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  Worlds Apart




  Standing squarely before the little Queen Anne mirror, melon-breasted Mrs. Butterfield lifted the steel helmet from its candy-striped box and placed it reverently on her brassy

  curls. She adjusted the webbing strap under her chin, fished a lipstick from her cardigan pocket and touched up her mouth, precisely redefining the orchid bow. She pursed her lips, wetted them with

  the tip of her tongue, popped the Tattoo back into her pocket and, hands on hips, swung round to show herself to her employer.




  “What d’you think then, Hol?”




  There was no formality in the relationship, one of the benefits of the war.




  “Delightful,” Holly answered.




  Mrs. Butterfield peeped at her profile in the glass.




  “Mad little face-framer, just right for those warm summer nights on the tiles. Think a topknot of Javanese cotton would go with black paint?”




  “I rather doubt it.”




  “Well, hell,” Mrs. Butterfield tipped the tin hat back from her brow, “Deanna Durbin ain’t got much to worry about, I’ll nob.”




  “Perhaps not,” said Holly, “but you’re bound to knock the wardens off their perches, Norma, which is, unless I’m much mistaken, the whole idea.”




  “Got to keep my hand in for when ’is Nibs gets home.” One hand on the lid, the other extended, Mrs. Norma Butterfield performed a swinging rumba which made the floor of the old

  shop creak and the array of Staffordshire figurines on the shelves dance in harmony. “Anyhow, a girl’s entitled to a bit of fun—provided it’s innocent.”




  Innocence was not a quality one would readily associate with the twenty-eight-year-old blonde. Holly smiled. Ten years ago she would have joined the younger woman in the impromptu dance and

  shared the moment of gaiety, but now a smile was the most that she could manage. Even that token would have pleased her elder brother, Maury, who, concerned for her health, had insisted on Norma

  Butterfield being “taken on” as assistant manageress in Holly Beckman King’s “new” antique shop in the Fulham Road.




  As usual, Maury had been absolutely right and Norma Butterfield’s company had proved the tonic Holly needed to draw her out of depression after her husband’s death.




  Everything seemed to have happened at once in the autumn of 1939, Europe’s woes and Holly’s becoming, in the woman’s mind, woven together. In August of that year Kennedy King

  had died of lung congestion, after a short illness. Eleven days later, Holly’s son, Christopher, graduated from Cranwell and became a fledged and active pilot officer with the Royal Air

  Force.




  Five weeks later, forty-eight divisions of the German army and sixteen hundred Luftwaffe aeroplanes attacked Poland, East Prussia and Slovakia, seizing Danzig and the Polish Corridor.




  Holly, in mourning, listened to the news on her wireless in the downstairs parlour of her home in Chelsea, a house that, without Kennedy, seemed as cheerless as a tomb. On that same afternoon,

  the French mobilised and on the following day, Saturday, September 2nd, the RAF flew an Advanced Air Striking Force to France. Though Christopher hastened to London to reassure his mother that his

  squadron, based at West Horsfall in Kent, was not yet under “marching orders”, Holly, vulnerable and desperately afraid, for a period lost her touch with reality.




  It was not that she fell into fits or that grief stole away her reasoning; she simply could not unite with the nation in its tempered enthusiasm for war, for girding its loins, for

  “bashing Hitler”, for putting the promise of a Golden Age aside to take up the sword of freedom, justice and honour. She abjured the platitudes of propaganda, recoiled from the manly

  talk that her son and brother, with the best will in the world, substituted for solace and reassurance. She remembered far too well the last war and the long wake of its aftermath, the so-called

  years of peace and fulfilment. She recalled her youth without that roseate glow which fell fancifully over the century’s second and third decades. She had learned to live without illusion,

  and her capacity to absorb pain had been diminished by it. No cynic, Holly now expected only the worst.




  Life, as Maury pointed out, had damned well better go on and, sensing his sister’s lack of volition, he had taken it upon himself to see her right.




  There was, of course, no problem at all about money.




  Thanks to Holly’s acumen and dedication—a dedication that had almost cost her her marriage to Kennedy—King’s Fine Arts and Antiques had many thousands of pounds tied up

  in realisable assets. Apart from small legacies to his close friends, Simon Black and Emma Chubb, Kennedy willed the entire fortune to his wife and his stepson, Christopher Deems. But Holly had

  little use for the money, no desire to travel to escape the rigours of the brand-new war, to head for Canada or America where she might be able to indulge her selfish passion for things of the

  past. She had all but given up “the high life” and international trading. Even before Kennedy’s last illness, she had been inclined more and more to small-scale dealing which, as

  Maury remarked, was just as well, considering the way the market was going. The vast barn-like shop in the Chalfont Arcade was sold up. General stock and special collections of antiques and

  pictures were sold en bloc to an American-based shipper who whisked them out of England before a U-boat blockade could close the Atlantic. The cherished items which Holly wished to retain,

  mostly porcelain and china, were stored in the basement apartments of her Chelsea home. It seemed as if Mrs. King, like so many business people, intended to put herself in mothballs for the

  duration.




  War and collecting were ill bedfellows. In due course, Maury predicted, it might even come to the stage where you would be delighted to swop a Hepplewhite-Sheraton sideboard for something yellow

  to put on the cheeseboard. Even so, he was not content to see his sister languish. Condoning Holly’s “selfish” lack of interest in the war effort, in not enlisting as a nursing

  assistant or a mother’s aide or in re-training to become something in a factory, Maury fired ahead and secured her a little shop in Fulham, not too far from the spot in Pimlico where her

  career had begun and where, Maury assumed, she had once been happy.




  As autumn dragged into winter the immediate impetus of the struggle in Europe and the threat to England waned. Boredom redressed the balance. Patriotism yielded to bravado and self-concern.

  Trade in London was not as bad as all that. The search for and purchase of “trinkets”, which included antiques ancient and modern, was approximately categorised with poetry readings,

  underground concerts, people’s art shows and the like, with “carrying on regardless” in a city that had been drained, in part at least, of its children and young men.




