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Chapter 1

Oxfordshire, March 1940

‘I’m so sorry to have to tell you this, Anna.’ Mr Jeffries rubbed the bridge of his nose, making his glasses shift up and down. ‘But as of this Friday I won’t have a job for you. You see, I’m being sent abroad for work … so I really have no choice but to send Thomas to boarding school. I’ll be taking him there on Saturday morning.’

Anna stared at him for a few moments, not sure how to respond as the news settled heavily in her stomach. When he’d asked her to come to his study so that he might speak with her, she hadn’t expected this – to be losing her job. And with it, her home.

‘Of course I’ll pay you to the end of the month, and I’ll give you an extra month’s salary in lieu of notice,’ Mr Jeffries added. ‘I really am very sorry about this. Thomas has adored having you as his governess and I know it will be a wrench for him to say goodbye, but I really have no option since I don’t know how long I’ll be away for. At least he’ll be able to stay on at school during the holidays if I’m not back. I’m sure you’ll be able to get another job easily.’ He smiled reassuringly. ‘I will write you an excellent reference, which of course you fully deserve.’

Anna nodded. What could she say? His reasons were sound: he was in an impossible situation – a widower with no family who could take his son in – so sending him to a boarding school was the only choice. She had no idea what Mr Jeffries’ job was exactly, only that it had something to do with the War Office and was important.

‘I understand.’ She dredged up a smile. ‘I will miss Thomas very much; he has been a delight to teach.’

‘You’ve been an excellent teacher. He’s really blossomed under your tutelage, Anna. I only wish you could carry on, but it appears the war has other plans for me, and unfortunately they affect Thomas and yourself too.’ Mr Jeffries sighed. ‘I’ll speak to Thomas about it later.’

He picked up his pen ready to return his attention to the pile of papers on his desk, signalling that their meeting was over.

Leaving his study, Anna retreated into the hall and stood for a moment as she absorbed what had just happened. An urge to weep at the suddenness of losing the job she loved threatened to overwhelm her. She’d been very happy here, the happiest she’d been since she came to England, and now it was ending.

What would happen to her? Where would she go?

Anna sniffed back her tears, telling herself there was no point in crying because it wouldn’t change anything. She had no choice but to accept what was happening and carry on with her job while she still had one.

Turning to go upstairs to the schoolroom where she’d left Thomas working on a story, she caught sight of her reflection in the large mirror hanging on the wall and halted. Her brown eyes stared back at her, stunned and sad. Thomas mustn’t see her like this, she didn’t want him upset, so she pasted a smile on her face, smoothed her shoulder-length bobbed brown hair and firmly reminded herself that nothing in life lasted for ever.

At least she was safe here in England, unlike at home. Far worse things were happening to Jewish people like her under the scourge of Nazi rule back in Germany. Compared to that, losing her job was a minor problem. She’d find another, and a place to live; she would survive and carry on.

Her wages would buy her some much-needed time and she could write to her friend, Julia, who might have heard of suitable jobs she could apply for. She’d met Julia – who was a Quaker – soon after she’d arrived in England. They were helping refugees who’d fled their homes before the start of the war, and the two of them had become friends and kept in touch ever since.

She would be fine, this was just another bump in the road; something to tell her father about when they met again, Anna thought. She had four days left with Thomas and she was determined to make the most of them. They at least had to finish the book they were reading together.

Taking a deep breath, she lifted her chin and headed for the schoolroom that she’d set up when she’d first come to work here last autumn. Her pupil was waiting for her and she had a job to do. For now.

As the train began to slow on its approach into Euston station, Anna stared out of the carriage window at the barrage balloons floating over London like great silver fish. She was trying to distract herself from the image in her mind of poor Thomas’s distraught face when she’d left this morning. He’d been so stoic, seemingly accepting his fate, but when she’d bent down to hug him goodbye his face had crumpled and he’d sobbed in her arms. It had taken all her strength not to break down as well, but that wouldn’t have helped matters.

