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PART I

MARSEILLE, JANUARY 1943


1

This was a bad idea. A very bad idea. Damn it.

Nancy closed her eyes for a moment as she crouched behind the remains of a blasted wall and took a deep breath. The smell of burning buildings was clawing at the back of her throat, the smoke stinging her eyes, and squeezed into her narrow hiding place her muscles were beginning to cramp. She could hear the voices of the approaching German patrol clearly now.

‘Auf der linken Seite.’ On the left side.

The wall she was hiding behind had yesterday been part of a house, a home. Just one of the thousands of narrow tenements in this corner of Marseille, where the city’s less respectable inhabitants had for years brawled, grifted and bargained their way from one day to the next.

Now she sheltered in the remains of a small dirty room in her second-best coat and third-best high heels. The bloody things were pinching. The cloudless winter sky was visible through the remains of the upper storey, but this room had only one door. She’d made a stupid mistake when she ducked in here to avoid the German patrol. They were swaggering through the ruins while their colleagues continued the business of setting explosives higher up the hill, chasing out the former residents of the Old Quarter from their holes. Going from house to house. And this house was next. Dull crumps and the rumble of falling masonry, together with occasional bursts of gunfire echoed dryly from higher up the hill.

‘They have found more rats, boys,’ said an older voice, probably the officer.

‘But I want a mouse,’ one of his men replied, and they laughed.

Most of Nancy’s wealthy friends wouldn’t have dreamed of coming to this part of town, even before the war. Too dangerous. Too strange. On her first day in Marseille, though, five years ago, Nancy had found her way into the steep narrow streets of the Old Quarter and she had fallen for it and the sinners and drinkers and gamblers she’d found there. She loved all its angry, messed-up colour and contrast and dived straight in. It was her talent for going to places she shouldn’t, of course, which meant she could earn a living as a journalist in France. And she knew that being Australian, she could get away with things most French women, so careful of their reputations, wouldn’t dream of doing. In the years since then, Nancy had moved through these twisting roads and alleyways without fear, sharing cigarettes with the corner boys and trading foul language with their bosses. Even when she got engaged to one of the richest industrialists in the city, Nancy didn’t stop going wherever the hell she liked. And it had worked out OK. When the war began and supplies started to dwindle even in Vichy territories, Nancy was already good friends with half the black marketeers in the city.

‘It’s empty, Captain!’

‘OK, on to the next, lads.’

Then the Nazis arrived in the city with their ugliness and casual violence, and the fiction that any part of France remained unoccupied fell apart, and then the Nazis decided the way to deal with the provocateurs, smugglers and thieves of the Old Quarter was to burn their homes to the ground and shoot anyone who didn’t make a run for it.

So crouched behind the wall, with the patrol coming ever closer, Nancy had to admit it, reluctantly, even to herself: coming
 here on one last mission while SS troops rooted through the rubble for survivors and escapees was a bad idea, and coming here when the one person the jack-booted sadists really wanted to find was the Resistance courier and people smuggler known as the White Mouse, and you, as well as being Miss Nancy Wake, former journalist and pampered princess of the Marseille upper crust, were the White Mouse, made it a really, really no good, not clever at all, bad idea.

Not that she’d had a choice. Every mission she went on was important, but this one was vital and had to happen today, even while the Germans tore the world to shreds around her. She’d left the luxurious villa she shared with Henri determined, slipped past the patrols, tracked down her contact, bullied the tricksy twitchy devil into holding up his side of the bargain and got what she had come for. The package was secure under her arm, wrapped in more Nazi-loving bullshit from the Vichy press. It had cost her a thousand francs and was worth every centime – if she could make it back alive.

She had to get out of here. Now. No way was she going to reach her next appointment in time if she got picked up and questioned, even if they fell for the ‘What me, officer? Oh, I took a wrong turning on the way back from the spa. How smart you look in that uniform. Your mother must be so proud’ act. God knows she’d winked and flirted her way through plenty of checkpoints in the last two years, a dash of rouge on her lips, with secret communiqués and radio parts for the Resistance sewn into the lining of her handbag, or strapped tightly to the inside of her thigh. But she had to, had to, make that appointment.

Two men from the patrol were already in the hallway. Double damn. If she could get them out onto the street again she could make a dash through the back of the building. It was that or shooting her way out.

She reached into her handbag, fished out her revolver and wet her lips. No time to fret about it. This thing just needed doing. She lifted her head and peered over the edge of the shattered window frame and looked right and left along the street. The house on the other side of the road and to the east still had parts of its second floor standing. Somebody being stingy with the TNT. Nancy could see a table, a vase placed carefully at its centre in a room which no longer had walls or ceiling. The single blown rose it held shifted in the breeze made by the sucking currents of the fire. Excellent.

Nancy snapped open the cylinder of her revolver and emptied the bullets into her palm, then hurled them overarm across and along the narrow street. One of the soldiers on the street twisted round with a frown, sensing movement. Nancy flattened herself against the wall again and held her breath. One. Two. Then a sudden crack as the fire found the first bullet, then another.

‘Return fire!’

The two soldiers in the hallway turned back out into the street and started firing into the burning building. Nancy could smell the cordite on their clothes as she slipped out of the room and made a dash for the back of the house. The patrol was still firing at ghosts. She pushed open the back door, ran through the narrow, rubble-strewn yard and plunged into the maze of nameless back lanes until she tumbled out into the relative peace of Rue de Bon Pasteur. Empty. She ran straight down the hill with a whoop of victory, her package still under her arm, and one gloved hand holding her elegant straw hat in place, trying hard not to laugh and skidding into the square like a kid freewheeling on a bicycle.

Straight into another patrol. Or almost. They had their backs to her. She threw herself back against the nearest wall and inched slightly up the hill. From the upper window of a house opposite a cat watched her, and blinked.