  The shop was situated on the corner of the Fulham Road and Lyndhurst Grove, a quarter-hour’s brisk walk from Holly’s home in Chelsea. Maury had purchased the property from a

  leather-goods’ retailer but at one point in its history it had been a public house—Manthorpe’s Vaults—and had an ideal cellar, deep, well bricked and dry. Sandbagged and

  timbered now, the cellar had become a vault of another kind. Each and every morning, each and every evening, Holly and Mrs. Butterfield packed and unpacked the choicest items of stock—fragile

  glasses, dainty figures and silverware—and lugged them to and from the cellar in specially joinered trays.




  Air raids, which had been particularly an obsession in the autumn of 1939, had not materialised. Certain bright-eyed optimists, the nation’s ostriches, declared that Hitler knew better

  than to drop bombs on the British, an opinion that Maury did not share. A redoubtable realist, Maury had also had installed two big shutters of sheet iron which were ugly but terribly reassuring,

  hung on oiled hinges inside the windows. The plate glass itself was given a Tudor look by an inevitable lattice of sticky tape. Through its interstices, potential customers peeped as at a

  penny-show, to catch the glint, glimmer and subtle shine of the precious treasures within.




  In the morning, now that spring was here, the sun cleft the rooftops across the narrow highway. Its rays shaped the spire of the Inverness Church and the paddle of grass in the private garden of

  Lyndhurst House, and lit up the frontage of King’s Antiques very nicely, together with the clean sandbags and painted board frontage of the coffee house next door, Fracelli’s Fine Foods

  and the narrow slot of the Home Defence Recruiting Office with its windowful of posters. In spite of changes to its surfaces, and the altered preoccupations of its people, London was still London.

  Holly’s arctic hurts thawed out a little with the coming of spring. Nurtured and protected, she could almost hold to the belief that, come what may, she would be “all right” for

  the duration, and that Maury’s gloomy prophecies that the war would last a long time might be, after all, an exaggeration. She could see herself mellowing into contented decline in the Fulham

  Road, ambition behind her, the achievements of her prime quite satisfying enough to sustain her through the next twenty-five or thirty years.




  It might have been a different story if she had desperately needed to juggle a profit from the business. But that sort of pressure had been removed. Astonishingly quickly, she settled into

  routines that had seemed irksome at first: hoisting and barring the windows, shifting small stock, doling out her petrol ration to cover collections and deliveries of larger pieces, blackout, fire

  drills and all the other general civilian regulations with which a shopkeeper had to comply. In this area, Mrs. Norma Butterfield was of enormous help. In addition, the fact that Mrs. Butterfield

  spent most of her spare time engaged in training for night work as a member of the Fulham Branch of the Auxiliary Fire Service convinced Holly that she was justified in continuing to operate such a

  trivial concern as an antique shop. The wage she paid was generous and kept Mrs. B’s body and soul together. But Holly’s conscience did not tweak her into joining Norma Butterfield in

  fire-spotting sorties or in recruiting into one of the many volunteer services that abounded in the city. And it was April, winter past, business ticking over, novel aspects of trading in wartime

  showing up to stimulate the widow, that constant biting fear for Chris easing to occasional bouts of apprehension. And Mrs. Butterfield had been given her brand-new, black-painted tin helmet with

  her number and AFS stencilled in yellow on the bowl. And Holly felt, for the first time since Kennedy’s death, that life might have a little purpose after all, even if that purpose was merely

  to survive decently and defiantly.




  “Have you heard from Les lately?” Holly asked.




  Norma Butterfield continued to dance.




  “Nope. Not much of a letter-writer, neither of us. Thank God we ain’t got no kids. Think,” she changed the rhythm to a foxtrot, “I’d be in fits if we had

  kids.”




  Leslie Butterfield had been one of Maury’s messengers before the war. He had enlisted with the first wave of ardent recruits in October, 1939, and was currently serving with the BEF as a

  Military Policeman “somewhere in France”. Holly had met Les Butterfield only once, during embarkation leave. Three or four years Norma’s junior, he was a tall, fresh-faced young

  man who radiated strength and self-confidence. He reminded Holly, just a little, of the way Maury had looked thirty years ago, before the Kaiser’s war.




  “Les loves being a copper. He always was a bossy boots. Do this, do that. Fond of spit and polish.” Norma displayed an unflagging, almost religious faith in her husband’s

  ability not only to endure military service but to enjoy it. “He’ll have picked up some little French piece by now, I’ll nob. Les ain’t going to go without a nibble of the

  old currant bun for very long.”




  Initially, Holly found Mrs. Butterfield’s confidences somewhat dismaying but she soon grew used to them. There were, it seemed, regulations governing the Butterfield marriage, an

  unaccustomed freedom which Les and Norma had worked out in principle, prior to his departure for training depot number one.




  “Sex,” said Norma Butterfield, “is what brought us together, like. Lack of it ain’t going to drive us apart. Of course, when the war’s over it’ll be

  different. Then it’ll be up to me to keep ’is Nibs happy, like. And him, me.”




  Such candour disarmed Holly. She was tempted to pry, not out of salacious curiosity but in an attempt to relate the younger woman’s attitudes to her own experiences, to discover where

  essential differences lay. More than one kind of war was being fought. A more subtle conflict had shifted into the bedrooms of England, a conflict from which Holly believed herself

  excluded—until that April morning.




  Mrs. Butterfield stopped dancing. She whipped off the tin hat with alacrity and a degree of embarrassment and, tugging down her salmon-pink jumper, sailed past Holly into the gloom of the main

  shop.




  “Good morning, sir. Interested in anything in particular, like?” Norma Butterfield’s enquiry invariably sounded like an invitation to sin. “Brassware, silver, pottery,

  perhaps? Nice trinket for the girl-friend or the wife?”




  The hard sell was not to Holly’s taste but she hadn’t the heart to “have words” with Norma about it. Before the war, Les and Norma had operated a market stall in their

  spare time and had made a good thing out of it too. Butterfield Senior, as Norma called her father-in-law, had been a street dealer all his life and was still at it in the wilds of Portsmouth where

  he sold souvenirs to naval ratings. Mrs. Butterfield’s knowledge of bric-à-brac was bred in the bone, and her efficiency, learned at Daddy’s heels on the cobbles of street

  markets, was robust.




  Hoping that the poor customer would not be frightened off, Holly left Norma to it. She stepped behind the hessian curtain which partitioned off the sales and display area from the tiny

  office.




