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Time is but the stream I go a-fishing in

(H.S. Thoreau 1817–1862)


Summer 1939

Chapter One

‘Oh come on, smile, boys, smile.’ There was a lilt of laughter in Tessa Kilbride’s teasing voice as she switched off the wireless. ‘Never trouble trouble till trouble troubles you, that’s the rule to live by. It’ll all blow over. Look at all the fuss there was about Austria, then it turned out that the bulk of the people wanted Friend Hitler there. Aren’t I right, Sally?’ She turned for support to the other woman of the foursome.

‘About not troubling trouble, yes, I’m sure you are. But as for the rest …’ Not so easily could Sally Kennedy put the seething pot of Europe out of her mind. She’d lived on the Continent too many years.

Her more serious answer was heard but not listened to. On such a morning it was all too tempting to be persuaded by Tessa’s childlike trust, her warm smile and eagerness for the day ahead.

This was the first time Sally and Nick Kennedy had joined the Kilbrides on holiday. Until this year she’d always made the arrangements following the same pattern, tugged by the need to sense for herself changes she dreaded finding in the atmosphere yet felt drawn to out of loyalty to her past. Taking the car, they would cross by ferry to the Continent then spend four weeks touring, visiting towns full of memories, trying to instil into their young son some of her own feeling of belonging. Had the choice been hers alone, that’s what she would have done this year too, despite the unrest. Originally Nick had been prepared to follow her lead, although, since the Kilbrides had bought The Limit, his resistance had strengthened. It was his final ‘I don’t work forty-eight weeks a year to spend the remaining four driving from one city of culture to another. I thought you enjoyed being with Tess and Sebastian. Anyway, it’s time we thought of Jethro. He deserves fun on his holiday.’ Agreeing to the change of plan, Sally had hidden her hurt that through the years, while she’d believed the holiday had meant as much to him as it had to her, his resentment must have been building. A fair-minded streak in her helped her to fall into the new plan with a good grace. Yet deep in her heart was regret for that trip through France and Luxembourg, to Germany, where she would have gauged the atmosphere of Berlin in that summer of 1939, spent time with her father and seen for herself whether the news bulletins that sent a chill down her spine were an exaggeration of the truth. She wanted to experience for herself – and yet she was afraid of the truth her inner self knew she would find. Places she had known all her life – but where were they heading now? Austria … Czechoslovakia … How much did Hitler’s fragile promise mean? Was Europe hurtling on a downhill slope towards disaster? What were the feelings of the people, how great were the fears of those whose race or faith didn’t fit Hitler’s dream for his country? Travelling with her father, Eliot Burridge, an international concert pianist, so much of her early life had been spent abroad. Many of their friends were Jewish; some had already been driven out of Germany by the atmosphere of mistrust and hatred, looking for a future either in Britain or on the far side of the Atlantic. But perhaps they were ultra-sensitive, perhaps the dangers were enlarged by the newspaper and the wireless, reporters vying with each other to gain attention.

Even now her expression gave no hint of her thoughts as the conversation went on around her.

‘You’re right,’ Nick Kennedy said to Tessa, standing up from the breakfast table and stacking the plates, something he would never have done at home. ‘We’re on holiday, the sun’s shining; and just look at it, the sky goes on for ever. To sit here listening to that mournful Johnny and his gloom is nothing short of a sin. Just say thank God we’re English. Now then, this morning? What’s it to be? Beach? Sailing? Fishing? Out to lunch? I say, Sal, this is a hell of a lot better than the culture search we anticipated in Europe.’

She didn’t argue. How could she expect him to feel as she did? By chance her glance met Sebastian Kilbride’s, Sebastian with his intuitive perception. Perhaps it was that understanding that made him the actor he was. Four people all so different, yet from the onset they had slotted into place like pieces of a well-cut jigsaw. The same could be said for their children, Jethro Kennedy and, eighteen months younger, Zena Kilbride. At sixteen, Jethro was a well-built lad with all the promise that before long, when the awkwardness of adolescence was behind him, he would be as handsome as his father. In years Zena was his junior but she saw herself as his equal. On that July morning they’d already packed their sandwiches and a bottle of cider, and planned to cycle the eight coastal miles to their favourite isolated bay. Sheltered by a craggy and not very high cliff more than a mile from the nearest road, the shore was reached by an overgrown footpath they’d explored a few days previously. Coming to the cliff top, they’d left their bicycles and clambered down to their solitary paradise. On this day they calculated that the tide would be right out by the time they arrived, they planned to collect driftwood and make a fire on the sand. The frying pan they’d taken from the cupboard and the sausages they intended to buy on the way were an unnecessary addition to the mammoth pile of sandwiches Tessa had made for them.

‘The boat, that’s my idea for today.’ Surely there was a purr of contentment in Nick’s voice as he gazed out of the window at the waves breaking on the shore.