Nancy looked up at it and held her finger to her lips, hoping the creature couldn’t tell at this distance that she was more of a dog person. Two feet east of her she saw the shadow of an opening in the blank and empty street. An alley, hardly big enough to walk down and silted up with God knew what rubbish.

She reached it and slipped in sideways, trying not to let her coat touch the walls, which looked suspiciously greasy. So did the cobbles beneath her feet. God, the smell. Even the drains of the fish market in mid-summer didn’t stink like this. She breathed through her mouth, deafened by the thud of her own heart. She hoped her maid would be able to save her shoes, even if they did pinch. She could hear the voices of the patrol again. They had grabbed hold of some poor bugger, and she listened to them yelling at him, and his softer replies. He sounded desperate, afraid.

‘Don’t show them you’re scared, mate,’ she whispered between clenched teeth. ‘It just gets their blood up.’

‘To your knees!’

Not good. Nancy looked up at the narrow strip of bright blue sky above her and prayed. Not that she believed in God, but maybe the Frenchman did, or the German with a gun. How many people were hiding in the houses around them now, listening but too frightened to move? Maybe they were praying too. Maybe that would make a difference. Maybe not.

She heard the click of a rifle bolt being slid into position, then a yell and running feet coming up the hill towards her hiding place. The idiot was trying to make a break for it. The crack of the shot echoed off the high walls. She heard the guttural gasp, very close, as the bullet hit, and looked sideways in time to see him fall, arms out in front of him, parallel with her hiding place in the middle of the steep cobbled road. His face was turned towards her. Christ, he was just a kid. Eighteen at most. She stared at him and it seemed he saw her. His skin was the smooth olive of a boy born under the Marseille sun, deep brown eyes, high cheekbones. He had on the collarless linen shirt all the working men of the area wore, thin with washing but kept blindingly white by a devoted mother. Lord, his mother. Where was she? The blood was pooling under his chest, and trickling down the slope between the high curved stones. His lips were moving, as if he was trying to whisper some secret to her. Then her view of his face was blocked by the boots of a German soldier. He looked back towards the square and shouted something Nancy didn’t catch. A short reply.

The soldier unslung his rifle from his shoulder, worked the bolt and lifted it. He took a half step back so Nancy could see the lad’s face again. The world narrowed to this patch of cobbled road, the yellow plaster wall opposite startled with sunlight, the movement of the dying boy’s lips. Crack! Blood and brain matter fountained across the road. His body twitched and went still, the light in his eyes suddenly, absolutely extinguished.

Nancy felt a plume of rage lift through her. Lawless, murderous bastards. She put her hand in her purse and closed her hand around her revolver, before remembering with a bitter lurch that it was empty.

‘Ah, shit!’ the soldier said quietly, wiping away a smear of blood from the edge of his tunic. He’d been standing too close. He’d know better next time. He looked up at the window where the cat had been, then right and left along the street. Nancy had nowhere to go. One moment more and he would see her and there was nothing she could do, and if she couldn’t kill him she’d have to talk her way out of it. She began to prepare her excuses and blandishments. Should she play the frightened girl? Or perhaps the outraged French housewife, intimidating even the SS with talk of her husband’s wealth, her high-ranking friends? Attack can be the best form of defence. Just to scream in his face would be a pleasure, even if it got her shot in the end.

Another shout from the square and the soldier turned away. He walked back down the hill, slinging his rifle over his shoulder and leaving the White Mouse, shaking with rage, in her hiding place.

She had to wait, so she counted to fifty and watched the dead man’s face. One. Hitler speaking in Berlin, Nancy standing in a small group of journalists, not understanding the words but feeling the wild, ugly enthusiasm of the crowd. She had glanced round at her friends, all foreign correspondents based like her in Paris, all like her in Germany to see for themselves what this funny little man was up to. They were to a man older and much more experienced than she was, but they looked, all of them, as scared and sickened as she felt. Two. Vienna, thugs in the brown shirts of the Sturmabteilung, smashing the windows of Jewish businesses, dragging the owners out into the streets by their hair and whipping them in front of their neighbours; the neighbours turning away; the neighbours laughing and applauding. Three. Poland invaded, the declaration of war and the months of waiting which followed. Four. Cramming refugees into her ambulance as France fell. Five. German fighters strafing the lines of fleeing women and children with machine-gun fire. Six. Henri returning from his stint at the front heart-sore and humiliated by the speed of France’s defeat. Seven. The day that Paris fell.

The images came in an orderly procession. Nancy clenched her fists. She’d sworn on that day in Vienna that if she ever had any chance to do the Nazis harm she’d take it, and everything she’d been through since only strengthened that conviction. She fed off her hatred for them. She delighted in every tiny victory. She believed that Hitler was a mad man, and that smashing himself on the great rock of Russia would end him. She would do anything she could to bring the collapse of his vicious, hate-filled regime a moment closer. She knew she was supposed to be afraid, to stay quiet, keep out of trouble and wait until Hitler and his foul crew imploded, but she was too angry to be afraid, and she didn’t hold with keeping quiet.

Fifty. This man. This boy, caught up in the occupation and destruction of the Old Quarter of Marseille casually murdered by an invader with a rifle. The light leaving his eyes. Nancy stepped back out into the street and walked down to the market place without looking at the corpse. She would never forget him. She unlocked her bicycle from the railings by the water fountain and, putting her package in its wicker basket, wheeled it out of the quarter.

