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Chapter One

Merseyside, May 1915

 



Cathy Gottfried was brimming over with love; she’d never felt so happy and secure before in her whole life. Rolf, her husband of one week, was sitting so close on the crowded train that his thigh pressed against hers. He held her left hand between both of his and was slowly twisting the wedding ring on her third finger.

‘The end of our honeymoon,’ he whispered regretfully.

‘We’ve had a marvellous time, haven’t we?’ she whispered back. ‘It’s been a lovely holiday, my first ever.’

Cathy’s face felt tight from the sun. A spell of really hot weather had come at just the right moment, and they’d been able to spend a lot of their time on the beach.

Rolf’s face, too, was lightly tanned. He looked serious as he said, ‘We could have a few problems to face now.’

‘We’ve done the right thing,’ she insisted.

‘It certainly feels right for me.’ His brown eyes gazed into hers. ‘But with the war, it could be asking a lot of you.’

Cathy shook her head. ‘Whatever happens, I’m sure it’ll be worth it.’

She’d been brought up in the Osborne Orphanage Home for Girls, one child in a large group. She’d had no mother and no family, nobody to single her out: no adult she could love  and who would love her in return. Cathy had felt as if there was a great empty space inside her; more than anything else she longed to be part of a family. Marriage, she was quite certain, would give her everything she wanted; most of all, it would give her Rolf.

Rolf worked in his father’s butcher’s shop, and the newlyweds were to make their home with his parents in the rooms above it. Cathy was looking forward to being part of his family.

He smiled. ‘At least we’ll have had this time alone together.’

She had known that marriage was what he wanted, but she’d had to persuade him.

‘Let’s make a pact then,’ he’d said. ‘We’ll get married, enjoy ourselves on honeymoon and forget the problems for a while. Face them when we come back.’

Cathy had agreed. And now the time for facing them had come, but she felt invigorated, ready to cope with anything.

Across the carriage, she could see her cobalt-blue eyes and determined chin reflected in the mottled mirror advertising the delights of a visit to Barmouth. She looked smart in her wedding outfit of blue dress and coat and a summer straw hat with forget-me-nots round the brim. Her hair was coming loose from its clips though, and tiny black curls were swinging round her face.

Rolf’s trilby covered most of his dark wavy hair. He was handsome by any standard, languid and relaxed. His reflection was partly obscured by the Homburg hat of a fellow passenger opposite.

Catherine Tanner had known Rolf for years, ever since she was six. Now at twenty-two his shoulders had broadened and he looked a well set-up young man.

He murmured, ‘I’ve saddled you with my name, Mrs Gottfried. I wish it didn’t make us seem so very German. Bit of a handicap at a time like this, when we’re at war.’

She said, ‘The war makes things hard for everybody.’

‘But especially for my family. Dad’s being torn in two.’

Rolf’s father had come to Merseyside from Germany many years ago and had opened a butcher’s shop. He’d meant to specialise in pork and pork products, because that’s what he knew best, but he’d ended up having to give his customers what they wanted. When Rolf had left school, he’d gone into the family business which had been busy and profitable until the war began. Now the shortage of meat was becoming acute and the shop wasn’t making enough to support them all. Rolf’s father could more than manage what business they had left without help.

‘I know you want to go and fight . . .’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t want to fight at all, but I feel I have to.’

Cathy knew he’d been fired with patriotism when the war started and had wanted to enlist right away. Many of his friends had done so, but Rolf was an only child and his mother had pleaded with him to stay, saying his father needed him to help run the business. Now, every newspaper was carrying lists of those killed in battle, and there was talk of conscription coming in soon. She was afraid they might not have very long together.

The train was pulling into Woodside Station now, and she watched her husband wait his turn to pull their suitcases down from the luggage rack.

‘We’ll get a cab if we can,’ he told her. ‘Might as well finish our honeymoon in style.’

They strode out of the station together. Cathy was almost as tall as Rolf and she carried her own case. She pushed her arm through his. He felt for her hand again and squeezed it.

‘I hate the thought of leaving,’ he said huskily. ‘It’ll be even harder after having this week with you.’ Cathy felt truly loved.

Before the war, motor taxis were becoming the norm, but  now petrol was in short supply and the horsedrawn fly had reappeared. There was one waiting outside the station. The best horses had already been shipped to France to help fight the war, and this one looked old and tired.

‘Market Street, please.’ Rolf handed up their cases. ‘The butcher’s shop.’ The driver seemed surly.

Cathy knew her father-in-law was proud to have premises in one of the main shopping areas of Birkenhead; his shop opened straight on to Market Square. One side of the square was taken up by a vast market-hall built of brick and slate, with a fine clock over the front steps.

On market days, Wednesdays and Saturdays, the square was filled with stalls selling almost everything. In peacetime it had been possible to buy ice cream in summer and hot chestnuts in winter. Nowadays, one was lucky to get enough to eat and prices were rocketing.

On Saturday nights, as the closing time of ten o’clock approached, crowds poured in to snap up the bargains in perishable food which had to be sold off, and Market Square developed something of a carnival atmosphere.

Today, there had been a thunderstorm. The square was rainswept and empty and the shops shuttered. It was late in the afternoon on Thursday, early closing day.

Rolf was sitting close enough for Cathy to feel him tense. ‘My goodness!’

‘What is it?’

But now she could see the mound of broken glass on the pavement in front of the butcher’s shop. A boy was sweeping it up, while two workmen were replacing the plate-glass shopfront.

‘What’s happened?’ Rolf was aghast.

The upper windows were broken too, and the premises looked as though they’d been ransacked.

‘Bit of trouble here yesterday,’ the driver said. ‘Germans aren’t too popular round here any more. Not with the war.’

‘Good God! What about the owners? Have they been hurt?’

‘They’re Germans,’ he shrugged, as if hurting them was something of which to be proud.

The shop sign had been recently painted in gold lettering on a scarlet background to make it stand out. It read Otto Gottfried & Son, Family Butchers.

‘With the Germans sinking the Lusitania, what can you expect, sir?’ The driver leered at them, his contempt for the enemy showing through his deference to a customer.

‘When did this happen?’

‘We heard about the sinking yesterday morning. By afternoon, the whole town was like a madhouse.’

Rolf leaped out on to the pavement. He’d been attentive to her all week, but Cathy could see he’d forgotten her now in his haste to pay off the cab and see his parents. He hammered on their door.

‘They’re next door,’ one of the glaziers told him.

Cathy knew the Weaver family who owned the hardware shop next door. They were friends of Rolf’s parents. There were only two bedrooms above the butcher’s shop, and as she’d come to Birkenhead the day before her wedding, Rolf’s mother had arranged for her to sleep at the Weavers’ so the necessary proprieties could be observed.

Rolf rushed to ring their doorbell which was high up near the fanlight.

‘Come in, lad.’ Stout and grey-haired, Mrs Weaver drew him inside. ‘Your mam and dad are here.’ She smiled at Cathy. ‘Let’s have them cases inside, lass. What a homecoming for a bride.’

She led them to the living room which was behind the shop. It was small and dark, with boxes of merchandise stacked  against one wall. Mildred Gottfried jumped to her feet to hug Rolf. Cathy could see how much her only son meant to her.

‘Are you all right, Mam?’ he asked. ‘Not hurt?’

‘No, I’m fine.’ Mildred screwed up her round face.

Cathy could see she was upset. At almost fifty, Mildred Gottfried had the figure of a woman half her age. Her hair was short, dark and curly and her eyes seemed to miss nothing. Her movements were brisk, and there was an air of competence and efficiency about her.

‘What a terrible thing to happen,’ Rolf said. ‘You should have sent us a telegram. We could have come home last night.’