Were Sebastian’s thoughts on the day ahead or on what had gone before? ‘Can’t believe our luck, you know.’ He spoke more to himself than to the others.

‘Ours may be luck,’ Sally laughed, taking the cloth to dry the dishes, ‘But yours, dear Seb, is no more than your just desserts.’ And of course she was right. They’d not known Sebastian Kilbride in the days before Fate had taken a hand in his career, Fate in the form of Alexander Morraine the film producer. Had Alexander been less kindly disposed towards his sister who, like Sebastian, had been a member of the touring and third-rate repertory company playing near his home in Surrey, he certainly wouldn’t have spent his Saturday evening in the small and none too comfortable theatre. That evening had changed the course of Sebastian’s life and Tessa’s too. For until then she had moved with him from town to town as the players were booked for a few weeks in one town, then a few in another. By nature Tessa was a home maker, but never once had she grumbled about their nomadic boarding-house existence. She had earned a few extra shillings altering costumes and, out of school hours, kept an eye on Zena. Always there had been the worry that the child hadn’t the continuity of a base as she moved from school to school with no chance to make friends and no home to bring them to. In fact their young daughter had never shared their concern, for right from the start the smell of greasepaint, the excitement of applause, the nervous tension as the actors waited for their cues, these things were making their indelible mark. Even so, Zena abhorred ignorance, just as nothing would have shamed her more than being found wanting in some social grace; so, when Sebastian’s fortunes were suddenly changed, she accepted the expensive boarding school, determined to excel in everything she did and then to go on to drama college. In her dreams she saw herself, adult, glamorous, as beguiling as anything out of Hollywood, a name to be reckoned with in the legitimate theatre.

In appearance there was little of the matinée idol in Sebastian Kilbride. Anyone seeing the two men together as they made their plans for the day would surely have cast them in opposing roles. Nick wore his casual holidaywear with grace, his physique and his almost perfect good looks set him apart; Sebastian dressed, as he had every morning of their stay, in much-loved and much-worn khaki shorts, an open-necked shirt and pumps. His face hadn’t the perfect symmetry of Nick’s and yet there was something about him that arrested the attention, a sensitivity that belied the rugged set of his chin, a penetrating gaze, a manliness in some way enhanced by a gentleness of spirit. This, and his very real talent, Alexander Morraine had recognised.

Until with his first film Sebastian made his mark, the Kilbrides hadn’t known what it was to have two ha’pennies to rub together. With sudden riches, his feet had stayed still firmly planted on the ground; he wouldn’t let himself forget that nothing is more fickle than the public. This year’s hero could be next year’s yesterday’s man. That’s why he had sought the help of a firm of accountants and his affairs had been put in the hands of Nick Kennedy. Four years had passed since then; his place in the ranks of the famous was firmly established. Living in Worcestershire, he’d been able to fulfil his lifelong ambition to fly and had joined a flying club in neighbouring Gloucestershire. Nick had a talent very different. Inspired by precision and accuracy, he produced miniature paintings of near perfection. Yet from the onset the two men had been at ease with each other. Never before had Nick made a personal friend of a client, but between Sebastian and him it seemed inevitable, something that had soon stretched to include wives and children.

Watching the two of them standing at the window, the moment was one that would stay with Sally. There wasn’t a cloud to be seen in the azure sky, not so much as a white fluffy one. This was today, nothing could take this away from them. She was determined to follow Tessa’s advice: never trouble trouble.

‘We need bait,’ Sebastian said. ‘OK, we’ll sail. But we’ll catch our supper at the same time. You girls can man the rods if we need extra hands. Not good for you to be too idle. You know what? Four weeks hence at this time Tess and I will have left all this behind us. We’re due to sail just about now.’

‘And I shall be back in a musty, dusty office, dealing with the largesse of the likes of you, seeing how I can legitimately make the rich richer.’

‘Come on then, old chap, let’s make the most of today. You girls pack some food, Nick and I will drive to the tackle shop and pick up the bait.’

Sally envied all of them, even Nick with his dusty, musty office. Sebastian was to travel on the Queen Mary to New York, Tessa was going with him and would be sharing all the excitement as they went on by air all the way across the United States to Hollywood. Of the four it was only she who would be left behind, nothing but part of the background of home for Nick to come back to each evening. Watching Tessa vigorously clean the washing-up bowl and rub a cloth around the taps she marvelled how anyone could remain so untouched by the glamour all round her. What other film idol’s wife could be so unchanged? She knew Tessa was almost exactly her own age, her thirty-eighth birthday behind her, yet there was about her a quality unrelated to years. Her face, void of make-up, still had the innocence of youth, the peppering of freckles all the more pronounced by the recent sunshine; her short fairish hair sprang into natural curls; she had the figure of a young lad and endless energy to match it. By contrast, nothing ever seemed to ruffle Sally’s immaculate grooming; from the top of her dark pageboy bob to the tips of her elegantly painted toenails she might have stepped from the pages of a glossy magazine. Neither was there anything in her demeanour to hint at the discontent that niggled her.