When she reached the seafront, the glittering Mediterranean jewel-like under the cool winter skies, she took off her glove, leant forward and ran her perfectly manicured nail down the edge of the newspaper wrapping, slicing it open, neat as a knife. The package held a bottle of Krug 1928, the champagne and the vintage Henri had ordered the night they first met in Cannes. Nancy turned the parcel so the tear wouldn’t show and pushed off on her bicycle towards the smart end of town, where Henri and she had lived together since war broke out. The shock of seeing the man die was fading now. She lifted her face to the sun and let the breeze cool her skin. Damn the Germans. As the White Mouse the Germans had already put a price of a hundred thousand francs on her head, so she must be doing something right. A hundred black-market bottles of excellent champagne. She’d drink to that, but now she was going home to dress for her wedding.
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Henri Fiocca was watching from the window of his dressing room as Nancy came up the path. He felt his heart lift and the familiar sensations of wonderment, fear and anger. Even on her wedding day she had to head off on some mission. Letters for the Resistance probably, false papers for another refugee desperate to leave France, radio parts for Resistance cells in Marseille itself, Cannes, Toulouse. Nancy was always on a train risking her life to take money and messages to some shadowy friend of a friend. He hated that. The loose, improvised nature of the Resistance network forced her to trust strangers, and these days one couldn’t trust one’s own family. Henri was a patriot – he loathed the Germans with a white-hot rage which equalled Nancy’s, and so he shared his wealth and his table with anyone who could do the enemy harm. But he still wished to God he did not have to share his wife-to-be with them. Nancy seemed to have been born without fear, but Henri knew what fear was. His love for her had taught him that lesson.

He put his hand on the window pane as she disappeared into the house and said her name under her breath. She had blazed into his life like a meteor, this girl, and scattered light and magic and chaos in equal measure in her wake. He had fallen in love with her at once, absolutely, the first night they met. It had been like stepping off a cliff edge and into the shocking embrace of the ocean, but he was unsure what she wanted from him. He was so much older than her, and his life, for all its luxury, was so dull compared to hers. After a year he discovered she didn’t care about his money. Oh, she enjoyed spending it, just as she enjoyed every fresh pleasure she could find, but she did it with the delight of a child. Slowly, he learned about Nancy’s early miserable years and her flight from Australia to America and London at sixteen; her desperation to put an ocean, half a world, between herself and that unhappy childhood had turned into an animal appetite for pleasure and a fierce self-reliance. After another year, Henri realised that even Nancy needed someone to lean on from time to time and she had chosen him.

She had chosen him.

Pride flared in his chest.

Tonight, he would be able to call her his wife. He knew she wouldn’t stop draining his wealth and running insane risks to help the Resistance just by marrying him – he had no illusions about that – but today and tonight at least, he would know where she was, know she was his own.

‘Perhaps I should talk to Nancy,’ a voice behind him said, narrow and nasal. ‘If she can’t be on time for her hairdresser on her wedding day, maybe she doesn’t even want to get married.’

Henri looked over his shoulder. His sister was perched on the edge of his bed like an elderly crane. She had been a pretty girl when she was young, even with that long face and thin lips, but somehow even with all her wealth she had managed to turn sour, and that, he believed, had made her ugly. She had insisted on accompanying him upstairs when he’d said he was going to dress, desperate to make one last attempt to get him to call off the wedding.

‘You may try if you wish, Gabrielle. But she will just tell you to go away and leave her alone. And remember she is not constrained by brotherly love. I may not throw you out of the room, but she will.’

Gabrielle ignored the hint, broad as it was. Her voice continued, high and whining as a mosquito. ‘I will say this for her, she can curse in French like a sailor in the last hour of his shore leave. Where on earth did she learn such language, Henri? It’s disgusting.’

Henri smiled. Hearing Nancy let rip in her adopted language was one of the great pleasures of his life.

‘She is a natural linguist, Gabrielle.’

‘Stuff! No dowry! She refuses to become a Catholic! Does she even believe in God?’

‘I doubt it.’

The whine pitched a little higher. ‘How could you, Henri, how could you pollute our family with this foul little Australian whore?’

That was too far; even brotherly love had its limits. Henri lifted his sister by her shoulders off his bed and propelled her firmly towards the door.

‘Gabrielle, speak to me of my wife in that manner once more, and you will not set foot in my house again. If I had to trade my money, my business, my dear family for an hour of Nancy’s company in the lowest bar in Montmartre I would do it without a moment’s hesitation. Now get out.’

Gabrielle realised that she had gone too far and her tone became beseeching. ‘I am thinking only of you, Henri,’ she managed as he shut the door in her face.

Thank God she does not know about Nancy’s work for the Resistance, Henri thought. She would go tip-tapping her way to the Gestapo in an instant, a mix of hatred of Nancy and greed for the reward making her eager to bloody her claws.

He returned to the mirror and smoothed down his hair. His friends told him he was looking younger since the war had begun. He didn’t want to tell them it was just that they were ageing at a faster rate. He didn’t want to offend them, loyal as they were in their way to their own wives, by pointing out that Nancy, a teenaged runaway from the other side of the world, had given him purpose and hope while they staggered with shock at the defeat of France, the flight of the British soldiers from Dunkirk and then the horrific bombing of the French fleet at Mers-el-Kébir on the coast of French Algeria, ordered by none other than Churchill himself. Over a thousand Frenchmen killed by British bombs. That had shaken his countrymen, and so many had retreated into their homes in the face of it that the Germans now thought that they owned the whole country. They did not. France would rise in the end. Nancy made him believe that. What would life without her have been like? He shivered. Hellish, grey.

And then of course Nancy also seemed to be best friends with every black-market operator on the Riviera. Their table was always laden with fresh meat, and so they shared with their friends who had neither connections nor money. Henri did not think he’d eaten a meal alone with Nancy in their home for a year.

He heard a tap at the door.

‘What?’ he said gruffly, thinking his sister might have gathered her courage for one last assault.

