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Dear Reader


I hope you enjoy this final story in the Rivenshaw Saga. The books have been very close to my heart because I was born at the beginning of World War Two and remember the post-war era with a child’s eye*. I loved researching the era with an adult’s understanding and writing about it.


I was four when the war ended and a few months later my father came home. I hadn’t met him till then because he’d been serving in the Middle East. Imagine how happy my mother felt to get her husband back after four years apart! She had met him when she was sixteen and he was the sun in her sky for all the seventy-one years they were together.


I’ve read in history books that people in Britain were miserable after the war because of the ongoing post-war shortages of goods and food. Well, I don’t remember anyone being miserable about life in my family.


I do remember the shortages, and one vivid memory is of eating my first banana quite soon after the war. The adults had managed to buy one, so they gave it to me and stood round to enjoy the sight of me eating it. They had to show me how to peel it first, and it must have been over-ripe, because I remember something squishy. I spat it out and refused to eat it, to their great disappointment. I still don’t like over-ripe bananas!


I remember clothes being sold by one mother to another as children grew out of them. I had to wear things I didn’t like the looks of, even as a child. Luckily, my father had brought a big flag back from the war and I was allowed to take it up to my bedroom and use it for dressing up. It was as big as a sari, so could be used in a lot of ways and I soon forgot what I was really wearing.


When sweets came off the ration in 1953, my father came home with an armful of bags of sweets of all kinds, laughing happily. He always did have a sweet tooth.


The big incident in my post-war life was the arrival of my little sister, who was part of the post-war baby boom. She was born at home and I was summoned into my parents’ bedroom afterwards to meet her and be the first to put her down in the cot. I treasure that memory – and I still treasure her.


My sister grew taller than me, to six foot like our father. My husband is also the eldest of his siblings and both his brothers grew taller than him. I suppose that’s the effect of wartime food shortages, though I was never aware of being hungry.


I’ve wondered a few times if the secret cellar in this series was inspired by the disued air raid shelters. We children played occasionally in the bigger ones, buy they always made me a bit nervous, and I never went into the dark parts.


I wasn’t the boldest of children physically! I did a lot of my exploring and going on adventures inside my mind. I always did have a vivid imagination. No wonder I became a storyteller.


I hope my four Rivenshaw stories reflect accurately the way people interacted and lived during the post-war years. I’ve tried very hard to keep it accurate, but life was different in each part of the country, of course, and for each family, so mine is a northener’s tale.


Happy reading!


Anna




In fond memory of John and Vera Colgan, friends and neighbours who are greatly missed.




1


Christa’s Tale
 Germany: January 1939


Taking advantage of every shadow to stay hidden, Hans Sommer slipped into the block of flats, waiting to make sure he hadn’t been followed before he entered his own home.


In the tiny hall, he sighed with relief and leaned against the closed door for a few moments to pull his thoughts together, then moved towards the bedroom.


No time to waste. He woke his wife and daughter and they all sat on the big bed to talk, as they’d done many times before. He ached at their dismay as he told them what had to be done.


‘After the killings and mayhem of Kristallnacht, it has become obvious that freedom and justice have been openly set aside in our beloved country. We three are now in danger.’


‘But we’re not Jewish!’ Christa protested.


‘No, child, but Communists are also hated by our new leaders and I am well known as one who opposes their regime. This makes it too dangerous for my family to remain here in Berlin, so I’ve found a way to get you to safety, Christa.’


‘Papa, no!’


‘Yes, Liebchen. First we get you away to Britain, then your mother follows. After all, she is British, even though she came to live here as a child. I will join you later because there are still things I can do to help others. Not all the people managing our country are bloodthirsty in their solutions, thank goodness. Some of them just want problems like us to go away, as far away as possible.’


His wife nodded acceptance and put an arm round her daughter. ‘We have no choice, Mausi. Getting you to safety in England will take a huge worry off our minds. Please … don’t make it harder for us. It is better this way.’


Christa looked from one parent to the other, tears in her eyes. ‘But it’s so far away.’


‘You will be safe there. I have asked a very big favour of my friend Andreas and he has found a way for you to join the Kindertransport. They are giving refuge to Jewish children in Britain and to a few children of dissidents, so you will pretend to be younger than your real age. Since you are small and slender, like your mother, you can become thirteen, not sixteen.’


‘How can I feel like a child again here?’ She touched her chest near her heart.


‘You must find a way to keep up the pretence. Your life depends on it.’


‘Thank goodness you can speak some English,’ her mother said. ‘I wish now that I’d made more effort to teach you. You must practise hard when you get there and learn quickly. They will accept you better if you speak the language properly. It’s such a pity I’ve no close family left there for you to go to.’


Her parents spent the next two days packing and repacking the small suitcase which was all Christa would be allowed to take, cramming in anything they could. Her mother sewed the family’s few pieces of jewellery inside a rag doll, even her wedding ring, brushing aside her daughter’s protests.


‘If I escape, my darling, I shall find this again. If I don’t, it is better that you have it. But if you need money, you must sell any or even all of these valuables. Do not hesitate. Life is what matters most, not shiny baubles.’


‘I’ll write to you, let you know where I am,’ Christa said.


Her mother sighed. ‘No, Mausi. We must go into hiding, so you will not know where to send a letter.’


‘But how will I know you’re even alive?’


‘You won’t. No, shh. Don’t cry. It’s hard, I know, but we shall know you’re safe. If we can, we’ll escape later. We’ll know how to find you after the war, because the Refugee Children’s Movement will keep records. I can bear anything if I know you’re safe.’


Such love shone in her parents’ faces that Christa felt blessed to be their child. She swallowed further protests and did whatever they asked.


But when she was in bed, she wept silently … for them, for herself, for a world where families could be torn apart like this.


With everything happening so quickly and so much to do – and say – the hours flew past. Two nights later, her father took Christa to the rendezvous point under cover of darkness. Before she could say anything, he hugged her close, kissed her forehead and walked away.