‘We’re going to miss you and Seb,’ she said, as she put the pile of clean plates away.

‘And us you. Don’t bother putting those in the cupboard, Sal, we’ll only have to get them out again for supper.’ Muddle never worried Tessa. Left to her own devices, with no Gladys and Jessie at home to clean and polish, she still would have managed to convey a feeling of warmth and homeliness in her chaotic surroundings; unlike Sally, who disliked and resented domesticity, yet couldn’t bear disorder. ‘Oh well, be tidy if you must. Now, for food. What shall we throw in the sandwiches?’

That July day, almost the end of their first week, the four of them sailed, or more accurately Sebastian was skipper, Nick was crew and the girls soaked up the sun and occasionally manned the fishing rods. The sound of the wind whipping the sails lifted them from the rumbles of unrest that threatened. Never trouble trouble till trouble troubles you; and how tempting it was to be lulled into a sense of endless security. So the day progressed, a day much like those that followed.

Not every day was filled with sunshine, even if in retrospect those would be the ones best remembered. There were mornings of mist, evenings of storm when the six of them sat around the kitchen (and only) table playing Monopoly, drawn together in their awareness of isolation from the rest of the world as the rain beat against the window. For the first time in her life Sally found herself donning waterproofs instead of her usual showerproof and umbrella – even wellington boots and sou’wester were an essential for the weather that blew in from the west – and striding happily along the coastal path for a pub lunch nearly two miles away.

Sebastian had bought the isolated cottage, tumbledown, lacking in all amenities except mains water, and had had it restored, brought up to date with the addition of a septic tank and bottled gas. They had decided to call it The Limit, perhaps because of its state when first they saw it or perhaps because of its position where land gave way to foreshore. One thing was certain, it was beyond the limit of the sort of civilisation that made up their normal lives.

The month went so quickly. It seemed that the children had reached an ideal age: old enough to find their own amusement, to go where they pleased unescorted and unworried. On holiday their normal half-past nine bedtime was extended; there were some evenings when the two of them were allowed to make a fire on the beach and cook their own supper. But it was ‘their own’, it didn’t encroach on the other four. The idea of driving the five miles to the nearest habitation, finding somewhere to all eat together, didn’t occur to any of them any more than it did for the adults to go out leaving their offspring alone after dark. There was a special magic about those evenings at The Limit. Supper cooked by Tessa and Sally – in truth credit was more often due to Tessa – a couple of bottles of wine on the table, the friendly haze of smoke from their cigarettes. It was at the end of their first week when, after Jethro and Zena’s extended bedtime had seen them depart up the narrow creaking staircase, the others pushed the furniture back to make a space, wound up the gramophone and danced.

To be able to take a girl around a dance floor was looked on as part of a boy’s training; in fact, once a week Jethro, like the rest of his year at school, had regular instruction. To put what he learned into practice beyond steering another boy (or alternatively playing ‘the girl’ and being steered) around the gym, was a new experience, but an opportunity he didn’t mean to miss. For him and Zena it added to the pleasure to know they were believed to be in bed as, pyjama-clad, they waltzed or foxtrotted around his bedroom, along the landing and around hers. Neither knew what was going on in the other’s mind, but both were excited by what was going on in their own. Familiar with his own adolescent dreams, Jethro longed for the thrill of holding her against him, being able to feel the warm softness of her body. Yet he was frightened that she might notice what was happening to him, notice and not understand – or almost worse, suppose she noticed and did understand – how could he explain it to her? His fears were groundless. Younger she may have been, but there was little of the child in Zena, or so she liked to think. Purposely tempting, she held herself close to him, relishing the discovery of her power to excite him. While he tried to concentrate on putting his feet in the right place in time to the distant music, her natural sense of rhythm allowed her mind to roam free. We’re not just children. That’s what they suppose downstairs, they think we’re kids who want to play. ‘When the children are in bed …’ that’s what they believe. Wonder what he’s thinking. No, I don’t wonder, I’m pretty sure he’s thinking just the same as I am. She raised her face to his; instinct was her guide as she gently moistened her parted lips with the tip of her pretty tongue. Poor old Jethro, he’d love to kiss me, I know he would.

‘They’re stopping,’ he whispered, a surge of something like relief flooding over him. ‘Hop off to bed. We did pretty well, didn’t we?’

She nodded with no trace of the road her thoughts had taken. ‘Soon be like Fred and Ginger,’ she whispered back with a near silent chuckle. ‘Maybe they’ll dance again tomorrow. Night, night. If it’s fine, let’s see if we can get all the way to Land’s End tomorrow.’

