newborn foal padding up silently to sit by the priest’s side. Grace rubbed her eyes to make sure she wasn’t hallucinating.

‘This is Bruno.’ The dog rested his bearded chin on Father Jude’s leg with an adoring sigh. ‘He’s a wolfhound. I found him with other corpses on a battlefield near Reims, when I was stretcher-bearing for the Germans. He’d been ferrying casualties from the trenches too via a stretcher on wheels strapped to his back. But he’d been shot in the leg and could no longer provide service. They were going to leave him to die, but fortunately I found him and we’ve been together ever since, haven’t we boy? And yes,’ Father Jude continued, scrubbing the dog’s wiry head with obvious affection, ‘it’s dinnertime. I’d better be off. And Gr—’ He stumbled over her new name. ‘Gabrielle – don’t be surprised to see Bruno in your room from time to time. He and little Clara have a mutual admiration society.’ He squeezed Grace’s hand. ‘I’ll meet you after Mass tomorrow morning. We’re fortunate you’ve got three days before you begin at the hospital. Normally they have intakes daily, but the head matron is down with a fever.’
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Dinner was a distasteful liquid concoction of potato, cabbages and mutton bones that Sister Marie had stewed. Grace had managed to swallow the first few mouthfuls while the other women sipped hungrily in silence, but she’d been acutely aware of the fact she was the eighteenth mouth to feed, and Olga’s baleful glare had reinforced this. So she’d excused herself and left the rest of her portion to be divided among the others, who were eager to share the leftovers. But from the bedroom she could hear Olga asking the nun questions about her: on whose authority she was here; how she’d managed to get past the notoriously ruthless French–Belgian border guards; what work she’d be doing here.

Keen to hide her personal items, she jammed her cane up behind the doorknob, and with one eye on sleeping Clara and one ear out for intruders she scouted for hiding places. She tested a loose floorboard with her toe. It sprang up easily, revealing a possible hiding place, but it was too obvious. She leaned into the red-brick hearth and slid her arm up inside the chimney like a vet birthing a cow, feeling around for the right thing, an uneven surface to grip onto, something broken. Tentatively, after much exploration, her fingertips found a cavity, a nook perfect for the music box. She kissed her time traveller farewell then tucked it into place, safe from any German inquisitions. She scoured the room for an equally inconspicuous place to hide her dossier. Behind the desk or in the mattress? Both easy pickings. The hem of the curtains? Too dangerous. She’d heard the Germans had begun taking window furnishings to make bedding for their army. Then she spied something: a tiny tear in the wallpaper above the sink that had bubbled with water damage. A tiny pocket. She slipped her rice paper in behind it and smoothed the wallpaper over to ensure the notes made barely a bump. A pea beneath a hundred mattresses. A story to be told.


As Grace readied herself for her first night beneath occupied skies, the shutters rattled with the thunder of the cannon the other women called Rosalie, and the ormolu clock on the mantel counted down time. Tick, tock. Tick, tock. She weighed the warnings she’d received about writing against her need to capture and preserve the truth, and came down on the side of truth. Before she could talk herself out of it she used her tiny pen and a cigarette length of rice paper to scribble down an edited version of day one’s events in Pitman.

She tucked the first scrap of her dossier behind the wallpaper, then settled onto her straw mattress to attempt the impossible. Sleep.











CHAPTER SIXTEEN




Église Saint-Charles-Borromée had an unadorned humility that spoke of its Calvinist roots, and for that Grace admired it as she stepped over the threshold into the cool of the church and dipped her fingers into holy water. The air felt restorative; a sanctuary from the madness of the outside world. And it was just what she needed after a fractious few hours of sleep.

She’d woken at dawn to the sounds of a funeral procession and the beat of soldiers’ boots against cobblestones. After eating a breakfast of oatmeal, she’d dressed in a nondescript taupe skirt and collarless shirt and tucked her hair modestly beneath a white scarf. She’d stared at herself in the mottled mirror above the bedroom sink. No lipstick – naked face. Freckles on cheeks rosy like a teenager’s. Gabrielle Wettin: doctor’s daughter, devout young woman and Red Cross nurse.

Sister Marie went to the front pew while Grace chose to remain at the back, to have an unobstructed view of the rest of the congregation. She sensed her mother, her papa and Freddie everywhere here; her mother in the sacramental smell of dust and candle wax and votive smoke; Freddie in the frail morning light that filtered through the stained-glass windows to make a kaleidoscope mosaic on the walls; her father in the smooth stone that built the church and in the beliefs that founded it.


Father Jude entered with another priest, both resplendent in their priestly vestments, and leaned down to kiss the altar, which was miraculously still in place. (Sister Marie had informed Grace that the Germans had already removed the church bells and organ pipes to melt down for weaponry.) He turned away from the congregation and extended both hands to speak the Epistle of Paul in Latin, before raising his voice to sing the Tantum Ergo sacramentum, his raspy honeyed voice sublime. He spoke about love as service and the desire to put others’ needs before oneself, and Grace took it in with a grain of salt, using the time to examine the faces around her. Some people she remembered from before, but not many: the glassmaker, Monsieur Descartes; the atelier, Madame Forget.

As Grace moved forwards to receive communion, she recognised the old miller who’d once delivered flour, but his eyes had lost their zest and his cheeks seemed hollowed out by hunger. He raised his green beret to her in salutation and she gave him a nod.

After Mass, Grace deliberately stood in the shadows at the side of the church, on high alert, taking in the happenings of the town, trying to devote every detail to memory.

Father Jude arrived looking relaxed and carrying a large brown case, with Bruno at his heel. He looked at the cane she was using. ‘I see Sister Marie has given you a prop.’

‘Two, actually.’ She smiled. ‘This and a bead in my shoe.’

He grimaced then looked up at the sound of a battalion of soldiers coming round the corner, goosestepping in time with a song she interpreted as ‘The Watch on the Rhine’. But Grace’s attention had been drawn to a poster that bellowed SOLDATEN – VORSICHT BEI GESPROCHEN SPIONENGEFAHR, very roughly translating to Soldiers – beware of your voice. Danger of spies.


Father Jude nodded towards a gangly teenager walking past who looked about thirteen, with dark curly hair, a brown checked jacket and dark eyes glistening with life and mischief. Jude pinched his clerical collar between thumb and middle finger. ‘That is Pierre.’

The boy touched his collar in return.

‘He watches trains. If anything happens to me or Sister Marie, you need to know him. And this sign of the collar. It means friend.’

People began jostling to join a queue outside the butcher shop. Old men and children as young as five were shuffling forwards with ration cards in hand. She could see their suffering: eyes too big for faces, skin so transparent their blood vessels made maps across their cheeks.

‘Can they get meat?’

The priest shook his head. ‘They are queuing for offal and bones.’

A Black Maria raced to a stop in front of them, and a couple of military officials jumped out, grabbed the old miller she’d recognised at Mass out of the line and shoved him cheek to wall so hard his green beret flew into the gutter. They screeched something about the hoarding of meat and began laying in with their boots. Grace started to move towards them, but Jude caught her sleeve. ‘You can’t get involved.’

And before another word could be spoken the man was slammed into the back of the black prison car. And gone. Like her pebbles into the Atlantic. The gap in the ration line closed over and everyone moved on a step.
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Her registration at the Town Hall and at the Asfelt Hospital went smoothly; in both places her paperwork was stamped without query. Heath had been right: the German officials had only to look at her border checks to be reassured that all due diligence had taken place.

As they came back to the middle of town, the day had warmed considerably and the plaza swarmed with long-nosed motorcars that beeped and jostled as they muscled their way around the bronze statue of Sedan’s founding father, Henri de La Tour d’Auvergne. A few Uhlans plodded up on sweaty horses. The soldiers dismounted while a couple of local men filled a trough with fresh water, which the horses drank quickly, and Grace hoped that the mounts wouldn’t suffer the ill effects of colic.

A large hand landed on the priest’s shoulder and he turned, startled.

‘Ah! Major von Froelander, this is a surprise.’

Major von Froelander, the feared Butcher of Sedan, had an archetypal Prussian profile that reminded Grace of her father: tall, imposing, blond and smooth-skinned, with the mark of distinction borne by all Prussian nobility – a Schmiss scar across his cheek, inflicted by a foil. Behind his thin moustache, a cleft lip disturbed the balance of an otherwise handsome face. She guessed he was in his late forties.

Grace’s heart thumped as she focused keenly on him, though when he glanced at her she quickly lowered her lashes.

‘Mass was splendid today.’ He spoke to Father Jude in German. ‘I was fortunately able to attend since my trip was postponed’ – his eyes flicked to Grace – ‘and I’m glad I caught you – our men need rousing, Monsignor Abbé. The soldiers need a speech that will send them to battle’ – he skittered one hand in the air – ‘with the feeling of a butterfly living on the very edge of its life. Bring us fire and brimstone from the Old Testament, Father. Ignite desire for the ultimate sacrifice.’ He spoke those last two words with a deep guttural emphasis.


‘Major, you should know by now that I don’t give speeches. I give sermons.’ Father Jude delivered the words with a smile, as though teasing, and Grace observed his impressive ability to dissemble.

‘Call them what you like, Abbé, just give me your best – we need every one of those sabres rattling.’ The major glanced at her again, then down at Bruno. ‘Come, Abbé, join me for coffee but leave your wolf outside. My friends at the Kommandantur tell me you are late with the payment of the dog tax again.’

Father Jude’s eyes widened momentarily. It was the first time Grace had seen any chink in his composure. ‘Really? I thought we were up to date.’

‘Deliver me a great sermon tomorrow and I’ll let it slide this time. But don’t let the taxes for your beast get in arrears again: there is only so much I can do to protect your menagerie. Speaking of which, what dealings have you had with the vet – what’s his name?’

‘Hippolyte de Vries?’ Jude’s face showed no trace of concern.

‘That’s it, Monsieur de Vries.’ The major rested on his cane. ‘I’ve heard you’ve been seeing quite a bit of him.’

‘People are grieving their dogs. I’m there for spiritual assistance and pastoral care.’

‘Why? Do dogs go to heaven?’ The major barked with laughter.

‘They should,’ Jude said, smiling as though enjoying the spar.

Major von Froelander turned to Grace. ‘Hmmm.’ He bit a gloved fingertip and pulled off the glove with his teeth. ‘Let’s meet this little friend of yours, then.’

Grace followed the men in through the pristine cool of the café, beneath candelabras, between potted pink geraniums and tables spread with crisp cloths and sparkling silver cutlery, noting that the major rested heavily on his cane with a decided limp to accommodate a stiff left leg. They took their seats in the beer garden while watching the street circus just beyond: the locals queuing for rations while the officers sat at tables covered in white linen, breakfasting on eggs that Sister Marie had explained were all confiscated from local homes, along with almost every other item the locals produced.

A two-tiered plate arrived swiftly, with sweaty sliced meats and tiny pickles wrapped in ham on the lower level, and an array of stone fruits on the top. Grace’s mouth watered violently, though her hunger had only been two days in the making. The major was served coffee from a large pot, and asked the waiter to pour himself a second cup to ‘test’ it. The waiter obliged and, seeing no ill effects, von Froelander wiped the edges of his cup with a handkerchief, catching Grace’s enquiring look.

‘You can’t be too careful,’ he said. ‘You never know who’s out to poison you, eh?’

He paused as the waiter poured cups for Jude and Grace, then he turned to Jude. ‘General Ludendorff and Field Marshal von Hindenburg will take Paris before too long. They’ll be heroes, and you will likely be blessed with German honours if you keep up the good work. Now.’ The major turned back to Grace, his broad mouth tightening as he sipped from his cup and appraised her over its gilded rim. ‘Where have you been hiding, my dear?’ His cup tinkled in its saucer as he put it down.

‘This is Fräulein Gabrielle Wettin, with the new contingent of Red Cross relief workers,’ Father Jude said.

‘A nurse?’ The major asked her in French.

‘Oui, and interpreter.’

‘Uhh.’ He wrinkled his nose and switched back to German to talk to Father Jude. ‘Another interpreter here to mollycoddle the enemy. Prince Maximilian von Baden is too soft a touch, sanctioning the arrival of new Red Cross nurses to look after POWs when we should be focused on getting our men back on the battlefield. I take it she has been properly registered at the town hall?’

‘I have indeed, sir,’ she said in German. The major pinched his chin and rested an elbow on the table, facing her directly. ‘You have a yellow card?’

Grace found it in her handbag and produced it for him.

‘And you speak fluent German?’

‘My father was Prussian.’

‘Remind me of your family name again.’

‘Wettin.’

‘Hmm.’ He eyed her sceptically, then threw back his coffee in one motion. ‘That’s a name linked to Prussian aristocracy.’

Grace had never mentioned her distant links to Prussian aristocracy to anyone. Her bloodline had been a shame in Manhattan, better left undisclosed. Jude’s brow cinched queryingly.

‘Where did you live?’

‘I grew up just outside of Sedan.’

‘Hmmm.’ He took one of the pickles and nibbled it, looking unconvinced. ‘You claim to be a native Sedanais then?’

‘Yes, sir.’

The major’s eyes narrowed. ‘Then tell me where I can find the monument that commemorates those who fell in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870. The one with the oak tree.’

‘Actually, there are at least three memorials with oak trees – can you be more specific, sir?’ Grace was surprised at how, despite her inner tumult, her voice had remained so steady.

‘The one near Floing – they call it Le Grand Chêne.’

‘Ah, yes,’ she smiled with fond remembrance, sipping her coffee. ‘The oldest oak tree in the region.’

The major studied her. ‘Indeed, and I want you to take me there.’


Jude gave her an almost imperceptible shake of the head, then intervened. ‘Why? It’s a monument to the fallen French, is it not?’

‘It’s of sentimental value to me,’ the major replied in a clipped voice. ‘Not that it’s any business of yours, Abbé.’

‘I’m sure there are many locals who would gladly show you the monument.’

‘I don’t want others,’ said the major. ‘And the locals have scant memories. Fräulein here is not only fresh in her looks, but also in her wits, it seems. I’ll be in touch about Mass, Abbé – and Fräulein, just an observation, if you’ll indulge me. You might be thin, but you are in good condition. I am surprised at the shine in your hair despite privations. It is curious, don’t you think, Abbé?’

The major’s voice had taken on a hard edge and all the bonhomie between the men dissolved.

‘She’s been in Brussels and well looked after.’ Father Jude sounded too defensive to Grace’s ears.

‘Where were you working?’ the major asked Grace, turning to her.

‘At the Military Hospital on the Avenue de la Couronne.’

‘The nuns at Tildonk and her superiors in Brussels all vouch for her,’ Father Jude said. ‘She will make an outstanding addition to the nursing ranks at Asfelt.’

‘I’m sure she will.’ The major stood abruptly, chair scraping, and clapped Father Jude on the back. ‘It’s time to go. And I’ll be in touch about our excursion, Fräulein.’

Grace and Jude followed him out, and Grace noted how everyone, including the other officers, kowtowed as he walked through the café.

His black knee-high boots gleamed as he limped into the crowded street.
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Father Jude hastened her away from the café, down towards the canal whose polished surface perfectly mirrored the scudding clouds and the lime-green poplars lining the waterway.

‘That did not go well,’ Father Jude said finally when they found themselves alone. ‘Go back to the boarding house and we’ll meet tonight at, say, ten pm. Sister Marie will give you the signal.’

‘But what if there’s no signal from her?’

Grace had begun to feel the pressure of the chaos in which she was expected to perform. She didn’t thrive in chaos; she worked better when she had clear guidelines and accurate feedback, and she needed no further proof of that than her last few months in Manhattan.

‘We adapt,’ he said calmly. ‘Everything changes here, like Baum’s shifting sands. So know that if I don’t see you tonight, I will find you. I will be in touch. And don’t panic. While I’m here and the major trusts me, you will be safe.’

A car backfired in the distance. Grace flinched, Jude ducked and Bruno whimpered, tail between his legs. Jude placed his hand on the dog’s head. ‘It’s all right, my boy. We all get jumpy these days.’ He looked up at Fort de Sedan. ‘I’m due at the fort and I will see you later tonight.’

She watched the priest walk away, his dark trousers and cassock bleeding into the long morning shadows cast by the townhouses, looking less like a cleric and more like a man on a mission.
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On her way home, at Gare de Sedan, Grace watched men being carted on stretchers out of the train station in a stream of bloody misery, while carts and buses lined up on the street full of fresh men to replace them. It made her skin prickle with horror and her hand itch for a pen. She turned and kept walking briskly back to the boarding house, pausing to look into the pharmacie windows she remembered from her childhood. The knobbed drawers of the medicine cabinet inside had been the inspiration for the pharmacist’s cabinet beneath her desk at the Times. How funny that the pharmacie had stayed with her and become part of her New York life.

She rested the edge of her hand against the window to get a better look, expecting to see the cabinets and shelves as she remembered, brimming with bromides, iodoform, tinctures and jellied sweets, but they were bare, the dust collecting in their corners like forgotten fragments of her childhood memories.

Hearing footsteps coming towards her, she turned abruptly to get away, but the wide cuff of her sleeve caught the edge of a tray being carried by a short, bald man about to enter the pharmacie. The glass phials on the tray teetered and she could only watch in dismay as it toppled in agonising slow motion, smashing at least a dozen phials of liquid on the cobblestones and spewing shards all over the pavement.

‘Idiot!’ the man shouted in German. ‘You idiot!’

Grace thought about stopping to help him pick up the shards, but didn’t want to risk being identified later. So instead she fled into a side street, aiming for the boarding house, her paranoia expanding by the second to encompass the thought that Olga might have taken the opportunity to go through her things.
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Grace exhaled, relieved to have made it home. She shut the bedroom door and her fingers quivered as they raced across the wall, feeling for the bump that signified her dossier . . . yes, thank God, there it was.

‘What are you doing?’ asked a sleepy child’s voice.


Grace whipped around. ‘Just admiring the pretty pattern on the walls,’ she said brightly, then knelt to stroke Clara’s matted hair away from her face. ‘How are you feeling, little one?’

‘My ear still hurts,’ she whispered, her small solemn mouth making a perfect cupid’s bow, her eyes teary.

Grace administered a careful dose of laudanum to dull the pain, then wrapped the child in her arms, feeling the warmth of her thin body and the tips of her tear-stained lashes fluttering on her own cheek. ‘The doctor will make you better, I promise.’ Her gentle, hushed tone reminded Grace of her own mother when Grace was tucked up and feeling poorly, before her papa would come and try to make her feel better; in the early days before the drink took hold.

‘Ah, Gabrielle, you’re back.’

The nun appeared in the doorway with a knife and a bowl of potatoes in hand. ‘I need your help peeling potatoes. But make sure you keep the skins for roasting.’

‘Bien sûr,’ Grace said, and sat down on a milking stool to get started. She looked at the little girl, who was stroking the worn edge of a baby’s blanket for comfort.

‘Would you like to hear a story, Clara?’

Bruno wandered in and curled up on the bed.

Clara nodded, nestling into the dog’s body while Grace tapped her peeling knife against the potato, trying to remember her old stories – how did the beginning of Creepy Creatures go? She gazed out the window towards the forest, trying to summon the start, and noticed a line of ants toddling across the windowsill. Ah yes, of course. The Ant King and his empire.

‘Creepy Creatures for Curious Children,’ Grace began softly, peeling the potato, and as the words left her lips they gave licence to her imagination and the story grew, like a crocus after a thaw, bursting with life as all the creepy creatures of her childhood crawled out of the woodwork: black house spiders with silvery kingdoms in the sky, evil praying mantises who gave sermons for the wicked, ladybirds who lunched, bumblebees who baked and crickets who contributed nothing but noise. And, of course, there was Green Stephen her cabbage leaf caterpillar, hero of the downtrodden.

As Clara listened to the allegory her eyelids grew heavy, blinking in her effort to stay awake. Grace hurried to get to the best bit, the funniest bit (in her opinion), where a boss ant leaned over to Green Stephen, who was carrying a giant meatball away from a dinner plate, and said, ‘You’re getting a bit too saucy for my liking.’ Green Stephen kicked up six legs like the cancan girls at the Moulin Rouge, and yelled ‘Whoopee!’ before jumping into the splits.

Clara’s mouth didn’t twitch; the laudanum had won out.

‘The end,’ Grace said to an attentive Bruno, throwing her potato carvings into the pot. Grace kissed Clara’s forehead and went to make dinner with Sister Marie, feeling oddly redeemed.
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When the lights had been extinguished and the house was quiet, and Rosalie the cannon had begun her nightly pounding, the nun raised her head from the pillow. ‘Now is the time to go, Gabrielle,’ she whispered.

Grace slipped out of bed fully clothed and went to the washroom, where she fixed her hair and scrubbed her teeth with a finger, not that there was much to scrub off.

At dinner, the deprivation of the women around the dining table had been clear in their eyes as once again a watery mix of potato and cabbage was ladled out. Grace had come to understand that these women were teachers, machinists, field workers and cleaners who’d become refugees after their houses had been taken by Germans, or that they were war widows, or both. She’d sat at the end of the long table in silence.

‘Olga, you are to dig for potatoes tomorrow morning with Gabrielle, then you are to show her how life runs here,’ Sister Marie had said. A carefully choreographed move on the nun’s part to bring Grace into close contact with Olga.

A scraping sound from behind the washroom shelves interrupted Grace’s reverie and she watched in wonder as the cupboard opened to become a doorway, then slipped in.

In the dark she caught the scent of ripe apples, paraffin and incense, and when Father Jude lit a lantern Grace made out a larder with a modest store of red apples, flour in hessian sacks, preserve jars tied with raffia, a bowl of walnuts and a large sack of unwashed potatoes.

‘How did you get all this?’

‘The black market. Our neighbours trade their goat’s milk, but stores are dwindling.’

‘They still have a goat?’

‘It lives in their basement. Now shhh, we have to hurry.’

Father Jude used a key on his chatelaine to unlock another door at the back of the larder. She followed him in and they descended a narrow spiral staircase that gradually, with the glow of the lamplight, surrendered its secrets.

He guided her through a musty catacomb of mossy walls glistening with condensation from the old marsh that lay close underfoot.

‘These tunnels were here before the Edict of Nantes,’ he whispered.

He didn’t need to elaborate: Grace knew Sedan’s history well enough to know he was talking about the religious battles between the Huguenots and the Roman Catholic Church. This basement would have been used for secret dealings well before now.


Eventually a spartan workroom emerged, bare but for a rectangular table on which stood two melted-down candles, a map of Sedan, a few pieces of paper and a copy of Tolstoy’s War and Peace opened to the first chapter. She knew War and Peace was the current code book and her eyes flicked over the papers beside it. Father Jude had been decoding a message.

He lit the candles, extinguished the lamp and pulled out a chair for her. As she sank into it gratefully she took in the ambience, which was somewhere between that of a library and one of those dimly lit Greenwich Village supper clubs. All it needed was some comfy leather booths and soft jazz music. In one corner was a desk crowded with biblical texts and something covered by a white cloth. Perhaps a typewriter. Her fingers ached for it.

‘This is the only place we can talk freely without codes or concerns,’ he said, checking his watch, ‘except time. We mustn’t be missing for long.’ He rummaged in a cupboard. ‘I don’t have coffee, but I have this.’ He held up a bottle of wine. ‘The dregs of a bottle of Cru Beaujolais. Yea or nay, Miss Winter?’

She smiled at their old parley; this was the first sign of the man she remembered from Manhattan, and a welcome one. She needed the reassurance. ‘I’m not much of a drinker – my focus will wane – so let’s save it for a special occasion. Tell me, who else knows about this place?’

‘Sister Marie, our colleagues, the printer Domelier and the abbé from Charleville, who was at Mass today and brought this message in the base of the ciborium.’ He held up a piece of rice paper on which was inked a message in small brown letters.

Ahhh. She twigged, remembering the second clergyman present at Mass. ‘Is that how messages from Charleville are normally transported?’


‘Not usually. That’s why this one is urgent. Can you help me finish decoding it?’

‘Of course.’

They sat side by side and worked beneath the candlelight until the message became clear.

‘An ordnance train is scheduled to run through Sedan next Wednesday at twenty-one hundred,’ he said. ‘I need to get this message to the “letterbox” tonight so the Allies have time to coordinate an air strike.’ He looked deep into the candle flame before looking up and catching her eye. ‘But first we must finish your briefing. Now you’ve met the major you understand that the man is calculating, narcissistic and drawn to power. A dangerous cocktail.’

‘Sounds like he belongs in a newsroom,’ she said with a droll smile.

‘I’ve yet to find a weak spot in the man.’ He continued without acknowledging her wry aside, and worked through his analysis of the major and the stranglehold he had on the residents of the town. Grace watched Jude’s face as he spoke, seeing the way his lip pulled to one side when he was explaining something in detail, how his eyes narrowed in concentration. She saw that this was a man she barely knew, but who knew her well. Yes, she’d seen the depths of his compassion before, but now she glimpsed a strategic side she’d never imagined. And for the first time she wondered why he was here.

‘Why are you here, Jude?’ The question escaped her before she could stop it.

He blinked and sat back, looking agitated, but only briefly, before his eyes masked. ‘Now, Grace’ – he gave her that smile, the one that ought to have its own confessional, and rubbed his hand over his short hair – ‘don’t you go getting all reporter on me at this late hour. It’s my duty to be here, you know that.’ He held her eye for a moment longer than a heartbeat.


‘Last thing.’ He turned and pointed to a beer barrel in the corner. ‘There are four exits. Front and back, through a panel in the attic roof, and through a door hidden behind that barrel, which leads down a passage to the basement of the house three doors down. It’s how I get in, but it’s also how you can get out in an emergency. From there you can get to a forest trail, which will lead you to a ferryman who can get you across the Meuse. It’s a last resort. Any questions?’

‘Who is the vet Hippolyte de Vries?’ she asked.

His eyes searched the room warily. ‘He is a friend. Like Pierre. Now, importantly, how is Clara?’

‘Resting. Today I told her one of my old stories.’ She picked some wax from one of the dripping candles and rolled it around in her fingertips, pressing the pliable substance into her skin to make a fingerprint cast.

‘Ah!’ He exhaled and raised his index finger. ‘I just remembered something. I have a surprise for you. Close your eyes and hold out your hand.’

She obliged, resisting the temptation to peek as she heard his footsteps steal softly over the stone. A drawer creaked and then something soft arrived in her palm.

‘Open.’

Grace looked down, and for one astonishing moment she was speechless. Green Stephen stared up at her with his beady black eyes. And that was all it took for the tears to breach and slide down her cheeks. Embarrassed, she wiped them away.

‘Why did you bring him?’ she whispered.

‘A little talisman.’ He stretched his neck and ran his fingers around the top of his clerical collar and she noticed an angry red rash. ‘But I think Clara needs him, don’t you?’

For a moment in the candlelight their gazes merged. Then he checked his watch. ‘It’s getting late, I’d better get going. Sleep well, Grace. I will meet you here when the Oberarzt comes to check the children.’
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Grace made quick work of her dossier this evening, taking care to keep it brief. She’d severely underestimated the emotional impact this undertaking would have on her, but there was no room in her dossier for feelings. She folded the sliver of rice paper up and placed it neatly behind the wallpaper, then lay Green Stephen beside Clara and Bruno, who were curled up together in a deep sleep as the earth tremored amid the nightly shelling.











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




JUNE 1918

Grace let the hot air from the steaming pots of lavender and calendula escape out the back door, then used the hem of her apron to wipe beads of sweat from her upper lip. It had been a productive morning. She’d just boiled calendula to make a serum to help soothe rashy skin, intended for Father Jude. Now she was waiting for a mixture of cooking grease, potash and lavender-infused water to boil before she took it off the stove to make soap. All while the statuesque Olga Janssens watched her like a hunter, her roving dark-blue eyes moving only when Grace did.

Over the last twenty-four hours Olga had given her a lesson in the privations of life under occupation, teaching her (under sufferance) to make a bread substitute from wheat grains in a coffee mill, queuing with her at the alimentation for vegetable rations and half a litre of milk, then, yesterday, foraging with her for potatoes.

They’d ventured out to their hidden plot in the woods, and Olga had stood in the dappled light between the trees in her wooden clogs, scarf tight beneath her chin as she bent to gather some withered little prospects from the furrowed row, then put them in a hessian sack on her back.


‘What’s it been like here, Olga?’ Grace had asked.

Olga had raised her eyes with a huff of annoyance. ‘It’s been like this. And if they catch us here, they will take us to the fort. So stop asking questions and get on with it.’

‘Do you have children, Olga?’ Grace prodded, knowing the answer but searching for Olga’s soft spot. Questions about children and pets generally loosened lips.

Olga raised one finger.

‘How old is he or she?

‘Ten – but I never want him to turn eleven.’

‘Why on earth not?’

‘He will have to start work for the Germans’ – she glared at Grace – ‘that’s if he doesn’t die of starvation first, waiting for the new girl to get on with finding potatoes.’

‘So they’ve taken everything?’ Grace bent her back to the task and started to come up with some little brown nuggets. Not exactly the sort of work she’d envisaged, but a necessity if they wanted to eat.

‘We had to hand over all our food to start with and they promised us all one hundred and twenty-five grams of bread per day, but that never happened.’

Olga seemed more willing to talk once Grace got busy. ‘I once had advantageous work with a sabot maker but my fingers are now too swollen with arthritis. So I work around the house and clean the gasworks.’

‘What did you do before the war?’

‘Couturier.’ She stood up, planted her hands on the small of her back and stretched with a groan.

‘So – everything you own is gone?’

‘Everything. My parents, my husband, my house, cows, horses, wheat and maize. The Germans gave us chickens, but’ – she laughed a tired mirthless laugh – ‘we had to buy the eggs back from them.’ She sighed and slapped her hands together to remove the dirt. ‘But still I have Marcel. And for that I am grateful.’

A hot glob landed on Grace’s cheek, stinging her and bringing her back to the bubbling pot on the stove. She dabbed cold water on the burn, then, with a wet dish cloth in each hand, poured the soap mixture into a bowl to cool overnight so that the lye could be separated from the soap in the morning. Olga turned towards the backyard, seemingly satisfied. ‘The abbé,’ she said. ‘What do you make of him?’ She angled her head, eyes narrowed.

Grace’s journalistic instincts pinged. She shrugged. ‘I’m not sure yet. He seems like a tireless worker. What do you think of him?’

‘Are you aware of the term “false priests”?’

‘False priests?’ repeated Grace.

‘They’re planted in hospitals and prisons to extract information from the condemned. They listen to confession from the dying and give the information to the Germans.’

Grace whipped off her apron, glancing at the time and realising the doctor would arrive within the half hour. ‘You think he’s doing that?’

‘There are rumours. Not that I blame anyone these days. The Ardennes Gazette says the Germans will triumph.’ Olga held up a copy of the German-run newspaper.

‘I think that might be propaganda. Don’t believe everything you read.’

‘What should I believe, then?’

‘I think our German guests would say and do anything to have you believe that they are invincible. So that you give up.’

‘Sometimes I wonder whether it is better to get into bed with them now, rather than wait till they win the war. We would be in a better position.’

‘You would do that?’


‘Anything to save my son.’ She held Grace’s eye. ‘You’ll be surprised what parents will do to save their children.’

‘I guess I would.’ Grace hung her apron on the door and rinsed her hands, then propped her cane near the door to remember it.

‘It’s funny Gabrielle,’ said Olga moving towards the hallway. ‘Some days your limp is worse than others.’

‘Arthritis is a fickle beast, just like rumour and innuendo.’

Olga gave her a sharp parting glance and disappeared up the hallway as Father Jude entered.

Grace spread a sugared potato pulp concoction over black bread and laid the plate on the table, while Father Jude poured steaming water from the kettle into her cup, making a hideous brown brew of roasted oat chaff and pea shells that, if one stretched one’s imagination, could almost be called coffee. He wrapped a napkin around her cup so she wouldn’t scald herself.

‘How is the rash on your neck?’

He frowned, touching his collar. ‘Itchy with the heat.’

‘I’ve made a calendula concentrate to help reduce irritation. I’ll drop it at the church tomorrow before I report in for duty.’

‘Thank you.’ He traced his finger over the little scar left by the glass shard she’d removed some months before.

She wisped him a little smile, remembering the moment in her New York basement.

‘Remember,’ he continued, ‘get as close as you can to Dr Schweizer, the Oberarzt. He is a terse character, and it may take time. In the meantime, use your skills to ingratiate yourself with all at the hospital; valuable information will come from the most unlikely of sources. And the doctor won’t be in a good mood today. There’s an influx of wounded from the south. Word has it the fighting is moving back towards Reims again. There’s likely to be an overflow into all the hospitals in this sector.’


A knock at the door echoed down the corridor, and they both looked up. ‘Remember to be compliant and patient. And smile.’ Grace placed her index fingers at the corners of her lips and forcibly curved her mouth into a semblance of a smile. He tilted his head, appraising her. ‘Yes. That will do nicely.’

He strode away to welcome the Oberarzt while Grace went to the bedroom to wait with Clara. But the doctor’s appearance down the hall sent Grace’s leg into a nervous jig. She could hardly believe it – of all the men in Sedan! He was the pharmacie man, the balding one she’d bumped into and who’d called her an idiot, and now his wiry frame was moving towards her at pace, sinewy and arthritic.

If he remembered her, he didn’t show it. He set to work immediately, methodically – the broad lick of his German accent grating like a spoon over a washboard, and within minutes he’d diagnosed one child with conjunctivitis, and another with a nasty case of impetigo. And now he was giving Clara’s ears a cursory look. ‘Bed rest,’ was all he said, ‘and tincture.’

Clara clutched her blankie to her ear, sobbing noiselessly, chest heaving. Grace prevaricated. She could hear Father Jude’s words in her ears. ‘Be compliant. Be patient.’ But the doctor had been too hasty in his assessment and it would be cruel not to intervene.

She went to the doctor’s shoulder just as he snibbed the latch on his leather bag. ‘Dr Schweizer,’ she said as affably and apologetically as possible. ‘Excuse me, about young Clara?’ She tapped his shoulder to get his attention, and he span to face her, impatience crimping his mouth.

‘Who are you?’ the doctor snapped.

‘My name is Gabrielle Wettin.’

Father Jude stepped in. ‘She’s our new Red Cross nurse, the one I told you about.’


Dr Schweizer looked her up and down. ‘Where in God’s name are they scraping these people from?’

‘Forgive me’ – Grace inclined her head towards Clara – ‘but I think you might be mistaken with the little girl’s ear. Her ear drum looks distended.’

‘Nonsense.’

‘Pardon, but I think Clara may need a myringotomy.’

He glared at her. ‘So you’re an otologist, are you?’ He lifted his round glasses to sit on his forehead and pierced her with his gaze.

Father Jude lay a soothing hand on the doctor’s arm. ‘Could she be right, Doctor? The child is in pain. And her balance has been affected.’

‘I don’t have time – my wards are filling faster than the devil’s playground.’

Grace plied the doctor with a respectful smile. ‘Please, just another look.’

The doctor huffed his displeasure, then peered down Clara’s right ear and eventually, after a drawn-out inquisition, looked up at Grace with a baffled expression. ‘You’re right,’ he said, blinking rapidly. ‘How did you know?’

‘I come from a line of German physicians, sir. My surname is Wettin.’

‘Hmm,’ he squinted. ‘That name rings a bell.’

The dining room was effectively turned, with the laying of a sheet over a table and the boiling of surgical instruments for sterilisation, into a makeshift surgery. Clara was sedated and Grace stood by, watching the delicate procedure and handing the doctor his instruments, thinking she knew this man already. Not in the literal sense, but she knew men like him. Her father, McElrod. The General. The type so committed to their work they looked for the same all-consuming martyrdom in others. As this new piece of her Sedanais jigsaw fell into place, she knew just how to impress him in future.

After the procedure the doctor swung his bag over his shoulder and disappeared up the hall with Father Jude, who returned within minutes, visibly tense.

‘The doctor is impressed. Well done, Gabrielle, but you are now expected to report for duty’ – he glanced at his watch – ‘in about twenty minutes. The ambulances are coming to pick us up. You’ll go with the nurses; I’ll go with the soldiers.’

‘Where to?’

‘There’s been shelling down south. We’re off to the front line.’
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Grace was certain she could hear Mother Nature howling as the earth was pummelled by shelling. She had been handed a headscarf, apron and gas mask and bundled into the back of an ambulance with five other equally ashen-faced young women, and they’d been tossed around over pockmarked terrain like beans in a jar for two bone-rattling hours.

‘Not much longer now,’ someone said. She hoped they were talking about this trip and not something more existential. ‘We are at the Wagenhalteplatz,’ someone else said as the auto drew to a halt. Grace joined the others in piling out. They had arrived in a siege of white tents and white rocks laid out to make the sign of a cross to alert the Allies – her allies – that this Advanced Dressing Station should be considered sacred ground. This charred, bloody wasteland was her front-row seat at war. The one she’d dreamed of from the safety of her desk behind her Oliver Number 9 typewriter. She held her hand to her forehead as a visor to make out a sepulchral landscape of trenches, rolls of mangled barbed wire, machine-gun shelters and what she thought were bodies; horses and men, miles and miles of them, still, stiff, dismembered, bloated. Some of the dead men were still chained to their cannons. Walking towards the tent, she could see gun pits littered with flare cartridges, Mauser rifles and large glass bottles encased in cane wicker protectors.

‘All nurses assemble here! Now!’ a large woman barked in German. Grace was herded into the assembly tent with a score of others, all wedged together like caged doves.

‘Look here,’ the woman bellowed. Grace could hear some of the nurses translating to others in whispers. ‘We have a big job to do. You will assess the men as to the severity of their injuries.’ She held up a canvas pouch attached to a leather strap. ‘These are your diagnosis tag books. Your tallies.’ She pulled out a tag and held it up. ‘You must write the soldier’s particulars on the card and assess the severity of the injury, and judge their ability to walk four kilometres to the field hospital. If able to walk, tear off two red margins. If they need transportation, remove one edge.’ She continued supplying instructions as the pouches were passed around.

The triage tent was a hygienist’s nightmare; the floor glistened with blood and raised a stench. Grace found the Oberarzt and they started with a man whose skull had been damaged by shrapnel. His right eye was all but gone, hanging by an ocular nerve, and all she could do was tenderly repatriate the eyeball, bandage his head, tear off two strips and hope he made it to the hospital. The next was a gas attack victim: she irrigated his eyes to remove the yellow pus oozing from blistering ulcers and bandaged them, but the tears streamed and doused the bandages within seconds. He had both tags ripped. He had to walk too. Despite the horror, for the first time in her life Grace felt truly grateful for her two years at Johns Hopkins. She sedated the shell-shocked. Marked men with trench foot for amputation. Packed shrapnel wounds with carbolic and gauze.


A captain for the German 5th was lying in front of her on a stretcher and she ran her hands over his leg, assessing his femur as fractured in two places. ‘Doctor?’ she ventured. ‘You’ve assessed this man as being able to walk. I must respectfully disagree.’

‘You’re not here to disagree, Nurse,’ he said sharply. ‘You’ve seen nothing yet. Bandage the wound. Give him a crutch. Make him walk on his good leg.’

‘I must insist he is not moved. His leg must be immobilised. If not, the bone could pierce his femoral artery and he will die immediately. I will do a Thomas splint.’ The Oberarzt came to her, shaking his head. ‘What is his rank?’

‘Captain.’

‘Carry on then if you must. But make it quick.’

‘What’s your name?’ the captain croaked.

‘Gabrielle Wettin.’ Grace made a splint from a wooden stick and a rolled-up newspaper to immobilise the leg. ‘Stretcher, please!’ she yelled.

‘Danke schön, Gabrielle.’

He was just one of hundreds.

At six pm a warm brew of petrol-tasting tea was thrust into her hands and her fingers curled around the enamel cup gratefully, but the reprieve didn’t last. Not enough time, not enough anaesthesia. Not enough hands.

Relentless, rhythmic, grinding, robotic. Mind-altering.

And while Gabrielle Wettin acquitted herself admirably, Grace Winter internalised the sounds and smells that became forever inked on her consciousness: the fragility of life and death and everything in between.

When the storm was over, she went outside, sapped. She removed her bloody apron and heaved the contents of her empty stomach into the soil. Her hands shook uncontrollably and she leaned against the wheel cover of a bogged ambulance, watching a pink-hued sunset stroke the horizon with a pastel tenderness humanity did not deserve. She did the only thing one could do. Cry. A river of tears coursed as she stared at the carved-up place; it looked as if God had put it on his dinner plate and knifed it into a million pieces.

And still the stretcher-bearers came in.

One caught her eye.

His tall, dark frame and clerical collar were unmistakable. He was carrying an injured man, negotiating uneven ground to get to the triage tent. She fixed her gaze on him, watching with growing awe as he placed the soldier down, knelt to give him words of comfort, then raced back out to help fetch another. Grace dried her tears and stood spellbound as he returned with another casualty and knelt over him in prayer. He put a thumb to the young man’s head and made the sign of the cross as a German official arrived to sort the prisoners.

‘This man is losing blood rapidly,’ Father Jude said, his eyes catching hers before returning to the official’s. ‘Please, he needs an ambulance. Urgently.’

‘This is an enemy soldier, yes?’ the officer volleyed back, pointing his gun at the man.

Father Jude stared up at the officer, a sheen of fear in his eyes, and nodded slowly.

‘He’s dying.’

The Hauptmann ripped the dog tags off the soldier and rubbed away the mud to read the man’s identity. ‘Australian Infantry.’ Then he aimed his revolver and shot the boy like a dog.
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Grace arrived home in the pitch of night to find the boarding house quiet. The nun was snoring and Clara was fast asleep with one pale arm lost in the green sock puppet. Bruno was curled on her bed. Grace peeled away her clothing and washed her body with a small flannel rag. The water was cold and it prickled her skin but did nothing to cleanse her spirit. She ran the flannel over her arms, down her décolletage, across her breasts, down her stomach, legs, feet, under her fingernails. Though the filth could be washed from her body, it would never be expunged from her mind. Her appreciation of time had altered today: one German soldier’s trigger finger had killed the hopes and dreams of a young Allied soldier and that of his family tree. Generations lost.

She dried herself, pulled on her nightgown and sat cross-legged on the bedroom floor, back turned to her roommates. Transfixed, she watched the dancing orange veils of a single tallow candle, unable to move, and for once in her life too exhausted to write. Nothing she could say would ever capture the reality of the German captain shooting the poor young Australian point blank. It replayed over and over in her mind. It would stay with her forever. Oh, the poor boy. What if that boy had been Avery Love? What if his life had been snuffed out just like that? What if the gun had been pointed at her? What if?

