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‘The Oceans Between Us truly pulls at your heartstrings. With themes of salvation, longing, self-preservation, inequality, betrayal, forbidden love, friendship, loyalty, the search for justice and a place to call home, along with human endurance, this novel will touch your soul’
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By Gill Thompson

The Oceans Between Us

The Child on Platform One



About the Book


Inspired by the real-life escape of thousands of Jewish children from Nazi-occupied Europe on the Kindertransport trains to London.


Prague 1939. Young mother Eva has a secret from her past. When the Nazis invade, Eva knows the only way to keep her daughter Miriam safe is to send her away – even if it means never seeing her again. But when Eva is taken to a concentration camp, her secret is at risk of being exposed.


In London, Pamela volunteers to help find places for the Jewish children arrived from Europe. Befriending one unclaimed little girl, Pamela brings her home. It is only when her young son enlists in the RAF that Pamela realises how easily her own world could come crashing down.


Two mothers must ask an unthinkable question:


will they ever be reunited with their beloved children?




To Leonie and Corinne


With love from your adoring Grandma




If understanding is impossible, knowing is imperative, because what happened could happen again.


Primo Levi




Prologue


Prague, 1930


Eva had already scraped back the piano stool and was about to slide the music books into her bag when Professor Novotny lifted a hand to delay her.


‘Just one more minute, my dear.’ His thin finger pointed skywards, in imitation of the number. ‘I have a piece I would like you to take home.’


While the professor rifled through the tottering pile of manuscripts on top of the piano, Eva cast a glance at the wooden clock on the wall. Four thirty. She hoped this wouldn’t take long. Already the conservatoire rehearsal room was gloomier than when the lesson had started, shadows stretching across the floor. Come on. Come on. She placed her fingertips on the yellow keys, allowing the cool ivory to calm her.


‘Ah, here it is.’ Professor Novotny was wheezing from the effort of finding the score. ‘Hector Berlioz. It’s a villanelle from Les Nuits d’Été. One of his lesser-known pieces.’ He switched on the overhead light and the room brightened.


‘A villan . . . ella?’ Despite her anxiety about the time, Eva was intrigued. She stood up as her teacher gestured for her to relinquish her place at the keyboard and positioned herself to the side of the piano, ready to watch Professor Novotny play.


‘Yes. A secular Italian song.’ The professor sat down on the padded piano stool with a thump. ‘This one is a celebration of spring and new love. Perfect piece for a young girl.’ He reached for the round black glasses on a cord round his neck, put them on as though preparing to play, then removed them again. The glasses swung loose on their moorings. ‘There’s to be a concert at the Rudolfinum next year, a tribute to Berlioz’s work. I thought you could perform the villanelle as your first public solo.’


Eva drew an indignant breath, but the professor flapped his hand at her.


‘Those children’s competitions don’t count.’


Those children’s competitions! She straightened her back. Hadn’t she won every one? Even the prestigious Dvořák Prize for Young Talent. A memory of lifting the heavy metal cup and hearing a crescendo of applause flashed into her mind.


The professor propped the folded pages of music against the metal prongs of the rest. ‘I’ll play you a bit. Please turn the page for me.’ The glasses were perched in position.


Eva took up her place behind her teacher, trying to remain still; it would be rude to appear impatient. But inside her head she was begging Professor Novotny to play only a few bars. She knew he worked her so hard because he was proud of her, and she was keen to be the best she could, but the ornate hands of the clock showed twenty to five now. Today of all days she couldn’t afford to be late.


‘Listen. You’ll hear the lovers wandering through the woods to gather wild strawberries.’


Eva flushed at the word ‘lovers’. Sometimes Professor Novotny spoke to her as though she was older than sixteen. But as he started to play, she did indeed hear the light, tripping sound of footsteps, and felt the freshness of the spring breeze on her face.


She peered over the professor’s shoulder. Beneath his tapered fingers, the printed notes skittering across the manuscript became an airy melody. Teasing, joyful. Eva had always seen notes as people. The rows of joined quavers – the short notes – were gangly lines of boys sporting over-large football boots at the end of their thin legs; or a straight band of dancers performing the Lúčnica, in black shoes, with their arms linked. The single crotchets – twice as long as quavers – were teachers, ramrod straight in front of a class. And the long minims were powerful generals, commanding their army’s attention by their stillness. But if Eva were a note, she’d be a really long one: a breve, strong and alone, surrounded by space and silence.


