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The Limmat Valley, Switzerland,
1944



It was spring, late morning. Flora breathed in the sweet, sharp air, closing her eyes and smiling blissfully. This must be what the best champagne tasted like. It made her feel quite dizzy. The sun was as yellow as a lemon in the powdery blue sky, and the train that had just left the station on its way to Zurich puffed white smoke as it became smaller and smaller, adding to the fairy-tale quality of the scene.


She collapsed on to a wooden bench, her long legs stretched out as far as they would go, arms resting on the bench’s back, sorry to have just said goodbye to nice Mrs Rhona Charlesworth, the American-born lady from Zurich who came regularly to see Andrew and Else at the school.


St Thérèse’s school had been established ten years before in memory of Mrs Charlesworth’s daughter, Antonia, who had died of consumption. It was named after Saint Thérèse of Lisieux, a Carmelite nun, who had died of the same disease at the age of twenty-four.


Flora Knox had been at St Thérèse’s since 1938, when she was eleven. Her parents were dead, and her Aunt Winifred had read an article in The Lady about the school for delicate children in Switzerland. Anxious to get rid of her niece, Flora had been despatched there on the pretence of having a persistent cough. The cough had disappeared shortly after her arrival and never returned. She and her aunt corresponded rarely.


After war broke out, Aunt Winifred hadn’t bothered to arrange for Flora to return to England during the months when it was possible to travel through unoccupied France. Once Germany had invaded that country, escape was impossible. Switzerland remained neutral, but there were occupied countries on every border.


Flora preferred to be left where she was. She hadn’t enjoyed living with Aunt Winifred, who continued to transfer the school fees twice a year to a bank in Zurich; Flora’s parents had left the money for their daughter’s education, so her aunt wasn’t out of pocket.


Another train was approaching, travelling very slowly along the lines that shimmered in the sunlight. Flora watched with interest as it came nearer, wondering if it intended to stop. The railway employee who had examined Mrs Charlesworth’s ticket when they’d entered the station came on to the platform to watch. He was very young; about the same age as Flora. His uniform was much too big.


Flora would have to leave soon. A small bus would arrive shortly at the station to take her up and up the winding road as far as the Hotel St Aloysius, where Else would be waiting in the big Mercedes-Benz. The old car’s engine was tied together with string, or so Else claimed. From there, the road turned into a bumpy earth path that led to the school – an old wooden convent, long ago abandoned, set within a small forest of tall evergreen trees. Else would have driven Mrs Charlesworth all the way to the station in Zurich if Andrew hadn’t woken during the night with one of his horrendous headaches, which meant he would be confined to bed for the next few days. During that time Else wasn’t prepared to leave the school for more than half an hour or so, not even with Flora in charge. It would have been irresponsible, she claimed.


The advancing train was gliding into the station, only the wheels making any sound; a dull clickety-click, clickety-clack, repetitive and hypnotic. It was a cattle train, a long line of slatted trucks. Flora lost interest and began to study her long, thin feet. She badly needed new shoes. She looked up when she became aware that the sounds coming from the train weren’t made by cattle, but were human.


Oh, my God! She wasn’t sure if she spoke the words aloud or not. She jumped to her feet. There were people in the trucks. She could see them here and there between the odd missing or broken slat; someone’s shoulder, the top of a head, a pair of hands, the occasional white face regarding her with deep-sunken eyes. It was like something out of the worst of nightmares.


Agitated and horribly frightened, Flora began to walk alongside the train, waving her arms, wanting to help, wanting to make it stop, but the engine at the front was too far ahead. These people needed water and food. They were jammed together like – well, like cattle. The smell was atrocious; of lavatories, vomit and death.


‘Where are you going?’ she cried. ‘Who are you?’


Nobody answered. The faces, the eyes, continued to stare. The sight would haunt her for the rest of her days.


‘Signorina.’


Where had the voice come from? And was it her imagination, but was the train beginning to go faster?


‘Signorina.’ Louder now.


In the passing truck, hands were tearing away the wooden slats. More hands appeared. The wood snapped and splintered. A space was being cleared. A woman shouted desperately, ‘Hurry!’ The train had definitely picked up speed. Flora began to run.


A baby was thrust through the space. Flora ran faster and met the haunted eyes of another woman; black-haired, dark-eyed, desperate. ‘Take him,’ she gasped hoarsely. ‘His name is Simon.’


‘I’ve got him!’ Flora grabbed the child from the woman’s arms, stumbling backwards as the train hurried out of the station and out of her life.


She was on the bench again, shaken to the core, the baby on her knee. He was a big baby, quite a few months old. He wasn’t crying, but she could tell from his little screwed-up face that he was in distress. Oh, and he did smell! His beautifully knitted lacy shawl was grubby, and he felt excessively hot. She moved the shawl to reveal dark red wavy hair. His eyes were a lovely clear green.


Flora lifted him on to her shoulder and gently patted his back. It just seemed the natural thing to do. ‘There, there, Simon, darling,’ she whispered. ‘There, there.’


Everywhere looked exactly as it had done only minutes before: the station, the sun, the sky, the young railway worker, who hadn’t moved a jot, everything. Yet nothing would ever be the same again.


Andrew Gaunt, a landscape artist of much promise, as he had been described after his first exhibition in London, had gone on to fight in the Spanish Civil War. He had been badly injured, and shortly afterwards nearly died of smoke inhalation when the church in which he had been sheltering was set on fire.