At that moment he would have gone to earth’s end for her. Two minutes later they were both safely in their beds. She lay on her back in the summer darkness, her mouth curved into a smile of satisfaction, her hands exploring the contours of her fast developing body with satisfaction. Tonight had been her first insight into the power she had. Dear funny Jethro, he really had got himself in a state and then imagined she didn’t know. I wonder if this is what it’s like to fall in love. Tomorrow I won’t mention how I know it was for us, I’ll act just the same as usual. Otherwise he’ll be frightened away. Boys are so silly, why can’t they just enjoy it all? Bet he’s not asleep, I bet he’s remembering what it was like to feel me against him, bet he’s still thinking of me. In that she was right. If that evening had been a step forward for her, so it had for him. Until that night, whether waking or sleeping, his dreams had been a journey of exploration, glorying in the discovery of his own sexuality; now it subtly changed, the quest was the same but his imagination was based now on a new reality.

All too quickly the weeks passed; good or bad, time carries it all away. Europe may have been losing its grip on sanity, but through those weeks there was no sign of it at The Limit. Tessa’s maxim cast its spell.

On their last full day, Sebastian and Nick sailed the boat to its mooring in the harbour a few miles along the coast while Sally and Tessa packed the cases to be strapped to the luggage grids of the cars, which already each had a bicycle tied securely on top. Next morning the gas bottle was disconnected and, in a moment of nameless emotions, each one of them kept hidden, the front door of The Limit was locked. ‘Here’s to the next time,’ they all sang the familiar signature tune of Henry Hall’s BBC Dance Band as they piled into their cars.

Even though the two families lived within a mile of each other, the holiday month had already become a bright and carefree memory – like all things, in retrospect more bright and carefree than the reality. Mulberry Cottage was the Kilbrides’ first and only home, purchased when Sebastian’s debut into films had given him the sort of money they’d only dreamed of, dreams that had had no real expectation. Like so many ‘cottages’, it was no such thing. It was a seven-bedroomed house, built more than three hundred years ago and brought up to date by the previous owners with no thought of period or taste, simply an eye on convenience. Great open fireplaces had been blocked up, ceilings lowered and exposed timbers covered. ‘Sheer vandalism,’ Sebastian had said. Yet in a way they had been glad they’d found it in the state they had, for the thrill of owning it was enhanced with every new discovery as each original feature was restored, each old beam exposed. All that was more than four years ago and by the time the Kennedys first saw it, its recent past might never have been. An invitation to lunch and to see the restoration work had been Tessa and Sally’s first meeting, Jethro and Zena’s too, a few Sunday hours that had laid the foundation of the friendship that followed.

At that time the Kennedys had been living on the outskirts of Cheltenham. It could be said that the situation of Mulberry Cottage unsettled them, or it could be said that, in the way women do, the two young wives made the decision. Of the two, Tessa was the more contented to make a home, although it was she who had two living-in maids, also a man three days a week to take the backache out of keeping the two-acre garden under control. Domesticity and Sally had never been on more than nodding terms and, although she could see Mulberry Cottage as beautiful, she envied no one the task of keeping it that way. When, about six months after their first meeting, Tessa had told her that Owls’ Roost was coming up for auction she’d not given her hopes a chance to rise. The name implied it would be a rustic idyll, something incompatible with her idea of the ideal home. As it transpired, the name was out of keeping with the modern house only a few years old and in half an acre of lawned garden. No self-respecting owl would look twice at it and, fortunately for Nick and Sally, most house-hunters looking for somewhere in the country had shared the same opinion. Under the hammer it had gone to Nick, and within two months their Georgian terrace house had been sold and they had come to live within a mile of their friends. Two mornings a week a cleaning lady come to Owls’ Roost and worked her way through the list of jobs Sally wrote for her. For despite having no enthusiasm for housework, her standards were high. Day-to-day cooking was a necessity she couldn’t avoid, but face her with catering for a dinner party and she rose to the challenge, presenting a table to compete with a professional. Unlike Tessa, she rejoiced in the arrival of frozen vegetables in the shops and most weeks she telephoned a large order of groceries to be delivered.

Through the months and years they’d lived near each other, there had been a subtle change in the friendship between the two women. By that summer of 1939, even without the strength of the bond between Nick and Sebastian, the two of them had become something akin to sisters. So it was that, of them all, it was Sally who had most reason to look towards the autumn with foreboding. If she wanted the freedom the car allowed, she would drive Nick to his musty and dusty office, agreeing to meet him at the railway station in the evening. The alternative would be to be marooned, the only choice a bicycle ride to the village more than a mile away. And what would she find there? A butcher’s shop, a grocer, a dress shop where she’d not dream of buying anything other than stockings. Until now Tessa had always been nearby, but in two days time Zena would have gone to stay with her cousins until it was time to go back to boarding school and in three days Sebastian and Tessa would be on their way to Southampton and the Queen Mary. The autumn beckoned, void of everything but the ever-increasing threat people seemed too frightened to acknowledge.