‘We didn’t want to spoil things for you. Not when you’re on your honeymoon.’

Cathy felt her mother-in-law’s arms come round her in a hug. ‘I’m glad you’re both back, though it’s a shame everything’s in such a mess. I was going to cook a special dinner, make a bit of a fuss of you.’

‘Don’t worry about that. Where’s Dad?’

‘Upstairs in bed. He’s taken it hard.’

‘In bed here?’

‘Yes – our place was ransacked. They peed on our beds and you should have seen what they did on our sofa. Couldn’t sleep there, not last night.’

‘I’ll run up and see how he is.’

‘No, Rolf, I looked in at him a few moments ago and he was asleep. It’s better if you don’t wake him.’

Cathy was full of sympathy. ‘Now we’re home, I’ll help you clean the place up,’ she offered immediately.

‘Thanks, dear, but Polly and I have been at it all morning, cleaning and washing.’

‘Not that we’ll get the washing dry today,’ Mrs Weaver commented.

‘Is there more to do over there?’

‘Lots – they made a right mess.’

‘Then I’ll—’

‘No, dear, I’ll just make us all a cuppa, eh?’ Mrs Weaver said. ‘Let you get your breath back first.’

‘Did they attack Dad? Have they hurt him?’ Rolf demanded.

‘He got a few cuts and bruises.’

‘What?’

‘Nothing serious.’ Mildred shook her head. ‘But they frightened the life out of us both, waving Dad’s cleavers at us. They looted all the meat we had in the place, cleaned us out. A whole forequarter of beef – hacked it up between them and took it away in bits. It was horrible. They were screaming abuse at us because your dad’s German. It was the hate that got to him. Finding everyone against him.’

‘You should have heard the noise,’ George Weaver told them. ‘Ranting and raving – it sounded bloodcurdling from in here.’

Mrs Weaver was bringing in the tea. ‘But your mam told them what’s what. She stood up to them.’

‘I’m Liverpool born and bred, and sound like it as soon as I open my mouth. I told them straight, that we’re as much against the Germans as they are. That you were joining up to fight, and Otto was naturalised British many years ago.’

‘It was the sinking of the Lusitania that set them off,’ Polly Weaver assured them.

The Lusitania was one of England’s luxury passenger liners and had won the Blue Riband for the fastest crossing of the Atlantic.

‘Yesterday, it was on the newsagent’s placards that a German submarine had sunk it off Ireland. After that, crowds gathered outside your parents’ shop. They were all shouting for Otto Gottfried, as though he was personally to blame.’ Polly Weaver tut-tutted and shook her head.

‘We read about the sinking,’ Cathy said. ‘It was in all the papers. It’s horrible to think of twelve hundred lives lost like that.’

‘Many of them local lads, too,’ Mr Weaver nodded sadly. ‘After all, Liverpool was her home port – they took on crew here. There were huge gangs rioting all over town. You should see the damage they did at Deletlieb’s in Borough Road. The police tried to control them and stop the looting but they didn’t stand a chance.’

Cathy had never seen Rolf look more serious. ‘Mam, it’s the name Gottfried that made the crowd turn against you. I’ve wanted to change it ever since the beginning of the war – I told you we should.’

‘Your dad wouldn’t have it.’

‘Well, he will after this.’

‘It was horrible, the feeling of mass hatred directed at him. As I said, that’s what’s upset him most. We had the doctor to him in the end; he gave him something to make him sleep.’

‘He’ll be better in a day or two,’ Mrs Weaver said comfortingly.

‘You’ll have to spend the night over there, I’m afraid,’ Mildred told Cathy. ‘Polly’s loaned us some clean bedding and we’ve made the bed up for you and Rolf. I hope you’ll be able to sleep.’

‘Thank you, we’ll be fine.’ Cathy felt she could sleep anywhere as long as she was with Rolf.

‘I’d already springcleaned his room and got everything ready for you. The new double bed was delivered and I’d made it up with everything new. Such a shame, they spoiled it all.’

‘Such a lot of work and worry for you,’ Cathy sympathised.

When they’d drunk their tea, Mildred picked up Cathy’s suitcase and led them next door. Despite what Cathy had been told, she wasn’t prepared for the mess. The shop floor was  slippery with grease and mud; bits of fat and meat had been tramped in. Splinters of glass and bone were embedded in the counter and the shelves had been torn down and left hanging askew.

There were two small rooms behind the shop. Previously Cathy had seen whole carcases of pigs and sheep hanging in the far one. The other room was used for cutting up. Not so much as an ounce of meat remained in either.

‘They looted everything,’ Mildred lamented. ‘Took the dripping too – what they didn’t smear on the floor.’ Rolf struggled to right the chopping block that had been turned over.

‘We started cleaning upstairs, had to get the place ready for you coming back. Come and see where you’ll be sleeping, Cathy.’

Her mother-in-law believed in doing the right thing, so Cathy had not been allowed to see Rolf’s bedroom before.

He said now, ‘You’ve done a good job here, Mam. It looks fine.’

‘They even broke the dressing-table mirror. I’ll try and get a new one tomorrow,’ Mildred promised.

‘I can live for a while without a mirror,’ Cathy said awkwardly.

‘I wanted to make everything perfect for you. I thought I had, then this.’ For a moment, Mildred looked close to tears. ‘They threw that little stool at the window. I found it broken on the pavement. I’m just glad to get the glass replaced in time for your return.’

‘It’s fine, Mam,’ Rolf said again, embracing her. ‘You’ve done wonders.’

‘Just don’t walk about with bare feet, as there’s glass everywhere. Oh, and Cathy – those boxes you brought . . .’

‘My belongings, clothes and things?’

‘Yes, there were three, weren’t there? I put two in the wardrobe and they didn’t find those, but that big one, I left against the wall here and it’s gone. I’m so sorry.’

With a sinking heart, Cathy opened the wardrobe and looked at the two that remained. She’d packed everything she owned, all she’d accumulated in the whole of her life, into her suitcase and those three cardboard boxes.

She’d been in domestic service at Halesworth Hall, a big private house, first as a housemaid and later as a cook, and had been required to wear cotton print dresses covered by big white aprons. She’d worn her own clothes only during her time off and they’d remained in good condition. Her trousseau of new nightdresses and underwear should be here somewhere, but she was almost certain she’d packed them in the box that had gone.

‘I’m sorry,’ her mother-in-law said.

‘It’s not your fault,’ Cathy choked as she slit open her remaining boxes. It was pointless looking; her new underwear wasn’t here.

‘Yes, they’ve taken my trousseau.’ She’d spent months making it. ‘Thank goodness I’ve still got my wedding presents.’ There was a clock from her employer, Major Fleming, and a pair of candlesticks which the other staff had clubbed together to buy for her. In addition, the housekeeper, Mrs Bott, had bought her a fine handbag.

Rolf was watching her, sympathy in his dark eyes. ‘I knew there’d be a downside to marrying me,’ he tried to joke, ‘but I didn’t foresee this. It wouldn’t have happened if the name Otto Gottfried hadn’t been spelled out in gold letters over the shopfront. Tomorrow, I’ll paint it out and see about changing our name.’

Cathy could feel his mother holding back and wondered why. It was surely a logical step to take.

‘I’m so sorry, Cathy,’ she said again. Her cheerful facade had slipped.

‘I have plenty of things really,’ Cathy reassured her. ‘I won’t be short of clothes. It’s just that I made new things to start my new life.’

‘Of course you did.’

‘You mustn’t blame yourself.’ Cathy felt the silence heavy between them; it dragged on. At last Mildred looked at Rolf.