In hospital, he had fallen in love with his Swedish nurse, Else Landstrom, and she with him. The Civil War over and another world war about to begin, Else had taken her lover to Switzerland, where the pure air would be gentle on his scorched lungs and permanently weakened chest. A giant, broad-shouldered man with a thick thatch of hair that had turned white overnight, he was now thirty-five years old and little more than an invalid, mainly from the headaches that haunted him.


The problem of how they would make their living quickly arose when Andrew discovered he had no more interest in painting, and had lost the talent for it. Instead, he and Else started a school for frail youngsters, a place where they could spend just a few weeks convalescing, or however long was needed for the sake of their health. They resolved never to have more than twenty children at a time. It was then that they met Mrs Charlesworth, a resident of Zurich, who offered to fund their project in memory of her daughter.


For Andrew, the scheme became a fascinating experiment. Having been raised in the industrial Midlands, the only child of a mother with a penchant for reading the Bible aloud and a father who believed that sparing the rod spoiled the child, he was keen to see what a completely liberal upbringing would have on young minds.


The children at St Thérèse’s were encouraged to express themselves without regard to what other people thought, to say whatever came into their minds, to spend the day in bed rather than attend lessons, should that be what they wished. He discovered that young people genuinely wanted to learn when left to their own devices; that they were quite capable of original thought when they hadn’t been told what to think.


The former convent was a spacious, bright, single-storey building with numerous small rooms in which the nuns, who had gone to live in Africa, had slept, a large room where they had eaten, a chapel where they had prayed and a somewhat crude kitchen. There wasn’t a bathroom, just a row of stalls, each containing a sink and a row of three lavatories that had been outside, but which Andrew had connected to the main building with a rough-and-ready covered passage.


It was nine o’clock in the evening; some of the children had gone to bed, some were playing table tennis in the dining room. The ones in bed might well be reading. Andrew or Else would tour the building later and douse the oil lamps. If anyone wanted to continue reading, they would have to do so by candlelight. At the present time, not counting Flora, there were only three girls and six boys, their ages ranging from eleven to fourteen.


The chapel had been deconsecrated and now served as a living room. Flora, just seventeen and almost an adult, usually stayed up late. She no longer attended lessons. Instead, she taught English language and literature with considerable verve and much throwing about of arms and rolling of eyes. Tonight, she would find it hard to sleep after the events of the day. She had just finished describing for the third or fourth time what had happened when she’d taken Mrs Charlesworth to the station that morning.


‘I shall go back to the station tomorrow,’ she was now saying, ‘and should another train like the one today attempt to pass through, then I shall stand on the line and flag it down, giving the poor souls on board the chance to get off and be saved.’


‘You will do no such thing, idiot,’ Else said mildly. ‘You will be mowed down. You will end up as bits in a box ready to be buried. And there’s not likely to be another train like that. That one today must have lost its way, or something. It was a mistake.’


Else was small and pale, with wispy fair hair and wonderful blue eyes. She was as strong as an ox, capable of lifting absurdly heavy weights such as Andrew himself, on more than one occasion. He loved her more than life itself.


Flora was quite different. Tall and slender – perhaps a little too slender – she had silver-grey eyes that were flashing with anger at that moment, and very long blond hair that could also look silver in a certain light.


In their isolated ex-convent, little was known about the war except by Andrew and Else, who listened to the wireless in their bedroom. Until Andrew had told her earlier, Flora had been entirely unaware of the existence of concentration camps in other European countries where members of the Jewish race were being sent. She was horrified when told that the unfortunate passengers in the train were almost certainly Jews on their way to a camp in Germany or Poland.


‘Mussolini,’ said Andrew, ‘despite being a Fascist, was not willing to imprison Italian Jews just to please his friend Hitler. But since Mussolini’s downfall, Germany is now in control of part of Italy and is rapidly getting rid of the Jewish population. That is where the train you saw must have come from; Italy.’


‘The woman who spoke to me, the first one, she called me, “Signorina”,’ Flora explained. ‘But the one who gave me the baby spoke English – perhaps she did that because I had shouted in English.’ Tears came to her eyes. ‘Imagine how she must have felt, handing over her beautiful baby to a stranger.’


The baby, Simon, was half sitting, half lying in a wooden cradle an appropriate distance from the roaring fire. A handsome child with his auburn hair and unusual eyes, Else had guessed him to be about eight or nine months old and well looked after. His good-quality clothes had been removed and washed and were drying in the kitchen. Now he wore an assortment of much too big children’s clothes. An old towel had been cut in four pieces to make nappies.


‘He hasn’t been circumcised,’ Else had whispered earlier, ‘so he might not be Jewish.’


‘Poor little bugger.’ Andrew shuddered. Instead of getting worse, as usually happened, his headache had got better as the day progressed. He wondered if it was the arrival of the baby, a change in routine, something out of the ordinary that had done it. Perhaps what he needed was a change in his life, in their lives, his and Else’s, so that the headaches wouldn’t come with such deadly regularity as they did at least once a month.


The baby was wide awake, unable to take his eyes off the dancing flames. After a bath, the fresh clothes, a meal of thin soup, apple purée and milk, all fed to him with a spoon, he seemed to have recovered from his ordeal on the train.


Tomorrow, Else would go to Zurich to buy baby food, a bottle and more clothes. He no doubt missed his mother, but he was being made an enormous fuss of, and that was enough to make him smile from time to time. Every now and again, Flora would kiss him, hold his tiny hands or stroke his hair. She talked to him non-stop, telling him all sorts of things about herself, about Andrew and Else and about the school. The baby listened intently, his eyes locked on hers.


