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In the end, it was her grandfather, William Hyde, who gave the unborn child her name. He was serious about names; he’d had several himself.

Cautiously, when he and Jan were alone in the neglected little garden, William said, “Son, about this name. If the hospital is right and the child is a girl.”

Jan was watching a tiny silver speck cut a white furrow in the blue sky. “Oh, Gawd. Forget about it,” he said wearily. “We’ll sort it out eventually. There’s still seven weeks before the baby’s due.” Then he looked across at his father, perhaps sensing the old man’s gaze on his face. “Why? You got a suggestion?”

“Yes.”

Jan’s eyebrows went up. “Really? What is it?”

“Tamar.”

“How do you spell that?”

William spelled it out and Jan said, “Is that an actual name? Is it Dutch, or something?”

“No, it’s the name of a river. It separates Devon from Cornwall. Rivers are fine things to be named after, but that’s not what matters. As a word, as a name, what do you think of it?”

Jan thought about it, the shape and the sound of it. “Yeah, it’s rather nice, actually. Now tell me why. Why Tamar?”

His father took a while to answer. It was his way; Jan was used to it. He waited. From the open French windows, a scrap of his mother’s voice, then Sonia’s laughter.

“It has to do with the war,” he said.

This was interesting. Jan knew that his parents had been with the Dutch resistance during the Second World War. When he was a child, fussy about his food, Marijke had told him stories of rationing and hunger and people who would kill each other for a chicken. His father, though, had said almost nothing about those years. Not voluntarily. And now this.

“You know that I was an SOE agent.”

“That’s about all I do know. You’ve never told me much about it.”

“I’ve never wanted to. Psychologists tell us that keeping things buried inside is bad for us, makes us sick. Maybe it does. But I happen to think there are certain things that are best left buried, that we should take to our graves with us. Terrible things that we have witnessed. I’m sure you disagree. You belong to a liberated generation; you believe in freedom of information. But I am sure that one day you will change your mind.”

Jan didn’t know what to say. This was startling stuff, coming from his old man.

“SOE agents were trained in groups,” William Hyde said. “Each agent had a code name; these were chosen by the British, not us, and they were quite eccentric. Early in the war there was a group named after vegetables, if you can believe that. Several men and women went to their deaths having to call themselves things like Parsnip and Cabbage. So I was relieved when the code names chosen for my group were the names of rivers in the west of England: Severn, Torridge, Avon.”

“Ah,” Jan said. “And Tamar, of course.”

“Yes. And Tamar.”

“So,” Jan said, after another pause. “What you want, what you’re asking, is . . . I’m not sure how to put it. You’d like your grandchild to, what, commemorate you. Is that right? You’d like this code name to continue after you’ve . . .”

“I would consider it an honour.”

Jan almost laughed at this stiff and formal phrase.

“But only if you are sure you like it,” William said.

“I like it. But aren’t you forgetting something?”

“No. Sonia needs to agree, of course. But you’ll discuss it with her?”

“Sure. Don’t get your hopes up too high, though. If I say I like it, she’ll probably hate it. That’s the way it is.”

His father considered this. “In that case,” he said, “it might be best if you didn’t tell her why I suggested it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, she might not like the idea of a name that is connected with . . . well, with war. With that period of time. She might think it is . . .”

“What? Sinister, or something?”

“Something like that, perhaps.”

“I don’t see why. You were fighting on the right side, after all.”

His father nodded. “True.”

Jan studied his father’s face for a second or two. It was so damned hard to know what the old man was feeling. He was like one of those office blocks with tinted windows; you could only see in if you happened to look from a certain angle when the light was right.

“It’s not a problem for me, Dad,” he said. “Anyway, it’s the name of a river, as you say. Come on, let’s go inside.”

The following day, Sonia and Jan went to his parents’ house for lunch. It was a monthly ritual that Sonia, in her present condition, found challenging. Marijke’s Sunday lunches were no-holds-barred affairs.

While they ate the first course, William Hyde kept darting glances at his son and daughter-in-law. They seemed a good deal happier than they had the day before, but that meant nothing in itself. It was not until Marijke was serving the roast beef that Sonia reached out and put a hand on her husband’s arm.

“Oh, come on,” she coaxed. “Don’t keep your poor old dad in suspense. Tell him.”

“Aha,” Marijke said, sliding a thick slice of red-centred meat onto Sonia’s plate. “What’s this? Some good news?”

Jan put his hands palms down on the table and leaned back, grinning. “It’s a miracle,” he said. “Sonia and I actually agree on a girl’s name. Thanks, Dad. Well done.”

Marijke was pouring gravy onto Sonia’s plate. She looked up, puzzled. “Name? What name is this?”

Sonia said, “Tamar. It’s perfect. I love it.”

Marijke dropped the jug. It fell onto Sonia’s plate, snapping a chunk off the rim. Gravy ran across the table and, before anyone could react, spilled onto Sonia’s distended belly.
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The air shook; you could feel it. And the noise was unbelievable. It is probable that humans had never heard anything like it, since it was perhaps the sound of the planet giving birth to its mountains, of raw young continents grating together. In the fields of southern England, animals panicked and continued to panic because the noise would not stop. At a stables in Buckinghamshire, every horse kicked out the door of its stall and bolted. Near Mildenhall, in Suffolk, a line of military vehicles came to a halt, and men tumbled out of the trucks to stare at the sky. A doctor, driving with his head out of the window to look upwards, ran into the back of the convoy and was killed instantly.

It was Sunday 17th September, the middle of the morning. People were in church. The pulsing downward beat of the noise overwhelmed their hymns. Choirs gave up. In Westminster Abbey the vast sound of the organ was drowned by it. Men, women, and children went into the streets and gazed up, speechless, at the vast migration of mechanical birds that filled the sky. You could not see where it began, nor where it ended.

An army had given up the earth and taken to the air. It was flying to Holland to end the war. The aircraft — bombers, paratroop transports, gliders swaying at the end of three-hundred-foot cables, fighter escorts — set out for Europe in enormous columns ten miles across and a hundred miles long. One of the pilots who survived said later that the air was so packed with planes it looked like you could climb out onto the wings and walk all the way to the Dutch coast.

On a crescent-shaped lawn, part of the grounds of a large country house just north of London, about sixty people watched the vast airborne armada pass. They were a mixed bunch, men and women, some young, some not. Some wore uniforms; others were in civilian clothes. Few were known by their real names. Towards the middle of the lawn, close to a tarnished bronze statue of Eros, two young men lay on their backs watching the spectacle. The Special Operations Executive had given them the code names Dart and Tamar. Although both men were fluent in English, they spoke in their native Dutch.

Dart said, “I think we are witnessing the beginning of the end of the war.”

Tamar saw a heavy glider swing into the path of another and then somehow correct itself. In Holland, flights of German fighters would be taking off. They couldn’t miss so huge a target. He was watching men being flown — being dragged — to their deaths. My God.

“We’ll not go in now,” Dart said. “They’ve been wasting our time. The codes, the parachute jumps, the wireless stuff, all that shit. It was just a damn cover. They were planning this all the time.”

Tamar turned onto his right side. “Listen — even if those poor bastards up there drive the Germans out of our country, that won’t be the end of it. The Nazis have broken everything. There is no organization. There is no trust anymore. Some of our people are collaborators; some are heroes. I’m almost as afraid of liberation as I am of anything else. So don’t imagine there is nothing for us to do, that we have been wasting our time.”

He rolled onto his back and watched the infinite planes cross the sky. “One way or another,” he said, “we’ll be in Holland soon. I’d bet my life on it.”

Dart was arrested in the early hours of the morning. He was awakened by a Luger pistol pressed against his temple and a torch blazed into his face. There were two men, a sergeant and a private in Waffen-SS uniforms. He received some rough assistance getting to his feet, and then a bag or hood was pulled over his head. The Germans half marched, half dragged him along a corridor, the pistol barrel at the base of his skull. They went through three sets of doors and made four turns. Dart tried to retain his sense of direction but lost it. He half fell down a long flight of stairs and at the bottom found himself standing on cold stone. A door closed behind him, and he was forced onto a hard wooden chair. His arms were wrenched behind his back and his wrists cuffed. The hood was removed.

He was in a windowless room that smelled of mould and something else — paraffin, perhaps. A shelf ran along the wall to his right, and one of the things on it was a large toolbox, the kind a carpenter or electrician might use. It was open, and Dart could see the implements it held. The hard light from three unshaded bulbs made the room seem colder than it was. Dart felt his skin contract.

The two SS men went to stand against the wall behind the thin bespectacled man who sat at a table, studying Dart’s false identity papers. He wore the black uniform of a major of the Gestapo. When he looked up, his expression suggested that he disapproved of Dart coming to this interview in his underwear.

“Good morning,” he said.

Unnerved, Dart said, “Good morning,” and by the slight downward shift of the Gestapo officer’s mouth realized he’d already made his first mistake.

The major switched to Dutch. “Who recruited you into the British secret services? Was it Colonel Nicholson? Neave? Perhaps the persuasive Mr. Clements?”

Dart kept his face blank. “I don’t know any of those names. I am a doctor.”

The major, without taking his eyes from Dart’s, tapped the identity papers. “Not exactly. Not according to these. You are not fully qualified, it seems.”

“True,” Dart admitted. “The war interrupted my studies.”

“In other words, you are merely pretending to be a doctor.”

“I have a licence to practise under the emergency regulations. It is attached to my identification, as you see.”

The major pushed Dart’s papers away with his fingertips as if they were a particularly grubby work of pornography. “When did you arrive in Holland?”

“I do not understand the question.”

“Yes, you do. You understand the question, and, as a matter of fact, I know the answer.”

Dart was silent. The major shrugged, a dismissive gesture. “I am slightly interested in finding out which resistance organization you are attached to, even though they are all useless. What are you: a royalist, socialist, communist, or some other kind of -ist?”

Dart said, “I am a doctor. I have no interest in politics.”

The major leaned back in his chair. “Let me tell you something, my friend. The British are, as they themselves might say, taking the piss. You know that expression?”

Dart said nothing.

“Of course you do. The British send us rubbish like you to waste our time. They persuade you that you are doing something important. That you have real secrets, which you must go to your death before revealing. Their idea is that people like me, who have useful things to do, will waste our time in conversations like these.” He rose and went to stand behind Dart, who, despite himself, twitched.

“Let me tell you something else, Mr. so-called Lubbers. We know your real name. In fact, we know a great deal about you. One of your colleagues gave us this information just before he died. There is nothing for you to protect, except yourself. It would save us both a great deal of time, and it would prevent me getting very, very irritated, if you were to cooperate. Do you understand?”

After an hour, the Gestapo major yawned and looked at his watch. He turned to the SS sergeant behind him and said in English, “Williams? You still awake? Get the cuffs off our friend here and offer the poor sod a cigarette. Give him a blanket too, before he freezes to death.”

Grinning, the sergeant released Dart. “You did all right, boy,” he said. His accent was liltingly Welsh.

Dart said unhappily, “I was lousy.”

The Gestapo major, rubbing his hands together for warmth, said, “Well, not too bad, Dart. Six out of ten, I’d say. Maybe seven. An extra mark for bladder control.”

His real name was Franklin, and for SOE purposes he held the rank of captain. “We’ll talk it through at ten o’clock. I’ll tell canteen to hold a breakfast for you. I expect you might fancy a bit of a lie-in.”

“Thank you, sir,” Dart said. He was dog-tired.

Dart was mopping the grease from his plate with a slice of greyish bread when Tamar came in and sat down opposite.

“I hear you got the early call. How’d it go?”

“I was crap. The first thing he said to me was ‘Good morning’ in bloody English, and I said ‘Good morning’ back to him in bloody English. Christ.”

Tamar grinned. “Franklin. What do you think he was, before the war?”

Dart thought about it. “A solicitor,” he said. “A solicitor with a passion for amateur theatricals.”

Tamar threw himself back in his chair dramatically. “Hey,” he said admiringly, “that is sinister! That is exactly what he was. You are a dangerously good judge of character, my friend. You should work here.”

“God forbid.”

“Amen to that,” Tamar said. He took a folded newspaper from his jacket pocket. “What time’s your debriefing?”

“Ten.”

Tamar looked at his watch. “Twenty minutes. Do you fancy trying to crack the code of the incredibly insane Times crossword? I reckon two down is an anagram of early bat, don’t you?”

As far as the locals were concerned, Ashgrove House was a convalescent home for Allied officers injured in action. It was odd that no civilians were allowed in, that all deliveries had to be left with the armed guards at the lodge, that the patients were never seen walking the lanes or footpaths. The accepted explanation was that these poor chaps were so badly damaged that it would be bad for civilian morale if they were seen in public. Stories went about of horribly disfigured characters glimpsed in the grounds, and the Special Operations Executive was happy to let these rumours circulate.

Officially, Ashgrove House was known as ST73. Agents, and the officers who sent them there, knew it as “the finishing school.” It was the last place of safety. From here, on a moonlit night, SOE agents would be taken to an airfield in East Anglia, put into the belly of an RAF bomber, and flown across the North Sea to parachute into Nazi-occupied Europe. With any luck, the reception committees that awaited them would not be German.

During the months before their stay at Ashgrove, Tamar, Dart, and the other members of the Rivers group had been put through a training programme that was like a tour of the stately homes of England organized by dangerous psychopaths. At a succession of very grand houses — great echoing places commandeered for the war effort — they had practised concealment, stealth, and sabotage. In splendid drawing rooms, they had been taught to lie and to believe absolutely the lies they told. In deer parks and landscaped gardens, they had practised killing: silently, with knife and wire garrotte; and noisily, with both British and German firearms.

They’d gone to Manchester for parachute training, dropping — if all went well — into the elegant grounds of Tatton Park. Dart found them exhilarating, those steppings-out into the empty air, and was interested to discover that Tamar was afraid, even though he was already an experienced parachutist. He’d never detected a trace of fear in the man until then.

Back in London, in an anonymous office building just off Baker Street, the group spent arduous days practising codes and cryptography. Their instructor was a cocky, brilliant, and very young man who usually had an enormous cigar sticking out of his face. He introduced himself as DCY/M. They never discovered his name. He instructed them in the use of one-time pads. These were squares of silk, about three times the size of a handkerchief, printed with preset codes. He pulled them out of his briefcase and displayed them to the class like a salesman showing off a new line in underwear. He spoke of the strength of these silks and the ease with which they could be concealed. As a last resort they could be folded until they were no bigger than a square of chocolate and swallowed. Tamar put his hand up and asked, straight-faced, whether they might emerge intact “at the other end.” Equally straight-faced, DCY/M assured the class that the inks were designed to dissolve in digestive juices.

During a lunch break Tamar had said, “You know, the best thing about these one-time pads is something our boy with the cigar hasn’t mentioned.”

Dart looked up from his minced beef and mash. “Which is?”

“They make torture less likely. For you wireless operators, anyway.”

Dart placed his knife and fork on the table, keeping his hands steady. Torture was a word that threw a shadow across his brain, one that he did not like to look at.

“Do they?”

“Sure,” Tamar said. “Because you use a different line of code for each transmission, right, then you cut that line off the silk and burn it, or eat it, or whatever. You don’t memorize anything. So there’s no point in the Gestapo torturing you.”

