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This book is dedicated to the memory of our German Shepherd bitch, Pipersmead Georgette, better known as Perle, and much loved by us all for her lovely temperament and loyalty.


My days are in the yellow leaf;

The flowers and fruits of love are gone;

The worm, the canker, and the grief

Are mine alone!

Lord Byron

‘On This Day I Complete My Thirty-sixth Year’


CHAPTER 1
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A lot of people seemed to find it surprising, even incredible, that a man could bring up two girls, but it had seemed simple enough to him in the doing. The nanny had stayed on after Jenny died, he was reasonably well-off and he worked at home. And he had never tried to be a mother as well as a father. It had meant dodging a few issues that were essentially feminine but between Nanny Freeman and school they seemed to have filled the gaps all right. To him it had seemed all quite simple and straightforward. He loved his two daughters and taking care of them was, in his fortunate circumstances, a pleasure not a burden.

Victoria was thirteen. Very pretty. Blonde and leggy, with a temperament and character very like Jenny’s. Pauline was dark and beautiful, calm and slightly aloof. At eighteen she seemed to have more common sense than he had himself. No doubts about herself or how life should be lived. She seemed to have inner strength rather than the bounce and enthusiasm of young Tory. He sometimes had to look away when one of her gestures was too like Jenny to be ignored.

He had found that while time didn’t heal all wounds, it was possible to keep the memories of Jenny under control for most of the time. But there were odd things – a song, a place, Chanel No. 5, Le Figaro on a news-stand or a smell of bluebells in a wood – and she was there as if she had never been away. Sometimes, late at night when he was tired and perhaps uncertain about some film-script that he was writing, his low spirits could dissolve into depression at the thoughts that came surging back. So real that his mind started going over camera angles, lighting and dialogue as if it were some film that he was working on.

If his memories could have been only of that lovely happy-go-lucky girl and their days of wine and roses, they would have been welcome. But, inevitably, his thoughts were of the two years of deterioration and those last months of doomed failure when love and caring were not enough. But he had kept all that from the girls. It had meant letting Jenny become a vague background figure. Not mentioning her birthday, their wedding anniversary or even the date of her death.

The past closes quickly behind young children and he had done his best to keep the door tightly closed. When they were older and more mature, perhaps he could tell them how it had been. Unfair to the dead but beneficial for the living. He was never sure that this was the right way to deal with the problem and sometimes he had the fear that some day he would be proved wrong and a lot of birds would come flying back home to roost.

The birds started flying home the following Christmas when Pauline was unpacking from her first term at college. He was sitting with her in her room, chatting as she put her clothes in drawers and her books on the shelves. She had not responded very enthusiastically as they talked, and finally she sat on her bed facing him, her big eyes looking at him intently.

‘Tell me about Moma.’

‘What about her, sweetie?’

‘Everything.’

‘Is something worrying you?’

‘Yes.’

‘What? Tell me.’

‘Was Moma a drunk?’

‘What on earth made you ask that?’

‘A reporter from a newspaper phoned me at college and said he wanted to interview me. He came down and showed me some old newspaper cuttings about Moma. He said he was doing a piece about forgotten heroines of World War Two. He said he’d contacted you and you’d refused to see him.’ She paused. ‘One of the newspaper cuttings was about her death. It implied that she’d died of drink and drugs.’

‘What did you say to him – the reporter?’

‘The same as you. I told him to go to hell.’

‘Reporters are used to that. I can’t imagine he just went.’

She smiled wryly. ‘I opened the window and shouted for somebody to find one of the college servants as I was being pestered by a man.’ She shrugged. ‘He left before one of the porters arrived.’

‘Have you told Tory about this?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘I wanted to talk to you first.’

‘Was that because you thought that the newspaper cuttings were true?’

She smiled wryly, ‘I’m not sure.’

‘How about we leave it until tomorrow and I’ll talk to you both about it?’

‘Whatever you want.’

‘Let’s do that. We’ll go out for lunch and come back home and talk.’ He paused. ‘Meanwhile, I want to say something to you. Don’t ever judge people by their appearance or what other people say about them. Other people could be gossips or liars, mistaken or even intentionally mischievous. Your Moma was beautiful, brave, honest and … well, I’ll try to tell you about her tomorrow. Now let’s have a glass of champagne to celebrate us being back together again.’