She was going to keep him for ever, she declared. ‘He was given to me, and it is my duty to look after him.’


‘But Flora,’ Else argued, ‘Simon will have had a father as well as a mother. Even if neither survives the war, there will be aunts and uncles, grandparents who will want him. As soon as this horrible war is over, your duty should be to find these people.’


Flora had looked momentarily nonplussed, but swiftly recovered her composure. ‘How do I find them?’ She shrugged, lifting her thin shoulders. ‘The train came from Italy. So, who do we contact in Italy? His mother spoke English. What part of the United Kingdom does she come from? And she might be American or Canadian. How on earth would we find out?’ She spoke quietly and reasonably. Flora rarely made a fuss, no matter how angrily or strongly she felt about something. She stooped over the baby and lifted him out of his cradle, pressing him against her breast. ‘And Lord knows what sort of fate those poor people on the train are destined for. Who will know that he was given to me on the journey?’


‘There are agencies,’ Andrew murmured. He looked at Else and made a face. As Flora’s teacher, it could only be his fault that she spoke like a forty-year-old. ‘Organisations will have records, or can get them from other organisations. The Red Cross is one. They won’t have you on their records, Flora dear, but in time they could well have Simon and his mother noted as having disappeared. There are probably ways they can be traced.’


Flora just smiled. The baby’s arms had crept around her neck. She was convinced they were meant for each other. ‘I don’t trust agencies and organisations. It was an agency that took me to my Aunt Winifred after my mother and father died and insisted that she have me, when she didn’t want me at all. I would have been far better off adopted or put in a home.’


Now Andrew smiled. ‘But then we wouldn’t have had the pleasure of your company all these years, Flora.’


‘Nor me yours,’ Flora conceded. ‘I don’t know how you have put up with me for so long. I know how stubborn and awkward and impatient I can be.’


‘That is the way I have encouraged you to be,’ Andrew said. ‘Why should children automatically think that adults are always in the right when they could well be in the wrong?’ But she was probably correct in what she said about the baby. The chances of locating his wider family were remote. As for the poor mother, she could only have given him to Flora in order to save his life.


The war was at a crucial stage. Having invaded Italy by way of Sicily, the British forces and their allies were gradually making their way northwards. Early in June, thousands of troops of different nationalities had crossed the English Channel and landed in Normandy. They began to fight their way across France. With the Russians attacking through Poland and the Allies advancing north through Italy, the German war machine was being assailed on all sides. There was every likelihood that the war would be over within the year.


In the little school of St Thérèse, cut off from everyday life, things continued as normal. There’d been no shortage of food or other necessities. Baby Simon thrived. Flora, who’d shown no aptitude for such work before his arrival, was constantly knitting him clothes. The finished garments were clumsily made, full of knots and dropped stitches, but the baby wore them without complaint.


It was September, and Andrew and Else were on the veranda watching the children climb trees and kick balls to each other. The girls had pitched a tent and intended sleeping in it that night. In front, a brilliant sun was setting in the dusky sky. The Hotel St Aloysius, the only sign that other human beings existed on the planet, was like a doll’s house in the distance far below them.


Andrew felt that his health had improved enough for him to travel, to find somewhere warmer for them to live, once this terrible war was over; perhaps even to paint again.


‘I would like to stroll along a golden beach with the blue sea frothing at my feet,’ he said somewhat poetically.


‘What about our school?’ Else enquired.


‘It’s not our school, Else, although we started it, but Mrs Charlesworth’s. I’m sure she will find someone else to run it. Dozens of men would jump at the chance of living in such a remote, peaceful place after the violence of a war.’


‘And women,’ Else reminded him. ‘The war was violent for everyone.’


‘And women,’ Andrew hastily agreed. He didn’t want to be thought a misogynist. ‘If you are agreeable, I shall suggest that Mrs Charlesworth engage a married couple. If she wants us to stay until she finds a replacement, then we will. We can’t let her down.’


‘Of course we can’t.’ Else slipped her small hand into his large one. ‘I am agreeable, though I shall miss the children terribly. I do wish we could have some of our own, Andrew.’


Andrew sighed. ‘Me too. But you know, there’s time. We are both still in our thirties. We’ll just have to try harder. And there was something I was going to suggest, any way.’


‘And what’s that?’


‘That we take Flora and Simon with us. I doubt if Flora’s aunt wants her back. In all these years, she has shown little interest in her niece. I have looked upon Flora as ours for a long time. She has no one close, and neither has Simon – at least, not that we are aware of.’


Else’s lips twisted wryly. ‘You’re wrong, darling. Flora and Simon have each other.’


‘But the two of them can’t possibly manage on their own.’ He paused and sighed. ‘And, in my humble opinion, it would be a very bad idea for them to try.’


Flora had designated the first of August as Simon’s birthday. On the day itself, she had made a cake bearing a single candle and they’d eaten it after tea and sung ‘Happy Birthday’. The other children loved him. He was everyone’s baby brother, a happy child, full of life, tottering all over the place on his little fat legs, chattering away at ten to the dozen.


He was becoming spoiled, Else thought, but when she mentioned this to Flora, she pooh-poohed the idea. She didn’t deny he was being spoiled, but couldn’t see that it would do him any harm.