“Unless they just happen to enjoy it,” Dart said.

“Yes, there’s always that.” Tamar looked at his watch. “Come on. Just time for a smoke before the boy wonder starts messing up our brains again.”

Later the group divided. The WOs, the wireless operators, were sent to yet another stately home for an intensive ten-week course. Tamar and Dart didn’t see each other again until the group reunited at Ashgrove House, six days before the sky filled with aircraft heading for Holland.

The agents became aware that something was wrong a couple of days before they found out what it was. There was a shift in the atmosphere at Ashgrove, like a change in the weather. Officers who were usually good at smiling seemed to have forgotten how to do it. The busy female clerks flirted less.

At the breakfast table, Torridge said, “You know what I think? I think something extremely bad has happened at home and they don’t want us to know. There’s been a major cock-up, and they are embarrassed to tell us.”

“They’ll have to tell us,” Tamar said, “but they’ll wait until they’ve worked out how. You know what the British are like: ‘It’s not what you say; it’s the way that you say it.’ But you’re right. Something has happened, definitely.”

He pushed his crossword aside and tossed the pencil on top of it. “Shit.”


 

Tamar and Dart were summoned to the library three days later. There were two men waiting for them: Colonel Nicholson, who had been driven up from London just before dawn; and a middle-aged civilian called Hendriks. Tamar and Dart were told to sit in two of the large armchairs.

Nicholson paced as he talked. “I am going to speak to all teams separately; I can spend only thirty minutes with each. If at any time you wish to ask me a question, make sure it’s a good one.”

He went to the big bay window and stared out at the morning mist lifting from the lawn.

“The airborne forces that you watched pass overhead twelve days ago were part of a major offensive code-named Operation Market Garden. The objective was to seize certain key bridges over the Rhine, which would allow Allied troops to cross from the south of Holland into the occupied north, and from there advance into Germany. I regret to tell you that this operation has failed. You will be briefed on the details later. A decision has been taken that the attempt will not be repeated. Not in the foreseeable future, anyway.”

He turned round, expecting a question, and got one.

“Are you saying, sir, that there will be no effort to liberate the rest of Holland?” Tamar’s voice was hard-edged.

Nicholson’s reaction was fierce. If he were a cat, Dart thought, his fur would be standing on end.

“Damn it, Tamar. The casualty figures aren’t in yet, but I can assure you that a serious bloody effort was made last week. A lot of people died making what you call an effort!”

Silence. Hendriks shifted uneasily in his chair.

Dart cleared his throat. “Colonel, I think my colleague was trying to ask what our roles will be now. We have been trained to assist an Allied advance into our country. You seem to be saying that this will not happen. Is that correct?”

Nicholson put his hands in his trouser pockets and leaned against the wall. “I understand your concerns,” he said. “We all do. Your fellow countrymen have endured appalling suffering under the occupation. We are deeply concerned for the Dutch people, believe me. But what we are now thinking about is the liberation of Europe. Europe. Not individual countries. We will defeat Germany. There’s no doubt about that. And there’s a race on. The Americans want to get to Berlin and drag Hitler kicking and screaming out of his bunker before the Russians do. Which means that pockets of the German army will get left behind to be mopped up later. In Denmark, for example.”

“And Holland,” Tamar said quietly.

“And northern Holland, yes.”

“So what will we be doing? Sitting here on our highly trained arses doing crosswords?”

Nicholson almost smiled. “Oh no,” he said. “You’re not that lucky. You’ll both be in Holland in less than a week. You, Dart, will be doing what you expected to be doing as Tamar’s WO. Your cover story remains unchanged. You’re still Dr. Ernst Lodders.”

“Lubbers, sir,” Dart said.

“Sorry, Lubbers. So your medical training will still be useful. However, you’ll be operating from three transmission stations, not two. It means you’ll have to move about a bit more, but on the bright side it’ll make it harder for German radio detectors to pin you down. You’ll be given your new schedules and ID codes this afternoon.”

Tamar said, “I get the feeling that I’m the one with the problems. Do you want to tell me what they are, Colonel?”

“You’ll get an intensive briefing beginning this afternoon at 1500 hours,” Nicholson said.

“Am I still to organize strategic acts of sabotage?”

“No.”

“Am I still Douwe Schoeten, the railway maintenance engineer and Nazi sympathizer?”

“No.”

“Christ,” Tamar said. “I’ve been him for three months. Who the hell am I now?”

By three o’clock the room was full of sunlight. Nicholson sat looking out of the bay window, apparently watching a game of tennis that Tamar could hear faintly but not see. The man called Hendriks sat at the table. He was rather overweight and unhealthy in complexion; the flesh of his face looked as if it had been moulded out of dough by a baker with dirty hands. He took an ID booklet from his briefcase and slid it across the table to Tamar.

“Christiaan Boogart,” he announced. “Taken into Germany as forced labour in 1941. Contracted tuberculosis winter ’43. Failed to make a full recovery, therefore of no further use to the Third Reich. Repatriated. Now an itinerant farmworker.”

Tamar didn’t look at the ID. He didn’t need to. “Again? I’m Boogart again?”

Nicholson said, with his back to the room, “We thought you might be pleased. A bit less homework for you to do.”

“But, sir. Boogart? He’s an agricultural labourer. What would he be doing in Rotterdam?”

“You’re not going to Rotterdam,” Hendriks said calmly.

“What?”

Nicholson glanced round, his face inscrutable against the light.

“You’re not going to Rotterdam,” Hendriks repeated.

As Tamar gazed at him blankly, Hendriks leaned forward on his elbows, his plump hands clasped. “In your opinion,” he asked, “would it be fair to describe the Dutch resistance as fragmented? Disorganized?”

“What? Er . . . no. It would be fair to describe it as a bloody shambles.”

“That’s perhaps a little harsh. But, yes, the different resistance organizations have been mounting operations without any central planning. A bomb here, an ambush there, a train derailed, a telephone exchange blown up. Fine things in themselves, but not adding up to anything really useful. And the Germans are taking terrible reprisals for such actions. Their jails are packed with what they call Todeskandidaten. You know what the word means?”

“It translates as ‘death candidates,’” Tamar said.

“That’s right. It’s a system they were beginning to operate when you were last there, a year ago. Every time there’s a so-called ‘terrorist outrage’ the Gestapo drag a dozen or so poor bastards out of prison and shoot them in the street. Making sure the locals are watching, of course. We don’t think it’s worth it. Do you?”

Tamar didn’t answer immediately; then he said, “It’s a complicated question.”

Nicholson interrupted again. “Not to me, it isn’t,” he said. “Several of our people — your colleagues — are death candidates right now. Austin is. So are Holvoet and Dubois. Thijssen too.”

Tamar looked at the colonel. “Thijssen? Jan Thijssen?”

“Correct,” Nicholson said. “Your old boss. He’s banged up in Apeldoorn.”

“I thought he was dead.”

“No. They kept him alive, poor sod. I don’t much fancy his chances if we don’t get a grip on things.”

Hendriks cleared his throat officiously. “The point is that these hostages will be sacrificed if we do not establish discipline. For this and other reasons it is now an absolute priority to get all resistance groups to bury their differences and work together. You would agree that this is desirable?”

Tamar made an unnecessary sign of agreement.

“Therefore,” Hendriks said, sounding proud of himself, “what we’ve done is divide Holland into sixteen zones. Each of these zones will have a commandant who will persuade — at gunpoint if necessary — the various resistance groups to unite under his control. Once that is achieved, the resistance will only conduct operations authorized by Delta Centrum in Amsterdam. You, Tamar, are to be the commandant of zone six. Now, I want to show you this.”

The file he plopped onto the table had a brown cardboard cover with a thick red band running diagonally across it.

“This contains everything we know about your area as it is at present. It is as detailed as we can make it. We cannot guarantee that the information regarding the positions of German troops is entirely accurate. It was accurate last week, but . . .”

Tamar put up a hand, palm out, the way you might shield light from your eyes. “Please,” he said, “tell me something simple. Where are you sending me? What is zone six?”

Nicholson turned away from the sunlight and the tennis and said, “Your old turf. Where you were last time.”

Tamar’s heart stumbled like a happy drunk.

“You got out clean,” Nicholson continued. “You know the geography. And we need someone good near the front line. That’s why we’re resurrecting Mr. Boogart. It’s a largely rural area. Who else but an itinerant farmworker would be roving about?”

Hardly daring to, Tamar asked, “And where will I be? What are the safe houses?”

Hendriks tapped the file impatiently. “The information you need is all in here. At the moment, we believe that the Maartens farm is the best option. You do remember the place?”

Tamar lifted his face to the window, dazzling his eyes with the sun that now burned directly through the smeared glass. Praise God. “Yes,” he managed to say. “I remember it.”

An unfamiliar feeling grew huge inside him. Then he recognized it: joy.

Something in the dazzle moved: Nicholson lifting his arm to look at his watch.

“Now then, Tamar. Here’s the drill. You’ve got this room for the next twenty-four hours. Learn everything in that file, and then lose it in some remote part of your brain. As if you’ve completely forgotten it. Do you understand? Right. You’ll be here again at 1500 hours tomorrow, when Mr. Hendriks will test you on your prep and answer any further questions you might have.”

“Sir.”

At the door, Nicholson paused. “This is Dart’s first time,” he said. “Did you know that?”

“I guessed.”

“That worry you at all? A bit of a moody bugger, is he?”

“I don’t think so. He’ll be fine.”

“Good. But I don’t want you nursemaiding him, hear me? That’s one reason we’re tucking him away in Albert Veening’s nuthouse. We don’t want him near you all the time. We can just about afford to lose him, but we can’t afford to lose you as well. If we do lose him, you might have to be your own WO for a while. For that reason, you’ll have your own set of silks. Now, get your nose into that file.”

“Sir? May I ask when Dart and I will be going in?”

“There’s a three-quarter moon in four days’ time. The weather forecast looks reasonable. That’s the timetable we’re looking at. Is that soon enough for you?”


 

Tamar and Dart sat in a dingy, blacked-out brick shed that contained a table, four chairs, a telephone, and a good deal of cigarette smoke. Tamar wore a scuffed leather jacket over a high-necked sweater and grubby denim dungarees. Dart looked rather more respectable in a dark tweed overcoat and corduroy trousers. Outside, at the edge of the bleak airstrip, a Stirling bomber was warming its engines, and every time they faltered, Tamar’s heart faltered with them. The surface of the table was covered by a map of Holland brightly lit by the big lamp suspended from the ceiling. The young SOE officer was called Lennon, and he had a heavy cold; the edges of his nostrils were raw. He would have preferred the two agents not to smoke but didn’t think it was reasonable to ask them to stop. He wiped his nose with a crusty handkerchief and tapped a pencil on the map.

“We last used this dropping zone seven weeks ago,” he said. “It is, as far as we know, quite secure. There are small German garrisons here and here.” He drew faint crosses with his pencil. “They might look uncomfortably close, but it seems they are lazy buggers who don’t like going out at night. It’s mostly marshy ground out there. Ponds and so forth. So you might get your feet wet. On the plus side, there aren’t many roads good enough for German armoured cars and whatnot to pootle about on.”

Pootle, Tamar thought. God, these British.

“The plane will make two passes over the DZ. Five of the containers will be dropped first. If there are Germans there and all hell breaks loose when those go down, we’ll bring you back and try again at a later date. All right?”

“All right.”

“On the second pass, the sixth container, the one with your stuff in it, will go first, then you. There’ll be a big reception committee, so don’t get confused. They all know what to do. When everything’s been sorted out, you’ll be taken in two separate vehicles to the Maartens farm. You, Dart, after checking the radio there, will then be taken to your base, which is, um, here.” He poked his pencil at the map. “It’s a shade less than three kilometres outside Mendlo.”

Lennon gasped and threw his head back so violently that for an instant he appeared to have been shot. He sneezed explosively into his handkerchief three times, and then, as if nothing had happened, continued. “Good. Next thing. The weather people tell me there’s a fifty-knot headwind tonight. That means the flight will take approximately two hours and twenty minutes. You’re going to get bloody cold sitting in the belly of that Stirling. So I’ve brought you these.”

He reached into his coat pocket and took out two flat metal flasks. “Whisky. Not enough to get you squiffy, but it’ll help keep the heart rate up to scratch.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Not at all. Now then. These damn things.” Lennon took an ordinary brown envelope from his inside pocket, opened it, and tipped two signet rings onto the map. They were rather chunky, similar in design, and didn’t look new. One was engraved with the letters CB; the other, a touch more fancily, with the letters EL.

“You’ll know what these are. Here’s how you open them.” He picked up the EL ring. “Just slip your nail in here, see? And then a little twist . . .”

The engraved panel swivelled to reveal a tiny compartment. A capsule of cyanide nestled snugly inside. Dart leaned forward to examine his suicide pill more closely.

Lennon cleared his throat and said, “Apparently, the best thing to do is just lick it out with your tongue. It’s a bit fiddly to get at with your fingers. Don’t forget to crunch before you swallow, of course.”

He snapped the ring shut and wiped his nose again. Tamar slid his ring onto the second finger of his right hand; Dart found that his fitted best on the third finger of his left hand, where normally a wedding band would be worn.

“How’s that feel?” Lennon asked. “Comfy?”

The door opened, and an RAF man lugged two parachutes into the room.

Looking at Dart, Lennon said, “We need a signal from you at 0648 hours tomorrow confirming that you are both in place. We must get that signal. Otherwise, we’ll have to assume that things have ballsed up. If that happens, you are out there on your own. And I think you know what that means.”

He stood up. “Right then. Flight Sergeant McKay here will help you on with your chutes and check them for you. Take-off in how long, Rory?”

“Soon as we’re on board, sir.”

“Super,” Lennon said, rubbing his hands together. It seemed he had something more to say, but he paused awkwardly. “Um . . . Any letters, at all?”

Puzzled, Tamar said, “Letters, sir?”

Lennon hid his discomfort in his handkerchief. He busied himself with his nose and then said, “Well, you know. Some of you, some of your colleagues, have left letters with me. For me to deliver. To loved ones, nearest and dearest, that sort of thing.”

Tamar and Dart looked at him blankly.

“No? Fine. Excellent. That’s it then, I think.” He held out his hand, and Tamar and Dart got to their feet and shook it in turn. “Good luck. You’ll be fine; I know it.”

“Thank you, sir,” Tamar said.

Lennon picked up his briefcase, buttoned his coat, and left. Outside, he began a long bout of violent sneezing punctuated by curses, all clearly audible inside the shed.

Two hours later the farmworker and the doctor were semi-rigid with cold and numbed by noise, so they were startled when they looked up and saw Flight Sergeant McKay leaning over them, supporting himself on the steel ribs of the plane.

“We’re about to cross the Dutch coast. The skipper will start to bank and weave to avoid antiaircraft fire in about five minutes. You’ll get chucked about a bit. Try not to puke, okay?”

They nodded, dumb.

McKay leaned closer. “Did Lennon give you a spot of whisky apiece? Aye, I thought so. He pays for it out of his own pocket, you know. Now would be a good time to take it. I’ll be back in a while. All right?”