‘I want to get our own bedroom fixed up next, so I can bring your dad back home. Things won’t seem right until I do and we’re a lot of work for Polly and George. I’ll get going on that.’

Left to themselves, Cathy changed out of her best clothes so she could get started. ‘Your mam must have worked like a horse to get so much done,’ she said. ‘She’s arranged to have the glass replaced in the windows and restored order in this room. I can’t help but admire the way she’s coping.’

Rolf smiled at her as he pulled on an old pullover. For a moment Cathy could see his resemblance to his mother.

‘Mam always copes, it’s her way. Really, she was doing more in the business than Dad, the accounts and the ordering and that. Dad helps with the heavy lifting and the chopping . . . Or rather, he did. Mam also boiled the hams and roasted the joints of beef and pork to slice and sell cold, or she did when we could get them.’

‘This has made her angry,’ Cathy said.

‘But she’s kept her head and she’s doing her best to get things straight.’

‘And your father? He relies on her?’

‘Yes, we both do.’

Rolf opened their bedroom door and spoke to his mother. ‘We’ll start down in the shop, shall we?’

‘If you would. Until we get that clean, we’ll be tramping the mess back up here.’

Cathy began by boiling the kettle to get some hot water. With a bucketful, some soda, soap and two large scrubbing brushes, she led the way downstairs.

‘This is a job and a half,’ Rolf said, surveying the floors. ‘It’s never been like this before. Mam would never let it get into this state.’

‘I was taught to scrub at the Orphanage,’ Cathy shrugged, as she set to.

From the age of twelve, the girls had taken over the day-to-day running of the Home. They were being trained to work in domestic service. Cathy had laundered clothes, swept, scrubbed, polished and dusted. She’d been taught basic cooking in the kitchens, but they’d used the cheapest ingredients and she’d never cared much for the food they prepared. They’d all been forced to eat every scrap of it, though, or it would reappear on their plates for the next meal.

It took her and Rolf, using several more buckets of hot water, more than an hour to scrub the shop floors back to their normal state.

 



Mildred set about brushing up the broken glass from her bedroom floor. She felt exhausted; she’d hardly slept last night and every muscle in her body ached.

Every time she’d closed her eyes she’d relived that heart-stopping moment when she’d left the washing-up to go to the living-room window to see what all the commotion was about. It had been a shock to see the crowd gathering outside their shop. She’d heard the noise they were making, a real racket, but she didn’t at first understand what they were shouting about.

When she caught the name Otto Gottfried, it sent a chill  through her body. She’d skidded downstairs to him. The door between the shop and the room behind where he cut up the meat was closed, and Otto, poor love, was getting a little deaf in his old age.

He’d looked up and smiled at her. ‘Lovely bit of beef, this.’ He was dismembering a forequarter; it was the first meat they’d had delivered in a fortnight.

‘They’re coming for you!’ she’d screamed. ‘Lock up!’

‘We’re closed – the door is locked,’ he’d frowned. ‘It’s the dinner-hour.’

Mildred had rushed to the shop door and shot the bolts top and bottom. She saw angry faces against the glass, inches from hers. She’d panicked and run back to drag Otto upstairs where they couldn’t be seen. He’d come, still holding the cleaver he’d been using. Seconds later, there was an almighty crash as the plate-glass window shattered. Mildred nearly jumped out of her skin: one of them must have thrown a brick at it. The tinkle of falling glass seemed to go on and on.

The shouting was louder then, as the angry horde invaded the premises and came racing up the stairs to the rooms the Gottfrieds called home. Mildred had feared for Otto’s life even more than for her own.

Her hands were still shaking, hours after the event. Why hadn’t she insisted on changing their name when the war started? Rolf had wanted it. If only she’d made Otto listen, this need never have happened.

She leaned the broom against the wall and went to the window. Thank goodness there was glass in it again. She must not think of what had happened. Must not dwell on it. Must not let Otto dwell on it.

She sat down on her hard bedroom chair and rested her head against the wall; she could hear the murmur of Cathy’s voice on the other side. She should be glad the youngsters had  not been here to witness it. She closed her eyes and tried to relax. She had to put it behind her for all their sakes.

Suddenly, everything in their lives was going wrong and she didn’t know what to do for the best. The war had been a worry for some time. It was already ruining their business but having their premises ransacked would probably finish it off. It had taken them years to get on their feet, work their way up to prosperity, and now?

Mildred sighed. Retirement had come with brutal suddenness, but she and Otto had saved for their old age. He’d always been good at saving and the shop had been a little gold mine before the war. And at least he was old enough to draw his State Pension. Mildred had looked forward to having a small house somewhere quiet for themselves, and leaving the shop and its lease to Rolf. They would have been giving him a start in life. Now the lease would be a liability, all fifteen years of it. With so many food shops empty it would be hard to sell it on. They’d have to continue living in the rooms above it, but at least there was room for them all. They’d manage.

Then there was Cathy Tanner. Mildred gave herself a mental slap. Not Tanner any longer, she was a Gottfried now, one of them.

If she was honest, Mildred knew her feelings about Cathy were mixed. It hurt that Rolf loved another woman. He’d been everything to her since he’d been born and she didn’t want to share him with anyone. Rolf had been her reason for living.

‘Please be kind to Cathy,’ he’d said the week before his wedding, as though he expected the reverse from her. ‘I’d like you two to get on. She says she wants a mother, so I know she’ll more than meet you halfway. She’s not had an easy upbringing.’

Mildred decided she’d have to help Cathy replace the trousseau she’d lost; she mustn’t give Rolf any reason to think  she wasn’t welcoming her. She’d thought Cathy rather a forlorn little thing at sixteen when Rolf had first brought her home. A girl from the Orphanage, not nearly good enough for her son, but Rolf had never wanted any other.

Cathy had changed. There was nothing forlorn about her now, quite the opposite. She’d blossomed in the three years since then, but that hadn’t pleased Mildred either. It made her feel unaccountably resentful. She was being pushed aside for a more comely, younger woman. In her saner moments, Mildred told herself all this was nonsense. Every young man needed a wife, and would she want her son to be any different?

She could see why Cathy attracted him. She had the colouring of a pure Celt, with those blue eyes and fair skin, while her great mane of hair was almost black. It was thick and bouncy with lots of curl. Cathy had told her she’d found her hair easy to cope with when she was young; all she’d had to do was brush it and tie it back. In her mid-teens, she was still doing just that. If Rolf had to have a girlfriend, Mildred wanted her to be someone smart, a girl who did him justice.

Cathy still looked like a child when she went out with Rolf. Mildred had had to tell her that it was usual for young ladies, especially those with an admirer, to wear their hair up and that Cathy should try to do the same.

‘I have tried,’ she’d laughed, ‘but it makes a huge and heavy bun. I cut it to lighten the weight and reduce the bulk, but that makes it more difficult to get it up.’

‘And it leaves lots of tiny corkscrew curls dangling round your face and neck,’ Rolf had laughed with her.

‘That looks distinctly childish,’ Mildred had told her briskly. ‘And unfashionable.’

Cathy had said, ‘I’m all right at work because my uniform cap covers my hair, but when I want to dress up and look my  best, the bun pushes all my hats forward until I can hardly see out from under them.’

Mildred had seen the solution. ‘Why don’t you position your bun right on top of your head rather than on the back of it? The bigger the bun, the better – it’ll make you look taller.’

‘I’m tall enough,’ Cathy had said. ‘I’m five foot seven.’

‘Your bun will be on a firm base and the crown of your hats will fit over it,’ Mildred persisted. ‘You can wear them flat across the top of your head and tilt them if you want, in whatever is the fashionable angle.’