  On the desk was a cardboard carton filled with twists of newspaper which protected four stained pottery figures that Holly had purchased from a very elderly gentleman in a handsome flat in South

  Kensington. The old gent had no real idea what the figures were worth; been in the family for years, he said. Ingrained with dirt though they were, the four figures were unchipped and showed no

  signs of hairline cracks. Holly had paid well for them, backing her belief that they were valuable late eighteenth century pieces by the Staffordshire potter, Neale. She had just put her hand into

  the box, lifted out the portrait figure of a girl with roses on her apron, and held it up to the single shaded bulb hanging over the bench, when a voice at her shoulder said,

  “Holly?”




  She glanced round.




  The man was in his middle forties. He sported a neat beard. His eyes were grey and his hair, clipped short, was grizzled grey and brown. With beard and tanned complexion, he might have been a

  high-ranking naval officer, though he wore a roomy, lightweight herring-bone topcoat and carried his hat in his hand.




  “Holly, don’t you recognise me?”




  “I—I’m sorry.”




  He came forward, close to her, into the fall of pale yellow light from the bulb.




  “Says he knows you, Hol,” said Mrs. Butterfield from the curtain’s edge.




  “A long time ago,” the stranger said. “Twenty years, in fact.”




  She had seen him last in St. James’s Park in the golden October of 1920, with the Palace caught in the rays of the afternoon sun and the Mall carpeted in red and yellow leaves. She had

  been there with Emma Chubb, who had been as breezy and assertive as Norma was now, with Christopher tucked into a high-wheeled Swann baby-carriage. She had been married to Captain Deems for only a

  few months. But the meeting that long-ago afternoon had been etched into her memory, given poignancy by the fact that the child in the baby-carriage had not been fathered by her husband but by the

  man who had come to say goodbye, by the stranger who confronted her now.




  “David,” she said. “David Aspinall.”




  She held the rose-dress figurine in her fingers and stood motionless, staring, as the man stooped and, without otherwise touching her, kissed her brow. Flustered, Holly stepped to one side,

  saying, “An old friend, Norma. Here, take this.” She stuck out the stained pottery portrait, which Norma Butterfield accepted. “Give it . . . give it a wash, please. At the

  downstairs tap.”




  Mrs. Butterfield could not suppress a grin. She was being given the brush-off, dismissed. Saying nothing she went out and down the wooden staircase to the basement cellar, leaving Mrs. King and

  the stranger alone.




  “How did you find me?” asked Holly. “I mean, how did you find the shop?”




  “Mumford gave me the address. I was astonished to discover the old fellow still in the land of the living.”




  “He retired from legal practice four years ago.”




  “Yes, I know. Andrea kept me in touch with—with that sort of thing.”




  Andrea was David’s sister, a snobbish, selfish woman with whom Holly had had a great deal of unpleasantness in the 1920s, soon after she had inherited a share in Aspinall’s Antique

  Shop.




  Seeing David before her now, much altered by the years, suave and charming but no longer raffish, Holly was possessed by an awareness of how fleeting life can be.




  All that had happened to her—Christopher Deems’ death, her affair with the American, all the dealing and double-dealing, her marriage to Kennedy—became as wispy as ground mist.

  She was carried back out of the secure uncertainty of the war, back to her days as a girl just out of the Lambeth slums, struggling against prejudice and burning with ambition and passion, a

  romantic who had squandered her youth in learning that romance was not a thing that could be tracked down, acquired and preserved, like a piece of Spode or Worcester. Now, at forty, Holly realised

  only too well that first loves and first lovers were figments of another world and, in the pearl-grey reality of one’s middle years, not to be trusted.




  “I’m afraid,” said Holly, stiffly, “that you have the advantage of me. I haven’t kept in touch at all.”




  “I’m not surprised,” said David Aspinall.




  “Meaning?”




  If he sensed her wariness, her hostility, David gave no sign of it. He certainly was not deterred. The old-fashioned charm was still in evidence but tinctured now with bluntness, a directness

  that Holly had never associated with the weak, vacillating young man with whom she had once been madly in love.




  “Meaning that I treated you shabbily, Holly, and you’ve every right to harbour a grudge.”




  “It isn’t that. I’ve been too busy.”




  “I understand.”




  God, he was patronising her. She was the slum kid again, nineteen again. He was patronising her as he had done in the shop days; the handsome, dissolute young army officer, son of the owner,

  willing, out of the goodness of his heart, to give the plain little slum kid her chance. Some chance it had turned out to be. The ugly duckling from across the Thames had developed into a beauty,

  had acquired a degree of social poise that had given her an entrée into the finest homes in Europe and allowed her to mingle easily with millionaires and aristocrats. For the first time in

  several years Holly Beckman King felt a welling of genuine anger. Whatever news Andrea had had of her and had imparted by way of letter across the seas to Hong Kong, it could not begin to depict

  how difficult life had been and what she had really achieved.




  She said, “I doubt if you do, David.”




  “I’m free until two o’clock. May I take you to lunch?”




  “Why?”




  “Because I’d like to. I’ve been out of England for twenty years, Holly, and I don’t feel terribly at home here.”




  Girl struggled against woman, romantic against realist. “Why are you in England?”




  “My term of contract finally expired,” said David. “Besides, the country’s at war, need I remind you? And I was a serving officer.”




  “Are you back in the army?”




  “Believe it or not,” said David, “I’m an officer in the Royal Navy.”




  “The navy?”




  “Yes.”




  “Will you have command of a ship?”




  “No chance of that,” said David. “Besides, I wouldn’t know what to do with one. Naval Intelligence. Very hush-hush. I’m one of a team, with an office in the

  Admiralty. In actual fact, Holly, I’ve been with the navy for seven years. Overseas Volunteer Reserve.”




  “But what do you do—or shouldn’t I ask?”




  “At the moment,” said David, “not much. My experiences in Hong Kong weren’t wasted, however. Apart from learning a very great deal about the movements of shipping and the

  like, I also made many friends in high places. Such expertise is rather valuable now. Thus, when I offered my services, through appropriate channels, my offer was promptly accepted.”