Nancy slid in like a cat. She could only have been in the house for ten minutes, yet there she was, her hair curled and piled high to frame her heart-shaped face, her full lips cherry red against her white powdered skin, her blue dress sweeping and skimming over the full curves of her breasts and hips.

‘Is that how you’ll greet me every time I knock on your dressing-room door from now on, Henri?’

He walked towards her, a glimmer in his eyes, but she held up her hand.

‘Don’t disarrange me, you monster! I just wanted you to know I’m all ready to be made an honest woman, if Gabrielle didn’t put you off.’ She winked. ‘Though I just spotted her sniffing into her hanky in the hall downstairs, so I guess she failed.’

He put his hands on her hips, feeling the blue silk of her dress move over her skin, but did not try to kiss her.

‘How could you go out today, Nancy? In the middle of all this hell. On our wedding day?’

She put her hand up to his cheek. ‘I’m sorry, but don’t growl at me, Old Bear. It was important, to me at least. I’m home now.’

‘Have you seen the new posters, offering one hundred thousand for the White Mouse? It seems your stunt breaking out the prisoners from Puget has not gone unnoticed.’

‘Worth it,’ she said, gently removing his hands from her hips before his grip did damage to the delicate – and extremely expensive – silk. ‘Those men can do something now. Though that British airman was an arse. Complaining about his food and how cramped the safe house was like we hadn’t all just risked a firing squad to save his sorry butt.’

Henri took a step away from her. Gabrielle was always talking about the other women he could have chosen to be his wife, beautiful, elegant, obedient, French girls. They would have kept careful accounts, stayed quietly at home. But every other woman in the world disappeared when he thought of Nancy. The fire of her, her brutal tongue. The refusal to be cowed. She went up against the world toe-to-toe like a prize fighter. The clash of images in his mind, the bruised hulk of a boxer, and this beautiful young woman in blue silk and red lipstick made him laugh and she looked at him quizzically.

‘White Mouse is a bad name for you, Nancy. You are a lion. Now, shall we marry?’

He shrugged on his dinner jacket, and she came close to him again to adjust his tie. He caught the scent of Chanel on her warm skin.

‘Yes, Monsieur Fiocca. We shall.’

*

The party at the Hotel du Louvre et Paix was a complete triumph. Not even the sour stares of Henri’s family could chip away at the perfectly joyous victory of the thing. If anyone wondered how the new Madame Fiocca had managed to get her hands on such a profusion of luxuries, they kept their doubts to themselves and launched themselves headlong into the serious business of pleasure.

Nancy was fiercely happy. She knew that the party would be the talk of the city and that she had done Henry proud. Every hour spent debating and arguing with chefs, florists and dressmakers had been worth it. Take that, Marseille. She slipped her hand into his under the table at the head of gilded ballroom. He was turned away from her, trading jokes with one of his managers at the shipworks, but he squeezed the tips of her fingers and rubbed the inside of her palm with his thumb in a way that made her shiver.

‘Madame Fiocca,’ said a voice at her elbow. It was Bernard, maître d’ of the hotel and one of Nancy’s favourite friends. He stepped back to allow one of his underlings to set the silver ice bucket at her elbow and fresh glasses in front of Nancy and Henri, then lifted the chilled bottle out of the ice, showed it to her, and at her nod opened it. It sighed open under his practised hand and he poured for them both.

Henri turned from his friend, saw the label and vintage and laughed out loud. ‘How did you manage this, Nancy?’

‘I told you I was on a very important mission today, Old Bear.’

He shook his head, but took his glass from Bernard with a reluctant smile on his lips.

She got to her feet and tapped her full glass with a fork. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Gabrielle, sitting with her equally unfriendly father Claude, stiffen. A bride giving a toast at the wedding? Shocking! Hell yes, Nancy was going to give a toast.

She waved her hands in the air. ‘Quiet now, you devils!’

The band leader cut off his musicians in full flight and Nancy’s friends silenced each other in a chorus of shushes and giggles. Nancy lifted her glass.

‘Thank you! Now, my father couldn’t be here today, but he sends his regards from Sydney.’ Nancy was guessing on that one. She hadn’t seen him since she was five. ‘And my mother wasn’t invited, which if you knew her, you’d realise was my present to all of you.’ That mean cramped woman in her mean cramped house, a Bible in one hand and her stick in the other. Let her rot. ‘So I shall try and give a proper toast of my own. I am toasting my husband this evening –’ she paused for cheers and whistles – ‘with a 1928 Krug, because that was the vintage he ordered the night we met, when France was still free. But war or not, Nazis in our streets or not, I say to you this evening, while we are free in our hearts, France is still free. Henri, I know I am a difficult, expensive, troublesome sort of wife to have, but you are my rock and together we will build a life worthy of this vintage. I swear it.’

Henri got to his feet and touched his glass to hers and for a moment, as their eyes met, they were the only people in the world.

‘Madame Fiocca,’ Henri said, and sipped his champagne.

Someone in the crowd sighed loudly and even Nancy felt the prick of sentimental tears behind her eyes. No. Tonight was a party.

‘To hell with propriety,’ she said, and drained her glass, then turned and gave her audience her best, her widest, her most impossible-to-resist smile.

They cheered, a full-throated roar of delight and defiance. The band leader caught his cue and launched into a fast-paced version of ‘When the Saints go Marching In’. The waiters began to clear tables and move them out of the way for the dancing to begin, helped with stumbling enthusiasm by Nancy’s most disreputable friends.

Henri set his glass on the table and kissed her. Out of the corner of her eye Nancy noticed Gabrielle dabbing at her eyes with a linen handkerchief, and so she kissed him back, hard, and tipped herself forward into his arms like a swooning Hollywood star. The applause and whoops were loud enough to be heard up and down the seafront.
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It was another hour before Nancy had the chance to talk to Philippe and Antoine about what she had seen during the destruction of the Old Quarter.