She reached inside the chimney, put her hand into the nook, brought the music box out and held it close to her heart, feeling hot tears of desperation swim in her eyes for all those lost and hurting.

A shadow appeared over her shoulder and she flinched. But a green head and two beady eyes twisted in front of her. Grace exhaled with relieved amusement as she turned to find Clara behind her, groggy but chuffed at having surprised Grace with Green Stephen. In this moment, there was nothing more beautiful to Grace than seeing the child recovered from her illness and happy, with her sock puppet. The world still turned.

Grace hugged her, and Clara patted Grace’s back like a little mother.


After laying Clara back down to sleep, Grace tucked the music box back in its hiding place and slipped under her own covers, and just before she blew out the candle she saw Clara’s lashes fluttering like a hummingbird, feigning sleep, like all good nosy children. Grace’s eyelids closed with the weight of the world on them. But in the quiet dark, before she drifted off to sleep, she heard light footsteps travelling down the hall. There was the unmistakable sound of the front door clicking open. Grace dragged herself out of bed to peer through the shutters. A tall hooded figure moved off down the street, and a breeze whipped the hood free, revealing Olga’s blonde hair bobbing into a long-nosed automobile. One that belonged to a German military official. Blue headlights illuminated the road and moved off like feelers into the night.

Another little piece of the bigger picture dropped into place.











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Grace stepped out the next morning to see the sky clearing to that frail mystical kind of French blue that had inspired poets and lovers for generations. It looked almost broken-hearted, up there, with its little wistful clouds. She dropped her news about Olga into the broom and then ventured towards the church. She needed to talk with Jude. She’d lain awake all night, horrific images stalking through her dreams. How had he coped these past five months? And how could he possibly reconcile all he’d witnessed last night with his faith?

Opening the door quietly, she found him there already, alone, on his knees in front of the altar. Head down, candles flickering, singing softly in Latin. His voice husky and sweet. Grace felt like a thief, standing in the shadows stealing this moment of intimacy; so pure an example of his devotion that she quietened her breathing so as not to disturb it. What was he praying for? Peace? Their mission? Or was it something more existential? She would probably never know. But what she did know was that she could see a man in deep, reverent love.

And she envied it. Not just because she felt incapable of reaching that kind of exaltation, but because in some small space inside her, she wondered what it would feel like to be loved by such a profound man.


She left the jar of calendula serum for him on a prie-dieu at the back of the church and made her way to the hospital, where the real work would begin.
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The former double-storey army barracks at Asfelt sat on the hill overlooking the neighbouring village of Torcy, and was one of sixteen German Lazaretts set up around Sedan. Many casualties flowed through the arteries of the train lines and converged here in the black heart of war.

The siren for falling in blared at seven-thirty am and Grace took her place with another dozen new recruits out in the courtyard in the shade of the hospital. Before her stood the matron, a big woman in her forties with an ample bosom, long legs and sharp cheekbones. Her thin top lip made her face seem fearsome in repose, but her smile in rare moments of pleasantry evoked an aristocratic elegance.

The bald-headed Oberarzt, was buzzing around, mouth tight as he assessed each nurse’s paperwork. Grace tried to catch his eye, but when his gaze met hers he simply nodded and moved on.

‘Excuse me, Oberarzt.’ She raised her hand.

‘Yes, Nurse Wettin?’

So he did remember her. ‘I wondered whether it would be possible to work with you.’

He looked bemused and tapped an arthritic pointer finger against his clipboard. ‘As you’re a multilingual Red Cross nurse it would be remiss of me to station you anywhere but the prisoners’ ward.’

Grace was immediately disappointed with herself. She should have known better. It was an ill-conceived, impatient request on her part. The wail of arriving ambulances distracted everyone and Grace found herself being mustered with a herd of doe-eyed new nurses towards the back door of the hospital and up the stairs behind an officious raven-haired charge nurse. From there they were grouped in twos and threes to shadow a more senior nurse.

‘Watch and listen to learn the ropes,’ the senior nurse said, pushing a trolley stacked with jars of carbolic soap, iodine solution, sorbolene cream, gauze pads, bandages and phials of morphia and aspirin.

‘Everyone, take a mask and put it over your nose and mouth. No exceptions.’

The trainees did as they were told, but the linen cloths did little to protect them from the rotten meaty stench of decay that hit them as soon as the ward door opened. It sent a couple of girls gagging and rushing for respite at an open window.

Grace steadied herself and ran her gaze around the two rows of iron cots facing each other. Some of the beds were strung with rope and pulleys and draped with injured limbs suspended on strings like marionettes in a macabre puppet show. She walked beside a young girl, Isabelle, and another woman, Jeanne, who stood at the back of the group as they moved from patient to patient, not wanting to see too much, and mewling her sadness at the mutilated bodies occupying each bed. But Grace stood forwards to observe closely as the senior nurse changed dressings and bathed patients and asked any men in a condition to respond, ‘How are you doing today?’

One thing Grace confirmed within the first half hour in this School of Human Misery was that the French POWs had a ferocious hatred of the Germans and would use any opportunity to undermine their enemy – not to mention something she’d always known, that bland questions would beget bland responses.

As she gradually took over duties and was given her own trolley, she treated injuries while assessing each man’s ability to converse.


She wheeled her trolley to a man sitting up with his eyes closed as if he was meditating. Henri: bowel fistula. She suppressed the urge to dry wretch at the stench caused by his condition, but Henri opened his eyes and was only too happy to speak of his children, where he’d been stationed, how he’d sustained his shrapnel wounds and what he’d seen of the German reinforcements arriving down south.

After Henri there was an Italian soldier, Enrico, with a bladder wound, which had made his urination painfully slow, and she stood silently while he strained for a drop while providing a hushed explanation of what he’d heard about the advance of the German troops towards the Aisne River: the number of trains seen moving westward and the fact that each train had thirty-six carriages. From there she could extrapolate the number of troops travelling that day.

Next there was a nuggety fellow with skin as brown as a walnut, and copper hair like hers. Private Percy Hamm. Australian Infantry. Mustard gas. He lay there with his face and torso mummified by bandages, silent and stoic despite the suppurating blisters beneath his dressings. His internal respiratory organs would also be blistered, and his chances of survival minimal. He was in no condition to talk. But she said a quiet prayer for the only Australian here, so far from home. There was little she could do for him but plunge the morphia-filled hypodermic into his thigh, then bathe his wretched, blistered eyes, which wept with the force of Niagara Falls.

She moved on to others, changing huge wads of stained gauze, trying to stop haemorrhages, reinserting rubber tubes into various body parts until flesh and bone became just things, components distinct from the men themselves. At least a third would die. But in their suffering, the ones who could speak, like Henri and Enrico, gifted her shreds of information she could stitch together and deposit in the broom cavity. It was not complicated intellectual work, but it was physically and emotionally difficult and a painful load to carry. Far heavier than sheets stained by every type of human extrusion, heavier than the limbs she had to hoist by pulleys, more crushing than the sight of amputees trying to pull themselves out of wheelchairs and hoist themselves into bed for the first time.

Later, she went to the bathroom, shut a cubicle door and slipped out her hairpin pen, dipped it into one of the apple-shaped enamel ampoules of ink she kept on the chain around her neck, and documented the important facts from the day on rice paper. She blew the ink till it dried, rolled the rice paper up, slipped it in her hair pin, dabbed her eyes and limped home.
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A week later, after a fourteen-hour shift, Grace sat in the kitchen in the glow of candlelight beside Jude and Sister Marie, watching Clara drawing pictures of Green Stephen with a nub of coloured crayon. They said not a word but smiled at one another as they heard the thrum, thrum, thrum of Allied bombers closing in. The sound of anti-aircraft fire boomed and air-raid sirens blared, but then came the thunderous crash and blast that told them one of the Allied bombers had blown the ordnance train to kingdom come. As the ammunition went off it shot a spectacular display of red sparks through their blackout shutters, and the phosphorescent splashes imprinted themselves on Grace’s memory as a lasting reminder of this minor victory.

Jude gripped her shoulder as she walked him to the back lane. ‘To us,’ he said quietly, and his touch was cool on her flesh, and his words fell softly on her cheek and stole her concentration for the rest of the night.
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Grace noticed the Australian sitting up alertly this morning as she began her rounds. She paused her trolley at the end of his cot to read his chart again: Private Percy Hamm. His copper hair poked up like a carrot top above his bandages. ‘You’re the first Australian I’ve had here,’ Grace said.

‘Probably a blessing in disguise, luv,’ he uttered through thick blistered lips, his voice a mere whisper. ‘There was only two of us taken prisoner – the other bloke, Stanley Williams, me mate, is dead.’

His Australian English was so strong it was like a different dialect. It would take a while to become attuned to his accent.

‘I’m glad to see you sitting up,’ Grace said, coming around to his bedside and taking his pulse.

‘Have you got morphia?’

She checked his chart. ‘You were given a dose an hour ago.’

‘It didn’t do a thing.’ His voice was barely audible. ‘The pain never goes away.’

She was reasonably confident that another measure wouldn’t overdose him so she plunged the needle into his thigh.

‘Thanks, luv,’ he whispered.

‘Let’s change these bandages.’

The blisters on his eyes had been weeping and the bandages around them were stuck to his lids with thick green-brown mucus. She rinsed a cloth in warm salty water and applied it to the area, then began peeling the fabric away. She could feel Percy Hamm’s muscles tensing, anticipating the tearing of the bandage; she glanced up and his mouth was set in a firm line. He nodded.

‘Bear with me,’ she whispered.

‘Just rip it off, for God’s sake.’ His fingers gripped the metal cot like a vice.

She moved her fingers tenderly, microscopically, along the fabric line, wheedling it away, seeing her father in her mind’s eye doing the very same thing for her when she’d skinned her knee as a child and the scab had fused with the bandages. Memories of pleasant, caring Papa had come to her more often since she’d been at the hospital.

Percy suppressed a cry; she watched his Adam’s apple bob to keep his emotion in. She saturated the bandage again and teased it off and, dear God, it finally came away.

‘Thanks, luv,’ he croaked. ‘And call me Blue.’

‘Where’s home, Blue?’ Grace asked, noting his Germanic surname.

‘Hail from a place called Germantown in Victoria. But it’s called Grovedale now, because of the German thing.’ He shrugged. ‘Whole lotta places had to change their names.’

Grace flicked the thermometer and slipped it under his armpit, but didn’t comment on the parallels to America. ‘Are you German too?’ she asked in a lowered voice.

‘Only half.’

‘You speak German?’

‘Fluent, luv. It’s the only thing that keeps me entertained in here, listening to the nurses talk when they think I can’t understand what they’re saying.’

Grace held a cup of water to Blue’s lips and he sipped.

‘Quite illuminating, it is. I may not have eyes anymore, but my ears are as keen as mustard and this ward runs hot on gossip.’

‘What have you heard lately?’

He lowered his voice. ‘The American Marines are battling hard at Belleau Wood. The matron has been talking about new dressing stations down south near Chateau Thierry – apparently the Fritz are gearing up again for another push.’

‘Fascinating. When?’

‘Mid-July, I think.’ Blue’s cheeks lost their pomp. ‘You’re not going to say anything, are you?’


‘Absolutely not. Keep an ear out for me, would you?’

‘No worries, luv.’

Love. There was that word again. She held his hand long after the thermometer had registered a perfect ninety-eight point six degrees, wondering how far the networks of Australian soldiers might extend. ‘You don’t know a fellow by the name of Avery Love, do you? He’s Australian too – maybe from South Australia?’

Blue tried to laugh but it came out as a cough.

‘Love? Luv, there’s been half a million of us fighting over here in the last four years and a lot of us are dead or wish we could be. But I’ll ask round.’
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A smoke haze lay over everything after heavy shelling, and on days when bombs came too close a fine layer of gritty dust settled over the buildings and over Grace’s skin as it did tonight on her way home after work. She could taste it. And she could barely wait to wash, but first she slowed to search her shortcut through the forest for anything vaguely edible, knowing stomachs could be filled these days by a bowl of berries or nettles. Bruno met her at the end of the path, tail windmilling at the sight of her. It had been agreed that he should escort her home given Sedan was heaving with soldiers and secret police after the bombing of the ordnance trains.

That night had made grist for the hospital rumour mill ever since. Word was von Froelander had taken the attack personally and had publicly vowed to capitally punish anyone connected to the ambush. And it was whispered he’d planted a raft of new informants around town, one of whom Grace suspected was the raven-haired charge nurse.

At the boarding house Clara’s nose was pressed to the front window, but she disappeared as Grace approached. Grace hung her white cape inside the front door and Clara ran to hug Grace’s leg, then stood on one of Grace’s feet to ride to the washroom.

While Grace slipped her rice-paper notes into the broom tip, Clara went to the swing and wriggled her little bottom into place.

‘Can you swing me, Gabrielle?’ she called.

‘Yes of course, cherie,’ Grace yelled back, ‘just as soon as I wash.’

Grace washed her hands and face, noting that the bonsai was looking neglected and the swan planter was still facing in. It had been weeks since she and Jude had met in private.

‘Are you coming?’ Clara called again. ‘I’ve been waiting all day.’

‘Here I am!’ Grace reappeared and began pushing the swing, finding the rhythm settling, even hypnotic. ‘Now when I push, straighten your legs out and lean back a bit.’

Clara flung her legs out, swinging up in a pendulous arc that sent her high into the air. She bubbled a laugh.

‘Can we count the swings?’

‘Of course!’ And they began counting Clara’s swings, up to twenty, over and over again. And instead of rushing to the next thing, Grace taught Clara how to use her legs and body weight to swing herself, and Clara laughed at the sensation of flight, while Grace let herself succumb to the moment.

‘Can we do a story tonight, Gabrielle?’

‘Of course, what story would you like?’

‘Bees.’

‘You know bees have six knees?’

Clara giggled.

‘And special collectors on the ends of their legs. And poison in their tail.’

Clara’s hair flew backwards and forwards like a mop, the motion like the wash of the ocean, helping to cleanse the wounds of the day. As twilight enveloped them the angel’s trumpets released their sweet fragrance, and Grace plucked a flower and took it to their room, where she and Clara set it in the pickle jar on the milking stool, the perfume combining the memories of Grace’s French home with those of her American home. She joined the other women in the kitchen, peeling potatoes, cutting cabbage, and eating hungrily in silence.


Day twenty-seven:

The work is exhausting, she wrote. Though my grapevine is bearing good fruit. The fighting has kept the casualties coming. Rumour has it VF is on the warpath.


Day thirty-something:

Henri with the bowel fistula died today. Enrico the Italian has been repatriated to Switzerland. Percy Hamm is on the improve. Yesterday Olga was arrested for trying to get to Bazeilles for milk and butter without a pass, so she’s in prison for three days. That’s how bad it is: jailed for wanting to feed your child butter and milk. The potato patch has been raided and all the tubers have gone and we are down to our last stores. We are hungry all the time. So do I take the apricots from the officer’s garden? Do I risk it? The men who kindly poured water for thirsty German horses the day I arrived were discovered a week later, shot, their bodies dumped in the Meuse. I knew those horses would get colic! I’ve not made real inroads. But at least I’m writing. There are so many stories to piece together amidst all this suffering.













CHAPTER NINETEEN




AVERY
 EARLY JULY 1918

A squeal of pain shot through Avery’s body and exploded behind his eyes. He felt the bullet belatedly, entering his heel as he lay doggo waiting for the fusillade to abate. Blood was spurting out of the exit wound in his thigh. He couldn’t hear his own voice yelling for a stretcher through the crash of the potato mashers as they hit the ground in front of him, the rattle of machine-gun fire bursting in volleys over his head, obliterating everything except thoughts about the brevity of life, his love for Lottie and the chords of the music stuck in his head.

The firing paused and Avery looked up from beneath his tin lid over the edge of the crater to see poor old Donk lying on his side. Nostrils flaring, trying to raise his head, his four legs seesawing up and down trying to get the momentum to stand. But every time he moved it was an effort. His sturdy donk was exhausted. He blinked back at Avery like he was apologising.

‘Come on, Donk, come on now, mate, you can do it, off you go. Leave me. I’ll be right.’

His donk brayed. Avery stared into the eyes of his beloved companion. His donk, his brave donk. The light in the animal’s eyes flared and he rolled to his knees. ‘Good boy! Go, Go.’ And, miracle of all miracles, Donk raised himself and climbed the crater wall, then cantered off towards the woods. It gave Avery a surge of energy and he found a fresh wave of hope. ‘How do we get out of this shit?’ Avery asked a man lying to his far left.

‘Try for the trees, Private,’ the man grunted between shellfire bursts. ‘The only hope is over there. The forest.’ He nodded at the patch of green at the edge of the clearing beyond the tumbleweed of barbed wire.

‘Come on, Private,’ the man to his left bellowed. ‘Keep your head down.’

No shit!

The blood loss made Avery dizzy, but he moved on, grappling with the briny black-brown brew. A game of inches. If only he had his music box. It had saved him from just about every one of life’s calamities so far: scrapping out a decent living for himself and Mam in Port Augusta, the long days laying the Trans-Australian Railway in the insufferable heat of the desert – funny thing that surviving the army of marauding outback blowflies had been sound preparation for this life. They buzzed around his open wound now and he slapped at them.

Oh life! I want you so badly.

At least he had the death letter in his pocket – he’d written it to Lottie in case he passed. It would tell her the truth of his life, or what he could remember, anyway.

Guttural shouts and rapid rifle fire encroached. Jackboots. The wooded area was so close now. It looks so green and cool and peaceful.

‘Mate!’ a living corpse called. Avery looked over. The man’s eye was missing. ‘Mate. Could ya spare a fag?’

Avery slipped his hand into his pocket. Lit a smoke for the poor bastard then slung it to him, and he grappled for it.

‘Bloody bewdy! Good luck to ya, cobber.’


Avery swelled with a strange sort of pride for his countrymen. So stoic, and humorous and positive: this man dying with a Camel in his mouth and poetic understatement on his lips. Bloody beauty. Who would think to put those two words together as an expression of gratitude? Only diggers.

He sat up against the stump of a tree, ripped off a sleeve and tied it as a tourniquet around his thigh to slow the bleeding. He closed his eyes and waited for what was to come, for it was no longer up to him. He looked to the sky to see the early-morning fog and the crisp blue beyond it, and felt as though he was flying. Somewhere up there, on the wings of a gull, soaring home again across the sea. He was winging his way over a huge sailboat with a long deck, where men in white trousers and women in fancy beribboned hats and long gowns tied with bright bows played a game with a puck. And now he was on the boat, as a boy. He remembered his own big striped green-and-white knitted hat and matching scarf. He loved being up there on the deck, watching the seabirds cawing and swooping at the pointy end of the ship, the dolphins larking about in the bow waves: he even loved the way the ship lurched up the side of a wave and crashed down on the other. It made him frightened and thrilled all at the same time. He would stand up there with the wind in his hair and laugh his head off.

Good boy. Good boy, Avery, he heard his mam say as a wave came over the bow. It swamped him. Just keep breathing, he heard Mam say, and he licked his lips. The water didn’t taste like seawater: it tasted like shit and grown men’s tears.

He closed his weepy eyes, trying to see Lottie and Mam in his mind. He’d heard it said that you see a white light at death, but it wasn’t a light he saw. It was the waves of a melody, and he was climbing aboard their drift. The enemy could take almost everything else, but they could never touch the music. In the twilight between life and death he travelled with it.


‘Amazing Grace,’ he croaked. ‘How sweet the sound . . . that saved a wretch like me.’ The words led him to a safe place. He was going home. Except it wasn’t just the stone home with the verandah squatting in the shadow of the Flinders Ranges, it was another place with skinny streets and tall brick houses that looked to be made of the same mud that was slowly encasing his limbs.

His head lowered, his breathing slowed and he felt Mother Earth sucking him back into her womb. Who could he see in the distance? Ahh. It was Lottie and Mam hand in hand, and behind them a tall, dark-haired man.

His papa?

Or was it the bad man Mam had warned him about?

He couldn’t tell – sometimes in his dreams they looked the same.

He reared up for air and gave an urgent gasp.

German soldiers, Mam whispered. Keep your head down, my love.
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Through the eyes of a giant, Grace thought, as she made her way to the hospital on a warm July morning, Asfelt might look like a dolls’ house. But if the giant took the roof off and looked inside he would find doctors, nurses, orderlies, patients and POWs stuffed in like broken, mutilated toys, exhausted by the constant ravages of war and immune to the smell of sepsis. And he’d see Grace as just another nurse, moving around like an ant, trying to undermine the German war machine while dodging sentries, the German field police and awkward questions fired at her by Olga.

In this pattern her days turned, like a record on a gramophone turntable, round and round and round. The giant would see her begin her day by showing her papers to Heinz the sentry on her way to the hospital in her whites, then heading up to the POWs’ ward to deal with men in the throes of death who wanted to tell her their secrets. He would have noticed that she often worked double shifts and overtime to ensure she found her way into the good graces of the Oberarzt and the keen-eyed matron, while Blue and other patients continued to furnish her with details on the reported movements of dressing stations and field hospitals.

At the end of each day she scoured the path home for berries with Bruno by her side, then arrived at the boarding house to find Clara waiting, and the treacly droplets of affection that formed in her heart at the sight of her would refill her sense of purpose. Something else inside of Grace was changing too. It wasn’t just the perpetual gnawing of hunger. It was something more painful; the stirrings of love, perhaps. And it frightened her, because it brought a vulnerability that she’d always considered herself immune to.

Grace finally arrived at the hospital that morning just as a squadron of ambulances screamed in at a blistering pace, riding roughshod over old rose beds and churning up the gravel. She was nodded through by the sentry, and greeted at the nurses’ station upstairs (if you could call a chart shoved to the chest a greeting) by the matron, who ran her thin tapered nose over Grace’s habit like she was sniffing out a traitor. She clicked her fingers to bring Grace to attention.

‘Are you all there, Wettin?’

‘Pardon – yes. I was just thinking—’

‘Thinking is a dangerous pastime here.’ She flicked through a folio of notes in her arms. ‘Though your patient observation charts are highly commendable.’ The thin lines radiating from Matron’s lips looked like volcanic fissures, but Grace had some sympathy for her: she might be embittered but she was a stalwart. Every now and then she caught her smiling at a patient or rustling up a pack of cards for the men’s entertainment.


‘Perhaps I would be better suited to something clerical,’ Grace offered, trying to short-circuit her way to administration.

Matron held up her red, chapped hand. ‘Everyone would be better suited to clerical: you know most of the women here are nuns who’ve drawn the short straw, or old women who have nothing better to do than scratch their backs with knitting needles since there is no wool for them to knit with. Just get on with it.’ She shoved a tray of phials into Grace’s hands. ‘Apparently there’s a new strain of influenza going round, and the doctors are on high alert. Masks are mandatory, ladies! The Oberarzt’s aide has already been laid low. Now, orders are to apply the petroleum jelly and menthol to every nasal passage and to wash all mouths out with iodine and liquid albolene: do it before you see to the other needs of the patients.’

Grace blinked, feeling dizzy at the word influenza. She hung a stethoscope round her neck and wheeled her trolley slowly towards the ward, glancing into the assembly yard, where in the pinking of dawn she could just make out three new tents being erected and duckboards being laid. She fixed her mask with a double knot before starting her rounds, and as she closed the door to the ward she searched for Jude, but sheets had been pulled around every bed. Precautionary, she hoped.

Grace had only seen Jude sporadically, at church and coming to and from the boarding house, and in glimpses in the salle de mort – the room of death – as he gave the Catholics their final blessings. Sometimes in the ward they’d attend to the needs of the same patient, but kept silent, knowing that if they themselves were listening for slips of the tongue, others in their vicinity would be too. Thus Sister Marie had been their go-between, and had mentioned to Grace that Father Jude been to Charleville, Illy and Mouzon this past week.


When she approached Percy Hamm, he swivelled his head towards her at the sound of her clicking heels, and she saw that his face was beginning to heal into a ruddy yet raw complexion.

‘You got a girl, Blue?’ Grace asked, to satisfy the curious ears of the hovering charge nurse.

Suddenly, exquisitely, his eyes filled with tears. He rubbed them away with a fist, like a child.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’

‘I never told you the truth.’ His chin quivered. ‘I have a girl.’

‘Oh, Blue! That’s wonderful! What’s her name? How did you meet?’

‘Matilda, and I’ve known her since birth.’

‘Childhood sweetheart?’

‘Daughter.’

‘A daughter? How old?’

‘Eleven.’

‘Is she at home with your wife?’

He shook his head and swiped at a tear. ‘It’s always been just her and me. Her mother died giving birth.’

‘Oh I’m sorry, so sorry. But you’re recovering so well you might be in Switzerland before you know it and home to see her agai—’ She stopped. She’d shone an exploratory light into his damaged eyes enough times to know he would never see again.

‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘I’m fine.’ He sniffed. ‘That’s why I don’t talk about it. Makes me Blue. By name and by nature.’ He laughed wryly. ‘Anyway,’ he whispered as Grace leaned over and plumped his pillows, ‘there’s talk about a million German reserves making their way out of Wipers.’

‘Do you mean Ypres?’

‘Tom-ay-to, Tom-ah-to. And a diversionary attack by the Huns along the Marne, east of Reims. They’re saying that advanced dressing stations need to be fully operational by July fifteen.’

The charge nurse moved closer to them and Grace broadened her smile. ‘Here,’ she said loudly, and wrapped Blue’s fingers around a cup of mouthwash. ‘Rinse and spit.’ Then she lowered her voice. ‘Thank you, Blue.’

He gave a brave smile, with teeth like big tombstones. ‘Wait,’ he whispered. ‘About your friend Avery Love. One of the Scottish blokes reckons he was taken prisoner recently somewhere around Loos on Haynot.’

Grace froze. ‘You mean Leuze-en-Hainaut?’

‘That’s what I said.’

‘Where’s the Scotsman?’ She poked her head up like a meerkat and scanned the room. ‘Which bed?’

‘Ahh bugger it – he died last night. And that’s all I know.’ He grimaced in pain. ‘You got morphia?’

‘Of course,’ she said, readying the hypodermic but lost in a swirl of thoughts. She injected Blue and waited for the flush of relief to relax his face. But the matron was coming towards her to chivvy her along.

‘I’ve got to go. I’ll see you tomorrow, Blue.’
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Grace’s routine continued over the next weeks; she gleaned what she could and stopped at Blue for a fraction longer than the rest, taking great satisfaction in his gradual healing. This afternoon he was whispering about the ongoing battles at the Marne when a burst of excitement erupted in the ward. Nurses abandoned their trolleys and streamed towards the second-floor window while the words major and police and Black Maria caught Grace’s ear. Her heart galloped and she raced to the window to peer over the shoulders of others, but only managed a glimpse of a police car. Matron clapped her hands. ‘Back to work!’ she bellowed and everyone scuttled, but the speculation was loose and it ripped through the ward like wildfire.

‘It’s Major von Froelander arriving with a large contingent of others,’ Jeanne said, leaning in to Grace as she pushed her trolley past.

Grace’s stomach dropped and she wiped her sweaty hands down her skirt as she hastened back to Blue.

He raised his brows as she reached him. ‘Incoming,’ he said in a low voice. ‘Charge nurse.’ Brisk footsteps stopped behind her and Grace turned. The charge nurse stared at her like a character from Goya’s Black period.

‘Fräulein, you are required downstairs. The matron will escort you to the Oberarzt’s office immediately.’











CHAPTER TWENTY




MID-JULY 1918

Grace could hear nothing but the sound of her blood rushing in her ears as she walked downstairs in the footsteps of the matron, who flashed her sharp features over her shoulder.

‘There’s something different about you, Wettin,’ said Matron. ‘Rest assured, I’ve had my eye on you. We’ve all been warned about the Red Cross workers and what excellent turncoats they make.’

Grace’s mouth dried as the matron knocked on the Oberarzt’s door.

‘Enter.’

Grace stepped into a gloomy room of dark walnut wainscotting where the solemn faces of five men were lit by striated shafts of dust-laden light: the Oberarzt behind his desk, still wearing surgical garb and a scarf around his head like a skullcap, and Major von Froelander perched imperiously on a Chesterfield, puffing on a cigarillo. Father Jude sat in the chair opposite. And, in the large leather wingback, holding court in the centre, was a balding, elegantly dressed man with dark eyes and a familiar moustachioed face: Prince Maximilian of Baden. Beside the Prince sat a squat man with paunchy cheeks and a receding chin.

‘Fräulein Wettin,’ said the doctor, ‘take a seat.’ He indicated a stiff-backed wooden chair next to von Froelander, and Grace could feel the major’s gaze riveted on her. ‘Prince Maximilian von Baden and his aide Herr Kruppe would like to have a word with you and Abbé Benoit.’

Grace’s chest felt like the old Otis elevator thunking skywards and sending her blood pressure rocketing with it. She sat and gave a curt complaisant smile to hide her rising sense of entrapment. Her eyes caught Jude’s briefly; he looked like he’d barely slept.

‘I’m not sure if you are aware,’ said the doctor, ‘but Prince Maximilian is the president of the Baden section of the German Red Cross and an advocate for POWs inside and outside Germany.’

Grace said nothing. She’d studied his background in detail while in Paris waiting for her forged papers, having remembered him from a holiday to the Duchy of Baden with her parents when she was a child.

She stood to shake his hand and offer a sort of bow. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.’

He gestured for her to sit again, showing no sign of recollection, and resumed his own central seat.

An orderly arranged a teapot and cups on the coffee table, along with sugar and lemon.

The major watched everyone take their first sip before he did.

‘I’m here, Fräulein,’ said the prince, ‘to say thank you to the woman who saved the life of one of my oldest friends, Captain Imhoff. He has waxed on about the fearless female who saved his femoral artery by splinting his broken leg and also about the tireless priest who helped to carry his stretcher. And here you both are!’

‘Indeed.’ Grace smiled, relief tingling through her. ‘I try to make all men as comfortable as possible, whether out on the field or here at the hospital. Though I take pity on the POWs so far away from home, as their Red Cross parcels rarely get through, so they’re not permitted comforts from home, nor news from their loved ones.’

‘You are to be commended,’ said the prince, smiling broadly. ‘Major von Froelander, I’d like details about the parcels delivered to POWs through the Sedan exchange as soon as possible. It’s important the prisoners get messages from home, otherwise their state of mind becomes their biggest enemy.’

‘I have the reports here,’ said the major, settling his briefcase on his knees and twisting the combination lock on the top. Grace made out a stack of meticulously ordered folders inside, labelled in black calligraphy: Infrastructure and Fortifications; Field Munitions; Geheimen Feldpolizei; and something beginning with Depo. Depot? Or deportations?

The major snapped the briefcase shut. ‘Here, Your Highness.’ He handed over a folder with an obsequious smile.

‘Actually,’ said Herr Kruppe, ‘it would be good to have—’

‘I have more news too’ – the major spoke over Kruppe – ‘on the bombing of the ordnance trains.’

Kruppe sat back, face reddening with the interruption. He folded his arms across his chest.

‘We are on the trail of the information leak,’ von Froelander continued. ‘It shouldn’t be long before we catch the perpetrators. I have a codename, “The Minnow”. “Le Vairon”, the French call him.’

Grace’s and Jude’s eyes met briefly.

‘That conversation might befit a less public occasion,’ said Herr Kruppe crisply, turning away. Prince Maximilian nodded.

Grace felt the colour drain from her face, and she kept her head low, trying to steady her racing heart. Despite this angst, she’d read the dynamics between the men as clearly as she’d read the body language in editorial meetings at the Times; Kruppe had the power and the major was grovelling to the wrong person.


‘I see you are erecting new tents outside,’ said the prince, deftly changing tack.

‘That is to cope with this new Blitzkatarrh.’ The doctor gave a glassy-eyed toast to the kaiser’s portrait. ‘As if typhoid, dysentery, measles and pneumonia aren’t enough to deal with, now we have this terrible flu. Thousands of troops at the Western Front have been laid low. The kaiser is down with it too.’

Jude cleared his throat. ‘I’ve seen it too. I’ve seen young women and children dying with this grippe. Is there any way to stop it? The civilians are bereft of medical help’ – he spread his palms in appeal – ‘and there’s not even enough fresh fruit to keep the population from getting sick. Can you help with medicines?’

The doctor sighed and lit his pipe. ‘My hands are tied, Abbé. I have no capacity.’ He waved a grey folder of paperwork. ‘Everything is restricted – but there are apricots going to waste in the cook’s orchard. Perhaps Fräulein Wettin can find time to gather them this week.’

Father Jude exhaled and stared blankly at the wall.

A knock at the door preceded an orderly’s head. ‘Excuse me, but there is a telephone call for the prince.’

‘Tell them to wait – we’ve only just got started,’ von Baden said.

The man disappeared.

‘Fräulein Wettin, would you please go and—’ the Oberarzt began.

‘Now Wettin, Wettin.’ Prince Maximilian put a finger to his lips. ‘How do I know that name?’

‘You may remember my father, Hans Wettin?’ Grace ventured, seeking a spark of recognition in the prince’s eyes. ‘He was a surgeon with the Prussian army. I think you might have met in Leipzig.’


‘No! You are Hans Wettin’s daughter? Wonders! Dr Schweizer’ – the prince nodded towards the Oberarzt – ‘I trust you are treating this young woman well?’

The Oberarzt made a mumbling noise of agreement while sucking on his pipe.

‘Her father was Hans Wettin, a famous Prussian army surgeon descended from dukes of the Albertine line, no less.’

From the corner of her eye, she detected a shift in Major von Froelander’s expression, from indifference to curiosity.

The Oberarzt gave a pointed smile. ‘Actually, it’s timely that you mention that, Your Highness – I was just thinking that you, Fräulein Wettin, would make an excellent replacement for my aide while she is off work.’

‘That would be my honour, sir.’ Grace leaped in. ‘Would you like me to start tomorrow? I can shift my day off if need be.’

‘Take two days off, Fräulein – I insist!’ the doctor said magnanimously, winning himself a warm smile of approval from the prince.

There was another urgent rap at the door and the orderly poked his head in again. ‘My apologies, meine herren. They say it’s urgent.’

‘Ach, gentlemen, Fräulein, I’d better go. But, Fräulein, we must resume this conversation at another time. Your father was a great surgeon and a greater man. I blame the war for what happened to him; no one is ever the same after war.’ He bowed and walked out with Herr Kruppe.

Grace spotted the fountain pen the aide had left on the coffee table in his haste. She picked it up and rushed down the hallway after them. ‘Excuse me, Your Highness, Herr Kruppe, your pen.’ She handed it over.

‘You make a habit of being a life saver, do you?’ said the prince, smiling. ‘Your father’s daughter.’


She smiled, feeling her cheeks flush. ‘I do try . . . and this might be a bit forward of me, but I have an Australian patient who has been separated from his friend and who has had no news of him. I was wondering whether you might help to locate the man? Just to give reassurance he is safe?’ Grace knew the prince had a liberal attitude to social issues and often sided with the marginalised, and she hoped her instincts would pay off.

‘It’s highly irregular. But in this instance . . . Where might he have been taken prisoner?’

‘Perhaps Leuze-en-Hainaut.’

Kruppe took out his notebook just as Grace heard Father Jude’s footsteps behind her.

‘I’ll see what I can do. What’s his name?’

‘Avery Love.’

‘Where’s the prison again?’

‘Leuze, I think.’

‘Leave it with me.’

‘Thank you, sir, for your kindness.’

‘It costs nothing, Fräulein. If you ever need anything else from me, please don’t hesitate.’ He smiled and Kruppe handed her the prince’s calling card. ‘And who knows how these things might contribute to an end to the dreadful circumstances in which we find ourselves?’

Grace gave an affable smile, but inside she was leaping with joy. She said a final goodbye to the prince and then turned, intending to return to the Oberarzt’s office.

When the men had disappeared into another room, Father Jude leaned into her ear, clearly agitated. ‘What were you doing asking about some prisoner in Leuze? You want to blow everything? Are you trying to drop breadcrumbs that lead right to our door?’ He shook his head; it was the first time she’d felt any hint of rancour from him.


‘I think I might have found a missing person from . . . before. Something good out of all this bad.’

‘Not from . . . the Times?’ he queried, eyes widening with disbelief.

She nodded, smiling. ‘Avery Love. The case of the missing mus—’

‘Grace!’ he said, exasperated. ‘Arrests have tripled in the last four weeks. You heard the major say his vampires have a lead on the bombing of the ordnance train, and the codename! Why risk it?’

She dropped her head. ‘I’m sorry, I was just trying to help someone.’

He shook his head and sighed. ‘Von Froelander has just ordered me to prepare a soldier’s Mass for tomorrow, but I will drop into the boarding house later. I have something we need to discuss urgently.’

‘What is it?’

They looked up as the Oberarzt poked his head out of the office door.

‘Fräulein Wettin,’ said the Oberarzt, ‘I need you back in here immediately.’

As she re-entered the doctor’s office, he handed her a stack of folders. ‘You may as well start immediately and file these papers for me, and’ – he scribbled out a pharmacie requisition slip – ‘type this up then have it filled before you leave for the day.’

‘Certainly,’ she said promptly. She read the requisition for morphia, aspirin, quinine, digitalis, strychnine. ‘And the prisoners? Do you have any idea when their supplies will be replenished?’

Von Froelander gave a scornful snort.

‘They won’t,’ said the doctor. ‘The priority is our men, especially now there are big movements towards St Quentin.’


‘But just a little morphia for the POWs?’

‘We can now only give the prisoners a placebo, Fräulein. I am hoping that with the prince’s attention now firmly on this hospital, thanks to you, we might be able to gain the leverage we need to get extra supplies.’

‘A placebo?’ she repeated, aghast, still processing the implications. ‘They are suffering with nothing more than saline in their veins?’

‘Move on, Fräulein.’

Leaving the Oberarzt and the major behind closed doors, Grace sat at her new desk and squinted at the doctor’s almost illegible scrawl, trying to make it out. How easy it would be to make one or two little mistakes; natural for a newcomer struggling to interpret the doctor’s handwriting. Perhaps she could get a little morphia for Blue. Her hands hovered over the keys, but she heard the General’s voice in her ear. Patience. She tamed her instincts.

On her return from the dispensary, the doctor examined the typed requisition slip against his handwritten one. ‘Gut. Danke. Make the most of your days off, Fräulein – they will be the last for some time.’

‘And I’ll drive you home,’ said von Froelander, standing abruptly, briefcase clutched tight in his hand.

‘Actually – no, I . . .’ She caught the doctor’s eye, registering his pointed gaze and taking it as a warning. ‘I . . . I am just as happy to walk.’

‘Nonsense, there is something I’d like to discuss with you, Fräulein; it would give us the time we need.’

She tried to think of a way to excuse herself, but the major clicked his heels and hooked out his elbow. And she had no choice.
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The plush navy-blue interior of the long-nosed Mercedes smelled of new leather, cigarillo smoke and peppermint as Grace took her seat, knowing she was trapped in the same place Olga had been. Her heart thudded while she tried to affect a cool exterior, and what came to mind, surprisingly, was pretty chestnut-haired May from Sing Sing, and her sage advice about survival.

‘What do you think I want, Gabrielle?’ The major leaned back and appraised her with a feline gaze as the car moved off into the grey twilight.

‘To torment people,’ she said, meaning it seriously.

‘Now you’re making me sound romantic.’ He chuckled, leaning across to a drinks cabinet and pouring himself a whisky. ‘No – I want to apologise.’ He threw back his drink. ‘I was prepared to think the worst of you, but you have acquitted yourself well: all of your references in Brussels checked out, and Prince Maximilian may well be the next German Chancellor if the kaiser doesn’t last. I had no idea you were so well connected.’

‘There’s a lot you don’t know about me,’ Grace said stiffly, trying to manifest the haughty self-confidence of a Prussian aristocrat.

‘And that’s what intrigues me.’ He moved closer, knee touching hers. She had a flash of repulsion and heard May in her head. Always go for the weakness. What was his weakness?

‘I was thinking you could help me,’ he said.

Grace almost sang ‘hallelujah’: she’d imagined this to be a prelude to seduction, but he was bringing her a business proposition.

‘If you hear anyone speaking ill of the army, or trying to pass messages against us, you will let me know. We have reason to believe local Sedanais have been behind the recent sabotage of valuable German holdings.’

‘I don’t want to promise what I may not be able to deliver. I really don’t hear much, and I don’t want to disappoint you.’ She gave a forced smile as the auto turned into her street and drew up outside the boarding house, idling. ‘But who specifically should I be listening to?’

‘Everyone. Including the Abbé – he seems to have an unnatural fixation with your boarding house. And I wonder whether it’s the attraction of unattached women’ – he picked his fingernails blithely – ‘or unattached children.’

Grace stared at him, speechless at the suggestion of impropriety.

His lips curved in a smile of solicitation, then he slid a hand around the back of her neck and rubbed it. Her chest tightened as his fingers strayed into her hair and began to stroke it.

‘Next week, when I’m back from Brussels, we will discuss this further. Till then . . .’ He bent his head and looked into her eyes, just as her stomach gurgled with hunger.

‘What’s that noise?’ He looked up and around, confused.

‘It’s my stomach, sir.’

‘You’re hungry?’

She nodded.

‘Hmmph!’ He blinked. Then he bent his head again and she closed her eyes as he kissed her cheeks, and then her lips, but not with an open mouth. It was a tentative graze. She braced, waiting for more, but he pulled away, got out of the car, went to the passenger side door and opened it for her, chivalrous as a knight.

As she stepped out of the vehicle, a shadow rose from the stoop, hackles raised, emitting a subterranean growl, and Father Jude emerged from the shadows behind Bruno.

‘Abbé Benoit! Back so soon?’ The major fixed his cap on his head with two hands and gave a derisive smile. ‘I hope you have all in readiness for the soldier’s Mass tomorrow?’

Jude nodded, making his way to stand next to Grace.

‘I should remind you,’ the major said, raising his voice to cut across Bruno’s growl, ‘that wolf is a drain on our town’s resources and your dog tax is well overdue.’

‘Please, Major!’ Grace said, with one hand at Bruno’s scruff, trying to quiet him while loosening her watch and slipping it from her wrist. ‘Here.’ She held it out to the major. ‘Take my watch as payment for the dog tax. Please. Take it. Bruno is my dog as much as the Abbé’s. Any injury to him is an injury to me.’