By the time it sank in that this might be the last time she saw him, he’d vanished into the darkness. Oh, how she wanted to run after him! She stood straight and tried to be brave, as he would want her to. But she couldn’t stop the tears welling in her eyes.


She was taken to a cellar where she waited for what seemed a long time with a group of children, all strangers. Many of them were taller than her, for all they were younger, so she didn’t seem out of place. Her heart icy with fear, she kept a firm hold of her suitcase, which was all she had left of her family now.


Could you fit a whole life into a suitcase?


More children arrived and joined them in the cellar, some weeping quietly, others stony-faced. Most were alone like her, but a few had brothers or sisters. How lucky they were to have each other still!


No one spoke unless they had to. Christa guessed that, like her, they’d been told to keep quiet and do as they were told.


‘Do not draw attention to yourself!’ her father had repeated time after time.


When it was nearly morning, a plump lady who spoke mainly English with only a few halting words of German came down the stairs and beckoned to them. She put one finger to her lips to indicate silence, then they picked up their suitcases and filed out.


It seemed to Christa that sadness walked beside them like a ghost in the night as they stumbled along the poorly-lit back streets.


If she listened carefully, Christa knew enough English to understand what their rescuers were saying. They were worried that the Nazis might change their minds at the last minute about letting the children go. She’d overheard her parents sharing the same worries.


One boy watched her and asked if she understood what the grown-ups were saying. When she nodded, he said, ‘Tell us. Please.’


The information was whispered down the straggling line of children, some of whom kept looking uneasily over their shoulders.


They arrived at the station and soldiers watched them pass in the grey, unreal light of pre-dawn. She held her breath as she walked along the platform, but none of the grim-faced men tried to stop them.


Oh, thank goodness! she thought as she climbed onto the train.


They were crammed into it and some fought for the window seats. Christa preferred to sit out of sight. She found herself comforting two younger girls who said they were eight and ten, each travelling on their own. That took her mind off her own troubles, at least.


At the Dutch border, they had to show their passports. Most of them had a red letter ‘J’ stamped on the front page. The guard examining Christa’s passport asked her why she hadn’t had the stamp put on. She struggled to reply politely, saying that she wasn’t Jewish.


The guards didn’t look as if they believed her, but they didn’t stop her. They made jokes to one another openly about getting rid of rubbish, but they let all the children through.


The train stopped just across the border. Some Dutch ladies came on board with fresh orange juice, bread and butter for everyone. The bread was white and soft, the butter lavishly spread. Christa ate hers slowly, savouring every mouthful. It was months since she’d had food as good as this.


Then they were off again, moving slowly. The passengers had nothing to do but stare out at the dark countryside and, as it grew lighter, comment on the windmills.


Every now and then the train stopped for no reason that she could work out, but it didn’t matter. They were in a free country now.


It was dark once again when the train arrived at the Hook of Holland. At Rotterdam they were led onto a ship. Christa tried to count the children walking up the gangway. About two hundred. So many families torn apart.


They were given more food and then shown to bunks. She put her suitcase under the thin pillow for safety, then lay down. The bunk was hard, the pillow even harder, but she was so tired she fell asleep.


They docked at a port in the cold light of a misty grey day. It had been a calm passage, but even so, one or two children had been sick.


Christa overheard a man telling one lad that they were now in Harwich on the east coast of England. She didn’t remember ever noticing the name on a map and the mist prevented her from seeing what the town was like.


Some of the smallest children were still asleep and couldn’t be woken. Since there were boys bigger and stronger than her, she wasn’t asked to carry any of the little ones, thank goodness. She was finding it hard enough just to put one foot in front of the other.


The children walked slowly down the gangway into England and after their passports had been checked, they were taken to a hall next to a church. Food was provided and Christa ate it, even though she didn’t feel hungry. She knew she must keep up her strength, stay alert and be ready to do whatever was necessary.


After they’d eaten, they were sorted into groups, their names called from lists. No one told them why they were going with one group or where they were going. The people organising things spoke pleasantly enough but were in a hurry.


Some children were sent off to the station and told they would be taken to London. She and several others were taken to a lorry at one side and told to wait for help to climb into the back.


Suddenly a man loomed out of the mist and tried to take her suitcase from her. She screamed and struggled, kicking him in that place her father had taught her was very sensitive for a man.


He yelled in pain and raised one fist, but a man wearing an armband was already running towards them and her attacker fled, cursing. She didn’t know the actual words, but curses sounded the same in any language, she felt sure.


‘Well done, lass,’ the second man said. ‘Are you all right?’


‘Yes, sir. Thank you for coming to my help.’


‘You speak English?’


‘A little. I soon learn more.’


‘That’s the right attitude. Hey, Mary! This one speaks some English. She’ll come in useful. Some sod just tried to steal her suitcase.’


An older woman joined them. ‘I hope he rots in hell! To steal is bad enough, but to steal a child refugee’s only belongings is a vile crime.’


She turned to Christa. ‘What’s your name, dear? Yes, you’re on my list. Let Herb help you into the lorry. Will you take charge of the food, Christa?’


‘Yes, if you wish.’


‘Give everyone a sandwich. Just one each, I’m afraid.’


As she passed a basket up, she added, ‘There’s water in that metal urn in the corner. Only half a cup each. You understand?’


‘Yes. One sandwich and half a cup water each.’


‘Good girl. And there’s one blanket for each person as well.’


There were ten children in the back of the lorry in the end, sitting on the bare floor. Even with blankets wrapped round them, they were still cold, so they huddled together for warmth as they had on the ship.


Christa made sure they shared the food equally and didn’t allow the two bigger boys to take any from the smaller children when they said they weren’t hungry.


‘You must eat,’ she told the little ones.


‘They don’t want it,’ one big boy protested. ‘We wouldn’t steal it from them.’