The professor finished playing with a flourish, then handed her the score. ‘Homework. Start tonight.’ The notes hovered in the air before the spring promise of the tune was smothered by the advancing autumn dusk. The sun must be even lower now. Eva’s stomach clenched. An allegro beat started up in her head.


She thrust the manuscript into her bag, then put on her coat. ‘Thank you, Professor Novotny, I’ll be sure to practise.’


‘Make sure you do. I want to hear you play it perfectly at your next lesson.’


‘Of course.’ Eva’s hand was on the doorknob, its polished surface greasy under her fingers. She darted another look at the clock. Nearly five. This villanelle had claimed even more time than she’d realised. She’d have to run like a wolf dog.


‘Goodbye, my dear.’


‘Goodbye, Professor Novotny. And thank you for the lesson.’


The professor bowed, the overhead light he’d snapped on earlier illuminating his bald head. Eva made her escape.


She ran through the darkening streets with the music bag clamped under her arm, her chest burning, her breath ragged. Yet in spite of her urgency, Berlioz’s melody still skipped through her head, and she tuned her footsteps to the chords pressed out by Professor Novotny’s liver-spotted hands. She was running through the woods with her lover, away from the stifling confines of the city, her senses alive to the sound of the birds and the sweet-sharp perfume of the strawberries. She could feel the boy’s breath on her cheek, his mouth on her lips, perhaps – if her face hadn’t already been red, she’d have blushed – his body pressed against hers. Only the pungent smell of coffee seeping out from under the door of the Kotva reminded her where she was. As she darted past the café, shadowy shapes lifted cups to their lips, gesticulated in conversation, or blew plumes of smoke from Stuyvesants whose tips glowed red in the gloom. How lovely to linger at the table with friends rather than having to rush home for the curfew.


Eva glanced up at the sinking sun. Mutti would have finished the chores by now, the challah already baked and resting on the lacy cloth, its plumply plaited crust shining with egg wash and oozing a fresh bread smell. She would have put on her grey dress, wrapped the gauzy scarf around her hair and gone downstairs to light the candles, whose silver holders gleamed from the polish that she’d given them earlier.


Abba, in his shiny black suit and prayer shawl, would have filled the Kiddush cup with sweet wine, his lips rehearsing the blessing for daughters that he’d speak later with his warm hands resting on Eva’s head:




May you be like Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah.


May God bless you and guard you.


May God show you favour and be gracious to you.


May God show you kindness and grant you peace.





If Abba had fathered sons, he’d have asked God to make them like Ephraim and Menashe, two brothers who lived in harmony. But there’d been no sons. Only Eva. A beloved only child.


A mist was rising from the surface of the Vltava, and Eva inhaled the wet air as she sped along the pavement. She couldn’t risk stopping to cough properly, so she tried to clear her throat in shallow breaths whilst running. She wasn’t used to going so fast. Most days her lesson ended on time, so she walked to the Josefov via well-lit streets. But with sunset approaching, the quickest route home was through the cemetery.


An animated mosso beat pulsed through her. Should she risk it? Perhaps the gates closed at curfew. Mutti had told her again and again to stick to the main roads. They’d be full of people on their way home from work. Longer but safe. Yet Eva paused on the pavement to peer at the winding path through the tombs. The ancient stones were crammed together as if the graves had been hastily dug, not placed in ordered rows like a modern cemetery. Wind threaded through the trees, causing the branches to shiver. To stifle the jump of her heart, she imagined she was performing at the Rudolfinum on a gleaming black Steinway, to a shadowy audience awed to silence by her playing.


She placed her palm against one of the dark metal gates and it yielded slowly. Perhaps it was a sign she should go through the cemetery. She could make up for some lost time this way.


Trying to rekindle Berlioz’s melody, to renew the thrills of spring and blot out the fears of autumn, she crept through the gate. The dew had already fallen and the leaves were damp underfoot. Creepers clung to her stockings and she had to kick her feet out to dislodge them. It would be foolish to run; the gravestones were too crowded, the path too meandering. But she hastened her steps, her senses alert for danger.