The major pocketed the watch without compunction just as the front door creaked open, and they all turned to see Clara standing there in her white nightgown, blonde hair adorably dishevelled, rubbing her eyes with a scrap of torn blanket.

‘Gabrielle?’ she whispered, eyes wide.

Grace went to her and knelt. ‘Go back to bed, I’ll be along.’

The major crouched down to Clara too. ‘And who do we have here? A little elfin!’

Clara stepped back, rubbing her blankie against her cheek. The tension in Grace’s stomach twisted and she moved to take Clara back inside, but the major caught her arm. ‘Just a moment, Fräulein.’

He held out a black-gloved hand to Clara, making a maleficent spectacle in the darkness. ‘What is your name?’

Timidly, Clara put her hand into the major’s. ‘Clara.’

‘There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?’ He stood abruptly, grabbed his flashlight and aimed it at the list of household occupants pinned to the boarding house door. ‘Ach. Clara Lallement. Pretty name for a pretty little girl.’ He smiled at Grace. ‘Good night. I thank you for your company, Fräulein. And I will be in touch about the monument visit I mentioned when we first crossed paths. It’s high time we went together and I am very much looking forward to it.’

The major’s Benz disappeared into the billowy dark.
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Sitting at the kitchen bench, Grace unpinned her hair and raked her fingers through its knots, curls tumbling over her face to hide the welling tears. She’d rather lie down and wrap her arms around Clara than have to front Father Jude right now. But she heard his footsteps coming down the hall and stopping as other women came out of their rooms.

‘Everything is fine,’ she could hear him reassuring them. ‘No. Not to worry, she is safe now. Yes, Olga, she is safe. Go back to bed, ladies.’

Grace wiped a tear away as he sat down next to her, just candlelight between them. His angst showed in the ropey veins in his neck and the flattened line of his lips.

‘Are you all right?’

She looked into the flame and nodded.

‘What happened, what did he want?’

‘He wants me to report on the household.’ She kept her voice down. ‘He mentioned you specifically.’

A muscle in Jude’s cheek flinched. He massaged his eyelids with his thumbs and forefingers. ‘He must have something. Are you sure you’re all right?’

‘I’m fine, honestly. Just frightened.’

He nodded, looking unconvinced and slightly distracted, fidgeting with his clerical collar.

‘Has your rash flared?’ she asked. ‘I have more serum.’

‘No, thank you, but there is something I need your help with.’ From beneath his collar he slipped out a piece of rice paper. ‘This came today and no one has managed to decipher it. Can you try?’

Grace caught the sound of little footsteps arriving behind them and slid the rice paper quickly into her pocket.

Clara wandered in, and Jude swung her up to settle in his lap.


‘I waited for you so long today, Gabrielle.’ Clara knuckled an eye then unrolled a small scrap of paper hidden in her hand. ‘I made this for you.’

A flush of emotion tingled Grace’s nose as she made out the stick-figure picture. At the top Clara had written her name with back-to-front As.

‘Thank you, Clara. This is the best picture I have ever been given.’ As depleted as Grace felt, as bedevilled by everything, the sight of Clara’s wide-eyed earnestness, her sleepy sweetness, and the picture of a lady in a white cloak, a man in a black suit, a little girl with blonde hair, a caterpillar and a dog standing beneath a rainbow, filled her with a sense of family she’d long thought impossible.

‘Your eyes are all red.’ Clara ran a finger down Grace’s cheek. ‘You look sad. Are you scared of the major too?’

‘No, I love my picture, that’s all.’

‘So do I,’ said Jude.

Clara wrapped her arms around them both and Jude issued Grace a look for which she had no name. But in it she saw everything they’d shared: the time in her basement, discussions about authors at her kitchen table, conversations about his concert, his exquisite rendition of ‘Amazing Grace’ and his visit to Sing Sing.

They stayed there holding each other in a little triptych of comfort that would stay in Grace’s memory as long as she lived.

‘I need to go,’ Jude finally whispered in Grace’s ear. ‘Good luck.’
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Grace could barely wait to get started on the code, but first she helped Clara into bed.

Her tiny body, ribs pressing through her skin like a birdcage covered by a cloth, almost broke Grace’s heart. It was a true miracle Clara hadn’t had her innocence damaged irrevocably by her brutal initiation to life. Innocence was a gift that kept the world tasting sweet and optimistic. She wanted that for Clara. She deserved that gift of wonder and awe and joy. Grace remembered her conversation with Father Jude in prison, when he’d asked if she believed in miracles.

‘No,’ she’d answered so smugly.

Perhaps her take on miracles, at least, was changing.

She hugged Clara goodnight, enjoying the feel of the child’s warm body against hers, the sense of nourishment she gave and received as a result of caring for someone other than herself. And in that moment, she knew love. Pure, shining, take-a-bullet kind of love. And she decided that when this was over, one way or another, if she could, she would adopt Clara.

On hearing the low, slow breathing that denoted Clara’s sleep, Grace began work on the code.











CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




The clock on the mantel ticked past two am and still Grace hovered over the piece of rice paper, scanning nonsensical numbers.

12 18 40 44 26 14 26 44 44 46 44 46 . . .

And so the numbers went, in a random sequence that had so far defied all code-breaking strategies. It was impossible.

She’d tried the Pater Noster. She’d tried the back of the Carte d’Identité, as prescribed by their training. She’d tried different pages of War and Peace and even the Bible, looking at the numbers as pages, then verses and lines, but to no avail. Her tired mind was fuzzy, so she got up and slowly, deliberately skated her stockinged feet along the tiles of the hallway; sometimes movement helped. Think! She wished her learnings were pegged up under the canopy of her old four-poster bed, so the answer would spring up when she was least expecting it; that’s when the puzzle pieces always came together. She lay back on her mattress and closed her eyes to visualise the final examination from her training. Something pinged.

Fifteen per cent of all letters in a message are bound to be e. Only two per cent each are k, x, q, j or z.

She sat up like a jack-in-a-box.


She knew without looking at the code that of the first twelve numerals, four were ‘44’. That was around thirty per cent. There was every chance that the number forty-four signified an e – why hadn’t she seen it before? It was so obvious! She was looking at a note coded by an English speaker, not in French or Latin as she’d first imagined. She tried substituting e for number forty-four.

‘---e---ee-e-’

Grace closed her eyes again, seeing her typewriter in her mind, imagining her fingers flying over the keys. Knowing the shapes and patterns of words as well as she did, she tried the obvious options in place of 46: first an s, then an n and finally a d.

And from there, the words typed themselves out clearly in her mind. The 12 became a u, the 18 an r and the 40 a g, and the rest followed easily.

Urgent needed detailed maps of munitions dumps around sedan – by september one.

The code was deceptively simple, almost childish in its naivety: the alphabet numbered backwards then multiplied by two. Z was signified by the number two, a by fifty-two, and so on. GHQ wanted specific munitions dump locations: a shift from identifying troop movements. She could only guess that the Americans were finally on their way.

Elated, she crept out to the washroom, secreted the decoded message in the broom handle, then came back in and lay down, hands clutched to her palpitating heart, mind racing.

Then there was a creaking noise, the ruffle of sheets and the appearance of a little spectre.

‘Gabrielle,’ Clara sniffled, ‘I’m scared.’ Her sweet face met Grace nose to nose in the dark.

‘Why, dear heart?’ Grace whispered.

‘The major. He took my maman, my papa and Olga, and he’ll take you too.’


‘No, he won’t. Never, and Olga is already back with us safe and sound. Come, sleep with me.’

Clara snuggled in, her pointy toenails wiggling around and prickling Grace’s thighs in a way that felt nice.

‘In the morning we’ll make a special brew to keep the major away from here. Shh.’ Grace stroked the satiny ends of Clara’s blonde hair. ‘It will be all right.’

‘But what’s a brew?’

‘A potion to keep you safe. When my brother Freddie was small, I used to make him a special brew to keep the Karnabo away.’

She deliberately left out the bit that had terrified Freddie: that the legendary creature had an elephant trunk and basilisk eyes, and could kill people with its vile breath.

‘And if the monster came his way, Freddie would trick him into drinking the horrible brew. And it would make the Karnabo very, very sick.’

Clara nestled in, soothed, and fell into a rhythmic sleep, despite the cannonade, to which Grace was also now immune. Her mind had only just started.
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Exhaustion didn’t even come close to defining how she felt the next morning after only two hours of sleep. She got up before the others, checked herself in the mirror, plucked her first grey hair out, then took out her silver pen and began writing as dawn arrived: indigo turning to blue and then into Sedan’s eerie silvery light.


Confession day seventy-three (or thereabouts):

My menses have not come for two months. Everyone is walking on a tightrope. Ordinary life seems a world away, but I am hoping to see it again – with those I treasure most. There is talk of a Blitzkatarrh. Some are calling it the Spanish flu, because only the Spaniards have not had their news bureaus censored, so they are free to report on it. Pray the war is over before it spreads to Sedan.



‘Well, what do we have here?’ asked Sister Marie as she opened the front door the next morning. ‘Something for Gabrielle?’

‘A big red box!’ Clara cheered. ‘A surprise!’

Grace wiped her greasy hands on her apron after straining the fat from last night’s broth to save for candle wax, desperately curious to see this mystery box.

The nun put the box on the island bench in the kitchen as Olga arrived, scowling from the doorway, arms folded, but the children crowded around in excitement.

‘Who is it from?’ asked Marcel, Olga’s son, leaning on the table to try to see in.

‘We’re about to find out,’ Grace said, as Clara’s little fingers slid into the corners and pulled back the flap. Grace gasped and the children went wild with jabbering excitement at the sight of a plump, airy galette au sucre ardennaise – her favourite – along with a tin of condensed milk. The note said: With compliments, Kurt von Froelander.

Grace’s stomach turned. This was a pyrrhic victory – how long since they’d seen cake? Tasted sugar? – but how long till the major asked something more of her?

Grace passed the cake to Sister Marie, wanting to be rid of it. The nun happily cut it up and served it to each fidgety child lining up to receive their portion. She forced a slice into Grace’s hand as Olga appeared beside her, waiting for her share too. Once they’d moved on Olga glanced at Grace.

‘He hasn’t hurt you yet, has he?’ she whispered.

The word yet blared like an air-raid siren.


‘Why do you ask, Olga? Did he hurt you?’

Olga looked down and fiddled with the laces at the front of her shirt.

‘Did he assault you?’

The tip of her nose turned a shade of pink and her bottom lip tweaked just enough for Grace to know the truth.

‘Come, sit with me,’ Grace said, taking Olga into the quiet of the dining room, feeling a rare migraine beginning to mount. ‘What did he do?’

Olga leaned her elbows on the table and took her head in her hands. ‘I don’t want to say it out loud.’

‘Did he hit you?’

She shook her head.

‘Then what?’

‘At first things were polite. He’d catch me in the street, or find me at the boulangerie, waiting in the queue, and he would chat to me and compliment my beauty and my Flemish background.’

‘Because Flamingants are often pro-German?’

‘Some. We don’t all feel the need to have Flanders back in our own hands – most of us are happy to be Belgians. But then he told me we were similar, and that he liked proud Flemish women. He said if I did him some favours then he’ – she took a deep shuddery breath and looked up at Grace, her fine features crumpling – ‘he would arrange it that Marcel got an easy job when he turned eleven. So I did it.’

‘Did he make you have sex with him?’

‘At first it was just’ – she pointed to her full lips – ‘that’s all he wanted.’ Grace gasped, and dreadful images flew into her head unbidden. ‘But then he wanted more, and it happened all the time. In the car at night mostly. And then you came.’ She sobbed. ‘And I was glad last night that the car was for you and not me. I am glad he takes an interest in you – isn’t that an awful thing to say? And the worse thing is now I worry he’ll forget about Marcel.’

‘Oh, Olga! I had no idea.’

‘He loves the chase, the hunt. But don’t give in to him. That’s when things turn ugly; he is depraved.’ She paused, her face tear-stained and wretched. ‘What if Marcel goes to the trains or the factories, or has to clean out the fields for twelve hours a day? Look at him!’

They looked through the dining-room window to the backyard. In the cool of the sun-kissed morning, the larch was strung with climbing children like baubles on a Christmas tree, a couple of the nine-year-olds were playing football with the nun and using the neglected bonsai as one side of their goalposts, and Marcel, anaemic and lanky, was pushing Clara on the swing; for a moment, with the morning sun bleaching the scene, it looked like an illustration from the Youth’s Companion magazine Grace had read as a child. ‘He’ll never survive out there, but it’s good to see them happy and with sugar in their veins.’ Olga sighed.

‘It really is a joy and, Olga, I’m sorry to ask this.’ Grace took her hand and squeezed it. ‘Did the major ever ask you to inform on us?’

Olga closed her eyes and a tear leaked down her cheek. She nodded. ‘On you.’

‘And what did you tell him?’

‘I found nothing about you, except your friendship with Abbé Benoit. And in the end, he wasn’t satisfied with that, so I told him about our potatoes.’

‘Is that why the potato patch was razed?’

‘He said it was beyond his control, that he couldn’t intervene, just as he did with my arrest. I should have warned you. I feel so ashamed of who I’ve become.’ She hung her head.

‘Olga’ – Grace wrapped her arms around the woman – ‘our choices are limited. You did what you needed to, to survive. Nothing is black and white: there are only shades of grey.’ She heard Heath’s words come out of her mouth. He’d been right about so many things. Olga shed soundless tears, but her body shuddered in Grace’s embrace. ‘And, may I ask, are you . . . all right within yourself?’

‘I’m all right.’ She sniffed. ‘The menses came yesterday and I blessed those bloody rags.’

‘A blessing indeed,’ Grace whispered.

Olga lifted her head and stared wistfully outside. ‘It’s good to see Clara smiling too.’

‘Isn’t it?’ Grace brightened.

‘I had an idea for her birthday at the end of next month – to make her a dress. I have some chiffon hidden.’ Olga’s teary eyes shone. ‘I thought perhaps a dress with a round neck, a frilled hem, and a bow at the back.’

‘You would do that for her?’

She nodded. ‘Bien sûr! It can be my gift to her.’
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Olga measured Clara for size, pins gripped in the corner of her mouth, while Clara stood in her drawers excitedly, and Green Stephen provided commentary on how Clara was putting her arms up like the larch to have her chest measured.

Grace leaned in the doorway watching them, yet was miles away, calibrating Olga’s story against her own. Men like the major tended to fall into two camps. The first behaved like emperors and were focused on expanding their empires by creating alliances that would see their statuses rise. Then there were the street fighters who used brutality and force to get their way.

The major was a dangerous mix of both. She’d seen him at his obsequious best with the prince and witnessed the change in his behaviour towards her the moment she found favour with the prince.


She caught sight of the angel’s trumpet flower she’d put in a pickle jar the other day and an idea glimmered on the edge of her consciousness.

‘Gabrielle?’ Sister Marie grunted, then clicked her fingers in front of Grace’s eyes. ‘Gabrielle!’

‘Oh, yes?’ She shook her head, ‘Sorry! I was in a daze.’

‘Olga and I are going to take the children to the Jardin botanique. Would you like to come?’

‘I think I’ll stay: I feel a migraine coming on.’ She did have a migraine coming on, but she had more pressing things than the thump of a headache on her mind.

As soon as she heard their footsteps disappear, she went to the backyard and picked a dozen trumpet flowers.

In the kitchen she chopped the petals and stems, then measured six heaped tablespoons into a pot of water on the stove. She placed some flat rocks in the centre of the pot and balanced a small bowl on them, which would catch the condensation that would drip from the upside-down pot lid as the mixture boiled. Thank you, Tante Marthe, for the training. She left the pot to simmer and waited.

On hearing the slow drip, drip, drip of cooling condensation, Grace funnelled the clear brew carefully into two of the three empty enamel ampoules that hung off her necklace, and poured the remainder of the liquid into an old milk jar. She had just created an analgesic that had the power to induce ‘twilight sleep’. That’s what the German doctors who’d discovered it had called its effect; a truth serum, her father had called it when he’d used it to alleviate pain during childbirths, because it also elicited more home truths from the women than he wanted to hear. But American doctors had been less impressed, because, if given in the wrong dose, the serum could be dangerously hallucinogenic: people were known to walk off the end of piers, jump in front of moving trains and, in some overdose cases, simply stop breathing.


Grace drummed her lips. How could she be sure it would work? Perhaps she should try it herself. Do it now! Now! said one side of her. Patience, the other side cautioned. Looking out the kitchen window she took a deep breath, released the air in her lungs gradually, and decided that patience could wait.

She drew up the mix into a pipette, stuck out her tongue and was careful to drip just one drop onto it. After ten minutes of staring at the clock, waiting expectantly, she felt nothing.

She gave herself another drop. The clock tick-tocked. Still nothing.

She put three more drops on her tongue.

Within thirty seconds her heart began to race, her gums started tingling, and her teeth felt loose. A white butterfly skittered by the back window and took on a shimmer that made it look like Tinker Bell flying through a forest of wavy kelp. Grace’s cheeks became ever so slightly numb, and she prodded them to make sure they were still there. She couldn’t feel her right ear anymore. Then all the tension in her shoulders melted and her spine fell free of her skull and she felt a lovely warm tingling sensation. She stumbled to her bedroom and lay down on her bed, euphoric, and fell into a deep lustrous sleep.
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Grace awoke with a lurid dream still lingering. She tried to will herself back to sleep but soon caught sight of the clock and blinked. Heavens above! She’d been asleep for three hours and the house was disturbingly quiet.

She found a note on the mantel from Sister Marie. Taken the children to search for blackberries. Back this afternoon.

Grace went to the backyard, tested the strength of the swing ropes, then sat and swayed, staring at Jude’s neglected bonsai, now relegated to the role of a goalpost.


Funny – after Freddie’s death she’d always begrudged children a bit. How dare they draw breath that had been made for him? It had been a curmudgeonly thought, and she knew it, and all through her Manhattan life she’d considered children a disruption to her plans. Men were outright adversaries. But now, as she looked around the yard strewn with the remnants of play, she dwelled on those feelings that had grown for Clara and Jude. Father Jude, she reminded herself.

It had been the strangest thing, but when the nun found the red box on the stoop Grace had had a fleeting fantasy, a childish wish, that the gift was from Abbé Benoit for deciphering the code. But here, she reasoned, tilting her head up as her legs sailed skywards, was a clear-cut case of the subconscious sorting through what her rational brain refused to acknowledge.

Usually, Grace considered dreams to be the sewer of her subconscious. All the angst, fears, failures, insecurities and self-doubt she’d stored in the closet at the back of her mind would emerge as if from Pandora’s formidable box, thundering out at night. But her twilight-sleep dream needed no special powers of interpretation: it was clear what it meant. She closed her eyes again so the darkness became a theatre and her eyelids a screen on which she could project every one of her shameless longings back into existence for her viewing pleasure.

‘It’s just a kiss,’ he’d said in her dream. ‘Just a kiss between friends.’

‘A kiss,’ she’d echoed as she removed his collar, unbuttoned his shirt, peeled it from his chest and pressed her lips to where his heart thrummed, and he’d submitted to her touch and their outer layers had vanished until it was skin on skin, lips on lips, need on need, beads of perspiration mingling, and her heart had lurched with a feeling of complete and bewildering happiness as colours wove like a transcendent cocoon and bound them together as one.


It had made waking a dreadful, crushing disappointment.

She realised that she’d felt that way for a long time. She knew the cadence of his walk, the long strides that hit the floor lightly before brushing off like a switch. And when he caught her eye, as he had last night, she felt a spark, as in the unfolding of a precious letter, which came and went far too quickly for her liking.

She scolded herself as she swung back with gusto to face the ground, legs tucked up beneath herself ready to fly high again. Perhaps she was just a lonely maid, clutching at straws to make life bearable. Had she not sworn to herself that love was folly?

Love was for later. If at all. She sighed as she let go of the ropes and jumped off the swing and landed like a cat, as she used to as a girl.

She picked up Jude’s bonsai and put it gently back on the windowsill, stroking its leaves. Typical of her to want something unattainable.

The children came running through the back gates, and Clara dashed over with a bunch of fragrant violets and flung herself into Grace’s outstretched arms.

No more twilight sleep for Grace, she thought as she carried Clara back indoors. Interesting, though, she mused as she walked up the back steps into the kitchen, that she’d ingested just enough serum to render her unconscious but not enough to invoke amnesia. She would need to use a much bigger dose on the major for her plan to work. She and Clara set the violets in a pickle jar on their bedroom mantel.

Later she placed a note in the broom handle requesting that Jude join her and Clara on their search for food the next day, so that she could outline her plan to get the maps of the munitions dumps she knew were waiting inside von Froelander’s briefcase.











CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




Grace, Jude, Clara and Bruno headed out into the mist the following morning. Grace stopped in front of Heinz, their sentry, and slipped him his tobacco, as was their usual practice.

‘You have your papers?’ he asked, not unkindly.

She showed them and he nodded the group through. ‘Don’t go too far. There are soldiers building block houses down near the main road and everyone is eager to shoot first and ask questions later these days.’

‘Thank you, Heinz.’

They walked down the backstreet as the fog rolled away, up the path into the foothills and into another world, where dewdrops glistened like suspended crystals outlining a huge spider’s web strung between two conifers. The fenceposts steamed in the warmth of the morning sun and a flock of sparrows flew in the direction of the Ardennes Forest, and Grace and the others followed, wandering down a path where ancient conifers and blackberry brambles reached up and clutched each other to form a long, vaulted arch.

The tranquillity was temporary and Grace knew not to succumb to its poetry as Clara set off with a hop and a skip, Green Stephen tucked under one arm and Bruno ahead of her.


Jude’s tense expression softened. ‘Childhood,’ he said. ‘I wish we could bottle it.’

‘What was your childhood like?’ she asked.

He gave a perfunctory smile. ‘Perhaps a subject for another time. Suffice it to say, I spent a lot of time scraping my knees and singing hymns. I was only eleven when my parents passed and I was sent to a seminary.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry.’

‘My parents were good people. It was just a run of bad luck.’

The word ‘dominoes’ came into her mind, but she thought better of saying it.

He picked an elm leaf and peeled away its greenery until only its veins remained. Then he flicked it away and looked over his shoulder before whispering, ‘Well done with the code. The message has changed our priorities.’

‘Found some berries!’ Clara called.

‘Shhh!’ Grace put her finger to her lips to remind Clara to be quiet. ‘And be careful of the thorns,’ she said, watching Clara pick the fruit.

‘The code is not something we’ve seen before,’ Jude continued, ‘so we can only presume the regular code has been broken.’

‘It was fairly naive in construction, but the message makes sense. Pershing will be wanting to push through; blowing up dumps and fortifications is a pre-emptive measure. I think the answer lies in the major’s briefcase. I’ve seen the files.’

Jude ran his tongue around the inside of his mouth. ‘Please.’ His face grew taut. ‘Leave the major to me.’

‘Something else has happened, hasn’t it?’

He tipped his head back and stared at the sky momentarily, then turned to her. ‘I don’t know for sure, but I think Pierre might have contracted the Spanish flu.’

‘Pierre?’


‘The boy from the train station, my main courier.’

‘Ahh, yes.’ She remembered the boy with the curly hair and the mischievous grin. ‘Are you sure?’

‘There’s talk around town. His mother isn’t answering her door.’

‘Maybe I can get him medicines from the hospital.’

Jude looked unconvinced. ‘Only with the doctor’s permission.’

‘Of course.’ She nodded, ‘And, oh, you must wear a mask when you visit the ill. And you probably shouldn’t hold Mass indoors either: if the disease is here it will spread quickly, especially in confined spaces. Use your influence to help people understand how to protect themselves. People listen to you, they love you.’

‘They love what I stand for. It’s not me they love.’ He held her gaze, scratching the angry raised rash on his neck. And she saw he was a man. Just a man. Flesh and blood. Tired, overworked, probably conflicted and maybe frightened. She felt an urge to run her fingers over his jaw, press her thumbs gently over his eyelids to help him rest. Reassure him.

In that moment life’s capriciousness hovered all about them.

‘I am here for you. You can talk to me. You can lean on me,’ she said softly, ‘just as I have leaned on you.’

Clara’s footsteps came thudding back down the path. She was all hair, smiles and blackberry stains as she held up a whole bag of berries.

‘Look what I found! And also’ – Grace saw that Clara had something behind her back – ‘a dead spider!’ She produced it proudly. ‘So we can put it in the major’s brew.’

‘What’s the major’s brew?’ asked Jude.

‘A potion to make the major die,’ the sweet-faced child said with absolute relish.


Jude raised his brow and Grace gave a shrug of resigned amusement. ‘Come on – let’s go.’

They came to a low timber fence at the edge of the forest, where polyps of mistletoe were beginning to form in the elms and larches.

‘I’ll send Bruno ahead to scout,’ Jude said.

Clara ducked through the broken palings at the bottom and Jude leaped over with one hand on the fence, legs flung sideways like a gymnast, then held his hand out to help Grace. She declined and tried to jump too but she simply didn’t have the strength and her foot caught and she lurched forwards, arms outstretched. Jude caught her and made no effort to move away, holding her tight in his arms.

‘Are you all right?’ He swept the hair from her eyes with his fingertips, then touched her chin, and a ripple of warmth swam down her spine, branching out and making her tingle.

‘I’m fine,’ Grace said, holding his gaze, enjoying the moment before stepping back. ‘Apart from being a ridiculous overestimator of my own capabilities.’ She gave an embarrassed half laugh and took Clara’s hand, and the three of them moved cautiously into the woods, disappearing into the thick foliage and the trickery of the light.

‘Abbé Benoit?’ asked Clara as she walked along, taking his hand. ‘What did the bottom say to the nose?’

Grace had heard this joke before. Clara loved it.

‘I don’t know, what did the bottom say to the nose?’

‘You smell.’ Clara laughed out the answer.

Amusement played over Jude’s features and he chuckled. Grace marvelled again that despite their opposing views on Christianity, they shared so much, including a puckish sense of humour.

Grace spied something over Jude’s shoulder, peeking out from beneath a moss-covered log. ‘Look.’ She pointed. ‘Dinner.’ Jude turned as Grace walked over to pick the mushroom with a large white cap and brown gills. ‘This is good,’ she said.

Clara knelt down next to Grace and they examined a handsome brown mushroom with a huge canopy. ‘Only choose big brown umbrellas with flat roofs,’ Grace said, ‘and white or brown tummies. And don’t’ – she pointed to a toadstool – ‘pick anything with a skirt on its stem or a red hat. Like this. They are poisonous.’ Her eye landed on a frilly ribbon of fungi wound around the base of a tree like a spiralling petticoat. ‘This is what we want! Chicken of the forest.’

‘Chicken of the forest?’ Clara chuckled. ‘That’s not a chicken.’

‘But it tastes like chicken. Just think how full our bellies will be tonight.’ She grinned.

Jude took Clara’s hand. ‘Let’s try and see who can collect the most mushrooms.’

Bruno walked ahead to keep watch as they roamed into the dank areas of the forest, kicking up leaf litter to find hidden treasures.

‘Mushroom one,’ Clara said, then counted up to ten as she picked them and put them into Jude’s upturned hat.

Grace intercepted her when she reached for a red-topped variety. ‘Not these! Remember?’ These ones are where the pixies live.’

Clara swept her blonde tendrils from her face with the back of her hand then squatted like a yogi, pointing to a red fungus with pretty yellow spots. ‘Can we make the pixies a house?’

‘You help Clara,’ Grace said to Jude. ‘I’ll finish and I’ll be quick.’

Having filled their hessian bags with mushrooms, Grace returned to find Clara and Jude adding a poppy to a toadstool’s canopy.


‘We’d better go,’ Jude said, checking his watch.

‘Wait.’ Clara pulled at Jude’s shirt. ‘Abbé Benoit?’

‘Yes, Clara?’ He sat back down on his haunches.

Clara put her hand on Jude’s shoulder, looking solemnly into his eyes. ‘I’m going to marry you when I grow up.’

Grace was filled with a kind of contentment she hadn’t experienced in years.

‘And how long do I have to wait till you grow up?’ He smiled.

‘When I’m five I’ll be grown up. We can have a wedding then.’

‘Hmmm . . . I’m not sure about five,’ he said, stroking his beard in thought. ‘We might have to wait till you’re six. Would that be all right?’

She looked doubtful and shrugged.

‘When you’re five, how about a birthday party instead?’ Grace offered. ‘Olga is making you that pretty dress. You’ll be the bee’s knees.’ Grace tickled Clara’s knees.

‘You are the bee’s knees,’ Clara repeated, tickling Grace’s.

Grace turned to Jude, smiling, and they angled back to the cloistered path together. ‘Just over there’ – she pointed north to the forested folds of the hills beyond – ‘is my home.’

‘Have you ever thought about going back?’

She shook her head. ‘Coping with ghosts here has been hard enough. But how are you coping, Jude?’ she asked.

He blinked and stared at her like she’d just asked him to explain the meaning of life. ‘No one has asked me that in a very long time.’ He stared down at his leather boots, which were covered in mud from their expedition, as he marched on. ‘I suppose I cope through prayer and my work.’

‘How does it feel when you pray?’

He looked up to the amethyst sky as though searching for an answer. ‘It’s hard to describe; it’s as though my spirit lifts out of my body, like morning fog rising from a sunlit lake, and I feel whole. I can see a world beyond this one, painted with flashes of brilliant colour like the northern lights.’ She was surprised at his poetic description. ‘It sounds unbelievable, I know.’

‘Am I allowed to ask what you pray for?’

‘Peace, and the strength to cleanse my doubts.’

‘Doubts?’ She angled her gaze at him.

He held her eyes. ‘Everyone doubts, Grace. You think this’ – he fingered his clerical collar – ‘shields me from doubt? I might be a priest, but I’m not perfect.’

Silence rang loud as they wended their way back through the thickest part of the forest, and Grace decided it was time to broach the subject of the maps and the major’s briefcase again.

‘Father, about the maps and the major, I have an idea that could expedite things . . .’

Suddenly, his hand gripped her shoulder and he froze. ‘Shhh! Did you hear that noise?’

‘No, what?’

Bruno gave a low menacing growl, the ridge of hair along his spine standing to attention.

Jude steered Grace behind him and whispered over his shoulder. ‘There’s something out there. Quick, hide Clara.’

‘Halt!’ A German voice rang out.

Jude stopped to listen while Grace found a spot behind a mossy log, into which she settled Clara. ‘Stay here with Bruno,’ she whispered. Clara nodded and Bruno sat, alert and poised for action.

A soldier appeared in the distance, marching towards Jude.

‘Papers?’

‘Here.’ Grace emerged and handed over her papers, smiling with extra oomph. ‘I’ve been in Floing with the Abbé, with permission from the Oberarzt at Asfelt.’


He inspected the papers with a suspicious frown, eyes grey and cold. ‘What do you have in the bags?’ He pointed his Luger towards them.

‘Just mushrooms,’ Jude said with a tone of gentle reassurance. ‘Nothing more.’

‘That’s not some mushrooms. That’s kilos. Kilos that belong to the kaiser. You two have been stealing: you need to come with me.’

‘These are for the children at the boarding house,’ Grace reasoned, hoping to strike a bargain. Many of the soldiers had children themselves, many of whom were hungry too. But judging by the flinty look in his eyes, this young soldier was hungering for a civilian scalp.

‘Give me the mushrooms.’ He kept the gun on Grace and tugged at the bag in her hand, but she kept a firm grip on it.

‘Please. You can’t take everything! At least be reasonable: let us keep some. Please, Hauptmann, please!’ She tried to keep the bag close but he tugged it more forcefully this time. A protective instinct surged through her and she wrestled it back from him.

The blow to her stomach came so hard, fast and unexpectedly that it took the wind out of her, and she stumbled, falling on her backside. She could hear voices in her head yelling Get up, get up! But the pain in her stomach pulsed and she couldn’t think straight. She heard growling and blinked desperately, trying to clear the mind fog. But as her vision cleared, she realised Bruno was nowhere to be seen, that the soldier’s pistol was at her feet and that Jude had backed the man up against a tree trunk and the two were wrestling. The soldier was bellowing for his men. Jude broke his arm free and pressed it into the soldier’s windpipe, silencing him. The man struggled for air, veins roping, as Jude held him in place.


‘Abbé, please.’ Grace croaked. ‘Let him go.’ She grappled for the gun near her feet, then thought better of raising it, instead sliding it safely into her hessian bag.

‘I’ll remind you,’ thundered Jude, ‘that your sins, my son, will haunt you to your dying day and beyond.’ Jude raised his fist.

The soldier squeezed his eyes shut and Jude’s fist crunched into his cheekbone. His head snapped back and his body went limp, though his hands spasmed.

Grace gasped. This violence seemed too explosive for the gentle, considerate man she thought she knew.

Jude lowered the unconscious soldier to the ground, positioning him carefully on his side.

‘What have you done?’ Grace cried. ‘What have you done?’

‘What needed to be done,’ he panted, helping her up. ‘It was strategic. He’s just concussed and with any luck he’ll remember nothing and be sent off to perform light duties before the war can poison him any further. We need to go.’

At that, Jude whisked Clara onto his hip, and led them back through the forest with speed tempered by caution; keeping to the shadows, watching for glinting helmets, stopping to listen every now and again. All the while the cogs in Grace’s mind kept turning and she realised she’d never seen him under this sort of pressure before; though, as much as his actions could be seen as justified, they seemed so very out of character.

At the end of the path, where it met the laneway back to the boarding house, Jude put Clara down and held Grace’s shoulders with both hands.

‘We must keep our distance for a while. Communicate only via the broom until this dies down. Tell Sister Marie what happened,’ he said breathlessly, ‘then act as if nothing has happened. Go about your business, glean what you can from the Oberarzt’s office and wait for my signal.’


She scanned his face for clues of remorse or fear, but it showed neither, and as they parted Grace couldn’t help but see him in a different light.
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Sister Marie’s face dropped like a hessian sack and she lit a cheroot and puffed vigorously as Grace told her what had happened.

‘I don’t understand why he did it. Why jeopardise things?’

Sister Marie studied Grace thoughtfully for a moment. ‘He was protecting what he loves,’ she said slowly, ‘as we all do. Do what he says. Do not say anything to anyone. Now, we will eat these mushrooms sautéed in water, so they leave little scent. And after that, you’ll teach us how to forage for more chickens of the forest.’

Dinner was a quiet affair. Afterwards Grace sat Clara on her knee and explained to the others exactly how to find different mushrooms, and which ones to avoid. Clara interjected with her own advice against red-topped toadstools.

‘You have won an admirer in Clara,’ Sister Marie said as they finished wiping the dishes together. ‘And also in me.’

‘Thank you, sister.’ Grace smiled humbly. ‘We were thinking – that is, Abbé Benoit, Olga and I – that we should have a celebration for Clara’s birthday.’

The nun’s face split into her custard-apple grin. ‘That is a wonderful idea. The children need something to look forward to. We all do.’

Without warning the bell in the stairwell clanged, and Olga rushed in. ‘Quick! The sheets of our neighbours are out: I think people are being raided. Gather the children and hide your valuables. Quick.’

There was pounding at the front door. ‘Open up,’ a voice boomed. Grace ran to the hallway, panic speeding her actions as through the front window she saw a barrage of soldiers lining up.

Clara let go of Grace’s hand and ran into their bedroom just as Sister Marie opened the front door. ‘What can we help you with, Feldwebel?’ she asked innocently.

‘We are here on the order of the Kommandantur,’ the sergeant said stiffly, standing to one side while soldiers stormed in past the nun, pushing her aside and thundering up the stairs, yelling instructions. ‘Everyone is to vacate.’

Grace rushed towards the bedroom in a panic, thinking of the wallpaper, but a black-gloved hand grabbed her arm and yanked her outside. ‘This way, Fräulein.’

She was hauled onto the street and others soon joined her. Clara emerged holding Marcel’s hand and clutching Green Stephen to her chest.

‘Are we being displaced?’ Sister Marie yelled over the din in the street.

‘This is a general search,’ the Feldwebel called back. ‘We’ve been instructed to search the house for contraband and remove all timber, brass fixtures and building materials. Count yourself lucky: others are being removed from their homes altogether, to make way for more soldiers.’

Grace’s mouth was dry as she picked Clara up, thinking of the notes tucked in the wallpaper. Oh God! It had been so reckless of her. She could imagine the soldiers unrolling them all and deciphering them – she would go to the grave the same way as Edith Cavell and Mata Hari and bring down everyone around her, including Father Jude, Sister Marie and potentially the whole La Dame Blanche battalion in Charleville. A wave of shame and fear washed over her as she watched everything of value being paraded out and loaded onto a dray: the dining table, chairs, the milking stool, some floorboards, a glockenspiel, copper pots, brass door handles, the dinner bell from the stairwell, even a wheelbarrow full of bricks.

‘Do you think this has anything to do with the incident in the forest?’ Grace whispered to Sister Marie.

The nun shrugged, a sheen of sorrow in her eyes. She pointed down the street, and Grace realised several of the other houses were also being raided, and that some of the elderly and the very young were being marched away by the police. She held Clara tighter.

Olga sidled in. ‘The neighbourhood is being systematically raided, and people are being arrested on spying charges.’

‘Who?’ Grace asked. ‘Who?’

But then, as abruptly as the storm had started, it passed. The invaders marched away with the household’s contents piled high in a cart pulled by a tired mule on wonky legs, and Grace ran inside, propelled by selfish dread.

With her heart pounding and fingertips shaking, she scoured her bedroom walls and found the pieces of her dossier exactly where she’d hidden them.

Deo gratias. Only the hearth had been damaged and they’d inexplicably left the clock. The hearth tiles had been ripped up and the bricks that hid her music box removed.

She scanned and sifted through the rubble and then crouched down to reach up inside the chimney, realising with a pang that the music box was gone.

Avery Love’s music box. Charlie Ryan’s music box. Gone.

‘Oh.’ She plonked herself on her mattress, elbows to knees, and held her head in her hands.

It was gone.

She should be feeling grateful that her dossier was intact – and she was, but the idea that the music box was gone cast a long shadow over her relief.

The music box. Her long-time quest.


And it was now in the hands of some German official who would take it home and tell his future grandchildren about it.

All this time, all these years.

But still. She had a name. Avery Love in Leuze. And she had Clara, who wandered in now, looking less perturbed than she should after such a pernicious assault on their home. She lay herself against Grace’s back, rested her head on Grace’s shoulder and hung her arms around her neck, with Green Stephen looking curiously up at them.

‘Voilà!’ Clara whispered, and slowly removed the sock puppet from her hand. And there gleamed the music box.

‘Oh, you clever girl.’ Grace swung her around and held her in her arms, snuggled her in tight, staring at the music box still clutched in those ingenious little fingers.

‘Heinz!’ Grace heard Sister Marie yelp from the hallway in a rare tone of distress. ‘What are you doing in here?’

Heinz had obviously come to gloat over their recent destitution and Grace stood and readied herself to usher him out.

‘I’m afraid, Sister,’ Heinz said almost apologetically, ‘rumours are that Abbé Benoit has been taken hostage and is being transported to the fort. A soldier was found unconscious in the forest around the time that the abbé was seen arriving back at the rectory with mud and leaf litter on his shoes.’

Grace heard no more. She stumbled and grabbed onto the basin for support, overcome by a rush of desperate rage. She hung her head and rocked on her heels to dissipate the dizziness.

Sister Marie appeared. ‘Keep your wits, Gabrielle, for the children’s sake. Be strong.’

Grace lifted her head and blinked away the oncoming tears. ‘How do you keep going?’

‘It’s not a choice. We cope or we die. We must endure – one more day, one more hour, one more minute, than the enemy. That’s how we’ll win.’ The nun killed her cheroot on the broken hearth then took Clara by the hand and ushered her out, leaving Grace alone.

Grace dried her eyes, gazing around the bare room still lined with evidence of her recalcitrance.

She closed her bedroom door, pulled out all her rice paper notes, put a plug in the sink and ran the tap, just as she’d done every other week to release the invisible ink from her stockings and refill her ampoules. But this time she dropped all the pieces of her precious dossier into the sink, releasing the words to the water, where they dissolved, then pulled out the plug and watched it all swirl and eddy, then drain away. There would be no more dossier – if she ever woke up from this nightmare, there would be no forgetting it.

Later, Grace, Clara and Sister Marie settled down to sleep, but as soon as Grace closed her eyes the glow of candlelight appeared in the bedroom doorway, followed by Olga’s face, pale and apologetic.

‘Are you all right, Olga?’ Grace asked, rubbing her eyes and propping herself up on her elbow.

‘I’m so sorry to intrude, but . . .’ Olga hesitated, the soft orange of the flame teasing her features.

‘Please – go on,’ urged Grace.

‘Who is . . . I mean what is . . . the Spanish Lady?’

‘It’s a bad influenza,’ Grace said, sitting up, suddenly alert. ‘Why?’

‘Everyone in town is talking about a boy who died today. He was only sick for a couple of days with la grippe, but today blood ran from his eyes and a red froth came from his mouth. I didn’t want to mention it before, but Marcel just told me that he and Pierre spent time together this week. Should I be worried?’

Grace took a few deep breaths. ‘Pierre, you said?’


‘Yes, the boy who works at the railyards.’

Grace found her feet in an instant. ‘Quick. Get the children up, get them washed. Anyone with a cough or a fever must be isolated, and you must tell me at once. I’ll write a list of protocols for everyone to follow.’

‘Should we use castor oil and kerosene on a sugar cube as a cure?’ Olga’s voice projected panic. ‘That’s what everyone is saying to do.’

‘No!’ Grace recoiled. ‘I’ll get things we can use, then we must be vigilant with hygiene. Can you make masks, Olga? Use the curtains, anything.’

Olga nodded. ‘But what do we do now?’

‘Sanitise everything. Have all the women do the same. When you go out, wear a mask; when you come home, wash. Tell everyone. No child should leave this property, if it can be helped.’

Grace woke Sister Marie and together with Olga they went to the kitchen, slammed on the faucet and filled the last of their cast-iron pots that had been hidden in the larder.

Grace carried Clara out of bed and took her to the washroom, knowing that there was now not just one enemy to survive, but two.











CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




At seven-thirty the next morning Grace sat at her desk outside the Oberarzt’s office, starched and primped, her hair plaited and crossed over the top of her head like a good German house frau’s. She picked up the telephone and dialled zero, telling the operator in flawless German that she was Gabrielle Wettin and she needed to speak with Prince Maximilian von Baden.