‘You’re very quiet.’ Nick gave her a quick glance of concern as he drove. ‘Do you want to stop and get a breather?’

‘No. I was just thinking. Two days and you’ll be back in the office. Everyone will be gone.’ Involuntarily she shivered. ‘I hate the thought of it, the weeks, the months, just so much empty time.’

‘Now tell me I wasn’t right. Of course, you can’t. Have you ever come home feeling so flat? Of course you haven’t. These last four weeks have been something apart. Isn’t that so, Jethro? Have you ever enjoyed a holiday as much?’

‘It’s been great.’ Oh, but they didn’t know the half of it; even Zena didn’t know. ‘How long will they be in America, Dad? This aunt Zena is being packed off to, she’s got to go there again for Christmas. It’s stupid. She’d have a much better time with us, she hardly knows her mother’s family.’

‘I suggested our having her,’ Sally told him, ‘but Tessa said this aunt – distant cousin actually – would be hurt if they didn’t accept her invitation. She’d think they’d outgrown the family. And there are children of her own age; she’ll probably have quite a good time.’

‘Just because her people don’t want to look too big for their boots Zena has to put up with it. Jolly selfish if you ask me.’

Nick craned his neck to see his son’s reflection in the reversing mirror, his eyes alight with laughter.

‘Aren’t your school mates company enough any more?’ he teased.

‘Don’t be daft,’ Jethro growled, sure that his hot feeling of embarrassment must be plain to see. So he lowered his head and pretended to concentrate on the road map. If they could guess where his imagination guided him and the encouragement he gloried in giving to it … ‘This must be the beginning of Bristol. Hey, look, Dad, on up the road there, there’s a Walls’ man. See him on his trike? Can we pull in and get some ices? Hot as anything in the car.’ Pleased with himself, he’d steered them off dangerous ground.

Nick overtook the ice cream salesman on his familiar blue and white tricycle, then pulled in by the kerb, passing Jethro half a crown. ‘You get them. Mine’s chocolate. Yours, Sal?’ So Jethro took the orders, his mind surprisingly easily diverted at the prospect of looking in the truck and deciding what he wanted. Then, ices eaten, luggage checked to make sure the ropes were still secure, they were on their way again. Soon the inside of the car was wreathed in smoke. Nick drove with his cigarette comfortably between his lips, Sally puffed hard on hers then exhaled clouds.

‘What’s up?’ Nick asked with unusual perception. ‘You’ll miss Tess, of course you will, but after a month away you’ll find plenty waiting to be done. I know what you’re like if a weed dares to show its head.’

‘I hate untidiness. I shan’t be idle. But what a waste of life, looking for jobs even before they need doing, combing the garden for weeds, plumping up cushions the second anyone stands up. Fiddling about cooking meals that get eaten in five minutes and nobody notices.’ She heard the grizzle in her tone and hated herself for it.

‘It’s because Tess has more help in the house, is that the trouble?’

‘What’s Tess got to do with it? It’s my life I’m concerned with. Nick, all the time Jethro was a kid I accepted I had to be at home. But he doesn’t need me nannying him; as if he’d care if I was at work when he came home from school at his age.’

‘Work?’ Nick’s laugh told her even more than his words. ‘We’ve had a month with the Kilbrides, you’ve seen what wealth can do for a family –’

‘Wealth? Whenever has having money altered Seb and Tessa?’

‘It’s enabled him to buy a holiday home, a boat, travel on the Queen Mary.’

‘As if any of that counts. They’re the same now as they were when we first knew them. Anyway, Tessa is happy in the home, cooking, making things, that’s what she likes. She even sews their own curtains, would you believe. I’m no good at that sort of thing. Wouldn’t you rather come home in the evenings knowing that I’d actually done something with my day?’

‘You’ve a sizeable house – which you always keep immaculately. You’ve a garden where a weed doesn’t stand a chance. And you have absolutely no need to work. I may not have Sebastian’s sort of money, but there has never been any need for you to add to our income.’

‘Money! Is that all you ever think of?’

‘Actually, no it isn’t. Hark at the woman, Jethro! You and I’ll have to see if we can’t make a bit more muddle for her, eh?’

‘You’re laughing. I’m not.’ There was a pout in Sally’s voice.