‘No, but I’ll tell the lady if you take the food,’ she threatened. ‘Then you’ll start with a bad mark against you.’


To her surprise they stopped protesting and everyone, even the little ones who’d said they weren’t hungry, ate the sandwiches, which seemed to have some sort of yellow jam in them. The bread was squashed and stale, but food was food. She made sure the youngest children ate every last crumb.


Most of them fell asleep after that. She leaned back against her suitcase and though she tried to sleep, she couldn’t help worrying that something might go wrong.


The lorry didn’t seem able to go very fast. It stopped twice and they were told to get down and relieve themselves by the side of the road, then given more food. Again she helped the little ones.


The next stop was to buy petrol. The grown-ups had cups of tea there, she could smell it. The children were given tin mugs of weak cocoa, but it was warm and sweet at least.


Would this journey never end? she wondered as they set off again. And would they really be safe here in England?


When she woke, it was dark again and cold. Well, it was winter, after all. Not the best time for a journey. The other children were still asleep, except for one of the bigger boys.


‘What will it be like here?’ he asked her.


‘I don’t know. I’ve never been to England before. My mother was born here but went to Germany when she was a child. She’s the one who taught me how to speak English a little.’


‘Are you glad to have escaped from Germany?’


She shrugged. ‘Partly glad, partly not.’


‘Me too. Even my father was crying.’


‘Mine also.’


‘Will you teach me a few English words?’


‘Yes.’


She taught him Please, Thank you, Yes, No, I don’t understand. But then the lorry stopped again and the man and woman let down the back, beckoning to the two youngest and helping them off it. The children cried out in terror as they were handed over to strangers and didn’t understand what people were saying to them.


The lorry stopped three more times, leaving children at each place.


Christa was the only one left now. She wouldn’t let herself show fear when they stopped for a final time, but she felt very apprehensive as she got down.


‘Where is this place, please?’ she asked the woman.


‘Lancashire, dear, in the north of England. You’ll be living near a town called Preston. A lady called Mrs Pelling has offered to take an older girl.’ She looked round, frowning. ‘Someone should have been waiting for you.’


Christa stood quietly, her suitcase on the ground between her feet. She wished she had a map, so she could see exactly where she was. She wished she was still with her parents, in spite of the risk. She wished all sorts of things as the slow minutes ticked past.


At last they heard the sound of a car in the distance. It seemed a long time till it came into sight. A man was sitting inside it, a dark silhouette against the dull evening sun.


He didn’t get out immediately, and seemed to be studying them. When he finally came towards them, Christa saw that he was wearing a military uniform.


‘Mr Pelling?’ the lady asked and received only a nod in reply. ‘Is your wife not with you?’


‘I’m not married. It’s my mother who wants the child. Last November she heard Viscount Samuel’s broadcast on the radio appealing for foster homes and decided that she wanted to help. I’m away serving in the Air Force and she gets lonely.’


‘Where is your mother tonight, then?’


‘Recovering from a bad cold.’ He fumbled in his pocket. ‘Here, Mother said to show you this letter.’


The lady checked it in the light of a small torch and nodded. ‘It’s all in order. This is Christa.’


He studied her, his eyes narrowed. ‘She’s very small.’


‘You were surely expecting a child!’


‘Yes. But we asked for an older girl.’


‘She’s thirteen, old enough to look after herself and give little trouble. We’ve found her very helpful. And she speaks some English.’


‘Ah.’ This time he addressed Christa. ‘I’m Thomas Pelling. My mother bids you welcome to England.’


‘Thank you, Mr Pelling.’


‘We have to get back to Harwich now,’ the lady said. ‘More children will be coming in soon – a private group.’


‘Right. I’ll put this in the boot.’ He picked up Christa’s suitcase before she’d realised what he was doing and she tried to snatch it back from him.


He looked at her in shock. ‘I’m not stealing it.’


‘It’s all she has in the world,’ the lady explained quietly.


He gazed at the shabby little suitcase and shook his head. ‘Poor thing.’


Christa went with him to the car boot, then he opened the door for her on the passenger side, which seemed the wrong side of the car to her. But she got in, calling ‘Thank you!’ to the lady.


There was no answer. The lady with no name had already gone back to the lorry.


‘Half an hour,’ Mr Pelling said. ‘We’ll be there in half an hour. Do you understand me?’


‘Half hour,’ she repeated. ‘I understand.’


He didn’t speak again, just drove on and on through the greyness of the cold evening.


So she didn’t speak either.


She never saw the other children again and she never knew their full names. That seemed wrong, somehow.


They could have been taken anywhere. Her father had said that people all over England had volunteered to care for refugee children until their parents could join them, or until they could be sent on to America or Australia.


She hoped she could stay in England till her parents joined her. America was much too far away.


Worried about being alone with a complete stranger, she made sure she was ready to run away. But he didn’t look the sort to harm a child. Indeed, he’d hardly looked at her, let alone touched her. He seemed tired more than anything.


She was almost a woman, she hadn’t felt like a child for a year or two, because in such difficult times her parents had talked openly to her, treated her as an equal.


Could she do this? Become a child again? She had to. Her father had said it was the best way of staying safe.


She wondered what life would be like in England.


She hoped Mrs Pelling would be a kind lady.


Christa’s worries began to fade as soon as she met Mrs Pelling, who came to greet them in the hall, switching on the lights.


‘She’s called Christa Sommer,’ Mr Pelling said abruptly. ‘She’s thirteen.’


Christa paused by the entrance, studying the older lady as closely as her hostess was studying her. The woman had silver hair, intelligent eyes and a kind expression.


She held out her arms and said, ‘Welcome to your new home, child.’


And her expression was so sincerely welcoming that Christa surprised herself by bursting into tears and running to her. Mrs Pelling held her, patted her shoulder and made soothing noises.


When the sobs died down her hostess spoke to her son, and Christa tried to understand what they were saying.