He tried to sleep that night but failed, and about 2 a.m. he got up and went to his study with a cup of tea. He turned on the gas fire and sat in his old leather chair. He may be a film-script writer but this time he was in the wrong film. People were tired of hearing about the war, and the girls were no exception. They knew more about the Battle of Hastings than they did about World War Two. And that had suited him fine. But there was no way he could give them a fair picture of what happened to Jenny without explaining what the war had been like in Special Operations Executive. And inevitably his mind went back to the Dordogne.

And for some inexplicable reason, thinking of the Dordogne and Baker Street made him think of the club. The Special Forces Club. The girls might get a feel of the atmosphere of the Resistance. And as if that had solved all the problems, he was suddenly tired and slept through until morning in the leather armchair.

It was years since he had been to the club. There were too many memories there. Too many reminders. But Jenny and he had lunched there most Saturdays. Sometimes with a baby in a carry-cot asleep under the bar counter. Carefully watched over by Albert, the barman.

Going there would maybe bring the two worlds together. The Special Forces Club members mainly consisted of old SOE and SAS people with a few from the wilder areas of military intelligence. And if he was lucky it would provide him with some inspiration on how to tell the girls what had happened. He wanted them to have the right picture of their mother. Sooner or later they would hear some snide, weasel version and they had to be armed to confront it. Two months of dying doesn’t represent a whole life.

He booked a table for them to lunch that day.

The three of them sat at a table by the tall windows with a bottle of the club Bordeaux, the girls sipping gingerly and, he suspected, really wishing that it was Coke. When Michael signalled to him that their lunch was ready they walked over to the dining room.

They were just by the door when Vi came into the bar and, seeing him, she waved and walked over to them slowly, prodding the carpet with her stick, and breathless when she got to them.

‘Harry. My dear. How lovely to see you here. We’ve all missed you. How are you?’

‘I’m fine, Vi, thank you. Let me introduce you to my daughters. This is Victoria and this is Pauline.’

She looked at each in turn and then back at him. Her voice trembled as she said quietly, ‘They’re so lovely, Harry. She would have loved them so much.’

He saw her try to blink the tears away but she had to put up her hand to smooth her cheeks.

There was a slightly awkward silence and then she said, ‘It all seems a long, long time ago, doesn’t it? She’s so like her, Harry.’

She turned and headed unsteadily for the bar.

They were eating their crème caramel when Pauline said, ‘By the way, who was the old bag?’

‘What old bag?’

‘The one with the blue rinse hair and too much rouge who spoke to you by the door.’

It would have seemed to him a harsh commentary in any circumstances but in that place at that time it was like a physical blow. He felt a quick flush of anger. And then realised that that was unfair. The comment may have been flippant and unkind but it was no more than that. It was made in ignorance.

‘She’s a club member. She knew your mother very well.’

‘Are you cross with me?’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘You said “your mother” – you usually say “Moma”.’

‘No, I’m not cross with you. Drink up your coffees and we’ll get on our way.’

He’d paid the bill and they went down the stairs slowly, the girls not even glancing at the photographs on the wall. Photographs of the heroes and heroines of the Resistance in France, Holland and Norway.

Half-way down, he stopped them in front of the three photographs grouped together. The photographs of three pretty young women. One smiling, the other two looking rather solemn.

He pointed at the photographs. ‘Do you know who they are?’

The girls looked at the photographs but without any real interest. They exchanged glances and shrugs as they said ‘No’ together.

‘You should recognise the one on the right. Have a good look.’

Victoria said slowly as she looked at the photograph, ‘They’re all very pretty. The one on the right reminds me of someone.’

‘Go on.’

‘In fact she’s very like Pauline,’ she said slowly. ‘The same eyes, all big and bedroomy, and the same mouth.’ She turned quickly. ‘It’s Moma, isn’t it? It’s our Moma.’

He nodded, smiling. ‘Yes. That’s Moma. She was about four years older than Pauline is now when that was taken. She’d just finished her training course.’

‘It says underneath, Les Trois Anges – the three angels – why that?’

‘It was a joke. They were very close friends. All on the same training course. All three of them were highly rated except for discipline. They were all rather naughty so far as the army’s rules and regulations were concerned. That’s why they got the nickname, because they always looked so surprised and angelic when they were confronted with their misdeeds.’

‘What sort of misdeeds, Daddy?’

‘Nothing very bad. They were just a bit wild.’

‘Who’s the one in the centre?’

‘She was Paulette. You were named after her.’

‘And the one on the left? The smashing brunette.’

‘She was a special friend of Moma’s.’