‘Then, try to, Sal. You say what you do doesn’t count, but believe me it does. If we were on the breadline it would be different, I’d be grateful that you wanted to help. Perhaps it’s me who brings home the money, but you have your own part to play keeping things comfortable. And what happens when I have to phone you and say I’m bringing a client home? You never let me down.’ Silence. Sebastian might have sensed the frustration that made her clamp her teeth firmly, frightened her voice would betray her. ‘Anyway, Sal,’ she heard the laughter in Nick’s teasing voice, ‘I can’t see you behind a shop counter and I can’t think what other sort of work you’d get. You fancy yourself having a career but, my sweet, a career doesn’t fall out of empty air. It needs training, qualifications.’ Did she grunt her agreement or did he imagine it? ‘Your trouble was, you were too fetching for your own good. And when I had my sights on you my charms were too much for you. Any dreams you might have had for a career were blown straight out of the window. Right?’ That ought to cheer her up. ‘There’s another packet of cigarettes in the glove compartment, fill my case and light one for me, will you.’

She did and for herself too. After seventeen years of marriage it was seldom he made anything so near resembling a declaration of affection; his words went some way towards mollifying her.

Thankful that what had promised to turn into an argument seemed to have been avoided, Jethro fanned himself with the road map.

‘Rotten fug in here from you lot,’ he grumbled. ‘I’m never going to smoke. It stinks.’

Once home, the rut she knew so well soon drew her back. By the end of a week it was as if they’d never been away. It had taken Jethro less than forty-eight hours to pack up his tent and, encouraged by a note found waiting for him, cycle to join school friends who were camping in the Vale of Evesham where, they promised, they could add to their spending money by helping with the plum harvest. At Owls’ Roost Sally won the battle of a month’s growth of weeds, she dusted dust-free surfaces, arranged flowers, somehow expecting them to bring life to her oh-so-spick-and-span drawing room, she used up energy cycling the country lanes on the days Nick decided he needed the car, she drove to Worcester and cheered herself up buying a new shade of lipstick and nail varnish; she felt she was living on the rim of a volcano that was about to erupt, and yet the few people she ever spoke to seemed to hang on to a trust that Hitler would keep his word, that he had no intention of reaching his tentacles any further. If only she too could believe, could be as ostrich-like as they. But she couldn’t; her days were overhung with a dark threat she had no power to lift even though it took no positive shape. What would the future hold? For Germany and its new territory? For those who didn’t fit Hitler’s vision for his people? Perhaps for everyone? There was no one she could talk to; even Nick took the attitude that the government was being alarmist in issuing gas masks and organising a scheme to evacuate London’s children. If Hitler had to be taught a lesson, so be it, was his creed. Was he brave or was he blind?

If Tessa had still been at home, despite her ‘never trouble trouble’ dictum, Sally wouldn’t have felt herself to be so isolated. Her father was on a recital tour, giving concerts first in Italy and then Germany. All so distant from her peaceful English home; she’d be happier if he were in his flat in Paris. Yet where was the logic in the thought? Surely he’d be as safe in Italy or Germany as he would in France.

The worry was constantly at the front of her mind as she walked back from the village, silently talking to herself. Almost home, taken by surprise, she moved back to stand against the hedge as a taxi approached, returning along the lane that was no more than a track. A visitor at Owls’ Roost? It must be, for beyond the one house there was nothing except gates into fields belonging to Merrydown Farm. Her first thought was Jethro. Away at camp with his friends, perhaps he’d been taken ill, not able to ride his bike home. She broke into a run. Then, coming in sight of the house, she saw two people standing outside the gate, looking in her direction along the track, a man and a child.

Dad! He’d come back! No wonder she ran, hurling herself into his arms with the same abandon she had all her life.

‘I’ve been so worried. Thank goodness you’re home, Dad.’

She was flooded by a wave of relief that he was safely home in England. Much of her foreboding stemmed from fear for him, knowing he was in Europe, out of her reach. He would understand the horror that haunted her.

‘I was to have played in Berlin. The concert was cancelled. Let me look at you. So sane, so unchanged.’ He seemed to be talking to himself as he held her at arms’ length. Then, bringing his mind back into focus, he reached towards the girl at his side and put an arm around her narrow shoulders to draw her forward. ‘Sally, I want you to meet Helga. Helga Leipmann. You remember, I’ve stayed with my friends the Leipmanns when I’ve been in Berlin. They are arranging to tie up their affairs and spend a while in England. In the meantime, as I was coming, I suggested Helga should keep me company on the journey. By coming now, she’ll be in time to start at an English school at the beginning of term. So much better than joining in later when her parents get here.’

Sally turned to smile at the child, extending a hand in an informal gesture of welcome. Surprisingly, the solemn-faced girl took it in hers with the dignity of a duchess. She was a thin girl, narrow-shouldered, her figure as flat as Sally’s ironing board. How must a child that age – eleven? twelve? – feel to find herself in a strange country, an uninvited guest in a strange house, surrounded by people speaking a strange language?

‘We have come and you did not have notice.’ Her voice was the first surprise. She spoke English with the correctness of a well-taught foreigner.