‘Could you please make us something warm to drink, Thomas? Tea for me and hot milk for this young lady.’


‘Yes, Mother. I’ll bring her suitcase into the sitting room. She doesn’t like to be parted from it. It’s all she has left.’


Christa thought he hadn’t paid her much attention, but he had noticed one thing at least and he was right: she did feel better when she could see her suitcase.


Mrs Pelling took her to sit on a sofa, saying quietly, ‘You’re safe here, child, and I’m very happy to have you.’


And she did feel safe there. Well, as near safe as was possible in such troubled times. Warm milk, a fire and two people who didn’t fuss at her, who let her find her new self in peace.


Then a bedroom all to herself, with more drawers and cupboards than she knew what to do with. But she didn’t unpack her suitcase. Not yet. She took out what she needed and put the case in the wardrobe, locking its door with the little key and putting it under her pillow.


Just in case.


The bed was so soft and cosy, she could feel herself falling asleep almost at once.


Safe, she told herself. It’s safe to sleep now.


Christa was dismayed when she found out she had to go to school and have classes with younger children. To her relief, this had its good side. It quickly improved her English skills, and she learned a lot about the history and geography of Britain.


She was soon known as the quiet one who always sat at the back of the room, and she made no attempt to change that.


Some children were hostile towards her because she was German, and it was no use telling them her mother was English because they didn’t believe her. Others were friendly and clearly felt sorry for her.


She had thought long and hard and decided she didn’t dare risk making close friends, because she might grow careless and give something away.


Anyway, they were so young, the children in her class, and she didn’t have a lot in common with them. They hadn’t known fear as intimately as she had, and she hoped they never would.


She envied them in many ways, but mostly for knowing where their parents were, though some had fathers serving in the armed forces.


She had no idea where her parents were now. That hurt a lot.


Several months passed and Christa settled in with Mrs Pelling. She cried sometimes at night, because she had still had no word from her parents, but she hid her anguish from her kind hostess. Then in September 1939 the war that Christa’s father had been expecting began in earnest.


She knew her parents wouldn’t be able to join her now, even if they were still alive. All she could do was pray for them every night; pray that they would survive, that she would see them again.


In May 1940 she heard that some German refugees who’d sought shelter in England were being sent to internment camps and went straight to Mrs Pelling. ‘Will they take me away from you and put me in a camp?’


‘No, dear. It’s mainly the older male children that they’re taking and, actually, I think the authorities are panicking. There’s simply no need for it.’


But Mrs Pelling did have to take her down to the local police station to register her as an ‘enemy alien’.


A few weeks later, she was summoned to appear before the local investigative tribunal. She knew the two police officers who were on duty there and they knew her. Mrs Pelling had told her to keep quiet and say as little as possible.


The three-person tribunal was composed of two men and a woman. They were sitting behind a table and she was taken to stand in front of it. They stared at her coldly and questioned her.


She protested when one of the men said ‘You Germans need to—’


‘I’m half English. My parents were working against the Nazis. I am not an enemy.’


‘We shall decide that,’ the woman said sharply.


The man picked up a letter. ‘This is from the lady who has taken you in, Mrs Pelling.’


‘She is a wonderful, kind person,’ Christa said at once.


The policeman standing at the door cleared his throat. ‘If you please, sir, Mrs Pelling is waiting outside in case you want to question her.’


‘Show her in.’


Mrs Pelling came in, leaning more heavily on her walking stick than usual, to Christa’s surprise.


‘Shall I fetch the lady a chair?’ the policeman asked.


‘Yes, please.’


He brought it in and helped Mrs Pelling sit down.


‘You seem very concerned to keep this young woman with you.’


‘I love her, but also I need her help because I’m not able to get around easily.’


One of them studied Christa in a different way, but didn’t address her directly. ‘She’s not very big for fourteen, is she? Wouldn’t you be better finding a stronger girl to help you?’


‘No. I’ve grown very fond of Christa. She’s a good girl and knows my ways now. She works hard at school, too.’


‘But she’s still German.’


‘Her mother was English. That surely makes a difference.’


‘Hmm.’


‘Now that my cleaning lady has gone off to do war work, I don’t know what I’d do without Christa’s help and—’


The younger official interrupted abruptly, ‘Is she in touch with any other Germans?’


‘No. Not even her family. They were in danger because they were working against the Nazis. We don’t know what’s happened to them.’


‘Is the family Jewish?’


‘No. Her father is a known Communist who has spoken out against Hitler many times. They had hoped to join her here, but she hasn’t heard from them since she left, poor thing.’


The older of the two men sighed and said in a gentler tone, ‘Eh, I’ve got a granddaughter the same age as her. I can’t bear to think of my Liddy on her own in a foreign country. This lass is lucky to have you, Mrs Pelling, she is that.’ He looked questioningly at his two companions. ‘Category C, don’t you think?’


The other man looked reluctant and Christa held her breath. Being classified as Category C would allow her to live freely in this country.


As the silence and frowning continued, the policeman cleared his throat. ‘If it’s any help to you, sirs, madam, I know the family and see the girl often on my rounds. What Mrs Pelling has said is true. She does need help and the girl gives it willingly. I always respect a hard worker.’


In the end, they agreed to Category C as long as the policeman continued to keep an eye on things.


Christa tried not to let her relief show. She went across to help Mrs Pelling stand up and retrieved her walking stick when she let it fall.


As they walked out, she felt nervous, half expecting them to change their minds and stop her. But they didn’t.


‘Thank you,’ she said to Mrs Pelling as they were driven home in a taxi.


‘For what in particular, dear?’


‘For everything, especially the way you helped me today.’


‘It’s my pleasure. I’ve grown very fond of you, child. And it’s you who is helping me much of the time.’


‘I like to do that.’


There was silence for a few moments as Mrs Pelling looked out of the taxi window. Then she sighed, murmuring, ‘I wonder when Thomas will get another leave? It seems so long since I’ve seen him.’