Everybody agreed, including Rolf, that it really suited the shape of Cathy’s face and that ladies of quality wore their hair that way.

‘They even collect their combings,’ Mildred added, ‘to make false pieces to put in their buns so they look bigger.’

Now Cathy’s eyes seemed to be wider apart and were full of adoration whenever they looked at Rolf. She had a dazzling smile and perfect teeth. Mildred had found her to be sweet-natured and very willing, a good worker. She knew she had to accept Cathy into her family; she had to hide her own feelings. If she didn’t, it would put Rolf off her, not off Cathy. It wouldn’t be easy, but she’d do her best to be friendly for Rolf’s sake.

He could have done worse, but here he was, newlywed and with no means of supporting either himself or his bride. The future for the pair of them looked bleak.




Chapter Two

Cathy was tired by the time she and Rolf went back to the hardware shop for supper. His father had come downstairs in his pyjamas with a blanket round his shoulders. Both his hands were bandaged.

‘Cuts,’ Mildred explained, ‘from his own knives and cleavers.’

‘I put up my hands.’ Otto demonstrated how. ‘To keep them away from my body.’

‘And away from me,’ Mildred added. Cathy thought him much changed by what had happened.

‘Come and sit up.’ Mrs Weaver invited them to the table. ‘It’s all ready.’ Rolf had to help his father to his feet.

Otto Gottfried was more than twenty-two years older than his wife; at seventy-two he seemed frail by comparison. His frame had once been strong and muscular but now his shoulders sagged.

‘We’re finished, lad.’ He looked up at Rolf with moist eyes. ‘They’ve cleaned us out. Taken our saws, cleavers, knives – everything we need. Can’t cut up carcases without them. Our hooks, trays, everything.’ His mouth turned down in misery.

‘They’ve broken the scales too,’ Rolf added.

‘Even taken our aprons and straw boaters,’ his mother said.

‘It isn’t worth opening up again,’ Otto lamented. His hair was pure white – thick, strong and wavy. His complexion was  pasty, and the flesh hung in heavy dewlaps on his collar. He looked exhausted.

Mildred sighed. ‘It’s not worth spending money to replace all those things. The shop won’t earn enough to make it worthwhile.’

Food shops were closing in their hundreds all over the country. ‘Until the war’s over there’s no point in running a business that depends on food. Can’t get enough to sell,’ Otto said.

‘A good business ruined,’ Mildred agreed. ‘After you’ve devoted your life to it.’

‘I wanted to give you something you could build on, Rolf. I tried to provide these people with good meat and look what they do, they kick me down.’ A tear trickled down his lined face.

‘Don’t worry about it, Dad. You’ve said yourself, it’s time you retired.’

‘They seemed to think I was some sort of a spy, that it was my fault the Lusitania was sunk. But I’ve made my life here for the last thirty-five years. I think of this country as home – I couldn’t go back now.’

‘It’s you we’re worried about.’ Mildred was looking at Rolf. ‘You won’t be able to earn a living here after this.’

Cathy shivered; she knew what that meant. She and Rolf had already talked about it. She knew he’d feel he had to join up. The very thought of that made it difficult to swallow the pork sausages Mrs Weaver had cooked for their supper.

‘It releases me in a way,’ Rolf said. ‘There can be no excuses now for not fighting for my country, but I want to get things right for you before I go. I shall make sure the vandals won’t break your windows again.’

‘It wasn’t just your shop.’ George Weaver was handing  round the bread and butter. ‘And not just here. I read in today’s paper that there were riots all over the country.’

Cathy saw her husband grimace. ‘We’ve got to change our name, Dad. We can do it by deed poll. I’ve found out how it can be done. Tomorrow, I’ll see a solicitor and get it sorted out. It scares me to think of violence being directed at you three. Especially when Mam and Cathy are English anyway.’

Otto roused himself. ‘The Royal family are German like me, and if Saxe-Coburg-Gotha is a good enough family name for them, then Gottfried should be good enough for us.’

That took Cathy’s breath away. Even Rolf seemed taken aback. He said quietly, ‘But they aren’t smashing the windows of Buckingham Palace and blaming the Royal family for sinking our ships, are they? We’ve got to face up to it, Dad. Tomorrow . . .’

‘Leave it for a day or two,’ his mother said, unable to look any of them in the face. ‘Give us time to think.’

‘What is there to think about?’ Rolf was retorting hotly when Cathy gave his leg a nudge under the table. It was obvious that his parents did not want to talk about it in front of the Weavers.

‘You could paint out your dad’s name over the shop window tomorrow,’ Mildred suggested.

‘Right, I’ll do that for start.’ Rolf’s knife and fork clattered back on his plate.

Cathy wanted Rolf to herself and suggested they have an early night. As soon as they reached their bedroom, Rolf said, ‘Dad’s dead against having his name changed even now, isn’t he?’

‘He didn’t want to talk about it, and your mother wanted to shut you up, too.’

‘What’s so good about Gottfried? It’s a terrible name – it’s always been an embarrassment. I was known as “the Hun” at  school. Just think of what it’ll be like when I join up; every day, some bright spark will ask if I’m fighting on the right side. Can you imagine it?’

Cathy could. She’d first noticed Rolf when she was six years old. The girls from the Osborne Orphanage Home had walked in a crocodile to the local school where Rolf had been in a higher class. One day, some bigger boys at school had been bullying the Orphanage girls, and Rolf had chased them off and come to her aid. Cathy had been knocked over and he’d lifted her back on her feet.

‘Are you all right?’ he’d asked. ‘Not hurt?’

She had been frightened more than anything else. After that, she’d admired him from afar for the next decade.

She asked now, ‘What would you change your name to?’

‘Godfrey – that’s the nearest English equivalent – and I’d spell my name Ralph,’ he frowned. ‘Dad seemed agreeable when we first talked about it. Wouldn’t you sooner be known as Mrs Godfrey?’

‘Yes. But I’d be content with the name Gottfried, if it weren’t for the war.’ Once, she’d thought it set Rolf apart, made him different, but now . . . ‘Yes, I’d like the English version better.’

‘I won’t go away until I’ve got it organised.’

Cathy was glad of anything that would keep Rolf with her a little longer.

 



The next morning, Mildred came over early and brought porridge for their breakfast. ‘I was saving some ham to fry for you, but like everything else, it’s gone.’

‘Don’t worry, Mam,’ Rolf told her. ‘We aren’t going hungry.’

‘I want to finish cleaning this place up so your dad can move back today,’ she said.

‘I can help with that,’ Cathy offered, and as soon as breakfast was over, she set to work on the kitchen and living room, while Rolf went to borrow a step-ladder from Mr Weaver to paint out their name on the shop sign.

By mid-morning, Cathy and Mildred had every upstairs window open and the rooms above the shop were fresh and free from broken glass and dirt.

Mildred said, ‘Cathy, it’s time we had a break. Will you come across to the market with me? I need more crockery. I want to match these plates if I can.’

‘They broke your plates?’

‘Picked them off the draining board and threw them at the wall. Senseless, I call that.’

Cathy enjoyed the bustle of the market. She helped Mildred look through great baskets of dishes but they found nothing even vaguely similar. Mildred bought a few plain white plates, then led her across the market-hall to a stall that sold cloth. There she fingered a roll of pink satin.

‘Do you like this, Cathy?’

‘It’s beautiful.’

‘Then there’s this lace. It would only take a few inches to trim the neckline of a nightie.’

‘It would look lovely.’ Cathy assumed Mildred intended it for herself.

‘When I was a girl, I served my time as a dressmaker. I can soon run up a few nightgowns and some underclothes for you.’