  Another sinecure, thought Holly. David had spent the Kaiser’s war behind a desk, safe in Whitehall.




  “But we’re not fighting in the Far East,” she said.




  “Not yet,” David answered.




  “Oh, you don’t suppose—”




  David put his finger to his lips and imitated the furtive, hunch-shouldered spy figure that had recently become popular from Ministry of Information leaflets.




  “It won’t imperil the security of the nation, however, if I talk to a lady over lunch. Lassister’s still do something rather decent in spite of rationing. Fish?”




  Holly was curious. She had heard nothing of the Aspinalls for years.




  Seventeen years ago, Maury had told her quietly one evening that David’s wife, an invalid, had died. Beyond that she knew nothing of the family with whom she had once been so closely

  linked. Though she had hated them—hate was too strong a word—at the time, she felt unwonted wistfulness, a transient bubble of nostalgic regret. Chris was safe now, safe from hurt from

  the knowledge of the bargain that she had struck with Captain Deems.




  The “deal” had been done to protect her unborn son, to prevent him from being born a bastard. As far as Chris was concerned, Deems was his father—Captain Christopher Deems,

  poet and war hero, warrior and martyr. It was a relationship that Kennedy had never tried to usurp. Nobody now alive knew the truth, except Maury, and she trusted her elder brother with the secret

  as she trusted him with everything else. It had taken a war to delineate the wavering circle of circumstance, a mark as fine as a pencil line, to bring it to that April morning in the Fulham Road,

  to the little shop which was not so different from Aspinall’s, in spite of sandbags and taped windows, a small, tick-over, cosy sort of establishment of just the right size and scope to

  contain her aspirations.




  “All right,” she said. “But I must be back without fail by two-thirty.”




  “A sale?”




  “My assistant has a fire drill at three.”




  “A shade different from the old days, Holly, what?”




  “More than a shade,” said Holly Beckman King.




  The triangulation of sector airfields dotted across the county had convinced Maury Beckman that his country place at Applehurst was as safe as anywhere.




  The village could hardly be classified as the industrial heartland of South-East England. Any bombs that fell there would surely be strays, ejected cargo from returning bombers, or dribblings

  from damaged Stukas. Standing on the uneven lawn in front of the large, rambling cottage, one could not imagine an intrusion of death and disaster.




  Limes sheltered the house, no ruled avenue of trees but a casual collection of the blessed things beneath whose soaring branches humbler vegetation flourished, a rough girdle of growth that

  Maury had forbidden his gardener to tame. The protective hedges would have gladdened the heart of the Jutish landowner in the distant days before the foundation of the Kingdom of Kent. Maury saw

  his sulung ploughed with unsentimental awareness of its significance, though the job was done with a tiny, coughing tractor and not eight oxen yoked in a team. Behind the limes, in a spur of

  old forest, was a denn for pigs. Maury had acquired the glossy, black and white Wessex saddlebacks along with many other agricultural items in the late summer of 1939, conscientiously

  forestalling the commands of the Ministry of Food.




  The Beckman town house in Richmond was not what you would call vulnerable but it was, more or less, within the confines of the capital and Ruth Beckman had taken to spending more and more time

  at Applehurst.




  “It’s either that or join the WVS, which I don’t flamin’ fancy,” Ruth declared. “If Maury wants it, I’ll take my shot at the war effort by being a

  goddamned Earth Mother.”




  Property magnate Maury had put his personal interests into cold storage. He had lost the best of his young managers and agents and had experienced some qualms of conscience—the Socialist

  in him had died hard—about making another fortune out of the war’s victims.




  Now he headed a War Department sub-committee of Acquisition and Adaptation, which meant that he had some call on the labour pool and a great deal of influence and responsibility.




  Farm land, mansion houses, schools, church properties and any other oddments, vertical or horizontal, that the powers in Whitehall took a fancy to, Maury acquired. He had a legal department of

  seven aged lawyers and twelve aged clerks. Four land-brokers and a multitude of sub-contracted estate agents were answerable to Mr. Beckman, as well as building contractors, glaziers, slaters,

  joiners and every sort of Tom, Harry and Dick in the building trades. What Maury got out of it was the thrill of the power of it all, rekindled zest for the trade he had rooked since young manhood,

  plus an annual petrol allocation that would have kept a division of tanks on the road.




  Here, there and everywhere, Maury seemed able to do the impossible at the mere whisk of a handkerchief, to pull not rabbits but houses and office blocks out of thin air. He had had his

  “rest”, the throttled-back years between his wedding to Ruth and the outbreak of hostilities. Now he was ready to roar again, to take off like a Hurricane.




  Over the years, Holly had leaned heavily on Maury’s competence. In the present circumstances, however, she was shy of directly summoning his aid. She had travelled down to Applehurst after

  lunch on Saturday afternoon in the hope of “bumping into” Maury, accidentally. Mrs. Butterfield was left in charge of the shop. Holly needed no special invitation to spend the weekend

  in Kent and Ruth was only too pleased to see her. The day was fine, the sky clear and, in cardigans, the two women took tea upon the lawn. The ceremony was much less grand than it sounded.

  Informality suited Ruth a treat, particularly as the lawn was the province of the children of the house, her own pair plus seven evacuees whom Maury had fostered and for whom he had made special

  provision.




  A wing had appeared behind the cottage—more Maury magic. The prefabricated structure, an oblong of wood and glass, looked like a barrack block, but was furnished with nice little beds,

  bathrooms and toilets and other mod. cons. Originally Maury had “contracted” for twelve children but five had returned home to London shortly after Christmas when the expected air raids

  had not occurred. The seven that remained had formed their own community, Maury becoming their provider, Ruth their surrogate mother along with Mrs. Akers—Wilf Akers’ mum—who had

  been employed as cook and general factotum.




  All had not been smooth, of course. There had been problems of adjustment for some of the children but, being sharp little Londoners, the majority soon realised that they were on to a good thing

  and had written home begging to be allowed to stay. The village school had been increased by three teachers to cope with the influx—Maury wasn’t the only property owner to take in

  evacuees in that part of Kent—and a horse-bus stopped at the bottom of the lane each weekday, to collect the Beckman mob.