‘I’m sure he’ll get home to see you as soon as he can.’ Christa patted her hand. Mrs Pelling and her son were very close, and because of that she felt rather left out when he came home. But she didn’t complain, just tried to leave them together. They were family and she wasn’t, however kind they’d been to her.


The rest of the time, she and her foster mother did nearly everything together. Christa now spoke quite good English and her teacher had praised her progress. She was known in the shops where she went on Mrs Pelling’s behalf and in the library where she went every week to borrow books for them both.


She thought she was fitting in as her parents would have wished. She’d unpacked her suitcase within a month of her arrival.


She held the rag doll sometimes, remembering how her mother had sewn the few pieces of jewellery inside it. She didn’t take the things out. They were safer where they were.


By 1943, Christa was allegedly seventeen and she was directed into war work, a job in a local factory making uniforms. Once again she faced hostility and suspicion but she got on with her work and didn’t waste her time protesting or arguing.


As always, she didn’t make close friends, but this time it was because Mrs Pelling wasn’t in good health. Christa had to rush home from the factory to help her, and if their neighbours hadn’t been doing some of the shopping for them, she didn’t know how Mrs Pelling would have coped. She couldn’t have stood in the queues for very long.


At least Christa could take over the heavier household chores and did so willingly.


She felt comfortable with Thomas, though she didn’t know him as well as she knew his mother. He was a quiet person, and she heard him cry out in the night sometimes. He teased her that her slight German accent only came out now when she was upset or angry.


It was he who suggested she change her name to Summers. It meant some extra paperwork, but she explained to the officials that she wanted to be properly English and they clearly approved of that.


She’d managed to keep her real age a secret for several years but one day when she was very tired, she betrayed herself. She clapped her hand to her mouth and waited for Mrs Pelling to get angry.


‘Don’t look at me like that, child. I guessed quite early on that you were older than your papers said, though not how much. It doesn’t upset me at all and I won’t give your secret away. I’d have told you to do the same if I’d been your parents.’


She sat frowning for a moment or two, then added, ‘I don’t think we should tell anyone else about your real age, though, not even Thomas. The fewer who know about it, the better. Anyway, he has enough to worry about.’


No need to explain that. Thomas was in the RAF, flying the bombers that were targeting German cities. Many fine young men were being killed daily in such dangerous jobs and he was doing well to survive so long.


But it hurt Christa to think that the people being bombed were German civilians like her parents.


His mother was always worried about Thomas being in such danger. How could she not be?


There was still no word from Christa’s parents and she’d tried to resign herself to them being dead, like so many others.


But when one day a letter arrived from the people at the Refugee Children’s Movement, saying that they’d been sent word from a trusted source that her parents were dead, she wept in her foster mother’s arms. To know for certain was agonising.


After that she didn’t talk about them any more, even to Mrs Pelling. But she still thought about them often and vowed to make them proud of her once the war was over.


Then her grief had to be put aside, because the terrible thing her kind hostess had been dreading all through the war finally happened. In March 1945, her son Thomas was killed during a bombing raid on Germany.


It was Mrs Pelling’s turn to weep now and she did little else, because Christa could find no way to comfort her.


To add to her dear foster mother’s distress, the war in Europe ended shortly after in May 1945.


‘If only he could have survived a little longer,’ Mrs Pelling muttered to herself over and over. ‘It’s cruel, too cruel to bear.’


Neither of them joined in the VE Day celebrations. The war had cost them both too much for them to want to participate in street parties.


It had been an all-out war to which, it sometimes seemed to Christa, civilians had contributed all their small personal freedoms, as well as their rights as individuals. She admired her adopted country greatly and was proud that Britain had won.


After VE Day, Mrs Pelling began to fade. Every month she seemed frailer and needed more help to get around. Fortunately, Christa was given permission to stop working and look after her dear friend.


It was heartbreaking to see such a fine woman become so thin, ageing quickly. Christa cared for her devotedly, but the deterioration gathered speed and by VJ day, when the war in the Far East ended at last, Mrs Pelling was little more than skin and bones.


The doctor said she couldn’t live much longer and asked about relatives. Christa had to admit she didn’t know of any. He suggested she search for information about other family members, but she could find nothing.


What was worrying her now was what she would do after Mrs Pelling died. She had no idea what would happen to this house.


In the end she went to see Mrs Pelling’s lawyer and explained the situation to Mr Audley, asking how things stood and what she should do if her foster mother died.


He sighed and looked down at his hands. ‘Thomas wrote a will, but of course he predeceased his mother. I’ll come to see her and suggest she makes another will. Her son did mention that there were cousins and gave me their names, because he was well aware of the danger of his work. I’ll get in touch with them if … when the worst happens. She looks … very frail now. Can you continue to look after her?’


‘Of course. She’s looked after me since I came to England as a child. I owe her a lot and, anyway, I love her.’


‘She’s lucky to have you.’


‘I’ve been lucky to have her. Unfortunately I have to think ahead, so I wonder … could you write me a reference … for afterwards? I’ll need to get a job then, you see.’


‘Yes, of course. I’m happy to.’ He gave her a smile. ‘Now, we have to be practical. Are you all right for money?’


‘Yes. She’s been writing me cheques which I take to the bank. I’ve given up my job and I’m letting her keep me. I hope that’s all right. I’ve kept careful accounts.’ She handed a copy to him.


‘Very sensible of you.’ He studied them and nodded. ‘Very reasonable amounts in the circumstances.’


That left Christa with a lot to think about. She could go out and find a job … afterwards. And she still had some money saved. But what sort of job? And where would she live?


What was she going to do with the rest of her life?


There was no one else she could turn to for advice or help, no one in the whole world.