‘I wish someone had spoiled me when I was a baby. As it was, my mother and father weren’t there most of the time, and I was looked after by landladies, bit-part actors and stagehands.’ Flora’s parents had belonged to a group of travelling actors based in Scotland who had toured that country and the North of England. They had died when their van crashed in the Scottish hills. Flora, aged six, was in the back wrapped in blankets, and had survived the accident. She made the remark without resentment, as she did whenever she spoke about her Aunt Winifred’s unwillingness to take care of her. She had grown used to her lonely situation, and it no longer bothered her.


Simon was being cuddled on her knee. She gave him a tight squeeze and he giggled. ‘When he grows up, maybe he will spoil me,’ she remarked.


‘Are you still determined to keep him?’ Else asked.


Flora put her head on one side and said thoughtfully, ‘If it’s humanly possible, then yes.’ She stood the little boy on her knee and they rubbed noses. ‘I love you, love you, love you, Simon Knox,’ she sang.


Simon giggled again. ‘Love you, Flo,’ he sang back.


Else sighed. Simon Knox! Any minute now Flora will claim to have given birth to him. She somehow doubted if the mother would ever come back.


It was Christmas, and Allied troops were approaching Germany from different directions with the aim of coming together in Berlin.


‘I think the end is in sight,’ Mrs Charlesworth remarked when she arrived on New Year’s Day to stay for a few days. She was a stout, comfortable woman who wore a maroon velvet turban throughout her visit. She was never seen without a hat. Flora had wondered if she was bald, but tufts of grey hair were visible on the back of her neck.


She had agreed to advertise for another couple to run the school as soon as the war was over. ‘Travel will quickly be back to normal, the trains running and the planes flying. I am longing to visit my sisters and my brother in New York. In fact,’ she said soberly, ‘I might even decide to stay on there. I have been a widow a long time now, and lost my only child many years ago.’ Mr Charlesworth had been the head of an American bank. ‘It’s only friends keeping me in Zurich.’


‘Friends are far better than relatives,’ Flora assured her with all the wisdom of a seventeen-year-old. ‘Friends grow to like each other. With relatives, it’s the other way around.’




Chapter 2


[image: image]


For the sake of all concerned, Flora desperately wanted the war to end, but could see no reason to alter the course of her life when it did.


She was therefore taken aback when she discovered that as soon as it was over, Andrew and Else genuinely did intend to give up the school and travel.


‘Hopefully after a while we will find somewhere less isolated, and with a more comfortable climate, to settle down,’ Andrew said, adding that he and Else dearly wished that she and Simon would join them on their travels. ‘We would become a family,’ he said warmly.


‘But I want to stay here,’ Flora wailed. ‘I thought I would stay for the rest of my life.’


‘Flora, my love,’ Andrew said calmly, ‘you are only eighteen. There is a big world out there for you to experience. You don’t know a single person your own age, either male or female. The only adults you meet regularly are me and Else. You have never seen a film or a play, or gone to a dance or a party – I mean proper dances and parties, not the sort we have here.’


‘I don’t want any of those things,’ Flora said sulkily. Andrew could tell she was upset, scared to leave the school and the protection it offered. For all her confident and assured manner, the tragedy of her early life must have affected her; the death of her parents, living with her miserable aunt in London, then being despatched to Switzerland – actually on her own, at the age of eleven, with a list of the trains she had to catch pinned to her sleeve. Else had gone to Zurich station to collect her, and found her hiding her tears behind a fit of temper at the lateness of the train. She was enormously brave.


‘Why can’t I take over the school and run it?’ she asked now. ‘I’ve been helping you and Else for years.’


‘Because you are much too young for the responsibility,’ Andrew said patiently. ‘It requires a couple, so that the responsibility is shared. And Else is a nurse. Some of the pupils arrive quite run-down. They have to be looked after. You couldn’t possibly manage alone. Why won’t you come with us, Flora dear?’


Flora shrugged and didn’t answer.


She didn’t like to tell them that she wanted Simon to herself; they wouldn’t approve. Else and Andrew loved the little boy, adored him; and he loved and adored them back, though it was Flora he loved the most. If they lived together, the four of them, in an ordinary place, an ordinary town or city, then Flora would be encouraged to go to the parties and dances that Andrew spoke about, and to see the films and plays. The time would come when she would feel obliged to go to work. And who would look after Simon then? Else, of course, while Andrew was in his studio, painting, Simon would come to regard Else as his mother, while Flora was merely a woman who played a much smaller part in his existence.


In all her life, Flora had never loved anyone as much as she loved Simon. And she loved him not just for herself, but on behalf of the mother who had entrusted him to her care.


Once they became independent, she and Simon, money would become a matter of concern. She had not long turned eighteen, and her education was finished; so how much was left of her parents’ legacy? Indeed, had there been a legacy? Perhaps there’d only been enough money for her education. The minute the post was back to normal, she would write to her aunt and enquire.


Andrew had placed the wireless in the living room, where everyone could listen to the British Broadcasting Corporation relay the news of how the war was progressing. They all understood English perfectly and would cheer when it was announced that Paris had been reclaimed, then Brussels, Belgrade, Athens . . .


Germany had been bombed mercilessly, entire cities almost disappearing beneath the weight of numerous raids. Late in March, American forces captured two important enemy airfields. Winston Churchill himself was reported to have crossed the Rhine with the 21st Army Group. Soviet troops entered Austria. Concentration camps were liberated and vast horrors exposed. Flora half expected Simon’s mother, having survived her own horror, to turn up wanting her son back. She would surely be able recall the place where she had handed him over to a stranger.