  In its midst, almost if not quite indistinguishable from it, were Maury and Ruth’s treasures, Holly’s nephew Charles, and her niece Laura. Laura was too young for school but Charles

  went off with the others to learn his sums. He was far happier participating in the rough and tumble of the village school than he was at home in Richmond where he attended an establishment more in

  keeping with Maury’s income and status.




  Milk and orange juice flowed freely. Big, fist-sized buns which rolled steaming from the kitchen ovens were dispensed, and the games and squabbles went noisily on while Holly and Ruth strolled

  like Titans among the Minnows, sipping from tea-mugs, the inevitable cigarette in Ruth’s lips.




  “Yeah, I see the problem,” said Ruth, to whom Holly had confided the latest strange event. “Did he ask you out again?”




  “He did.”




  “And you accepted?”




  “I—yes, I did.”




  “Rather a cheek, blowing in from Hong Kong after all these years,” said Ruth, “an’ expecting just to pick up where he left off.”




  “I’m not sure that he does.”




  “What then?” said Ruth. “He’s a sailor, isn’t he?”




  “Hardly,” said Holly. “He’s a commissioned adviser to the Admiralty, whatever that means.”




  “Handsome?”




  “He’s put on a little weight,” Holly answered, obliquely.




  “Who hasn’t?” said Ruth. “Except you.”




  The bountiful years had filled Ruth out. In her mid-thirties now, she was no longer quite as petite and feline as she had been when Maury had fallen in love with her. At that period she had been

  Ritchie Beckman’s wife, a prisoner of the brother’s obsessive jealousy, kept captive in Paris and various parts of America and, latterly, in London, where she had been born. She was

  dark and still vivacious and could be very seductive. Holly was as slender as she had always been, weighed hardly a pound more than at twenty, and had not shed her poise in the stressful times. She

  dressed smartly, was exceedingly well-groomed and, except for the sprinkling of silver in her black hair, might have passed for thirty-two or three.




  “It’s that Maldano egg-flip you scoff,” said Holly. “It’ll blow you up like a barrage balloon eventually.”




  Ruth chuckled. “There isn’t much of it left. I asked Maury to put down a stock of it but he blew me a raspberry, said you didn’t ‘put down’ egg-flip, unless in the

  veterinary sense. I expect he’ll show up with a dozen bottles, though. You know how he spoils me.”




  “Only too well,” said Holly.




  Ruth glanced ruefully at the battling children. “Who else but Maury’d go find a ready-made family just to keep his wife happy?”




  “I—I had hoped to have a word with Maury,” said Holly.




  “About this sailor guy, the old flame?”




  “Yes.”




  “What’s it got to do with Maury?”




  “Oh, not much. I just—Maury may know about him.”




  Ruth put her hand on Holly’s arm and looked at her closely. “This David, he hasn’t got anything to do with Ritchie, has he?”




  “Of course not.”




  Ruth was still apprehensive in case her former husband, Maury’s brother, would reappear and seek revenge upon her for her desertion.




  It was years since any member of the Beckman family had had word of Ritchie. He had taken refuge from the law by lying low in Paris. Though his name was never mentioned, Ritchie had been in

  Holly’s thoughts of late. Unwitting anxiety toned down her fear of Ritchie since the German occupation of Poland and the declaration of war against France. Flippantly, Maury suggested that

  Ritchie would fall on his feet, would wind up selling the Eiffel Tower to a German armoured corps or, more seriously, would scarper off to America or Canada with his young French wife, at the first

  sign of trouble. There was sense in what Maury said. It would be typical of Ritchie to run. He was, after all, Jewish, a fact that kept a dark undertone of concern in Holly’s mind.




  Ruth had no such concern for Ritchie’s welfare. Her only worry was that he would suddenly reappear and in some manner damage the happiness she had found.




  “You sure?” Ruth persisted.




  “Cross my heart.”




  “Crazy to worry about him,” said Ruth. “But I can’t help it. It’s this war, like a big pot, everything stirred up in it so you never know what’s goin’

  to come out in the spoon. Like this guy from your past.”




  “I almost married David Aspinall.”




  “Really? What happened?”




  “He married somebody else instead.”




  “Stood you up?”




  “Pretty well.”




  Ruth dropped her cigarette to the ground and crushed it with her Wellington boot. “Steer clear, darling, that’s my advice. Once bitten, twice shy.”




  “It’s a little more complicated that that.”




  “You don’t want to be bitten again?”




  “He’s changed—I think.”




  “Leopards don’t change their spots, even when they get old. Did you really love him?”




  “I thought I did—twenty years ago.”




  “You were only a kid, like me when I met Ritchie,” said Ruth. “None of us knew what we wanted when we were that age. I certainly didn’t. And look where it landed

  me. There’s an excuse for stupidity when you’re twenty but not when you’ve grown up.”




  The conversation was interrupted by the sound of a car engine. The children heard it first. Whooping and shrieking, they streamed away through the trees towards the elbow of the lane that linked

  the front of the cottage to the village road.




  “Maury,” said Ruth. “He promised he’d try to look in. I don’t see much of him, these days.”




  Car tyres squeaked and in a minute or so Maury strode round the side of the cottage, preceded by the children. He carried Laura, the youngest, in his arms while Charles clung possessively to the

  hem of his topcoat. The evacuees followed on, glad to see the father-figure, also eager to find out what gifts he had brought this Saturday afternoon.




  Maury was big and broad-shouldered. Even the best hand-cut tailoring could not disguise his alderman’s girth. He was still nippy on his feet, however, still a stalker, a strider, always on

  the move. His round-brim, fur-felt soft hat rode upon the head of Beryl Minns, the tribe’s totem-pole, a lanky Lambeth lass of thirteen. His suede gloves flopped on the paws of Alfie White,

  ten, while the Bedwell twins, Eddie and Albert, fought for the privilege of bearing the royal umbrella, English twill-silk regalia much battered by tender loving care.




  “Get back, you savages,” Maury shouted heartily, then, spying Holly, cried, “And why wasn’t I informed that Mrs. King was here, tell me that, you lot?” He cuddled

  Laura against his cheek. “Didn’t tell me Auntie Holly was here, did you, Dewdrop?”