Cathy tried to protest, but her mother-in-law insisted. ‘It’s only fair. You’ve had your things stolen from my flat before you could wear them.’

‘You’re very kind. Thank you.’

‘And you’ve worked hard helping me clean up. You’re a good girl.’

Mildred had fascinated Cathy from the moment they’d met. This was the first family home she’d ever set foot in and even now, the only family she knew well. She could see Mildred considered herself the linchpin; she ran the home and mostly, she made decisions for the whole family.

Cathy had never tired of watching how Mildred as a mother treated Rolf. As she’d expected, she demonstrated great devotion. At every meal Mildred dished up, Rolf was given the choicest bits. When he’d cleared his plate, his mother asked if he’d had enough. She was concerned about everything he did. She bought most of his clothes for him and washed and pressed them too. She was ready with advice on any subject he brought up. She kissed him goodbye every time he went out, though Rolf could look a bit embarrassed by that.

In fact, Cathy would have said Mildred loved Rolf more than she did her husband. During the first months she’d taken up with Rolf, Cathy had felt she was allowed in their home but only as an outsider. The best dishes and tablecloths were used as though to enhance the family’s status. When she and Rolf became engaged, she’d felt a few steps closer to Mildred. Now they were married, she hoped she’d be accepted.

Rolf, who’d always had the mother love she and the girls at the Orphanage had longed for so much, seemed not to value it.

‘Can be suffocating,’ he’d said with a shrug.

That had shocked her. ‘Don’t you love your mother?’ But she could see he did.

‘Yes, of course. I know I come first with her, but it’s not easy. When I was small we were very close, and she came first with me, but as I grew up and made other friends, she said I was growing away from her and resented it. She gets upset and hurt if I don’t spend a lot of time with her. She says she needs me and I have to keep her needs in mind. Sometimes I feel  she’s taking me over. I have to do what she wants. She doesn’t give me space to love anyone else.’

‘Oh!’ It had never occurred to Cathy that the bonds of love could be too close, but that’s how Rolf felt. She asked herself if all mothers were like Mildred.

‘And now we’re married, which means I love you and I put you first.’ His dark eyes were serious. ‘Don’t forget that. Mam and I had a little talk about you. I told her I loved you both but in different ways.’

‘I’ve always hoped she’d give some of her love and care to me. In time, you know.’

‘She will,’ Rolf had said. ‘Love and care spill out of her. She won’t be able to help herself.’

And now, it seemed, she had. Cathy walked home from the market with Mildred, hugging the little parcel of pink satin. That was proof she cared about her, wasn’t it?

 



Cathy helped Mildred cook a dinner of liver and bacon. Otto got dressed and came home to sit in front of the fire that Rolf had lit. They’d eaten and were having a cup of tea afterwards when Rolf again brought up the need to change their name.

‘I can’t understand why you’re so against it, Dad. Surely after what’s happened here, you can see why I want it changed?’

It was his mother who answered. ‘We can see that all right. But it isn’t easy.’

‘Yes, it is. I’ve been asking how it’s done. I can see to it.’

‘I meant there are complications,’ Mildred said finally.

There was a long-drawn-out silence. Cathy couldn’t take her gaze from her father-in-law, who looked acutely uncomfortable.

‘What sort of complications?’ Rolf wanted to know.

Mildred said heavily, ‘We’d better tell them, Otto. Rolf has a right to know, he’s an adult now.’ Cathy could feel the growing tension. ‘You tell him.’

‘It’s like this . . .’ The old man looked dispirited, without energy. It took him a long time to get going.

Rolf tried to help. ‘You’re German and you want to remain German.’


‘No!’ It was almost a shout. ‘I left Germany thirty-five years ago, back in 1880. I had to get away, start a new life somewhere else. I happened to pick on England.’ A fit of coughing overtook him. His voice was steadier when he went on. ‘It could have been anywhere for all I cared then. I loved my country, but . . .’

Mildred seemed as tense as a tiger ready to spring.

Rolf asked, bewildered, ‘Then what drove you out?’

‘My life was falling apart. Personal problems, I suppose you’d say.’

‘Dad!’ Rolf looked taken aback. ‘You said you’d had a happy upbringing.’

‘I did, but this was a long time after that. I was working in a butcher’s shop in Hamburg, one of three assistants. I’d been married for six years.’ His German accent had become stronger.

‘Married? You were married before?’ Rolf stared at his father, then at his mother.

‘My wife Irma was a beautiful girl who worked as a cashier in a bank,’ Otto went on. ‘However, she was ambitious. She wanted to be a singer and from time to time she performed in bars and nightclubs.’

Otto gave a long sigh. ‘We were saving. I was determined to set up in business on my own, buy my own butcher’s shop. I didn’t allow any pleasures. I wanted a family, I thought that might settle Irma, but a child didn’t come. I know she found our life bleak.

‘Both my parents were dead by that time, but I came from a big family. I had two brothers and a sister as well as aunts and uncles, who’d never taken to Irma. They’d warned me against her – said she was flighty, not the sort of girl who would make a good wife for a butcher. I didn’t listen, I was in love with her, but they were proved right.’

He looked Rolf in the eye. ‘To cut it short, she left me for a more exciting man and drained our joint bank account. All at once I lost my wife, my life savings and my will to live. I got no sympathy from my family, who said I should have expected it. They certainly had.’

‘Dad, you must have felt dreadful losing everything like that. It made you turn your back on your home and country,’ Rolf said. ‘But once you came here, you were all right?’

‘Not really. I brought my problems with me, you see. I found the same sort of work and started scrimping and saving again. What else could I do? I knew nothing else.’

Cathy felt moved by his sad story. ‘But eventually you saved enough to get your shop and were able to settle down here.’

‘Yes, I bought the shop.’

‘And you met Mam.’ Rolf looked puzzled. ‘You managed to get a divorce?’

Otto closed his eyes and said slowly, ‘No.’

Cathy asked, ‘Something happened to Irma?’

Otto was downcast; he shook his head.

‘She died,’ Rolf said. ‘Must have done if you and Mam . . .’

‘No. I never heard anything of her again.’

Rolf’s tongue moistened his lips. ‘Then how did you manage to marry Mum?’

Mildred moaned softly, sounding distressed.

‘I couldn’t marry her. I was married to Irma. I didn’t dare, it would have been bigamy.’

There was a long silence. Rolf seemed paralysed. Eventually he stirred. ‘You mean . . .?’

‘Irma was twenty-eight when I last saw her, healthy and seven years younger than me, full of life. She had tremendous energy, real bounce. I couldn’t suppose her to be anything but alive and well.’

‘Not even after, what would it be? Ten years?’

‘Twelve,’ he said, ‘before your mother and I met.’

Cathy had never seen Rolf look so shocked. ‘You mean you’re not married?’

‘No,’ Mildred whispered. ‘It’s my dearest wish that we could be.’

There was another painful silence. Cathy was screwing up her face and trying to think. ‘I’m sure I’ve read somewhere that after hearing nothing for seven years, you can assume that someone is dead.’

‘But I left her in Germany – how could I hear? She didn’t know I’d come to England.’

‘Your family might know,’ Cathy suggested. ‘They might have heard something.’

‘Dad, that was thirty-five years ago!’ Rolf burst out. ‘A lifetime ago!’

Cathy tried to help. ‘She’d be what age now?’

‘Sixty . . . sixty-three.’

Cathy looked round at the agonised faces. ‘She’ll be a different person to the one you knew.’

After yet another silence Rolf said, ‘And what about me?’