At the end of April, it was revealed that Adolf Hitler had killed himself and the children shouted for joy. To all intents and purposes, the war was over. For Andrew, it only proved that there was no such person as God. A real God would never have allowed such an evil man as Hitler to exist. He had turned his formerly civilized country into a monstrous killing machine, allowing it to perpetrate an evil unknown to humankind until then.


The entire school was invited to a party at the Hotel St Aloysius. A party seemed only fitting, as letters had begun to arrive at the post box in Zurich to say that parents were withdrawing their children from the school. It would be a celebration and a farewell party combined. Perhaps because a certain terrible period in the history of the world had ended and a new one was about to begin, parents wanted their children safely home while they thought about the future.


Else let down the hem of Flora’s only decent dress, removing lace from an old one to sew around the neck. Flora’s thick, silvery-blond hair was washed, arranged in a swirl on top of her head and secured with a mother-of-pearl slide.


‘You look very pretty,’ Else said when she had finished. ‘But you need some up-to-date clothes. Everything you have has been altered in one way or another as you have grown bigger.’


Flora had no wish to look pretty, nor did she want more clothes. All she wanted was to stay where she was for the rest of her life and look after Simon. She said as much to Else.


‘And do you think,’ Else replied, ‘that when Simon grows up he will also want to stay here for the rest of his life?’


Flora had no idea. She found it impossible to look so far ahead.


Two French women, sisters called Juliette and Anne Clemence, arrived one day at the end of May with Mrs Charlesworth to look around the building. They were only young, in their twenties, and had an even younger sister who had been born with a brain defect. They wanted to turn the convent into a school for girls who had a similar defect.


Mrs Charlesworth didn’t mind the school being used for a slightly different purpose than the one it was originally intended for. ‘As long as it helps children,’ she said privately to Andrew and Else – and to Flora, who was also listening. ‘Consumption is no longer as prolific as it once was. Also there is talk of treating the disease with these newfangled antibiotics. Nowadays, patients are better off in hospitals, where they can be cured.’ Until the recent discovery of antibiotics, there had been no known cure for consumption.


The Clemence sisters would take over the building in August, giving the present occupants just over two months to make other arrangements.


Their first port of call would be the South of France, Else told Flora. ‘We will travel in the car, which is big enough for us all.’ She seemed to take it for granted that Flora and Simon would come with them.


Flora had written to Aunt Winifred to tell her the school was closing. Her aunt had shown no interest in her as a child. Now she was eighteen, an adult, she might not care if she ever saw her niece again. If that was the case, she and Simon would go with Else and Andrew. She had said nothing about the little boy to her aunt.


The next time Else went into Zurich, she brought back a letter. Flora was in the kitchen, sorting things out for when the Clemence sisters came.


‘It’s from your aunt by the look of it,’ Else said. ‘It’s postmarked London.’


To Flora’s surprise, the letter was quite friendly. Her aunt wrote that she was looking forward to her niece coming home, and had apparently transferred twenty-five pounds into a Zurich bank to pay for her fare and any other expenses she might incur. I still live in the same house in Crouch End, she wrote. It wasn’t touched during the air raids. You can have your old room back. By the way, I no longer have a lodger. I look forward to seeing you again, Flora, dear.


‘I didn’t know she took in lodgers,’ Else said when Flora showed her the letter.


‘She had two when I was there,’ Flora explained. ‘The first was a lovely lady called Isobel, who was a model and lived in the basement flat. After she left, a man called Johnnie took her place.’ She frowned, remembering. ‘Johnnie hated me. I think he was the reason she sent me away; to please him. He wanted my aunt all to himself.’


‘But he was only the lodger!’


‘I wouldn’t be surprised if he was more than that,’ Flora said with the benefit of hindsight. She had a rather muddled memory of the man, with his swarthy skin and jet-black hair. ‘Lucas – his name was Johnnie Lucas.’


As they spoke, Else was looking more and more disappointed. ‘Does this mean you and Simon will be going back to London?’


‘Well, yes,’ Flora said cheerfully. She had loved her room on the second floor of the house in Crouch End. It was at the top of a hill, and looked out over hundreds, if not thousands more houses, their roofs an amazing assortment of colours. Forever the optimist, she promptly began to look forward to returning to the only other place she could call home.


Else put her parcels on the kitchen table. Flora had been clearing out cupboards and wiping shelves. Outside, Simon was attempting to climb a tree, but the trunk was too big for his arms to go around. He was alone, all the other children having returned to their homes. In a few weeks’ time, Simon would be two years old, albeit on his unofficial birthday. He could be heard talking to himself – he had a considerable vocabulary for a child so young.


‘Should I throw away everything that’s cracked, even if it’s only a hairline?’ Flora asked Else, holding up a nice white jug.


Else gave the jug a brief glance. ‘It’s a lovely shape, but I only want to leave behind things that are perfect.’ There was a crash as the jug was thrown in the bin. Secretly, Flora was enjoying smashing dishes.


‘What will your Aunt Winifred think about Simon?’ Else asked, nodding at the little boy through the window. ‘She doesn’t mention him in her letter.’


‘She’ll love him,’ Flora said with utter certainty. ‘How could anybody not love him?’ In fact, she didn’t feel the tiniest bit certain. She merely assumed that her aunt wouldn’t be cruel enough to turn her niece away just because she’d turned up with a child – a handsome and completely adorable child.