  Still surrounded by the children, Maury came over to the garden chairs where Ruth and Holly had seated themselves. He kissed Ruth on the lips and Holly on the cheek, and gently divested himself

  of his offspring.




  The bulge in the breast pocket of Maury’s overcoat was now the object of all eyes and the clamour had died. If Maury’s fosterlings had learned anything, it was that manners tended to

  be favoured more than demands and that the biblical principle—the First Shall be Last, etc.—was strictly applied when it came to dishing out the weekend’s loot.




  “Gloves here. Hat there. Brolly on the bench,” said Maury. “Tallers onna right, shorters onna left, in single rank, size.”




  The children lined up on Beryl, jostling, measuring haircuts, standing on toe-tip, until a pecking order had been established, not with Laura on the end but a poor seven-year-old runt named

  Muriel Pople who, the Beckmans feared, would never grow much taller than three-feet-six because of illnesses in infancy.




  As usual, Maury started at the short end, with Muriel.




  The brown paper bag was enormous. How Mr. Beckman managed to keep it inside his coat was more than the children could imagine, not even Beryl. He unfolded it from the flaps of his topcoat and

  shook it by its brown paper ears like a rabbit. The gesture obtained rapt silence and had a goggling effect on nine pairs of eyeballs.




  It was the third time that Holly had witnessed the ritual. Not for Maury just a plain old poke of sweets and fruit. Within the paper bag were nine little parcels, done up with tinsel string,

  like Christmas, each with a label which Maury’s secretary, Mrs. Percy Kent, had hand-printed that forenoon.




  Maury bowed and extended his large hand.




  “For you, mamsell.”




  The parcel was triangular. The label said it was for Muriel. The child picked it delicately from the man’s palm and obediently stepped away.




  “And you, young miss.”




  Laura tucked her head between her shoulders, tongue between her teeth and, with a wondering glance up at Daddy, took the pill-box-shaped parcel and retired.




  “Master Edward Bedwell.”




  “Fanks, Mister Beckman.”




  “No thanks necessary, a quick salute will do.”




  Salutes became the order of the day for the rest of the rank. Even Beryl, who felt herself a bit too old to indulge in juvenile games, snapped one off and retired with her tiny, intriguing

  trophy.




  When everyone had been to the bag, Maury said, “Ten paces step back, march”




  Nine pairs of legs counted ten paces.




  “Parcels will be opened on the count of three. Ready?”




  “Ready.”




  “Three.”




  Chuckling, Maury sank on to the garden seat between his sister and his wife and accepted with gratitude the cigarette that Ruth had lighted for him.




  “Hope I’ve got it right.” Maury nodded towards the parcel-openers. “You can tell by the amount of trade and barter that goes on. Gobstoppers, liquorice roll, chewing gum,

  rock, orange-leaf chocs—God, what must their insides be like! Anyhow,” he patted Holly’s hand, “it’s good to see you. How did you come down?”




  “By train. I walked from the station. Such a lovely day.”




  “Didn’t you call the office?” said Maury.




  “No. I thought you’d be away.”




  “I was. Over at Walton. I’m tracking down a site for a new Ciphers’ Training School.”




  “Did you find one, darling?” Ruth enquired.




  “After a fashion. The lads’ll give me no thanks, though. Know what? It’s a monastery. The monks are willing to share. I have to square it with some cardinal or other, on

  Monday. Shouldn’t be a problem.”




  “With that Shylock hooter of yours,” said Ruth, “the old cardinal’ll probably kick you straight out.”




  “RCs seldom give problems,” said Maury. “I regret to say that the most trouble I have is with the Samuels and the Solomons. They’re convinced I’m trying to screw

  them. Besides, some of them don’t seem to think it’s their war at all. There’s a few—I can’t hardly believe it–who say they’d rather see Russia on the

  premises than an Imperialist lackey army.”




  Abruptly, he switched off the topic. Ruth did not like him to bring the pettiness of war administration home with him. He said, “Staying overnight, Holly?”




  “No, it’s a flying visit. I’m expecting Chris tomorrow. He said he’d try to get home for the day.”




  Maury frowned, hesitated, squeezed her arm. “I wouldn’t count on seeing him this Sunday, love. Not with what’s going on. Didn’t you hear the news this morning?”




  “What now?”




  “There’s another battle on at Narvik and an air raid on Scapa Flow. Now, now, that doesn’t mean Chris will be involved. The Air Ministry won’t send their best fighter

  squadrons into this scrap. But I don’t imagine there will be too many passes floating about the stations and ’dromes.”




  “Norway, then Denmark, in one week,” said Ruth. “Where’s the little bastard going to strike next?”




  Maury could have given his wife an informed guess by way of answer but he let that subject lapse too. He had no desire to distress Holly, particularly as she seemed to be getting over

  Kennedy’s death and settling into the shop. God knows how long that phase would last, though, with hairy tales of a German invasion going the rounds in Whitehall.




  “Tea, dear,” he said. “I could use a nice hot cuppa, Ruth, if you’d be so kind as to rustle one up.”




  Ruth Beckman needed no further hint.




  “Something to eat, Maury?”




  “No, I managed to grab a bit of lunch today, believe it or not.”




  Summoning the brood, Ruth led the children out of that part of the garden to give her husband and sister-in-law a few minutes of privacy.




  Maury wasted no time. “What’s the problem, Holly?”




  “You always know when something’s wrong.”




  “Perhaps because something’s usually wrong these days. Is it the shop? Don’t you like the shop?”




  “Oh, no, the shop’s marvellous.” Holly hesitated, then slowly and warily told Maury of David’s visit.




  “David bleedin’ Aspinall! Well, I’ll be damned!” said Maury, when his sister had finished her account of the unexpected meeting.




  “Did you know he was back in England?” Holly asked.




  “How could I have known, love?”




  “I thought, perhaps, you’d bumped into Miles Walshott.”




  “Haven’t seen Walshott in four or five years. Our paths don’t seem to cross any more. David Aspinall. How damned inopportune.”




  “Inopportune?” said Holly. “That’s an odd word to use, Maury.”




  “I mean, with—with Kennedy, an’ all.”




  “Coincidence,” said Holly. “I’m sure.”




  “With Aspinall you can never be certain.”




  “He’s changed, Maury.”