Mildred caught at his hand. ‘This is raking everything up.’ Cathy heard the catch in her throat. ‘It was a bad time for me. I was in domestic service like you, Cathy – a cook, too. Well, more a general maid of all work, a drudge. I was the only servant in the house. I did the shopping, the cooking and the  cleaning. I used to buy meat for my employer from the shop where Otto found work. I made a point of waiting until he could serve me . . .’

‘You fell in love,’ Rolf said. ‘And after that you settled down and were happy?’

‘I suppose you could say we supported each other,’ Mildred mumbled.

‘But you never married? You’ve always seemed married to me.’

Otto said, ‘We have lived together as though we were.’

‘I’ve always thought of us as a family. Not married – I suppose it does make a difference . . . Well, there was a reason why you couldn’t.’

Otto’s head lifted until he could look Rolf in the eye. ‘I’m not your father, lad.’

Cathy caught her breath. She could see the colour draining from Rolf’s face. She herself felt deeply shocked by these revelations.

‘I was already with child when we met,’ his mother whispered. ‘I’m so ashamed.’

Rolf looked astounded. ‘Who is my real father, then?’

‘A sailor. He was off faster than a frightened hare when I told him you were on the way. I was left to fend for myself.’ Cathy could hear the anguish in Mildred’s voice.

‘Your mother didn’t know which way to turn,’ Otto said, trying to help.

‘I had a living-in job, you see, and was afraid I’d be turned out once my employer knew. I had nowhere else I could go. Otto came to the rescue and offered me a home.’

‘It seemed the best thing to do,’ the old man said, his eyes on Mildred. ‘To pretend we were married. For the sake of propriety and the business.’

‘You had this shop then?’

He sighed. ‘The situation pushed me into buying the lease. Time was not on our side then, but we’ve been happy here. We made a success of it.’

‘You see, Rolf,’ his mother explained, ‘your dad . . . I mean Otto is afraid that if we try to change his name, all this will be dragged up. They’ll want to see birth certificates and marriage lines and all that.’

‘But my birth certificate gives me the name Rolf Gottfried. I’ve seen it.’

‘I went down and registered your birth,’ Otto told him. ‘It seemed the least I could do for your mam. It was what she wanted. Even if we weren’t married, I could do that for her, have my name on the certificate.

‘I took the law into our own hands, you could say. But now it’ll rebound on our heads.’

‘No,’ Cathy said. ‘I don’t see how it could. Who would question that?’

‘It might all come out, I’m afraid, if we draw legal attention to it.’

‘If you hadn’t given me your name, what would it have been?’ Rolf wanted to know.

His mother said, ‘It would have been my name – Morris.’

‘Very English,’ Otto sighed. ‘If I’d registered you under that, you wouldn’t have this deed-poll problem now.’

Rolf said, ‘I still feel half-German.’

‘See what I’ve done to you?’

‘Where did my natural father come from?’

‘Liverpool,’ his mother said shortly.

‘And his name?’

‘Onslow, but he didn’t want you and me to have that.’

Cathy watched Rolf turn to Otto. ‘You’ve been a good father,’ he said quietly. ‘I couldn’t have had better. I’ll always think of you as my dad.’

Otto smiled for the first time. ‘I’m glad to hear that. We wanted more children, but they didn’t come. For me, I don’t think they could.’

Cathy met Mildred’s burning gaze. ‘I suppose you think I’m shameless,’ the older woman said. ‘Having Rolf out of wedlock.’

‘No, no,’ Cathy said, but in truth she was shocked. She’d been taught that it was the most damning sin a girl could commit, and the cause of much suffering for the child. But Rolf hadn’t suffered like the girls at the Orphanage: he’d had a proper home and two parents to love him.

Mildred’s voice was hardly audible. ‘I’ve felt guilty, of course. I’ve hidden it, never talked about it to anyone. It’s a secret locked away inside me, never to be shared.’

‘We deliberately kept it from you,’ Otto told Rolf. ‘I didn’t want you to know I wasn’t your real father. After living together for twenty-three years, it seems like marriage to me. Mildred’s been a good wife to me.’

‘In everything but name,’ she agreed.

‘Everybody round here, all the customers believe we’re married,’ Otto said fondly.

‘It’s just that I know we’re not.’

‘I’m afraid it’s preyed on your mother’s mind – she has felt it deeply.’

‘Mam, you mustn’t upset yourself.’

‘But you . . .?’

‘I’m not going to let it upset me,’ Rolf said firmly.

‘And now there’s this war.’ Otto shook his head. ‘England against Germany – I can’t think of anything worse. It tightens me here.’ He tapped in the region of his heart. ‘To hear you talk, Rolf, of going to fight – you’ll be fighting my nephews, your cousins. One half of the family trying to kill the other.’

‘Don’t go,’ his mother pleaded. ‘Stay here, get yourself a job in some reserved occupation.’

He said, ‘Conscription is coming, it says so in the papers. It won’t be long now.’

‘Not for those in jobs that are important for the war.’

‘I feel I have to go,’ Rolf sighed. ‘So many of the boys I knew at school are already in France. It seems cowardly not to.’

 



Long after they’d gone to bed that night, Rolf continued to whisper to Cathy about his parents’ revelation. It had been an enormous shock, and he could scarcely take it in.

‘I can’t understand why Dad didn’t consult a solicitor about marrying again,’ he fretted. ‘Surely he’d have seen one when he bought the shop?’

‘Don’t forget, this was a foreign country to him,’ Cathy said. ‘He wouldn’t know anything about English law. Perhaps he didn’t understand so much English in those days. As he said, he didn’t want to draw attention to the situation.’

‘But after thirty-five years of hearing nothing of this Irma, surely it would be legal for them to marry now?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Tomorrow, I’ll go to see a solicitor about changing our name and ask about that too. These are things I need to do before I join up.’

Cathy said, ‘You promised you’d stay home with me for a few weeks.’

‘Yes, but without some means of earning a living, it’s going to be difficult.’ Cathy felt her heart sinking. He went on, ‘You married me for better or for worse and so far it’s been for worse.’

She kissed him impulsively and whispered, ‘No, I’ve got a family now and we had a good honeymoon. We both enjoyed that.’

‘But things don’t look too rosy now. I thought I had a means of supporting you, but I haven’t. What are we going to live on?’

‘What about a munitions factory? That’s war work, and they’re always advertising for staff. You’d earn a good living there.’ Even as she said it, Cathy knew she shouldn’t try to persuade him to stay at home. Other young men were fighting in the front line; other wives were left behind. She and Rolf shouldn’t stay safe and let others make the sacrifice. But it was so hard.

She heard his long sigh of frustration. ‘I’m torn in two, Cathy. I want to stay with you but I feel it would be wrong.’

‘You’re going to volunteer?’

‘It’s one way of earning a living. There’s an allowance for wives.’

‘I’ll get a job. Save for when you come back,’ Cathy told him. But what if he didn’t come back? The thought left her rigid and wouldn’t go away.

‘Mam will want to look after you, Cathy. She’ll want to do it, she’ll take good care of you.’

She shivered. It was almost as though he knew what she was thinking. ‘I know, but I’m able to work. It’s only right I should.’

 



The next day, Rolf asked Otto for the name and address of the solicitor he’d used when he bought the shop.

‘He was an old man then,’ Otto said. ‘He’ll have retired long ago.’ But he remembered the address.

Cathy went with Rolf. They found two solicitors were practising in the same suite of offices, in a rather grand Georgian house in Argyle Street. The rooms were large and full of expensive-looking furniture. They saw several formally dressed clerks in an office as they passed an open door.

An elderly gentleman seemed to be acting as receptionist. He said, ‘If you care to wait, Mr Dyson will see you when he’s free.’ He offered them a seat.