Else said, ‘I think we should visit Zurich a few times over the next few weeks, Flora, and do some shopping. We’ll have lunch and ride on the trams. You need to get used to mixing with people in a city. Otherwise you’ll feel like a fish out of water in a big place like London when you’re there for good.’


It was August, the war had been over for nearly three months and the woman on the train had not returned for her baby.


‘It means he is mine,’ Flora said to herself. ‘For ever mine.’


It hurt, really hurt, to say goodbye to Else and Andrew after so many years together. In fact, it hurt so much that Flora was on the point of changing her mind and going with them until she remembered the reason why she hadn’t wanted to go in the first place.


Else took her in the Mercedes-Benz to Zurich station to catch the train to Paris, Andrew in the back with Simon on his knee. Flora knew her decision was the right one when she noticed how tightly Andrew was holding on to the child, as if he never wanted to let him go. Mind you, he didn’t want to let Flora go, either.


She was assured that, should things go wrong in London, all she had to do was send a telegram and Andrew would come at the drop of a hat and rescue her. Flora had one of those rare moments when she wanted to cry, but was determined not to.


On the train, Simon appeared very conscious of the vast change in their once quiet and uneventful lives. ‘We are going on a long journey,’ Flora had told him earlier, and he’d looked suitably impressed. He sat very still on her knee after pulling her arm around him like a cloak to hide behind, gazing at the other passengers in the compartment with the same sort of wonderment as a visitor would from another planet on seeing human beings for the first time. He had seen so few people in his short life, and those were mainly children, mainly speaking English. He sucked his thumb and peeped through Flora’s fingers while clutching his favourite toy, a teddy bear whose name was Rufus.


The woman seated opposite was charmed. ‘Are you his nurse, or his mother?’ she asked Flora, after poking the little boy in his stomach several times. It was supposedly an affectionate gesture, but Simon clearly didn’t know what to make of it. The woman spoke German, the language used in that part of Switzerland. Flora knew enough to have a reasonable conversation.


‘He’s my cousin,’ she replied. ‘His parents died in the war.’ She would have loved to have claimed to be Simon’s mother, but then she would have had to invent a husband, and he would have to be dead because Simon couldn’t possibly be illegitimate and looked upon as a bastard. It would have become terribly complicated. This way, if people asked she would say Simon’s mother and father had died recently in an accident, as her own parents had. She would tell Aunt Winifred the truth, of course. The passport Andrew had acquired for Simon by illicit means was tucked in Flora’s new handbag.


She felt uncomfortable at the way the two young men in the window seats kept looking at her surreptitiously over their newspapers. She got the same look in Paris while queuing for a taxi, and the man in front insisted she take his place, helping her, Simon and the suitcase inside and doffing his hat courteously. There was no denying the admiration in his eyes, and it dawned on her that it was because she looked pretty.


Else had told her when she was ready for the journey, wearing her new blue wool dress, white shoes and gloves, and a white hat that was little more than an organdie bow. ‘You’re a sight for sore eyes, Flora. Isn’t that what they say in your country? I have always thought it a most peculiar compliment.’


In Paris, the taxi had taken them from the Gare de l’Est to a hotel in République where they would spend the night. Flora would have loved to have gone for a walk around the city, but Simon was exhausted. They had a light meal in their room and afterwards she read him stories; sweet, gentle fairy stories because he was too young to know about wicked witches and child-eating wolves.


The view from the window was of the side of another hotel, and Flora spent the evening watching the little boy sleep clutching Rufus, and listening to the sounds of the city: the traffic, an accordion being played somewhere out of sight, sometimes accompanied by the haunting voice of a woman singing, and passers-by arguing loudly, late into the night. She vowed that one day she would return to Paris and explore it properly, perhaps with Simon when he was older.


Early tomorrow morning, they would travel by taxi to the Gare du Nord and catch the train to Bordeaux and the ferry to Folkestone. From there, another train would take them to London. They would arrive in Crouch End at about tea time. Flora couldn’t wait.




Chapter 3


[image: image]


Aunt Winifred was expecting her, but not so much that she could be bothered to come and meet her one and only relative at Charing Cross station. She opened the door of the house in Crouch End, not looking the slightest bit different to how she’d looked when Flora had left seven years before. Of course, Flora had grown from a child to a woman in those years, whereas Aunt Winifred had merely gone from being thirty-nine to forty-six, which didn’t seem nearly as long.


She could easily have been taken for fifty-six, and had always looked older than her age. It wasn’t that she had grey hair, or that her long, oval face was heavily wrinkled; it was more that she bore the expression of a woman born out of date. Even in photographs as a child she had had an oddly serious look, as if she couldn’t wait to age.


Flora could actually recall her wearing the clothes she had on now, or very similar: a droopy grey skirt totally out of fashion, going by the skirt of her own fashionable frock, and the ones she’d seen women wearing on the journey; a lighter grey blouse with the inevitable black cardigan over it, despite it being a beautifully warm, summer day. She wore the same jet earrings and a long necklace to match. Her eyes were muddy brown. The entire house, Flora recalled, was as dismal as her aunt’s appearance, full of dark furniture with dark walls. She had always imagined it was how a funeral parlour would look.


‘Flora!’ Aunt Winifred clumsily embraced her niece, who was overwhelmed by the scent of the eau de cologne she had always used – Wild Bluebell. ‘Did you have a frightful journey, dear?’