Antoine, dark-haired and thin but with a wiry strength in his narrow shoulders, was one of the most successful people smugglers in the south. He’d worked with Nancy, a Scotsman named Garrow she had never met and a Belgian Resistance man called O’Leary, all of them guiding escapees to isolated safe houses and arranging guides to take them over the Pyrenees into the relative safety of Spain a dozen times. Philippe, shorter in stature with a square, tanned face, who always looked like he’d just come in from the field even when he was dressed in a dinner jacket, was an excellent forger. Near faultless passes, residence cards and travel permits emerged from his basement workshop day after day and carried those lucky enough to find friends in the Resistance along the winding train tracks and on rural buses into anonymous obscurity, or from safe house to safe house across France until they found their way onto a ship for England.

‘They just shot him dead,’ Nancy said. ‘Right in the middle of the fucking street. There’s not even a pretence of legality anymore.’ The image of the fatal shot, the spurt of brain matter and blood flickered behind her eyes and she downed the rest of her glass. Close behind them a champagne cork popped noisily and Antoine stiffened, then shrugged.

They are too worn out even to be angry any more, Nancy thought, and held out her glass. I must hang on to my rage.

A passing waiter saw her and she heard the champagne fizz into the glass. It sounded like the hiss of her own blood in her ears when she thought of that dead boy. Grey. Red. Yellow. The blue of the sky. She would feel every second of it.

‘I’m worried,’ Antoine said. ‘Three times last month my guides had to turn back because of increased patrols, just when we had people to move. Perhaps we should go dark. Suspend operations, slow down for a while. Someone is talking. Or someone is being careless.’

Nancy felt his gaze. ‘Don’t look at me! I don’t even tell you where those steaks you eat at my table come from. I am the soul of discretion.’ She winked at him over the rim of her glass.

‘Antoine has a point though,’ Philippe said gruffly, his large hands holding his champagne flute as if he thought it might explode between his fingers any moment. ‘Nancy, there is a new Gestapo spy hunter in Marseille. A man named Böhm. He destroyed the best network we had in Paris in a matter of weeks. Hardly anyone made it out. He did time in the east too and now he is here. He is coming for the White Mouse. For you. We must be careful.’

Careful. Everyone wanted Nancy to be careful, polite, sit on the edge of her chair with her knees together and her hands in her lap and never look anyone in the eye. Fuck that.

‘Oh, relax, boys. He’s not going to find me. Everyone knows I’m just a girl with expensive habits and a rich husband. Who is going to see the White Mouse when they see Madame Fiocca out shopping?’

‘Nancy, take this seriously,’ Antoine said. ‘We are not playing a game. And even if the Gestapo don’t suspect you, what about the men in your life? You think that Henri can keep funnelling half his fortune into our cause without attracting notice?’

That stung. But Henri was a grown man and could make his own decisions, she told herself. Yes, he kept warning her to be careful too and she kept pushing and pushing but…

‘The only way to beat a bully is to punch him in the nose,’ she said. ‘Anyone who’s ever been in a schoolyard knows that,’ she added, a sullen and dangerous flicker in her eye. She felt a touch on her shoulder and turned. Her husband. How did he manage to look so cool, so calm after the fountains of champagne they had drunk? Every other man in the room looked flushed and awkward next to him. Her anger was forced out of her by a sudden surge of pride.

‘Nancy! You promised me! No talk of your work today.’ He looked at Philippe and Antoine. They shuffled like schoolboys.

‘We have been urging Nancy to be cautious, Monsieur Fiocca,’ Antoine said.

Henri smiled at them. ‘Good luck, I hope you have more success than I. Darling, shall we dance?’

Nancy took his hand, then waved at Antoine and Philippe over her shoulder. Caution be damned. Henri was a hero and could look after himself, and she was never going to slow down if she had the chance to bloody the Nazis’ noses just one more time.

Their guests moved aside to give the newly-weds room to dance a waltz. Henri was a divine dancer. Nancy could just let go, allowing herself to be guided by him over the polished wood floors. She leant back against his encircling arm; it was like flying. When she opened her eyes, he was gazing at her steadily, but in a way that put her on her guard.

‘Are you going to scold me?’

His hand tightened slightly round her waist. ‘I think I must. Spending your wedding reception with members of the Resistance. Risking your life for a bottle of Krug.’

She widened her eyes. They were still on the edge of playing, of finding it all terribly amusing: the war, the danger, him as sage and wise husband shaking his head over the excesses of his young wife. ‘They are my friends, and I got the Krug for you, my darling.’

‘I don’t need champagne, Nancy.’ He wasn’t playing any more. ‘I need you.’

He brought her closer to him. A hiss outside, like the first hint of the summer mistral wind, and then a dull cramping explosion. The chandeliers shook and a thin shiver of plaster dust whispered from the ceiling.

Henri released her waist, held her hand and lifted it high. ‘Bernard, mes amies, more champagne and Vive la France!’

The crowd re-gathered its bravery and cheered. The band launched into a fast, frivolous dance tune and the dancers kicked away the dust as they spun around the floor. Nancy laughed out loud, her head thrown back, and let herself be carried away by the lights, the drink, the feel of Henri’s hands.

Even after four hours of dancing, Henri would have no argument. He would carry his wife over at least one threshold this evening. He picked up Nancy in his arms and carried her into the bedroom, then set her gently down on the thick carpet.

‘Henri,’ she said, putting her hand on his chest. ‘I have something very important to ask you. I need your help.’

He frowned. This was Nancy’s way, to find her moment and then ask for something outrageous and dangerous. More money. Using their home in the Alps as a refuge for prisoners. Using his business to smuggle arms and men. A bond to buy one more Jewish family safety in England. She watched him prepare for the onslaught and grinned before turning round.