They nodded again. McKay went away and the plane began to lose height. Bubbles of pain formed inside Tamar’s ears. Then the world began to rock and buck and tilt.

Some time later McKay came back, paler in the face, followed by a crew member the agents hadn’t seen before. The containers, metal cylinders the size of corpses, were stuffed with guns, ammunition, medical supplies, radios, explosives, food, and money. The two airmen began to free them from their fastenings and slide them along the parachute line towards the hatch. The sound of the engines wavered, and the plane tilted, then straightened. The two RAF men hauled the hatch door open; working very fast, they shoved five containers out into the howling dark.

Almost immediately the Stirling banked steeply. Dart and Tamar, strapped into their seats, were tipped backwards at a forty-five-degree angle. Whisky-flavoured vomit rose in Tamar’s throat, and he forced it back down. The plane levelled, then banked again; Tamar and Dart lurched forwards. Tamar felt that his guts had come loose from their moorings. His breath came out of his lungs in ragged gasps. Seeing his terror, Dart reached across and gripped him by the forearm.

Then McKay was signalling urgently. The two agents unclipped their belts and stumbled across the jolting steel floor. McKay hooked their chutes to the line and checked the clasps. The sixth container went out, then Tamar was at the hatch. The inrush of air sucked the breath out of him. He gaped at McKay, who was holding up his right hand with the fingers outstretched: wait. The hand closed. Then one finger lifted, then two, then three. McKay’s mouth formed words that Tamar could not hear.

Then he was where nothing could be felt or heard other than the dwindling sound that might have been the plane or his own screaming. Drowning, he tried to swim, but he had forgotten how. He thought he saw below him a pale eye reflected in broken glass. Then something that might have been God grabbed him by the collar.

Dart heard McKay shout, “Go, Tamar, and good luck!”

Then he was himself braced at the hatch, and next he was free of everything. Like Jonah, he had been in the belly of the beast for a long time, and now this was beautiful. It was not like falling. He stretched out his arms, and the air ran through his fingers like water. He was almost disappointed when the jerk came and he heard the unfolding bang of the parachute.

He looked down and saw his legs swinging out of control above a swaying world of dark and complicated mirrors. He saw, too, Tamar’s chute sink like a jellyfish into the water of a deep well, then shrivel and fade. At almost the same moment, he realized that the black scribbles that divided the mirrors below him were trees with hard fingers waiting to seize him. He began to haul desperately at the lines of his parachute.

Tamar had not been able to drift clear of the surface of the water that rushed up to meet him. He was already fumbling with the harness release when he felt the cold shock of contact; he was terrified the chute would drag him under. He was thigh deep before he felt something more or less solid — a mass of sludge and submerged branches — beneath his feet. With a moan of relief he got free of the chute and saw it settle onto the black water like a gigantic water lily. Then he began to struggle towards the denser shadow of the bank. His flailing right arm struck something hard, and he grabbed at it. It shifted in the water. A boat? Yes.

He was pulling himself along it, looking for where it must be moored to the bank, when he heard someone speak.

“Welcome to Holland, Tamar.”

He looked up. On the bank, distinct against the lesser darkness of the sky, was the unmistakable silhouette of a German soldier. The long field-service coat, the jackboots. Cold moonlight glinted from the steel helmet and the snout of a submachine gun.

Even before fear took hold, Tamar was filled with a great and bitter disappointment, a sense of ridiculous failure. He stood away from the boat, feeling broken, and raised his arms above his head.

A short bark of laughter, then the dark figure spoke again. “Put your hands down, man. Don’t be fooled by the fancy dress. It’s Koop de Vries. I’m in charge of your reception committee.”

Blindly, and in squelching boots, Tamar followed Koop along the labyrinth of paths through the marshes. Koop murmured greetings to dark figures holding Sten guns or rifles. The night was full of muffled business. Shadows moved and spoke in low voices. At a rough landing stage, two containers were being unloaded from a punt. Someone swore; someone else laughed.

“Wait here,” Koop said, and dissolved into the night. Then he came back, a pale grin in the darkness. “We’ve got Dart,” he said. “He’s fine, more or less. This way.”

Dart materialized out of the dark, and Tamar embraced him. “Are you all right?”

Dart let out a long shaky breath, an attempt at laughter. “Yeah. No. Christ! I’m hanging from a tree, and I look down and there’s this bloody Nazi hanging on to my legs. I think I died. I really think I died for a second or two.”

“No, you didn’t,” said the Nazi. “You gave me a right kicking. I’m going to have the grandmother of all black eyes in the morning.” He reached out to shake Tamar’s hand. “Eddy Dekker. Glad you made it.”

“Hello, Eddy. Are there any more of you SS men waiting to scare the crap out of us?”

“Just two. Oskar’s keeping an eye on the transport. Wim is helping carry your stuff up.”

Koop was twitchy. “We need to get moving,” he said. “The sky’s clearing. There’s getting to be too much light for my liking.”

In single file the four men emerged onto a narrow causeway between reed beds. Beyond the reeds, on both sides, a glittering track of moonlight lay on black water. They were very exposed now, and Tamar was relieved when the causeway began to rise towards a long line of willows. The agents followed Koop and Eddy through the trees and found themselves standing on a roughly paved road. A rich stink hung on the night air.

They were at the rear of a convoy. The last two vehicles in the line were big horse-drawn trailers piled high with manure. Up on the nearest one, two figures were pitchforking the stuff over one of the containers.

“Don’t worry,” Koop said, “that’s not the way you two will be travelling. Come on.”

He led them past the trailers. The horses stood silently, their faces in nose bags, their hooves muffled in sacking. Next in line was an ambulance, of sorts. It was, Dart now saw, an ageing pickup truck that had been given a canvas roof, a coat of white paint, and a stencilled red cross. He was horrified. It wouldn’t have fooled anyone.

Koop saw the look on his face and laughed softly. “I know what you’re thinking. But this is a one-hundred-percent genuine ambulance with one-hundred-percent genuine licence papers. It belongs to the asylum, and you’re damn lucky to have it, if you ask me. Eddy will drive. Me and Tamar will be in the car ahead. If we stop for any reason, do exactly what Eddy tells you, right?”

Koop moved on. Eddy squeezed into the cab of the ambulance. Dart reached out and put a hand on Tamar’s shoulder. “Good luck.”

“And you. See you at the farm.”

Dart might have been about to say something else, but Koop called impatiently and Tamar moved up the road to join him.

Koop made a sweeping gesture with his arm. “Our transport for this evening,” he announced.

“Dear God,” Tamar said.

The vehicle at the head of the line was an armoured SS staff car. Camouflage paintwork, big black-and-white crosses on the front doors, swastika pennant flying from the wing.

“She’s a huge great pig of a thing, isn’t she?” Koop said, grinning like a skull.

“How . . .” Tamar tried again. “Where the hell did you get this? Where do you keep it?”

Still smirking, Koop said, “Do you really want to know?”

Tamar looked at him, considering both the question and the smirk. “Perhaps not. Not for now.”

Heavy footfalls came out of the darkness: an SS sergeant and a trooper, shouldering their Stens, hands outstretched to shake Tamar’s.

“Oskar.”

“Wim. Good to meet you. Shall we go?”

Wim climbed into the driver’s seat, and Oskar sat beside him. Tamar got into the back with Koop. In the confines of the car, he became aware of the rotten smell rising from his sludge-filled boots and filthy dungarees. Koop fussed with the skirts of his long coat and then settled back with a satisfied sigh, as if he were an elderly aunt being taken for a Sunday drive.

“There,” he said. “Three gallant SS men taking a naughty terrorist to headquarters for a chat. What could be more normal?”


 

It had a name — Sanctuary Farm — but the few people who knew it called it the Maartens place. For a long, long time the farm had clung to the landscape by its fingertips. It had no right to be there, so far from the good farming country to the east. At its back was a wilderness — the Veluwe, a great expanse of harsh grassland, bog, gorse, and flinching trees. But they had been stubborn, those outcasts or runaways who first settled there and refused to run any farther. Their soil was poor, but they drained it and fed it and hung on. Loneliness and occasional starvation couldn’t shift them. Plagues and wars passed them by. Eventually they acquired the name Maartens.

Seasons and centuries came and went. Then in 1724 the clan had a rush of blood to the head, a burst of energy that lasted two generations. What brought it on was the building of a new canal. It joined the wealthy towns to the north with the IJssel River and passed within two kilometres of the farm. The Maartens were slow-speaking but not slow-thinking. They got busy, and businesslike, and got what they’d never had before: money. The barges that carried their pigs and sheep to market returned laden with bricks and lime and sawn timber. The Maartens hauled it all back to their farm and went on a building spree.

They built, first, a barn with a thatched roof that sloped down close to the ground. They gave it big double doors like a gaping mouth. It had two storeys; in winter the animals lived on the ground level while the Maartens, or some of them, lived above, snug in the breath and odour of their livestock. They called this building the big barn, and when it was finished, they immediately set about another. It was pretty much identical to the first but slightly smaller, so they called it the little barn. The two buildings formed two sides of a courtyard.

The Maartens paused to get their breath back, which took twenty years. Then they demolished their ramshackle medieval cottage and built a sensible, plain-faced brick and thatch farmhouse. It formed the third side of the courtyard. These three buildings remained the heart of the farm forever after. Later generations added bits and pieces: sheds, a porch, a washhouse. In 1899 the family imported a huge, elaborate Belgian stove and rebuilt the kitchen around it. This alien extravagance was the talk of the district for many weeks. In a last spurt of energy, the Maartens built a dairy; they started milking their cows in there two months before the start of the First World War.

Dart caught his first moonlit glimpse of the place when Eddy followed the German car down a gently sloping track. The shaggy thatch of the three main buildings put him in mind of beasts sleeping in a field. At the bottom of the incline, Wim and Eddy jolted the cars into gear and headed for the black mouth of a great brick barn. At the last possible moment, the headlights of the staff car came on, and both vehicles passed safely through the doors and rolled to a halt.

“Wait,” Eddy said.

Dart heard the scrape and slam of the barn doors. Eddy got out of the ambulance, so Dart did too. He looked back, hearing heavy bolts sliding into place. An oil lantern threw grotesque shadows onto the walls. The person at the doors was a young man, perhaps a boy. He wore a black coat, rubber boots, and a cloth cap too big for his head. Dart was expecting a greeting but didn’t get one. The boy stared past him, lifting the lantern. Dart saw a smooth face dominated by large dark eyes, eyes that closed briefly when Koop and Tamar climbed out of the staff car. Now Wim and Eddy switched on big electric hand lamps and began to unload the boot of the staff car.

Amid the jittery shadows, Koop said, “Tamar? We’ll stack everything here in this stall and chuck straw over it. How long do you need to set up, Doc?”

“I’ve no idea,” Dart said.

Tamar took the lantern from him and said, “Ten minutes. Fifteen at most.”

The boy opened a small door cut into the main doors, and Tamar and Dart followed him through it and along the yard to the little barn. Inside, the boy lit a second lantern, then led them up a wooden staircase and along the length of the upper storey. In the swaying light, Dart could just see that the space on either side of the aisle was divided by wooden partitions into small rooms or pens. Ten paces from the end wall, the boy stopped and reached above his head, feeling along a beam. A trapdoor swung down from the ceiling. Tamar stretched up, groped, pulled down a ladder. He climbed up, taking his lantern. Dart heard him say something like “Pah!”

“What?”

“Cobwebs. Wait a second. Okay, come on up.”

Dart climbed into a room tucked under the thatch. Much of the floor space was taken up by junked and dusty furniture. Tamar had stood the lantern on an ancient dressing table with a blotched mirror. Now he set an upturned chair on its feet and placed it against the table.

Turning to Dart he said, “I sent my last transmission from here almost exactly a year ago. I never expected to come back.”

“How does it feel, being here again?”

Tamar’s eyes shifted to the yellow light shining up through the trapdoor. He seemed about to answer, then merely shook his head. “Let’s check the equipment.”

He went to a lopsided chest of drawers that was shoved into the angle of roof and floor and dragged it a little way into the room. On his knees, he rummaged in the exposed thatch and produced a small tan suitcase, a car battery, and a metal box wrapped in lengths of green and black wire. He set all three things on the table. The suitcase transceiver was thick with dust. Tamar wiped it off with his sleeve and opened it.

“Look,” he said, pointing to the beams overhead. “See those six hooks? For your antenna.” He unwound the black wire and handed it to Dart. “The battery should be charged up. Now, are you all right to check this out while I go and see how Koop’s doing?”

“Sure,” Dart said, unravelling the power leads. “Shouldn’t take long. I’ll come and find you.”

The boy led Tamar down to ground level. At the foot of the stairs, he turned to face the agent and stood his lantern on a ledge. Having done that, he didn’t seem to know what to do with his hands. Eventually he folded his arms and shoved his fingers under his armpits. He looked up at Tamar; below the peak of the cap, his eyes were dark pools reflecting the lamplight.

“They told us only ‘Tamar.’ I prayed it would be you. I begged God to let it be you.”

Tamar said, “There was no way I could let you know.”

“No. But when I saw you get out of the car with Koop, I almost fainted.”

Tamar let go of the stair rail and came down the last step. They were very close now.

“Has anything changed?”

Tamar smiled. “Many things.”

“No. You know what I mean. Between us. Do you —”

“Yes,” Tamar said, and something inside him opened, something he’d kept locked for a long time. “I still love you. I haven’t stopped thinking about you. It’s been like living with a part of my body missing.”

He reached out and gently removed the cap, releasing a fall of dark hair that came almost to the narrow shoulders, framing the pale oval face in which the eyes now closed. He put his hands under the hair, cupping her head. He tried to say her name, but his throat was tight and he had to try again.

“Marijke. Dear God. Marijke.” It was the first time in almost a year he had spoken the word.

Their two monstrous shadows, thrown by the lamp onto the far wall of the barn, merged into one and became motionless. Then Marijke spoke, but her face was pressed into his chest and he could not make out the words. He held her away from his body slightly. “What?”

“I didn’t even know if you were dead or alive,” she said, almost angrily.

“Nor did I.”

From above them came a muffled creaking. Marijke pulled away, taking the cap from Tamar’s hand. “I must go to the house,” she said, glancing up to where light was brightening at the head of the stairs. “My grandmother will be very anxious by now.”

“How is she?”

“The same. She will probably cry when she sees you.” She stepped away from him, then paused. “Are you still Christiaan Boogart?”

“Yes.”

She smiled for the first time. “Good. I liked him.”

She was across the barn and through the door by the time Dart began to descend the stairs.

“Tamar? Tamar, are you all right?”

Tamar drew in a long breath, as if he were about to dive into cold water, then turned to look up at Dart. “Yes. Fine. Is the set up to scratch?”

“It works perfectly. I thought you were going to see how Koop was doing.” The upward light from the lantern he carried turned Dart’s face into a yellow-and-black mask that was both comical and sinister.

“Yes. I just stopped to get my breath.”

“Well, it’s been quite a night, one way or another.”

Tamar almost laughed. “That is something of an understatement, my friend.”