The operator came back saying the prince was not available, but that Herr Kruppe was happy to speak with her.

‘Ja,’ she answered, and she was put through.

‘Herr Kruppe, I’m not sure if you remember me,’ she began.

‘Of course, Gabrielle! You made quite an impression on the prince, and on me. How can I help you?’

‘I’ve called to ask a favour but I’m not sure whether I should impose,’ she said, feigning hesitation to build his anticipation.

‘Please, what is it? If I can help I will.’

‘Herr Kruppe, our Abbé Benoit has been imprisoned at the fort on the hill for no apparent reason at all.’

‘No! Please, God, no! On what charge?’

‘Assault! Can you believe it? A man who has borne stretchers for heroes like Captain Imhoff, held services for our soldiers, heard confessions on battlefields and given unction to the dying is now being treated like a common criminal,’ she said with breathless rancour, just as she’d rehearsed. ‘It just doesn’t seem real.’ Her voice broke with frustration, but that part was no act.

Static crackled down the line. Grace had put Herr Kruppe in an invidious position, because people would be listening in, and he was probably trying to decide how to tackle the request. But she’d anticipated this. ‘I was speechless too, Herr Kruppe. So, may I prevail upon the prince’s office to just look into the situation and see whether there is any concrete evidence against him? It would be awful if he were being held illegally, would it not?’

‘Look into it!’ he repeated. ‘Yes. Of course. Do we know who arrested him?’

‘I believe it was the local Kommandantur.’ This indicated the major’s involvement, and after witnessing their interaction days ago Grace was sure Kruppe would have no qualms about looking into the major.

Kruppe muttered something inaudible.

‘I’ve said enough,’ she said. ‘Such a terrible thing, gossip, speculation and innuendo, but you know . . .’

‘I hear what you are saying, Fräulein, and I concur. I will personally speak with the prince and we will look into the situation. And don’t fear for your abbé. If there is no proof of wrongdoing, he will be well looked after and should be out within the week.’

Grace hung up and took a deep breath. She had planted a neat seed into fertile soil, and just in the nick of time. The Oberarzt arrived, looking pleased to see her, and voiced his surprise at her efficiency as he went through the work she’d already completed and stacked on his desk. He gave her a look of genuine pleasure when she returned to the office with a steaming pot of tea, anticipating his request, before settling in at the opposite side of his desk to take dictation. She memorised the details of the letters he dictated, including one to HQ in Brussels to request more beds, linen, equipment and pharmaceuticals in readiness for an expected influx from around Soissons. As she pencilled, she took in the landscape of the doctor’s desk: it spoke of order, with his massif of neatly stacked files; and of family, with the photograph of a much younger looking Dr Schweizer standing with his arms around two strapping young men outside a big gothic building that reminded her of Oxford University. After he’d finished, she turned to the photo on his desk. ‘Your sons, sir?’

He nodded and sipped his tea.

‘Where are they now?’

‘One is . . . has passed on the Somme.’ He swirled his teacup, staring at the dregs, then wrapped his quivering lips around the rim. ‘The other is listed as missing. I pray he is a POW and can stay safe till this bloody mess is all over with.’

‘I’m so sorry. So sorry to hear that, sir.’ They settled into a maudlin silence and she made a show of flipping back through her notes. ‘Bloody mess is an apt description, if I may say so, sir. My boarding house was raided yesterday and, sadly, I hear the abbé was also arrested.’

He nodded, looking sombre. ‘I checked on Abbé Benoit this morning. I miss his counsel already.’

Grace’s hopes sprang to life. ‘And how is he?’

‘Spiritually, well, but physically not so good.’ She closed her eyes to hide her feelings. ‘At least he’s not suffered the same fate as the vet.’

‘Pardon? Who?’

‘I’m speaking out of school, but’ – he shrugged disconsolately – ‘de Vries was arrested for a different reason, which I am forbidden to mention.’

Grace tucked her hands in her lap and tried not to show her mounting fear. It was entirely possible the vet might be tortured and give them all away.


‘And in a fit of desperation, to keep his secrets, the vet shoved a red-hot poker down his throat and burned off his vocal cords. They’re damaged irreparably. And that so enraged the major that he had his henchmen burn off the man’s entire tongue and cut off his right hand.’

Grace blanched and the doctor caught her reaction. ‘I’m sorry to be so blunt, Fräulein.’

‘Will he be all right?’

Dr Schweizer shook his head. ‘He is unlikely to live.’

Grace squeezed her eyes tight but couldn’t eschew images of the poor courageous vet taking his last breath in that medieval hellhole. ‘Please, sir, may I come to the fort with you next time you visit?’

‘I’m afraid that’s impossible. But I will do everything possible to have Abbé Benoit looked after.’

‘Thank you, doctor.’ She inhaled deeply to steady her emotions and tried to present as neutral. ‘Also – on the matter of POWs, would you mind if I visited the men I’ve grown fond of?’

He nodded, staring at the photograph of his sons, and handed her a wad of folders. ‘Fill the pharmacie requisitions first, as a priority.’

At her desk, Grace carefully transcribed the doctor’s almost-illegible handwriting into a typed report. The orderly at the dispensary flicked it a cursory look and handed everything over, unaware that the doctor’s zeros had become nines and his threes had become fives. Grace had reasoned that if she was caught, she could claim an honest mistake. She slipped her smuggled phials into the little pockets Olga had sewn into the waistband of her skirt for such purposes. Tonight, she would give them to Olga to hand out to those in need, and shortly she would give Blue a taste of freedom too.
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It had been ten long days.

Jude was her first thought in the morning and her last at night. In between, he peppered her day with worry. Every time the door handle turned, she glanced up, hoping for him. Her heart leaped at the jangle of the telephone on her desk as she imagined Kruppe with good news. The only solace she’d been able to find was in the Oberarzt’s assurances that Jude was coping. And in Clara, after work, when they tended to his bonsai together and brought her back to life.

Arrests stepped up. The nuns at Illy had been accused of lighting a fire in their kitchen and sending smoke signals and thus had been deported to the women’s prison in Holzminden. Yet the network forged on.

Sister Marie was more resolute than ever and continued with the ‘letterbox’ drops. Olga had become the de facto boarding house matron, militant in her hygiene standards, while Grace poured her energy into trying to find details about the field munitions dumps, going through every unattended file in the doctor’s office while he was in surgery.

Blue continued to provide insights into battlefield movements and she’d managed to give him the morphia she’d filched, thrice in the last ten days, without being caught. Her relationship with the prince had brought unexpected benefits.

Blue’s head had turned the first day she’d given him the morphia, when he’d heard the clack of her heels coming through the ward.

‘Are you still in pain?’ she’d whispered.

‘Only hurts when I breathe.’ His lip curled sardonically.

‘I’m working for the Oberarzt now but I have a gift that starts with m and ends in “orphia”. It’s about to hit your thigh.’

As the morphia had entered his bloodstream, his face had relaxed and he’d smiled properly, broadly, with his big teeth, as she’d never seen him smile before; as a man with a future, living through this suffering to get back to his daughter in Australia. Tears had pricked her eyes.

Through all this, her plan for the major’s briefcase remained firmly in her sights.

But for what she had planned, she had to be patient. If she went to him willingly, he would be suspicious. She had to let him believe he was in control.

So, she waited, like a mantis, for him to come to her. And she had her pretty enamel ampoules ready on her necklace, full of the scopolamine serum.
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The sirens for falling in had been blaring all day as Grace entered the Oberarzt’s office with a pot of tea.

‘I don’t have time for tea this afternoon,’ Dr Schweizer said curtly. ‘We need to set up another salle de mort, mein Gott! I’ve just been handed this.’ He gave her a report. ‘We are expecting the flu to arrive by the trainload. It says that the disease presents as a fulminating pneumonia, with wet haemorrhagic lungs, and is often fatal in twenty-four to forty-eight hours. The younger they are, the harder they fall. Please type up bulletins to remind all staff to keep their masks on at all times. Everything is to be sanitised.’ He shot her a penetrating look. ‘We also need to coordinate staff for a field hospital near Saint-Mihiel, which is the most ridiculous thing I’ve heard yet, seeing as we are apparently pulling out and leaving both it and Metz for the other side.’

Grace’s blood rushed with a mix of fear and opportunity. The news about Saint-Mihiel was one ray of light. She could remember the importance of this spit of land, this high ground that jutted out like a big toe into free France. It was an important German stronghold.


‘Could you run this down to the pharmacie?’ He scribbled out a requisition.

‘When?’

‘Now!’

‘No – Saint-Mihiel. When is it being set up?’

‘Early September,’ he grunted.

‘Also, may I take more apricots today?’

‘Go.’ He waved a hand to dismiss her. Grace set off at a run and managed to pilfer just a few more precious phials from the pharmacie, hiding them in her skirt’s secret pockets, then picked apricots from the trees in the garden and put them in her wicker basket. A shock of cool air hit her skin as she returned to the administration block. She plugged the requisitioned medicines into their rows methodically, in full view of Dr Schweizer, who looked up from his paperwork. ‘Gabrielle – did you get everything?’

‘Yes. I also picked some of those apricots you mentioned.’

‘Good,’ he said distractedly as he thumbed through a report, concern etched in his face. ‘The children need the nutrition, and by the look of it so do you – if your wristbones were any sharper I could use them as scalpels.’

She laughed a little too hard and he looked at her curiously.

‘Is there anything else today, sir?’

‘Yes.’ He stuck out his hand. ‘The requisition slip, Fräulein.’

‘Ah, of course. I’m sorry,’ she said, feigning forgetfulness and handing it over.

‘Hmmm.’ He traced his finger down the order, peering up at her intermittently. Grace held her breath, preparing an explanation for the inconsistencies between his original requisition and what she’d typed up.

‘It’s fine,’ he said, signing the slip and dropping it into Aus.

‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’


Shortly afterwards Grace was aiming for her shortcut through the woods when she heard footsteps closing in behind her.

‘Ladies shouldn’t be out here so late and all alone. You never know what predations might occur.’

Grace turned around, holding her basket like a shield and reflexively touching the phials hidden inside her skirt band. ‘And gentlemen shouldn’t sneak up on ladies. Do you make a habit of it, Major?’ She tried to exude an unruffled confidence, though inside she was bubbling with anxiety.

‘I love the candid moment – it’s the only way to see people in their true light.’

‘And what light do you see me in?’

‘I’m not sure yet, but I’ve noted you have the finesse of a Frenchwoman and the respectable bloodline of a Prussian. Where do your loyalties lie? That is the question.’

His Mercedes stalked up behind them, purring like a big black cat as he stared down at Grace’s basket. ‘Give me your basket. I insist,’ he said as he opened the door for her, peeling her fingers away from the basket handle. Grace affected nonchalance but could feel the perspiration under her arms as she slid into the back seat and he got in beside her.

‘Ach! You finally got your apricots.’ He placed the basket on the floor next to his briefcase.

‘Yes, they will make a wonderful tonic for the children.’

‘Did you all enjoy the cake?’

‘Very much. That was, until . . .’

‘Until what?’

‘Until your soldiers cleaned out our cupboards and our furnishings, free of charge.’

The major tipped his head from side to side, as though trying to loosen tension. ‘That was none of my doing. It was out of my hands.’


‘But it did wound me.’ She cast her eyes down. ‘I was very disappointed.’

‘But I left the wolfhound alone.’

‘And you took my watch!’

‘Enough! Let’s go visit the monument. Take me to le Grand Chêne.’

‘But it will be dark soon.’

His top lip curled back. ‘I’m all in favour of a moonlit stroll.’ He tapped the chauffeur’s shoulder with his cane. ‘Drive on, Klaus. Gabrielle, please direct.’

As they travelled away from Sedan the major pulled his briefcase onto his lap and fiddled with the combination lock. She glanced sideways to catch the numbers.

3-3-9

He pulled a photograph from the case, then snapped it shut and returned it to the footwell as Grace directed the driver. It took less than ten minutes to get them to the walking track.

In the gloaming Grace led the major up a path flanked on one side by an aromatic birch forest, and on the other side by a clearing, the tracks beneath their feet rutted by horses, ploughs, wagons and armies of the past.

When the oak finally came into sight, the childhood memories flooded back to Grace: of walking up here with her parents to lay flowers at the monument. When she was Clara’s age, her father had filled her head with stories about how the Prussians forged over the hill to fight the French, and how he’d been stationed close by as a surgeon for the Prussian army. The experience, he’d said, though sad and frightening, had given him an appreciation of the natural beauty of the Ardennes – so much so that he’d returned years later with his young family and called it home.

Grace drew von Froelander’s attention to the silhouette of the single gallant oak planted years prior in memory of the fallen French cavalrymen. The tree towered over the clearing and sheltered a simple monument: a stone plinth upon which a cross sat on a white column.

‘There it is.’

The major grunted. ‘Disappointing. Wait here, Fräulein.’ He ploughed ahead through the weeds to the rusted iron fence surrounding the monument and creaked open the gate, then made his way to the modest cross. He seemed to trace it with his fingertips, then eventually, after mumbling something, walked away and sat down at the base of the oak. A small flare from a match lit the end of a cigarillo and it illuminated his face briefly as he stared morosely at the photograph in his hands.

There was a story here. Something deeply rooted in the major. An Achilles heel, perhaps.

‘You go ahead, Fräulein. I will be there momentarily,’ he called, then took a long drag of his cigarillo. The orange tip glowed like a beacon in the dark, and Grace turned and headed back down to the Mercedes as quickly as the moonlight would allow, thinking about the briefcase.

‘Where is the major?’ the chauffeur asked, as Grace slipped back into the automobile.

‘He is taking some time to himself.’

‘Don’t these people think we have lives?’ he snarked as he got out to sit on the bonnet and light a cigarette. He took a couple of drags, then wandered off towards the woods.

When Grace was sure he wasn’t looking, she hauled the briefcase onto the seat beside her. She flipped the numbers and the briefcase clicked open. After manoeuvring it into a shaft of yellow moonlight, she sifted through the contents. There it was – the folder labelled Field Munitions.

She flicked it open and angled it to the light, but there was no way the Ticka – the miniature camera disguised as a pocket watch that Allied intelligence had given her – could pick up the detail. Hoping to memorise the locations marked with red triangles, she wriggled herself further into the light, and it was then that she caught the inimitable plonk of the major’s cane.

Heart racing, she shoved everything back into the briefcase, spotting a folder labelled Deportations just as she saw the major’s hand reaching for the door. As it thunked open she fumbled, losing her grip on the lock, which spun, not catching.

‘What are you doing there, Klaus?’ the major yelled to the driver, standing by the open car door, and with trembling fingers Grace finally clicked the lock back into place.

‘Nature called,’ the chauffeur said, coming out from behind a bush and cinching his belt.

The major stepped into the car just as the briefcase slid into the footwell.

‘This place means a great deal to you, doesn’t it?’ Grace said breathily as the chauffeur came around and closed the major’s door.

But he was lost elsewhere, staring down at the photograph in his hands. He shone his flashlight on the face of a handsome young man in Prussian military uniform. Grace could see clearly that the major bore a distinct resemblance to the man in the picture. A brother? A father? Grace observed him scrupulously, suspecting that his stupor was deeply rooted in childhood pain.

‘Major?’

He looked up.

‘Forgive me for being so forward, but if you are looking to pay your respects to our countrymen, may I suggest a more fitting place for a proud Prussian son like you?’

He nodded, though for a moment Grace was worried she’d overstepped the mark, so impassive was his reaction. ‘It was one my father visited regularly: the Necropolis and Ossuary of Bazeilles. It contains the remains of three thousand French and German soldiers.’ She bowed her head. ‘It’s such a shame people don’t remember those we lost in war, and I promise it’s only a ten-minute drive from here, and a far more suitable place to reflect.’

He nodded curtly. ‘Take me.’

‘Driver,’ she said confidently, ‘take the next turn towards Bazeilles.’ She pointed to the photograph the major was holding. ‘You look like him, sir. Just as strong and fine-featured as that man.’

‘Except for this.’ The major pointed to the jagged pink scar beneath his moustache. ‘My great imperfection.’ He exhaled in bemusement. ‘My father was a tough, uncompromising man who expected perfection in everything. But I never knew him,’ he said in a voice that was almost a whisper, ‘because he died in the Battle of Sedan three months before I was born, along with my grandfather and my uncles. I am the last of the von Froelander dynasty.’

‘I’m very sorry to hear that, sir,’ she said, matching his tone, finally glimpsing the man behind the uniform, a boy trying to live up to his father’s expectations. She now understood some of the reasons behind his brutal quest for power and control, but she could not excuse it. ‘Maybe our fathers knew each other. Wouldn’t that be a coincidence?’

He reached across to the drinks cabinet and pulled out a bottle of apple brandy and two glasses, then measured out a nip for them both. He handed her a glass as she fingered the ampoule around her neck. ‘To fathers and the Fatherland,’ he said, raising his glass.

She met his glass with her own. ‘To fathers and the Fatherland.’ She chanced a sip: the apple brandy was deliciously sweet on her lips, like nectar. He smiled at her pleasure. They sipped their drinks in silence.

‘Driver, slow down,’ she said after some time. ‘We’re here.’


The chauffeur helped the major alight, and von Froelander made his way down the shadow- and tree-lined terrace towards the obelisk and mausoleum, while the chauffeur slowly walked back around the car and reinserted himself in the driver’s seat.

Von Froelander cut a lonely figure in front of the crypt, his hair shining in the moonglow as he knelt – and Grace finally had the opportunity to act.

Quietly, with infinite care, she dripped her serum into his brandy – about eight drops.

She rehearsed the next scenes in her mind: the major would sip his brandy, and she’d detain him with small talk and flirtation long enough for his eyes to glaze. She would ask the chauffeur to leave them, with a suggestion of intimacy to come, then when the major became delusional she would call the driver back to take him out for some fresh air, and chance reopening his briefcase.

Her heart thumped as she watched von Froelander use his cane to lever himself to his feet, before giving a final salute and returning to the car.

He slid over to her and picked up his drink. ‘I knew there was something in you the moment I met you, Gabrielle. At first I didn’t trust the feeling, but now I know it’s true kinship.’

‘I feel it too,’ she said demurely.

He took a sip of his brandy and stopped. ‘Actually, forgive me. But I have a habit of never drinking anything that’s been left unattended. It’s not that I don’t trust you; I’m sorry. Do you mind if we swap?’ He passed her his drink.

‘I understand – paranoia is normal in these awful times,’ she said. ‘It’s wise to be prudent.’ She took a sip, screaming internally that he was a despotic idiot, then she deliberately fumbled and spilled the drink down the front of her uniform.

‘Not a bother,’ he said, handing her a handkerchief. ‘Klaus will clean this up later. Klaus!’ He leaned forwards. ‘Drive on.’ Grace mopped at her uniform as he slid closer to her. ‘I am too often in Brussels these days and I desperately need someone I can trust.’

‘I thought you trusted Abbé Benoit?’

‘Let’s not waste time talking of him; he’ll be released soon enough. Shh.’ He kissed her cheek and slid his hand lightly over her stomach, almost touching the phials, and she stiffened. ‘Thank you for this evening.’

‘Please, Major.’ She pulled away. ‘It has been my honour to bring you here, but please! I am not a parlour girl.’

‘No. I know. But if you do things for me, I promise I can do things for you. There are deportations underway to make room for reinforcements, which is none of my doing, but I am concerned about Clara. Sweet little thing.’

Bile rose in Grace’s throat with the implicit threat. The power had shifted. She may have found the major’s weak spot this evening, but he was now deliberately pressing on hers. Grace came face to face with that awful shade of grey Heath had warned her about. ‘I understand, Major, but what do you want from me?’

His lips curved in a semblance of a smile. ‘Everything, liebchen.’

‘I’m flattered that a man like you would take an interest in an ordinary woman like me.’

‘My dear. Your modesty is endearing but unwarranted. You are a friend to Prince Maximilian and will likely earn German honours for your services to POWs.’ He placed her hand on his upper thigh. ‘Together we could make a fine couple.’

She pushed his hand away. ‘Discretion, Major! We have company.’

‘Klaus is discreet: he knows when to leave the vehicle, and he knows where his bread is buttered, don’t you, Klaus?’ The chauffeur nodded as they drew up to the boarding house, cloaked in darkness with the blackout.

‘I don’t think you understand, sir.’

He leaned forwards and caught her hand. ‘Please, call me Kurt. And what don’t I understand?’

‘I am not an . . . an experienced woman.’ She lowered her eyes.

He exhaled in understanding and, lifting her head so her eyes met his, he smiled. ‘I will very much enjoy being your teacher.’ He pressed his lips to hers gently. ‘We will take this slowly. I will be in Brussels for a few days, but I look forward to seeing you when I get back.’

‘Likewise, Kurt’, Grace said, forcing a smile as she got out of the car, giddy with fear and torment.

She closed the door of the boarding house quietly, then, once the car had pulled away, ducked out to the washroom to scrub him off.

[image: image]

The next day another cake came, this time with a loaf of white bread and another tin of condensed milk. Grace and Olga ate quietly. The children ate in celebration.

The following midnight, on the Feast of the Assumption, Jude was finally released. Deo gratias.











CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Grace caught Sister Marie just as she was leaving for Mass two days later with another priest, who had taken over Jude’s ecclesiastical work.

‘When can I see Abbé Benoit?’ she asked the sister after another sleepless night that had felt endless as she waited for dawn to break.

Sister Marie looked up with pain in her eyes. ‘He needs rest, Gabrielle, as I’m sure you’ll appreciate. He has suffered. Typhoid and dysentery are running amok up in the fort, not to mention starvation and brutality, and he is covered in sores and insect bites. He needs rest to regain his strength.’

‘But there is much to discuss.’

‘Patience,’ Sister Marie said.

Patience. If she had any more, she’d be a statue.

And time was ticking.

The vines on the arbour outside the hospital were turning that rusty shade that preceded the deep crimson of fall. It was rumoured that the Bulgarians, Austrians and Turks were demanding an armistice and that the German socialists were pumping out news of starved German civilians in revolt. But the German army chiefs were claiming victory. Ludendorff would never admit defeat. All the while the Spanish Lady had stalked through the streets of Sedan and made her way into the infectious ward of the hospital, where quarantine and hygiene measures had managed to keep her isolated.

Everyone was hungry and listless.

Nobody knew anything for sure. The only thing Grace was certain of was that some POWs had been earmarked for evacuation to neutral Switzerland and that one of them was Blue.

Grace fixed her mask as she entered the ward to find Blue sitting in the sunlight, humming a tune. He looked up, green eyes forever blind, his hair parted in the middle and combed neatly down.

‘G’day, luv.’ He smiled. ‘I was wondering – could I see you before I go?’ He wiggled his fingers.

‘Of course: here.’ She leaned down and placed his hands on her cheeks and closed her eyes.

Tentatively, he ran his fingertips across her brows, eyelids, the tips of her lashes and her nose, but stopped when he got to her mask. She loosened it a tad so he could trace the outline of her lips.

‘Beautiful inside and out,’ he said when he’d finished. ‘In my country we’d call you a top sheila.’

‘I’ll take that as a compliment – I think.’ She laughed.

Matron popped her head through the door with a strange smile that pumped her cheeks into a rosy glow.

‘We have a VIP here to see us.’

‘Who?’

‘You’ll see.’

Grace gave Blue’s hand a squeeze. ‘I’ll be back in a sec.’ She packed up the nasal swabs and wheeled her trolley out, glad for her mask, because her smile of pleasure tightened into a grimace as she came face to face with von Froelander.


‘Gabrielle!’ The major grinned, looking for all the world to Grace like a totenkopf, the old skull insignia many Prussians wore as unofficial emblems. He wore a short Van Dyke beard. ‘Aren’t you surprised to see me here?’

‘Yes, and sporting a handsome beard no less.’ She removed her mask and gloves.

‘You noticed!’

‘You looked good before,’ Matron said, clutching her chart to her chest, ‘but more dashing now.’

They hurried downstairs, but von Froelander caught Grace’s hand, holding her back as they reached the ground floor. The matron reached the doctor’s office first and paused, just as the major dropped Grace’s hand.

‘You go ahead, Matron,’ the major said. ‘We’ll be there momentarily. I just need a word with your nurse.’

‘Of course.’

When the matron shut the door behind her, von Froelander steered Grace into a janitor’s closet. He latched the door behind him, then put his briefcase down while she backed away till a tin bucket containing a musty-smelling string mop clanged against her heel.

‘I’m sorry, I have heard nothing else,’ she said, eyes downcast as he walked towards her. ‘There has been no dissent. Everyone believes Germany is winning the war so perhaps no one can trust me because of my Prussian connections. I hope I haven’t let you down.’ She bit her lip.

He gripped her around the waist and put one hand on the bricks above her head, trapping her. ‘I don’t care, Gabrielle. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you. I had to see you in private before I go back to Brussels again.’

‘Again?’ She tried to look disappointed.


‘Yes, backwards and forwards too much for my liking these days. I thought we could picnic up in the hills this afternoon. I have plenty of food and wine. You know, if I wasn’t already married, I would choose you. I adore you – you have won my heart.’

‘You’re married?’ Grace feigned a look of dismay. ‘Why don’t you wear a ring?’ She tried to push him away. Von Froelander leaned his body weight against her and kissed her hair. Oh God. It was happening. She stared over his shoulder at the door, imploring some owner or other of the many footsteps she could hear passing in the corridor to stop and jiggle the door handle.

‘You smell of lavender. I love it.’ He pressed his mouth to her forehead. ‘My feelings for you are out of control. I feel like a madman inside.’ He kissed her cheekbone and she shuddered, feeling the scratch of his blond beard on her skin. He tilted her head up with a fingertip and pushed her hands away from her chest.

‘Kurt, no, please.’

‘Shhh, I just want to touch you. Remember the sugar cake, Gabrielle?’ he whispered, kissing her lips then nestling his head into her neck, murmuring, ‘Did your children like the condensed milk? And I hear Clara has a party coming up in a few days?’ He trailed his index finger down to her décolletage and her shirt buttons. ‘I will get a cake for her party, and candles.’ Grace held herself still as he peppered her face with little kisses, fumbling with her shirt buttons. ‘Kiss me back, darling.’ He opened her mouth with his tongue and held her there with one hand at the back of her neck. ‘More,’ he muttered. ‘Hold me.’ Her biliousness made her flush with radiant heat, which he mistook for a rising passion. He slid his hand inside her shirt. ‘Allow me just one quiet touch of your heart so that when we go inside, and you look at me and I look at you, we can share our little secret.’

‘Please, Kurt. Not here.’


‘Shhh, I just want to feel your skin under my hand, feel the beat of your heart. I need some warmth and love. Is that too much to ask for a man who brings you precious gifts? Who protects that wolf you love so much and your sweet little elfin?’

‘No, please,’ she mumbled in a haze of humiliation, trying to find the right balance of refusal and acceptance. She pushed his hand away.

‘I know you are shy, but I need this; I need you too. I am a good man who will protect you, my sweetheart.’ He put his knee between her legs and pushed it up so she was pinned and his hand slid over her breast with a light caress. ‘There.’ His fingers teased her nipple and stroked until it stood, mortifyingly firm beneath his fingers, and he kissed her neck. ‘You are beautiful, a temptress; I am powerless to stop, forgive me.’ His free hand slid down her dress, over her stomach, hitched her skirt up and pressed inside her underwear; the tips of his fingers prodded her and he moaned and began to unbutton his trousers, pressing himself into her. It was so repugnant, so disgusting a violation of who she was and all she stood for that a rush of blood, of courage, came from nowhere and she pushed him away. Sent him reeling back against the shelves of disinfectant, causing a couple of containers to smash at their feet and fill the room with the astringent smell of methylated spirits.

‘Enough,’ she said, straightening her skirt, her blouse, fixing the buttons. ‘This is not seemly, not here in a janitor’s closet. I don’t believe your claims of honour if you’re so happy to treat me like a common schlampe.’

He stood, stunned. His cheeks were burning red, and he swallowed, running his hand down his beard. Grace held his eyes, seeing a flare of something behind them, and she braced for reprisal and lurched for the door. But he caught her wrist. ‘I apologise, Gabrielle. I adore you. I lost myself in the moment.’


She flattened her lips into a line of gentle disapproval and patted his hand as if he was a child. ‘Patience, Kurt, patience. Not in a janitor’s closet. Not like that.’

‘No – not like that. But we have this afternoon, liebchen, and the soiree at the end of the month.’

‘What soiree?’

‘You are invited to a soiree for Prince Maximilian von Baden. I’ve been tasked with delivering the invitations to you, Matron, the Oberarzt and’ – he snorted with overt distaste – ‘Abbé Benoit. The prince would like the abbé to sing. But’ – he ground his teeth – ‘I’d prefer the abbé be dissuaded from attending. Things have soured between us since his imprisonment and it would ruin a glad affair. Can I rely on you to keep him away?’

‘I can try,’ she said meekly, hand on the doorknob.

‘Please. The soiree will give us a chance to be alone, to enjoy each other’s company. I don’t want him anywhere near us. He seems to have an unnatural fixation on you – for a priest, that is. If he were an ordinary man I’d understand, but it undermines the credibility of a man of the cloth.’ He smoothed his hair, jutting his chin. ‘Now allow me.’ He prised her hand from the door and swung it open, checking for observers then standing aside to let her through. ‘Again, forgive me, liebchen.’ He put his right hand on his heart in a gallant gesture and bowed. ‘After you.’

The Oberarzt’s brows knitted at the sight of her and the major entering the room together. She had to clench her teeth to stop the tears from welling while Matron sat, expectantly, her lips plumping with the arrival of the major, and she flashed him a broad, attractive smile as he sat next to her. Grace picked up a pencil from the doctor’s desk and tapped her cheek with it, pretending to be deep in thought to hide her distress. The doctor sat down too with a sigh, looking increasingly diminished by the rigours of playing God.


‘What is going on, Major? We need to make this quick.’

‘There is to be a reception here in Sedan in ten days’ time for Prince Maximilian, who is leaving for Berlin.’ The major produced four envelopes from inside his jacket pocket. ‘He has specifically requested your attendance to thank you for your exceptional service to the Red Cross and POWs in general.’ Grace accepted the invitation and glanced at the thick white card with a gilded emblem of two griffins representing the House of Baden printed at the top. Her name had been written in extravagant calligraphy as though she’d been invited to some fanciful Upper East Side ball. ‘This kind of accolade is a credit to you all. Now I’ll leave you in peace, and, Fräulein Wettin, would you be so kind as to accompany me to my car? There are some things I’d like you to attend to on my behalf.’

‘Actually, Major’ – the doctor intervened, leaning his weight on his knobbed fists and grunting with the effort of standing – ‘I do have some matters to discuss with you first.’

‘Such as?’

‘Such as what preparations the city is making for the Spanish flu, which, according to Ludendorff, has cost the German army three hundred thousand sick and dying men. Such as the scarcity of wood for coffins; such as our need for medical supplies and staff. Shall I go on?’ he added with thinly disguised condescension. The major’s face reddened. The Oberarzt nodded to dismiss the rest of the room. ‘Thank you, everyone. Matron, Fräulein Wettin, I need you on the wards tonight. Take a short break after finishing your shift. We’re looking at a very long night.’

‘Of course.’ Grace nodded, assuming a neutral expression to hide both her disappointment at having to work and her relief at being released from the major.

‘I will see you at the soiree, Gabrielle.’ The major caught her eye. ‘And remember our conversation.’ He handed her the fourth invitation, the one for Jude.

She gave him a blink of understanding and closed the door.
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Night shift isn’t always so bad, Grace tried to tell herself as she set her bag down outside the doctor’s office. She’d had a few precious hours of sleep that afternoon. But as she sat at her desk, she felt a prophetic stillness gathering round her. A rare calm, like the breathy anticipation of the earth’s atmosphere before a thunderstorm.

She knocked on the door of the Oberarzt’s office, but there was no answer.

She tried the handle, but the door was locked. She went to the corridor and looked left and right. No clattering of trolleys, no grunting, no chattering nurses. She slipped in the spare key to the Oberarzt’s office and the door clicked open. His papers were not arranged in their usual orderly fashion. His teapot was still warm, the tea, though half drunk, still fragrant, the schedule for tomorrow open, the tray of inward correspondence untouched. Signs of a hasty retreat. She riffled through the paperwork and found confirmation of the thousands of medical personnel required for the northeast. She stared at the shaded area of the map. It could be anywhere: Nancy? Belfort? The Argonne? Damn it. There were no coordinates. Was this the final destination of the showdown between the Germans and the Americans?

She heard the office door rattle suddenly and twisted to find an orderly standing there, staring at her. She slammed the folder shut and several papers flew out, fluttering gaily in the air before making their traitorous descent, but the orderly didn’t seem to notice. And even if he did, she knew he was a disaffected Bavarian who’d probably prefer to side with the French than the Prussians.


‘Fräulein Wettin. Where’s the Oberarzt?’

‘I don’t know. Why?’ She bent down to collect the papers then re-stacked them on the doctor’s desk.

‘I need him, urgently. There’re men coming in from all directions, coughing up blood. I’ve never seen anything like it.’

‘Oh God,’ she said. ‘Put your mask on now, wash your hands.’

She ran to the main nurses’ station, but Matron was missing. Grace took the stairs two at a time up to the prisoners’ ward. Blue wasn’t there.

She lit a candle and plugged it into an empty port bottle, then toted the valiant flame back down the stairs and outside through the dark, past the eerily silent officers’ mess.

‘Knock knock?’ she called as she peered in through the square mesh in the timber door. Inside she could see a lit kerosene lamp on top of a black stove and a couple of half-finished teas in blue enamel cups. She walked in and touched the tepid cups, gazing around briefly at the unlimited butter and sugar, and thought about taking a few saucers of them, but the chairs were askew, meals half eaten, spoons left in bowls.

The fabled ghost ship Mary Celeste came to mind.

Then she heard high-pitched voices coming down the corridor.

A stampede of feet.

Doors slamming.

Orderlies on the move with stretchers. She followed the stream across the courtyard with fear gripping her chest. Her breath caught in her throat as the flaps of the infectious tent burst open and the thickset German nurse she’d first encountered at the battleground charged out, her bosom heaving; she flashed a heated look over her shoulder at Grace.

‘For Christ’s sake, watch where you’re going,’ the sister blasted through her face mask as she hurtled down the hallway, lugging a hessian sack. She screamed at an orderly. ‘Burn all those bloody bandages and swabs. Now! Now!’

Grace heard no more because as she turned in the doorway her breath caught in her throat and she wrapped her cardigan over her nose, taking in the bewildering rumpus of panic and carnage. Nurses were running around, mopping brows and holding buckets in front of men in various stages of delirium. Bloody bandages were piled on the floor like ribbons of tomato-stained pasta. Men lay moaning and writhing, coughing up blood and projectile-bleeding from the nose. A nurse right in front of her was tending to a dark-skinned patient, sponging him down, trying to cool his fever, holding his hand as he writhed and strained.

Grace took another step forwards and she closed in on the man to get a better look, held by the sight of his thin lips, light brows and vibrant gold hair. He was not Indian. Or a Senegalese. He was fair, like her, but his skin had turned a dark colour, like a huge, mottled, purpling bruise. His body wracked with a cough and he arched, yearning to take a breath, and when he finally managed a gulp of air it expelled itself immediately, reflexively, with a viscous cough and a foamy confection of blood from the lungs. He looked up at Grace but didn’t see her, delusional with fever.

‘Oh my god,’ Grace gasped, moving towards him. ‘Blue?’ His chest heaved and she grabbed his hand and tried to give him words of solace and comfort for a few precious moments. But then a gurgling noise of strangulation came up his throat, and his body went into a death shiver, and he stilled. She stood there impotently as a nurse tagged his toe. Just like that. A tag on a toe. That’s all he was.

Grace turned and ran out to the hospital wall past a pile of bodies heaped on a cart, letting the abyss of fear and pain grab at her and finally drag her down. She crumbled, collapsing on her knees, and let out a wail. She rubbed her knees hard into the gravel, feeling her stockings tear, her skin surrender and the sting of blood.

She cried out, buried her head in her hands, then felt a hand land on her shoulder and turned to see Dr Schweizer standing there, hunched, pallid, brow beaded with sweat, licking his lips like he was parched.

‘Pull yourself together.’ His stern words snapped her to attention. ‘People need us in there. Get your mask. We do not have the luxury of grief. Now is not the time.’
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After eight hours on her feet, shutting her eyes to the scythe of the Spanish flu, collecting the bloodied sheets, shoving them all into bubbling industrial vats atop the huge black stoves in some forlorn, misguided attempt at sanitation, Grace limped home.

In the washroom, she sponged herself down then scrubbed her every inch with a bristly boar-hair brush till her skin was red raw. She rinsed her mouth, scoured the grit from her fingernails, then made a bed from dry linen and settled down to sleep, trying not to think about Blue touching her face and her mouth . . .

Trying not to see his nosebleed splattering a poor young nurse’s uniform. His glazed eyes. Oh God. His daughter.

She turned over, stifling a sob, and heard a swish of fabric.

‘Gabrielle.’ Clara knelt beside her, blonde hair bird-nested. ‘I thought the major took you – where have you been?’

‘Don’t touch me, Clara.’ Grace cringed away. ‘Don’t!’

Clara inched forwards on her knees, arms outstretched. ‘Oh,’ she said in her motherly voice, ‘it looks like someone needs a hug.’

‘Go to bed – don’t touch me.’

Clara’s eyes filled with tears and she flung herself at Grace. ‘You just need a big cuddle.’


Grace peeled the little girl’s arms from around her neck. ‘Clara – I need to sleep here tonight because I need to be up early, and I don’t want to wake you, dear heart. Go to bed: take Bruno and Green Stephen.’

‘Can I sleep with you, Grace? Please,’ she beseeched.

‘Not tonight, and maybe not for the next few nights. Let’s wash your hands and face and I’ll take you to your aunt.’

‘But can I still have my party?’

‘Of course! We will have your party. But until then I will sleep here, and after that we can be back together. And it will be extra special.’

‘But I want to stay with you.’

‘But if you stay with me, who will care for Bruno?’

Clara bit her lip and nodded bravely. ‘I can,’ she said in a sweet Franglais accent.

‘You are the bee’s knees.’ Grace found a reassuring smile for her saviour and got the child back into the main house before falling into her sheets and letting herself cry for Blue.

For all of them.
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In the past week, the Spanish Lady’s rakish fingers had teased Grace with every tickle in her throat, every sniffle, every flush of her sweaty skin. But it was psychosomatic: she hadn’t caught the influenza. Neither had the matron or the Oberarzt. He put it down to their naturally acquired immunity. And in the matron’s case, the fever she’d had months ago, which had delayed Grace’s induction.

‘It’s a lottery,’ Dr Schweizer had said. ‘Survival of the fittest.’

And fit she had somehow remained.

Well enough to shuttle to and from work every day in a kind of twilight numbness, though she continued her self-imposed exile at home and had slept in the washroom away from the others for almost a week. Thankfully von Froelander was away, although he’d left yet another red box filled with cake and condensed milk. It was demolished by the women and children without a second thought. Starvation had little pride.

After her sixth day of confinement at home Grace agreed that Clara’s party could still proceed, but only outdoors.

And tonight, as she made her way home from the hospital, walking quickly through the congestion of rumbling trucks and thickets of German soldiers, the sun peered through stormy impastoed clouds like a glowering omniscient eye. If she had any faith left, she might have thought it a warning, but she stared down that eye in the sky.

‘You’d better be on your best behaviour this weekend – I’ve got a party to organise.’

The moody sun had better pull its socks up for Clara.











CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




LATE AUGUST 1918

It had been agreed that Sunday’s Mass would be held outdoors, in the backyard of the boarding house immediately before Clara’s birthday party. Grace was relieved she’d been listened to regarding the dangers of holding Mass inside, and excited for Clara, and for the chance to finally see Jude after almost three weeks apart: after his twelve days in the fort and then her own exile. And sun did indeed manage a brilliant burst through the clouds, extracting maximum chlorophyll from the larch and lighting up the effervescent flush of the hydrangeas, pink from the natural lime in the Ardennes soil. Ivy and jasmine had been wound all the way up the swing ropes to make a sort of nymph’s perch. Grace stood beneath the shady tree canopy, away from it all, as the congregation milled. Jude appeared, pale and slightly thinner but exuding a reverence that swept everyone up in his current as he held the monstrance at his heart and walked towards the altar ahead of a line of girls wearing white veils and scattering rose petals.

And it was lovely to see him. Her heart ached. He kissed the makeshift altar of red felt and lace, dressed like a florist’s window in spring, dahlias, daisies and ivy all surrounding a statue of the Risen Saviour. She saw the joy of the congregation at the sacramental offerings: these gatherings that formed the heart of the community seemed to provide a strength and energy that helped make the suffering bearable.

She’d dressed in clothes she’d not yet had the chance to wear: a dress made of buttercup-yellow cotton, cinched with an organza sash and topped off with McElrod’s cat scarf. ‘It’s purrfect,’ she’d said to herself as she’d stared at her reflection in the bedroom window.

‘Metaphors I enjoy. Puns not so much,’ she heard McElrod say, and she smiled. The first smile she’d raised since Blue’s death.

But now the sun was out and the flu seemed to have spiked then quelled in the hospital, like the rise and fall of a king tide. Or maybe it was just in remission, gathering force, lying in wait to ambush them with another giant wave. The doctor kept warning everyone against complacency when they ran around talking about ‘that black night’, le noir nuit, as if it was a thing of the past.

With Mass over, the smell of sulphur hung like a burned match in the air, and the adults all took their seats in the yard, awaiting the concert Marcel had organised as the opening to Clara’s birthday celebrations. Grace sat in an aisle seat by Father Jude watching Clara, barefoot in the lilac chiffon dress Olga had made for her, beaming at them, jigging up and down with anticipation. Grace caught sight of Jude’s forearms as he scratched the bites he’d sustained at the fort, which had turned into lesions. The fingers of one hand were bandaged and tell-tale traces of blood stained the tips of the gauze. She could only guess they’d done something to his fingers. He caught her staring and tucked his arms into the sleeves of his cassock.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Marcel cried, sweeping a flop of brown hair from his eyes. ‘We have a full program this afternoon: the children will perform several songs and I’ – he pointed to himself proudly with the panache of a ringmaster – ‘will say a poem I wrote personally, and finally we will all do a play called Home, in which the children will play the parts of their parents.’