‘It was tiring,’ Flora conceded. She was longing for a cup of coffee, but from now on would have to make do with tea. She had never known Aunt Winifred to use coffee.


‘Are you hungry? I have a small meal made, only sandwiches for now.’


‘That would be nice.’ Flora couldn’t be sure if her aunt was deliberately ignoring the presence of Simon, or had genuinely not noticed he was there, standing by the suitcase, waiting to be kissed and made a fuss of. It had happened numerous times on the boat and the trains they had travelled on, and he automatically expected it to happen again with this new lady.


‘And who’s this?’ Aunt Winifred took a step backwards, unable to avoid any longer the presence of a strange child on her doorstep.


‘My name is Simon,’ the little boy announced gravely. He lifted his arms to be picked up, but Aunt Winifred took another backward step and it was Flora who picked him up instead.


‘I will explain about him later,’ she said.


‘Of course, do come in.’ The woman looked flustered. ‘I’ll put the kettle on.’


‘So, you see,’ Flora was saying two hours later. Simon was tucked up in bed in the room on the second floor. ‘I feel as if he was a gift from God, who chose me to look after him.’ This rather dramatic statement wasn’t exactly true. Andrew had never taught his pupils anything about religion, and had made no secret of the fact that he didn’t believe in God. The children left the school uncertain as to whether or not God existed. Flora still wasn’t sure herself.


Her aunt’s house was part of a long, seemingly endless terrace. It had three large bedrooms, an attic room where Flora would sleep, a bathroom, three downstairs rooms and a basement. It was where her father and Aunt Winifred, his sister, had been born.


Flora had forgotten how lovely the garden was in summer. The French windows of the living room at the back were open, and the scent of roses drifting in was overpowering, delicious. Gardening was Aunt Winifred’s hobby, as well as knitting garments on very fine needles from complicated patterns that took ages to complete.


She was knitting now, and sniffed delicately. ‘So, you are saying that Simon is Jewish?’


‘Almost certainly, though he hasn’t been circumcised, thank goodness. Andrew claims it is a diabolical practice.’


Aunt Winifred had turned pink with embarrassment. ‘I wouldn’t know, dear,’ she said distantly.


‘Tomorrow, will it be all right if I move another bed into my room, so Simon and I can have one each? Tonight, just for once, we can sleep together.’


‘As you wish, Flora. I must say, I wasn’t expecting you to bring a child home with you. I’m not used to small children. You didn’t arrive until you were six, and you were a very quiet little girl.’


‘You will soon get used to him,’ Flora assured her, ignoring the reference to herself. ‘He is the best little boy in the entire world. Before you know it, you will love him madly.’


Aunt Winifred didn’t exactly fall in love with Simon, but she became fond of him. She would chuck him under the chin when they first met in the morning, and do the same when he went to bed at night. She never picked him up or cuddled him. He called her Auntie Win, and tried to pull her hair or do things to her face that she always managed to avoid. A few weeks after their arrival, she bought him a spinning top from Hamley’s Toy Emporium in Regent Street.


Simon appeared to be quite happy with London. Flora often woke to find him at the window in their bedroom, gazing intently at the spread of roofs outside.


‘See the smoke, Flo,’ he would say gravely. Smoke fascinated him, the way it leaned to the right or to the left in the wind or, on a still day, streamed upwards in a straight line. Sometimes it was white, or it might be grey or black. Occasionally it was mixed with little red sparks, or came out in puffs if a fire was being started. Like smoke signals, Flora thought. ‘I love smoke, Flo,’ Simon would say. ‘One day, will Auntie Win let me light the fire downstairs?’


‘Not until you’re much older, darling.’


One of the first things Flora did was to establish if there was still money left for her by her parents. ‘I don’t want to start work until Simon is ready for school, which won’t be for another three years. Is there enough to keep us both until then?’ she enquired anxiously of her aunt.


‘Not quite,’ Aunt Winifred replied. ‘But, Flora, you are my niece. I am more than willing to let you stay as long as you . . . as you and Simon . . . want. And,’ she added generously, ‘I will give you a personal allowance of, say, twenty-five shillings a week.’


Flora treated her to an effusive hug. ‘Thank you, Auntie dear.’


Although she would always miss Andrew and Else, she was glad that she had returned to London, having decided she wasn’t suited to leading a wandering existence with a small child in tow. She discovered that she enjoyed crowds, noise and the hustle and bustle of city life. Two postcards had already arrived, one from the South of France with a picture of Nice, in which the sea was a highly unnatural blue that Flora didn’t fancy one bit. The other was from a place called Menton, which she thought looked terribly dull, whereas London was truly fascinating now that she was seeing it as an adult.


We are about to move on, Andrew had written, and look for somewhere more interesting to live, a place with more character. Else sends her love to you both.


There was a row of kisses that could only have been put there by Else; Andrew wasn’t the sort of person to send kisses.


The lovely summer was turning into a hazy golden autumn. Flora took Simon for long walks in the second-hand pushchair bought with her allowance. Sometimes it was just around Crouch End, to Priory Park and up and down Nelson Road, which was long; they lived at the very top. It was incredibly steep, and she would run down like a madwoman, the pram’s wheels clattering on the pavement, Simon screaming with delight. Going up again was a bit of a struggle, and she was usually exhausted by the time she reached the top.