At the door of the barn, Tamar hung both lanterns on nails hammered into the wall. Then he extinguished them. The two men stood, invisible to each other, waiting for their eyes to adjust to the darkness.


 

The journey to the Mendlo Mental Asylum took twenty minutes but seemed much longer on the narrow back roads. Dart saw a line of massive plane trees just before the car swung right between two tall brick gateposts. Then an impression of dark windows in a long brick wall. Ahead of them, the ambulance turned right again and vanished. Wim brought the German car to a halt beside what looked like a greenhouse. Koop was now very anxious about the nearness of dawn. Like a vampire, Dart thought. He even looks a bit like one.

A glass door was opened by a nun. She called softly, “Dr. Lubbers?” Dart went up two steps to the door and shook the hand she held out to him. “I am Sister Agatha. Please come in.”

She led him into a conservatory, where silvery-green plants cast complicated moon shadows. Oskar followed them, carrying two small black suitcases that he set down on the floor.

“Dr. Veening is catching up on some sleep,” Sister Agatha said. “He asked me to wake him when you arrived. You’ll probably be more comfortable waiting in here.”

She opened a door. Dart followed her through into complete darkness. Then there was the scratching of a match and a sudden blossoming of pale yellow light. He was in a large room containing nothing but an assortment of dilapidated chairs. He sat down on the one nearest him and instantly felt unbelievably tired. Sister Agatha fiddled with the lamp until its flame was steady. In the yellow light, her face looked as if it had been carved out of wax. Then she melted into the darkness.

Dart had been sitting for less than a minute when he heard the German car start up and drive off. Once again he felt that events were out of his control. His reception committee had gone, and he had not been able to say goodbye or wish them luck. He fought against an aching desire for sleep. The muscles in the back of his neck could hardly hold his head up.

He woke when he heard a chair scrape on the bare floor. He was being studied by a pair of ice-bright blue eyes set in a crumpled and stubbly face. The man was about sixty. He wore a grey dressing gown over a shirt and dark trousers. Wire-framed spectacles hung from a cord around his neck and rested on his chest.

“Good morning.”

Dart straightened up in the chair. “Dr. Veening?”

“Do you know,” the other man said, “I think I would commit murder for a cigarette.”

“What? Oh, right . . .” Dart fumbled in a pocket and produced a creased pack. The older man took a cigarette, ran it under his nose for the aroma, then lit it from the oil lamp. He exhaled a sigh of pleasure in a blue cloud.

“It’s over two weeks since I had a smoke,” he said. “Scrounged it off a bloody German while he was checking my papers. He knew damn well who I was, too.”

“You are Dr. Veening?”

“We are colleagues, so naturally we will use first names. You are Ernst; I am Albert.” He extended a hand, and Dart shook it. “Welcome to the madhouse, Ernst Lubbers. Since you must be out of your mind, doing what you are doing, you should fit in very nicely.” He drew on his cigarette. “You look almost as tired as I feel. When I finish this, I’ll show you to your room. It’s on the first floor, well away from the wards. The wailing and so forth won’t reach you there. Sleep as long as you like. I imagine you’ve had an eventful night.”

Dart shook himself out of his dazed state. “Dr. Veening. Albert, sorry. I can’t sleep yet. I have to make a transmission in”— he checked his watch —“Christ, in just less than an hour. I have to set the equipment up.” He looked about the room anxiously. “Where’s my stuff?”

“Sister Agatha took your kit bag to your bedroom.”

“Is that where I set up?”

Albert Veening looked almost hurt. “Certainly not. We’ve got a special hidey-hole for that. We’ve made a rather neat job of it, though I say so myself. I hope you’ll be impressed. And if you’re not, I hope you’ll pretend you are.”

He put his cigarette out under his foot, then bent and picked up the stub and dropped it into the pocket of his dressing gown. He stood and lifted the lamp. “Your, er, technical equipment is already up there. Shall we go?”

They went through a panelled door into an impressive hallway. Its three tall windows were barred on the inside. Dart saw that the sky was paler now, a blue-grey slate sprinkled with chalky stars. Veening led him up a wide zigzag staircase with a dark mahogany banister. On the second landing they turned right, through a reinforced door. A corridor, more stairs, two turns. Dart remembered an earlier night walk with a Luger pressed against his skull.

Veening said, not looking round, “I know what you’re thinking. Bloody maze, this place. The architect must have been a lunatic. Right. Here we are.”

They were in a passageway that ended at a black panelled door. Veening produced a large bunch of keys attached to his belt loop by a length of string. With some difficulty he separated one key from the rest and handed it to Dart. “Don’t lose it,” he said. “It’s the only spare. Go on, open up.”

Dart put the heavy key into the lock. There was some resistance, but eventually the door swung open.

“This is the old dispensary, where they doled out whatever weird and wonderful potions they hoped might do some good a hundred years ago. It hasn’t been used for God knows how long.”

The room, with its counter, resembled a shop. An elaborate set of scales had gathered equal amounts of dust in its tarnished brass pans. Behind the counter, along two walls, were many rows of small drawers, each labelled with flaking gold lettering. Along the third wall, dusty-shouldered flasks of coloured glass sat on shelves. Next to these shelves was a door, its varnish like diseased skin. Veening lifted a hinged section of the counter, and Dart followed him through it. Veening opened the scabby door to reveal a walk-in cupboard. Dart’s two black suitcases sat on the floor next to a rusty bucket and a broom. Four iron hooks were screwed to the back wall.

“Now then,” Veening said. “Watch.” He went into the cupboard and tugged the third hook from the left. It came away from the wall, attached to a short length of cord. He leaned his shoulder against the wall and it swung open. “Voilà!” he said, unable to keep the pride from his voice. “Do come in.”

It was a room about three metres square, containing an ancient bureau, a chair, and a sort of couch covered in a green blanket. In one corner, close to a small leaded window, stood a gadget that looked like a bicycle converted into a device for torture. It had neither wheels nor handlebars; the saddle was perched on top of a triangular metal frame. The chain connected the pedals to a dynamo, from which dangled two electrical cables with crocodile clips at their ends.

“A battery recharger,” Dart murmured. “My God.” He raised the lamp and looked around the room. “This is fantastic, Albert.”

“It’s acceptable, is it? This used to be the dispenser’s office. The fake cupboard is something Sister Agatha and I cobbled together. Carpentry is one of her many skills, I’ve discovered.”

“You must have worked incredibly fast. I’m amazed.”

Albert Veening looked slightly embarrassed. “Actually,” he said, “we did most of this six months ago. For another young man like you. But he didn’t make it.”

“What happened to him?”

“I’ve no idea. Now then, there’s a battery under the bureau, see? And just outside that window there’s a lightning conductor. I understand that the kind of antenna you’ll be using can be hooked up to it.”

“You seem well up on these technical matters, Albert.”

“Not at all. I had a call from a mutual friend the other day. We discussed what you would need. I’m glad that it’s suitable.”

Dart fetched in the two suitcases. He lifted one onto the bureau and opened it. From the left-hand compartment he took out the headset, the Morse key, and the leads. He looked at his watch again.

“Albert, I don’t want to seem rude, but it’s probably best if you’re not here when I do this.”

“Of course. I’ll wait outside. I imagine you’ll want me to guide you back.”

“God, yes.”

“Fine,” Veening said. “I’ll take the lamp. There are two just like it in the right-hand bottom drawer of the desk, along with notepads and pencils.” He turned to go.

Dart said, “Albert? You said just now you’d had a call from a mutual friend. Do you mean a telephone call?”

“Yes.”

“You’ve got a phone here? One that works?”

Veening grinned. “Oh, yes. I’ll show you tomorrow. It’s a work of art.” He closed the concealed door behind him.

Dart found the lamps and lit them both, placing one either side of the transceiver. He connected the Morse key and the battery leads and clipped the antenna to the lightning conductor. He switched the set on. The voltage meter lit up, its needle swinging across the dial all the way to fifteen. From his coat pocket he took a crystal disguised as an ordinary two-pin electrical plug and slotted it into the transmitter. Then he tuned the aerial, using the most delicate of touches. Good.

He switched off, removed his wristwatch, and put it on the desk. He took a second watch from his trouser pocket and laid it next to the first, checking that both gave him exactly the same time. After a bit of anxious fumbling, he found the loose stitching in the hem of his coat and pulled out the squares of silk. He studied the one headed TRANSMISSION PLAN and tuned the crystal to twelve megacycles. Using a notepad, he covered all but the bottom row of letters on a second silk and used them to encode his brief message. He double-checked it, then took from the inside pocket of his coat a small wallet made of scuffed crocodile skin. It contained a comb, tweezers, nail scissors, and a file. He used the scissors to cut off the bottom line of the silk, then held the strip of material with the tweezers and set light to it with his cigarette lighter. He rehearsed the Morse in his head. At six forty-seven he switched the set on and made tiny adjustments to the transmitter. Then he rubbed his hands together vigorously with his fingers extended, like a pianist about to begin a recital. When the second hand of both watches touched twelve, he placed the second finger of his left hand on the Morse key and tapped out his identity checks, followed by a sequence of five-letter groups.

Ten minutes later, in London, a young woman in a blue uniform tiptoed into an office where a man was sleeping on a camp bed. She placed a sheet of paper on top of a pile of folders on his desk. Her note read: River 3 in place. Checks okay. Delta Centrum not yet informed. Please advise.

By the time Nicholson read the note, Dart was deeply asleep in a room in a building where mad people were starting to struggle free of their dreams.


 

The bed had shifted and groaned slightly when she left it, and Tamar’s hand had moved instinctively towards the pistol under his pillow. But Marijke had taken hold of his wrist and hushed him, and he had slipped back into the dream of slow-motion falling through endless plates of silently shattering glass. When he was at last fully awake, he groped on the floor for his watch and swore softly when he saw how late it was. Then he realized he was happy and lay back on the pillows, making sure that he had remembered everything accurately. Making sure his reasons for being happy were good ones. Which they were.

He became aware of voices from the yard below. When he swung his legs out of the bed, he was ashamed to notice that the spaces between his toes were still rimmed with dried mud. He went naked to the window and peered through a narrow gap in the curtains. Marijke was talking to a woman with copper-coloured hair who was holding a bicycle by the handlebars. The bike had a little trailer attached to the back of it, in which a small child was sleeping.

Tamar found his sweater and put it on. The scruffy leather jacket was hanging from a peg on the back of the bedroom door. His other clothes had disappeared, and for a moment he was at a loss. Then he saw that faded but clean cotton trousers and a pair of woollen socks had been left on the chair beside the bed. He put them on, went to the bedroom door, then remembered the gun. He took it from under the pillow, put it in his right-hand trouser pocket, and moved quietly towards the stairs. Marijke was waiting for him in the hallway outside the kitchen door, looking up at him. When he reached her, she put her arms around him, and he held her head against his shoulder, stroking her hair.

After a while she pulled away from him and said, “Your courier is here. Come and say hello.”

In the kitchen, the visitor was trying to interest her child in what looked like porridge. When Tamar came in, she put the spoon down and stood up, hoisting the child onto her hip. She smiled and held her hand out. “I’m Trixie Greydanus.”

“Christiaan Boogart.”

Trixie raised her eyebrows and glanced at Marijke, who bit her lip to hide a smile and turned away. “And this is Rosa,” Trixie said.

The child studied Tamar through chestnut-brown eyes, and then buried her face in her mother’s shoulder.

“She’s beautiful,” Tamar said, meaning it.

“She’s still sleepy. She always drops off in the trailer. It’s the bumping that does it.”

Trixie Greydanus had a wide suntanned face scattered with darker freckles; with shorter hair she would have looked like a boy who had spent a long happy summer at the seaside.

“Trixie was at the asylum this morning,” Marijke said.

The asylum, Tamar thought. Dart. Christ, I haven’t so much as thought about him since he left last night. What the hell is wrong with me? He said, “Did you meet our friend? He got there safely?”

“I didn’t see him, but he’s fine, apparently. He was asleep. I spoke to my aunt. She’s the head nurse there.”

“Did she say anything else?”

“She said that he was a good-looking boy with lovely hands.” Trixie grinned. “Aunt Agatha didn’t become a nun until she was forty. She still takes an interest.” Trixie turned to Marijke. “She also pointed out that she now has another mouth to feed, and that Dr. Lubbers doesn’t have a ration card yet.”

“I’ve put a parcel together,” Marijke said. “A loaf, eggs, dried sausage, a jar of Oma’s raspberry jam, some other stuff. But make sure you keep some for you and Rosa.”

“Bless you,” Trixie said. She turned to Tamar. “I hope you realize how lucky you are to be sent here, Christiaan. You’ll get home comforts that other men would kill for.”

Her smile was innocent, but was that a wicked twinkle in her eye? Tamar wondered. And was he blushing? To cover his confusion he said, “Tell me about your routine, how you get about.”

Trixie became businesslike. “Right. I visit my aunt at the asylum two or three times a week. Then I either go back to my place in the town or come here, visiting my ‘cousin,’ Marijke. I can do it more often, if you need me to.”

Tamar thought about this. “That’s quite a trek on a bicycle. How long does it take you?”

“About an hour each way, usually. Less, if I haven’t got Rosa with me. I’m used to it. It’s why I’ve got legs like a carthorse.”

“And how will you carry stuff, when we need you to? Other than messages, I mean.”

“Rosa’s trailer has a false bottom. It’ll take a radio, one of the smaller models. Or a Sten, if it’s in three pieces.”

Tamar nodded. “What about the Germans? Do you get stopped very often?”

“On the country lanes, hardly ever. There aren’t many motor patrols away from the main roads. There are checkpoints on the way in and out of town, of course, but I’m a familiar face. They don’t even look at my papers most of the time. Some of them try to feel me up, but they don’t usually go too far, maybe because I have Rosa with me. One or two of them are quite soppy about her.”

And you are a very cool customer, Miss Greydanus, Tamar thought. “So,” he said, “tomorrow morning. You’ll call at the asylum at about nine o’clock, pick up the other transceiver, take it to the Grotiuses’ house in Mendlo, and stand watch while Dart — Ernst Lubbers — sets everything up and makes his test transmission. Is that right?”

“Yes. I thought I might walk to town with him.”

“Is that safe? We don’t want the two of you seen together.”

“Sure, but the chances of us meeting anyone on that road are next to nothing. Besides, what could be more natural than me escorting the new doctor to town to make his calls? I’d be going that way anyway.”

Tamar considered this. He also thought about Dart making that lonely walk for the first time. “All right. But split up well before the checkpoints.”

“Of course.” There was a hint of impatience in her voice. “Do you have any messages for Dr. Lubbers?”

“No. Just tell him that everything is okay here, please.”

“I’ll do that,” Trixie said. “And I bring him here the day after tomorrow?”

“Er . . . yes, that’s right.”

“At what time?”

Christ, Tamar thought, I can’t remember. Get a grip! “Ernst will confirm that when you see him tomorrow,” he said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me for half an hour or so, I’ve got some things to sort out in the barn.”

When he’d gone, Trixie Greydanus leaned back in her chair and regarded Marijke ironically. “Well, well, well,” she said. “This Tamar turns out to be none other than the famous Christiaan Boogart. Would that by any chance explain the extra colour in your cheeks this morning, Miss Maartens?”