For now though, all she had to do was make sure Mrs Pelling received the care she needed. After that she could think about herself.
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Lancashire: October 1945



In the late afternoon Mayne Esher persuaded his wife to take a break and stroll with him round the grounds of Esherwood, the old manor house that had been in his family for hundreds of years. Parts of it dated back to the seventeenth century, just after the Civil War.


‘I want to talk to you about something before I discuss it with the others,’ he said as soon as they were away from the house. ‘We’ve got so many people living at Esherwood now that it’s hard to snatch time alone during the day.’


Judith smiled. ‘And my children are among the worst offenders. Well, Kitty’s developing a little tact, but the other two don’t seem to realise that us two newly-weds would appreciate some time together.’


He stopped to give her a hug, then his expression turned serious. ‘You know I love them dearly and I’m glad they feel free to chatter about what they’re doing. Besides, Kitty’s nearly grown-up now, and the others are at grammar school, so we must make the most of them while we have them.’


‘You’re a wonderful stepfather. Now, tell me what Councillor Blaxton was talking about so earnestly when he popped in for a chat.’


‘He was sounding me out about erecting some prefabs on that scruffy piece of land at the back of the gardens.’


‘And?’


‘I thought it might be a good idea.’ He saw understanding in her eyes. ‘There’s a housing crisis in this country, and I’m not yet in a position to build houses for returning soldiers. He said he’d send the new chap in charge of planning to talk to me and then I could show him the land in question. Thompson, he’s called.’


‘Well, that’ll put off the time when you’ll be forced to give up the big house and turn it into flats,’ she said gently. ‘I know how much you love Esherwood.’


‘I get the impression you’ve become fond of it, too. You’ve been a tower of strength to me since the war ended, my darling.’ He sighed. ‘I still don’t understand how my father could have lost so much of the family money, or how any commandant could allow his men to cause so much wilful damage in a house that had been requisitioned.’


She laid one finger on his lips. ‘Shh. We agreed we’d try to put the anger about that behind us. Your father has no more idea about money than a child, because he lives in his books and historical research. As for the men who were in charge of Esherwood while it was requisitioned, they were focused on the injured men who were sent here to recuperate, not the house.’


He caught hold of her hand and cradled it for a moment against his cheek. ‘You’re right. It won’t do any good rehashing the past. Only it’s hard not to get angry when every day I can see signs of needless damage.’


‘The men were probably bored and angry at being shut away in a small country town.’


‘Maybe. Anyway, we’d already decided to ask the council if the town would like to buy that rear piece of land, and it’s a scruffy part of the estate which never did get landscaped. And if our new building company erects the prefabs, as part of the deal, it’ll get Esher and Company started without us needing a large amount of capital. Prefabs can be set up quickly once the ground is prepared and the water and other services brought in … But that will only postpone selling the big house for a while. I know that.’


They walked along in silence for a few yards, then he added, ‘With a bit of luck I can keep the Dower House for us to live in and modernise it, now that Ray Woollard has found some valuable small items among the general chaos. You and I can move in there with the kids when work starts on the big house – as long as you don’t mind putting up with my father and his absent-minded ways.’


She gave his hand a sympathetic squeeze. ‘Of course I don’t mind. He might be absent-minded but he has a kind nature. There will be plenty of room for us all at the Dower House, even if we have to squeeze the Rennies in as well.’


As they started moving again, she said, ‘Think how desperate people are for somewhere to live. And although prefabs are ugly from the outside, the photos of the interiors that I’ve seen in the newspapers show very comfortable modern homes. It’ll be good to help people, won’t it? So many have had to live with relatives during the war, but now it’s over, it’s only natural that they’d want to start a new life in their own places.’


‘Is that how you feel about living with my partners and their families, wanting to live on our own?’


‘No. Esherwood is so big, we can find some privacy if we really need it. Though we might find we huddle together near fires more often during the winter. Those spacious rooms take a lot of heating.’


‘From what I hear, we’ll be glad of the wood we gathered, because coal is going to continue being strictly rationed.’


‘Everything seems to be rationed still. We won’t know ourselves when that ends.’ She smiled. ‘Besides, I like your friends and enjoy their company. It’s lovely to see Victor and Ros settling into marriage, and now that Francis has been reunited with his wife, he’s so much happier.’ She chuckled. ‘Diana’s doing her best to fit in. She even mopped a floor today.’


‘Diana did?’


‘Yes. She got Mrs Needham to show her how to do it, just to prove to Francis that she’s changed. She isn’t the spoilt brat she used to be, but oh, she hated every minute of the mopping and couldn’t hide her feelings. Still, she made a good job of it.’


‘I’m glad those two got back together. There are too many divorces these days.’


‘People rushed into marriage during the war. Now they’re finding that they don’t fit together in peacetime. I wouldn’t condemn anyone to a lifetime of unhappiness.’


She fell silent for a moment or two, remembering her own so-called marriage and the shock of finding that Doug was a bigamist. But there was no use dwelling on the past, so she banished the memories and said brightly, ‘Let’s walk round the land you’ll be selling.’


They walked round the stable block and into the old gardens, which had low walls and little paths which must have been charming in the seventeenth century but which were sorely in need of some restoration work now. Their feet swished through piles of fallen leaves as they moved into the untidy part at the rear. The paths here were rough tracks only and, in some parts, all the vegetation had been destroyed because it had been used to train small combat units.


About a hundred and fifty yards before the rear perimeter wall, Mayne stopped. ‘This is it. From here onwards I should think they’ll knock the wall down. It’s in a terrible state.’


‘That’d be a pity because it’s very picturesque. This area will make a nice little street and I should think people will fight to get one of the prefabs.’


As they turned back, she looked up at the trees and sighed. ‘Winter’s coming on fast. Soon most of the branches will be bare.’


‘Councillor Blaxton emphasised that they want to push this project through quickly before the worst of winter.’


‘If they do, it’ll be the first time the Rivenshaw town planning section has done anything quickly since it was formed.’