Other days, they would go on the bus to places like Buckingham Palace or Hyde Park, have tea, or milk in the case of Simon, in Lyons Corner House in Oxford Street. Simon loved travelling on the bus or the underground trains, his green eyes shining with excitement at the various sights he could see from the open windows. He must have thought that Flora would miss seeing the brightly coloured shops, the pretty flowers, the dogs he longed to stroke if he didn’t point them out, banging sharply on the glass with his forefinger and squealing, ‘Look, look, look, Flo. There!’


‘I see, darling.’ Flora would hug him, overcome with love.


When on foot, she would try to avoid passing the buildings damaged, or even demolished altogether, in the wicked air raids on London. How could she explain them to Simon? And they made her feel uncomfortable and ashamed. She was British, yet had avoided every single part of the terrible war that had ended so recently. It didn’t seem right to have missed the bombing, the rationing and the pain and anguish suffered by her fellow citizens. Mind you, rationing was still in force and it was amazing, the small amount of food each person existed on. She and Simon had acquired a ration book each, and Aunt Winifred had registered them with Worrall’s Grocers in Crouch End Broadway. Apart from gardening, Flora quickly discovered that her aunt was rather lazy, and it was she who collected the rations every Tuesday.


Luke Carr, a remarkably handsome young man whom she’d met in Priory Park where he was walking the family dog, Bertha, and who lived at the bottom end of Nelson Road, told her that the population had never been as healthy as they had been during the war. They weren’t able to overeat, and it had done everyone good, in particular having to go without sugar. He also described the Anderson shelter in the garden where his family had slept for nearly six years.


‘It’s still there,’ he told her. ‘It used to have bunks in. You can come and look at it, if you like. Nowadays my dad uses it as a workshop.’


Mrs Carr, Luke’s mother, was as thin as a scarecrow and incredibly glamorous, with waist-length black hair. She had three younger children, another boy and two girls. The Carrs’ house was exactly the same as Aunt Winifred’s, but inside couldn’t have looked more different with its pastel-painted walls, vividly coloured curtains and modern furniture. It was full of the children and their friends.


Gloria Carr would have loved to feed them all. ‘But it takes me all my time to feed my own lot out of the rations. I’m sorry I can’t ask you to stay to lunch or tea, Flora. But I do have a bar of chocolate for Simon. Come along, Simon darling. Sit on my knee. Oh, I do miss having small children. I would have had ten if Thomas had let me.’


Simon would go to her willingly. He was a friendly child; the opposite of shy. Flora would sometimes wonder if, deep in his young brain, any memory remained of the time he had spent with his mother, particularly on the train – the ‘train of death’, as she was inclined to think of it.


Thomas, Gloria’s husband, worked in the City buying and selling stocks and shares on behalf of his rich clients. Evenings and weekends he spent in the Anderson shelter – a damp, smelly structure half underground with vegetables planted in the soil on top – making ornamental model boats that he gave away to anyone who’d have one. Flora was given a ketch with dark red sails for Aunt Winifred, who must have only pretended to be pleased when it was presented to her; the following day Flora discovered it had been placed on the tallboy in her and Simon’s bedroom.


It seemed no time before Luke’s mother was referring to Flora as his girlfriend. But there was nothing romantic about Flora and Luke’s relationship. She liked him and he liked her, and that was all.


Luke had always planned on going to university to study chemistry, but the war had come along and, just prior to his eighteenth birthday, his call-up papers had arrived.


‘I was quite happy to join the army, navy, or air force, but instead I was sent down a mine in Wales,’ he told Flora disgustedly. ‘When I wake up, I can still smell coal dust.’


Now he was twenty-one, and was starting a degree course at Manchester University, commencing on the first of October.


‘Will you write to me?’ he asked.


‘Of course,’ she promised.


‘Can I have a photo of you to take with me? Would you mind if I told people you were my girlfriend?’


‘I wouldn’t mind a bit.’ All she had was a passport photo taken in Zurich, in which she thought she looked as ugly as a witch. She had two new photos taken; one by herself for Luke, and one with Simon to send to Andrew and Else when she had an address for them.


She missed Luke quite a lot after he’d gone, and began to look forward to Christmas when she would see him again. His letters arrived weekly, and were becoming more and more amorous. Flora would have liked to write amorous ones back, but felt too embarrassed.


She became friends with his sister, Millie, who was seventeen and mad on films. Millie bought the Picturegoer magazine every week, read it from cover to cover and knew all sorts of personal details about every well-known film star. She was shocked to learn that Flora had never seen a picture in her life, and was only too willing to introduce her to the silver screen, as she called it.


‘I think you should see Humphrey Bogart first; he’s gorgeous, in a really ugly way. Spencer Tracy’s the same. You couldn’t exactly call him handsome. Cary Grant’s incredibly charming, and Tyrone Power must be the best-looking man alive.’


‘Aren’t there any women in films?’ Flora enquired.


‘Of course; there’s Betty Grable – her legs are insured for thousands of dollars; Dorothy Lamour, Katharine Hepburn – she’s reputed to be Spencer Tracy’s mistress.’ Millie shook her head dismissively. ‘But the women aren’t even as faintly interesting as the men. I’m determined to marry a film star one day. I’m actually saving up for a plane ticket to fly to Holly-wood.’


‘Honestly?’ Flora was impressed.


‘Anyway,’ Millie went on. ‘Humphrey Bogart’s latest film is on in the West End. It’s called To Have and Have Not. It got marvellous reviews. Shall we go and see it at the weekend?’
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