Inside the cemetery, tall horse chestnuts and sycamores diffused the low sun’s rays. Gravestones loomed either side of the path, inscribed with old symbols and ancient lettering. Abba had told her once that some of the graves held as many as ten bodies, all piled on top of each other to conserve space. In spite of her serge coat, Eva shivered.


She was halfway through when she heard the thud of boots, a harsh laugh, a sharp cough.


She froze. ‘Who’s there?’


No reply, but beyond the shadowy stones she caught a glimpse of biscuit-coloured cloth. Blood pounded affrettando in her ears.


‘Who’s there?’ she asked again. Her voice sounded hoarse.


A uniformed figure stepped out from behind a tree. A youth, maybe late teens, with a sweep of blond hair across his forehead.


‘What have we here: a young lady?’ His tone was leering, mocking.


Eva pulled her coat tighter, trying to ignore the gallop of her heart.


Another youth stepped forward. Then another. She wheeled round. Two more came up behind her. She was surrounded by five young soldiers, all wearing red armbands.


Was this what Mutti had feared when she’d warned her not to go into the cemetery? Eva had nodded solemnly at the time, but in her head she’d dismissed her mother’s advice. All parents said things like that, didn’t they? Of course she was careful. Although recently, even Eva had felt uncomfortable at the sight of German boys standing on street corners muttering to each other and pointing at passers-by. Those Hitler Youth seemed to be everywhere these days.


Surrounded by a ring of menacing young men in their distinctive uniforms, she wished desperately that she’d heeded Mutti’s words and ignored her lateness. Saliva pooled in her mouth, her throat too dry to swallow.


The first youth advanced towards her. ‘Don’t be frightened, pretty girl.’


Eva stood her ground, trying not to show her fear. But when she opened her mouth to shout for help, the boy reached forward and slapped his palm against her lips.


Eva darted terrified glances at the other boys.


The pressure of the youth’s fingers slackened, but he kept his hand close to her mouth, in case she tried to cry out again.


She clenched her fists.


‘Such beautiful clothes,’ he murmured, dropping his hand to stroke her coat. Eva couldn’t stop herself flinching. Or inhaling his sour breath.


Slowly he undid her grey buttons.


The other boys were watching, waiting.


‘Hold her arms.’


Eva struggled as the youth tried to take off her coat. But the boy behind her grabbed her wrists, until the garment was yanked off her and tossed onto the ground.


The youth reached forward again. He touched Eva’s cheek softly, then ran his finger under her chin, around her neck and down to the dent of her throat. He carefully edged up a section of the gold chain she always wore. She found herself mesmerised, in spite of her fear.


‘What a nice necklace.’ It was almost a whisper.


Did he want to steal it? Eva reached down and hooked her own finger under the thin metal links, pulling the whole chain out from under her collar so he could see the gold star on the end, the star that usually lay hidden under her blouse.


The boy gently removed it from her grasp, prising her fingers open one by one, and held the star up to the fading light.


The chain tightened against the back of Eva’s neck. She muted a protest at the pain.


‘How interesting.’ The boy’s eyes were on her face, but his words were addressed to his companions, who jeered and laughed.


The spell was broken. The boy let the pendant go abruptly. ‘She’s not for me.’ His expression hardened and he shoved Eva away. ‘All yours, Otto.’ He turned round and gestured to the smallest of the youths to come forward.


Eva let out a long-held breath as silently as she could. Dare she flee? The first boy had his back to her now; perhaps this was her chance. She lowered her head to charge through the gap.


But as the smaller boy was shoved forward by his mocking companions, their circle tightened to prevent his escape, blocking Eva’s too.


The lad approached her. He was slight, with hair so blond it was almost white and eyelashes so fair they were nearly invisible.


If he had been on his own, Eva could have defended herself. She was no coward. She’d have kicked and punched and spat until the boy released her. But surrounded by a leering wall of soldiers, she had no chance. She reached behind her, fingers scrabbling against the top of a gravestone, searching for a weapon. But if there’d been any stones placed along the rim, they’d long since vanished.


‘Come on, Otto, not scared, are you?’ The first youth, who’d retreated to become part of the wall, goaded the lad who was now standing in front of Eva.


‘Yes, come on, Otto, our balls are freezing.’


The boy laughed, the strangely eerie cackle betraying his nervousness.


Although the youths spoke German, Eva understood them perfectly. All the families in the Josefov spoke German at home. Her stomach tightened and her breath rasped in the cold air.