‘The new chap was apparently an officer in the Army during the war, so maybe he’ll be more efficient.’


She let out a little snort of derision. ‘And maybe pigs will fly. No department at that town hall has ever been efficient when I’ve had to deal with them. This Thompson is probably someone’s cousin or son.’


‘Well, we’ll have to deal with him whoever he is.’


When they got back, Mayne and Judith found that the children had come home from school and tea was ready on the table. Ros was on tea-making duty this week so she must have worked quickly after she’d met her stepdaughter Betty from school.


Judith hugged her son, who was looking at her expectantly. ‘I suppose you’re dying of hunger. Goodness, you’re growing fast. Just look at you! You’re taller than me now.’


Gillian came up for a hug as well. ‘He’s always hungry, Mum. Mrs Needham says all boys are stomachs on wheels at fourteen.’


Judith laughed and hugged her elder daughter Kitty for good measure, keeping her arm round her shoulders as she turned back to Ben. ‘Go on then, call everyone to tea.’


He rushed into the hall to thump the dinner gong and ran back to take his place at the table before the gong had even stopped reverberating.


All ten of them sat down at the big wooden kitchen table, like a big family. The only partner missing was Daniel. Once everyone had been served, Mayne told them about the prefabs.


‘The government is urging towns to push anything to do with building houses through the planning stages as quickly as they can,’ Victor said thoughtfully.


‘And now they’ve switched from wartime production, the factories are churning out prefabs at an amazing rate,’ Francis said. ‘Most of the other stuff they’re producing is for export, though. Anyway, we really need Daniel to come back now. He’s—’


At a quick shake of the head from Mayne, who glanced meaningfully towards the children, Francis changed what he was going to say and finished, ‘He’s our architect, after all.’


All the adults knew Daniel was still troubled by his wartime experiences but that wasn’t something they discussed in front of the children. Kitty considered herself grown up and acted like it most of the time since she’d started in the sixth form at school, but Ben, Gillian and Betty were still young enough to blurt out information to anyone and everyone and the other adults didn’t want to risk upsetting Daniel as he was settling down into civilian life.


‘What about this house?’ Gillian asked. ‘Are you going to start turning it into flats now, Mayne?’


‘Once we’ve got the prefabs erected. We still need Daniel to draw up detailed plans for the conversion. I’d prefer to wait for him to do it before I take any steps.’


‘And I haven’t finished charting the electrics they installed here piecemeal during the war.’ Francis sighed at the thought. ‘They must have done the various extra circuits in a rush, and a right old mess they made of most of them.’


As they went on with their meal, Ben told them about a friend of his at school. ‘His mother’s furious because they got a parcel of food from her sister in South Africa and it weighed more than five pounds, so it’s going to be taken off their food rations.’


‘I don’t think that’s fair,’ Kitty said. ‘We’re not at war now, after all. Why shouldn’t relatives overseas send presents? I only wish we had someone to send us treats.’


‘It’s because the government still needs to share out what food there is,’ Mayne reminded her gently. ‘There are people starving in Europe, which is why rationing has stayed so strict.’


That led to a discussion about which food treats the adults were missing from pre-war days and how soon they could expect to see such items in the shops.


‘I’d love a banana,’ Diana said wistfully. ‘They were my favourite fruit.’


‘I can’t remember ever eating one,’ Gillian said and added, with her usual devastating frankness, ‘We didn’t get a lot of fancy things to eat when our father was living with us because he used to take the best of everything Mum bought and then spend most of his wages on booze.’


Kitty flushed in embarrassment, Ben jabbed his elbow in his younger sister’s ribs to shut her up and Judith hurriedly changed the subject.


In their comfortable home near Preston, Daniel O’Brien and his recently widowed aunt were eating their evening meal together. He watched her as he spoke, trying to gauge how she was feeling about the changes ahead. ‘The sale of this house will be going through in a couple of days and that removals firm I told you about can take our furniture across to Rivenshaw at the weekend. Are you ready to move?’


‘Oh, yes. It’ll be a relief to get it over with and there are only a few things to pack now. I can go whenever it’s convenient with you. Only … are you really sure your friends will want me to live at Esherwood? I still worry about that. They’ve never even met me.’


He patted her hand, knowing how sad and lost she had been feeling since his uncle’s death. He had no intention of leaving her behind. ‘I’m certain they’ll welcome you, and Mayne said there was plenty of room to store your furniture in the cellars. We four chaps are more like brothers than friends, after serving together on those special projects. We consider each other’s relatives part of the adopted family.’


‘I still can’t get used to the war being over. Six years is such a long time that it’s hard to change into a peace-time way of thinking.’


‘Yes. Very hard.’ He stared into space.


After a moment or two she said softly, ‘You were calling out in your sleep again, dear.’


‘Was I? Dammit! I thought I’d stopped that. I do hope our lodgers didn’t hear me.’ He saw how anxious she was looking and forced a smile. ‘Still, I must be getting better because I didn’t wake myself up. Haven’t done that for a few weeks, at least.’


‘Their room is further away from yours than mine, so I doubt they’ll have heard anything. They’ve been good lodgers, haven’t they?’


Daniel grinned. ‘Perfect. I never saw a man so desperate to move out from his in-laws’ house and so happy to move in with strangers.’


‘Well, this house will belong to them soon.’


The telephone rang just then and he went to answer it, chatting for several minutes and once laughing out loud.


When he came back, he found that his aunt had cleared the table and was in the kitchen washing up.


‘That was Mayne on the phone. Rivenshaw Town Council is going to build some prefabs on the scrubby land at the back of his grounds, and they want to start work as quickly as possible. It’s lucky we’re ready to go back. I’m really needed now. Oh, and Mayne said everyone’s looking forward to meeting you.’


‘Really? You’re not just saying that?’


‘No. He volunteered the information without any prompting from me.’


‘What a relief!’