‘I can’t reach the zipper …’

He laughed softly and very slowly reached for the delicate catch and unhooked it, then eased down the zip, tracing her exposed skin with his knuckle. He came close, kissed the back of her neck.

‘Henri, I’m not going to apologise for who I am. You knew who you were marrying,’ she said, leaning back against him.

‘I wouldn’t ask you to, Nancy.’ His words were muffled, his voice low with desire. He ran his hands around her waist, pressing his palms against her stomach.

Nancy felt the need for him, an ache under his fingers.

‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry I can’t be like those other wives. The thought of hurting you is awful, but so is the thought of letting those bastards win. They cannot win. So I’m not going to lie to you and promise to quit. I can’t.’

He sighed and turned her round to face him. ‘Promise me only that you will try to be careful. Can you do that?’ His voice was warm, indulgent again.

She nodded.

He led her over to the little sofa and table in the corner of the room by the windows and sat her down beside him.

Nancy twisted in her seat and hitched up her skirt so she could sit astride him. She lifted her hands to let her hair free of its diamond clasp and let the silk slip down her body to pool at her waist.

‘Henri Fiocca, I fucking love you.’

He put his hands in her hair, pulled her towards him and kissed her. Hard.
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Major Markus Fredrick Böhm replaced the telephone receiver into its cradle. The call had been to tell him final reports of the clearing of the Old Quarter would be waiting for him at his office in Rue Paradis in the morning, but it was clear the operation had been a success.

Before Böhm’s arrival in Marseille, it seemed every day the German occupying forces were losing men in that rats’ nest. Follow a suspect in there and you left, if you managed to leave at all, empty handed or covered in shit poured from an upper window to the delight of the loitering workers in the street. Böhm had listened to the reports and complaints of the men, and the excuses of the French authorities, then issued his orders.

Perhaps half of the inhabitants of the Old Quarter gathered together their blankets and pots and left when the official notices of eviction were posted up on the walls. Most of the rest found themselves arrested and loaded onto trains for processing at the camps. The large number of foreign or French Jews discovered still living in the Old Quarter provided final proof, as if any were needed, of the slapdash way the new laws had been enforced in the preceding months. Those who fought or ran or hid were shot. Böhm was a Hercules who had cleansed the shit out of the city in three days.

He glanced into the mahogany-framed mirror above the telephone table and smoothed his hair. Behind him in the reflection he saw the door to his daughter’s room was ajar. He crossed quietly to it, and looked in.

The telephone had not woken her. Sonia was curled under the blankets, a stuffed rabbit cradled in her arms, still dreaming. Her soft, pale features wore an expression of light concentration, the same expression she wore sitting at the dining table in the quiet hour before dinner as she drew, or wrote letters to her friends back in Berlin in her huge looping handwriting. The fragile innocence of a child. He took the risk of waking her and stepped into the room, smoothed her whisper-soft hair behind her ear and kissed her forehead. That she might be safe, that she might live protected and at peace.

He closed the door as quietly as he could and returned to the drawing room. On his arrival in Marseille, he, his wife and his daughter had been billeted in this neat apartment close to the Gestapo headquarters in Rue Paradis, and it was a luxury to be savoured after the conditions he had endured in Poland. The little family shared five comfortably furnished rooms, a tribute to his successes smashing the foreign spy rings in Paris and enforcing some discipline on the Einsatzgruppen in the east and, he was not afraid to acknowledge, to his wife’s excellent connections in the party.

In the low light, sitting by the fire, at work on some elaborate piece of embroidery, his wife looked almost a child herself. She put her work aside as he came in and went to the dresser to pour him a drink. He took his seat in the armchair on the other side of the fireplace, admiring her slim figure and shapely legs in comfort.

‘Captain Heller asked me to apologise for calling so late, Eva. He hopes he did not disturb us.’

She brought him his whisky, bending down to kiss him as he took it. ‘That is very good of him, but I do not mind at all. You know that.’

Her voice had been the first thing about her that he had fallen in love with; it was low and tuneful, confident without being brassy. He caught her hand and brushed her slim fingers lightly with his lips.

‘What are you smiling at?’ she asked as she returned to her place and picked up her workbasket.

‘I am grateful that providence has sent me such a helpmate.’ He tasted his whisky. Drinking it was a habit he had picked up while studying for his doctorate in England. Its flavour took him back to his college rooms, the late night conversations with his peers.

‘Me or Heller?’ She looked up at him under her eyelashes.

He raised his glass towards her. ‘You in this instance, my dear.’

She nodded, pleased with the compliment, then looked suddenly thoughtful. ‘Heller is a good deputy though, I think.’

Böhm considered his deputy as he sipped his drink. Heller wore little round glasses but was otherwise a healthy-looking young man. Clear skinned, and well muscled without showing a tendency to run to fatness. Böhm had been working with him since his arrival in Marseille, and he had so far proved extremely competent. Heller had learned excellent French studying the law in Grenoble and was, naturally, a staunch believer in the Nazi cause. His little round glasses gave him a scholarly appearance, but he was a fierce and inventive interrogator. Böhm admired that – a man who could seem so mild, yet had a well-spring of violence within him. The surprising discovery that this slight bookish young man could cause such terrifying pain had shocked some captives into talking, perhaps even more than the pain itself.

‘He is. Very good.’

Eva snipped a thread and shook out the embroidery she had been working on. It was, he saw, an image of a little farm house with chickens in the yard and a backdrop of layered trees and hills. It reminded him of the landscape around Würzburg. Perhaps, after the war, if he did not return to Cambridge, he would complete his research there and take just such a modest home for Eva and Sonia.