Giggling, Marijke cuffed her on the back of the head. Rosa looked up, wide-eyed.

The wind was easterly with a cold bite to it, and it sent falling leaves on ragged flights like yellow butterflies. At the corner of the house, Tamar caught sight of Marijke’s grandmother working in the kitchen garden. The old woman was swaddled in an oversized dark coat and an apron fashioned from a sack. She was harvesting beetroot, thrusting her spade into the ground, levering, stooping to lift them by their purple-veined leaves, dropping them into a heavy wooden wheelbarrow. When she saw him approaching, she straightened and wiped her hands on the coarse apron, smiling.

“Good morning, Oma. The garden is looking good.”

Julia Maartens went into an elaborate mime: a sorrowful gesture at herself, another at the garden and the fields, a stoop as if under a heavy burden, a shrug, a prayerful gesture at the sky. Tamar understood. She was old, the work was too much, the farm was falling into ruin, but what could she do, other than hope that God would be kind to them.

“I’ll help when I can,” he said. “We’ll be all right.”

She reached up and touched his cheeks lightly with the fingers of both hands, careful not to soil his face. Her eyes were wet, perhaps because of the chill wind.

“I have some stuff to sort out, Oma. When I’ve finished, you must tell me what jobs you want me to do.”

He turned to go, but she began another mime, this time silently mouthing the words as if she knew her gestures were inadequate. She pointed at the house and then at Tamar. She hugged herself. She pressed her palms together and held both hands to the side of her face, closing her eyes. Finally she placed both hands over her heart, nodding and smiling.

Tamar stared at her. Was she really saying what he thought she was saying? That she was happy Marijke’s lover had returned, happy her granddaughter was sharing his bed? Embarrassed, he turned his face away and watched a squadron of rooks wheel above the orchard. When he turned back, Marijke’s grandmother was nodding again, tears falling onto her cheeks. Not knowing what else to do, he took her face in both hands and kissed her forehead. Then he left her and went to the barn.

He pulled away the straw that Koop’s men had strewn over the contents of the container and began sorting, thinking of hiding places as he went. Two Sten guns, which he assembled and laid on the floor with their ammunition clips. Four bundles of secondhand clothes with prewar Dutch labels. Two pairs of well-worn leather boots and a pair of black shoes. A metal drum, which he prised open to find sugar, tea, coffee, flour, powdered milk, powdered egg, tinned meat, English cigarettes in Dutch packets, candles, lard, several boxes of matches, and three slabs of something in plain brown paper. He tore the corner from one of them. Chocolate! He broke off a piece and put it in his mouth. It tasted like a lost childhood. A tin case containing medical supplies: dressings, penicillin powder, ampoules of morphine, syringes, disinfectant, iodine, three rolls of bandages wrapped around transceiver crystals. And a bottle labelled ASPIRIN. The white pills inside were, in fact, Benzedrine, little tablets of mental lightning for exhausted wireless operators.

At the bottom of the pile was a canvas satchel. Inside it Tamar found a set of maps, two German military compasses, a pair of binoculars, and several rolls of Dutch banknotes, used, and not forged. Something else too, right at the bottom. A well-fingered ID booklet embossed with an eagle clutching a swastika in its talons. He flipped it open. It belonged to Gertrud Berendts, an auxiliary nurse. The photograph was one of Marijke, taken perhaps two years ago.

Tamar leaned back against the side of the stall. London knew everything, he realized. He felt foolish. “The Maartens farm,” Hendriks had said. “You do remember the place?” And they’d known all along. They’d known that this time he wouldn’t leave without her. They’d faked her an ID to make it possible.

He was still staring at the photograph when he heard the barn door open. He stuffed the booklet into the satchel and scrabbled around in the metal drum for the chocolate.

“I don’t want to see anything you don’t want me to,” Marijke said, “but Trixie needs to go soon. You should come and say good-bye to her.”

“I will. But come in here a minute. I want to kiss you.”

When their lips were together, he forced hers open gently with his own and slid the little chunk of chocolate from his mouth into hers. He watched her eyes fill with amazement then close, watched her taste a pleasure she’d almost forgotten.

Marijke held Rosa, and Tamar held the bike. Trixie lifted the cushions and the blanket from the trailer and then pressed her fingers against its base. It swivelled up, revealing a hollow compartment. She put in the things that Marijke had given her.

Tamar said, “You have to hide food too?”

Trixie looked up. “You’ve been away a while, Christiaan. Food’s getting scarce, and the Germans are nearly as hungry as we are. Some of them would slit your throat for a jar of jam.”

Marijke and Tamar watched her leave. She had to stand on the pedals to power the heavy machine up to the road.

“She’s good,” Marijke said. “I’d trust her with my life. I do trust her with my life.”

“And mine?”

“Without question. Why do you ask?”

“Because she lied to me,” Tamar said, watching the receding bike.

“What? What do you mean, she lied to you?”

“She said she had legs like a carthorse, and nothing could be further from the truth.”

Marijke took his chin between her fingers and forced his face towards her own. “If I ever catch you looking at another woman’s legs again, Christiaan Boogart,” she said, “I’ll scratch your eyes out.”


 

Dart sat huddled inside his overcoat on a cast-iron bench on the terrace of the Mendlo asylum, watching the lunatics. One of them, a middle-aged man wearing a long cardigan over his uniform of white tunic and trousers, was trying to trap the shadows of clouds as they moved across the leaf-strewn lawn. His method was to stamp his foot down hard on each shadow as it reached him and use his weight to hold it there. He did not seem at all disappointed when the shadow escaped him but turned and waited eagerly for the next, poised like a goalkeeper. Dart admired his attitude.

Albert Veening lowered himself onto the bench beside Dart and inhaled deeply. “I love these late afternoons at this time of year. There’s a smell in the air that reminds me of tobacco.”

Dart felt in his coat pocket and found his cigarettes.

When Albert had lit up, Dart said, “That one, there. The old lady. What’s she doing?”

“The one with Sister Joanna? Her real name is Elena, but she will only answer to the name Sidona. She thinks she’s a stranded angel. She may well be right.”

The angel was wearing a man’s cap and coat over her long white dress; her feet were bare. She was having an animated discussion with an invisible person.

“Who’s she talking to?”

“Another angel,” Veening said. “Probably the one she calls Michael. She says he has blue wings and hard shiny skin like a beetle. I hope it’s him, anyway. If it’s the one called Trago, we’ll be up half the night. He upsets her.”

“Tell me what you do for these people.”

“Bugger all, frankly. We feed and protect them. There are drugs that would help, but we’ve no hope of getting hold of them. Before the war I had a colleague who used to wire patients up and shoot a dose of electricity through their brains. That would see off the demons for a day or two. And the angels, of course. But he joined the Nazi Party and went off to Germany to do ‘research.’ He made the right decision, seeing as how we’re lucky to get electricity one day a week, at best.”

Dart said, “But it’s a miracle, isn’t it, that the Germans haven’t shut you down? The Nazis don’t have what you would call a kindly attitude towards the mentally ill.”

Veening watched the plane trees lose a few more leaves before he replied.

“We used to have a large number of inmates who were mentally handicapped, rather than mentally ill. I’m sure you understand the difference. Many of them were the kind of people who get called village idiots. Perfectly harmless. In 1941 the Germans came and took them away. Rounded them up and piled them into two trucks. Some of them were in mortal terror; others thought they were being taken out for a treat. It was a lovely summer day.”

He stubbed his cigarette out and pocketed it.

“I don’t know what happened to them. I think that if I did know, I’d be wearing a white uniform and trying to trap shadows with my feet, like Gerard over there. Now there are just twenty-four patients and seven staff, including me. We rattle around in this huge great place like dried peas in a bucket. But, as you say, it’s a miracle that we are here at all. Perhaps Sidona’s angels are watching over us.”

He turned to face Dart. “Sorry. I tend to ramble. Now, come with me to the office. I promised to show you the telephone.”

Dart stood. “Albert,” he said, “I hate to correct you, but it’s not seven staff. It’s eight, including me.”

Veening bowed his head, a gesture of apology. “Of course, Dr. Lubbers. I get forgetful sometimes. I find it helps.”

The asylum superintendent’s office had once been rather grand. The leather-topped desk was the size of a bed, but there was nothing on it except a stained cup, a novel, and dust. A large statue stood at the back of the room: a white marble woman, her upper body naked, one arm outstretched in a caring gesture. Veening had hung his coat, hat, scarf, and umbrella on it. The ceiling was covered in fancy plasterwork, and the walls were dark oak panelling. Dart glanced around.

“Over there,” Veening said.

In a corner, half hidden among a heap of unwanted furniture and old files, was a huge and ancient contraption mounted on a thick slab of mahogany: a pair of round bells with a little hammer between them, a brass winding handle, a handset on a brass hook. The mouthpiece looked like a black cup and saucer. It was connected to the rest of the machine by what looked like frayed grey rope.

“You’re joking,” Dart said.

“I found it in one of the cellars, a week after the Germans took our proper phones away. Dates from about 1900, at a guess. It’s a beauty, don’t you think? The wires run up behind the panelling. As I said, we are connected to only two other phones, one in Apeldoorn and one in Amersfoort, but there’s a relay system. You have to wind it up with that handle thing before you can use it.”

Dart ran his fingers through his hair. There were things he hadn’t been briefed on, he realized. “London didn’t say anything about this.”

“I don’t suppose they know. It’s a local thing. Something we put together ourselves. And it’s only for emergencies, mind. It usually only rings when some new kind of hell breaks loose.”

“Albert, may I ask you something? How long have you been working for the resistance?”

“Since the day the Germans took my village idiots away,” Albert Veening said.

Tamar propped himself up on the pillows so that he could see Marijke’s face more clearly in the weak candlelight.

“Are you tired? Do you want to go to sleep?”

She shook her head. “I want to talk.”

“We have lots of time.”

“Perhaps. Listen. There, did you hear it? The owl again.”

“Tell me about the Germans coming here,” he said. “When was this?”

“A couple of weeks into the new year. We were half expecting them. A boy from one of the other farms ran over here to tell us that German soldiers had been at his place. We hoped they would pass us by, like most people do. But they didn’t. They came the next day. Eight of them, in two trucks. We’d had time to hide quite a lot of food. They managed to catch about half the chickens, but the rest ran off into the orchard. Two of the Germans chased them, shooting at them with rifles. Can you imagine? It was almost funny. They were lousy shots.”

“That’s encouraging,” he said.

“I suppose it is. But they took the tractor and both the horses. I bribed one soldier with a jar of butter not to take the bike or the tyres. They took most of the hay and half our firewood, the bastards. They took the sheets and blankets from our beds. Lots of stuff. They looted us.”

“Did they . . .” He hesitated, not sure how to ask the question, or if he wanted to. “Did they hurt you, or anything?”

She reached up and touched his face. “No. They looked at me, you know? But nothing happened. I was well wrapped up against the weather, anyway; they probably weren’t sure if I was a woman or a man.”

“So they were stupid as well,” he said, kissing her.

A little later, she said, “Don’t worry. We’ll survive. We’ve worked hard on the garden. That’s all we can do now. We should have enough food to last until spring, if we’re careful. After that —”

“After that,” Tamar said, “the Americans or the British or the Canadians will be here. It’ll all be over.”

“I’d love to believe that.”

“I’m sure of it. Believe me.”

In the hidden room at the asylum, the wind moaned softly at the gap in the window, but Dart couldn’t hear it. He was wired to the transceiver, the headphones clamped over his ears. His right hand wrote fast, translating the stuttering Morse into meaningless sequences of letters. His pistol lay on the desk. At one point a moth crash-landed on Dart’s notepad, and his hand brushed it away without pausing in its writing. Now and again he danced his feet against the floor, warming them.

When London signed off, Dart removed the headphones and massaged the tense muscles in his neck. As he went to disconnect the antenna, he heard something calling on the wind. An owl, perhaps. Or a lunatic. He spread the silks on the desk and began the laborious task of decoding.


 

Dart was finishing his meagre breakfast in the asylum’s huge kitchen when Sister Agatha walked in, holding an infant.

“This is Rosa.” She made it sound important.

“Ah,” Dart said, getting to his feet. He hadn’t known that a child would be involved in his mission, and he was rather puzzled.

“My niece. Well, actually she’s my sister’s daughter’s daughter.”

“I see,” Dart said, untruthfully. The little girl regarded him with gravely suspicious eyes.

“You’ll be seeing quite a bit of Rosa, I imagine,” Sister Agatha said. “Her mother is Beatrix Greydanus. Trixie.”

“Oh, right. Our, er . . .”

“Your courier, yes. Come and meet her. She’s outside, talking to Sidona.”

“The lady who has conversations with angels?”

“That’s right. She’s giving Trixie the latest news from heaven. Things aren’t going too well up there, apparently.”

Trixie and Sidona were sitting in a rather sorry-looking summerhouse at the rear of the building. When the old lady saw Dart approaching, she clamped her hands over her mouth and fled. Agatha handed Rosa to her mother and set off in unhurried pursuit.

Dart shook hands with Trixie. “I seem to have upset Sidona,” he said.

“She’ll be fine. She worries about strangers overhearing her when she’s reporting on angels. She’s quite security conscious in her own way.” She smiled. “Now, if you want to get your things, we’ll walk to town. We’re expected at the Marionette House at ten o’clock.”

The road into Mendlo was not in good condition. It had been hastily patched up, here and there, with rubble or concrete. In several places the verges had been crushed down into the ditch by the caterpillar tracks of German tanks. At one point, the road had been reduced to half its width by a British bomb; fifty metres off to the right, a second bomb had exploded in a field, and the crater was now a small pond. A single moorhen trailed ripples across it. Dart and Trixie took turns to push the bike and its trailer. Dart’s medical bag with the pistol in it was slung over the handlebars. He was worried about what the jolting might do to the suitcase transceiver concealed below Rosa’s slumbering body.

Trixie glanced sideways at him. Was he good-looking? Well, yes. Nice hair, a profile like that American movie actor whose name she could never remember. In fact, the two of them, he and Christiaan, looked similar. This one was tense, though. You could see all the muscles in his jaw standing out under the skin.

“So then, Dr. Lubbers,” she said, “tell me what you know about the Marionette House.”

Dart thought back to his briefing at Ashgrove. Only six days ago. And a world away.

“It’s at the corner of two small streets that run down from Old Church to the market square. The building is wedge-shaped, with the narrow end facing the square. It’s got three floors. The ground floor is the shop, with a workshop at the back. The living rooms are on the first floor. There’s a single attic room at the top of the house, which is where I’ll be operating from. It has a shuttered window overlooking the square. The shop entrance is on Church Lane, but I can come and go via the workshop if I need to. The owners are Pieter Grotius and his wife, Barbara.”

“Bibi,” Trixie corrected him. “No one calls her Barbara.”

“Bibi. Thank you. They’re in their sixties. Used to run a travelling puppet theatre called the, er . . . Blue Moon Theatre. Toured all over Europe during the twenties and thirties.”

“All over the world,” Trixie said. “America, everywhere. They were quite famous.”