The concert started with ‘Alouette’, followed by ‘Frere Jacques’ and a hopeful Schumann recital through combs covered by tissue paper, then Marcel’s poem about France and its march to glory performed as a monologue. Olga looked so proud of him, and Grace’s heart went out to her: he’d be turning eleven soon and receiving as his gift the order from the Kommandantur to present himself without fail to the Office for German Employment. Grace hoped her message about Saint-Mihiel and Metz had made it through to the Allies. It would mean that by mid-September the Allies might be at Metz and the war might be over. They might all be free. Just imagine.

Last on the program was Home, the grand finale. Marcel was dressed as Olga – not as she was now, but in a red lace frock Grace had never seen – and was pretending to sew a patch of purple chiffon with an imaginary needle and thread. There was much laughter, and even Heinz stood stolidly on duty at the side of the congregation, threatening to smile. Grace imagined Clara would arrive dressed in an outfit to resemble her own mother, but she galloped down the back steps with her golden curls bunched beneath a white scrap of material like a nurse’s habit, wearing a sheet around her shoulders tied with a red sash, clearly pretending to be Grace. Grace’s heart filled in an instant. Jude caught her eye and gave her a smile. Green Stephen appeared, to raucous laughter, on Clara’s hand dressed in a boxy black habit made from cardboard and string, with wire-rimmed glasses over his frankfurter nose, bearing an uncanny resemblance to Sister Marie, and Bruno played along, obligingly wearing Father Jude’s cappello romano, white collar and cloak. And while the rest of the boys without fathers played soldiers, wearing rusty colanders on their heads, and the girls wore oversized gowns and their tiny feet tottered in boat-sized shoes, Clara, Green Stephen and Bruno stalked around, talking in whispers.

At one point, towards the end of the play, Clara quietly sat down on the floor and told Green Stephen a story. And everyone was entranced. Grace heard her own words through the little girl’s lips: the tale of Green Stephen and his struggle against the vengeful ants. Listening to her childhood story being told to others by the child of her heart brought tears to her eyes. Father Jude reached for her hand, gently pulled it into his grasp and squeezed her fingers. They exchanged the smallest of smiles. But Sister Marie caught this, and her eyelids plinked solidly with disapproval, and she lit a cheroot.

At the end of the performance Clara raised her hands like she was throwing confetti in the air, and in a voice rash with excitement proclaimed, ‘And now it’s time for cake!’ Grace’s virtue in that moment seemed a very small price to pay as Clara half skipped, half galloped to the table and everyone burst into ‘Happy Birthday’, clapping and cheering and stomping like there was no tomorrow. Because who knew?

There might not be.
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When all was said and done, it had been a marvellous day. As curfew descended the children calmed, dishes were washed, things were put away.

Green Stephen was lying on the island bench, exhausted after his public premiere: he’d become a minor celebrity. All the children wanted to hear the story of Green Stephen again. But Clara and Marcel were mysteriously absent, and Grace thought she heard a noise from behind her bedroom door.

‘What are you two doing in there?’ Grace asked, poking her head in.


‘Nothing!’ Clara whipped something behind her back, but the raspy tune of a music box betrayed her.

Marcel went a shade of vermilion.

Grace crouched down. ‘Clara, you’re not in trouble. But you must always ask before you play with other people’s things.’

Clara’s eyes filled with tears, and Grace immediately regretted it.

‘It’s all right, Clara, let’s listen to the song instead, then you can show me how you found the music.’

She held her hand to her heart – never had she suspected anything so soulful as ‘Amazing Grace’ to come from a child’s music box. It sparked memories of Jude on stage at the Belgian Benefit Christmas Concert, singing with such passion that tears formed in his eyes.

Clara held the music box up. ‘It’s easy, Gabrielle. See – the little sword on the front pops out, and Marcel worked out that the sword fits into the hole at the side, and then when you twist it the music comes out! Voila!’

‘Well done, children!’ Grace said, clapping her hands, then turned, feeling another presence in the room, and smiled up at Jude, who was standing in the doorway as Clara began to wind the music box again.

‘What is that, Clara? A music box?’ he asked.

‘Not a music box,’ Grace said. ‘It’s the music box.’

‘Which music box?’

‘The one I posted the reward for back in . . . you know,’ Grace said in English. ‘Remember?’

His brow narrowed and his cheeks flushed as if they’d just been fired in a kiln. ‘May I?’ He held out his hand and Grace placed the music box into his palm. She watched his face set as he rolled it around in his palm, and her smile faded.


‘I know what you’re going to say.’ Her voice rose a tad defensively. ‘And I promise I didn’t go off by myself trying to find it. It found me.’

‘Where?’ he asked, bristling.

‘It was sent to me by an American soldier.’

‘Who?’

‘Gary Nash, but it doesn’t seem to belong to him: look inside. The etching on the inside says Avery Love.’ Father Jude clicked open the front and stared at the name. ‘Remember how I asked Prince Maximilian about Avery Love? That’s why I asked. This is the music box, I’m sure of it.’

Father Jude’s face drained to white, like plaster of Paris, and his forehead shone with a film of perspiration that made him look ghostly. His hand trembled as he put the music box back in her palm. ‘I need to get some air. I’m not feeling well, I’m sorry.’

He turned abruptly and strode down the hall and out the back door. It slammed behind him and his footsteps disappeared down the back stairs; she went after him, only to find him standing beneath the larch, face buried in his forearm.

‘Jude’ – she touched his shoulder – ‘are you all right?’

‘I just need a moment,’ he said. ‘It might be best to keep your distance: I’m not well. I’d better get back.’ He stumbled to the back gate but stopped to lean on it to steady himself. It creaked open and his body wracked and he retched the contents of his stomach into a garden bed. Grace, inured to such indignities, felt only despair for him.

‘Jude!’ She ran to his side, dodging the mess. ‘Is your throat sore? Have you a fever?’

He shook his head, moved away and retched again. When he finally looked up and caught her searching gaze, she found fear in his eyes and it juddered through her.


‘I’m taking you to the closest hospital: there’s one at Turenne College.’

Grace rushed him past Heinz, who stood aside without question, on to the Lazarett, where a doctor, knowing him by sight, forewent protocols and admitted him immediately.

Grace mentioned her thoughts about neurasthenia, or some kind of dysfunction brought about by shock or repressed emotion, but the doctor didn’t listen and moved him into a separate room, as if he might have the grippe.

Grace walked back home, scrubbed herself down in the washroom and then sat on the swing, in a blooming pink sunset, confused.
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For two days, Grace waited for news on Jude while continuing to put on a brave face at work. But at night all she could see was Jude’s face as he turned the music box over in his hand, and all she could hear was Ethel Mulcahey’s words: I have it on good authority there was a Catholic priest who knew everything. Did Jude know Father Ewen Mulcahey and Malachy Ryan too?

Grace sat on the swing after another long shift, lost in meditative thought. There was a picture forming in her brain that she didn’t care to finish, but it wouldn’t be stopped. She remembered Jude on stage, singing ‘Amazing Grace’ with such passion that he had shed a tear. She remembered his gaze falling on her. A moment of tenderness, she’d thought at the time. But perhaps there had been more to it? She swung to and fro.

Up and down.

Backwards and forwards.

Truth and lies.

Jude and Grace.

Priest and reporter.


Grace and Jude.

Informant and reporter?

Was it possible?

On hearing a noise from the washroom, she dragged her feet through the grass to bring herself to a grinding halt.

She went to investigate. The bonsai had been turned; the swan planter faced the garden. It was a signal to meet with him, tonight.











CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




The workroom of the basement had lost its atheneum feel tonight; its walls seemed hardened by the expectation of what was to come. A spluttering paraffin lamp and an invisible mountain of things unspoken sat between Grace and Jude.

‘Are you feeling better?’ Grace asked as she reached across the table to hold his hand. ‘It must have been hell at the fort.’

He pulled his hand away and picked up a bottle of wine. ‘This is our last bottle of Cru Beaujolais.’ He blew on the label to dispel the dust, slipped the corkscrew in and wound out the cork, which popped out with a thwok. He was behaving awkwardly, and the newshound in her didn’t trust it.

‘To what are we drinking?’ She looked at him curiously. ‘Your freedom from prison, your recovery from illness or the fact that we’ve finally managed to meet alone?’

‘In vino veritas,’ he said, ignoring the question, giving her a different kind of smile – broader and slightly forced – as he poured the Beaujolais, bandaged fingers trembling.

‘Just a little,’ she said, pinching her fingers together. ‘I need to keep my wits and we need to discuss the plan for the upcoming soiree.’ She tipped the glass and let her lips touch the wine just enough to wet them. She couldn’t afford to have her emotions amplified by wine – objectivity was paramount. Brain over heart.

‘Tell me what you have in mind.’ He sniffed the liquid, looking thoughtful, then drank fully and twirled his glass at the base.

‘At some point during the night Prince Maximilian will ask you to sing. Everyone will be gathered. That’s when I can slip out to von Froelander’s room and help myself to his briefcase.’

‘No,’ he said bluntly. ‘It’s too dangerous.’

‘With respect, I have worked hard on becoming a friend to von Froelander. I have gained his trust. He sees me as an ally and someone who has his best interests at heart.’

‘Ally? Friend?’ Jude’s brow quirked. ‘You can’t trust what he’s telling you.’

‘Of course not! I know what he did to the vet and I know what he’s capable of, but I also know the contents of that briefcase, and he expects me to accompany him as his guest. Which means that if we’re organised and well prepared, we have a chance to get what we need. You detain him while I go into his room.’

He shook his head. ‘It’s too big a risk just for a map.’

‘It’s not just a map. It’s the key to finishing this war quickly. Without ammunition the Germans will be stymied. Their push will fail. They’ll be halted while the Americans can fight through Saint-Mihiel, and in three weeks we could be free. But if we wait, the war might drag out for months, Clara might be deported, or the Spanish Lady might dance on our graves.’

Jude put down his wine and narrowed his eyes in thought. ‘All right – conceptually, yes, it’s a good idea. But only – I’m going to repeat this – only with the proviso that I have the major with me, and I keep him completely distracted.’

‘He has made it clear that he doesn’t want you there. He asked me specifically to keep you away.’ Grace averted her eyes for fear they’d betray her shame at the position she’d put herself in. ‘But if you come late, he could see us having an argument, as if you were openly defying my request that you stay away.’

‘Yes. That might work. Your friend Prince Maximilian will be a drawcard too. The major will want to be close to the likely new German ruler, so if I stay close to the prince, the major will too. Then I can detain them by talking about the prince’s favourite subject: his work with the Red Cross, and I can ask him about that man, Avery Love, for you. That might give you the time to slip out unnoticed.’

‘Pardon?’ She leaned forwards to inspect every minuscule movement in his face.

‘I can provide the distraction.’

‘No, about Avery Love.’

‘Isn’t that the name of the man who owns your music box?’

‘You remembered?’

He shrugged.

‘I don’t understand.’ She shook her head. ‘Forgive me, but with what we are planning now, with the dangers facing us and with what you’ve been through – why raise Avery Love?’

He looked away.

‘Why? You told me not to get distracted by him.’

‘I had a change of heart. After all this time and effort, don’t you need to know?’

She could hear McElrod’s words in her mind. ‘The questions someone asks generally have their motives tucked up inside them.’

Jude raked a hand through his hair and gave her a sad, tired smile laden with suffering.

‘Will you tell me the truth about something?’ she asked quietly.

‘Of course.’

‘What do you know about the Charlie Ryan case?’

He inhaled unsteadily, squinting into the lamplight. ‘What makes you think I know anything?’


‘The way you reacted when you saw the music box. I know you weren’t sick with a sudden illness: it was shock – I see that look every day. I know it well.’

He closed his eyes. He breathed in deeply then exhaled through his mouth as if easing himself into a meditative state.

‘You said to me once you heard all sorts of things in confessional. You heard about this, didn’t you?’

‘Yes.’ He whispered. ‘I knew the family well.’

She almost cried. ‘I knew it! And you knew Ewen Mulcahey.’

His head snapped up. ‘Who told you that?’

‘Never mind. It’s not important. But you know what happened to the child too.’

A tortured expression flitted over his face and he swallowed audibly. Looking down, he shook his head. ‘Not all of it.’

‘Can you tell me what you know?’

‘You know I can’t.’

‘Can you tell me about the parents then?’

He dropped his chin to his chest, then raised his head slowly till his eyes resolutely met hers. ‘Malachy Ryan was, I think, a good man who had an untenable run of bad circumstances.’ He sighed. ‘A lost soul. I can still hear Malachy Ryan’s voice through the confessional grille saying, “All I’ve ever wanted is to be a good husband and father. But I have failed. They are threatening to take Charlie away.”’

‘Go on,’ said Grace, leaning forwards.

‘When his wife, Maureen, died, he got caught in a nightmare he couldn’t wake from.’

‘Maureen Ryan,’ she echoed, remembering the facts on her cards by heart.

He nodded.

‘I know you can’t say. And I don’t want to compromise you, so let me continue.’


She figured that if she watched his reactions closely as she laid out her thoughts, she might get closer to the truth. ‘Maureen was an actress who’d had an affair with one of the men at the top of the theatre world. It was David Belasco’s right-hand man, if I remember correctly, and he was hooked up with the Irish criminals around Hell’s Kitchen. She liked the high life. She was a gambler.’

He nodded.

‘She was in over her head with debt, but that wasn’t the reason she died. It happened after an argument in a casino between rival gangs over loaded dice; there were shots fired and Maureen got caught in the crossfire. Death by misadventure, the coroner said.’

‘Yes.’

‘And it was she who’d saddled her husband with a debt he couldn’t pay . . .’ She paused, thinking. ‘Yes – Goo Goo Knox and the Gopher Gang – did they threaten to kidnap the child for ransom?’

Another nod.

‘And there was the nanny. Ava O’Leary. An Irish woman.’

A muscle in Jude’s cheek flinched. A range of emotions played across his face until finally he gave a deep shuddery sigh of resignation; his rosary beads rattled as they were discarded. His chair scraped back and he stood, went to his desk, ran his finger along the spines of the biblical texts there, plucked out a well-worn Bible and brought it back to the table, where he flicked through the tissue-thin pages before setting it down at an open page.

‘The Book of Exodus,’ Jude said, turning it one-hundred-and-eighty degrees and pushing the lamp closer so light spilled across the page.

Her eyes scanned the text, but her mind couldn’t focus; she struggled to connect what he was saying with the story of Moses in front of her. She shook her head. ‘I don’t understand what you’re trying to tell me.’


‘This story,’ he said, ‘teaches us about Jochebed, Moses’s mother. When the Pharoah decreed that all baby boys be cast into the Nile, Jochebed took matters into her own hands and, rather than acquiesce to the demands of a tyrant, she built Moses a basket to float him away to safety.’

The electrical energy of discovery coursed through her. ‘Are you saying Malachy Ryan helped orchestrate the disappearance of his own son?’

‘That’s your conclusion.’

They sat in silence. Father Jude closed the Bible and placed his hands on top. Grace wrestled with whether to share Ethel Mulcahey’s suggestion that the child might not have died and that the body might have been that of another drowning victim.

But Jude looked so tired. He brought his injured hand to his forehead and Grace took his healthy one and held it in hers.

‘I’m sorry to have raised this. I understand you must feel culpable for giving such advice. But you mustn’t. You once said to me we’re just dominoes in the path of tragedy. I can’t offer you prayers or absolution, but I can offer you my unconditional support and friendship.’ She squeezed his fingers, knowing she meant so much more than that.

He stared into the flame and cleared his throat. ‘Thank you. Your words mean more to me than I can ever say.’

The lamplight flickered and the ambience softened. As did she.

‘We certainly have an interesting night ahead of us this Saturday, between the major and the prince,’ she said to dissipate the tension.

‘Stay close to me: von Froelander won’t be happy to see me there, and we will do what needs to be done. We will be all right. I promise you.’ He squeezed her fingers.

But when she looked into his sad hooded eyes, she wasn’t so sure.











CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




One part of Grace was glad they were finally here, at the day of the soiree. The waiting was always worse than doing the actual thing; and waiting had never been her strong point. She’d been carrying a concrete block of tension in her stomach since her conversation in the workroom with Jude. But preparations for the soiree had somehow eased the stress and had brought an air of anticipation into the boarding house.

The children were intrigued by the way Olga had made Grace look like a European sophisticate with nothing more than a few leftover lengths of her lilac chiffon. The dress was tied at one shoulder and draped across Grace’s décolletage, ending in a sweeping harem hemline, à la Grecian goddess. Grace had washed her hair in a liquid steeped in chamomile flowers and Clara had brushed it till it gleamed like polished copper.

Clara’s eyes were like fishbowls as they took in every single detail of Grace’s transformation, from the lacy undergarments to the finished product that Olga had nipped and tucked so it fit Grace like a sheath.

Green Stephen was as usual propped at Clara’s side, asking Grace all the questions that were on Clara’s mind. The sock puppet had acquired a particularly nasty habit these days of being a nosy parker and he was intently quizzing Grace about what she was doing this afternoon and why she was doing it.

‘I’m off to London to visit the king.’ Grace smiled after foiling the sock’s fifth new line of enquiry. Not too far from the truth.

Clara’s cheeks flushed with mischief and Green Stephen chuckled heartily. He whispered a secret into Clara’s ear and they both looked at Grace for a long moment then burst into peals of laughter.

She put a dash of Olga’s kohl around her eyes then grazed her lips with an ancient lipstick, remembering Madame Rubinstein’s mantra.

‘Beauty is power,’ she murmured, then scoffed at the sound of her own voice as she rubbed her lips together to smudge out the colour more evenly. Her lips almost matched the glow in her cheeks from her performance nerves; she rehearsed the plan for the night over and over in her mind.

Clara, sitting on a barrel Sister Marie had seconded from somewhere on her travels, eating the last of the stewed apricots, mimicked Grace right down to the point of rubbing her lips together. ‘Beauty is power,’ she echoed.

‘No, independent thought is power.’ Grace tapped Clara’s nose in time with her words. ‘Beauty is a tool that wears out too quickly.’

‘Except for mine,’ Sister Marie grunted, straight-faced.

Clara sneezed into her bowl, and with it came a little unintended burst from her backside. ‘Oops! Un petit pet!’ She giggled.

‘Scuse you!’ Green Stephen said.

‘Enough apricots for you, my girl!’ said Sister Marie.

Grace suppressed a smile and Olga laughed out loud while Clara and Green Stephen snickered away at the scandal of it all. Marcel, sitting on the floor playing marbles, bit his lip, not knowing whether he was allowed to laugh, but enjoying Clara’s clear delight at her unladylike faux pas. Bruno thumped his tail.

Grace gathered her handbag and put the apple-shaped ampoule filled with her special serum around her neck, then sat down to slip on her shoes. They were Olga’s. Silver fabric with a pointed toe and a buttoned latch on the side, but a size too big. Grace shoved gauze into the toes to achieve a reasonably dignified walk.

‘Don’t go yet, Gabrielle. Test my counting first.’ Clara jumped off the barrel and grabbed Grace’s fingers, trying to stall her. ‘Please?’

‘All right then: quickly! Show me how to count from twenty backwards.’

‘Pardon?’ Confusion crumpled Clara’s brow.

‘Count from twenty backwards,’ Grace repeated.

‘Sounds silly to me,’ said Green Stephen. Clara shrugged and turned her back to Grace. ‘One, two, three—’ she began.

‘No, not standing backwards!’ Grace clucked.

‘But you said backwards!’ Clara stomped her foot, and Grace burst out in a peal of laughter and wrapped the child in a big cuddle.

‘Oh you goose!’ said Grace. ‘Count twenty, nineteen, eighteen, not standing back to front.’

Clara giggled and hugged Grace back, and it was just what Grace needed to soothe her nerves. It was the first time in a long time she had been so exposed. No nurse’s uniform. No Red Cross badge. No press badge. Nothing to offer except her ear and her brain.

‘Je t’aime, Gabrielle,’ Clara whispered.

‘Je t’aime, Clara, and I’ll see you tonight.’
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Grace gave her hair one last primp, feeling tendrils curling out of the elegant French roll after the sprinkle of rain that had dusted her shoulders as she stepped out of the limousine that Kruppe had sent to fetch her. She walked through a guard of honour in front of the stately manor and once inside removed her cloak and handed it to the bellboy, along with a generous tip of two francs: a down-payment on a favour if she needed one, remembering vividly the services of Mr B and the boy at the Manhattan hotel.

She was escorted to the sweeping white marble staircase that led to the first-floor reception room, and the beautiful melody of a Brahms symphony caught her ear as the major caught her eye above the coiffured heads. He was standing at the top of the staircase, dressed in his tux. His cheeks burned bright at the sight of her. She gave him a regal wave and touched her ampoules for good luck, the knot in her belly tightening with every step she took towards him.

‘Dear Gabrielle. You look stunning. Stunning,’ he puffed, pulling at his shirt collar and pumping his chest up like a peacock.

‘Kurt.’ She patted his arm with her glove, her rehearsed speech on her lips. ‘I’m sorry to say I’ve had a difficult time convincing the abbé not to come. The prince has been most adamant. So if Abbé Benoit does show, know that I’ve tried to keep him away. In fact, it might even be advantageous for you to be seen in his company, given he is one of the prince’s favourites.’ She lifted her chin with hauteur. ‘It would raise your standing to no end.’

‘But I am already in the company of one of the prince’s favourites,’ the major said, his disappointment slowly morphing into a smile. ‘One far easier on the eye, too. And the priest is not here yet. You know, I have an inclination to forget this party and take you straight to my room and show you in every way just how much I do care for you.’ He took her hand in his and rubbed her palm with his index finger in a code that turned her stomach.


‘And where is your room, exactly?’

He angled his gaze up to a room in the corner of the second floor of the atrium. ‘It has a delightful Juliet balcony, perfect for getting to know each other more intimately,’ he murmured in her ear, glancing at her décolletage. ‘And right now, I’m not sure I like the idea of having you so on show to every Peeping Tom. I’ll have to stay by your side all night or you’ll be whisked away by one of the reprobates in here.’

Oh the irony. ‘I’m sure I can handle myself, but I will be extremely grateful if you could introduce me to everyone. I’m very eager to meet all your friends,’ she said, forcing herself to look enthusiastic and peering over his shoulder to scour the milling crowd for Jude. She turned towards the buzz at the street entrance. ‘Oh look, here come Prince Maximilian and his entourage. It would be rude not to receive him, wouldn’t it?’

He nodded and hooked her arm. ‘But at the first opportunity I’m sweeping you away, beautiful. It might be our last chance.’

‘But don’t you want to spend more time with Prince Maximilian?’

‘I already have a private meeting scheduled for Brussels – tonight is made for us.’ He glanced around the reception room. ‘I wondered whether you would stick to your word and try to keep the abbé from coming, but you have, and I am heartened to know I can trust you. So here.’ He produced her mother’s watch from his jacket pocket and gallantly latched it around her wrist. ‘This is a sign of my faith in you.’

Grace put her hand to her chest, overcome with emotion. The relief of seeing her mother’s watch back on her wrist, tonight of all nights, made her eyes mist. He smiled fondly at her. But what would he say when Jude finally turned up? She’d just have to make their disagreement dramatic and convincing, she reminded herself as she was guided into the noisy ballroom.


If profligacy had a sensory definition, it was to be found right here, in this extravagantly decorated ballroom, where ill-gotten champagne flowed gleefully over glasses stacked in pyramids and the smell of pipe tobacco mingled with brittle high-pitched laughter from truckling opportunists just like her. It was difficult to sort the good from the bad. Grace combed the room from the grand piano to the black marble hearth, right up to the coral chandelier dripping its pearlescent showers over settees filled with German officers, medical staff and dignitaries wearing bright sashes over their dour military tunics, but there was no sign of Jude.

She turned right and left as von Froelander promenaded her and she was introduced to colonels, the fabled Kommandant and the head of the pharmaceutical unit in Brussels: a rotund man named Ernst with a short brown bowl cut. He adjusted his pince-nez several times while she was introduced as von Froelander’s ‘friend’, as if he couldn’t believe his eyes.

A trussed-up waiter with a wing-tipped moustache approached them when they’d finally paused to lounge by the bar.

‘Drinks?’

‘Water, please.’

Von Froelander shook his head. ‘Oh no, no, no – have something more exotic, I insist.’

‘But I have to work tomorrow.’

‘One drink won’t do any harm. It’ll loosen you up.’

‘Oh, all right. Cognac mixed with calvados and sweet vermouth.’

She glanced at the Louis XIV clock on the mantel; he was half an hour past their agreed deadline.

Grace forced her cheeks to rise and fall on command with every passing ‘hello’, but something didn’t sit right. She glanced up at the clock again. Three-quarters of an hour late; though his piano recital wasn’t due for another hour. Grace sipped her cocktail, trying to quell misgivings, surveying the room while von Froelander stepped away to talk to an old general with a bazaar of bronze medals across his chest. She turned to look at von Froelander’s vodka glass sitting unattended on the bar and touched the apple ampoule around her neck. What if she just leaned over and dropped the serum in? He might tell her everything he knew about munitions dumps, and the information could be off to Netherlands by tomorrow and within two weeks they’d be able to go home. Simple.

Von Froelander sidled up to her and slipped an arm around her waist, startling her. ‘I see you’ve had a head start on me, liebchen.’

‘Catch up, then!’ She handed him the vodka, but he held it to the light.

‘How long has it been sitting here?’

‘Fear not, mein hübscher, I’ve been here, watching it.’

He raised a hand and summoned a waiter. ‘Another vodka, please.’

The waiter presented another and the major wiped the rim of the glass with his handkerchief, then ran a finger up her forearm, landed it in the crook of her elbow and circled. ‘You are a beautiful woman, Gabrielle.’

‘So, where are you off to next, Kurt?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You said this might be our last chance.’

‘Nancy.’ He smiled, lifting his chin in a fawning nod to a passing official.

‘But isn’t Nancy French occupied?’ She blinked, feigning confusion.

He shrugged. ‘Maybe not for much longer.’ He licked his bottom lip and held her closer. ‘Come this way.’

‘But why Nancy?’


‘Why all the questions?’

‘May I visit you?’

‘Really?’ He beamed down at her, finally throwing back his shot. ‘I’d like that.’ Clearly his narcissism and libido combined with vodka made him less inclined to suspicion. ‘Let’s talk about it later. Pillow talk, liebchen.’ He winked, rubbing her neck and squeezing it. ‘I am putty in your hands,’ he breathed.

‘I hope you’ll be more than putty, my major.’ She looked up and caught his eye.

Von Froelander chortled. ‘Your wicked sense of humour just makes me adore you all the more. Keep talking with that pert mouth of yours.’ He pecked her cheek, openly, in front of everyone and she quailed.

An officer came to his shoulder and von Froelander turned away for a private conversation while Grace lounged back against the piano, pretending to admire a bronze statue of Nike the goddess of victory and praying she’d spot Jude’s dark features hidden somewhere within the crowd. A couple of men behind her were talking in whispers.

‘. . . but the working class is speaking of deliverance and hope that our military will be overwhelmed this winter.’

‘Ja. Desperate times: I’ve heard some of our soldiers are stripping their dead comrades’ bodies of brass, and taking the leather of saddles and harnesses to sell.’

A silver-haired man of a leathery vintage sauntered over and his hands took a shine to her lilac chiffon. ‘I can see what you’re doing there, Fräulein Wettin.’

She blinked, stupefied.

‘Yes. I’ve been watching you, intently. It’s wicked of you to play temptress to an old man.’ He wrapped a hand around her waist. ‘Care for a dance?’

‘You’re not besmirching the reputation of this fine nurse, I hope, General Hoffman?’ Prince Maximilian cut in with Kruppe at his side. ‘I need a word with her.’

‘Of course not, Your Highness.’ He clicked his heels and doddered away.

‘It is lovely to see you again, Fräulein Wettin.’

‘And you both, Your Highness and Herr Kruppe.’

‘Please! Max and Karl, we insist,’ said the prince.

‘Gabrielle,’ she rejoined.

‘Tell me, how have you been coping with all the mess of this contagion? It has monstered our army: I can only imagine what it’s been like at the hospital.’

‘It rose like a tidal wave almost two weeks ago but seems to have subsided just as quickly, thank God.’

‘Do you think it’s finally left us?’

She raised her right brow. ‘I suppose that’s what we’re all rolling the dice on today.’

They stared at her a moment, and she realised she’d suddenly become far too Grace Winter. She smiled as though she’d been teasing, and they gave a forced staccato laugh that papered over the uncomfortable truth.

‘I see you are being entertained tonight by the major,’ said Kruppe, his bloodshot eyes narrowing keenly in query.

‘Free choice is a scarce commodity for women these days, Karl.’ Her right brow lifted again. It had a mind of its own tonight.

Kruppe gave a deliberate nod of understanding.

‘Now there was something I was going to talk to you about, Gabrielle,’ said the prince. ‘What was it again?’

She looked over her shoulder to see the major, still occupied, and Father Jude still disturbingly absent. ‘The prisoner, Avery Love?’

‘Ahh, that’s right. The Australian. Yes. Definitely was in Leuze, but he escaped from a casualty clearing station two weeks ago with a New Zealander. God knows why. He was comfortably accommodated in a church and was even allowed out to go shopping with a sentry once a week. Doesn’t make sense to me. He’ll probably get caught again trying to get through Ath or Brussels.’ He raised his brows. ‘Anyway,’ he said, lifting his chin and scanning the room, ‘where is the abbé? He is scheduled to sing.’

‘I’m at a loss.’ She shrugged. ‘Though – and I hope I’m not speaking out of school – I had heard the major was not inclined to have him here.’

‘Why?’

‘Perhaps that’s a question for the major.’

An official holding a raft of papers sidled into the conversation and whispered something in Kruppe’s ear. ‘May we excuse ourselves, Fräulein?’ he asked.

‘Of course.’

‘I would like to finish our conversation later though.’

Grace nodded obligingly, then headed quickly to the powder room, closed the cubicle door and sat to think, with an awful angst nipping away at her confidence. Without Father Jude, there would be no map-finding. Had something gone awry? Had the major done something? The idea rocketed into her mind like a missile from left field.

She’d imagined a thousand scenarios before today, but never one where he just didn’t turn up. Be patient – he will come, she told herself.

En route to the mirror, as she was removing the apple-shaped ampoule from her necklace and tucking it into the palm of her hand, she was accosted from behind.

‘Nurse Wettin! I didn’t recognise you at first. Praise! You look like one of those beautiful purple irises, so delicate and . . . heraldic.’ Grace turned to find Matron, magnificent in her own right, beautifully turned out in a peacock-patterned gown, hair piled in a blonde pompadour; though from the way she smiled, with eyes like jack-o’-lanterns, she was heavily pickled.

‘Matron! You are dazzling tonight! Except, have I missed the Oberarzt? I haven’t seen him anywhere.’

‘Pfft!’ She flapped a hand in knowing dismissal. ‘He hates these swanky celebrations. He always has an excuse. He says he’s feeling poorly.’

‘Poorly how? It’s not a fever?’

‘Don’t worry! That man has seen yellow fever, scarlet fever, typhoid fever! He’s a cockroach. He’s probably just enjoying a quiet night in.’ She cupped a hand around her mouth and whispered. ‘He detests the way the authorities waste money on these parties, but I for one intend to make the most of all that is lavished on us tonight: we get little else for our efforts.’

Matron’s reassurances did little to dispel Grace’s concern. ‘Have you seen Abbé Benoit?’

‘No, and I’m surprised he’s not here to monopolise your attention. Between the major and the priest you are a very sought-after woman.’

‘Pfft!’ Grace mimicked the matron’s hand flapping. ‘You have a carefree imagination tonight, Matron.’ She hoisted on a bright, forgiving smile. ‘Come, let’s get back.’

‘Call me Helga,’ Matron slurred. ‘And a carefree imagination is what we need to survive.’ They walked out of the powder room towards the ballroom. ‘I’ve always had a carefree imagination where your delectable major is concerned,’ Matron confessed. ‘You lucky thing – what I wouldn’t give to be in your shoes right now.’

‘Actually’ – Grace held Matron’s arm steady – ‘would you mind being in my shoes for a moment or two? I’d be so grateful if you’d take the major for a spin on the dance floor. I have dreadfully sore feet.’

‘My feet ache too, but my toes are twinkling now!’


Having asked Matron to first give her a moment with the major, Grace headed back to the bar. ‘Where were you?’ von Froelander asked. ‘I was about to send out a search party.’

‘Can’t a girl powder her nose in peace?’ She smiled innocently.

‘Come on, beautiful, let’s scarper off.’ He took her arm and turned her towards the door.

‘But the night is young! Why leave so soon? At least one more drink to relax me.’ She batted her lashes while gazing up suggestively into his eyes. ‘For you.’

He snapped his fingers and the waiter responded with alacrity. ‘Schnell! Two vodkas.’

The waiter poured the drinks as Matron came bustling through, right on time, just as Grace had planned.

‘Excuse me, Major, for being so forward,’ Matron said, thrusting her ample bosom in his way, ‘but would you permit me a dance?’

‘Just one dance, Matron, of course, but then I must take my leave.’

Grace turned away and watched them in the reflection of the bar mirrors as they wended their way through the crowd and their blonde heads twirled in unison around the dance floor to a Tchaikovsky waltz. She used a nearby vase of pink camellias to disguise the drip of the serum from her ampoule into a shot glass, but it was too slow, so she upended the lot. The resultant mixture was astonishingly clear. And aside from a slight increase in volume, their glasses appeared untouched. She stared at them, trying to predict the major’s behaviour.

He would, judging from past behaviour, wipe the edge of his glass with his handkerchief or order another drink. She watched him turning and gliding. He would not trust the lone glass, but he might trust hers. She pressed her lipstick to the shot glass that bore the neat concoction and kept it in front of her. On his return she would give him the plain vodka. It was a gamble.

As men and women began to get cosy and dawdle off, disappearing out of the main doors, the major swooped in, looking pleased with himself. ‘Woo, that Matron is a strong woman. I definitely need a drink after that escapade.’ He lifted the shot glass to the light. Her heart sped. ‘Waiter.’ He clicked his fingers.

‘Kurt.’ She placed her hand discreetly on his upper thigh, to stop him ordering another, and gave him a smoky look to make her ‘intentions’ clear. ‘If you are worried about the vodka, swap drinks with me, drink mine. See, I have lipstick marks on my glass’ – she lifted the glass to show him – ‘and I’m still vertical.’ She leaned into his ear, so close she was drowning in his cologne. ‘Though I’d prefer not to be.’

He chuckled and took the drink. She batted her lids, tracing her fingers lightly up his fly buttons. He made a noise in his throat. ‘You are full of surprises,’ he scratched out. ‘I am no longer putty.’

‘No, you are most certainly not.’

He threw back the scopolamine mix and smiled. ‘Let’s go.’

‘Gosh. I don’t know how on earth you drink so quickly!’ She gasped with fake admiration and sipped her vodka slowly. ‘Just a moment.’ She waved to the prince, who she’d noted had also been watching von Froelander.

‘Kurt! Where have you been, my man?’ Prince Maximilian approached, holding out his hand, and von Froelander shook it. ‘Do you have a moment? I wouldn’t mind talking to you about the absence of Abbé Benoit and some other civic matters that have come to my attention.’ Kruppe nodded gravely. ‘Fräulein, it’s been a pleasure,’ the prince said. ‘We hope to reacquaint ourselves again soon.’ Kruppe gave her a nod of acknowledgement.

‘Come.’ Kruppe put a hand on von Froelander’s shoulder.


‘Well – I, ah . . .’ His eyes flicked to Grace. She could see the confusion on his face. His eyes darted around the room. ‘I was just . . .’

‘Fräulein Wettin can amuse herself for half an hour.’

‘Fräulein Wettin can indeed.’ She flashed a smile. With any luck his twilight stupor would start in about ten minutes. Then the major would probably experience a shortness of breath, an elevated heart rate, muscle weakness and sweating, and he’d either feel a delightful sense of wellbeing, as she had, or be seeing monsters everywhere; either way he would speak so indiscreetly as to enlighten Prince Maximilian to many of his little foibles and thus incriminate himself before the man who would be quite possibly Germany’s next Chancellor. It would then be up to the prince and Kruppe to decide what to do with him.

His sudden absence also presented an opportunity. Her mouth dried at the thought, but she moved quickly into the corridor towards the stairs. Patience had its limits.

‘Fräulein Wettin, excuse me.’ A man put a hand on her arm. ‘I feel like I know you from somewhere.’ She turned to find a man she’d been introduced to earlier, the head of the pharmaceutical unit in Brussels.

‘Me?’ She pointed to herself, wide-eyed, desperate to get away. ‘Perhaps. Though I’m sure I would remember you if we had met?’

He adjusted his pince-nez lower on his nose and as she studied him without his glasses, she could see below the layers of good health a face she remembered: Ernst Thiessen. The widower chemist she’d met at a German Friendly Society ball in Manhattan eight years ago, when she’d met Mr B.

‘The name Grace comes to mind, for some reason. Hmm,’ he said. ‘I never forget a pretty face.’


‘Ugly hands of a nurse, as you can see.’ She held up the backs of her hands to obscure his view and wiggled her fingers, seeing the matron approaching. ‘Helga will vouch for me.’

‘Yes.’ Matron smiled clumsily, eyes glazed, teeth a shade of blue from the red wine she’d been quaffing.

‘Matron, I’m feeling a little giddy and need some fresh air – would you take Mr Thiessen for a spin or three on the dance floor?’

‘There’s a mission I’d be happy to accept.’ Matron tittered and swung Ernst off.

In her periphery Grace caught the bellboy signalling to her from downstairs, but she held up a hand to tell him that she needed a moment, then went straight to the second-floor mezzanine.

The door to the major’s hotel room was tucked in an alcove lit by a single lamp, and she stepped into the shadows and pretended to drop her clutch as a couple approached arm in arm, aiming for another room. They barely cast her a glance. She waited till they had disappeared, then backed up to the door and slipped her hairpin into the lock and jiggled it. The door opened without persuasion. For a man so pedantic about his personal security, such laxity surprised her. She slipped into the room and kept the lights off; the faint glow through the drapes provided enough visibility for her to take in the lavish soft red velvet furnishings, the polished mahogany desk and the surfeit of apples stacked in a bowl on a coffee table beside a crystal decanter of whisky and four glasses. The man had no conscience. And at this moment neither did she.

She methodically worked her way through the room, beginning in the closet, where she found an array of pistols and handcuffs hanging next to three starched uniforms. She ran her fingers over every seam and pocket, but there was nothing of note. She searched under the bed, opened and closed desk drawers, the last of which was locked, but a couple of tweaks with her crooked hairpin unlatched it and she found nothing except a framed photograph of a petite unsmiling woman arm in arm with two unsmiling teenage girls in school uniforms – presumably his long-suffering family. Beneath the photograph were letters from the Kommandant praising the major’s management of the Feldpolizei.

‘Damn!’ she muttered, her hands getting clammy as she raked aside the heavy drapes then opened the doors to the balcony. She checked her watch: thirteen minutes gone.

She ran her hands urgently over every wall panel, seeking a hidden door or safe. Hoping the act of tapping the wall might jostle something free, even if just from her knotty brain. And then it came.

The back of the wardrobe.

She read it with her fingertips, like braille, and found a hinge, then flicked a latch and slid back a panel. Ahh! She pulled out the major’s briefcase and laid it on the floor behind the bed. It opened easily when she entered the code and she pushed aside his trinkets – a snuffbox, a Montblanc pen and a gold cigarette lighter with someone else’s initials inscribed – then pulled out the files and flicked through them until she came to a thick unlabelled envelope, which she peered inside. The clock on von Froelander’s desk chimed nine – she leaped and her heart sped.

Thunder exploded in the distance, and she fumbled in her haste to lay out the blueprints, then photographed each map with her pocket-watch camera before hastily folding them back into their original creases and sliding them back into the briefcase, catching sight of another file – Deportations.

She glanced at the clock and paused in deliberation. Quickly she opened the file and flicked through to find the Ls, then ran her index finger down the list of names. She stopped in shock. Lallement, Clara. Five years. F. September fifteenth to Holzminden.


Panic flooded her.

Trembling, she closed the file, rearranged the contents of the briefcase, slammed it shut and shoved it back into the hidden compartment just as the door to the room thunked open behind her.

‘Gabrielle!’ Von Froelander’s voice sliced through the air.

Grace whipped around. ‘Kurt,’ she said seductively, trying to pass off her panic as excitement to bluff her way out; but the fright had caused her breath to hitch and her voice to tremble. ‘I got tired of waiting for you. I thought I’d come and get ready.’

Von Froelander’s wild eyes told her he believed none of it. He catapulted across the room, knocking down a tall lamp and sending it crashing onto the crystal decanter and the whisky glasses. Shards spewed across the Aubusson rug, apples skittered across the floor and the thick smell of whisky filled the room.

The major advanced on her, cheeks aflame, pistol visible in the holster on his belt. He trapped her by the bed and Grace scrambled over it to the other side, but he cornered her there too, coming at her with arms outstretched as though corralling a wayward steer. The light that had been in his eyes earlier had peeled away to reveal a cold reptilian cruelty. The scopolamine serum was working, but not as quickly as Grace needed it to. He lunged and she tried to dodge him but he collected her chest with his fist. The force tore the breath from her and she fell back on the bed, rolling sideways to try for the door, but he grabbed at her dress and ripped it from her shoulder. Then he was on her, his breath coming in fast, shallow heaves. He flipped her onto her stomach, grabbed her legs and yanked them apart and pulled them back. Through eyes wide with terror she could see the whole surreal scene playing out in the dresser mirror opposite.

‘What did you tell them about me?’ he yelled, grabbing her by the throat with one hand while he tore at her underwear with the other. His fingers jammed into her windpipe as he lay flat on top of her. She gurgled and strained for a precious breath, trying to remain conscious, and used the last of her resources to ram her head back into his face. The crack of his nose was not as loud as his howl, but he released his grip and rolled off her as she wheezed in air, scrambled off the bed, grabbed her purse from the floor and ran for the door, almost colliding with the hotel manager, whose long thin face wore a look of deep concern. He touched her arm. ‘Are you all right, Fräulein?’ He nodded to her partially exposed breast and she pulled up the torn chiffon and clutched it to her neck.

‘I’m all right,’ she gasped. ‘But the major has taken leave of his senses – he’s bleeding from the nose. I suspect it’s the flu. Stay out, save yourself!’

The hotel manager didn’t release his grip, but stood slack-jawed, looking over her shoulder. ‘What in God’s name?’