  “After twenty years, I should hope so. Does he still sport that fancy moustache?”




  “No,” said Holly, with a slight smile. “A full beard.”




  “Admiral of the damned Fleet.”




  “Commissioned advisor to the Admiralty; very hush-hush.”




  “And the band played ‘Believe it if You Like’.”




  “Maury, he’s asked me to dinner.”




  “What did you tell him?”




  “I haven’t given him an answer. I put him off. He said he would telephone tomorrow.”




  “Is that why you can’t stay for the weekend?”




  “No, Maury, I do expect Chris home.”




  Maury stared at the dun-coloured grass between his shoes. “What do you want me to say, Holly? I reckon you’ve already decided what you’re going to do about Aspinall.

  You’re going to encourage him, aren’t you?”




  “Not that, Maury.”




  “Well—see him again.”




  “I need company, Maury.”




  “You’re welcome here any time, or at Richmond. You know that.”




  “It isn’t the same.”




  “You mean you need a man?”




  “Maury, that’s a detestable thing to say.”




  Maury got to his feet suddenly. He was irked by Holly’s resistance, by the very strength of character he had tried to rekindle. “You should join the WVS or something, ‘if

  it’s company you want.”




  Holly sighed. She understood why Maury was so down on her.




  “A lunch and, perhaps, a dinner,” Holly said, “hardly hurls me into bed with him.”




  “Knowing you, it’s only a matter of time.”




  Holly, too, rose from the bench. “I think I’ll catch the early train back to London, Maury.”




  Maury relented, took her arm. “No, look, I’m sorry. That remark was out of order. I’m weary, old girl, tired of trotting about. Most of the time it’s fun but every so

  often it catches up with me. You understand? When I hear about Narvik or Copenhagen and I begin to think—”




  “You don’t have to explain to me,” said Holly. “I had the feeling you’d think me all kinds of fool. But David’s here and I admit I’m glad to see

  him.”




  “You didn’t really trot down here for advice, did you?”




  “I thought I’d tell you in person, before one of your London cronies spreads rumours.”




  Maury sighed too. “Did you tell Ruth?”




  “Of course, she doesn’t know David,” Holly replied, “but she advised caution.”




  “How times—and people—change with shifts in the wind,” said Maury. “Ruth advising you to be cautious; what a turnabout.”




  “Ruth’s quite right,” said Holly. “What’s more, I intend to be cautious. In any case, David may not wish to resurrect our old relationship.”




  “If you thought that, Holly, you wouldn’t have come rushing down here.”




  Holly glanced at her brother. “You know me too well, Maury.”




  “I don’t know you at all, half the time.”




  “Here’s Ruth and the children, bearing tea.”




  Maury raised his hand in greeting as the procession emerged from the kitchen yard at the side of the cottage, weaving between the gable of the oblong dormitory and the fuel shed.




  “What time’s your train back to town?” he asked.




  “Half past nine.”




  “We’ll eat dinner with the kids, then I’ll drive you to the station, if that suits.”




  “Fine,” said Holly.




  There were still traces of light in the western sky, a silken feeling to the young spring night. Afterglow delineated the budding apple trees in the orchards which flanked the

  road between Applehurst and the market town of Hillfrome. Cooling air had summoned wisps of ground mist from the ponds and tillage of small Kent farms. It lingered across the hedgerows, obliging

  Maury to drive at somewhat less than his usual crisp pace. It was warm in the old Humber and smelled of scuffed leather and cigar smoke. The little bronze glow of the dash lights made it cosy.




  Outside, however, there was still that desolation which the blackout had brought, as if the countryside of England had slid back into an era before man had colonised the land, and the looming,

  unlighted shapes of cottages and occasional bungalows that the car passed were not dwellings at all but burial mounds or barrows where no glim was needed, no lamp or lantern required to guide and

  comfort the inhabitants.




  The station at Hillfrome was deserted. A coal fire in the waiting-room cast a reddish whorl on the windows. A gas lamp, dimmer than a candle, whispered behind the boards of the ticket

  office.




  Maury parked the Humber, lifted his hand, peered at his wrist-watch. “Five minutes, if it’s on time. It usually isn’t, unless it’s carrying troops or airmen on a

  movement.”




  “Thank you.”




  “For what, love?”




  “For everything you’ve done for me.”




  “My God, you make it sound like the sailor’s farewell. Don’t tell me you’re turning into one of those women who must dramatise everything.”




  “I don’t know what I’m turning into; what I’ve turned into, for that matter,” said Holly.




  “I’ll be staying over in Richmond most of this week. We’re leaving the children where they are for the rest of the summer. It isn’t fair to shunt them about like parcels.

  Give me a call at home and we’ll dine in. The Deanes are looking after the house. Mrs. D’s a pretty fair cook. Will you call me?”




  “Of course, Maury.”




  Outside, in the cobbled square before the station, a farm cart rumbled into view out of the darkness. Three giggling girls scrambled from the flatbed and waved to the driver, who made no

  response.




  “You’ll have some company on the train,” said Maury.




  “Who are they?”




  “Land workers going up to the city for a night on the tiles.”




  “But they’re girls.”




  “The barriers are down, Holly.”




  “They seem so young.”




  “Young folk today are worlds apart from us, love,” said Maury. “Worlds apart.”




  “It’s the war, I suppose.”




  “And other things. Good things.”




  “You approve?”




  “With reservations, yes.”




  “Utopia is just a war away?” said Holly, as she opened the passenger door and prepared to get out of the car.




  The girls shouted raucously as the farm cart trundled off into darkness again. The farmer or farm-hand made no acknowledgment. He probably didn’t approve of girls, certainly not of their

  “wild goings-on”.




  “A long war away,” Maury murmured.




  He took his sister’s arm and escorted her across the cobbles and into the little station. The train was visible on the half-mile straight that drove through Hillfrome and curved up towards

  Maidstone.




  “Got your ticket?”




  “Yes.”




  “Take a cab at the other end. Don’t risk walking in the blackout.”




  “Yes, Maury.”




  The train squealed, hissed and braked alongside the platform. An elderly porter had appeared, like a troll, from nowhere. He wagged a bull’s-eye lantern vigorously as he called out the

  name of the station in a dialect only a native could understand.