‘We should do something for him, don’t you think?’ she said. ‘I’ll write to Uncle Gottfried, mention his name.’ She realised her husband was looking at her handiwork. ‘It’s Sonia’s latest masterpiece, I’m just neatening it up. She is going to put it in a frame and give it to you, so remember to look surprised.’

‘I shall.’

She began tidying away her work, and her voice took on a slightly hesitant note. ‘I had a letter from Gottfried today, as it happens. He says there is no hope for the Sixth Army at Stalingrad. You should see what he writes about their sacrifice. It’s terribly moving.’

Böhm drained his drink. What a terrible sacrifice it had been. He set his empty glass down on the polished side table. But Böhm had no doubt that the war would be won in the end. The British would eventually understand that their only hope of defeating Communism would be to join with Germany against Russia. Any military setbacks in that vast and savage country could only be temporary. The Slavs were beyond redemption with nothing but a capacity for suffering to recommend them.

‘Do you think it’s wrong of me,’ Eva said, still not looking at him, ‘to be very grateful we are together in France, and not there?’

He felt a fresh affection for her. ‘No, my love. We can honour their sacrifice, without wishing to share in it.’

‘Would you like another drink?’

Tempting. ‘No, thank you. I must keep a clear head, there is still so much to be done.’

He said it with a smile in his voice, but it was true. The clearance of the Old Quarter was an excellent start, but he knew the roots of the Resistance ran deep and wide in this city. Perhaps the French were not beyond redemption, but they had undoubtedly grown decadent and corrupt. The Germans had absorbed the wisdom of the Far East, and used it to fully comprehend their destiny, but the French had collapsed into luxurious visions of the orient – sensual, feverish dreams which had rotted them from within.

‘Your supper will be ready. Do you think you managed to catch your mouse?’

That legendary mouse who had led so many escapees and refugees to Spain, nibbled so many holes in the net that the Germans had cast across southern France.

‘Perhaps. Only time will tell.’
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The moon silvered the sea. Nancy hadn’t had much choice about the ‘when’ of this operation, but they’d been lucky. It was a clear night with just enough moon to follow the path to the beach without waving their torches around.

Antoine had brought them the message from a contact in Toulouse. A British submarine would creep along the coast, ready to take a crop of escaped prisoners off their hands by sea. The submarine could take up to fifteen men and would row to this beach to pick them up on this date, at this time, give this signal, wait for this response.

Then it was a matter of trust. That the message was genuine and hadn’t been garbled, that they had the right place, time and codes, that no one Nancy had spoken to as she contacted the men to be rescued and gave them their instructions on where and when to meet her had talked.

Oh, and that when the British said they could take up to fifteen men, they’d left a bit of wiggle room. Waiting in the dark at the edge of the beach with Nancy were twenty men who needed to get the hell out of France. They were British mostly, and a couple of American airmen, Iowan farm boys with an infectious sense of humour which made Nancy love them. Three of the Brits had been stuck in a safe house outside Montpellier for a week, talking in whispers and trying not to move around the apartment in case the neighbour, a definite Vichyist, heard them. Most of the others had broken out of a transit camp to the north-west. Nancy, Philippe and Antoine had expected six men through the wire, but news had got out in the camp and the rest insisted they get their chance too. The last man they’d picked up from a safe house in Marseille itself, though none of the houses seemed that safe since this man Böhm had arrived in town. The prisoner was called Gregory. He was a Brit with a French mother, and the English had parachuted him in behind enemy lines to help out the loyal French or something, but the Gestapo had grabbed him off the street in his second week. It turned out his contact in town had come to an understanding with the authorities.

He’d been a guest of the Gestapo for a month, until he’d taken a mad chance during a round of questioning, throwing himself from a first-floor window in front of his astonished guards. Somehow he’d managed to escape into the market crowd, and they saved him. One man gave him his cap, another his long blue coat which most of the farmers wore, another the clogs from his feet. The Gestapo officers who poured out of their headquarters in pursuit found their way blocked, accidentally of course, by confused stallholders, a fight over a heavily laden cart. The news of his escape got to the members of the Resistance still at large in the town, and he was scooped up and dumped in Nancy’s lap.

Gregory had mumbled this story out to her through broken teeth. Normally they would have sent him on the route out over the Pyrenees, but he didn’t have a cat’s chance in hell of making the walk. He was missing all the fingernails on his right hand, his ribs were cracked and his wrist broken. Every inch of him was purple with bruising. Nancy had no idea what to do with him other than feed him and keep him hidden until the message about the Royal Navy pick-up came in. Praise the Lord. She fetched him herself, and they had strolled along the streets of Marseille, arm in arm, his broken face wrapped up in Henri’s scarf, his thin frame bulked out by one of Henri’s coats, peering out at the world from under the brim of one of Henri’s hats. They took the bus towards the coast to join the others and he thanked her. Quietly. Sincerely. Then he didn’t talk much.

Nancy checked her watch in the moonlight. Bloody Royal Navy were late. Not disastrous, they-are-definitely-not-turning-up late yet, but still late. How long could they wait here? How could she get all these men into safe houses before dawn if the British didn’t arrive? The coast here, east of Marseille, was rocky and steep, mostly limestone which looked ghostly in the darkness. This small beach, fringed with wild sage bushes and pines, was one of the few places a boat could come in. She hoped nothing had gone wrong. If all had gone to plan a submarine was out there now, half a mile off shore, dark and silent, waiting to whip these men through the Strait of Gibraltar and back to Britain to rearm, regroup and re-join the fight.

‘They’re late,’ Antoine said softly at her shoulder.

‘They’ll be here,’ Nancy said firmly.

There was a rustle in the darkness and Philippe joined them. ‘Any sign yet? They are late.’

Jesus.