She glanced back to see von Froelander lying supine on the bed, staring up at his own legs, which were thrust in the air like matchsticks.

‘I can’t feel my legs,’ he murmured in bewilderment. He lifted his head from the bed, dazed. ‘Look. They’re floating!’ He began waving his arms. ‘Look! I’m floating! My arms!’ Then he blinked and gasped and his face began to turn red and mottled, and he clutched at his throat. ‘I can’t breathe!’ he gasped.

‘Fräulein, go!’ The hotel manager urged, pushing her away. ‘It looks like oxygen deprivation – I’ll call an ambulance. You go.’

‘Wait, mademoiselle,’ said the bellboy, coming up the steps towards her, looking concerned. ‘Your cloak.’

‘Thank you,’ Grace said, putting it on gratefully, realising she was shaking.

‘Someone came here for you too, but they left no message,’ he whispered. ‘The guards pushed her away before she had a chance to say her name.’


‘What did she look like?’ she asked, feeling vertigo set in.

‘Tall, blonde, Scandinavian.’

‘Thank you,’ she replied, trying to affect a dignified gait, rushing down the two flights of stairs, though all her instincts were screaming at her to run for Olga.

People streamed past her out of the ballroom, including Thiessen, who had been taken firmly in hand by the matron and didn’t give her a second look. The word had passed that von Froelander had the Spanish flu.

Grace slipped out the front door among the departing throng with the film cartridge from the pocket-watch camera in the hidden pocket of her clasp. She would give the Allies what they needed.

But she needed Jude and they needed to get Clara out.












PART THREE

WAR OF HEARTS


Hope springs from a place deep inside. Resilient and quiet, humble and unsuspecting. It has a capacity for endurance that evil in its hubris underestimates.

I have learned that hope springs from love, the alchemy needed to survive.

Because this is a war of hearts.

Grace Winter, September 1918




























CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




Grace bolted into the teeth of the storm with the wind moaning through the trees and whipping her hair up around her face. She hopped from one foot to the other as she took off her shoes, hitched her dress and ran barefoot, jumping puddles, leaping over potholes and veering off the path where sentries huddled beneath verandahs while the clouds released their payload. In the backyard of the boarding house she stopped dead. Two white sheets were strung up on the line. Danger.

Quickly, she secreted her film cartridge into the broom handle, then went to the kitchen window and peered in through the slit in the blackout shutters. A candle was flickering, casting dancing shadows on the wall, but there was no sign of life. She tapped lightly on the back door.

Within seconds it swung open, and one look at Olga’s pale tear-stained face told her all she needed to know.

‘Oh no,’ she moaned. ‘Who?’

Olga’s lips couldn’t form the words.

Grace dashed to her room, flung the door open and found Jude kneeling by Clara, sponging her brow. Clara’s face was bright red. Jude looked up, eyes tormented, face stripped of colour.


‘No,’ Grace whispered. ‘No. No. No. She was fine this afternoon. No! I won’t let this happen.’

Sister Marie came in with a tub of cold water. ‘She’s getting worse,’ she said grimly.

‘Olga!’ Grace shouted, racing down the hallway, frantic. ‘Make sure the women and children stay in their rooms, and please – run – go find Dr Schweizer at the hospital. Tell him it’s urgent.’

‘I don’t have the papers!’ she cried. ‘They won’t let me through.’

‘I’ll go,’ said Sister Marie, hobbling into the corridor. ‘Do you have medicines?’

‘I have some. Olga, do you have the rest I gave you?’

‘It’s all gone.’

Grace collapsed by Clara and rummaged through her medicine pouch with frantic fingers. She found the last stocks of her quinine, morphia and aspirin just as she heard the front door slam and the nun’s footsteps disappearing.

Jude cradled Clara in his arms, but her head hung back: she was as limp as a rag doll, mouth slack, chest wheezing. He propped her head up as Grace administered aspirin with a thimble.

‘When did it start?’

‘Sister came for me just as I was leaving church, and I sent Olga to the soiree for you, but without an invitation or a night pass the guards threatened her with arrest. She’ll be all right, won’t she?’ His face was so open and vulnerable and terrified.

‘She has to be.’ Grace nodded, desperate to believe her own words. ‘I don’t know if I’ll survive without her. I love her. I’m going to adopt her. Did I tell you?’ Tears welled and the knot in her throat prevented her from continuing; her nose was running and she wiped it on her arm, wrenching out a sob, thinking back to the afternoon and that one sneeze no one noticed because they’d all been so happy together. She should have seen it, though, should have checked her, should have been more alert to this. She should have stayed home.

Grace found her thermometer and slipped it under Clara’s arm.

‘God.’ Her tears streamed: the thermometer read thirty-eight degrees Celsius. ‘She’s too hot.’ She sponged Clara’s quaking body. ‘Why is this happening? Please. Not after everything we’ve been through.’ Clara would live. She had to live. They had a life together. ‘Please, Jude, help us. Pray for her. Do something!’

Grace stripped Clara to her underwear. But underneath the nightie, Clara’s body was as tiny as a baby quail, stunted and starved of nutrition, and the disease was an angry, vehement beast that dined on such fragile delicacies. Clara’s little body writhed and contorted.

Grace would fight Clara’s fight with everything she had in her possession.

The mercury now read thirty-eight point one.

A breeze whistled mercifully through the open window, cooling Clara’s skin. Jude moved her to the mattress and tucked her beneath a blanket. She shuddered in the grip of the fever. Her mop of blonde hair was matted on the pillow. Grace could see the blue veins in her neck and her chest rising and heaving with the effort to draw breath. ‘Her blood is not oxygenating! Where is the doctor?’

‘I’ll go out.’ Jude ran to the street but came back with Sister Marie alone.

‘The doctor isn’t well,’ she said in tears, drenched, and she collapsed on the barrel and wept as Clara struggled on. The wheezing and coughing and whimpering continued and Grace coddled and mopped her. And still her temperature rose. Thirty-eight point two.

Jude changed her soiled sheets, carried her to the washroom and bathed her in cool running water. Grace administered a round of quinine out of sheer desperation. Clara’s condition stabilised – her moaning ceased and as they carried her back into the bedroom and laid her down, she drifted into a fractious sleep, eyes flickering beneath her pink- and blue-lined lids. Grace sat back against the bedroom wall in her wet dress: exhausted, deflated, depleted, unable to stop her own quaking. Her bottom lip shivered and she huddled into herself, closed her eyes and wept as Jude folded her into a blanket, then held a glass of water to her lips, and she sipped it.

How long she stayed like that, dozing against the wall, with Jude beside Clara she couldn’t be sure, but a soft moan woke her; Jude was sponging Clara’s brow again. Her eyes were wide open, gazing up to the ceiling, unseeing.

‘Oh no, no, no,’ Grace wailed. She’d seen that look in Blue’s eyes. She scrambled over the mattress and pulled Clara into her arms, rocked her, spooned water between her dry, picketed lips. God forbid dehydration – it would be a complication Clara’s little body couldn’t endure. She threaded her fingers between Clara’s, staring at the perfect tiny half-moon lunulae of her fingernails. The soft skin of her hands. The innocence and the perfection of the faint pulse at her wrist; and Grace let her tears fall.

‘Please, Jude, please ask God to have mercy on her. Please,’ she managed through sobs.

He knelt and pressed his thumb, coated in holy oil, to Clara’s forehead and marked the shape of the cross. He bowed his head. ‘Through this holy anointing may the Lord in his love and mercy help you with the grace of the Holy Spirit. May the Lord who frees you from sin save you and raise you up.’

Clara’s fingers curled as her body began to spasm, her hands stiffening.

‘Tell God to take me,’ Grace cried, shaking his arm, grabbing so hard her fingers left red marks in his skin. ‘Please.’ But Clara’s lips began to turn blue, and her breathing shallowed, whistling in her throat as she strained for air. ‘Tell him to take me. Clara,’ she beseeched. ‘Stay with me, Clara. I’ll take care of you always. Please, oh God please, don’t take her. Please. Please. Please.’ She cradled the child’s head in her arms, and smoothed her sweat-drenched hair as Jude prayed. ‘Please, God,’ she prayed quietly, ‘please don’t take this child.’

But a stream of brownish-red blood dribbled from Clara’s nose, pooling in the cleft of her lips. Grace shuddered and wiped it away, but it was useless: the fluid kept coming and the coughing squeezed the tiny chest like an accordion. Grace prayed anew as only those facing oblivion will do. Clara barked up pink foamy sputum that dribbled down her chin.

‘Gabrielle,’ Clara murmured.

And Grace cradled her in her arms and rocked her to and fro against her chest. ‘I’m here, my darling girl. And your maman is waiting for you, she loves you. She loves you. You are loved.’ Grace felt the soft shudder of surrender as Clara exhaled. And Grace knew. ‘My girl is gone.’ She sobbed. ‘My child. She’s gone.’ She rocked Clara’s body, refusing to relinquish her, just wanting to hold her forever and ever. Amen.

Jude cradled Grace as she cradled Clara, and the townhouse lost its light.


Day one hundred.

Clara died. So did I.



Requiescat in pace, in saecula saeculorum, Amen.

On a dewy morning where the fog splayed like cool fingers over a too-hot earth, and the frost beaded then wept like tears down the kitchen windows, Grace, Sister Marie, Father Jude and the other occupants of the boarding house held a vigil for Clara at home, then sat numb through a requiem Mass and finally buried Clara in the cemetery on the hill.

Buried her. Gave her back to the earth.

Oh were it that easy to say, She is up in heaven. Her soul is at peace. ‘May she rest in peace for ever and ever. May perpetual light fall on her,’ Jude had said to his congregation. If only Grace believed either could happen.

No, she did not. There were no doxologies that would relieve this pain. She was responsible for inviting the killer into the house. Grace was the ewe in Schenck’s interpretation of anguish, standing over her lamb as the crows came to feast. She was angry, inconsolable, struck silent and totally blank. Unable to move. If it hadn’t been for Olga, she might have made a shroud of her sheet, lying immobile on her mattress, staring at the black spot of soot on the ceiling above the hearth, playing the ‘if only game’ too many times. If only she’d stayed home and not gone to the soiree. If only she’d not gone into the infectious ward two weeks earlier. If only she’d had more medicines. If only she’d quarantined for longer. If only it was the major she’d infected. Yes. If only, if only, if only.

Von Froelander had survived but had been declared unfit for service given his nervous exhaustion. Grace had spiked his drink enough to bring about delusion and amnesia but not quite enough to stop his black heart.

But none of that mattered. Nothing mattered. Clara’s death was the sin. Grotesqueness on high. On high, in excelsis. Most excellent. In the absolute.

What kind of God takes a child like Clara?

This was the kind of grief that rips the heart out slowly, deliberately, through the toenails. The pain thrummed inexhaustibly in Grace’s chest. Eventually she raised herself again, like an automaton, and moved through the dark. She had no desire to write; nothing had the power to expunge this darkness. This black, black, black. This sticky tar of grief.

She’d closed the shutters of her mind to the world, and the hand of time just came and went, clutching at her heart with its thorny fingernails. And as insurmountable as her grief was, she knew it was but a teardrop in the vast ocean shed by millions. And everyone kept moving. There was no choice. Work or die. Simple.

So she went to work and gazed at the walls. People gossiped openly in the mess and she noted the information down and issued it into the broom. She cared not that the Feldpolizei knew her codename. There was nothing they could do to her that hadn’t already been done. The doctor had given her space. He knew the pain of losing a child. And Bruno came in every night and took up residence on Clara’s bed.

Sister Marie chain-smoked her cheroots, silent and listless, and she never smiled her custard-apple smile again. Olga hugged Marcel tighter. The women spoke little. The children less. Father Jude had come to her room to check on her, and the suffering was clear in his eyes too. Their beloved girl. The one they hugged together. Where was the love? In this domain of bottomless grief, their solidarity proved little consolation.











CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




Grace was hunched over the stone trough in the washroom, elbow deep in suds, taking out her mood on the sheets. Her hands were as wrinkled as old clam shells as she tried to strangle the pain away, wringing out the sheets so they coiled up around her arms like giant white pythons.

No one else in the boarding house had got even the slightest trace of the flu in the fortnight that had followed Clara’s death. It had cut a narrow path through their home like a tornado, taking one and leaving the others untouched. There was no pattern, just a dark, bloody stain, like the one von Froelander’s fingers had left on her throat.

Without warning the back gate creaked open, and she twisted around to see a stranger wheeling a wonky purple bicycle into the garden, limned by too-glorious morning light: a tall, dark-haired, bearded man clad in brown trousers, a white peasant shirt and a brown woollen peaked cap pulled down low over his eyes, with Bruno by his side. For a moment she stared at Bruno, expecting to see a little tousled blonde girl, half skipping, half galloping towards her. But when she didn’t materialise Grace swallowed a fresh wave of despair, and turned, with a sob, back to her washing.


‘“The time has come,” the Walrus said, “to talk of many things”,’ the man said.

She stared at him and tried to decide whether she could be bothered responding. She pressed her eyes with her thumb and forefinger and, as the phosphenes cleared, Father Jude’s limpid gaze met hers.

‘Of shoes – and ships – and sealing-wax,’ Grace rejoined slowly, the words springing to mind from her training in New York, ‘of cabbages – and kings.’

‘And why the sea is boiling hot – and whether pigs have wings,’ he finished as he rolled the bicycle to a stop beside the washroom window and looked in at Grace. But she turned away.

Everything reminded her of before.

The happiness that had been stolen. Her heart, which had shrivelled into a prune, dehydrated by the tears she’d shed.

‘I am taking you home today.’

She shook her head. ‘No.’

He leaned the bicycle against the washroom door and came in; her hands maniacally worked the sheets and he put his hands into the suds to still them. ‘I am taking you home.’

‘There is no home. This was her home. I don’t want any home without her.’

‘Everyone in this war has lost someone, Grace. Everyone has felt what you, what we, are feeling.’

‘Just let me be. I have work to do. We have work. Or have you forgotten why we’re here? Saint-Mihiel may be taken within the next few days!’

‘Grief and work do not make good bedfellows.’

‘Work is the only thing that keeps me moving.’

‘The Oberarzt agrees you need a break.’

‘So, Dr Freud’ – she turned and planted a wet hand on her hip, devoid of patience and not caring about the splash down her skirt – ‘you think I am going to feel better if I go home? If it’s all the same to you I would rather shove my fingers in a vegetable grinder.’ She gasped a sob, folded her arms across her stomach, hugging her grief in tight to remind herself she deserved nothing more than misery. How dare he try and prise it away from her? Clara deserved more.

‘It’s not all the same to me. So come. Or I’ll just sit here waiting until you do.’

She looked down at her forearms wound around her waist and released them, then stared at her hands. The webbing between her fingers was red and itchy from the constant scrubbing with harsh soaps. Those fingers that once held the opinions of New York at their tips. What were they good for now?

‘There is no better way to honour Clara than to heal yourself, to help as many others as you can and to see this through.’

She heaved a sigh of resignation. ‘Surely you’re not proposing I ride that stupid purple thing?’

‘Shush!’ Father Jude clapped his hands over the rusted ends of the bicycle’s handlebars. ‘Wilbur has feelings, you know.’

She raised a plaintive smile for him. Bless. He was trying his best to cheer her up. ‘You know the Germans forbid bicycles.’

‘Not for priests and nurses on the road to deliver babies. Dr Schweizer lent me the bicycle and assures me that Wilbur is a sturdy steed. Come: it will help.’

She rubbed her hands down her apron. ‘I can’t.’

‘If you won’t do this for yourself, Grace, then would you do it for me?’ His gaze was earnest. ‘We’re all hurting. I loved her too.’ He lowered his eyes.

Slowly, and with great effort, she tugged at the bow of her apron and hung it up on the nail on the back of the washroom door, then smoothed her hands over her plain lime-green cotton dress. She didn’t bother to look at her face in the window. She was a wreck.


‘Your bonsai looks a little worse for wear too,’ she said indifferently.

‘I’ve decided to let it grow.’ He snipped off a piece and plugged it into the top of his knapsack.

Grace retied her pale-yellow scarf, knotting it at her neck to cover the slowly fading bruising von Froelander had inflicted, and with heavy feet she plodded the bicycle through the back gate out towards the steep forest track. But somewhere in the back of her mind, she was still chanting Lewis Carroll’s ‘The Walrus and the Carpenter’, remembering that the walrus invited the oysters to walk with him, but the oysters did not realise they were on the menu. At this point, it didn’t matter one way or another.
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Wilbur’s chains were rusted, and the handlebars were wonky to a fault, thus Grace was forced to aim the cycle to the side of the track as she pedalled, and the effort of staying upright was a welcome distraction. After a while she found a begrudging freedom in the movement of the air over her bare forearms, jolting over the ruts and navigating random divots with Father Jude striding along beside her. The sunlight puddled in places through the forest foliage, creating abstract patterns of lime, emerald and chartreuse, as though she’d been dropped into a Van Gogh painting. The warmth resuscitated Grace’s memories and, as she rode ahead on the unpatrolled roads, pushing her thighs to master the hills, wind thrumming in her ears, she caught glimpses of a little girl and her brother playing out one of the melodramas she’d cooked up. They’d be off to Treasure Island in search of buried loot or into the wilds of Ceylon to find Baloo or Shere Khan. Or a woman going mushroom hunting with a little girl and a priest. The bittersweet memories tore and bubbled like the wallpaper in her room.


At a crossroad Grace stopped and waited for Father Jude, unsure. ‘I think it’s this way.’ She pointed east.

Jude pursed his lips. ‘But from what you’ve described, surely it must be this way.’ He pointed northeast.

She shrugged. ‘What do we do?’

‘Let God decide.’

She snorted. ‘How? Do you propose to fling your rosary beads over your shoulder like an apple skin and see which way they land?’

‘Actually, I have a technique perfected in the seminary.’

‘Go on, then.’ She held out her arms, expecting a laying on of hands. ‘Voodoo me.’

He rolled up his sleeves and held out one hand, palm up. ‘Now you do the same.’ She rolled up her shirt sleeve and mirrored the shape of his hand. ‘Now make a fist.’ She made a fist. ‘Hold it like a hammer.’ He demonstrated. She turned her fist vertically. ‘Now bounce it up and down three times.’

‘Am I about to play stone, paper, scissors?’

‘In Japan, they call it jan-ken-pon, but it’s basically the same thing. So, if you win, we go right and if I win, we go left,’ he said.

Grace channelled her concentration. She knew the game. Men always brought stones first, so she’d go paper. Then, if she had her psychology correct, the male brain would suggest that after losing with stone he would have to move to scissors, by which time she would have moved to stone.

Their hands bounced three times. Papers. Then they both threw scissors. They mirrored each and every time. ‘It might be easier to flip a coin,’ she said after their fifth attempt.

‘Nonsense: one more time.’

This time, she threw paper and he threw scissors.


He set off and she followed, reminding herself she should be at home, letting guilt feast on her soul.
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Grace leaned her bicycle against a big old cypress and walked through stalks of dry yellow grass to her old house. The once grand double-storey villa with its white stone walls and lilac shutters was a broken-down wreck, and her hatred for the occupier flared anew.

All that was left was a stubborn sketch of limestone walls, and part of a red tiled roof that birds had made their home. But if she tried, she could see it as it was. Grace stood breathing purposefully, the sadness not coming from the same dark place as Clara’s death: it was more a melancholy feeling over the passing of her past. As she wandered, she saw the skeleton grow full and come to life. Shuttered windows opened to let southern light flood in of a morning. The scrolled iron porticos whose wisteria decoupaged the walls with purple and white blossoms. The stone table outside laden with fruit, baguettes, soft cheeses, and her mother serving the sugar cake for her and Papa with a sly nip of brandy on the side. The hanging grapes, sweet and juicy in summer, and in fall, the blood-red hearts of their leaves, which she’d put under paper and trace over with crayon. Now weeds squatted in her bedroom. Ivy clawed over the dining-room walls, and light siphoned between the remaining roof tiles, finding shards of shattered mirrors and blue porcelain.

She stood in the library, where the Brontë sisters, Emily Dickinson, Nellie Bly and Beatrix Potter had shaped her early years. Next came Freddie’s nursery, where once, when he was sick, she’d leaned into his cot and blown a whistle into his ear to wake him. He’d had an ear infection and needed a myringotomy. Terrible at the time, but useful twenty years later. She moved into Papa’s surgery, and could almost smell the camphor and cleaning spirits, seeing the stretcher on which he’d painstakingly tweezered out all the tiny beads she’d shoved up her nose – all twenty-four of them, as it turned out – just because she was three.

She made her way out to the stone terrace that overlooked the valley, where fifteen years earlier a tragedy had begun to unfold.

Here she was almost twelve again. Full of righteousness. Burning to grow up. With a vainglorious certainty that no other woman alive had ever been a girl such as her.

Grace motioned for Father Jude to follow her down the hill, gaining pace as she walked. Her mother’s yellow Delbard roses were still there, but were now a scribble of entwined branches, dead heads and spiky thorns. There was one last overblown bloom, the sort with a few determined petals clinging onto its centre.

‘These were my mother’s favourites,’ she said.

Grace moved beyond the rose garden to the back of the estate, where it met the woods. They followed the path framed by centurion oaks that were miraculously still standing, and on seeing it her breath caught. The Orangerie, built for her mother as a miniature of the famous Orangerie at the Luxembourg Gardens.

Its red-brick skeleton was still there, as were the giant arched windows broken by ivy. Her heart thudded as she pressed her shoulder to the iron door – it creaked open and she stepped into the warmth among the rows of untamed mandarin and cumquat trees. Arcades of glossy leaves wrapped themselves around her and a party of fruit flies clustered in front of her eyes.

It was a miracle that the light still filtered in, a phosphorescent spray through the cherry trees, like glittering sequins. The shadows danced across her skin and she turned to see Father Jude gazing up: he’d taken off his cap and in that moment she thought he looked beautiful.

‘Clara would have loved this,’ she said. ‘I should have brought her here.’

He let the sentiment settle before he turned and caught her eye. ‘Tell me what you see.’

‘Over there’ – she pointed to a tangle of purple clematis hanging like a canopy over a stone bench – ‘was my reading nook. And there’ – she swung around, pointing to a magnolia – ‘I used to take Russian tea with Mama while Freddie would scout to collect insects I would study with my magnifying glass. And there at the back, by the pump room, I used to write.’

Grace went to that very spot and sat down, legs crossed on the cool flagstones. Here it was easy to see herself biting the end of her pencil into a mash to help her decide which way Green Stephen would go.

‘I’ll leave you to take some time for yourself,’ Jude said.

‘Thank you.’ She smiled at his thoughtfulness and waited till he disappeared, then hunted for the pump-room door handle behind the thick blanket of ivy; she found it, and slowly, with a great effort, she heaved it back.

The pump room was blanketed by silt. Ivy roots had grown up through the floor. The air grate was obscured, covered in moss, and she poked her fingers through to allow daylight in from the plateau of the flat roof above – a kind of rampart in the hill. The boiler was bone-dry and coated by lichen. The last time she’d been in here, she’d been terrified. Papa had been stomping through the Orangerie. She sat quietly, making peace with her ghosts. And as one final act of remembrance she removed the last brick from beneath the boiler and felt around, and there it was. The tattered, handwritten copy of Creepy Creatures for Curious Children. By Gabrielle Wettin. 1902. She smiled, seeing how she’d turned the ‘1’ into a caterpillar with twelve legs and the ‘0’ into a smiling sunshiny motif. And she’d signed her name in a dozen different ways, practising her autograph for when she became famous.

Putting the story in her bag and closing the door to the pump room one last time, she was lighter, her shoulders freer, as if a necklace of bricks had been removed. And she realised, standing here in the very spot where she and her mother had drunk tea together, that she had misconstrued her mother’s last words all this time. She had been telling Grace to make the most of time and to enjoy the present, rather than to rush around and risk forgetting it.

She glanced up at the golden ash. Well, why not?

It was silly and girlish, but she did it in Clara’s memory. The bark scored her bare legs, but the view was worth the climb. There were no machine-gun nests in the trees ready to fire on her, but there was evidence of German occupation: she could see empty tin cans dumped beneath a denuded fig tree, a spoon, a can-opener. It was a timely reminder not to be too blasé.

If she got through this, she would find the time to write her Creepy Creatures stories, for Clara. She would remove the hourglass from her desk (if she ever had a desk again). She would appreciate the joy in moments of seeming insignificance.

As she looked down through the leaves, she glimpsed Father Jude standing by the stream, staring into the water at his own reflection. What was he seeing there? He cupped the water and drank, then peeled off his shirt, hung it over a branch, cupped his hands full again and ran the water over his head. She was powerless to stop watching, wicked though it was. She wished she had a serum to shrink him down to a miniature, like a homunculus, so she could run her magnifying glass over him.

He had the shoulders and biceps of a boxer, deltoids raised like hackles.


He peered through the trees as though watching out for her, then grabbed his shirt off a branch and threaded his arms through the sleeves. As he made to slide the shirt over his head, he turned, and her breath caught in her throat.

In the split second before he covered his torso with the linen, she made out a tattoo. Three swallows in flight.

Her investigative pilot light flickered.











CHAPTER THIRTY




Grace found Jude kneeling by the stream in a glade of snowdrops, head dipped in prayer, sunlight catching the flecks of silver in his dark hair where it met his temples. When he looked up, he gave her a sign of the cross and the sort of half-annoyed, half-patient smile one commuter gives another on a packed Broadway trolley: she had the feeling she’d interrupted an important moment of reflection.

‘I’m sorry, did I intrude?’

‘Never.’

‘Thank you for bringing me here,’ she said. ‘I feel like I have made my peace and even some new resolutions.’ He angled his head questioningly. ‘It sounds silly.’

‘Try me.’ He picked a snowdrop and handed it to her. She slid it into her buttonhole.

‘When this is all over I am going to climb more trees.’

‘What a grand idea. I might even join you, but for now would you join me in planting one? For Clara.’ He extracted the bonsai cutting from his knapsack.

‘Perhaps we should plant it back in the Orangerie, so it survives the winter.’

They found a place inside where the light reached and the soil yielded easily to his scooped hands. They worked in unison to plant the tree, pressing the soil down around a willow’s base to make Clara’s memory a tangible part of this place that had shaped her.

‘May perpetual light fall on her.’ Grace echoed the words Jude had chanted at Clara’s funeral.

‘As my father once told me,’ he said, ‘the fields of our futures are seeded by the pain of our past.’

She sat and considered the notion. ‘I like it. You think that’s true?’

‘I think it softens the impact of pain if we believe we can grow from it.’ He reached into his haversack and brought out a modest arrangement of black bread and potato jam and the last half-bottle of Beaujolais, along with tin egg cups.

‘I think it’s true.’ Grace raised her full egg cup to his. ‘To Clara.’ They toasted and drank. ‘Come, Father.’ She held out her hand to help him up. ‘There’s a place I’d like to show you: my eagle’s nest.’ He looked uncertain. ‘I promise this is a very private place.’

As they hiked up the thickly forested slope, the light and the scents of clover and rose swam around them, the quiet broken only by birdsong, making Grace feel like a fugitive from a more innocent age.

Near the summit she sat down and offered him a seat on the rock next to her. They gazed down at the Meuse, which sparkled like pyrite through the creases and folds of the valley. She pointed up to the place on the ridge above them where her family rested, and drew his attention to the three little headstones perched on the edge of the cliff.

‘It’s beautiful,’ he said. ‘Would you like to go up?’

‘In a minute. For the moment, let’s just sit.’ Her grief had put her through disbelief, anger, blame and debilitating sorrow; now it just sought solace. And it appeared here, with him, finally.


‘Don’t you think it’s strange that Tolstoy wrote about the grippe on the first page of War and Peace? It’s almost like he predicted this whole thing.’

‘History repeats – as it is wont to do.’

‘Sometimes, I wonder whether the Spanish flu is Mother Nature’s way of claiming the earth back. Of saying, “Enough of your guns, your talk, your egos, your aggressions. You humans are not fitting custodians.”’

‘I’ve had the same thought.’

‘You have?’

He nodded.

‘I think you and I for once are in heated agreement.’

‘I think we’ve agreed on many things for a very long time.’

‘Sometimes I would love to have the clarity of your faith, but I just can’t make myself believe that one thing has control over everything. I think our lives are just tiny apertures in the window of time, that we are all just fragments of the universe, a celestial dust that continues after we die to be reborn in other forms in the expansion of the cosmos.’

‘I quite like the thought of being at one with the universe.’

She entwined his fingers with hers and closed her eyes.

As they sat silently together, Grace felt a new sensation: a warm wash of calm coming through the palm of his hand to the centre of her spine, fanning out across her back like the heat from a warm flannel cloth. Something moved inside her; not God but spirituality.

‘Thank you for bringing me home,’ she whispered.

He lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed the back of her wrist, then wrapped his arm around her shoulder. She leaned into his chest, the thud of his heart in her ear and a welling of desire that she tried to reason away. We’re just two people grieving. Two people thrown together in despair, clinging to one another.


But then – he kissed the tender tip of her left ear. And his head stayed there, bent. His breath tingled down the length of her neck; his fingertips quivered as he stroked the inside of her wrist.

If she tilted her head up now, as she so desperately wanted to do, they would kiss. He might be so caught up in this fragile bubble of existence that he would do something he’d regret for the rest of their days. An accident, he would tell himself in the cool damning light of the morrow. And while his sin might be absolved by his rituals, hers wouldn’t, and she didn’t want to live with being the cause of his ongoing distress. It would shift things out of kilter.

So she stayed still, listening to his heart, feeling heat coming from his body as the sensations she was trying to deny drove down into her stomach then pulsed lower. She shifted to relieve the pressure. What would it be like to hold him in her arms, not as a friend, not as a faith healer, but as a man?

She turned his hand over and kissed his palm, trying to break the spell. ‘Where do you think you will be this time next year, Father?’ she whispered.

‘If I survive,’ he breathed, ‘I might like to go to the ends of the earth. The Antipodes, perhaps. And you?’

‘I don’t know. I’m not the same Grace Winter who left New York. Perhaps I’ll write about the truth of this war, and then who knows?’

His fingers drifted to her chin, and he tipped it up with his index finger and his lips grazed hers as reticence became a need strong enough to quash all rational argument. She kissed him back while his hands stroked her hair, her shoulders, ran down the length of her arms. How long they stayed there together was impossible to tell and she abandoned herself to pleasure. Because it was just a kiss. A momentary lapse of reason. Then the fail-safe adjudicator within her grabbed the umpire’s whistle and called time. She pulled away from him. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘No. I apologise. I just . . . Grace. I need to tell you something.’ He took her face in his hands and stared into her eyes, then bent his head to her ear; but as the whispered words left his lips, the sound of an aircraft obliterated them and they both turned abruptly to see the plane coming from the direction of Mouzon and roaring towards them.

‘It’s French,’ he said, pulling her up as he got to his feet. ‘We need to find shelter – quick!’

She ran holding his hand, aiming for the Orangerie just as something dropped from the plane, no, a great many things: tiny white specks plummeting towards the earth. What were they? Gas pellets? Incendiaries? They hit the trees, crashing into the foliage, some getting caught in the undergrowth before they’d had a chance to escape. She tried to predict their path as they swung and lurched in strange patterns of their own making, but then one landed right in front of her and she stopped dead, inhaling a squeal, praying it wasn’t about to explode . . . and realising so far nothing had. It was a toy balloon that had been releasing sheafs of paper. And they were continuing to rain earthwards; she picked one up. A leaflet written in German, but – oh hallelujah!

She held it up triumphantly to Jude then read what it said: ‘With greetings from the American Army – it’s urging German soldiers to surrender.’ She picked up more papers. ‘Finally, propaganda working for good.’ She handed him one. ‘Telling the German army that food and medicine and liberty are theirs for the taking.’ She scrunched the papers to her heart.

‘It’s manna from heaven.’

They stood together for a moment, staring at the sky, and Grace thought of Clara.

‘Listen,’ she said, looking out past the Orangerie. ‘Can you hear that?’


Her stomach dropped as she realised it was the thrum of a German truck grinding down through its gears, closing in on their location.

‘Quick.’ She pulled him back towards the Orangerie. ‘They’ll be here any minute to pick up the leaflets.’ Tyres crunched on gravel, boots hit the ground and soldiers were yelling and directing each other down the hill. When they reached the Orangerie Grace yanked on the pump-room handle, but it didn’t budge.

‘Here,’ he said, gripping the handle, ‘let me.’ And with a tug he heaved it back, the hinges mercifully silent despite years of neglect. They slipped inside and shut the door just as the soldiers’ boots slapped onto the flagstones outside. Their plod suggested they were seeking out food as much as the enemy’s contraband. The sound of their bodies slumping heavily against the pump-room door kept Grace and Jude in place. They strained to hear what the Germans were saying.

‘Someone’s been here,’ one said. ‘There’s . . .’ Muffled. Inaudible. ‘. . . an old bicycle.’

‘I’m keeping the food we’ve found . . . we’ll sell the bicycle for parts.’

‘And what about the leaflets?’

‘Burn them.’

Someone thudded on the roof of the pump room, standing over the grate Grace had cleared earlier. She could see the underside of the soldier’s boots, turning this way and that. All he needed to do was look down and he’d realise there was a room down here. Perspiration beaded her brow and she could hear Jude’s shortened breath, the tension in his bicep as he wrapped his arm around her. The sweaty musk from his armpits. The soldier dropped a still-lit cigarette and it fell through the grate, hitting a pile of dry leaves and beginning to smoulder just as the boots moved off and the soldiers seemingly vacated the area. And then all was silent. And they waited. Grace tried to peer through the grate but she could see only the sky assuming a shimmery orange as dusk descended. ‘I think it’s all right.’

Jude tilted his head to peer up through the grate, and they stood silently, trying to distinguish sounds of the forest from the whispering of boots.

‘Grace.’ He held her shoulders softly and dropped his voice. ‘Before we go, there is something I need to tell you about Malachy Ryan and Avery Love.’

‘Shh.’ She held a finger to his lips. ‘Unless our kiss was a mistake, I don’t want to talk about them right now. That’s for tomorrow. For another Grace, another Jude. But not here. In here, there is no war, or illness, or judgement. Just us as we are. Just two people.’

He closed his eyes, his dark lashes hitting his cheeks, and he kissed her fingertip, then all her fingertips one by one. He kissed her palm, her wrist and then moved his mouth to her elbow, her shoulder, the base of her neck, eyes, lips. He teased her mouth open again with the skill of a man who knew how to bring a woman’s body to attention, and it occurred to her to feel jealous of the women he’d been with before, but she let the thought go, because of course it raised too many unsavoury questions she didn’t want interfering with being loved by the man she loved. She leaned back against the pump-room wall, awash with desire, while his hand moved gently over her body, in just the right places to elicit tiny shocks of desire that rippled to every nerve ending. There were no words, and the light filtering through the grate was sweet and soulful enough to bless the moment in her own mind. His lips and beard teased her skin into a landscape of little prickles and she held him there, then kissed him back; the St Christopher medal around his neck, the swallows at his breast. The girders of his stomach, the line of fine soft black hair that ran from his belly button to the top of his trousers.

And, for once in her life, time stood still.

It wasn’t so much sex as a union of deep need, longing, grief and, for Grace, love. It was a pact. And though it might only last a few hours, it would be enough for her lifetime. Just as Clara would be the child of her heart until she too died.
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‘We’d better get back before they miss us,’ he said, stroking her hair afterwards, placing the snowdrop behind her ear and kissing her one more time.

‘The plane will have caused chaos,’ she said, standing to button up her shirt, pulling on her skirt, head bowed so he couldn’t see the tears in her eyes.

Grace had expected things to be silent and maybe awkward on their walk home; instead it all seemed to flow so naturally, the two of them holding hands like lovers while keeping an ear out for the sound of German patrols. But all was clear, and as they reached the lane that led to the boarding house she turned to him and held his hands within hers, like a parishioner seeking spiritual guidance might do, should someone be watching. ‘What will we do?’

He squeezed her hand. ‘One day at a time.’

He lowered his eyes and she struggled for something to say. ‘I’d better get back.’ She smiled, hoping her eyes said everything her words could not. ‘If everything we’ve done has been worth something, then soon those munitions dumps will be blown, Saint-Mihiel will be taken, then Metz, and we will be days from freedom.’

Bruno arrived to greet her, ears folded back, tail low in sorrow. Arriving at the boarding house, she glanced at the list of occupants perpetually nailed to the front door. Clara’s name was gone. And it brought her back to her bleak reality. When she turned again, Jude had gone. She shut the front door, then leaned back against it. Bruno leaned against her and she circled her fingers on his back, letting the tears fall.

‘Gabrielle, I’ve been waiting!’ she heard a little voice whisper, and saw a wisp of Clara coming around the corner with her hair tousled, rubbing her eyes. Wraiths like this everywhere. Try explaining the love of a child to anyone.

Impossible.

She glanced out the window as something caught her eye. Blue headlights of an official’s vehicle cutting down the street, closing in. It stopped out the front and a man got out. She thought about running to her bedroom, grabbing her cane and the music box, but she was just too tired. If it was over, it was over. He could see her watching him.

She opened the door.











CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




Dr Schweizer marched Grace down the dimly lit corridor into the kitchen with a heavy hand on her back. He stood against the door, out of breath and panting with his terse mouth squeezing in and out. Like he was . . . frightened.

‘Is anyone else here?’ His eyes darted.

‘I think they’re all in bed already. I don’t know,’ she lied. She could see Sister Marie hovering in the shadows of the hallway. ‘Why?’ she asked as she hung the soup ladle in the window to warn the others.

‘You’re in trouble.’ His mallet fingers thumped the kitchen bench. ‘You need to go. And go now. Ernst Thiessen recognised you at the soiree and the authorities in Brussels have been investigating you ever since.’

‘But that was almost two weeks ago. What have I done?’

‘It’s taken them that long to find discrepancies between the pharmaceutical requisitions slips I approved and the medicinal stock in our inventory. They believe you are a partisan spy. The one they call Le Vairon.’ He struck his forefinger like a full stop against the bench. She felt a sense of impending doom: fear gripped her solar plexus and shortened her breath. ‘When the matter of the missing supplies was brought to my attention, I feigned ignorance, but I knew deep down.’ He sighed. ‘I turned a blind eye because it suited me to.’

She fingered her collar. ‘Are you with us, Doctor?’

‘Us?’ His frown intensified. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about. All I know is that when you started misappropriating supplies for the civilians you did me a favour. I knew you were siphoning medications and you saved me from having to go against orders and do it myself. The day you knocked my arm outside the pharmacie I was trying to deliver supplies to civilians; but when you started, I didn’t have to. And now the authorities are on their way here. So go.’ He wiped the spittle from the corners of his mouth with a sleeve. ‘Just go.’ He turned and walked up the hall.

‘Doctor?’

He stopped and glanced back at her.

‘You are going to Nancy? Or Belfort?’

‘Nancy, but no one knows for sure. The hierarchy are being deliberately vague.’ He took one last look at her. ‘Thank you, Gabrielle. But now go.’

With a strange sense of déjà vu she grabbed the cane, Clara’s picture and the music box and stared at Green Stephen. No – you stay with her.

She left him on Clara’s pillow with Bruno, just as Sister Marie appeared in the bedroom doorway.

‘I heard everything,’ she said, handing her a scrap of paper. ‘This is a map to safe house number two. Memorise and dispose. Here you will meet Cedric. He will see you over the Meuse and transport you to the frontier.’ Grace stared at this little crucible of French resistance standing there hunched with grief but still firm in her commitment, as perspicacious as on the day Grace had met her.

‘The frontier? That’s over a day’s travel away.’

‘There are supplies in the basement; new clothes and a new identity. God speed, Gabrielle.’ She hurried Grace out to the washroom, opened the sliding door that led to the spiral staircase and the basement.

‘Say goodbye to Olga for me and the others. Thank you, Sister, I will never forget you.’

‘Et toi, Gabrielle,’ the old woman said, and the door slid closed behind her.

Grace descended quickly, making her way through the dark, knowing the shape of the shadows by heart; she lit a candle, found the supplies in the cupboard below the desk and pulled them out frantically. Jude’s Bible clattered to the floor, as did a Luger, a compass, a canteen, a tin of potted meat and a new identity card for Etienne Dufour. She rushed to assemble everything, then paused, hovering over his desk, wanting to write him a note, scanning his handwritten questions about crime and punishment and whether moral debts were ever repaid. These were his thoughts. An insight into the enigma. The things he created. In other words, him.

She bent to pick up the Bible and in it she found a bunch of notes marking different pages, among them a sepia-toned photograph of a beautiful woman reclining seductively on a couch, one hand beneath her head and nothing but a satin sheet draped artistically to protect her modesty. Heart thundering, Grace flipped it over. To my lover and saint, Maureen, read the inscription.

Grace’s mind clashed violently with her emotions. Stop! she told herself. She forced herself to think of what was at stake. To push forwards. To find the training instilled in her. She tucked the music box into her cane, and her hair into a peasant’s cap, then, with the Luger strapped around her waist and a clasp knife inside her boot, she moved the barrel in the basement and followed the passage through to the iron grate at the emergency exit. She made her way out of the basement at the other end, slipped through a hedge and moved south down the alleyways of her childhood, guided by the silvery moonlight that illuminated the edges of a heavy cordillera of clouds.

In the blue-green dark, the forest swayed like monstrous kelp. But she kept her head down and walked the route prescribed until her legs became jelly and eventually lead. With so little fuel in her body it was difficult to keep going, but she counted every step, each thousand almost a kilometre, marking them off in her head. Just keep moving. Endure one more second.

He’d wanted to say something that afternoon and she’d stopped him. What did he want to say? Was he going to confess something? The sweat poured down Grace’s décolletage, pooling at her trousers as she crouched by the railway and watched heavy cargo shunt past, and soldiers taking pot shots at birds in nearby trees. When all was clear she used the last of her energy to surge across the train lines, ransacking a gap between carriages, and broke through to the other side.

The next hour passed quickly as Grace’s questions continued to bunch in her mind like a fraying thread trying to penetrate the eye of a needle: what had he been trying to tell her?

Her thoughts were cut short as she came to the hut near the Meuse.
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Cedric, a young man with a strong sabre nose, shaved head and belligerent black eyes had been waiting for her. He opened the door before she knocked and ushered her into the kitchen, where he unrolled a dog-eared map by lamplight and battened it down with four grubby potatoes from the mound he’d evidently been peeling. He explained their path and how Grace would hide in the false bottom of his cart; he flashed his tar-stained smile whenever he gave her bad news. She put his unsettling smiling habit down to nerves.