“Okay. They bought the Marionette House in . . . 1936, was it? They make, repair, and sell puppets of all sorts. I don’t suppose business is very good right now.”

“No. You’re not going to be disturbed by hordes of customers. Actually, the place is more like a museum. Pieter and Bibi collect all kinds of stuff. Books, toys, all sorts. It’s a crazy place.”

Dart saw that the morning mist had condensed on Trixie’s auburn hair. It was coated in beads of moisture, tiny glass pearls.

“Bibi suffers from a terrible ulcer on her leg,” she continued. “The dressings need to be changed every few days.”

“Ah,” Dart said. “That’s why I am a frequent visitor.”

“Of course. It’s also why Bibi spends long periods sitting in her parlour, keeping an eye on the square. She’s resting her leg.”

So that’s my lookout, Dart thought. An old woman with a bad leg. “What about German radio detector cars?”

Trixie drew in a long breath. “Well, the nearest ones are in Apeldoorn. We’ve positively identified two of them — a dark blue delivery van and a black car that used to be a taxi.”

“There’s got to be more than that. It takes at least three to get a fix on a transmitter.”

“I know. We think they use ordinary army vehicles as well.”

Trying to keep his voice level, Dart said, “And what’s the procedure if they show up in Mendlo?”

“While you’re transmitting, I’ll be hanging around in the square with a girlfriend of mine, chatting and so forth. A couple of lads called Douwe and Henk will be kicking a ball about over on Kuyper Place; any traffic from Apeldoorn is almost certain to go through there. We have three other people as well; if any of them see the cars, they tip me off. Then I take my shoe off and shake it, like this. Like I’ve got a stone in it. That’s my signal to Bibi, who’ll be watching me. She’ll run to the stairs and warn you. Then you shut down immediately and leave through the workshop. Pieter will be out the back, making sure the coast is clear.”

Dart had stopped walking. Trixie turned and looked at him. He had thrust both hands into his coat pockets and was staring at the ground.

“Ernst? What is it?”

He looked up. “Mrs. Grotius will run to the stairs? This is the same Mrs. Grotius, I assume? The elderly woman who has trouble moving about because of the ulcer on her leg? Are you serious? Do you realize —”

He shut up because Trixie Greydanus had a big grin on her face. He was astonished when she slipped her arm inside his and squeezed it.

“Lord love you, Dr. Lubbers,” she said, “for being such a trusting soul. Bibi hasn’t really got anything wrong with her leg. It’s just bandages. She’s as fit as a flea.” She smiled up at him. “I wouldn’t mind betting she’s a faster mover than you are.”

The open road became an avenue between scarred and wounded trees. Now buildings appeared on either side, many of them broken and abandoned. Then, ahead and off to the left, the humped outline of the town itself emerged: a looming church tower, wet light on grey roofs, smokeless chimneys like rows of teeth.

Trixie said, “Right. We’re nearly there. Now then, the quickest way to Pieter and Bibi’s is to turn left at the first crossroads after the station and then go over the bridge by New Church.”

“Yes.”

“But we’re not going that way. We’re going to go straight on, through what they call the Merchants’ Gate.”

“Why?”

“Because there’s always a German checkpoint there.”

Dart looked at her. “What?”

“The Germans are used to me coming and going,” Trixie said. “Nine times out of ten they just wave me through. Unless it’s the skinny one on duty, the one that likes to feel my backside. And they need to get used to you too. They need to get to know your face. This morning, they are going to check you out, have a good look at your papers, all that. Next time, the next few times: the same. After a while, they won’t bother. You’ll become as familiar to them as I am.”

Dart forced a smile. “Do I have to let the skinny one feel my backside too?”

Trixie laughed, a little snort of delight. “I don’t think he’s that way inclined. But you never know.”

In the shelter of the last trees, Trixie stopped and Rosa, as if by arrangement, began to stir. “We need to split up here. You go ahead. I’ll wait a few minutes, then follow you.”

Dart could only nod. The fear was on him suddenly, like a thin coating of ice over his entire skin. Trixie unhooked the medical bag from the handlebars and handed it to him. When their hands touched, she gripped his fingers briefly. “You’ll be fine,” she said. “Really. Try to look as if you’re in a hurry, okay?”

The Merchants’ Gate was a medieval tunnel of stone and brick. From a slanting flagpole above it, the red flag of the Third Reich hung like a big wet rag. The arched entrance to the tunnel was barred by a fat coil of barbed wire slung on a wooden beam. One end of the beam was hinged to the wall; the other had a metal wheel, allowing it to be trundled open. There was a gap just wide enough for a man to walk through. Two German troopers, rifles slung over their shoulders, stood inside the gate, talking. Dart heard one of them, the older, thinner one, laugh. He had to force his legs to take him towards the barrier. He found himself praying, absurdly, that the Germans would not see him at all, that he would simply pass through the checkpoint invisibly. But they turned and watched him approach, and it took everything he had to keep walking.

He thought, My God, this is real. These are real Germans. I can’t do this. He had a mad desire to burst out laughing, to confess, to be forgiven, to be allowed home. Then he remembered that he had no home, and, strangely, the thought gave him a little strength.

“Your papers, please.”

It was the younger one, facing him at the gap in the wire. Dart looked down and saw his left hand move to his coat pocket as if someone were pulling it on a string. The hand emerged, holding the little booklet. The German took it. To Dart it seemed that the booklet had the word FAKE stamped all over it, but the sentry didn’t seem to notice. He turned the pages slowly, twice. He looked at the photograph and then at Dart and then at the photograph again. He lifted his steel head.

“Dr. Lubbers? Ernst Lubbers?”

“Yes.”

The young German had pale grey eyes. Dart made himself imagine what they saw: a dark-haired, narrow-faced man wearing a slightly shabby overcoat with a red cross armband on the left sleeve. A man carrying a leather medical bag with a false bottom concealing a gun. An agent. A spy.

“I don’t think we have seen you before, Dr. Lubbers.”

Dart heard words come out of his mouth. “Probably not. I was transferred here recently.” His hand went out and turned the pages of the booklet. “You see? The authorization from the Department of Internal Security.”

It was a flimsy piece of paper forged in England. Obviously. The German flipped the booklet shut. Dart held out his hand to take it back, but the young man turned away and went to confer with his older colleague. They spoke together, looking at the identity papers. They both looked again at Dart. The young German soldier returned to the barrier.

“What is the purpose of your journey?”

Dart gazed at the man. “I have a number of patients to visit,” he managed to say. Remembering, he made a show of looking at his watch. “Now, if everything is in order, I —”

“The names and addresses of these patients, please.”

“I . . . Well, I . . .” Dart attempted to make his stutter sound indignant. “Really, I do not think that it’s any of your . . .”

Then Dart realized that the German’s gaze had shifted. Something behind Dart had taken his attention, and he jerked his head in a signal to the other soldier. Dart turned to see Trixie shoving the bicycle up to the checkpoint. She looked hot and bothered. She had opened her coat so that the sentries could see her breasts tipping forward inside the threadbare summer dress. Rosa was crying. The expression on Trixie’s face was apologetic, as if she were late for an appointment with the Germans and was relieved to see them still waiting. The thin sentry shouldered his rifle and shoved past Dart, grinning. Dart had to attract the attention of the younger German.

“Er . . . My papers? Is everything in order?”

The man barely looked at him. “You may go.”

Dart squeezed through the now unguarded gap in the barrier. From the darkness under the gate he looked back briefly. The two Germans were crowding in on Trixie, who was smiling and shaking her head. Dart turned away. The icy film on his body had turned to sweat. He walked as steadily as he could into the town. The last thing he heard was Trixie’s laughter.


 

The square was almost deserted when Dart entered it. One or two women and girls hurried across, perhaps to take their places in the hopeless queue outside the bakery on De Kooning Street. He saw the Marionette House immediately, at the forefront of a wedge of ancient brick houses backing up towards the church. Its sign, crackled gold lettering on a dark green board, spanned most of the narrow front wall.

Dart pushed open the shop door and set jangling a cheerful little bell. Instinctively he reached up and muffled it with his hand. Because the shop window was packed with dangling puppets, the light inside was dim. He closed the door behind him and waited for his eyes to adjust. It was not a large space, and so crammed that he could not imagine how more than one customer at a time could squeeze in. The longer wall, opposite the window, was completely taken up with shelves and cabinets. One shelf supported the severed heads of clowns, kings, fabulous beasts, ogres, demons; another was filled with silent musical boxes, frozen figurines perched on their lids. A glass cabinet contained a galaxy of glass eyes. Tables and showcases crowded the floor. A host of marionettes hung limply from hooks in the ceiling like dead parachutists.

There was, Dart now saw, a narrow route through these obstacles towards a curtained doorway at the rear of the shop. Just in front of it, half a dozen ventriloquists’ dummies perched on a counter, staring at Dart as though he had dared to interrupt a private conversation. He was seriously alarmed when one of them — the one with a head sprouting white hair like dandelion seeds — opened its mouth and said, “Dr. Lubbers, I presume?” When Dart didn’t manage a reply, Pieter Grotius took his elbows off the counter and straightened up. It didn’t make much difference to his height; he was a very small man. He moved nimbly through the maze of the shop and held out his hand. Dart shook it; it felt like a clever contraption made of sticks and cords covered in skin.

“I hope you had no trouble getting here?”

“Um, no. Not really. But I am worried about Trixie. The Germans at the checkpoint —”

Grotius made a gesture, like waving away a fly. “Ach, don’t worry about Trixie. She’s an unstoppable force, that one. People with freckles lead charmed lives, have you noticed?”

“Er, no, I —”

“But you have noticed that she has freckles?”

“Yes,” Dart said.

“Good,” Grotius said approvingly. “Now, let’s go through to the workshop. Trixie will be coming in the back way in just a couple of minutes.”

Pieter Grotius’s workplace was a complete contrast to the confusion of the shop. It was a long narrow room full of cool light. Two workbenches and two stools stood below the frosted glass windows. Carpentry tools hung in precise order on racks attached to the wall. An immense number of paint pots filled a shelf, arranged in a strict colour sequence like a stretched and flattened rainbow. On one of the benches, a small wooden torso was clamped in a vice.

Just as Pieter Grotius had predicted, Trixie appeared, shoving open the back door with the front wheel of her bike. Trixie stooped to kiss him on both cheeks, then turned and hoisted Rosa from the trailer. The child was snivelling quietly, and her cheeks were wet with tears. Grotius locked and bolted the door and went to stand in front of Trixie, his eyes almost level with Rosa’s. He put his hand into his trouser pocket, and when he pulled it out again, it was wearing a white glove with two black buttons sewn onto the forefinger. He closed his hand and flexed his thumb, making a bug-eyed face that spoke with the voice of Groucho Marx.

“Hey, kid! Yeah, you! Wha’s the madder? Looks like water on your ugly face. Is it raining in here, or you got water on the brain? Need a tap on the head?”

Rosa’s wet eyes stared at the glove face.

“Yeah, I know what you’re thinking: what’s a girl godda do to get a drink in this joint? I was thinking the same thing myself. Waiter! Waiter!”

The hand looked around the room, recoiling in horror when it saw Grotius. Rosa thrashed her arms and legs delightedly.

Trixie glanced across at Dart and saw that his smile was forced. The tension showed through it. He felt, she realized, excluded from this familiar routine.

It seemed that Pieter Grotius also understood this. “Forgive us, please, Ernst. It’s our little ritual. Rosa enjoys it. And so do I, to be honest. She’s the only audience I have these days.”

“No, no,” Dart said, a little too earnestly. “I enjoyed it too. You’re very good, Mr. Grotius. You’ve got the voice perfectly.”

“Thank you. Call me Pieter, please. And time is passing, yes. Come.”

Trixie lifted the transceiver from the trailer, then they all filed back into the shop and up a flight of dark and narrow stairs. The walls of the landing were covered in masks from Japan, Africa, Italy, Java. They leered and grimaced at the passersby. Pieter Grotius led the procession into the parlour, where his wife was standing, waiting to greet them.

Bibi Grotius was a good six inches taller than her husband, with a heavy upper body but slender legs, so that she seemed to have been put together from mismatching parts. Her hair was a smoky blond with no traces of grey. A pair of spectacles hung from a cord around her neck, and Dart wondered how good her eyesight was. She was barefoot. Her left leg below the knee was wrapped in bandages. After she had kissed Rosa and Trixie, she stood in front of Dart and looked at him seriously. He had the strange feeling that he was being assessed, like someone auditioning for a part in a play. He put his bag down on the floor and held out his hand. Bibi ignored it. She placed her hands on his shoulders and kissed him on both cheeks; then, still inspecting him, she said, “Well, we must be grateful they’ve sent us a handsome one, at least.”

To hide his embarrassment, Dart looked around the room. The walls were almost entirely covered with framed posters, most of them featuring a blue crescent moon with a laughing face. He saw the names of cities: Moscow, Chicago, Berlin, Venice.

The stairway to the attic was even narrower than the previous one — not much more than a ladder. An oil lamp with a glass chimney sat on the bottom tread, and Pieter lit it and adjusted the flame. Holding the lamp, his wild white hair lit up, he looked to Dart like some creature from a dark fairy tale.

The walls of the attic sloped steeply, giving the room the shape of a long tent. There was no daylight; the lamp illuminated an infinite jumble of stuff: suitcases, tea chests, bundles of paper, boxes filled with books, empty picture frames, theatrical costumes.

“I’ve tidied the place up a bit,” Pieter Grotius said. He carried the lamp deeper into the chaos. “Here, see, I’ve made a workplace for you.”

He had shoved two tea chests apart and bridged them with a door taken from a wardrobe, making a rough desk. The chair had a woven seat and had once been painted bright yellow; it would have looked at home in some sunlit farmhouse bedroom. Dart went to the shuttered window, following a thin shaft of sun in which dust swam. It came from a small peephole in the wood; he had to stoop to put his eye to it. He had a circular view down onto the square. On the far side, Trixie stood in a shop doorway talking to an older woman wearing a headscarf. Then two German soldiers on bicycles crossed his line of vision, and he shrank back from the hole automatically.

He rubbed his hands together in a businesslike way, forcing a grin. “Excellent, Pieter,” he said.

“It will do?”

“Of course.” Dart peered around. “Er, one thing, though. My power supply?”

“Ah, yes,” Pieter said. “It nearly broke my back, carrying those damned things up. Over here, next to the desk.”

There were two car batteries inside a cardboard box under a layer of theatre programmes. “I know someone who can recharge them, no questions asked.”

“Excellent.”

Dart sat on the yellow chair and unlocked the suitcase. Grotius put the lamp down but made no move to leave. Dart made a show of checking his watch. “Thank you, Pieter. I’d better get on with it.”

Grotius said, “How scared are you, Ernst?”

Dart busied himself, fussing with the Morse key, the headphones, the cables. “Pardon?”

“I was wondering how scared you are. I ask only because I am very scared indeed. I have not done this before.”

Dart clasped the corners of the suitcase and stared at his hands. He did not know what to say. Fear was a whole country he did not want to visit. A place he wanted no signals from.

Grotius said, “Have you done this before?”

“No.”