The atmosphere was very different from that in the butcher’s shop, and Cathy could understand why Otto might have felt in awe of these men with their middle-class accents and white hands.

At last they were led up a lovely curving staircase with a mahogany balustrade to a spacious office on the first floor. Mr Dyson, who was middle-aged and bald, sat at a large partner’s desk on which papers were laid out in little heaps, some tied with pink tape. Cathy was offered one of a pair of very elegant mahogany chairs.

She listened while Rolf explained that they wanted to change their names by deed poll, and so did his parents. Mr Dyson listened to the reason and said he saw no difficulty.

‘I’ll draw up an affidavit for each of you, then you’ll all need to come in and sign them. It’s usual to place notices in the local papers to say that in future your name will be Godfrey. My clerk can see to that, it won’t take very long to arrange.’

Rolf said, ‘There’s something else. My father left Germany thirty-five years ago, after his wife deserted him. He was very upset. He’s heard nothing of her in all that time and would like to remarry. What is the legal position?’

The solicitor steepled his fingers. ‘If a wife wilfully absents herself from her husband without his consent and with the intention of forsaking him, it’s known legally as Desertion.’

Rolf nodded. ‘Can he marry again?’

‘He’s a naturalised British citizen, you said? And he’s no idea of his wife’s whereabouts?’

‘He assumes she stayed in Germany, but it’s thirty-five years since he had any contact. Can he presume the marriage to be over?’

Mr Dyson was shaking his head.

‘Or that she’s dead?’

‘A foreign marriage is a complication. No, he’d have to go to Court to prove his case.’

‘Oh! I was hoping he’d be free.’

‘I can draw up a document setting out the details for your father, and arrange for a hearing. It would be up to the Court to decide what efforts should be made to establish the facts and what enquiries need to be made.’

‘We’re at war with Germany, Mr Dyson. How can enquiries be made at this time?’

‘Quite so. But it’s up to the Court to decide.’

‘Do you think it’s likely they’ll decide the marriage is over? Logic says . . .’

‘It is complicated. I would be hopeful but can’t say definitely.’

Cathy could see Rolf was disappointed. ‘And it could take a long time?’

Mr Dyson said, ‘Quite possibly. If your father wants to go ahead with this, perhaps you’d ask him to come in and see me? In the meantime, I’ll arrange to have your names changed by deed poll.’

He was scribbling the details on his pad. Looking up, he said, ‘If your parents never married, then legally your mother’s name isn’t Gottfried?’

‘No, it’s Morris.’

‘And she wants to change that to Godfrey?’

‘Yes,’ Rolf said, making the decision for her.

‘Right, I’ll draw up the necessary documents for you, and you’ll all have to come in to sign them on oath. Bring your birth certificates and marriage lines with you. You can make an appointment with my secretary for that, let me see – in five days’ time.’

 



Mildred was getting their midday meal ready. She’d been feeling low since the rioters had invaded their premises. It made her feel a fool that she’d done nothing to change their name, especially as Rolf was saying it was easy. If he could do it, she should have been able to. She should have been able to avoid this crisis.

But some good might come of it. Rolf also thought it would be possible for her and Otto to be married. To hear him talk of it had reawakened her old longing. To be married and legally entitled to wear her wedding ring would be a huge relief. For years, she’d gone in dread of somebody finding out and exposing her.

When Otto had first taken her into his home, she’d been so grateful to him, she hadn’t been able to do enough to repay him for his kindness. She’d worked hard for him, helped him build his business up, though butchering was not really to her taste. Even now, she didn’t dare think where she and Rolf would be if he hadn’t come to her aid.

At first, she’d thought living with Otto a very daring thing to do, but in time, she’d come to accept it as the status quo. Otto had repaid her by treating her as his wife. He’d been faithful and kind, and everyone had assumed they were married. But she knew that wasn’t the case; it had been something she and Otto had had to hide and must never talk about.

She knew Otto had hankered for marriage too. He was so much older than she was; he’d been a man of status with his own prosperous business. Years ago, he’d seemed a man of the world to her, a man who knew everything. He’d certainly known a lot more than she had, but he was a gentle person, never forceful, and now he was growing old his energy had gone. He was leaving the decisions to her. Relying on her and Rolf more and more.

Perhaps she should have insisted on them getting married years ago. Unlike Otto, she’d never seen it as impossible. He could have described himself as a bachelor; nobody would have known. It wasn’t as though Irma would ever find out, or care if she did.

But Otto wanted to keep to the letter of the law and he didn’t understand how things were done in this country. And she’d been a nervous wreck when Otto had taken her in and she hadn’t wanted to upset him, hadn’t dared to ask him for anything more.

Not that she’d needed to ask. Otto had been very generous. Of course, she’d known he was in love with her. For her, love hadn’t entered into it. She’d thought herself in love with Rolf’s father and look what that had done for her. She’d been too fraught to think of anything but survival, but deep affection for Otto had developed over the years despite the bad start.

The dinner was ready to dish up when Mildred heard the shop door slam and footsteps coming up the stairs. She could feel little currents of excitement running through her. It would be wonderful to be able to plan their wedding now. She’d make herself a really smart outfit and they could have a honeymoon, just like Rolf and Cathy. It would cheer Otto up, make them all feel better. He was pulling himself upright in his chair to hear the news.

Rolf and Cathy were taking their coats off on the landing. Mildred called, ‘Rolf, what did the solicitor say? Can it be done?’

They came into the living room. ‘The name change, yes. He’s putting that in hand.’

‘What about the other?’ One look at Rolf’s face warned her it wouldn’t be as easy as she’d hoped. Mildred felt deflated.

He explained what the solicitor had said they must do before they could marry.

Otto sighed heavily. ‘And how much will it cost to go to Court?’

‘I didn’t ask that,’ Rolf said. ‘I’m sorry, I should have done.’

‘Yes,’ Mildred flared. ‘You should have.’ She knew Otto would take it no further.

‘Don’t fret, love,’ Otto pleaded.

Cathy said, ‘Mr Dyson seemed to think enquiries would have to be made in Germany, but the war makes that impossible. Perhaps when it’s over . . .’

Mildred burst out, ‘Wait until it’s over? Don’t you think I’ve waited long enough? It’s all right for you, Cathy. You’ve had everything legal right from the start. You don’t understand what it means not to have your union blessed by the Church.’

‘Mam,’ Rolf was protesting. ‘Don’t take it out on us. We’d love to see you and Dad married.’

Cathy was biting her lip. ‘We’re sorry,’ she said. ‘Very sorry but that’s how things are.’

Mildred wanted to scream with frustration. Her hopes had been raised only to be kicked down again. ‘There’s not much I ask for. I would like to find out if it’s possible for us to be married. It might not cost all that much.’

Otto put his arm round her shoulders. ‘It makes no difference what it costs. We can’t afford solicitors.’

‘We can, to change our name.’

‘We have to – a German name will attract bad feelings while we’re at war. Now the business has gone, our savings won’t stretch to Court cases. I know you want to make it legal, love. I do too, but I don’t think we can.’

‘It’s what I want,’ she insisted. ‘A church wedding.’

‘Mam,’ Rolf said gently, ‘all your friends and neighbours think you’re married already. How would you explain that?’

‘We’ve been all right up to now, haven’t we?’ Otto said. ‘We can go on the same way.’

Mildred burst into noisy sobs. Her dark eyes had a frenzied glitter. ‘Does that solicitor know what he’s talking about? It’s thirty-five years since you saw Irma. She’s hardly likely to come looking for you, is she? I never heard of anything so ridiculous.’

‘Come and lie down for a little while,’ Otto urged, taking her to their bedroom. ‘You’ll feel better if you do.’