‘What’s her name?’

‘Well, her name then was Violette Daudet. I’ll tell you about her some time.’

He’d cast the baited hook deliberately for Victoria who could never wait for anything. She rose so easily.

‘Tell us now or you’ll just forget.’

‘Let’s get home and I’ll tell you about the three of them.’

He settled them down in his study and looked from one to the other.

‘So what do we talk about?’

It was Tory who rose to the bait, as usual.

‘Tell us about Moma and how she was when you first knew her. Where did you meet her?’


CHAPTER 2
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He stood leaning on the post-and-rail fence watching Max taking the chestnut over the triple jump again and again. They looked so beautiful in the late afternoon sun. The eager young man with his blond hair flapping and the chestnut mare who was not quite up to international standard but who was so willing. When she’d learned to lift her hocks just another twenty centimetres as she came over she’d be there. Meanwhile it would have to be the big bay who had done it all before and loved the applause. It was far from the house and all he could hear was the sound of the pigeons and the creak of the leather saddle.

It was the first week in October and as warm and balmy as any June day. He turned to look towards the woods. The chestnuts and beeches were still bright green but the oaks were already shedding their leaves. Some instinct told him to savour those coming weeks in case it was all coming to an end. The British and the French had backed down over Hitler’s threats and the Czechs were about to be made part of the Third Reich. Siegfried, his eldest son, had been one of the staff officers at the Munich meeting. He sighed as he turned back to look at his younger son. He too would have to go. He had only lasted this long because he was one of the German show-jumping team.

Siegfried had never been a worry. The family name and his enthusiasm had served him well. He looked as if he’d been born to wear a uniform. German through and through. But Max had travelled all over Europe. He had friends everywhere. Paris, London, Rome and Dublin were like second homes to him. As typical a German as Siegfried but not in the same way. Max was a romantic and slightly old-fashioned. He liked foreigners and they obviously liked him. Siegfried had determination but Max had charm. He loved them both but his heart was with Max who was so like his mother.

He waved to Max and walked back slowly up the gentle grass slope to the gardens and the house. Schloss Leine was more a mansion than a castle. In England they would have called it Something House despite its size. It had been in the von Bayer family for nearly two hundred years but what had once been an estate incorporating the land covered by two villages was now a farm of just under a thousand hectares, with a staff of sixty people for the house and the farm. Most of them had fathers and grandfathers who had worked for his father and grandfather. He knew them all and cared for them all. He called them by their Christian names and they called him Count Otto.

In England, August 1938 would be remembered by a few people as being the month in which the German army was mobilised. For many more people it was the month in which Len Hutton scored 364 runs against Australia at the Oval Test Match.

For Harry Bailey it was the month in which he had to make his mind up about spending three pounds on a Rudge-Whitworth cycle or going the extra ten shillings for a Raleigh with Sturmey Archer three-speed gears. He finally opted for the Raleigh on the grounds that he’d need the gears to get him up the long steep hill of Victoria Road, the last mile of the journey from Erdington to King Edward’s Grammar School, Aston. After all, he was well paid for a 21-year-old junior French master at seven pounds a week. Five pounds a week was a married man’s wages in Birmingham at that time and a bowler hat would be worn to mark the status.

Harry Bailey had spent the whole of the summer holidays in France. With fares and keep the seven weeks had cost him just under seventeen pounds. From Ostend he had cycled down to Chartres and then back to Paris and home from Calais. Every hour of his holidays at Christmas, Easter, Whitsun and the summer were spent in France. It had been started when he was only twelve by a school trip to Boulogne, and the whole atmosphere of France and the sound of the beautiful language had possessed him right from the start. Even when spoken in anger or derision the language was like honey on brown bread.

The senior French master was Frank Summers, a quiet, unobtrusive man who was more in love with French grammar than the language itself. He was particularly fond of conditional phrases using subordinate prepositions before or after the principal proposition. But Harry Bailey’s classes were made to use the language. There would be boys who would remember the words of J’attendrai for the rest of their lives and others who would always see the cloud of dust as the sheep came down from the hills in Daudet’s Lettres de mon moulin. Harry Bailey’s subsidiary subject was history which seemed to be mainly concerned with Mary Queen of Scots and her relationship with the French Court. There was a touch of Bothwell about Harry Bailey himself.