‘Are you certain about the signal, Nancy?’ Antoine asked. ‘Should we signal them?’

‘Hold your nerve, guys, for fuck’s sake,’ she whispered. ‘We’re not standing on the beach flashing torches at any German patrol which passes by. They signal us first.’

‘Maybe the message was fake,’ Antoine breathed. ‘What if the message was from the Germans? Easy for them to pick us all up then, prisoners, us and the famous White Mouse. All just sitting here on the shore like we’re having a moonlight picnic. God knows, the message came just when we needed it! Was it too good to be true?’

It had crossed her mind, of course it had. They’d all heard the rumours: Germans stealing radio sets and sending false messages back and forth to London and then scooping up Resistance fighters, prisoners, supply dumps, casually as kids scrumping apples in the orchards.

‘If it were the Germans coming,’ she said clearly now, and with angry precision, ‘they’d have bloody well been on time.’

Philippe grunted, but she could almost see his swift, reluctant smile.

‘Fine, Nancy,’ he said. ‘But you can’t tell me things aren’t getting harder. Captain Böhm has picked off a dozen men I know about. How long until he picks up someone who knows about us? There are too many people involved now. That man Henri told me to talk to at the factory, Michael – I don’t like him. Too hot.’

‘You’re complaining now the French are finally getting their shit together and fighting back?’ she said. He was pissing her off now. ‘If Henri told you to talk to him, he’s fine.’

‘Henri is a good man, but he’s romantic,’ Philippe persisted. ‘He thinks every Frenchman is a Resistance fighter at heart. He doesn’t want to believe we have fascists of our own. One of those gendarmes we’ve been using your husband’s money to bribe is going to say something eventually. We shouldn’t have paid them to keep the road above us clear tonight. It would have been better to risk the police patrols.’

Antoine tutted, but Philippe was right. Which didn’t help. Antoine had made the decision and paid the bribe without even telling them. He swore he could trust the man he paid, a true French patriot, but if he was that much of a patriot why did he need paying in the first place?

‘Nancy!’

She looked out into the darkness and saw it: the flash of a torch about a hundred yards off shore. Three quick flashes then one longer one. She clicked on her torch and pointed it out into the dark. Two longer flashes. She clicked it off again. Waited.

It seemed to take for ever before she heard the shiver of the water, then the quiet shift of gravel on the beach as a wooden
 boat was pulled to the edge of the gentle surf. She went forward alone. The crew consisted of two oarsmen and a man she assumed to be an officer, all wearing the woollen trousers and canvas overalls of the local fishermen.

‘Ready for the parade?’ she asked.

‘Mother sent balloons,’ he replied. ‘God, are you English?’

‘Australian. Long story.’

He nodded. It was not the ideal time to chat. ‘How many packages?’

‘Twenty. One special delivery from the Gestapo, and Auntie sent extra from the camp. Can you take them all?’

He hesitated. Then spoke firmly. ‘We’ll manage. And sorry to be late, patrols have stepped up all along the coast. This route is not going to work in the future. Navy can’t risk a submarine here now to pick up escapees.’

She turned and waved the men in from their hiding places round the edge of the beach as she replied. ‘Bastards have made the Pyrenees route almost impassable too. Just hurry up and win the damn war, will you?’

‘We’ll do our best.’

He nodded appreciatively as the men emerged in orderly fashion from their hiding places among the low undergrowth above the high-water mark and were helped into the boat.

‘Good show, my dear.’

It seemed to take for ever, the men coming two at a time. The officer was looking at his watch every five seconds. His men were shuffling the boys about in the rowing boat to make space for the last three escapees now. Gregory went in last, grabbing Nancy’s hand and squeezing it as he passed her. The crew men were hauling him in over the side when a light hit them from the coast road, a searchlight. Full beam. Then excited shouts in German above them.

‘Time to go,’ the officer said smartly.

One of his crew jumped lightly into the surf and he and the officer shoved off, forcing the overloaded boat back onto the water and into the darkness using their shoulders, their feet digging up great banks of wet sand and shingle.

Bullets started to sing and zip into the water beside them as they flung themselves in, the officer ordering them to pull hard.

Nancy turned tail for the woods as the edge of the search beam hit, praying it wouldn’t track her. It didn’t, thank Christ. They were after the rowing boat. In the shadow she caught sight of Antoine, lying on his back and firing up towards the searchlight.

Shit, was that barking? Please do not let them have dogs.

She dropped into a crouch among the wild sage bushes and twisted round to see how the navy were doing. They were still caught in the beam and at least one figure in the boat was slumped unnaturally in the stern. They were sitting ducks.

‘Come on, Antoine,’ she muttered between gritted teeth, watching him, not daring to move yet. Could she climb back onto the road? Get behind the patrol and take out the searchlight with her revolver?

Antoine exhaled slowly and squeezed the trigger. Glass shattered above them and the light faded.

‘You little beauty!’ she said aloud. ‘Now let’s get out of here, shall we?’

Not a moment too soon, as she could hear the shouts of the soldiers as they crashed down the slope towards them. They’d have rough going of it if they couldn’t find the path which twisted and zigzagged down to the water. Sharp falls and thorns. She hoped they broke their sodding necks.

Philippe grabbed her arm. One path was open to them going east along the shore and the three of them ran, heads down, hunching forward. Nancy could feel the terrible pulse of excitement in her blood. This was better than flirting her way through checkpoints. Her feet seemed to find their way along the narrow track without her needing to think. The bullets tearing past her in the dark really did make a sort of mewing sound, like tiny kittens. The thought made her giggle.

The patrol – it could only be an army patrol chancing this way rather than a trap or they would all be dead already – were still concentrating their fire on the retreating rowing boat, even though they couldn’t see it now, the idiots.
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