‘Please don’t hurt me, my parents are waiting.’ Her voice came out thin, reedy. Why couldn’t she make herself sound threatening? Perhaps she could appeal to the boy’s sense of honour. He seemed hesitant; maybe she could persuade him. If he realised how important it was for her to get home, he might leave her alone.


But as the other youths catcalled and whooped, making strange gestures with their hands, the boy responded to their raucous taunts. His eyes narrowed and his mouth pressed into a threatening line. He hawked up a gob of phlegm and spat on her. She let the slime trickle down her cheek, too terrified to wipe it off.


He yanked at her pendant and it broke immediately, the chain abandoned to the autumn leaves. A whoop went up from the group.


A different youth tore off her blouse in one violent movement. Another cheer.


Then they were all mauling her, ripping her skirt and stockings in a frenzy, their straining, sweating faces contorting in the moonlight, the air thick with their beery stench. And at the same time they were singing some ugly drinking song that had them bellowing out loud, flat notes in a terrible cacophony.


Eva wrapped her arms tight across her chest, desperately protecting her cream camisole. But someone wrenched her hands away and stripped it off her, the delicate fabric that Mutti had hand-sewn tearing under his fingers.


She was thrust backwards and pushed down onto her own coat, her head thumping against the soft lining.


Then the boys came at her again.


*


Afterwards, it was an owl that first penetrated her consciousness, hooting mournfully through the cold air. Her fingers dug into the wet earth; she inhaled the musty odour of leaves. But the animal reek of her own blood was still there. She curled her bruised body into a ball, trying to shut out the black miasma and the memory of the boy’s nervous laugh.


The time for the Shabbat blessing had long since passed. Eva’s anxious parents would be presiding over an empty table, asking themselves again and again where their devoted daughter could have got to, when she knew that all good Jews must be indoors by nightfall, on this most sacred of evenings.




Part One


1933–1939




1


Hampstead, London


Even from under Will’s bed, Pamela could hear Hugh hollering. She stretched out her hand another inch, wincing at the resulting pain in her armpit, until her scrabbling fingers reached the sock. Then she pushed herself backwards so that she and the sock were free of the bed’s bulging underbelly.


‘Coming!’ She shook the sock. So much dust had accumulated. Her son had only been home four weeks, and goodness knows how the sock had got there. But at least he had a complete pair now. She lifted the lid of his trunk, located the other sock – he’d never bother to find it himself – rolled the two neatly into a ball, then pushed them down the side. ‘The trunk’s packed now, Hugh,’ she called, pressing the lid shut.


There was a rapid tattoo of footsteps on the stairs and Hugh burst into the room. ‘Will’s in the car already,’ he said as he hoisted up the trunk. ‘Gosh, Pamela. What on earth have you put in this?’


Pamela grasped the other handle and followed her husband onto the landing. ‘The school wanted me to pack his cricket bat and pads for the new season, remember. So the boys can get some practice in.’ They’d had to take Will to Harrods to buy cricket whites. Pamela smiled at the memory of her son emerging from the changing room pretending to bowl to Hugh, who’d mimed a batting action in return. What a mercy Will had inherited Hugh’s strong, lean body and was good at sport. Pamela had worried herself sick that he’d be bullied when he first left for Cheam. But luckily his aptitude for team games had gained him respect among the other boys and teachers, and he’d settled in well.


It was tricky hauling the trunk down the stairs, and more than once it bumped against her knees. She hoped her stockings wouldn’t ladder. Hugh would get even more cross if she had to run upstairs for a new pair, but thankfully she couldn’t feel the telltale give of silk. Her dress came down to her calves anyway, so nothing would show as long as she was standing up. Besides, they wouldn’t hang around at the school – a quick embrace, strictly no tears, then Will would be off with his friends and she and Hugh would return to the car for the sad, silent journey home.


‘What’s Kitty doing anyway?’ said Hugh as he took the trunk’s weight from her to manhandle it through the front door.


‘Cooking. We’ve the Pallisers coming for supper tonight, remember.’ Hugh often invited guests over for the evening after they took Will back. Pamela had long since guessed he wanted to take her mind off missing him.


‘She should still come and help.’