Instead, she’d kissed his cheek and promised to write often, then picked up her suitcases and left without looking back. It was only when she’d reached the end of the road that she’d finally let her tears fall. It was all right to cry, to acknowledge her feelings, she’d reasoned, but vitally important that she carry on and keep going, moving on to whatever came next.

Arriving at the station, Anna gathered up her cases and followed the stream of passengers along the platform, many of them dressed in uniform.

‘Anna!’ Julia’s voice rang loud and clear across the station concourse as the older woman hurried across to meet her, arms flung out for a hug.

Standing back to look at Anna, hands still resting on her arms after squeezing her tightly, Julia gave her a searching look, her eyes taking in every detail. ‘You look well, dear, if a little sad, but that’s to be expected after leaving a post you enjoyed so much. Come on, let’s go and get some tea.’

‘It is good to see you again,’ Anna said as Julia took one of her suitcases and led her out of the station. On the street, the hustle and bustle of London hit her, the noise and busyness a shock after she’d become so used to the quiet of a small English town.

Looking around, she noticed that signs of a country at war were everywhere, from the strips of tape across windows to the sandbagged buildings and the white-painted edges of the pavements.

‘I’ve had an idea of a job that might suit you,’ Julia said, once they were settled at a table in a small cafe, a pot of tea between them and a small currant bun each. ‘It’s not something that you’ve done much of before, if at all, but the person you’d be working for is a good friend of mine, and would be both good to live with and work for.’ She paused while she poured them both a cup of tea. ‘There’s no guarantee, of course, and I didn’t want to write to her and enquire about the job without asking if you’d be interested.’

Anna was intrigued. ‘What would I be doing?’

Julia’s eyes met hers. ‘Gardening.’

‘Gardening!’ Anna hadn’t expected that. Julia was quite right – it wasn’t something she had experience of, having lived in an apartment in Berlin with her father. They hadn’t had a garden, so growing things hadn’t been part of her life, although she’d always enjoyed walking in the city’s parks and gardens when that was still allowed.

‘Growing vegetables and fruit, to be more precise. Not the tending-roses sort of gardening. My friend, Thea, moved back to live in her home village in Norfolk last year, and she’s started to grow fruit and veg, both to eat and to sell to earn money, but with her nephew going off to train for the Friends Ambulance Unit, she’ll be losing her help,’ Julia explained. ‘I know it’s not what you’re used to, but I honestly think it would be good for you. Thea’s a lovely person who’ll welcome you with open arms and make you part of her extended family in no time!’ Her eyes met Anna’s. ‘Of course, it’s up to you. If you think that gardening is something you really don’t want to do then we’ll find something else. Though I’m afraid it might be domestic work rather than teaching.’

The thought of going back to domestic work and being a servant sent an uncomfortable shiver through Anna. She’d already experienced that and wasn’t keen to repeat it.

When she’d first come to England in early 1939, it had been on a domestic permit, having found a job working as a servant for an old couple in Richmond, but the experience had been far worse than she’d ever expected. She’d been made to do the work of two servants and a cook, and if she struggled to get things done on time their refrain was always, If it’s too much for you, we could always send you back to Hitler.

Thankfully, Julia had come to the rescue and found her the job teaching Thomas, which was far more suited to her skills and was what she loved doing. She’d been a secondary school languages teacher back in Germany, before the Nazis’ regulations against Jewish people had stripped her of her job too. Gardening might not be something she was used to, but it had to be better than working as a domestic servant, and if it was for someone Julia considered a good person, then it was worth a try.

‘All right, I will try it if your friend is willing, but you must tell her that I do not have any gardening experience. I will need to be shown what to do, but I am a quick learner and will work hard.’

‘I’m sure you’ll be fine with Thea. I’d go and help her myself if I didn’t have other work lined up. I’ll be leaving London soon to work in a Quaker evacuation hostel for the elderly.’ Julia took a sip of tea. ‘So, I’ll write to her tonight and we’ll see what she says. Let’s enjoy our tea and buns and then I’ll take you back to my house and get you settled in.’