Harry Bailey’s parents found their only child a constant surprise but his status as a schoolmaster at the ‘grammar’ at twenty-one despite no university degree was enough to make anything tolerable. And there was that framed certificate on the wall by the upright piano, that announced that Harold George Bailey was a ‘Licentiate of the Royal College of Preceptors’. They had no idea what a preceptor was or did, or even what a licentiate was, the certificate alone was enough. He had bought his mother a copy of Warwick Deeping’s Sorrell and Son, and his father an airtight tin of Three Nuns tobacco to celebrate the award.

He liked dancing at the Palais and the Masonic and summer evenings at the Congregational Church tennis club. If it hadn’t been for his job and the obsession about France he would have been considered a bit of a lad by his contemporaries. It wasn’t that they were against the French business, it was just that they couldn’t understand why it should interest him. Harry’s other indulgence was membership of the Left Book Club. Two shillings and sixpence a month for the book and a newsletter from Victor Gollancz. Unwrapping those red-covered books was a kind of magic and the contents were amazing. Revelations about Tory MPs and how they used their votes to support arms manufacturers in which they had shares. There were warnings about Hitler and comparisons of earnings in different countries. They left no doubt that socialism and communism were the only way to a civilised future. Harry Bailey absorbed it by a kind of osmosis rather than analytical convictions and it stayed at the back of his mind rather like declining ‘mensa’ and bits of Caesar’s Gallic wars – just thinking ‘Caesar jam adolescens …’ brought back the dusty classroom and the worn desk-lid, with his initials carved on it with the others.

Despite the ominous warnings from the Left Book Club books Harry Bailey gave almost no thought to the likelihood of war. That sort of thing was for politicians, not ordinary people.

Nobody could explain why the agency was called ‘Agence Presse Dijon’. Nobody in the firm had any connections with Dijon. Some wag had suggested that it had something to do with Dijon’s reputation for fiery mustard. Older members had vague recollections that one of the founder’s pretty mistresses was from Dijon. But why pick on her when there had been so many. In fact it had been a mark of recognition to a rich man from Dijon who had made his money in Burgundy wines and the manufacture of motor cycles who had funded the agency for its first five years. His widow had got his money back years ago and by 1938 the agency was doing quite well. It made no profits but that was a matter of intent rather than bad management. Why pay taxes when a trip to survey the current situation in Saigon or Ottawa could level things out to better advantage. The offices had a fine address in the Champs-Elysées but inside they reflected the current management’s philosophy of carpets at home rather than at the office. Not that the offices were bad; they were sprawling and untidy, but despite that, the agency was highly respected. It was both non-political and universal. In other words if you wanted an item on suspected scandal at the Foreign Ministry or, alternatively, a fulsome piece on the good works of the Minister himself, then Agence Presse Dijon could supply it. They were totally uncommitted. Rivals said that they were hacks without beliefs. But they were very efficient and successful hacks and Paul-Henri Fleury was their most valuable reporter. He was offered a management job with an increase in salary which he declined, for Paul-Henri lived better than the owners let alone the managers. Paul-Henri always knew which way the wind was blowing, whether it was a political wind or an economic breeze.

Paul-Henri had several other virtues including great charm and an ability to listen. The fact that he was both selfish and unprincipled was not considered a drawback by most journalists in the agency. He knew everybody, and he knew most of their secrets. He was fond of women and got on well with them for short periods. But that perceptive eye and the sharp tongue could be devastating when he was tired of a relationship. He had married only once but that was more than enough. Two massive egos grinding together was painful and Louise now lived her own life. She had felt no need to remarry but she had a constant stream of lovers. As a top entertainer that was de rigueur. She sang beautifully. The ballads made popular by the likes of Tino Rossi and Maurice Chevalier. She sometimes claimed that she was the Louise in Chevalier’s song. She was still beautiful, but no longer desirable so far as he was concerned.

He had always got on well with his daughter, Paulette. She was lively and pretty and had a good degree, and when she wanted to be a journalist he hadn’t hesitated to get her a job at the agency. Nepotism was only one of his perquisites. And it was very French … ‘faire une fleur par quelqu’un’. It had been decided that she would serve the agency best as a researcher. History graduates always ended as researchers or schoolteachers.

Paulette Fleury lived with her father in a pleasant apartment within walking distance of the agency. It wasn’t that she preferred her father to her mother but her mother’s place was constantly full of the hangers-on that performers always attracted. She liked her mother and admired her father, and she had inherited his independent spirit and her mother’s dedication. Nothing was impossible to either of them. You decided what to do and you did it without hesitation.