  “Be careful, Holly.”




  “Careful? Of what?”




  “Aspinall.”




  “Oh, Maury, he isn’t an ogre, you know. And I’m not a child any longer.”




  Maury kissed his sister and gave her a hug.




  Leaning from the compartment window, the land-girls spotted the kiss and chirped and whistled in ribald good humour.




  Maury pulled back, opened the door for Holly and helped her up into the empty first-class compartment. He slammed the door behind her.




  She stood by the open window. Already the city seemed to have repossessed her. She looked far too smart, too fashionable for the casual country station and the shabby steam train which would

  toil its age-old route through the bumpkin villages and towns of rural Kent.




  Hands in pockets, shoulders raised, Maury told her, “Remember, love, it’s Chris who could be hurt.”




  “Maury, that’s a cruel thing to say.”




  “True, though. He knows nothing of David Aspinall. It would wound him now to find out that his father wasn’t Deems.”




  “Why should Chris be involved at all?” said Holly.




  “These things have a way—” Maury’s remark was obliterated by the shrilling steam whistle and deafening grumble of the train. The guard bawled another mysterious chant and

  the carriage shuddered and lurched forward.




  “Call me,” Maury shouted, “at the office. Monday.”




  Holly gave no sign that she had heard.




  She had already retreated into the compartment and closed the window with a snap.




  South of Trondheim, that very afternoon, British troops had trekked through fretted snow to link with Norwegian forces fighting near Oslo. U-boat activity was considerable in

  the fjords, and German war-planes were making it hot for destroyers. Logs from the Cossack and the Altmark and other line ships which had relentlessly pursued the enemy up the

  nine-mile stretch of the Rombacks Fjord in the second attack on Narvik had reached appropriate departments in the Admiralty; David had spent the day with Commodore Haynes and four commanders,

  poring over reports of the on-going combat.




  Lieutenant-Commander Aspinall had no role to play in the debates. He took no sides in “assessment” squabbles, or the recriminations which were bandied about the big chart-table in

  Room 111 in the old Admiralty building. At this time he was present as an observer, to “be informed”, to learn the ropes. He had no specialist knowledge of North Sea and Baltic trade

  routes and was not so gauche as to try to impress himself upon his superiors.




  After hours of silent observation, he grew bored with the emphatic, petulant voices touting traditional answers to ultramodern questions born out of a situation which nobody in that room seemed

  quite to comprehend. He was relieved when the meeting broke up shortly after seven and he was able to hurry off to Fulham to pick up Holly at the shop, and head for the civilised amenities of

  Houssard’s Grill Room.




  David did not brag to Holly that he had spent the day in the company of high-ranking officers of the naval staff. The woman suspected that he had donned dress uniform to impress her which,

  without doubt, would have been true of the old David. Of all uniforms in all armed services, that of an officer of the British navy was most designed to give a man presence, to imbue him with a

  dignity less assertive than army and less tailored than Royal Air Force. Naval dress smacked of functionalism and lent, in colour and cut, a certain sort of arrogance, a quality which David

  Aspinall, complete with beard and the weathered features of a veteran traveller, emanated in no small measure.




  Holly Beckman King, however, had changed too. She was no longer related, outwardly at least, to the plain brown town-mouse shop servant whom David had seduced. She was barely second cousin to

  the young woman he had deserted, out of guilt and shame, in his gambling days. Latent style was latent no longer; nor was her beauty. Both had flowered in the intervening years. She was all, and

  more, that David had dreamed of and dwelled on during his long exile among the islands of the China Seas.




  Two of many images that composed the memory of Holly Beckman were juxtaposed in their meeting; the tidy, dim-lit cave of the shop with its clutter of trade items, the woman within it, keys in

  hand, dark-eyed, dark-haired, accoutred in the undemonstrative fashion of a respectable widow, yet one who is not ashamed of her figure or her wealth; the turban-style hat in jet satin, the

  silver-fox collar to the slim coat, beneath which she wore a simple, black evening dress, advantaged by a relaxed line to the décolletage. A wedding ring and a single dulled opal spoke of

  their life apart.




  He wondered what his sister Andrea would have to say when he cruised in with Holly Beckman on his arm. Andrea had always detested Holly but now would be repaid for her meanness, surely, when she

  saw how unfair the years had been; Andrea had run to fat and had never quite achieved the status that her fond ambitions had once demanded.




  In the taxi-cab David began conversation. He had always been garrulous. The difference between the new lieutenant-commander and the old khaki captain was that he now knew just when to keep his

  trap shut and when to make himself heard. Stern lessons had been learned in the social enclaves of Hong Kong where British officials, sea-trading Taipans and mercantile assistants raised snobbery

  to heights undreamed of by his bourgeois sister; one had had to learn to play very subtle games indeed if one hoped to get ahead in any of the cliques.




  Sensibly, David neglected the progress of the war as a topic of conversation. Narvik, Rombacks Fjord, Lillehammer and Oslo, which had occupied him all day long, might not have existed as far as

  the couple were concerned. Nor did David raise the name of any serving man, Chris included, during the course of the extravagant dinner, a meal in which austerity was obscured by culinary

  ingenuity.




  The restaurant was packed. Houssard’s was a byword in many a London mess, the Mecca for many an officer stumbling off the train from Portsmouth. In his day, old Houssard had been the

  captain of a French frigate and had retained his sense of poop-deck efficiency in the running of a West End eating house. Delays between courses were regarded as hanging offences, for few sailors

  had ever had the chance to acquire the military habit of the partaking of leisurely dinners, and much preferred food to come at them thick and fast.




  David was aware that he had no real right to regard himself as a fledged sailor. For all that, he was not coy about his experiences. He probably knew more about ships, shipping and sea routes

  than any man in the room. He had risen to the august position of senior manager in a firm of shipping agents, Gilson, McDougall & Grant, whose activities were, to say the least of it, rather

  octopodous and, here and there, very slightly nefarious. His original four-year contract had somehow spun itself out into sixteen. He had not returned to England on leave, not even to bury his wife

  Linsey, or his mother. All the bits and pieces of business that were necessary in respect of wills and properties were done through the executive offices of Mr. Mumford and Miles Walshott.
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