Anna smiled at her friend. ‘Thank you. I really appreciate your help.’

‘You know I’m glad to do it. I only wish that it hadn’t been necessary for you and so many others to flee your homeland.’ Julia picked up her teacup and took a sip. ‘It’s more important than ever to help each other.’ She paused for a moment, before gently asking, ‘Have you heard any news from your father?’

Anna shook her head. ‘Nothing, not since he was arrested by the Nazis in October. His friend, Uncle Ludo, wrote and told me what had happened. He had to send it through a friend in Holland … I have not heard anything since.’ Her eyes filled with tears.

Julia reached across and patted her hand. ‘Don’t give up hope, my dear.’

Anna nodded and did her best to smile. She was becoming quite the expert in hoping these days. For now, it was all she could do. The fate of her father was out of her hands and with those who would wish him harm.




Chapter 2

Norfolk

‘Are you excited about tomorrow?’ Thea Thornton asked her nephew, Edwin, as they shooed the last of the stragglers into the hen coop. She peeped in at the chickens who’d already taken themselves off to bed and were now sitting happily on their perches, feet tucked away out of sight under fluffed-out feathers. Satisfied that everything was as it should be, she closed the door securely, not wanting to lose any to the local foxes.

‘Yes, but nervous as well,’ Edwin admitted. ‘I’ve been waiting to get started and now it’s almost here it feels … ’ he shrugged.

‘You’re moving to a new place and doing something you’ve never done before, so it’s only natural to feel like that.’ Thea linked her arm through his as they left the orchard to head back to Rookery House. ‘I felt the same when I left to drive ambulances in France. It was a big step, but I never regretted it.’

She was very proud of Edwin – he’d stuck to his principles when he’d registered as a conscientious objector last autumn, in spite of what it had cost him personally. He’d since been thrown out of his home by his father, Victor, and had lost his job as well, since Victor was also his boss. She’d gladly given him a job and a home, and it had been a joy to work alongside him for the past few months. She was really going to miss him when he left tomorrow to start training for the Friends Ambulance Unit.

‘You will keep an eye on Ma for me, won’t you?’ Edwin’s breath plumed in the cold air as the temperature dropped along with the sun.

Thea nodded. ‘I always do, don’t worry.’ Keeping an eye on her sister, Prue, was one of the reasons why she’d moved back to Great Plumstead last year, as well as to buy Rookery House, the home of her dreams, which she’d wanted to live in since she was a small girl.

Hopefully, Prue would be waiting for them in the house, along with their other sister, Lizzie, and the rest of the family, for Edwin’s surprise leaving party. They couldn’t let him go without some sort of celebration to send him on his way.

‘I’m going to miss this place.’ Edwin looked around at the garden. ‘I’ve really enjoyed working here and being outside in the fresh air instead of stuck in Father’s shop. Now I’m going to miss the start of the growing season and the cow arriving next month.’

‘You’ve been a big help; I’d never have got this much work done on my own.’ Thea glanced at the large, freshly dug vegetable beds which Edwin had prepared for the coming year and were now ready for planting. ‘You’ll get to meet our cow when you come home again, and I’ll tell you all about her and how everything’s going in my letters.’

Thea was looking forward to expanding what they produced here with the arrival of a house cow next month, which her brother, Reuben, had arranged. It meant that they would be self-sufficient in milk, butter and cheese. It was a pity Edwin wouldn’t be here to see her arrive; he’d worked hard on preparing the byre for her.

‘Will you be able to manage all this on your own?’

‘Of course, and I can get more help if I need it,’ Thea reassured him. ‘Marianne and Hettie said they’ll pitch in too. You’ve already done the hardest work doing the digging. We’ll get to sow the seeds and see them grow.’

Secretly, Thea was concerned with how she would manage her new enterprise without Edwin’s assistance, but she wasn’t going to admit that to him. It didn’t help that she’d recently joined the Women’s Voluntary Service and was doing regular shifts in one of their mobile canteens. She enjoyed it very much and wanted to do more for the war effort, but it did take her away from the work that needed doing in the garden.