In a house only a few streets away, Christa looked at the district nurse, but she already knew what Doris was going to tell her.


‘I’m sorry, love. There’s nothing anyone can do to help her now. At least she died peacefully in her sleep. We’d all prefer to do that, wouldn’t we?’


‘I shall miss her so much. She’s been like a second mother to me.’


‘Well, no one could have looked after her more devotedly than you these last few months. People round here thought you were a relative and that’s why she took you in.’


‘No, I was one of the child refugees who came to England before the war. Mrs Pelling took me in out of sheer kindness. She was a wonderful woman.’


In spite of her efforts to hold them back, tears began to trickle down her face and Doris patted her shoulder.


Christa scrubbed at her eyes. ‘What do you think I should do now? Should I stay on here? I don’t even know who’s going to inherit this place, her niece I suppose. Mrs Pelling always refused to discuss her will and I don’t think she managed to make a new one after her son died, as her lawyer wanted.’


‘Go and ask him about it. No need for you to move out yet. Someone has to take care of the house, after all. And perhaps one or two of your own relatives will have survived the war, love. It does happen. I know a family who were told their son had died and it turned out he was in one of those horrible concentration camps. He looks like a walking skeleton but at least he’ll recover once he has enough to eat.’


Christa had faced the painful truth years ago. ‘My mother or father would have found a way to send word to the RCM if they were still alive. The Nazis must have killed them. If my father hadn’t got me out of Germany, I’d be dead too.’


‘What was that RCM again?’


‘Refugee Children’s Movement.’


‘Oh, yes.’ After a brief pause, Doris changed the subject. ‘Blackman’s do a nice funeral. Shall I send our Jimmy to let them know she’s passed away?’


‘Are you sure you’ve time?’


‘Of course I have. In fact, I can drop in myself on the way to my next call. You should stay with her till they take her away, then go and see the lawyer.’


Doris left almost immediately. She was a busy woman. Unlike Christa, she’d grown up in the district, had relatives and friends everywhere, as well as people she met on her nursing rounds, and was always needed somewhere.


The undertakers came an hour later. Once they’d removed the body, Christa sat for a few moments, still wondering what was going to become of her. Then she pulled herself together and went to consult the lawyer.


‘You did the right thing sending for Blackman’s,’ Mr Audley said at once. ‘They’re well thought of. I shall have to inform Mrs Pelling’s niece, because she’s the closest relative left and she’s named in the will Mrs Pelling made years ago in case her son was killed. It’s the only will we have, but it seems unfair because the niece has never been near her that I’ve heard. Could you look after the house till she comes? She’s called Grayton.’


‘Yes, of course. Then I suppose I’ll have to find somewhere to live.’


‘I can’t reimburse you for all your previous expenses until we get probate, I’m afraid.’


‘What? Oh, that isn’t important now. I just want to make sure Mrs Pelling has a decent burial and a nice headstone, remembering her and her son. Only someone else will have to pay for that. I don’t have much money left.’


‘Please go ahead and make arrangements. I’ll deal with the finances.’


As she walked back home, Christa looked in the newsagent’s shop window to see if any lodgings were advertised. But there were none. She did take down the address of a small hotel, advertised on a yellowed card. If she couldn’t find anything permanent, she’d have to go there temporarily.


It was a good thing she didn’t waste her money. With care, she could manage for a few more weeks, till she found a job.


Mr Audley felt sad as he watched Miss Summers leave. Mrs Pelling had been in the middle of making a new will, with her protégée benefitting. Now, the niece would get everything.


Sometimes life could be very unfair.


Mrs Pelling’s niece turned up in the middle of the following morning, marching into the house without knocking.


When Christa hurried out from the kitchen to see who’d come in, she found a plump, middle-aged woman staring at her, arms akimbo.


‘I’m Mrs Grayton, Mrs Pelling’s niece, and I’m the owner of this house now, the lawyer tells me. And Mr Audley should know. He’s been the family lawyer for years.’ She gave Christa a dirty look. ‘I suppose you’re the German she took in, of all the stupid things to do. You’re a scrawny little thing! You can’t have been much use round the house.’


‘I’m not a German. My mother was English and I’ve been allowed to take English nationality.’


‘You were still brought up a German and that’ll never change. I lost a son to you damned Huns.’


Taken aback at this unwarranted attack, Christa didn’t know what to say or do.


‘Well, you can pack your things and get out of the house this very minute. I’m not having you sleeping under my roof.’


‘Very well. I’ll go and pack.’


‘We will go and do it together. I intend to check that you don’t try to steal anything.’


‘What? How dare you say that? I’ve never stolen anything in my life.’ Christa glared at Mrs Grayton, who glared back at her. There was clearly no reasoning with the woman, so she turned and went up the stairs. The other woman followed her closely, to her annoyance.


The front door opened again. Mrs Grayton leaned over the banisters and yelled, ‘We’re up here, packing her things. Come and help me keep an eye on her, Harry.’


She tried to come into the bedroom, but Christa put her arm out to bar the way. ‘You can see everything you need to from the doorway, if you insist on being so ridiculous about this. I’m quite capable of packing my own things.’


A man appeared behind Mrs Grayton.


‘She’s telling me what to do in my own house, Harry.’


‘Only in my bedroom and these are my things that I’m packing.’


‘The cheek of it! And her nothing but a charity case.’


‘Calm down, Mavis. We can keep an eye on her from here. Hurry up, you.’


Christa started taking her clothes out of drawers and putting them on the bed. She had a big old shopping bag Mrs Pelling had given her, but it wasn’t enough.


She addressed her words to Mr Grayton. ‘I shall need something else to put the rest of my things in. When I was brought here from Germany as a child, all I had was a suitcase. It means a lot to me, the last thing I have left of my parents.’ The mere thought of it gave her courage to face their hostility. ‘I shall need to get that from the attic, and I’ll need another suitcase as well, if you want me to take my things away today.’
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