‘It’s risky, but necessary.’ He smiled again. ‘But with the Allied advance a new avenue has opened up through the French frontier; it’s a quiet part where German deserters frequently show and which farmers use as a trade route. Sentries patrol the area but some are paid off to look the other way. So, with luck, we should have you safe by first light tomorrow.’ He pointed to the map again. ‘You need to go here.’ He tapped a cluster of buildings marked with a blue star. ‘At the back of the stables is a room which has basic supplies. Wait there until your guide arrives.’

‘People use this route often?’ Grace felt for the clasp knife in the top of her boot. She’d laughed when she’d been trained in its use. That’s what ran through her mind now: how naive and overconfident she’d been. Really, when it came down to it, the old Grace Winter, New York Times, had studied much but known little about true human nature.

Cedric piled her into the small box beneath his wagon seat with some sandbags and three whole roast potatoes and told her to eat. Grace ate hungrily, lying down, and they made off, moving past the checkpoint and the sentries at the river; and somehow, with a full stomach, she slept through the roll and jolt of the journey. She woke to find Cedric opening the hatch and letting her out into the cool mist of morning; her skin prickled with the fresh air. A ruined farmhouse was visible in the distance, framed by determined rows of lavender and conifers bent over by the irrepressible mistrals. It was a blessed relief.

He wrapped a cloak around her and bade her farewell.

‘Thank you, Cedric.’

He nodded. ‘Your frontier guide will be here soon. Thank you, Vairon.’ Then back into the forest he folded.

She pushed the stable door and it opened with a surly creak. In the tack room, as promised, was a single bed, a hearth hugging a black stove, a stone sink and a table. She closed the door, then used a tallow candle to double-check every line on her map: she was just an hour shy of the frontier. She wished she could go now, in broad daylight. Then it would all be over. But it wouldn’t, really. Her mind swam with all the thoughts she’d held in abeyance and she scoured every long-forgotten corner of her memory for shreds of evidence she could stitch together to make sense of things.

How many more secrets did Jude have hiding beneath that white collar of his?

She remembered her birthday confession in the basement, when she’d asked him whether he’d ever felt so wretched he’d tried to find redemption in every waking breath. And he’d said, ‘Yes. I have. I know that when we turn our pain into our purpose, we find meaning in our lives.’ She’d heard the words, but now she had the benefit of context. She pulled the gun from her belt and held it in her lap, tucked her feet underneath her on the chair and leaned her head on the table, closing her eyes.

‘There is something I need to tell you about Malachy Ryan and Avery Love,’ he’d said in the Orangerie. As if he knew the two were truly connected.

Images flickered and replayed behind her lids, but then they became little grey swaying dots and gradually extinguished.











CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




A drip of something hit Grace’s face and she imagined it was the holy water she was touching to her forehead in her oh-so-lucid dream. Her eyes popped open and she sat bolt upright, blinking in confusion at the sight of a clean-shaven stranger standing there, staring at her, wiping away sweat from his brow. He took his cap off and rubbed his dark hair.

She raised her gun to his chest, but he didn’t back away.

‘Who are you?’ Her index finger was primed on the trigger. ‘Are you the guide?’ But then she saw Bruno. She flicked her gaze between the dog and the man, her jaw tightening with confusion as she stared at the man’s face and his light-blue eyes held hers expectantly. And through the residual fug of sleep she saw him clearly. She indicated with her gun that he sit.

‘Who are you really, Jude?’ she asked.

He blinked, sitting down opposite her with a thunk. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘Who are you? I found the photograph of Maureen Ryan and her love note to you.’ She couldn’t take her eyes off that face, his lips, that small mole to the right of his solemn mouth, nor could she keep the edge of panic from her voice. All the things she thought she knew, that she believed, had been thrown into disarray by the discovery of that photograph. Did Maureen Ryan love Jude? Had he loved her? Is that why he’d counselled Malachy Ryan? Did he know more than he was letting on? She was so tired, so heart-weary she couldn’t detangle all the contradictory threads. So many months of deprivation, of sleeplessness, the highs of what she thought was love, the crushing lows of her grief, the stress of her hurried escape; and, now, this.

Her inner compass was spinning directionless without a magnetic north. The only thing she was certain of was that she couldn’t trust anyone, least of all herself.

Eyes downcast, he inhaled deeply then sighed. ‘There are things I need to tell you if you give me a chance. I want to explain everything.’

‘Start by explaining why you’ve followed me.’ She worked hard to not let her voice rise. It occurred to her that perhaps he was working for the enemy now in exchange for something. ‘Have you come to stop me?’

‘Nancy is a ruse,’ he said quietly, lifting his eyes to meet hers. ‘The Germans are not converging on Nancy. They were pulling out of Saint-Mihiel and Metz in order to collect their troops and advance on the Argonne Forest – they plan to encircle tens of thousands of Americans, maybe more, and pick them off like fish in a barrel.’

She held up her hand. ‘No, that’s wrong. And a lie. The Oberarzt verified Nancy. Von Froelander even confirmed it.’

‘Domelier got word to me last night. He heard it from a reliable source in Spa, Belgium, where the hierarchy are working.’

She shook her head in confusion. ‘How did you know where to find me?’

‘Sister Marie,’ he said, ‘But that’s not important. Nancy is a ruse: the real target is the Argonne.’

‘Even if what you’re saying is true, you could have delivered that information to a letterbox. It could get to the Netherlands or the Swiss whispering galleries in other ways. I might not even make it. I don’t know who you—’ She tried to silence the insistent whispers of betrayal. ‘You’re supposed to be a priest, for God’s sake.’ She let her words hang in mid-air, like a leaf in whirlwind, waiting to settle. ‘And why have you kept a photograph of Maureen Ryan?’

He swallowed. ‘That’s the other reason I came, Grace. I need you to understand Malachy Ryan’s whole story.’

‘Go on then,’ she said, ‘but make it quick.’

Bruno lay his head on Jude’s lap with a heavy sigh that spoke for all of them.











CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




‘The child was named Malachy because it means messenger of God. And Malachy’s life in the clergy was pre-ordained. It was in his parents’ plans all along. Malachy had been in the seminary since he was eleven and was an acolyte at nineteen, when he met Maureen O’Flaherty in eighteen ninety-nine. Malachy had been assigned the duty of rustling up leaves in readiness for Palm Sunday. He was looking forward to the end of Lent because it meant an end to all the odd jobs the priests gave him. Though it was coming up to Easter, he had no desire to seek penitent purity – because no matter how many mea culpas he said, they didn’t dissolve his wanderlust. His thoughts regularly drifted away from God to greener pastures, and when he met Maureen there was no turning back.

‘The first time he laid eyes on her she was polishing silverware in the sacristy in preparation for Mass. She was a poor girl – he could see that in the fraying tips of her cloth shoes and the missing buttons of her coat, the short fingernails – but that did nothing to hide her radiant beauty. He was smitten. And Maureen’s elderly grandmother had been delighted by the fact that Malachy, a clergyman-in-training, walked her and her granddaughter home that night; and every Mass thereafter, for many weeks. Maureen dominated Malachy’s every waking moment. Being with her was like seeing light refracted through a prism for the first time. It was magical and warm to the touch. Malachy was so naive, inexperienced and utterly mesmerised that it never crossed his mind that lust could masquerade as love. After a month of platonic conversations about their shared love of music, the stage, and other worlds beyond it, they sat together on a bough of a four-hundred-year-old oak in Hampstead Heath as the clouds descended to form an autumnal haze.

‘“I’m frightened of ending up a no one in this world.” Maureen said, taking his hand. “This oak,” she said, looking up at its munificent boughs, “will stand forever. But in a hundred years where will we be? I don’t want to float through life as just another lost soul.”

‘He shrugged and said nothing. He’d assumed, with all his good work for the church, that he’d end up in heaven. He’d never really thought about much else. “What’s your greatest fear in life, Malachy?” she pressed.

‘“Regret. Not being more than I am, not giving more,” he said, partly believing the words he was parroting from his training.

‘“Would you regret it if you lost me?”

‘“Yes.”

‘“Then don’t.” And she leaned over and kissed him.

‘He called it God’s will when she fell pregnant the month after. They escaped London and headed to New York with little more than a couple of copper wedding bands that turned green within a few months.’

Jude shook his head, his gaze softening in the candlelight. ‘By the time Charlie was born, they were on different paths.’

‘Why? What happened?’ asked Grace.

‘Maureen’s New York family, her cousins on the Irish side, were big names at the racetracks around Coney Island, once known as “Sodom by the Sea”, such was its reputation. Malachy and Maureen used what little they had to bet on short-priced favourites. Winning was as addictive as an opiate. For a time, Malachy enjoyed the trappings: socialising, parties, gentlemen’s salons – and the sort of freedom he’d been longing for.

‘Charlie wasn’t even six months old when Maureen began dressing in furs from Saks, dreaming of a career on Broadway and spending more time away from home than in it. She used her Irish contacts to arrange an introduction with impresario David Belasco in his new theatre at Forty-fourth Street. Her gambling addiction grew in line with her ambition, but her winning streak never returned. Malachy and Maureen ended up strangers in the same house, locked in a perpetual battle.

‘“What do you see in all this razzamatazz?” Malachy asked Maureen one morning after breakfast, where the warmest thing in their dining room was the cold toast Malachy had no energy to butter. Maureen had been seen again in the intimate company of Belasco’s friends and a bunch of powerbroking degenerates from the Irish mafia.

‘“I see the stars,” Maureen said. “Mr Belasco made Maude Adams and Mary Pickford what they are today. He will make me a star too.”

‘“But at what price?”

‘“Why do you care?” she replied, ruffling his hair like a child’s. “It’s nothing you’ll ever be able to afford and nothing you need to worry your pretty head about either.” She walked out, tossing a feather boa over her shoulder as if she was already on stage. “Chin up, Malachy. If you’re lucky, Mr Belasco might take you on as the piano man to play for his hoofers.”

‘That was the Beginning, the Middle and the End of Malachy’s life. Summed up in a flutter of black feathers and his own apathy. When Charlie turned two, Malachy hired a nanny to replace Maureen because she was rarely home. He used his income as a piano man on an East River gambling ship to pay Ava, while Maureen used IOUs to fund her lifestyle.

‘“Just one more big win – that’s all I need,” she’d say as Malachy packed up his sheet music in the morning, happy to escape to work.’

Jude paused, running his thumbnail through the gritty wooden grooves of the table, taking a deep breath. ‘But one of Maureen’s friends put Charlie forward as the face of the Little Boy Blue Caramel Company. And it was a convenient solution for them all. Charlie’s new fame made Maureen feel like a real somebody . . . Malachy tried to overlook his wife’s increasingly dismissive behaviour. He acquiesced to her because he neither wanted nor knew how to argue. He was a weak man.’

‘Tell me about that: tell me the whole story from then on,’ Grace said with pity, picturing the grainy photograph of Malachy Ryan at his wife’s funeral.
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May 1904

Of course, Malachy mourned terribly when Maureen died.

Widower.

The word was dark and stalked through his mind with long, spindly legs, stickying his thoughts as he watched Maureen’s coffin descend. He shifted the veil that hung from his top hat and blew a kiss to the heavens. It was a dramatic display for the photographers, who clicked their big Graflex boxes. Half the mourners at Maureen’s funeral were opportunists waiting for a glimpse of her famous son, but the other half were reprobates. His eyes stopped abruptly on the emblematic grey-and-blue-checked peaked cap worn by Goo Goo Knox from the Gopher Gang. The sight of the mercenary sent ice through Malachy’s veins and he wrapped a protective arm around Charlie’s shoulders.


‘Ashes to ashes,’ the priest chimed as the musicians turned away from the chilly wind, violas propped under their chins, bows poised, heads dipping with the change in tempo. He looked down at Charlie standing next to him, tall for his age. Blond like Maureen. His chubby little four-year-old fingers were so busy winding the music box he didn’t seem aware that his mother’s coffin was being covered.

The gathering hushed as the tune ‘Amazing Grace’ tinkled out of the silver trinket.

‘Here, my beautiful mama,’ said Charlie, and for a moment Malachy thought Charlie was about to toss the music box into the grave, and he grabbed at his arm. But his son just dropped his white hand-stitched toy rabbit into the hole. ‘Bunny will keep you company. And I’ll take care of you, Papa,’ Charlie said brightly. The cameras clicked. Charlie smiled at everyone, comfortable with the attention, his little milk teeth gleaming.

A small green kidskin glove landed on Malachy’s forearm.

‘Mr Ryan. I’ll take Charlie for you. A wake is no place for a chil’.’ Charlie’s Irish governess had a face that was free of lines yet mature, and was standing with her arms outstretched. She radiated the sort of kindness that came from an understanding of grief: he knew she’d been dealt her own share of sorrows back in Ireland. Ire-Land, he thought, seeing only fire and brimstone in his memories. He’d been so lucky to keep her through all this misery despite not being able to pay her a cent for months.

‘C’mon, little mister. Let’s go and find the ducks at the pond. We’ll follow along directly, Mr Ryan.’

‘Don’t let Charlie out of your sight, Ava, please,’ Malachy yelled as they walked away from him down the hill. But wind swept his words into the leafy branches overhead.

It was only then, riding away in the carriage, that he caught sight of a man leaning against a tree, hugging himself into his thick checked jacket and pulling his collar around his ears. Goo Goo Knox returned Malachy’s gaze with a cool parting nod. It might have been a gesture of sympathy. But Malachy doubted it. As he should have, because that’s when the kidnapping threats began.
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7 June 1904

After confession, when Malachy had been reminded of Moses and Jochebed, he landed on a decision to leave New York for good.

‘I’m going to take Charlie away from here,’ he told Ava after dinner one evening.

‘What do you mean?’ Ava asked, looking puzzled as she cleared their dishes.

‘I’m going to take Charlie away.’

‘But you can’t!’ she said briskly, clearly panicked. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be so forthright, but’ – she laid her small hand on his arm – ‘they’ll come after you. You know the Irish. They won’t rest until they get their money back. And they’re certainly not going to forget about ten grand. Mr Ryan . . . Malachy, you don’t know who you’re dealing with. But I do. I know them well. The Irish gangs have people everywhere. Family everywhere. Everyone knows Charlie’s face.’ Her fingers dug into his arm as the implication hung in the air.

Malachy shuddered. He believed it. He’d seen Maureen’s Irish kin come out of the woodwork around Coney Island. ‘But if I go into hiding?’

‘No.’ She shook her head emphatically. ‘Someone, somewhere will know. But perhaps,’ she said, leaning forwards and pressing her palms into the table, ‘what if someone else took him first? You could pretend it was a kidnapping. It’s plausible. There have been enough threats. The Gopher Gang would blame the Gray Man of New York and he’d blame the Gophers and the police wouldn’t know which way to look. And that would set them all against each other. Then the whole thing would go away and you’d be free.’

Malachy closed his eyes and drummed his fingers on the table, trying to think of what could go wrong, but all he could picture was Charlie drifting away in a reed basket like Moses in the biblical story. ‘It sounds risky. I don’t trust anyone.’

‘Me?’ She gripped his fingers. ‘I could do it. Then you would be free.’

‘But the police might suspect you.’

‘Not if we both had alibis. My brother lives nearby: we could hide Charlie and then leave after the commotion dies down.’

He shook his head. ‘It sounds too complicated. So many things could go wrong.’

‘Like what?’

He racked his brain, his concern about Charlie’s real kidnapping outweighing the ramifications of trying to fabricate his son’s disappearance. ‘I couldn’t ask you to take such a risk.’

‘I love Charlie with my heart. You know I do. It’s no risk to me. What have I got to lose? Even if I get caught, I could just say I was concerned for Charlie’s welfare.’

Malachy wasn’t good at sorting through options. They tangled themselves like eels on a fishing line, curling up, snapping at each other.

‘How would it work?’ he finally asked.

Everything was planned around a party to be held at the Plaza Hotel in a week’s time.
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14 June 1904

‘Where are you going tonight, Papa?’ Charlie sat up in bed, watching Malachy tighten his bow tie in the cheval mirror.


‘I’m going to a party and you, my little man, are going on a little vacation to a sunny place with beaches for miles.’

‘Where? California maybe?’ He clapped. Malachy had told Charlie about the California Gold Rush over and over again.

Malachy tweaked his son’s chin. ‘Just a little further west.’

‘Is Nanny Ava coming too?’

‘Yes, my man. You will go with Ava tonight.’

Charlie nodded, more interested in sticking his feet out of his coverlets. ‘Can you play this little piggy again, Papa?’ He wiggled his toes.

‘One more time.’ Malachy raspberried Charlie’s neck, then tickled his feet, and Charlie squealed and squirmed and rolled around the bed with laughter. ‘Papa, stop!’

‘You are a very precious love, my boy,’ he said, flicking open the music box and reading the inscription before fastening it around Charlie’s neck. ‘This will keep you safe. You know what to do if you are ever frightened, don’t you?’

‘I play my music box, and it will bring me home.’

‘That’s right.’ Malachy tapped Charlie’s temple lightly. ‘Up here in your mind. Take care of our music box, Charlie, and it will take care of you.’ He wound the key and let the music tinkle, as per their nightly routine. ‘Say your vespers with Nanny Ava tonight and I’ll see you soon.’ He kissed his Charlie’s forehead in a long lingering goodbye.

‘I love you, Papa.’

‘I love you more, Charlie.’ The butterflies flitted in his stomach. It would all be fine.

Ava met Malachy at the front door and a fresh pang of nerves hit him on seeing the bright light in her eyes. He almost called the whole thing off.

‘I’ll see you in the morning.’ Ava touched his arm, tiptoed up and kissed his cheek. ‘You’re nervous,’ she whispered. ‘Don’t be. I love Charlie.’
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The party at the Plaza had been in full swing when Malachy arrived, and he found his alibi in the form of a buxom young woman dressed like the Statue of Liberty. She had come with the best references from the men at the Players Club who frequented high-class brothels and he’d gambled a goodly portion of his week’s wages on hiring her. He needed a showpiece. At the party he’d been deliberately and uncustomarily loquacious. Drank gin cocktails and showed off the woman on his arm like she was a piece of jewellery while the other men smoked their pipes, guffawed, chortled and winked, eager to endorse his lasciviousness, because it endorsed their own. He’d brandished his calling card at the bellboy and done nothing to disguise the fact he would be spending the night with the prostitute, though he had no intention of sleeping with her. But good intentions can often be led astray by alcohol and the ministrations of a beautiful woman.

‘Thank you, Dollie, it’s been grand.’ He’d shrugged on his rumpled shirt early the next morning, all het up.

She tucked a lit cigarette between his lips then prodded an index finger into his chest to push him back onto the pillows. ‘The name is Delores, Delores Delaney, honey, and this one’s on the house.’

He pushed her away, but her bare backside hit the half-full bottle of gin on the drinks trolley beside the bed, and the bottle hit the floor and smashed. He heard footsteps in the corridor, and peered out the door to see a bellboy scuttling away.

‘Goodbye, Dollie,’ he said, tugging on his trousers. ‘And thank you very much.’ He paid his dues and deliberately left his card.

‘Goodbye, Malachy Ryan, Musician,’ she said.

He went to the bathroom, put his mouth to the tap, swigged, and looked in the mirror. His eyes were as red as the lipstick the girl had plastered all around his mouth. A clown, playing a role. Soon he’d be playing grief-stricken father. He hated himself. But before long, when the authorities declared the case unsolvable, he’d start his new life, with Charlie. Quiet. Secure. Anonymous. Ava would take a steamer to Sydney and he would follow, and they would lose themselves in the vast land of Oz, where shifting sands would disguise their footprints. It was set. She was to board the ship under the name Emma Parkinson; Malachy had scraped together the money for their tickets by selling his furniture and working extra shifts.

He steeled himself as his carriage stopped at East 62nd. Police were there in droves; the neighbours were out on their stoops.

‘Where have you been?’ Ava screamed in her Irish falsetto – she seemed hysterical, fists pummelling his chest. She was a better actress than he’d ever given her credit for.

So very convincing.

What he hadn’t considered was how he’d find her if she went missing too.

[image: image]

‘Did Ava ever get on the boat?’ Grace asked.

‘If she did’ – Father Jude rubbed his chin – ‘it was not under the agreed name. There was nothing, no trace of her. Not a word. Malachy finally confided to the detective that he thought it was Ava O’Leary who had taken Charlie and that they must keep looking. The police just shrugged their shoulders and told Malachy they’d met a dead end, until Detective O’Toole arrived at Malachy’s door one night, looking distraught.
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10 July 1904

Malachy drank till he passed out on his settee every night. But the thumping at the front door one evening gave him a rush of blood, and he hoisted himself from his chair, toppling a collection of half-empty whisky glasses that had been lined up along the chair arm. They smashed, splintering glass across the hearth tiles.

‘Please, God,’ he whispered as he opened the door. He prayed it was Ava. That she’d be there and say, ‘So sorry, Malachy, t’was all a terrible mistake.’

But it was not Ava. Only the dishevelled Detective O’Toole. Malachy’s heart dropped as he stepped out to meet the man, who was clenching the rim of his bowler hat in a funereal way.

‘Mr Ryan, may I come in?’ asked the detective, putting an onerous hand on Malachy’s shoulder.

‘No.’ Malachy shrugged him off. ‘Tell me.’

The detective scrubbed at his buzz cut. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Ryan. We’ve found a . . . body on the banks of the East River.’

The air was sucked from Malachy’s lungs, and he staggered back and fell at the base of the stairs, bile rising in his throat.

‘I need to see him.’

‘There’s not much to see.’

It was only when the coroner pulled back the white sheet that covered the tiny figure on the cold, hard slab that Malachy’s soul was crushed. The little bruised body was so grotesquely bloated from the water – the blond hair almost sloughed off – that it was difficult to see the Charlie Ryan who once was.

‘God.’ Malachy’s voice broke and a sob escaped. ‘Are you sure?’

‘There’s the hair – and the height, the weight, they all match, sir.’

Malachy gulped back the taste of his own bile. ‘I must see his eyes,’ Malachy said to the mortician. ‘I can’t be certain till I see his eyes: Charlie’s are the most beautiful cool cornflower blue.’

The mortician nodded and expertly peeled back the eyelids. Malachy stared into the black. ‘Not his eyes.’


‘Ah, I’m sorry to say that irises generally lose their hue twenty-four hours postmortem.’

Malachy’s hands began to shake and a low guttural moan filled the room as the horrible truth seeped into his core. ‘I want my son!’ he screamed. ‘I want my son.’ He balled his fists, and a great wave of anguish drove him to his knees. He leaned his head against his son’s cold deathbed. He let the tears flow. ‘His medal of St Christopher?’

‘Here,’ said the coroner, holding up the necklace. ‘Found on the body.’

‘The music box?’ he managed to stutter.

‘No sign of it,’ the detective and the mortician said simultaneously, looking like they just wanted to close the book and get home for pumpkin pie.

Outside, Malachy pulled the hip flask from his pocket and sought comfort in the warm embrace of the whisky in which he planned to drown himself.
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Fall River cemetery, 17 July 1904

Malachy had suffered through Charlie’s memorial service and now stood among well-meaning mourners in an all-white reception room, pedestals of frothing white cathedral roses forever conflating the fragrance of rose with memories of grief. He nursed a coffee-laced whisky, holding it close to his chest as he gazed through the reception-room windows, hating the bright day and how it draped cheerily over Charlie’s white marble headstone that sat so alone and bereft on the hillside.

How dare Mother Earth gloat over her bounty when his son was sunk so deep in her dirt.

As he stared out through bleary eyes, he took a strange kind of comfort in seeing a bank of dark clouds assembling on the horizon.


‘Malachy, how’re you holding up?’ the priest asked, face creased with concern.

‘Oh, you know – terrible.’ Malachy’s chin quivered. ‘I’ll be fine.’ Except, he finished in his head, I can’t eat. I can’t sleep. I crave whisky. Death haunts my daydreams. My family is dead. My beloved boy is gone, yet I’m in a purgatory of pathetic endless hope that it has all been a terrible mistake.

A woman deep in conversation behind them raised her voice, just a tad, deliberately. ‘Heard about that new English motion picture The Child Stealers? Strangest parallel between art and life, ain’t it?’

The priest’s and Malachy’s gazes caught.

T’was but a momentary glitch, but it was the sort of glance they would both remember, Father to father bound by the secret they shared, sealed tight forever by the arcane rite of the Catholic confessional.

Malachy rested his forehead on the French windows, feeling the weight of God’s judgement on his shoulders and watching a thunderstorm galloping at him like the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse – he wished they’d damn well hurry.

His son was gone. And he wanted to join him. It was all his fault.

He closed his eyes, took a deep painful breath that almost cleaved his heart in two, then turned as the priest’s care-worn face again came into view. And he realised the room was emptying. The reception was almost over.

‘Come, Malachy, you must rest.’ The priest pulled him from the window.

‘You go ahead, Father Mulcahey – I’ll be along soon.’ He moulded his lips around his words so as not to slur them. ‘I would like time to reflect by myself, if you don’t mind.’


The priest lit three tall candles. ‘For the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.’ The priest nodded. ‘And for you too, Malachy. You are a good man who has had an untenable run of terrible circumstance.’

After the priest left, the heavens opened. How it rained, soaking the ground, turning the freshly dug dirt to mush; rivulets streamed down the hill and his footsteps squelched as he strode though the torrent to lie on the earth and sob out his heart for all the things he’d lost, until he was hauled to his feet by the priest, who led Malachy back to the chapel. And from there Malachy found himself vulnerable to the notion of redemption. Seduced by the idea of atonement. The man known as Malachy Ryan was buried and Father Jude O’Malley rose, choosing the name of the patron saint of lost souls and adopting his mother’s maiden name. He set about earning his place as a Jesuit. A learned man who would help other young men through the trauma of life’s mysteries. Service would be his redemption. Education would be his gift, and the Catholic church with its circular rites would weave a gossamer cocoon around him. It could be his prison or his fortress, depending on the day.
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Jude paused, taking a deep breath. ‘And it was, for ten years, until war came to Europe and they sent me back to New York. And then I found you.’

As he’d talked, Grace had reflected on their past. His comments about children and how they all deserved their golden hours of youth, his commitment to the Belgian orphans in Manhattan, his protection of the children at the boarding house in France and his willingness to sacrifice. His actions had been consistent all the way through, and a clear pattern had emerged. Now, looking into his hooded blue eyes, she truly saw him.


As timber creaked with the bluster outside, and the light of a new dawn slipped between the seams, laying silvery threads across his face, the sound of aircraft roared overhead.

‘Part of me was always broken,’ he said, raising his voice slightly over the noise. ‘Part of me could never forgive or forget.’

‘And part of you needed to find a voice. So you sent anonymous notes to Grace Winter at the New York Times, hoping she might help right wrongs.’

He nodded.

Slowly, deliberately, she removed the music box from around her neck.

She placed it on the table between them. ‘I don’t even know what to call you now.’

‘Jude will be fine. I am a Jesuit.’

‘Even now?’ She heard the appeal in her voice.

His lips faltered momentarily, his clean shave making him appear younger and more vulnerable as he picked up the music box and cradled it in his hands. ‘This was given by my father to me. An heirloom, embossed with the Archangel Uriel and, in each corner, a flock of swallows, to signify the Holy Trinity and the path of the seafarer home. The same tattoo is over my heart. My father was a sailor.’

Grace closed her eyes and her tears seeped out. ‘God help me. God help me,’ she said. ‘God help me if I am wrong about you.’

‘God help all of us,’ said another voice as the door scratched open and a shaft of sunlight hit the table, startling them, bringing Grace to attention and Father Jude to his feet.

‘There’s a German convoy on their way here. They’re looking for you.’ Cedric pointed to Grace with a trembling finger.











CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




If Cedric was shocked at seeing her with company, it was difficult to tell with his eyes buried beneath his black beret, but the smile gave away his nerves. He gave a deferential nod to Father Jude. ‘We need to go. Ammunition dumps have been blown and the guns at Saint-Mihiel are firing. This is our chance to get you out.’

‘There’s so much more I need to tell you, Grace.’

Cedric cut in between them. ‘I’m sorry, Abbé.’ He gave a respectful nod. ‘I need to get her to the frontier. Our guide was caught. So you need to get back to Sedan.’

‘You’re not coming with me?’ Grace asked.

Jude dragged a hand over the dark stubble on his chin that made him appear more outlaw than holy man. ‘I can’t leave Sister Marie and the other women and children.’ He reached for her hand and she gave it.

‘But . . .’

Cedric coughed into his fist as he realised the true shape of the scene in the shadows. ‘Thirty seconds, I’ll be waiting in the stable. Then I go.’

‘Take your music box, Jude.’ She pressed it into his palm.

He shook his head. ‘You have brought it this far; I’m entrusting it to you.’ He swept a tendril from her forehead and kissed her there. ‘My story is now in your hands. And one last thing.’ Jude put his lips to her ear. ‘The original inscription inside conveys how I feel about you.’ She flashed her eyes up to meet his. ‘Ours is a very precious love.’ He fastened the music box around her neck. ‘Remember me.’

And for a moment, somewhere between the rise of her gaze and the fall of his lashes, Grace glimpsed a different life. The vision took her breath away.

‘You make this sound like a real goodbye,’ she said.

He held her forearms. ‘Bruno will be with you to the border. Cedric will return him to me when the time is right.’

‘He can’t. It’s not safe.’

‘He is best equipped to navigate this terrain; he knows the scent of German guard dogs before they are seen. I’ll see you on the other side.’ He kissed her forehead again.

She couldn’t bear to look back.
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This last stretch was the hardest of all – trying to stay focused through fatigue, every step layered with regret. She wished she’d had time to tell him what she knew. About the sham of the investigation, about how, despite everything that had happened, or maybe because of it, she loved him.

‘Ours is a very precious love,’ he’d said.

‘A very precious love,’ she said to herself, time and again. ‘Avery precious love.’

Avery Love.

She stopped suddenly, the words beating in her head like a kettle drum as she watched Bruno, who had been scouting ahead the whole way, wending through the conifers, avoiding the blackberry brambles. But suddenly he froze too and sniffed, ears pricked forwards, paw aloft. Grace braced and listened but heard nothing. She placed a hand on his head. ‘Shhh.’


Cedric turned round, eyes bulging as a high whistling noise hit her ears now too. ‘Take cover! Take cover,’ he screamed. An explosion ripped through the air, blasting her face with the full force of the forest floor, slamming her backwards, the sound of timber cracking in her ears, her head snapping back as she hit something solid, feeling as though she were suffocating. She strained to take a breath and managed only a wheeze. Clutching at her throat, she struggled to sit up. Her fingers finally grappled with a root – thin and sinewy but strong. Strong enough to help her lean against the rough bark of a tree, listening out for anything she could recognise, trying to untangle unfamiliar shapes. And then a grunting and a panting and Bruno materialised with Cedric barely visible behind him.

‘What happened?’ she asked groggily, rubbing a hand at the back of her head to check for blood. There was none, just a lump the size of a quail’s egg where she had hit the tree. She clutched for the music box and it was still around her neck; she crawled to pick up her cane.

‘A stray shell.’ He crouched down. ‘Now we wait till nightfall.’

‘I feel so groggy; I can’t do it.’

‘But look.’ He pointed to the forest perimeter. In the distance, she could just make out a field of tangled barbed wire and fox holes, but, on the other side, arable land and fields of sun-ripened wheat.

Cedric sank to his haunches, handing her a canteen. She drank and washed her face while he brought out his field glasses and scoured the vicinity.

And they waited.

As night fell, all Grace could see were the tips of the pine forest monstering all the way to the heavens, where they met a phalanx of stars shimmering down through the frigid air like a thousand bright eyes. In the distance, echoes of heavy artillery quieted as mist wound itself like tulle around the trees.

‘Come.’ He helped her up and they walked, crouched over, till they reached the far edge of the woods.

‘When I say go, we go. I will get you through the wire barrier and then you run and don’t stop. Our man will be waiting on the other side.’

The gauzy night-time clouds parted just enough for a bashful moon to make an appearance. Cedric gave an evening bird call, and she listened out for the response, muscles tensing, nerves buzzing. She bent down and hugged Bruno with all of her strength. ‘Take care of him for me,’ she said to Cedric. Another bird call came back on the breeze, then Cedric hissed, ‘Go, go, go.’

Grace took off with her legs pumping, mist dampening her face, as she kept low and ran hard, dodged fallen logs and abandoned guns, skirted treacherous funk-holes till they reached a skirmish of barbed wire.

‘Down, down.’ Cedric pushed her face down into the dirt so hard her chin smashed. Her heart beat through her chest, her senses were stretched beyond reason, and dry terror coated her mouth as she heard the wire cutters hack through the strands. ‘Run. Run!’ he said.

And she was running, closer and closer to the fields of freedom. Her footsteps pounded the dirt till it hit the wheat, soft, undulating fields of it, and she followed the path others had followed before her, where the field had been trampled, mowed down by fleeing refugees or surrendering German soldiers. She could hear something behind her; she glanced back over her shoulder.

‘Bruno. Go back!’ she cried. But it was no use – he’d shepherded her here. Instincts of a working dog. They headed to the spot where white gravel roads cut through a purply vista, to where a man in coveralls stood by a sedentary mule and a cart of beets.

He waved.

‘I am Vairon,’ she said as she met him.

‘We’ve been waiting for you.’

She closed her eyes, and Bruno sat at her feet and the cart jolted her through the fields of Free France, her cane in hand, music box around her neck.

‘Deo gratias,’ she sighed.

But it was impossible to smile.











CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




AVERY
 MID-SEPTEMBER 1918: PARIS

Avery thought it was a joke when the big man of Australian newspapers, Keith Murdoch, turned up saying that some American reporter was trying to track him down. ‘Pull the other one!’ Avery had chortled.

He’d been recumbent in Paris these past three weeks while recuperating from a septic foot he’d sustained from escaping over the Belgian–Holland border rather than letting a Hun see to the bullet wound. But thankfully there was no lasting damage to his foot, face or memory – just a quivering of the limbs that gripped him randomly every now and again, especially when he heard loud noises. It was nerves, they said. It should pass with time.

The big fellow he was sitting opposite in the nurses’ tearoom must have caught wind of his daring escape through Keith Murdoch or Charlie Bean. Just wait till Lottie saw his picture in the paper. Bloody beauty. He sat taller, feeling his marital stakes rise.

All Avery knew was that Fysh Redman and another man, James McElrod, both formerly of the New York Times and now with the American Military newspaper the Stars and Stripes, had contacted Murdoch when they’d heard about the escape. This had happened at precisely the same time that a British colonel had asked the AIF top brass about him, and now he, Avery Love, was being treated like someone important. Was it a prank? He waited for that ol’ survivor, Smitty, to jump out from behind the hospital door and yell, ‘Gotcha, Sweetie.’ But so far, sitting in the nurses’ tearoom, eating shortbread and sipping English Breakfast with the one-eyed yet still good-looking Yank Fysh Redman, things were all pretty sombre.

‘How did you lose your eye?’

‘Friendly fire.’

‘Not too bloody friendly.’ The big man didn’t smile. He couldn’t take that eye off him. While Avery knew he was a pretty good-looking bloke, this kind of scrutiny was a bit unnerving.

‘You got a girl, Mr Fysh Redman?’ Avery asked – no point in pussyfooting around. Better to square the ledger straight up. He half expected the man to flap his hands like one of those theatrical types from the West End and go a bit giggly, but Fysh Redman grinned with a certain blokey pride and adjusted his eye-patch.

‘Matter of fact, I got two.’

‘So, mate, can I ask why you’re staring at me like that if you’re not keen on blokes.’

‘I’m just happy to find you, Avery Love.’ He gave a smile that should be in a toothpaste advertisement. ‘We’ve been looking for you for a while. We should get started.’

‘Too right. So where should I start? When the Krauts shot me, or when they picked me up in the quagmire?’

Fysh Redman just looked at him like a stunned mullet.

‘Or maybe when the Fritz transferred me to a depot where they sorted the Germans from the others and then triaged me to the casualty clearing station.’

Still nothing. Was this bloke all there? ‘Everything all right, mate?’

Redman nodded.


‘What about me lucky escape from the church with the New Zealander, up through Ath into Brussels by way of civilian train, the hide-out at Rue Washington, the rendezvous with a courier in Liege, the trek through the forests, and out through the electrified barbed wire wearing rubber gloves and booties?’ It all made for a great yarn and had done the rounds at the hospital. But still nothing from the Yank. What was going on? Avery was so primed to tell the story for the betterment of the boastful Yanks, to bring them down a peg or two by letting them know other nations also had some great stories to tell. ‘So where, then?’

‘Pal, sorry!’ Redman sprang to life. ‘That is some story: you got me dumbstruck. And can I be the first to offer you exclusive rights?’

‘Earn a quid from it?’

‘Not one quid. Lots.’

‘Sign me up, mate.’

‘Done deal.’ Redman offered a hand and Avery shook it. ‘Actually, Mr Love, I’m here to talk about a trinket you may or may not have parted company with.’

‘Don’t bullshit a bullshitter.’

‘Honest truth.’

‘Someone’s got the music box? Gary Nash? Where?’

‘Before we get to that I just need to verify a few things.’ Redman took out his pad and pencil. ‘Can you describe it for me?’

‘Mate, it’s the world’s smallest music box, one of its kind.’ Avery found comfort in the groove of his sales spiel. ‘As rare as a silver hen’s tooth.’

Fysh Redman held a hand up. ‘Sorry, Mr Love. I don’t need a hard sell; I just need a proper description. Can we start with the size, identifying features and how one would find the key to the music?’

Avery shook himself out. ‘Mate, call me Sweetie.’


‘Sweetie?’ Fysh Redman’s eyebrows shot up.

Avery nodded, the teacup rattling against his teeth as he tried to sip with nonchalance, but then he settled himself, placed the cup in the saucer and gave a vivid description of his music box, knowing every feature by heart, including the new shrapnel wound in the back. He explained it had been given to him by his father and his father before that, told Fysh Redman how it had saved his life, confessed he’d been foolhardy and full of himself in putting it up as collateral to gamble with, but then, in doing so, had gained a fortune and had a girl waiting for him in Amiens, maybe even with a soldier’s pension and a farm back in Australia.

‘Would you say that the music box has always belonged to you?’

‘It has.’

‘And do you remember the circumstances of it coming to you?’

‘As I said, it was a gift from my father.’ A strange prescience washed over him. He remembered his mam’s warnings about saying his real name, and he eyed this Fysh Redman joker who kept filling his teacup and asking if he was all right to continue.

‘When was the last time you saw the music box?’

‘At a pub in Amiens. I lost it to a Yank.’

‘Can you remember his name?’

‘As long as I live. Gary Nash.’

‘May I ask, can you remember whether Avery Love is your birth name?’

Avery glanced up. Should he say? He was in two minds. No. He would wait and see what this joker had to say. ‘Far as I know, mate.’

‘Would you mind if I show you some things that might jog your memory? But should anything upset you, we don’t need to continue. I understand you’ve had a torrid time of it. Cambrai. Villers-Bretonneux. Hamel.’

‘No worries, mate, but I’m not special – I’m just one of millions.’

‘Actually, Sweetie, you might be one in a million.’

Fysh Redman put a new folder on the coffee table. It was inked with a rubber stamp – Grace Winter: New York Times – and Avery’s heart cantered: he knew what was coming, and he settled his nervy right hand under his bum.

‘So . . . just tell me if anything in here triggers something,’ Fysh Redman said, flipping through cabinet cards showing a child on top of a rocking horse, a tin of Little Boy Blue Caramels, a grainy photograph of a blond boy in a big man’s arms. The man was wearing a black suit, a top hat and a black veil over his face. They were standing in a cemetery. Avery sat disbelieving and silent. Fysh Redman placed a wad of filing cards held together by a brown rubber band on the table between them. He flicked through them. ‘Does anything ring a bell?’ Avery took in the names: Maureen Ryan. Malachy Ryan. Ava O’Leary. It wasn’t a bell, it was a siren. Redman was staring at Avery with palpable anticipation, eyes flicking between Avery’s eyes and his hands. And Avery knew that no one was pulling his leg.

He could see his mam in his mind’s eye, standing on the deck of the sailboat, wind in her flame-red hair. God, he missed her.

‘You got the Irish sea in your blood, Avery,’ Ava had said. ‘Just like me, and we’re going on a grand adventure.’ All he could taste was the salt air. All he could feel was excitement. It was a great game. He called Ava Mam and she called him Avery.

‘Is Papa coming too?’ he’d asked.

‘Maybe one day,’ she’d said, ‘but for now it’s just the two of us, and your old name is never to be spoken again, understand? Because bad people want Charlie Ryan.’


But he remembered the name, Charlie Ryan. Precisely because he was four and told not to. ‘We’re Ava and Avery from now on,’ she said, smiling, her little crossed teeth gleaming.

Avery realised now, looking up at the one-eyed American, that no one was out to get him anymore. He had just been found.

He swallowed back his tears and cleared his throat. ‘Mate,’ he said, planning to say something offhanded because actually he might be about to cry. But there were no witticisms forming, so instead he stood, and Fysh stood too, and Avery wrapped his arms around the big American.











CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX




GRACE
 LATE SEPTEMBER 1918: PARIS

The Café de la Paix was an oasis of elegance: ornate Imperial carpets of swirling emerald green, fine bone china, starched white tablecloths and slippery napkins. It made Grace feel guilty, knowing people in occupied France were starving while she lounged in opulence. But still, as the waiter poured her a cup of thick aromatic coffee (Colombian, if her nose wasn’t mistaken) and placed the pot next to the pastry he’d presented, she didn’t have the energy to refuse.

‘With compliments,’ the waiter sniffled before pardoning himself, and smiling apologetically. ‘Allergy,’ he mouthed and slipped back to the café doors, close enough to be summoned, far away enough not to be a nuisance and, if her instincts served her correctly, quite possibly eavesdropping on the couple seated at the window.

Grace opened this week’s edition of Stars and Stripes and almost choked on her first sip of coffee. There on page three was a half-page advertisement entitled ‘How to avoid the influenza’. Remember the three Cs: clean mouth, clean skin, clean clothes, and don’t let the waste products of digestion build up! It was so ludicrously inadequate, contemptibly depriving the troops of information they really needed.


She folded the paper and put it down in disgust just as Heath Fairclough joined her. As though she’d never left.

‘Hello, Grace,’ he said, posh as ever.