‘That’s the best possible way, it’s all the more exciting,’ Sally assured her, answering her in German with the ease of one who had grown up with the language, just as she had with French and her own native tongue.

‘I do not use your language well?’ The thin, solemn child’s expression suggested that she was more disappointed than put at ease.

‘Oh, but you do,’ Sally said, this time in English, if that’s what the child wanted, ‘it’s just such a pleasure for me to speak to someone in another language and know that it will be understood. Here, people are so bad with languages other than their own.’

‘You say to me that it is good to come to you without warning? When my parents and I have travelled, we have enjoyed looking forward, taking time for preparation. They said I should come now with Herr Burridge, and just my small luggage. They will soon follow.’ Then looking to Eliot for support as memories flooded over her, ‘That is right?’

‘They have to organise shutting up their home. But yes, my dear, before you have time to settle with this cousin of your mother’s they will be here in England finding a new home for you all.’

‘You are going on to a relative? But first you will stay with us?’ In her pleasure at her father’s unexpected appearance, Sally wasn’t going to lose him straight away.

‘A night or two, if we may,’ he told her, ‘while I make arrangements for Helga.’

Their cases were stacked outside the front door, her father’s just as she remembered, covered with stickers acquired from shipping lines as he’d travelled. The sight of the other one, new and by comparison small, touched Sally, making her reach to take the girl’s hand as she ushered them indoors.

‘A night or two or as long as you like,’ she told them.

Through the open door of the drawing room Helga caught sight of the baby grand piano. Moving away from the others, she went to stand in the doorway, taking in the order, the immaculately gleaming surfaces, the silver rose bowl with its display cut that morning from the garden. The first flush of early blooms was over but, in Sally’s battle against neglect, she always took off each dead head and was rewarded by a second if less vivid flowering.

‘I wish Mama could see me where I am now,’ Helga spoke her thoughts, this time in her own language. ‘She will be worried, not knowing. I can picture her sitting at your piano.’

‘Your mother is a pianist?’ Purposely Sally asked it in English.

‘She gives lessons, she teaches at the college. No I tell you what used to happen. No longer does she teach people to play music.’ A bald statement, ‘No longer does she teach people to play music’, but to Sally it brought alive the picture behind the words. And one look at her father’s expression as his gaze rested on the child told her the horrors of her imagination had been nearer the truth than people here wanted to believe.

‘And you? Has she taught you to play?’

Helga nodded, turning her head away.

‘Helga plays extraordinarily well,’ Eliot said.

Suspecting Helga was dangerously close to losing her battle to hide her misery, Sally changed the subject.

‘Which is your case?’ she asked, as if the answer weren’t patently clear. ‘Let’s take it upstairs and I’ll show you which is to be your room. Presently we’ll get some flowers from the garden and you can arrange them for your room and Dad’s too. If I’d known you were coming I would have done them myself.’

Again Helga nodded. Then in one swift uncontrolled movement she turned to Eliot and buried her face against him, her thin arms around his waist.

‘Before you even pick the flowers I think you might write a quick note to your parents, let them know you are here and – and can we say – you like the look of what you’ve seen?’ His rallying tone did the trick. Again she nodded, but the movement of her head was different. At any rate, for the moment he’d held her terror at bay.

‘By the time the letter is brought to my home, perhaps they will already be on their journey.’

‘We’ll get it in the post quickly, anyway,’ Sally told her. ‘I’ll give you paper and envelope, then write it as soon as I’ve shown you which is your room. While you and Dad unpack your cases I’ll cycle to the village post office.’

It was while Helga was sitting at the dining-room table writing home that Sally and her father wandered into the garden.

‘Is it as bad as I imagine?’ she asked him.

‘Perhaps even worse. The sort of hatred one feels can only go one way. Poor Helga,’ as if her story encompassed all stories. ‘It hasn’t happened overnight, of course, you know how many of our friends have smelled danger and gone before it built to this extent. The Leipmanns should have got away months ago. Imagine being woken in the night by the sound of your windows being broken, imagine going out in the morning to find obscene messages daubed on the walls of your house. As Helga told you, Marte Leipmann, her mother, no longer teaches. Even those who would learn from her fear being looked on as befriending enemies of the regime. They are shunned as if they have the plague. Worse. If you suffer from the plague people might keep away but they look on you with sympathy and kindness.’

‘People here can’t comprehend. I believe the reason nothing you say really surprises me – sickens me, yes, but not surprises – is that right back to the days we used to be there together we always felt the resentment towards them, not individually but the Jewish race. Why?’

‘Too clever perhaps, too bound to each other. God knows. And it’s deeper rooted even than just towards them. The hatred extends to the disabled – mentally, physically – oh, Sal, but it’s good to be back in England. Hang on to all this, never take it for granted, always be grateful.’

She laughed, linking her arm through his.