The little man was standing with his hands in his pockets, staring into the darkness. “It’s not myself I’m scared for.” He stopped, tried again. “No, that’s not true. I fear the Nazis and what they might do to me. They are . . . robots. They are puppets, and hate pulls their strings. They have lost control of themselves. I have seen them do terrible things, here, in this town. I have sat at night, in the workshop, painting smiles on dolls’ faces while hearing the screams from neighbouring streets. I have sat holding my breath, waiting for the sound of their boots to pass our door. But that isn’t it. Not really.”

He turned and looked at Dart. “It’s Bibi that I am scared for. Truly scared for. She’s Jewish, you see.”

“My God,” Dart said. “Jesus Christ, Pieter.”

“Yes, quite. So you will be very, very careful, won’t you, my young friend? Look after us, please.”

He turned to go, and when he reached the stairs, Dart said, “Pieter? Why did you agree to do this? You didn’t have to.”

Grotius lifted his hand, and it was wearing the glove puppet. This time its voice was Winston Churchill’s. “There comes a time in human affairs,” it growled, “when even the smallest man must stand up and say, ‘Enough of this shit.’”

Dart almost laughed. “Did Churchill really say that?”

“No,” Pieter Grotius said. “I did.”

The transmission that Dart made at ten fifty-nine was very brief, really just a signal test: his security checks, followed by a short sequence of letter groups that told London he was on station. When he’d finished, he switched to receive. He was startled when, through the wobbling static in the headphones, the acknowledgement he’d expected was followed by the code for stand by. He scrabbled in the medical bag for his notebook and pencil.

When he went down to the parlour, Rosa was propped up in an armchair gurgling, fumbling at a cloth doll. Bibi Grotius stood at the window. When she saw Dart, she moved a houseplant to the other end of the sill.

“There,” she said, “Trixie will know that you have finished your work now.” Without turning away from the window, she said, “When Pieter and I first came here, that square was packed, twice a week. Stalls and barrows selling cooked meats, cheeses, fish. There was a big fat lady who sold sweet pickled herring from a barrel. They were delicious. I can close my eyes and taste them, even now.” She did so, sighing. “I can’t tell whether dreaming about food makes it better or worse. Sometimes the dreams are so real that I feel as though I have actually eaten. At other times, well . . .” She stopped herself and looked at him, smiling. “Shame on you — isn’t that what you’re thinking, Dr. Lubbers? People are having to endure much worse than a craving for pickled herring.”

“No,” Dart said, “I wasn’t thinking that at all. I hadn’t realized the rationing was so bad. I’ve already started to think about food a lot of the time myself.”

Trixie was already back in the workshop when Dart came down. Pieter was at his bench, working on the little wooden torso with a fine chisel. He glanced up.

“Everything okay? No problems?”

“No, none. Thank you.”

Dart took Trixie by the arm and led her to just inside the back door. “There was an incoming,” he told her quietly.

“A what?”

“A message from London. I wasn’t expecting it. I haven’t deciphered it, but the third group was the standard code for urgent. I know we’re going to the farm tomorrow, but . . .”

Trixie drew in a long breath and let it out slowly. “All right. I’ll leave Rosa here. If I go now I’ll be able to get back well before dark.”

“No. Don’t worry, I’ll go.”

“What, alone? Are you sure? Do you know the way?”

“I think so. No, wait. You’d better draw me a map.”

He took the notepad and pencil from the leather bag. Trixie went to the workbench and began to sketch. “Oh, God,” she said, biting her lower lip. “I’m not very good at this sort of thing.”

Wonderful, Dart thought. He said, “Pieter, I understand that you have a bike for me. Is it here?”

“It’s outside. Come.”

The back door of the workshop opened onto a small paved yard. A woman’s bicycle was propped against the wall of the privy.

“Bibi’s contribution to the war effort,” Pieter said. “Her pride and joy. Well, it used to be. She hasn’t been out on it for a long time now, of course. I’ve oiled it and tightened the chain up. Be careful with the brakes; I had to make new blocks out of wood. You can’t get rubber ones anymore.”

Trixie came out and handed Dart the notepad. “Here, see? This cross? It’s a little chapel with a burnt-out roof. Don’t forget to turn left there.” She took the lapels of his coat in her hands. “Listen. I’m really worried about this. Let me come with you. It would be better.”

He faked a smile. “No. I’m going to have to do this alone sooner or later. It’s something else I have to get used to.”

Grotius opened the yard door and poked his fluffy head out, looking right and left. Dart jammed the medical bag into the wicker basket on the handlebars, and when Pieter gave the thumbs-up sign, he pushed the bike out into the lane. He shoved one foot down on the pedal and slung his other leg over the saddle, forgetting that it was a woman’s bike without a crossbar. And because this made him feel foolish, he didn’t look back.

Dart rode north, keeping to backstreets until he caught sight of the tower of New Church, then headed for that. When he was within a hundred metres of the church, he took a left, praying there wouldn’t be a checkpoint at the bridge. His prayers were answered. He slowed and checked Trixie’s map. He took the next turning eastwards, and within ten minutes was in open countryside again. He began to feel almost cheerful. The bike was heavy, but it rode well. The roads were deserted, and the sun, a flat brilliant disc, burned through the mist. It flickered like Morse whenever there were lines of trees on his left. He was moving, he was moving, he was out!

Dart was peering forward, looking for the burnt-out chapel, when a dark shape materialized on the road far ahead. He braked, too hard, and juddered to a halt. He was on a long straight stretch where the threadbare tarmac was hardly wide enough for two vehicles to pass. There was no obvious place for concealment. A low hedge ran down to the road just ahead of him but met it at right angles; anyone looking that way would be sure to spot him if he took cover there. A long way off to his right there was a copse of tobacco-coloured trees; to reach it he’d have to lug the bike across a sticky-looking ploughed field.

His indecision became feverish. He needed to pee. Then he realized that he couldn’t hear an engine, and the distant shape was approaching very slowly. Slightly reassured, and not knowing what else to do, he rode to meet it.

It was several long moments before he recognized the dull clatter as hoof beats. Instantly the riddle of the oncoming silhouette was solved. He could now make out the sway of the horse, the shape of the farmer perched high on the wagon, his head and shoulders slightly higher than the load behind him. Dart sat more upright on the bike and breathed out, relaxing. Seconds later his heart lurched as if he had taken a heavy punch to the chest, and he almost cried out loud. A glint of sunlight had struck the driver’s steel helmet; then two others appeared, lifting themselves above the canvas-covered cargo to look forward. To watch Dart draw nearer. He saw the driver’s head turn, then the two Germans in the wagon bend and straighten, lifting rifles.

Dart’s mouth went dry. They would shoot him just for the hell of it, to have something to talk about, to enliven the day. He reached forward with his left hand and tugged at the leather bag, then changed his mind. He would have to dismount and use both hands to get the pistol out, and it was too late for that. The odds against him were hopeless anyway. His legs continued working the pedals as if they were nothing to do with him. The wagon, he now saw, was built of olive-green steel and had big rubber tyres. The horse was huge, black, with tufts of white hair almost covering its hooves. It lost its rhythm when it saw Dart, lifting and swivelling its great head. The driver called out and jerked the leather traces. A Schmeisser machine pistol was slung across his chest.

Dart felt certain that he would faint. He wanted to. Shakily he steered the bike over to the right-hand verge, so that the Germans would perhaps see the red cross on his armband. When the wagon was almost upon him, and when he could almost feel the bullets tear into his chest, Dart raised his right forearm in a vaguely Nazi gesture.

“Guten Morgen!” he cried, and when they were alongside, he aimed his smile straight into the muzzles of the German rifles. One of the soldiers was a scrawny youth with bad skin. The other man was much older and wore steel-rimmed spectacles. One of the lenses was cracked. There was a harmonica sticking out of the breast pocket of his tunic. These details slid past in frightful slow motion.

Dart turned his face back to the road. He could not unlock the smile. The muscles in his back stiffened, waiting for the shock of the bullets. He passed through a patch of air that stank of horse sweat. Behind him, one of the Germans called out “Heil Hitler!” in a way that made it sound like a question. Dart raised his right hand higher, his arm rigid, but he could not repeat the phrase because his mouth wouldn’t work.

Five minutes later Dart more or less fell from the bike and stood bent over, bracing himself, his hands on his knees. After a while he walked shakily to the side of the road and emptied his bladder, splashing his left shoe and trouser cuff. He smoked a cigarette, gazing blankly at the brightening fields.


 

The unused sitting room at Sanctuary Farm belonged to the past. The stiff upright chairs had been designed a hundred years earlier for stiff upright gentlemen who wore long-tailed coats and ladies who wore vast stiff skirts. The sofa had a surly look to it, as if it knew it was there for sinners who fancied sitting comfortably and was determined to frustrate them.

Tamar had opened up the gateleg table under the window and spread a map on it. He sat staring at it with a pencil between his teeth, glancing now and then at the two silk squares close to his right elbow. Unlike the other silks, these had nothing to do with radio transmissions. If you knew how to combine them, these two grids of jumbled letters and numbers would reveal the code names and locations of agents and resistance organizations in zone six. Nicholson and Hendriks had been reluctant to provide these silks, but Tamar had convinced them that although his memory was good, it wasn’t that good. DCY/M had devised them at very short notice. There were no other copies.

Tamar had two big problems. One was that the resistance in his area was divided into numerous organizations known by their initials: the LO, the OD, the KVV, the KP, and so on. Sometimes these groups worked together, sometimes they overlapped confusingly, and sometimes they were at each other’s throats. In addition, there were freelance groups, like the one run by Koop de Vries. These were often bound together by relationships that had nothing to do with anybody else. Maybe they were old school friends, or had worked in the same factory. Until recently, there had been a very busy bunch of sabotage enthusiasts in Amersfoort who had been members of the same church choir. Such groups weren’t always keen to take orders from Amsterdam, let alone London.

That, though, wasn’t the problem Tamar had spent the morning in the gloomy sitting room thinking about. It was the map itself. There were too many empty spaces in it. Zone six was a rough triangle formed by five towns, one of which was Apeldoorn, the German army headquarters. According to the map, the area inside the triangle was more or less empty. But it wasn’t, and Tamar knew it. The great expanse of heath and forest that loomed beyond the farm occupied a big part of it. It was webbed by a labyrinth of narrow lanes and tracks and paths — none of which appeared on the map. Farther west, the heath dissolved into a complex patchwork of woodland, farmland, and marsh. It looked to Tamar as if the mapmaker had given up on this area. He or she had marked the few villages and the minor roads that connected them and then filled in the gaps with patterns of dots and dashes meant to represent . . . well, a messy sort of landscape.

He studied the silks again, running his finger down and then across the grids, jotting the results onto a scrap of paper. There was a resistance man code-named Banjo who operated from an abandoned chicken farm five kilometres south of a village called Elim. Tamar looked at the map and, sure enough, south of Elim there was . . . nothing. So, if he wanted to get to Banjo — and Tamar was fairly certain he would — he’d have to be guided there by a relay of contacts and couriers, any one of whom could be a collaborator or Gestapo double agent. Or he’d have to get himself over to Elim and then ride around looking for this blasted chicken farm. Not good. Not good at all.

Tamar shifted his backside on the uncomfortable chair. The simple fact was, the maps were just not good enough. And that meant the coded map references were pretty damn useless too. He’d come up against the same problem the last time he was here, and when he’d got back to England, he’d passed the time between debriefing sessions by dreaming up ways of pinpointing places more accurately. He’d decided it should be possible to guide someone to within less than a hundred metres or so of a certain place by using a code of ten, maybe eight, letters and numbers. The system would be based on identifiable landmarks, on cities and towns, rather than dodgy maps. He’d explained it to a major from Military Intelligence one evening. The man had listened carefully, despite the whisky they’d both drunk.

“I tell you what, old chap,” the major had said, “that’s bloody clever. Trouble is, it would take years to work out. And there’s a war on, don’t you know.”

Months later, at Ashgrove, Tamar had shared his idea with Dart. Dart, who was quicker at codes and ciphers than Tamar, had been intrigued by it and had spent several hours with maps and code books trying to make it work. Then other things, in the shapes of Nicholson and Hendriks, had distracted him.

It was as if thinking about Dart had conjured him up. Tamar heard Marijke’s footsteps in the hall, heard her whistle the little tune that meant no danger.

“Ernst Lubbers is here,” she said.

“What? Has something happened?”

“I don’t know. He looks a bit . . . wild-eyed.” She smiled. “Maybe that’s because he’s talking to Oma. Should I bring him in?”

When the two agents were alone together, Dart said, “It was her, wasn’t it? The boy.”

“What?”

“Miss Maartens. The boy with the lantern who was here when we arrived. It was her.” Dart sounded almost indignant, and Tamar couldn’t help grinning.

Dart’s face reddened slightly. “It’s all right for you to smile,” he said. “I feel a bit of a fool. I just stood there staring at her when I realized. She must have thought I was simple.” He glanced at the door again. “But she’s a looker, isn’t she? Lovely. I hadn’t imagined . . .” His voice trailed away. Then he wagged his finger at Tamar in mock severity. “I hope you’re keeping your mind on your work, my friend.”

Tamar made an awkward gesture towards the table. “Of course. Now, talking of work . . .”

“Right.” Dart was suddenly all business. “I got an urgent from London. I decided to bring it myself.”

“This came when? This morning, at the Marionette House?”

“Yes.”

“What about getting here? Did you have any problems?”

“I . . . No, it was fine.”

Dart picked up the medical bag and emptied its contents onto the table, then reached inside and felt around for the catches that released the false bottom. He took out the revolver and the sheet of paper, shoved the gun into his coat pocket, and spread the paper out on the table.

“I haven’t deciphered it. I thought if we did it together, we might be able to code a reply straightaway.” He looked up at Tamar. “If that’s what you need to do.”

When they’d finished, Dart dropped the pencil onto the pad and stared blankly at the message. “Well,” he said, “that makes as much sense to me now as it did before. I hope it means something to you. What’s Operation Pegasus?”

Tamar stood up. The light from the window had shifted now, and the sitting room had started to gather darkness. “It’s a bloody headache, that’s what it is. Come on, let’s tidy up in here and go outside. Bring your coat.”

Tamar led him to a rough bench at the end of the washhouse. The level landscape in front of them was still blurred, but the autumn light was now strong and golden. Dart caught the scent of fallen apples.

Tamar said, “When Operation Market Garden screwed up, a lot of Allied troops went missing. They weren’t among the dead, and they weren’t captured. Somehow they managed to sneak through the German lines and hide. Some are with our people; others are God knows where. Some are in a bad way. The British would like them to go home for a nice cup of tea. That’s Operation Pegasus. And someone has to make it happen.”

“And that someone is you.”

“Yep. Hendriks briefed me for it, among other things. There are about two hundred men out there, maybe more. Julius, the head of the resistance in Ede, and a guy called Banjo are the only people who know where most of them are.”

“Do you know either of them?”

Tamar shook his head. “No.”

“And London say they haven’t been able to make contact with Julius for eight days.”

“That’s right.”

“Great. And you’ve got to get these people back across the Rhine at . . . what’s the place called?”

“Renkum,” Tamar said.