‘Heath. It’s good to see you.’ Good was not the word she’d been searching for – unbelievable might have been closer – but her brain was still in a fog. It had taken her a week to get out of the hospital bed, and another week to crawl back into life in this alternate universe. And she’d used every spare second to write her way back in with her testimony of war in occupied territory. And now she was caught between Gabrielle Wettin, whom she couldn’t let go of, for that would mean Clara would have never existed, and Grace Winter, whom she needed for her sanity.

Heath sank into the green armchair, crossed one leg over the other and sucked on his cigarette; eventually his mouth creased in a smile. ‘You look thin,’ he said.

‘Is that supposed to be a compliment?’

He smiled with the dog tooth. ‘I told the brass you would be exceptional. That you wouldn’t get waylaid. A fine example of a woman performing like a man in the workforce.’ He shook his head. ‘But even I’m lost for words.’

‘Let me find them for you, Heath.’ She sounded dogmatic, but she was tired. And sad. ‘What of the Argonne?’

Heath drew back on his cigarette with lengthy consideration. ‘Air reconnaissance and our people in Switzerland confirmed your information. Your detail was added to the agglomerate map of the battlefield at General Headquarters in Chaumont, France. The battle for the Argonne has begun, and it will be over within weeks.’

‘What about the other battle?’

Heath’s brow riddled, and the waiter coughed.

‘The Spanish flu.’ Grace flashed a pointed glance at the waiter. She wiped the rim of her coffee cup again, a la von Froelander. ‘And what about these ridiculous advertisements?’ She pointed to the Vicks VapoRub advertisement in the paper: Most authorities now agree that what we call Spanish Influenza is simply the old-fashioned grip, which was epidemic here in 1889–90. She raised her right brow.

‘Well’ – he shrugged – ‘be thankful New York has finally outlawed spitting on the street; and sneezing on public transport without covering your mouth might send you to jail for a year!’

Grace let it go. She was preaching to the wrong person.

‘You do realise, everything must remain top secret. We are all sworn to secrecy. Nothing about your time with Allied intelligence ever goes into print.’

‘Indeed.’ She patted her cane and smiled demurely as she tried to find the right words to ask about Jude – but in the end there was nothing for it except to say his name out loud. ‘And Father Jude O’Malley?’

Heath hung his head. Her stomach dropped. ‘Grace, I’m sorry to say the news isn’t good. The Germans caught him returning from the border.’

‘He’s dead?’ Metallic nausea coated her mouth.

‘No – he’s in Fort de Sedan and alive as far as we know.’

‘Well, get him out! They cut off tongues and hands in there. Get him out!’

‘Grace,’ he said calmly, looking at her as if she was being melodramatic, ‘there are measures in place, believe me. The Vatican is involved.’

‘They can’t do anything! Priests have been murdered – crucified. The Germans will leave a trail of carnage.’

‘We’ll get him out. I promise you.’

‘And my boarding house?’

‘All safe and well, the nun reports.’

‘So that’s it?’ Her mind was as fractured and torn as the men she’d tried to mend.


‘You knew the risks involved. I did warn you.’ He toyed with his teacup, spun it round in his saucer and waited till she managed to gather herself. ‘So now, there’s a desk job in Washington with your name on it, or if you prefer moody grey skies, top-notch tea and the practice of elevenses, I will always find a place in my team for you.’ She had no answer for him. Trite didn’t sit well, nor did flirtation. ‘Anyway,’ he said, stubbing his cigarette as she stared out blankly at Palais Garnier and all the troops marching past, ‘I have given you a stateroom on the troop ship home. Usually reserved for senior officials and dignitaries. I hope you’ll find it suitable.’

She nodded to Bruno, who was curled by her seat. ‘What about him?’

‘Naturally.’

Over Heath’s epaulettes Grace glimpsed the café doors swinging open, and Mr McElrod appeared, carrying a small posy of yellow roses, his big ruddy face glowing with health and good cheer. Heath nodded ‘hello’ as he approached.

‘Would you mind excusing us?’ Grace asked, standing to embrace McElrod.

‘Of course.’ Heath stood and nodded. ‘I’ll be in touch.’

She turned to McElrod as they sat, putting her nose into the rosebuds and smelling home. ‘Thank you, Mr McElrod – it is so good to see you.’ Her eyes misted. The moment seemed so surreal.

‘Drop the formalities, Grace. I think you’ve earned the right to call me James these days.’ He grinned, his old chins back to full Michelin volume.

‘Have you been working at Stars and Stripes?’

‘Retirement didn’t work out – felt like I was waiting for doomsday.’ McElrod gave her that old knowing and incisive look that suggested he was gifting her a piece of ineffable wisdom, and she smiled in response, because she knew he had.


‘What about you, Grace?’ He lit his cigar, sat back and regarded her from beneath his doughy lids.

‘I’m in need of a talented editor,’ she said. He raised his right brow and she mirrored him. ‘I have something for you.’ She unscrewed the bottom of the cane she’d carried back over the border, slipped out her dossier and put it in his hand. ‘This is just between us for the moment; right now I think it might be considered seditious.’

‘I’d expect nothing less.’ He turned his eyes to her papers. ‘Confessions of a war correspondent, by Grace Winter,’ he read in a hushed tone, holding the paper at arm’s length for readability. ‘Interesting title.’

‘You can still read my Pitman?’

He nodded and began unscrolling the pages, speed-reading as he did. ‘We need to get this out post-haste,’ he huffed, shaking his head, raising that right brow again. Even blowing an incredulous whistle. ‘This stuff is unbelievable.’ He tucked her notes into his briefcase and gave her that gruff nod that told her she’d done well. ‘I have a surprise for you too.’ He slid a folio across the table.

‘Open it,’ he urged.

She ran a fingernail beneath the seal and slipped out a black and white photograph of Fysh Redman wearing an eye-patch and sitting next to a young and well-proportioned man in an Australian uniform, wearing a slouch hat and a laconic smile. His eyes, however, were unmistakably hooded and long lashed.

Her heart pattered as she waited for McElrod to speak again.

‘Grace Winter,’ he said, ‘may I present to you Avery Love.’

‘Oh,’ she exhaled. ‘Fysh found him?’

McElrod nodded. ‘With a little help from his journalist friends and the Fairclough fellow.’


And with that a young blond man walked through the doors of Café de la Paix. He had blue eyes and a distinctive limp, and a smile that ought to have its own confessional.

‘G’day,’ he said as she stood. ‘Ahh – how do you do, Miss Winter.’ He held out his hand for her to shake. ‘I’m Avery Love.’

Grace tingled all over. ‘Avery, you have no idea how happy I am to finally find you.’

‘He’s got quite the story to tell,’ said McElrod. ‘Escapee from—’.

‘Leuze,’ they said at the same time.

Tears swam in her eyes. Malachy’s boy. She felt joy for Avery, for Jude, for all of them. ‘We have much to discuss, Avery,’ she said. ‘But first, your music box.’ She unclipped it from her neck, its lightness contrasting with the heaviness she felt in thinking that Jude should be here, and placed the music box in his son’s palm. Avery gave her a warm, unencumbered smile. ‘Thank you for everything, Miss Winter.’
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Later, after a long, convivial evening of storytelling, after she and McElrod had farewelled Avery, Grace caught McElrod’s arm.

‘James. I just want to let you know you have been the greatest teacher of my life.’

‘Thank you, Grace. But I think I can safely say that the student has now become the teacher, and that makes me a very happy man.’

He chuffed on his stogie vigorously, as if the rising smoke might disguise the glimmer of tears in his eyes, but she caught them, and delighted.











CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN




EARLY OCTOBER 1918: BREST HARBOUR, FRANCE

Grace closed her eyes in the wash of the sea breeze on the upper deck of the America, dressed in a lovely lavender ninon number from Le Bon Marché. It fluttered like the wings of a giant Amazonian butterfly around her spare form, and the bright buttercup-yellow silk scarf flew as she turned to survey Brest Harbour one last time.

From her seat on the rattan chair at the stern the old citadel city shimmered in the sunshine. A cigar-shaped observation balloon hovered high above, and sailors raced beneath, round the berthed troop ships, untying the ropes, transporting supplies, taking wagons of armaments up the stone quay to the waiting trains. A squad of German prisoners were loading flour under the direction of a French guard and she wondered whether one of them was the Oberarzt’s lost son. She hoped so.

A lovely young sailor stepped into her gaze, setting a silver pot of coffee down on a table beside her and pouring it into a little floral teacup. He placed a copy of last week’s New York Times in her hands.

‘This is rather too nice.’ She patted Bruno’s woolly head as he settled down next to her and flopped his snout onto his paws. He ignored the haughty black cat strolling across the deck, who was eyeing him as if to say, ‘I dare you.’ But the sight of it was enough to make Grace’s nose stream with her allergy, and she dabbed her eyes with her hankie, then straightened the paper on her lap.

‘Hmm – a perfect seventy-five-degree day in New York,’ she said to Bruno, reading the banner. ‘Austria has just delivered a diplomatic note to the Allies seeking peace. And it looks like Wilson’s Fourteen Point Peace Plan won’t be discussed until the Germans capitulate. Which will be any moment.’ Bruno quizzed her ramblings with a lift of his whiskery brow. ‘And yes, my friend, I’ll introduce you to Central Park. And maybe we’ll head to the Adirondacks or further west. Who knows?’

His tail thumped, as if he understood. A service dog, through and through.

She closed her eyes to enjoy the breeze, which was light enough to flicker the edge of her paper, but not nuisance enough to steal the enjoyment of reading as she grazed on the headlines. Americans advance on a thirty-three-mile front. Wilson (as she’d always predicted) wouldn’t end the war without a military triumph. But no one mentioned all the people fighting behind the scenes. No one would ever imagine the things she’d written about in her dossier, which sat safely in McElrod’s capable hands. But soon everyone would know. And looking into the coffee pot’s reflection Grace appraised her thin face. Scarlet lips. Copper hair set free. So, this was Grace Winter. Aged ten years in ten months.

A woman about to go home, with a future ahead of her. What would it be like to be back? Had she changed so much life would take a different tack? She watched curlicues of steam from her coffee cup cloud the pot and was glad to be rid of her reflection.

There had been no further news about Jude – all she could do now was pray to anyone or anything that the Americans would hit Sedan before the Germans left it crushed beneath their jackboots. She had no doubt they would stomp around like toddlers who hadn’t got their way. A rush of giddiness almost floored her at the prospect of what might happen to Jude, so she turned her thoughts away from him, lest they drag her into the pit of melancholia she had trouble staying out of these days.

Her eyes fixed on the throng of young Doughboys making their way off a ship, all peppy and primed to either bed a Parisienne or fight – likely both. She wanted to run in the streets and scream at them, ‘Go home! Go home! It’s nearly all over.’ She couldn’t believe the Americans were still bringing troops in.

But it wasn’t the young men streaming from the ship that gave her goosebumps – it was the bodies wrapped in sheets being whisked away in ambulances.

A tickle in her throat made her suppress a cough, and she glared at the black cat, which was staring up at a flock of swallows, so she looked up too to watch them dipping and swaying. They brought her back to Jude again. Everything brought her back to Jude.

The ship blasted its horn and smoke billowed from its funnels as it set sail, gliding away from the dock. She had Jude’s story in her possession. One that could blow the circulation of New York’s papers way off the scale if she chose to tell it. But it was his story. Not hers. And as the guns at Meuse–Argonne continued to rain lead on France and her ship made its way across the Atlantic Ocean, Grace knew the scratch in her throat was not an allergic reaction to the shipboard cat. It had not been soothed by the coffee. Nor had the feverish, giddy vibrations beneath her skin been caused by bodies being loaded into ambulances. She wrapped her scarf up over her nose like a mask and called to Bruno. ‘Come, beautiful.’


Bruno followed her to her cabin, where she closed the door to contain the infection. She picked up the telephone and rang the infirmary. The harried nurse on the other end said someone would be there to help her presently, but to be patient, because she was not the first to report having symptoms. She opened her porthole windows to let the sea breeze administer therapy as the tickle in her throat became a wheeze in her chest and the wheeze became a hack.

Methodically she packaged up her Creepy Creatures for Curious Children series with string and with a sense of profound satisfaction. In the weeks after her escape, she’d finished the series and dedicated the books to the two children who had changed her life.

Now she took out the stationery she’d bought in Paris, then, pen stroke by pen stroke, letter by letter, word by word, Grace Winter of the New York Times detailed what she knew of the life and times of Father Jude. Malachy Ryan. It was a story of love and sacrifice. Having loved and lost Clara, she understood how a parent would go to extreme lengths to protect their child. The words left unsaid when she and Jude parted were swept up like fall foliage and collected here for him.


To my love,

How I miss you. I think of you, I replay everything in my mind, over and over. But know that your story will always be safe with me. Your son is a formidable boy. Avery Love did escape from Leuze and made it safely to the Netherlands, and he is waiting in France to be demobilised. Ava was helped by her Irish friends to get Charlie to Australia, where she became Ava Love, with her ‘son’ Avery. The detective was paid off and likely used a drowned body from the General Slocum disaster to ensure that you stopped looking. Closing the case. Covering their tracks. And I tell you this with no expectation. You deserve happiness in whatever form that takes.

Yours Forever,

Grace



She slipped the letter into an envelope, marked it private and confidential and gave him the missing part of his story and an address in Paris where he’d find Avery.

As the beast in her bloodstream took up residence and began its assault on her depleted body, she finished the poem she’d started thinking about on the swing at the boarding house. The one about life. About the need for balance. It felt right to finish it now. Then she lay down and steeled her mind for the fight to come. She wouldn’t surrender easily. She had come this far. Had seen the monster at close range and knew what to expect. She administered morphia as the beast wrapped its chains around her lungs and squeezed so tight the burning pain beneath her diaphragm made her cry into her pillow. A drip of blood fell from her nose. Bruno nestled by her.

Grace laid her hand on his head as the sweat coated her brow again and her extremities began to shiver.

‘I am at peace,’ she said. ‘You don’t need to worry about me.’ She stroked Bruno’s brow. A tear trickled to her lips and she licked it, tasting the salt and appreciating the miracle of life.

As the day turned to night and the moon cast its giant waxy searchlight over the Atlantic, the cradle of the ocean rocked her. To and fro, backwards and forwards. Tick, tock.

Bruno scratched, whined and barked at the door, but she had no strength to call him back.

A warmth hit her chest and spread through her limbs and she watched the spray lifting off the ocean, like Jude’s fog ascending from the lake, and she felt herself leaving too – just as a medic wheeled in a trolley stacked with quinine and morphia and oxygen bottles reserved exclusively for the top brass. A tiny particle of resistance sparked in her body, then linked with another, and another and another till they formed a line. A last show of resistance against the invader.











CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT




AUGUST 1919: NEW YORK CITY

‘Creepy Creatures for Curious Children.’ The little girl read the cover, then opened the storybook and squealed with glee as a willow tree sprang out of its centre, filled with birds and insects and with a caterpillar seated on a toadstool.

‘This story is for Clara and Freddie, and all the curious children in the world.’

The little girl looked up to Grace, and Grace gave an encouraging smile. ‘Very good, Josephine. Keep going.’

The Day Nursery at Loyola Church, though warm on this glorious late summer morning, was not the same without Jude. Still, it was a way to feel close to him and it was part of her routine to spend time with the children. A healing, she supposed, and a way to reconcile the past with her future as a children’s author and the founder and editor-in-chief of her illustrated satirical magazine, the Manhattan Minnow.

The launch of the children’s series had been a moderate success: books had been sold at Brentano’s, Scribner’s and ‘other reputable bookstores’, as the advertisement had stated, but not in large enough numbers to pay the bills. Her other story, Confessions of a War Correspondent, had been deemed by the powers that be to be too revealing an insight into America’s intelligence operations and too explicit for the eyes of cultured men and women. Thus it had been banned in libraries, overlooked by bookstores and wiped from existence by the US government after a meagre self-funded print run. Gone, like a pebble dropped into the ocean; but some copies still existed among those who mattered.

Perhaps somewhere in the celestial dust of the future it would see the light of day.

Even so, life moved on, and every week after reading hour at the Day Nursery Grace ventured into Loyola Church and lit a series of candles, three for her first family and one for Malachy Ryan and one for Clara, as she did now. But today, she lit a second one just for Clara, which made six all together.

‘Happy birthday, my darling,’ she said softly. ‘Now you are finally six and you can marry your prince.’

She wiped her teary eyes and took a deep breath to steel herself, then took her time in wandering back through Central Park. A frisky wind shimmied the lake and a squadron of ducks made their way towards her, leaving chevrons in their wake; Clara would have been in her element counting them. Grace fixed her hair, which sat nattily on her shoulders in a wavy bob, quite the fashion, and her orange and black tartan skirt with its box pleats fell daringly just below her knee. Seeing other pedestrians approaching, she wrapped her dainty nose veil around her face and secured it in her hair with a pearl clip: a fashionable defence against the Spanish Lady. Though she’d beaten it once, there was no telling whether it might come again in a different disguise. There had been a great debate about the benefits of wearing masks. Most people did so but some people refused, insisting it was their right to infect everyone else. It had been great fodder for a cartoon.

Grace stopped to check her reflection outside her office on West 57th, strategically positioned next to the Art Students League of New York, where she found the talent to deliver her satirical magazine on a monthly basis. Society’s rules were changing with post-war liberation. People were throwing off the shackles of old customs and things felt almost wild compared to the war years. So much so that her little paper raised few brows among those in power and had achieved circulation enough to keep itself afloat with McElrod as her editor, Redman as a regular contributor, and Mr B and May from Sing Sing prison, her new assistant, capably doing everything in between. There’d been so much rich fodder in this past year alone. Wilson was considered a Messiah in Europe, Theodore Roosevelt had died. People were worried about communism; left-wingers were being deported.

Ida had moved back upstairs with Minnie and evenings of jigsaws resumed. Bruno and Minnie made a delightfully odd couple curled up on the sofa together.

Mrs Gary Nash had been both surprised and grateful for the unexpected cash reward for an item she knew nothing about.

Life tick-tocked along.

Except she’d changed. She missed him. She kept herself as busy as she’d ever been, trying to fill the space he and Clara had left. She kept Clara alive in her storybooks, and the memory of him accompanied her everywhere she went in Manhattan: on the trolley; in the kitchen, where she sometimes drank coffee with him; in the basement when she listened to the gramophone. Lately she’d even taken to sipping Beaujolais to celebrate solving Ida’s puzzles in record time.

Grace fixed her collar and looked up at the Manhattan Minnow logo. The meaning of the fish-eye inside a magnifying glass was obscure to most, but Grace kept reminders of her life everywhere.

Sister Marie’s cane hung unsuspectingly from a coat hook. Bruno was curled up by Grace’s chair, his tail gyrating as he caught sight of her coming into the office. The photo of Sister Marie and Olga standing by Marcel in his new school uniform took pride of place next to a vase of fresh yellow Delbard roses.

She sat at her desk opposite James McElrod, and Clara’s crayon drawing of a happy family watched over her from its frame on the wall as she perused the memos on her desk. May flicked her glossy chestnut bob, looking very prim and proper as she wriggled her pert figure into the chair opposite, pad and pencil poised to take notes.

Redman lounged back on his chair, feet on his desk, chewing on a pencil, his one eye fixed adoringly on May. Redman had professed to everyone that they were ‘exclusive’. To which May had said ‘maybe’.

Grace smiled, eyes sliding to her paperwork again, pretending not to notice their by-play. May would do Red good.

‘No notes this morning, May,’ Grace said. ‘I was thinking Bruno might like a walk.’

‘Pleasure’s all mine, Grace.’ She walked out briskly and Redman leaped off his chair and brought May her coat. May whistled Bruno to heel with two pointer fingers in her mouth and Bruno obeyed, tail windmilling, just as Mr B came in and deposited coffee, caramels and mail in front of Grace.

‘Gut mornin’,’ he said with a gleam in his eye.

‘What are you so chirpy about, Mr B?’

He nodded towards the mail.

She followed his gaze to the envelope on top of the pile. Thick white vellum. Her informant’s calling card. She ripped open the envelope and the card read, Meet me at the Astor in the Orangerie at midday. She checked her watch. She had thirty minutes.
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Grace flew through the streets, dodging the traffic jammed down Broadway, the cyclists and pedestrians – many of them poor returned soldiers with pinned-up sleeves or trouser legs – and women rolling perambulators filled with post-war babies.

Her heart leaped at the entrance to the Astor and she felt excitement bubbling through her like frothy champagne.

She entered the empty dining room, scanning a sea of tables laid with diagonal cloths and five-pronged candelabras. But all of them were vacant. Not even a waiter in sight.

Then the soft, rounded notes of Pachelbel’s Canon filled the air and drew her through a curtain of glossy greenery to a private room beneath a glazed dome.

And there he was, his back to her, his dark hair gleaming beneath a shower of sunlight, playing the piano.

Atop the piano was a silver tray and a tall glass of Russian tea with a maraschino cherry on top. With the softest of footsteps she rounded the stool and sat down beside him. An upwelling of emotion tingled her nose as they met thigh to thigh, as they had that very first day when the trolley veered off course and their dominoes started toppling together. Except now her heart was in his hands. She lay her head on his shoulder as he continued to play.

‘You remembered her birthday,’ she said softly.

‘She would have been six,’ he replied, fingers not leaving the keys, and he played on to the end and let the last note drift off, then closed the piano lid and turned to face her, taking her hands in his.

‘When did you get back?’ she whispered.

‘Just yesterday.’

‘Where have you been all this time?’ She searched his eyes, and they pleated at the corners.

‘I think that’s a story for later.’


‘But your son? Did you meet him?’

He nodded, eyes glassing. ‘He’s a wonderful young man.’

‘Yes.’

‘He was raised well.’

‘Yes.’

‘And he’s getting married – we’re both invited.’

‘Lovely,’ she said, taking in the sight of him, healthy and handsome in his cassock. ‘Will you be there as father of the groom or as Father Jude?’ She steadied her breathing, desperate to know, trying to dislodge the hard knot in her throat.

He held her gaze with earnest clarity. ‘Can you hear that, Grace?’

She listened, but could only hear cutlery being laid in the room next door, and shook her head.

‘It’s the end of the earth calling.’ He smiled. ‘But first, before that – there are villages in France to be rebuilt and a little willow tree in the north of France that needs care. Will you come with me?’

She nodded. ‘Of course.’

He reached into his cassock and pulled out the music box, then folded it into her hand, pressing her fingers around it. ‘Charlie wants you to have the music box to say thank you for all you have done for us.’

‘I couldn’t.’ She put it back in his hands. ‘Not in a million years.’

He raised her hand and kissed the back of it, like he was sealing a covenant. ‘I want you to take it as a sign of my commitment to you.’

She tried a smile, but those damned tears were too persistent. ‘You drive a hard bargain,’ she said. A tear slid down her cheek and he caught it with his thumb, then kissed her cheek.

‘Don’t,’ he whispered. ‘There have been too many tears shed already.’


‘I’m just so happy and sad at the same time.’

‘This is just the beginning.’ He used his index finger to free the little sword in the angel’s hand, then slid it into the side slot and twisted the key.

With the weariness of a pilgrim finally returning home, the music box tinkled out its tune.

And to some it might have sounded tinny, but to Grace it was as pure and exquisite as the shaft of light splitting through the Orangerie’s glass, emancipating a riff of new life within.











EPILOGUE




PRISCILLA
 SEPTEMBER 1968: NEW YORK CITY

Priscilla Redman ran across Times Square on a glorious seventy-five-degree day with Bob Dylan, prophet and poet of her generation singing ‘The Times They Are a-Changin’ in her head. But were they? Really? The streets were an apocalyptic mess this morning: old newspapers swirling, yellow cabs honking in the street, hippies in tie-dyed trousers smoking pot on the sly – Jesus Christ Almighty! She could get high just by walking through the smoke and car fumes. But she didn’t need to. She’d just covered a feminist rally in New Jersey where thousands had gathered to protest the Miss America beauty pageant and its role in perpetuating sexual stereotypes, and so she was about as fired up as a female reporter for the New York Times could be. Not only about women’s rights or the folly of the Vietnam War, but about what she’d just found in her grandad’s memorabilia.

Who would have thought old one-eyed grandpa Red had won a Croix de Guerre in World War I?

Having dodged a flurry of peace protestors, she stopped at the edge of Times Square and stared at Father Duffy’s statue in a new light.

Respect. She raised her brows at herself.


She wondered what Father Duffy would think of her tight white T-shirt, screaming in Times New Roman, When God made man she was only joking.

After racing into the Times building and flinging her knee-high boots up two steps at a time, she leaned over the banister to the men wolf-whistling.

‘In your dreams, boys!’ she yelled and then strode straight to Bill Baxter’s office, straightened her blue aviator cap, took a seat and flipped one leg over the other.

‘Yeh sure, come in, Redman,’ Bill said sarcastically. ‘Thanks for knocking.’

‘I prefer to seek forgiveness, Bill. But just wait till you hear about this,’ she said, heart pumping as she struck a match, lit a ciggy and drew back. ‘My grandpa worked here from 1916 to 1918.’

‘Fifty years ago – so?’

‘So he wrote this book.’ She put it on his desk. ‘Escape of the Anzacs.’

Baxter squinted. ‘Anzac?’

‘Australian soldiers. And New Zealanders,’ she said, exhaling a stream of smoke.

‘So what? Nothing to do with American history: no one within a gazillion-mile radius of here will give two shits.’ He sat back and folded his hands behind his head, revealing paunchy flesh between the buttons of his tortured yellow body shirt and sweat marks the size of beer coasters under his armpits.

‘You really oughta try some Gillette Right Guard Spray, Baxter.’

‘You really oughta try some diplomacy, Redman.’ He lowered his arms as she pulled a wad of files from her crocheted bag.

‘This picture’ – she pointed to a black and white image – ‘is of Grandpa, James McElrod the news editor, and Grace Winter. They all worked here. During World War I.’


‘The children’s author Grace Winter?’

She nodded.

‘My kids loved that story about the magic music box that grew wings and took people back in time.’

‘We all did Bill – except. I did some digging. I got something incredible. Turns out Grace Winter was arrested for being a belligerent in 1917 and then turned spy in 1918.’

‘Bullshit.’

‘No bullshit. She wrote a book called Confessions of a War Correspondent and it was banned by the authorities, but I found a full copy with Grandpa’s things. And I’ve read it.’

‘Spy, you reckon?’

‘With a priest, under the auspices of an Allied network newly formed at the time and one named La Dame Blanche. It’s mentioned in Landau’s books – you know, the spy thrillers from the thirties?’

‘No shit?’

‘So it got me thinking. The fifty-year anniversary of Armistice is around the corner and with the women’s lib movement gaining traction it’s about time this story was unpacked and fully told, dontchathink?’

‘Let me think about it.’

‘I’ll take that as a yes, Bill. Thanks – knew I could count on you.’

‘Go forth and multiply, Redman.’

She bolted to her desk, taking a long drag of her smoke and blowing it up to the ceiling, not even bothering to sit, picking up the cream phone receiver, which was covered in an abstract smatter of blue and red ink. She pulled out the phone number from Grandpa’s files and told the operator to dial a number in Australia. The phone gave a peculiarly long series of rings then blips. A woman’s voice answered.


‘May I speak with Grace Winter, please?’ Priscilla held a hand to her heart, hoping. There was a long delay while the words travelled halfway around the world.

‘May I ask who’s calling?’

‘Priscilla Redman from the New York Times.’

‘One moment.’ She heard the clasp of a hand over the mouthpiece and a muffled voice. ‘Mum. It’s an international telephone call for you.’ Another delay. ‘She’s coming.’

The phone clunked as it changed hands. ‘Grace Winter,’ said an older lady with authority in her tone.

Priscilla smiled – this woman’s story would be told in full. She wouldn’t let some old farts with antiquated notions of womanhood bury Grace Winter without recognition. And she had the headline already. She held the receiver in place with her shoulder, grabbed a scrap of paper and scribbled the words down.

Amazing Grace.










AUTHOR’S NOTE




This story was sparked by a display of trinkets in a Brussels museum – a lock, a crucifix, a key and a bracelet – all of which had been lost by soldiers in the muddy battlefields of the Great War. And I thought, What if one of these trinkets was a clue to solving a mystery?

And so the idea for War of Hearts took seed and World War I became my new infatuation. The deeper I dug around in war literature, the more I learned about its chronology: the battles fought by the Aussie diggers; the late entrance of the Americans; the impact of propaganda and censorship in fuelling hysteria on many Allied home fronts; and the havoc wrought by the Spanish flu worldwide. Importantly, I came across what was arguably the largest and most important spy network of World War I, La Dame Blanche. All this contributed to the weave of the plot and the situations in which Grace, Avery and Jude found themselves.

In developing Grace Winter’s character, I drew from daring females of the age: Nellie Bly, Jeanette (Jane) Grant, Henrietta (Peggy) Hull and Marthe McKenna, to name a few. The first three of these women were pioneering female reporters – in fact, Henrietta did go to France as a sanctioned AEF reporter, and Marthe was a Belgian patriot and spy turned novelist. There were other gutsy women too: nuns, governesses and nurses whose collective stories also informed this one.


Father Jude was based on numerous academic accounts of priests on the battlefield, including Father Francis Duffy – whose statue stands in Times Square – and on the spy network Henry Landau wrote about in Secrets of the White Lady.

Avery Love is a man from my imagination, roundly informed by Anzac soldiers’ memoirs, and by stories that can be found within the walls of the Australian War Memorial in Canberra and the Sir John Monash Centre in Villers-Bretonneux, France, and in an Australian soldier’s private diary that I was lucky enough to borrow.

Beyond this I have used a wide variety of sources to bring the story to life, all of which are listed in a bibliography on my website, www.taniafarrelly.com. But special mention must go to Diary of the 1914–1918 War by Yves Congar, who at just ten years of age kept a journal of war in occupied France that expounded the many hardships endured by civilians in Sedan. He went on in later years to become Cardinal Yves Congar.

I have used creative licence where necessary to deliver the right blend of historical fact and fiction to serve the storyline. Any historical errors are my own and I offer an apology to any historians, academics or students of the era for any discrepancy.
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The Suffragette meets The Greatest Showman in this story of passion and courage, as a young feminist fights against the rules of society to find her place in the world.


New York, 1897. The richest city in the world.

Beautiful, young and privileged, Rose Kingsbury Smith is expected to play by the strict rules of social etiquette, to forfeit all career aspirations and to marry a man of good means. But she has a quietly rebellious streak and is determined to make her own mark on Manhattan’s growing skyline. When the theft of a precious heirloom plunges the Kingsbury Smiths into financial ruin, Rose becomes her family’s most tradeable asset. She finds herself fighting for her independence and championing the ideal of equality for women everywhere.

Enigmatic Ethan Salt’s inglorious circus days are behind him. He lives a quiet life on Coney Island with his beloved elephant Daisy and is devoted to saving animals who’ve been brutalised by show business. As he struggles to raise funds for his menagerie, he fears he will never build the sanctuary of his dreams . . . until a chance encounter with a promising young architect changes his life forever.

Just when Rose is on the verge of seeing her persistence pay off, the ghosts of her past threaten to destroy everything she holds dear. In the face of heartbreaking prejudice and betrayal, she must learn to harness her greatest wonder within.


From Fifth Avenue mansions to Lower East Side tenements and the carnivals of Coney Island, The Eighth Wonder explores the brilliance and brutality of one of the world’s most progressive eras and celebrates the visionaries who dare to rebel.
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Ethan Salt tip-toed to the very edge of the tenement rooftop, rolling his special poster into a perfect telescope. He peered through it and ran his gaze across the filthy peaks and gloomy canyons of the Lower East Side slums, and then further, to the magnificent gleaming arches of the Brooklyn Bridge. He breathed deeply to steady his knees, trembling with the notion of what might be about to become of him. His mouth was dry and his heart thumped in a way that almost matched the haphazard rhythm of the Hester Street markets four storeys below. Hester Street was a broken old jigsaw of a road, gridlocked with pushcarts, peddlers, hustlers, half-starved horses – and kids like him, street Arabs, darti ng through the unsuspecting throng, scouring cobblestones and coat pockets for anything they could lay their grubby fingers on.

Ethan teetered on the edge of his decision, feeling like a baby bird ready to take flight from its nest. Only this wouldn’t be his first flight and this place wasn’t even his nest. He’d had this very same feeling six months earlier, the day he’d leapt from the orphan train all by himself before it shunted him away from Grand Central Depot to some ol’ Ma and Pa out west. He had left all the other orphans rounded up by the Children’s Aid Society to a fate unknown, forced to be grateful to those who just wanted an extra set of hands, however small, to muck out the sties and cart hay. That close call still made Ethan shiver. He had bigger things planned.

Bigger things had finally found him that afternoon, when a wily wind rose, warm and sour from the depths of the East River, while he was packing up his Dog and Boy Show. He’d seen the twister speeding towards him and his pup Honey from all the way down Delancey Street, scattering drays and hagglers, peppering his face with grit and lifting paper trash from the sidewalk to swirl high like puppets on invisible strings. He’d jumped off his apple-crate stage and shielded Honey with one arm, but the bluster had died momentarily, ditching a poster at his feet that rippled in a ‘catch me if you can’ kind of way. He’d snatched it up the moment he’d spied the marvellous picture and the gay red type trumpeting a rare invitation and ran home so fast it felt like the sidewalk had been bouncing off his old boots; then he and Honey had raced up the fire-escape of the tenement where he’d lived these past months, with his best friend Jacob, Jacob’s mother Galina and younger sister Petra, to share his news.

Ethan swung around, watching the rooftops of Manhattan blur through the end of his telescope till it encircled the setting sun on the verge of melting gold into the Hudson River. Its rays glinted off the top of the fire-escape stairs where Honey was perched like a sentry, still dressed in her red tutu, and keeping an eye out for Jacob. The wiggle of her caramel backside foretold Jacob’s arrival and Ethan raced inside the three-sided humpy clubhouse built from rotted wood they’d found washed up around the Fulton Street docks.

He leant an elbow on their meeting barrel, palmed his chin all casual-like and wiggled his wobbly front tooth with his tongue as if he had nothing better to do. And he certainly wasn’t about to suggest something Jacob was sure to object to.

The fire-escape rattled before Jacob appeared up over the edge, bird-eyed and curious, his lanky frame now a liquorice-stick silhouette against the first pink-crimson watercolour drippings of dusk. He seemed much taller than his ten years. Ethan took another deep breath, hearing the thump of his heart in his ears, and hoping, no, praying Jacob would not run and tell his ma what Ethan was planning.

Jacob gave the secret knock – rat-a-tat-pause-tat – on their clubhouse shingle.

‘Enter, brother. I have some b-i-g news,’ Ethan boomed, through the poster, now a megaphone.

‘Tell me, Etin!’ His best friend grinned and clapped a hand on his shoulder. ‘What is this emergency?’

Ethan buttoned his lip to make sure he didn’t tell Jacob off for getting his ‘th’ sounds wrong again. Jacob’s Russian accent seemed to stick like glue to the tip of his tongue.

‘Patience. Be seated,’ Ethan said, and waited for Jacob to take his seat on the little red ottoman they’d ‘borrowed’ from his ma’s seamstress shop that occupied the street-level floor of the building. ‘Now, the first rule of the Hieronymus Club is “all for one”, isn’t that so?’

Jacob nodded with one cautious eyebrow raised.

‘Just remember that while I give you the news.’

‘News?’


Ethan stood to attention, snapped his suspenders up over his shoulders, then, with a level of ceremony befitting the big men on the steps of City Hall, he slowly and with delicious anticipation peeled his poster apart, to reveal all.

He watched his friend’s face pale as Jumbo’s trunk unfurled majestically ahead of the rest of his noble body.

Ethan cleared his throat. ‘P. T. Barnum and a peerless parade of pachyderms will traverse the Brooklyn Bridge tonight to prove the bridge a providential marvel of engineering.’ Ethan raised his brows and grinned. ‘Jacob, do you know what “providential” means?’

Jacob combed his hand through his dark curls, less enthusiastic than Ethan had hoped, and gave a one-shouldered shrug that looked very much like “I don’t care”.

‘Well,’ said Ethan, tapping his recently pilfered Webster’s dictionary as if he were deciphering the contents with Morse code, ‘I believe it means “effective”. Or it could mean lucky, fortunate, incidental, that kind of thing. And that’s what I am planning to be tonight. Providential and lucky. Are you feeling providential, Jacob?’

Jacob looked unsure. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Jacob,’ Ethan said. ‘Will you come to the parade?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t think Ma will let me but maybe I could—’

‘Good. Then I declare this meeting closed. We must be on our way.’

Ethan didn’t wait for further protest. He grabbed Jacob’s arm with one hand, scooped Honey up with the other, took one last look at the humpy and then hustled them both down the fire-escape stairs.
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The Great White Way looked different tonight with all the families bunched up excitedly under the ripple of electric lights.

‘Woohoo!’ Jacob sang, squeezing Ethan’s shoulder, miraculously enthused by the idea of the parade now that his backside was beyond the reach of Galina’s small but surprisingly effective wooden spoon.

‘Tonight’s gonna be big,’ Ethan said, stopping when Honey cottoned on to an irresistible scent at the base of a lamp post.

‘Humungous,’ Jacob opened his dark eyes wide, so they looked like saucers.

‘Jumbo sized,’ yelled Ethan as he shimmied up the lamp post to get a better view.

From up there, the crowd running down Broadway looked like a colourful flotilla of hats and bonnets bobbing in a calm, moonlit night. He stayed for a moment to take in the twinkling magic that scalloped its way up to the Brooklyn Bridge and then over the East River before he slid down and wriggled his fingers at Jacob in their code.

Ethan wove his way through the spectators with the ease of silk stitching and lots of ‘Sorry’, ‘Excuse me’ and ‘Have you seen my mother?’, all the while slipping his fast fingers in and out of carelessly proffered pockets and handbags. He had already nabbed a big golden orb of a pocket watch, a silver snuff box and eight silver coins.

‘We can’t do any more thieving,’ Ethan said, counting out his stash in a dark alleyway behind a vacant sulky. ‘My pockets are full.’

Jacob nodded, though he’d come back empty handed, as Ethan suspected he would. His friend was too honest for his own good, too much of a mama’s boy to take to thieving. But then, that was understandable. He was the one with a mama and a home to call his own. He was more adept at using his nimble fingers to sketch pretty pictures and sew perfectly straight seams than filch like a common street kid.

‘Doesn’t matter. Take this big pocket watch and give it to your ma. I got enough for both of us.’ He grabbed Jacob’s somewhat reluctant hand and perhaps as a last parting gesture, he wasn’t sure yet, slapped the gleaming timepiece into his palm.

‘But—’

‘But nothing. C’mon, I hear trumpets. The parade is starting. We’ll find a flagpole or a fire-escape to watch from.’

Ethan pulled Jacob towards Broadway, where they scoured the street corners for a vantage point. But as far as the eye could see, all available flagpoles and ladders were covered, like barnacles on pier pylons, with kids. Ethan ploughed headfirst through the forest of arms and legs, dragging Jacob and Honey to find the front row, where a tall, expensively suited man made space for them on the ground in front of him and his dark-haired young daughter. The little girl was clutching a fine-looking blue felt elephant dressed in an admiral’s jacket, and she was leaning heavily on a walking stick. Her serious grey eyes were upturned to her father, trying to decipher his words over the din of the crowd. Ethan and Jacob sank cross-legged in front of them to watch the double-humped camels and dancing harem girls flash by in whirls of silk and clangs of bell-laden bellies. Honey snuggled into Ethan’s lap.

‘But, Papa, why are the animals walking across the bridge again?’ the little girl yelled up to her father, catching Ethan’s ear. He leant back on one arm, pretending to look up at the bridge but stealing a glance at the pair and listening intently.

Her father bent down. ‘People are scared that the bridge isn’t safe for people to cross.’


She looked puzzled. ‘Well, if it’s not safe for people, why would they want to send animals? Why don’t they just send the man who built it?’

Her grey eyes flashed Ethan’s way, as though she did not care for his eavesdropping.

‘Actually, it wasn’t just a man who built this bridge. It was a lady, too. A lady called Emily Roebling. Mrs Roebling had to finish the bridge when her husband, Washington, got sick, and she’s been across it many, many times. She’s probably even been down there’—he pointed towards the East River—‘into the caissons underneath the water. They help to make the bridge stable,’ he explained.

‘A lady,’ repeated the little girl, and stared up at the towering arches, roadways and webs of crisscross ropes. ‘But don’t ladies just do needlepoint and tea parties?’ She turned back and studied her father’s face like she was looking for a trick.

He laughed and tapped her nose. ‘Some ladies are different, because they know a secret.’

Ethan shuffled his backside closer still, intrigued.

‘What secret?’

‘They know they can do everything a man can. And even more!’

‘Can I?’

‘Of course you can, if you work hard and set your mind to it.’

The little girl leant hard on her walking stick, sweeping her dark hair back from her face and narrowing her eyes in concentration.

Ethan turned to face the pair, wanting to study them more closely. A smile tickled the edges of the girl’s rosebud mouth, but it disappeared when she caught Ethan staring again. She opened her eyes at him, wide as a hoot owl, and pointed down the street with her stick, as though Ethan should be minding his own business and paying more attention to the pageant.

He flicked his eyes away as an avalanche of cheering swept Jacob to his feet. Ethan resisted and stayed seated for a moment. He rested his chin on his fists and closed his eyes, imagining that the cheers were for him. He was in the centre of a spotlight in a circus ring, shining like a star in his crisp white jodhpurs and a tall black top hat. People were shouting bravo to the boy and his famous dog, Honey, who was twirling on her back legs and leaping from the back of one galloping palomino to another.

The hullabaloo of the crowd got louder and louder as people began to cry out, ‘Here come the elephants! Here comes Jumbo!’ Ethan’s dream evaporated and his eyes popped open to see, disappointingly, a couple of dull-eyed hokies strolling along wielding giant sticks. But then his royal sacredness came into view around the corner and Ethan gasped. Jumbo was so gigantic, so majestic in his bearing, that he needed no fancy costume like the other animals. He simply plodded down the street in his birthday suit, showing off his enormous grey flanks, and holding his wrinkled trunk up to his head like an upside-down question mark. Jumbo led the rest of his elephant tribe dressed in towering head feathers of red, blue, oranges and pinks and saddled with matching vibrant silk blankets. Ethan’s breath shortened and his heart pounded as he tried to capture the image in his mind, to hold it there forever.
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