‘Good to be back, you say. Dad, it’s more than good, it was like a miracle to come along the lane and find you here. As for taking all this for granted: with Nick, how can I? The times I’ve heard him say “Thank God we’re English”.’

‘So he sees where it’s all heading? Because it is, Sal, situations like the one that’s been building through these last few years have only one way to go and that’s forward. Nick sees it?’

‘Nick is either very dim or very brave, I’m never quite sure which.’ Her laugh took any criticism from her words. ‘Now tell me about this aunt or cousin or whatever she is Helga is going to. How long do you think she’ll have to wait for her parents?’

‘If all goes well they will pack their valuables and arrange to follow quickly. Perhaps a week or two, I hope no more, for the child’s sake. I arrived on their doorstep on Monday evening. They want to get away but they’re having trouble realising their investments to bring out of the country.’

‘Will they get their money out? Surely to save themselves is what matters.’

‘To me – to you too. But Claude is a businessman, he deals in finance. To him, leaving all he’s worked for would be defeat. Monday night – well, I told you, smashed windows, daubed paint and none of it for the first time. Tuesday morning they took me aside and asked me if I would bring Helga to England. For themselves there could be no immediate getaway; apart from his investments, they have to arrange transport for their less portable treasures. The Leipmanns are well off, they have a house furnished with priceless antiques. And apart from the value, if they are to make a new start here they need something tangible of their past to build on.’

‘Where is Helga to go?’

‘I shall speak to Harry Robertson – he’s Marte’s cousin – tomorrow. He lives just outside Manchester.’

‘So he’s English? Scottish?’

‘Henreich Rubenstein by birth, but naturalised British, name changed by deed poll some years back. His wife is English and I shouldn’t be surprised if he’s more English than the natives in his attempt to hide his roots. That’s the impression I had from Marte.’

Sally felt a pang of unease. Even in the aftermath of the Great War, surely it wasn’t healthy to try to hide his roots, to be so determined to cut himself off from his past.

‘I imagined Helga must be half English, she speaks so well. And thank goodness she does, it’ll make it so much easier for her to fit in.’

‘Not a spot of British blood in her veins, but her upbringing reminds me of yours. Continental children learn languages so much better than in this country, and Helga’s parents have always encouraged it. Especially English. From a small child she has been multilingual. I remember her as a solemn three-year-old talking to me in sentences that started in German then, via French, ended in English. Now she has learned to differentiate, but listening to her one is aware it isn’t her native tongue.’

‘That’s because it’s so pure, no slang, no dialect.’

‘Another reason that her ilk are disliked. As I said, they’re too clever. She is a dear child.’

‘And you’re a dear man.’ Sally hugged the arm linked to hers. ‘Ah, here she is with her letter.’

That evening Nick added his welcome. There was nothing he liked better than visitors in the house. Was he really so blind to the troubles in Germany, Sally wondered, watching him playing Happy Families with Helga, or was he simply trying to bring some sort of normal childhood back to the little girl?

‘She’s certainly bright,’ he said to Sally as they lay in bed, sleep eluding them. ‘Her use of words, even if this were her language, there’s nothing childlike in the way she talks. How old is she? Do you know? Eleven? Twelve? Skinny little waif, isn’t she. Yet her face doesn’t fit the rest of her.’ In that, he was right. The bone structure of Helga’s face was pronounced, angular, unchildlike. Perhaps one day she’d grow to look distinguished, but never beautiful, at least never beautiful in the glamorous fashion of the day.

‘She is fourteen, almost as old as Zena.’

‘Incredible. She looks years younger – but so damned sober. Gives me the creeps.’

‘Life’s so unfair.’

‘Humph.’ Not always did Nick understand the way her mind worked, but this time he did. ‘Bugger Hitler.’

Next morning Eliot went to the village to send a long telegram to Harry Robertson. Waiting for the reply, they had no idea how he and his wife received the news that Helga had already arrived ahead of her parents. It was twenty-four hours before the telegraph boy cycled along the lane with his yellow envelope.

‘Arrangements made at local council school until parents take responsibility – stop Will give child temporary accommodation – stop Notify time of arrival – stop Robertson.’

‘They’re rolling out the red carpet.’ Eliot said it a little too jovially, conscious how closely Helga watched him.

‘Carpet? I do not understand.’ Helga may not have understood but the hope in those dark eyes behind her unattractive steel-framed spectacles was painfully clear.

‘That’s just an English expression,’ Sally told her. ‘It means that they are ready to welcome you.’

‘That’s it,’ Eliot agreed. ‘What’s more they have arranged your school.’

‘I will pack my clothes into my case,’ she told them. ‘Please may I have a piece of paper on which to write to tell my parents?’ It seemed she was ready to get on to the next stage. ‘It is good, is it not? It is nearer to when they will be here too.’

It was only while she was upstairs packing that Eliot passed Sally the telegram.
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