Cathy dished up the food Mildred had prepared, but no one was very hungry. Afterwards, when she started to wash up, Rolf came in the kitchen to help. After closing the door carefully he said, ‘You mustn’t let Mam upset you. She feels very strongly that she should be married, you see.’

‘Your dad said she was highly strung.’

‘He also said it had preyed on her mind and he’s right. Most of the time she seems very controlled and can think faster than the rest of us, but sometimes it gets on top of her. I shouldn’t have raised her hopes as I did.’

‘Rolf, you were trying to help.’

Cathy thought Mildred more than a little unreasonable.




Chapter Three

For Cathy, the early days of her marriage were racing by. She’d always hankered to be part of a family, but now she was, she longed to spend more time alone with Rolf.

Otto was a little better and pottered about the premises. His cuts had healed. They’d finished cleaning the shop and the rooms above, but the walls had been marked and some redecoration was needed; also, some of the furniture had been damaged.

Mildred was houseproud and wanted her home to look the way it used to. Rolf had no sooner offered to redecorate the living room, than his mother was scouring the town for wallpaper and paint. Cathy worked alongside him. Mildred found a shop with a few rolls of lino and they relaid that too.

‘I used to be so proud of my dining table,’ she mourned as they moved it back to its place. ‘On Sundays, after we’d had our dinner, I used to take off the cloth and put on this runner and the aspidistra in its brass pot. A lovely polished table it was, early Victorian.’

‘One of the first things I bought when your mother came to live with me,’ Otto nodded.

‘The rioters pushed their way in here.’ Mildred shuddered. ‘Tossed our things about, deliberately damaging them, bumping bookcases over to tip all the books out and throwing chests of drawers on their corners and tearing off knobs and handles.’

‘They’ve hacked off a piece of your table,’ Cathy said, running her fingers across the deep gashes in the wood. ‘What a pity.’

‘Ruined Otto’s cleavers and my table at the same time,’ Mildred said with a spurt of anger.

Otto raised his head and looked at Rolf. ‘A heart-stopping moment, that was. Your mother tried to stop them. Shouted at them, called them thugs and vandals.’

‘A lot more besides. It was a breach of the peace, wanton destruction . . .’

‘It made them turn on her, and one of them sent her flying.’

‘Mam!’ Rolf was shocked. ‘They could have hurt you.’

‘I know. I realised that when Otto pushed himself in front of me.’

‘I thought they were going to beat me up,’ he said. ‘But one of them shouted that I was an old man and they should leave us alone.’

‘Thank goodness,’ Cathy said.

‘A nasty moment that,’ Mildred nodded, ‘and it made them really vent their hate against my table.’

‘Keep the cloth on,’ Otto growled. ‘We don’t have to look at its wounds.’

Cathy could see he was reminded of the hostility the local population had shown towards him.

‘It wasn’t personal, Dad,’ Rolf pointed out. ‘They didn’t know you.’

‘The table’s spoiled. We’ll look out for another, get something similar if we can.’

‘Have you still got the piece they hacked off?’ Rolf asked.

‘Yes, your mam couldn’t bear to throw it away.’

‘Perhaps it could be glued back.’

‘I can’t keep the cloth on all the time,’ Mildred objected,  taking it right off now. ‘Where else can I do my cutting out?’

She took out the pink satin she’d bought to make a nightdress for Cathy. ‘I must be careful not to let it catch on the rough edge; it could pull the threads.’

‘Your mam can’t bear to be idle.’ Otto smiled at Rolf.

‘I have a whole drawerful of paper patterns,’ she said, taking them out. ‘Several for nightdresses. Come and choose the style you want, Cathy. I can adjust any of them to fit you.’

Fifteen minutes later Cathy watched her snipping into the new cloth, fully absorbed in the task.

 



After lunch, knowing she must be willing to do her share of the housework, Cathy started the washing-up. Rolf came into the kitchen, picked up a tea towel and began to dry.

‘Let’s go out when we’ve finished this,’ he said. ‘We could look round the secondhand shops and see if we can find Mam a table. Or we could try and find someone to mend this one.’

Cathy welcomed any opportunity to be alone with him, and set off happily, clinging to his arm. Most of the secondhand shops were clustered in Exmouth Street at the top of town, quite a walk from Market Street.

‘Junk shops most of them,’ Rolf said, looking in the windows at the collections of broken chairs, battered books, brass pots and old vases.

‘This shop has mostly furniture.’ Cathy could see several tables through the window. ‘And look at this notice. It says they do French polishing and repairs.’

‘It’s a cut above the others.’ Rolf looked up at the name over the shop window. ‘McLelland’s Antiques. I had a friend once whose name was McLelland. Let’s go in.’ He led the way.

A young man with straight brown hair swept back from his forehead came from the back of the shop.

Rolf gave a gurgle of pleasure. ‘It is you, Danny! Hello, how are you doing?’

‘Rolf! Haven’t seen you in ages.’ Danny clasped his hand, then gave him a hug.

‘You’re keeping well?’

Danny was nodding. He was taller than Rolf and had a wide smile that showed strong, even teeth.

‘We’re looking for a dining table for my mother,’ Rolf told him. ‘Oh, by the way, I’m married now. This is Cathy, my wife.’ He drew her forward. ‘Are you spliced yet?’

‘No, you’ve beaten me to that.’

‘Cathy was at St Mary’s School in Priory Street, too.’

‘I don’t think I remember you.’ Laughing brown eyes looked into Cathy’s honest, trustworthy eyes.

‘She’s three years younger than us.’

‘She’s a good looker,’ Danny approved. ‘A real dazzler. How long have you been married?’

‘About a fortnight now.’

He laughed. ‘Oh, you’re still the bride and groom. Congratulations, Rolf.’

He led them round the shop and showed them the three dining tables he had. None were as handsome as the one that had been damaged.

‘How much?’ Rolf wanted to know.

Danny told them.

‘A bit expensive.’

‘Everything’s expensive now,’ Danny said. ‘No new furniture’s being made – so there’s scarcity value too. Business has looked up since the war began. Done us a favour.’

‘More than it’s done for us. Ours has gone down the drain,’ Rolf grimaced.

‘It’s a shame. Look – I heard what happened to your dad’s shop. Saw a picture in the local paper, too. You’ve got to change your name, Rolf.’

‘Don’t I know it. It’s in hand now.’

‘After the horse has bolted?’

‘Afraid so. You’ve got a good shop here. When did you move from Pilgrim Street?’

‘Quite recently. Went up in the world with this place.’

‘Danny was my best friend at school,’ Rolf told Cathy.

‘And for quite a few years afterwards.’

‘We used to go to each other’s houses to play,’ Rolf went on. ‘Lived in each other’s pockets, didn’t we? How’s your mam and dad and your brothers and sisters?’

‘Mam’s fine now.’ Danny pulled himself up straight; his smile had gone. ‘There’s just me and her left.’

Cathy watched Rolf’s pleasure at meeting his friend fade. ‘Oh Lord, Danny! Is that all? You had a terrible illness in the family, didn’t you?’

‘Yes, TB.’

‘There were four children younger than you?’

‘Yes, two brothers and two sisters. They all caught it – and our dad too.’

‘That’s dreadful. We lost touch then, didn’t we?’

Danny’s dark eyes were agonised. ‘Mam and I had a few hard years.’

‘We didn’t lose touch exactly.’ Rolf pulled a wry face at Cathy. ‘Mam forbade me to go to Danny’s house. “Don’t you dare cross the threshold,” she told me. “They’ve got TB there. There’s no cure if you catch it. His brother’s ill and his little sister’s dead. You risk your life if you go there. You must have no more to do with Danny.” ’
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