The evenings she spent with her life-long boyfriend, Jacques Lévy, who worked in a merchant bank advising the wealthier clients on their investments. They both liked music. Classical music. Jacques had wanted to be a cellist and for a year had played as a professional with an orchestra. But the pay was not enough to live on and they planned to marry some day.

The Fleurys had a cottage in the Dordogne just outside Brantôme but after the break-up of the marriage it was seldom visited. But Paulette and Jacques used it from time to time when their free time was enough to drive down for a day or so. Life in France in 1938 wasn’t bad for the Fleurys and many people like them.

The Campbells had owned the manor house and the estate around it for at least three generations. There was some doubt about ownership before that because in those days part of the estate was in Scotland. Long ago the estate had been measured in thousands of acres, most of it wild and uncultivated. But after 1917 the family had lived, generation after generation, on the estate in Sussex, on the green, rolling hills behind Chichester. But the present generation had followed the father in his peripatetic life at the Foreign Office. For six years their home had been in Berlin and then ten years in Paris at the embassy. Only holidays had been spent at their English home. It had taken some wire-pulling to achieve such long postings in the same place but the Minister’s awareness of Alistair Campbell’s talent went hand in hand with the realisation that he was financially and socially completely independent of his salary from the Foreign Office so the family were allowed to be together far more than most diplomats’ families could expect. Justice was served in a way because if the usual rules had applied, Alistair Campbell would normally, by 1938, have been an Ambassador instead of First Secretary. He was knighted in the monarch’s birthday list in June 1938, ‘for services to the Foreign Office’.

Lady Campbell had been a society beauty even among the twenties crowd. Impetuous and self-willed she was not every bachelor’s dream, but she had fallen in love with Alistair Campbell the first time she had set eyes on him at a hunt ball near her home in Leicestershire. And she had adored him ever since.

Jenny Campbell was their only child. Restless and impetuous she used up her energies on riding and skiing. A fearless rider to hounds and with a real understanding of horses and ponies.

She was courted by many young men. She flirted with them, went to night-clubs and danced to Carroll Gibbons at the Savoy and Roy Fox at the Kit Kat Club. But that was all it was. MG cars and quick-step lessons at Santos Casani’s, and horses. Horses to be trained, ridden and cared for. Because she was bilingual in French and English with a good working knowledge of German she was co-opted onto the committees organising the international equestrian competitions in those countries. The times she most enjoyed were with the Duponts in Paris and at the von Bayers’ place near Hanover. The von Bayers had a wonderful string of home-bred showjumpers that were the envy of all European competitors. There the Campbells were treated as part of the family. She would be seeing them at Christmas.

John Crowther had been eighteen years old when he was wounded in the attack by the Canadians and British on Passchendaele Ridge. He lost his sight despite the devotion and care of a nurse in the local hospital. He was too ill to be moved to a military hospital and by the time he could get about despite his blindness there were only a couple more months to go before the Armistice was signed. He was demobilised at Catterick Camp in Yorkshire and the young nurse from Flanders who had looked after him was waiting for him with his parents and a taxi. They were married later that day at the Registrar’s Office in Stockport. Their only child, a daughter, was born two years later. John Crowther, despite his blindness, had work as a night telephonist at a Manchester hotel and was fatally injured by a lorry as he walked home in the early hours of a spring morning.

His wife, Marie, was left to bring up her four-year-old daughter, and being an enterprising young woman she got a job as a nurse at a local hospital while the young daughter was cared for by her paternal grandma. It was easier for Marie to talk to her daughter in French and there was nobody else to accommodate and Violette took quite easily to talking French at home and English outside. They were a loving group, the in-laws, Marie, and her daughter, and they got on well together.

Violette grew up in an atmosphere that was almost the same as it would have been in France. She was thrilled by her first trip to meet her mother’s parents who had a small farmholding in Normandy that gave them a reasonable living. They loved their young granddaughter and she stayed with them for two long summers and helped them on the farm. It suited her mother to stay in England and when she was courted by the local veterinary surgeon there was all the more reason to stay. They married a year later, just after Violette finished at the local girls’ grammar school.

Her stepfather was genuinely fond of her and was an easy-going man, not put out by being excluded when the two females always talked together in French. When Violette came back from her summer with her grandparents she started work as an assistant in her stepfather’s small surgery.

It was her French grandparents who offered to keep her and pay her fees at the nearby veterinary college at Rouen.
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