‘It’s all right.’ Pamela took the handle again as they carried the trunk down the drive. ‘We’re nearly there now.’ She always felt awkward getting Kitty to do things. She knew she ought to treat Kitty as a servant rather than a friend, but it just didn’t feel right to order another woman around. When she was growing up, they’d all helped Mum. There certainly wasn’t enough money for servants. And even if they’d been able to afford them, people would just have said they were hoity-toity.


She slid into the back seat next to Will as Hugh slammed the boot shut. She put her arm round her son and he leant in for a cuddle. Pamela swallowed. She dreaded the time when Will stopped hugging her, or allowing his thick dark hair to be smoothed. Even now, when he was very tired, he would snuggle up to her on the sofa, his warm body pressed into hers. Once, when he thought she wasn’t looking, she caught him sucking his thumb. Hugh would have chastised him for that – ‘Boy of your age behaving like a baby, disgraceful’ – but Pamela imagined he’d have to suppress all self-comfort at school; it wouldn’t hurt to regress a bit once he was home.


At eleven, he was on the cusp of puberty. Perhaps by the time he came back for Easter he’d be taller, broader. She must make the most of his affection now. The journey to Cheam took less than two hours. He wouldn’t be hers for much longer.


Will turned his head to look out of the window, releasing himself slightly from her embrace, although he didn’t push her away.


‘Are you all right?’ she asked.


He looked back and nodded.


‘Looking forward to the new term?’


‘Rather. I can’t wait to meet up with Merrow-Jones and Carter – find out what they got for Christmas.’


It must be hard for Will hearing about his friends’ presents, when his own family didn’t celebrate Christmas. Another problem with not sending him to a Quaker school. Pamela squeezed his shoulder. ‘That’s good. And I expect you’ll want to show them your new cricket whites.’


Will put his hand over hers. ‘Everyone has cricket whites, Mother. But I’m looking forward to going down to the nets to practise.’


Pamela forced a smile. ‘Indeed.’


‘You’ll have to show us your new skills when you’re next home,’ called Hugh over his shoulder.


‘Can’t wait,’ Will replied.


‘Nor me,’ added Pamela. ‘Only four weeks until the next exeat.’


‘I can’t believe you’ve counted!’


Pamela looked at her son’s laughing face, the flushed cheeks, the bright eyes. Of course she counted: the weeks, the days, the hours. She never stopped.


As soon as they returned to Hampstead and Hugh had parked the car, Pamela rushed up the stairs to Will’s room. A fug of stale air met her when she pushed open the door. Already it smelled closed in, desolate, almost as if Will hadn’t slept there for four blissful weeks of the school holidays. Pamela went over to the bed to gather up her son’s old striped flannel pyjamas and fold them carefully. They were too small now. They’d had to buy new ones for school, along with the cricket whites.


Kitty would be wanting to wash them then tear them up to make dusters. But Pamela wouldn’t give them to her just yet.


It was an effort to powder her face, concealing the slide of tears, and go downstairs to check on Kitty. They’d planned the menu together days ago: mock turtle soup, creamed chicken, spinach and new potatoes, and pears à la condé. Pamela had deliberately chosen a plain menu. Something deep inside her still rebelled at extravagant food, and besides, the Pallisers were going through a tough time financially. They’d had to let their cook go: Josephine had to prepare their meals herself now. Pamela felt quite embarrassed that Hugh’s career was on the up while their friends were struggling. She wanted to treat them to a nice meal without making them feel uncomfortable.


Kitty was stirring the soup on the hob. Behind her, on the huge kitchen table, bowls, plates and tureens were laid out with military precision. A half-stripped chicken carcass lay beside them, next to the bowl of pears. Pamela looked round anxiously to check Felix was nowhere in sight.


‘All right, Kitty?’


‘Yes, ma’am. All under control.’


Pamela glanced at the chicken again. ‘Perhaps you could boil the carcass up for broth tomorrow. That’ll be fine for my lunch.’ They’d always done that at home. Mum could make a chicken last three days sometimes. Even with the six of them. Mind you, by the last day you’d be lucky to find a thin strip of it among the watery mass of pearl barley and vegetables.


‘Very well, ma’am.’ Kitty twisted a knob on the stove and the bubble of soup slowed a little.


‘Is there anything I can do?’


Kitty glanced round the immaculate kitchen. ‘Perhaps the place cards . . .’ she murmured.