“Do you know it?”

“Not really. I was there just once. It’s right on the front line, though. It’s a fair bet that the Germans will be dug in along the river. I have to hope that the local guys know exactly where.”

“So what are you going to do?”

Tamar squinted at the sun. “I’ll have to go to Renkum, I suppose. Talk to people. See what’s what.”

“When?”

“Soon. In the next few days. I’ll talk to Trixie tomorrow. I’ll need guides. Albert Veening should be able to give me some names. Don’t worry, it’ll be fine. Come on, I’ll give you a quick tour of Sanctuary. It looks better in daylight.”

In the little barn, Tamar went to one of the stalls that had once housed the farm’s horses and dragged a couple of bales of rotting straw away from the boards that formed the rear wall. He jiggled and pulled at two of the boards and lifted them away, revealing a narrow space between the woodwork and the outer brick wall. He reached down into it and produced the tin case of medical supplies.

“Take as much of this as you can carry. I suggest you leave some of it here, as a reserve. Take the bandages, though. And these.” He held out the brown bottle labelled ASPIRIN. “You know what they are?”

Dart took the bottle. “Of course.”

“Go easy with them, though. Okay?”

“Sure,” Dart said, and put the bottle in his pocket.

Tamar thrust his arm into the gap again and produced a fat wad of guilders. He handed them to Dart. “Money.”

Dart riffled the notes and whistled. “Hey, I’m loaded. I’ve never had my hands on this much cash before.”

“You’ll need it,” Tamar said, rummaging once more. “Sister Agatha will be having to shop on the black market soon enough, and it’s not cheap. Now, here’s a box of ammo for your revolver. And some tea. This is coffee. Can you get that lot into the bottom of that magic bag of yours?”

“I think so.” Dart grinned. “Sister Agatha will think another angel’s arrived at the funny farm.”

“What?”

“Nothing. It doesn’t matter.”

Tamar jammed the boards back into place. “There’s more food and clothes and other stuff you should have. I’ll get Trixie to bring it to you a little at a time. Or you could drive the ambulance over, if you feel up to it. You can sort that out with Albert.”

“Talking of Dr. Veening,” Dart said, “were there any cigarettes in the canister? He’s getting through mine like there’s no tomorrow.”

Tamar laughed. “I bet he is. You’d think he’d know better, wouldn’t you? Anyway, there’s plenty.”

The two men stood looking at each other as darkness filled the corners of the barn.

Tamar said, very quietly, “I know what you’re thinking. It’s crazy, isn’t it? This. What we’re doing.” He laughed softly. “Like kids playing at shops: here’s your tea, Mr. Lubbers; here’s your coffee.”

“Here’s your bullets; here’s your Benzedrine. Try not to get killed on the way home.”

Tamar studied his friend’s dark eyes. “Exactly,” he said. “Let’s not get killed on the way home.”

The lowering sun had spread a long narrow carpet of light on the barn floor. When they reached the edge of it, Dart stopped and said, “Tell me about Miss Maartens.”

“Marijke? Tell you what?”

“Well, you know. How come she lives here alone with her grandmother, for a start.”

Tamar looked at the brilliant doorway. “Her parents are dead; she never knew them. They died within a week of each other when she was a few months old. The flu epidemic of 1921. Marijke shouldn’t have survived, but she did. Her grandparents brought her up. She’s lived here all her life.”

“I thought she might be adopted, or something. She doesn’t look . . . well, she could almost be Spanish. Or Italian.”

“I suppose so. There’s a story that the original Maartens were gypsies. Marijke rather likes the idea.” He took a step towards the light, but Dart had another question, the one Tamar had been expecting.

“And there’s no husband, boyfriend, anything like that?”

“No.”

Dart looked at Tamar, raising his eyebrows suggestively. “Really? I find that surprising, don’t you? You’d think the local men would be like bees round a honeypot.”

Tamar was brusque. “There’s a shortage of men in this country; didn’t you know that?” He tried to soften it into a joke. “Well, apart from the ones in German uniform.”

Perhaps it was shame that made him consult his watch and say, “Look, it’s getting a bit late. Stay here tonight and eat with us. We’ll work out a reply to the London signal, and you can go back tomorrow after you’ve sent it. It’ll be safer.”

“Sounds great. I’m bloody starving, as a matter of fact.”

“Good. Come on.” Tamar stepped through the doorway and had to screw up his eyes against the late sun’s scrutiny.

They ate in the kitchen, in the mellow light of a tall lamp. Beetroot soup with coarse bread, then rabbit stew with wild mushrooms, mashed potatoes, and cabbage. With some difficulty — the stove was cooling — Julia Maartens made pancakes and served them with jam. Dart had to force himself to eat slowly, heaping praise on the old lady’s cooking between mouthfuls. No one else spoke much during the meal, and it dawned on Dart that this must be a house of silence most of the time. Although Oma — he’d started to call her that because Tamar did — wasn’t deaf, Marijke frequently communicated with her wordlessly, using her grandmother’s system of signs and gestures and facial expressions. It was fascinating to watch, this speechless dialogue. And Dart noticed that Tamar was already starting to use it. He’d make a little gesture to tell Oma that something was delicious. He’d look at Marijke in a certain way, probably to check that she felt comfortable about having these two dangerous outsiders at the table. And she would reply with a quick smile, a tilt of the head. Dart decided that this meant, “Yes, I’m worried, but it’s okay. We are all in this together.”

Dart was surprised that these silently shared conversations didn’t make him feel excluded. The lamp had turned the table into a warm yellow island, and he was on it with the others, not a castaway in the surrounding dark. He felt . . . safe. He had to examine the word in his head to make sure it was right, because he couldn’t remember the last time he’d used it to describe himself. And in time he would learn the wordless language that the others used. In time he would do that. Because he wanted very much to share the secrets of Marijke Maartens’s night-black eyes.

When Marijke began to gather up the used plates and dishes, Oma lit a candle and went down into the cellar. A few minutes later she returned, carrying an earthenware bottle of jenever. She poured a good measure into four little blue-and-white china tumblers, making a small, shy ceremony of it.

Tamar grinned at Dart. “This is in your honour, my friend. A special treat. I wouldn’t want you thinking that we live it up like this every night.”

The gin burned going down, but it left in the mouth a trace of dark fruits gathered long ago. It also loosened Dart’s tongue. He found himself talking about the Marionette House and giving fairly hopeless impersonations of Pieter Grotius’s glove-puppet routines. Julia Maartens, in a flurry of gestures that Marijke translated, told them all how, on market days before the war, Bibi and Pieter used to put on little shows outside the shop to attract customers. Her hands danced invisible puppets on the tabletop.

Later, after more gin, Dart told tales of the asylum. He got to his feet and enacted the lunatic called Gerard trying to trap cloud shadows with his boots. At one point he looked at Marijke and saw her smile. He felt as if he had conjured the sun to come out at night. He flopped back into his chair and lit a cigarette, then immediately launched into an account of the mad old lady who called herself Sidona and talked with angels. Tamar stirred himself and joined in. Soon the two men were inventing ever crazier conversations between the madwoman and various messengers from above. Julia Maartens listened to these fantasies with a sort of horrified delight. Once, when Dart and Tamar were being especially outrageous about the goings-on in heaven, she crossed herself. Dart noticed this; were the Maartens Catholic, then? Marijke’s eyes moved from one man to the other, fixing on Dart longer than on Tamar, watching him.

The evening died gently, like a torch with an exhausted battery. The four of them sat slumped around the table, full of food and laughter, staring into the black-edged flame of the oil lamp. When Tamar stood up, the sound of his chair on the floor tiles startled them all. He put his hand on Dart’s shoulder. “Time for a security patrol, I think. You’ll need your coat.”

Dart smiled up at him happily. “I’m not cold.”

Tamar leaned down and spoke softly into his ear. “Get your coat. I think your gun is still in the pocket.”

Dart struggled to his feet. “Ah. Right.”

When he returned from the hall, the two women had gone and Tamar was lifting a Sten from the chest beneath the blacked-out window. Dart was dumbfounded: how could things change so quickly? His spirits dimmed.

They walked around the farm silently, checking the buildings. When they reached the bench outside the washhouse, Tamar sat, the Sten angled across his chest, his legs stretched out in front of him. Dart remained standing, his hands in his coat pockets, gazing at the moon. It was high and almost full now, with the familiar startled expression on its face. Below it, against the level black horizon, distant orange and white lights flickered and died, again and again. Faint booms reached them, soft as footfalls on a bedroom floor.

“Good night for a drop,” Dart said. “Do you think there was that much antiaircraft fire when we came in?”

“I don’t know. Must have been, I suppose.”

Tamar’s voice was flat. Obviously this was not what he wanted to talk about. So Dart tried again.

“I’m beginning to work out what Oma is saying. Sorry, that’s a stupid way of putting it. You know what I mean. I suppose that after a while it becomes natural. It must have been hard for Marijke, though, don’t you think? No parents. Growing up with a grandmother who couldn’t speak.”

“She didn’t.” Tamar crossed his legs and clasped his hands over his knee. He didn’t look up. “Julia wasn’t born dumb,” he said. “She stopped speaking just over two years ago.”

“Really? What was it, cancer or something?”

“No. Shock, trauma, whatever the proper word is. Nothing physical, anyway.” He lifted his face now, looking past Dart, half his face in moon shadow. “This is something you should know, I suppose. The Maartens have relatives, sort of cousins, who’ve got a farm near Loenen. The two families always helped each other out at busy times of the year. So in late September ’42, Johannes, Marijke’s grandfather, took his wagon and one of the horses over there to help bring in the sugar beet crop. The field they were working in was a fair way from the farm, and by the time they’d picked up the last load, it was almost dark. Johannes and a boy who was on the wagon with him were about halfway back to the farm when they ran into a German ambush.”

Dart waited, silent, while Tamar lit a cigarette, cupping the flame in his hands.

“The Germans had intercepted a signal from London about an arms drop. They were reading all our radio traffic back then. Christ, they were sending most of it. But you know all about that. Anyway, they’d set up this ambush for the reception committee. They were expecting our men to move the guns on a couple of farm carts, probably under a load of sugar beet or whatever. Which is exactly what happened, as a matter of fact. But unfortunately for Johannes, the Germans had read their maps wrong. They should have been on a road three kilometres to the east. When Johannes came along, they didn’t bother asking questions. He took a bullet through the throat and another in the right lung. When the horse panicked, the boy was thrown onto the ground. He broke an arm and a leg. He was still screaming when a German shot him in the head.”

“Shit,” Dart said. He reached over and took the cigarette from Tamar’s fingers, dragged on it, and handed it back.

“Johannes’s cousin, and his daughter and another boy, were on their own wagon a way back down the road. They took off into the fields when they heard the shooting and screaming. The Germans didn’t find them; I don’t suppose they were that keen on looking too hard. They still thought they were dealing with armed members of the resistance, I imagine. The Germans didn’t find any guns, of course, so they cleared off, leaving the bodies where they’d fallen.

“The three people hiding in the fields stayed there a long time. They suspected a trap, which was fair enough. When they eventually crept up, they found that Johannes was still breathing. They carried him to the farm, and the daughter cycled over here to fetch Julia and Marijke. It was the early hours of the morning before they all got back to Loenen. Johannes was still alive, just. They’d had to lie him facedown on a table with his head over the edge to stop him drowning in his own blood. He managed to hang on long enough to see his wife for the last time. He died ten minutes after she got there.”

Tamar flicked the remains of his cigarette into the dark.

“Marijke says it wasn’t until the following afternoon that Oma let them wash his blood from her hands and face. She couldn’t speak. When she still hadn’t managed to say anything a month after the funeral, Marijke began to think she never would. It looks like she was right.”

Dart found that he had nothing to say either.

Tamar stood up and slung the Sten gun round onto his back. “These people matter to me. More than they should, probably. I would like to think that I can protect them, but the truth is that by being here I’m putting them in danger. I suppose when Nicholson told me where I’d be based, I should have said no. But —”

“But you don’t argue with Nicholson,” Dart said.

Tamar nodded as though Dart had hit on the right explanation. “Exactly. No one argues with Nicholson. That’s right.”

An hour later, Tamar stole barefoot into Marijke’s room. The curtains were pulled back, and the room was full of moonlight. She was sitting upright against the blue-white pillows, the blue-white sheet pulled around her; her face was divided in two by the shadow of the window sash. He sat sideways on the bed, then lowered himself so that his head rested on her shoulder. He felt the hardness of her collarbone against his cheek. She put her right hand to his face. They spoke in whispers.

“You haven’t told him about us.”

“No,” he said.

“I don’t understand.”

Tamar sighed but didn’t speak.

She said, “It was so difficult tonight. I thought you must have told him, but then I watched his face and saw that he had no idea. I wanted to touch you but your eyes kept telling me not to.”

“My love, I’m sorry.”

“Oma actually told him, did you see that? And Ernst didn’t understand. He thought she was still talking about the puppet shows, and I didn’t translate. She looked so . . . confused.”

“Marijke, I —”

“Is it against the rules, our relationship?”

He let his breath out: a sigh, almost a laugh. “Probably. I don’t know.”

“Don’t you trust him?”

“Of course I trust him. Of course I do. It’s not that.”

She turned and let his head fall gently onto the pillow. She looked down at him, leaning on her elbow. “But this is all about trust, isn’t it? Are you afraid that if Ernst knows about us, he won’t be able to trust you? He’ll start to think you’d put me first, rather than him?”

And he wondered how he could have forgotten how clever she was. Sooner or later she would work out what he was actually afraid of. It wasn’t exactly a matter of trust, or lack of it. It was something more dangerous than that: envy. In English just a little word, but in the sound of it there was something green and grasping and wormy.

He said, “I just don’t want anyone — anything — to touch us. There are things I want to . . . keep out.”

Later, when Marijke was asleep, he kissed her again and eased himself from the bed. Then, reluctantly, he went to the cold spare bedroom.

Dart had fallen into deep sleep so quickly that when the nightmare woke him, he felt panicked and confused, completely ignorant of where he was. The strange gargling noise was coming from his own mouth, he realized. Someone had stabbed him in the throat with a pen and his windpipe was filling with black ink. He was so certain this had happened that his hand flew to his neck to feel for the wound. After a while, he was calm enough to realize that he was cold. He felt on the floor for his sweater and put it on, then spread his coat on top of the thin quilt. The gun slipped from the pocket and clattered onto the bare floorboards. He groped around for it and laid it on the cabinet next to the bed.

Moments later there was a light tap on the door, then a creak as it opened.

“Dart, are you all right?”

“Yes, I . . . I’m fine. Really.”

Tamar was merely a shadow deeper than the others. “I thought I heard something fall,” he said.

“The bloody pistol fell out of my pocket. Stupid of me. I’m sorry I woke you up.”

“That’s okay. I’m a light sleeper.”

“I guess that’s a good thing to be. In our line of work, anyway.”

“Yes, I suppose so. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Good night.”

Dart heard a floorboard creak. He did not hear Tamar’s door close. He must sleep with it open, Dart thought. And with his ears cocked, like a gun.

Comforted by the thought, he was asleep again in less than a minute.
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