Marianne and Hettie had offered to help her, but realistically what they’d be able to manage was limited. Marianne had a young baby, Emily, to look after as well as doing her dressmaking work – she’d been evacuated from London last September as an expectant mother and billeted with Thea. Hettie – who’d come to live with Thea after she’d retired from her job as cook at Great Plumstead Hall, having been a close friend of Thea’s mother, and in turn with Thea as she grew up – was busy in the house, and at sixty years old, was less energetic than twenty-year-old Edwin. She’d see how they got on, but would be getting extra help if necessary.

When they reached the house, they went through the door leading into the scullery and took off their outside boots. Thea made sure to spend more time than usual washing and drying her hands, so that Edwin would be the first to go through the connecting door into the kitchen. He did so, to be greeted by a burst of cheering and clapping that signalled the start of his leaving party.

Following behind him, Thea smiled at the sight of Edwin being tightly hugged by her sister, Lizzie, who’d arrived here from Norwich, and his own sister, sixteen-year-old Alice. Thea’s brother Reuben’s dog, Bess, danced around them, nudging at Edwin’s leg, eager to be included.

The kitchen looked warm and inviting, with the soft glow of the oil lamps and the decorations that had been put up by Hettie and Marianne this afternoon. Bunting made from string and triangles of newspaper hung around the kitchen walls, and a feast of Hettie’s delicious cooking was spread out across the table for them all to enjoy. Edwin’s final night here at Rookery House was going to be filled with fun, laughter and good company, spent with all those who were important to him – with the exception of his father, Victor, who Edwin had had nothing to do with since he’d thrown him out, and his elder brother, Jack, who was away serving with the British Expeditionary Force somewhere in France.

Sitting around the large kitchen table a little while later, everybody full of good food, Thea held up her glass of blackberry wine to propose a toast. ‘We wish you every success in your new role. To Edwin and all the people that he helps.’

‘To Edwin!’ everyone chorused, raising their glasses in the air, then sipping at the wine, which was best drunk with caution as it packed a powerful punch.

Edwin smiled, his face glowing with happiness. ‘Thank you. I’m going to miss you all very much, but I’m excited about finally being able to start my training and do my bit, my way.’

‘Hear, hear!’ Hettie cheered, her cheeks rosy, her blue eyes bright behind her round glasses, no doubt the effects of her potent homemade wine combined with the emotion of the occasion. ‘Make sure you write to us often and let us know how you’re getting on.’

‘I promise.’ Edwin put his arm around Hettie’s shoulders as she was sitting next to him. ‘As often as I can.’

They were all going to miss him, Thea thought. She glanced across at her sister Prue. Edwin’s mother was smiling at her son, but Thea could tell that she was wishing he wasn’t leaving. No doubt she’d be worrying about him and, knowing Prue, would channel that into working hard to help others, keeping herself so busy that it distracted her from fretting about her children.

At the far end of the table, Reuben looked thoughtful, perhaps remembering the night before he’d gone off to join the army during the Great War. He and Edwin were close, even more so since the young man had come to live here. Reuben lived in the garden right by the orchard, in an old railway carriage that he’d converted into a home, and the two of them would often spend evenings chatting over a game of draughts. When Reuben had gone off to war no one had imagined that the next generation of young men would be having to do the same thing again just over twenty years later. At least in Edwin’s case he wouldn’t be fighting on the front line, but going to work for the FAU wasn’t an easy option. He’d be faced with sights that no one would ever want to see, and might well be sent into fighting zones to rescue injured soldiers. He really was as brave as any soldier. Going against the flow to stand up for his beliefs as a conscientious objector hadn’t been easy, and the path he was choosing to take wouldn’t shield him from the horrors of war. Everyone sitting around the table was immensely proud of Edwin and wished him nothing but happiness and a safe return, but Thea knew all too well there were no guarantees in wartime.
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