‘Of course, I’ll write them straight away.’


‘Very good, ma’am.’


Pamela departed to fetch her fountain pen from the drawing room bureau. Above the noise of the soup, she thought she heard a sigh of relief.


Later, as she stood in front of Hugh to fasten his black tie, she found herself marvelling once again how the shy Quaker boy she’d met at the meeting house had turned into this successful, confident man. The more Hugh progressed in the Foreign Office, the more he seemed to shed his frugal upbringing, embracing the fancy lifestyle, the expensive clothes, the rich food with alarming ease. He even seemed to enjoy the concerts and operas they were obliged to go to. And sometimes Pamela felt a little ashamed that she did too.


She smoothed down her blue silk dress in the mirror. The colour was muted, the cut simple. She never wore jewels. But despite that, the figure reflected back at her still looked more like a society hostess than a girl with a modest, puritan upbringing. She firmed her lips as she dabbed Chanel perfume on her throat. Had she and Hugh been so easily changed by money? Her relief work, collecting clothes and food for German children, reminded her almost daily that many were less fortunate than they were. She really hoped that the more influential Hugh became, the more good they could do to help those poor persecuted families.


At dinner, the talk was all financial. Wall Street . . . the gold standard . . . budget reforms. Pamela found it difficult to concentrate. She was too busy checking the soup wasn’t too salty or the potatoes overcooked. Making sure Kitty had refilled her guests’ wine glasses, and that Hugh wasn’t drinking too much. When they had first started to entertain, they had had long discussions about the morality of serving alcohol. It went against all their Quaker teaching, but Hugh felt they shouldn’t impose their own beliefs on their guests, and Pamela had reluctantly agreed. These days Hugh joined them without a qualm.


It was a relief when Kitty brought out the port for the men, and she could lead Josephine into the sitting room for coffee.


Josephine had been quiet during the meal and Pamela wanted to draw her out. She poured the steaming coffee from the jug and handed Josephine a cupful. ‘Things no better?’ she murmured. By now it was second nature to emulate her friends’ educated tones; she’d long since abandoned the accent she’d grown up with. Another compromise on authenticity. But Hugh had persuaded her how important it was for her to fit in.


Josephine shook her head. ‘If Philip doesn’t find more work soon, I reckon we’ll need some of those provisions you’re collecting for foreign children.’ Her mouth twisted.


Pamela set the jug down sharply and some of the coffee spilled onto the table. She dabbed at it with her handkerchief. ‘You know we’ll help in any way we can.’


Josephine sighed. ‘Yes, I know. It just seems strange that you’re doing so much for the Germans when there are English children starving.’


Pamela half turned to pour a cup for herself. ‘Quakers don’t see different nationalities. People are all the same. If there’s a need, we’ll try to meet it.’


‘Very commendable,’ murmured Josephine, sipping her coffee.


Pamela smiled thinly. She knew the Pallisers resented her helping the German children, but she wasn’t going to give up her charity work. Not for anyone.


Thankfully the conversation soon turned to their own children. Josephine and Philip also had a son, James, in the year above Will at Cheam. Luckily he was on a scholarship so they hadn’t had to withdraw him. Sometimes they shared lifts, although they always went separately after the Michaelmas holidays. There was no room for both boys with all the luggage for the new term.


The Pallisers’ girls were still at Sarum Hall, despite the increasing struggle to find the fees. Pamela envied Josephine, who could walk her daughters to school in the morning and collect them in the afternoon. How lovely to have your children dine with you each night, to be able to peep into their bedrooms when they were asleep, see their tousled hair on the pillows, hear the rise and fall of their breath, to comfort them when they had bad dreams. Pamela tried not to think of Will shivering under a grey blanket, struggling to sleep on the lumpy mattress in the chilly dormitory. It seemed the more you paid for your child’s education, the more spartan their accommodation. But at least it had been their choice to send Will away to school – well, Hugh’s anyway. How terrible for those poor German parents who’d sent their children to England hoping to protect them from their increasingly hostile country and wondering whether they’d ever see them again.


Thankfully their guests were gone by midnight. Pamela was dying to struggle out of her corset and put on her flannel nightdress. She sat at her dressing table smearing on cold cream as Hugh sat up in bed rustling a rather creased copy of the Times.


‘Josephine all right?’ he asked. His voice floated out from behind the paper.


‘I think so.’ Pamela started to brush her hair. She no longer gave it a hundred strokes as she used to when she was a child and it had hung over her back. Now it was shorter, the waves framing her face. She’d had a Gallia perm only last week and she didn’t want to weaken it. She laid the brush down and fluffed up her hair with her fingers. ‘I think there’s been rather a lot of belt tightening, though.’


‘Philip said as much. Can’t be easy for the poor chap.’


‘Indeed.’ Pamela climbed into bed and burrowed under Hugh’s paper. ‘Although I feel envious of Josephine having her girls at home with her.’


Hugh folded up the paper and dropped it onto the floor. He put an arm round Pamela and leant his head against hers. ‘I know you miss Will terribly, darling, but it’s good for him to be at Cheam. He’s mixing with the right sort.’


Pamela pulled away a fraction. ‘The right sort? Other Quakers are the best sort, Hugh. He must go to Leighton Park after Cheam. It’s important he attends a Quaker school.’


Hugh turned round to plump up his pillow and dislodged her. ‘The Pallisers are hoping to send James to Marlborough – if he can get another scholarship. I think we should at least consider it.’


Pamela turned onto her back. ‘I thought we’d agreed. You were happy at Leighton, weren’t you?’


‘Yes, of course, but my father wasn’t in the FO.’


Pamela caught a waft of port as Hugh exhaled. ‘Don’t you ever worry that we’re losing sight of our beliefs?’


Hugh closed his eyes. He was so still that Pamela wondered if he’d fallen asleep. ‘I’m still a Quaker at heart,’ he murmured eventually. ‘There are plenty of us in government. We can do more good from the inside.’


Pamela turned back towards him. But Hugh was already snoring lightly. The conversation would have to wait.
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Eva hated flock wallpaper. She loathed the mock-velvet patterns, brushed matt by years of grimy fingers, the tawdry sheen of the paper, the ridiculous artifice that aspired to grandeur but achieved only prissiness.


Today the gold patches, almost green in the half-light of dawn, were the colour of bile. She closed her eyes, more to block out the queasy sight of the bedroom walls than to attempt sleep. It was too late for that; she’d had the nightmare again, still horribly vivid after three long years, and her ears rang with the sound of hideous laughter. She wouldn’t drop off again now, although Josef still snored beside her, vibrato grunts emanating from his large nose. Maybe the catarrh was already bubbling through his nasal passages. He’d thought last night he was getting a cold. Or a ‘viral infectious disease of the upper respiratory tract’, as he’d told her in his precise scientist’s voice. Josef didn’t catch common colds.


Sometimes Eva couldn’t believe how much her life had altered since that night in the cemetery. She was so far from the naïve young girl who’d run home from her piano lesson just three years before. Now she was mired in marriage and responsibility; an obedient wife to a much older husband. Hardly the future she’d imagined for herself. That terrible night had changed everything.


She turned quietly onto her side, triggering a corresponding lurch in her stomach. Her intestines felt liquid, formless. Had she eaten last night? Oh yes. The memory of the thick beef stew she’d spent half a day preparing and stirring caused her mouth to flood with gall. Josef had enjoyed it, smacking his lips and telling her what a good cook she was, how red meat was thought to boost iron levels. But Eva had only taken tiny bites, enough to erase, at least temporarily, the metallic taste she’d had for the past few days.


She swallowed down the nausea the memory provoked, and tried to ease herself up the bed. Perhaps that would make her feel better. But even the effort of moving made her dizzy, and she let her head loll against the wooden bed frame. She closed her eyes again. Never one to lose his appetite when ill, Josef would be demanding his breakfast soon. She needed to tiptoe to the bathroom, tug her long linen nightdress over her head, coax the ancient taps into providing more than a trickle of water and have a quick stand-up wash before hurrying back to the bedroom to choose another dull outfit from the nondescript blouses and skirts that populated her wardrobe. She had a sudden sensation of emerald silk caressing her skin and the finest of stockings smoothing her legs, but she shut it out. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t think of what might have been. The more disturbing memories she suppressed entirely.


As she continued to lie propped up against the headboard, trying to garner some strength and free her ears of haunting sounds, she was conscious of Josef coming-to beside her. After clearing his throat in a series of staccato coughs, he dredged up some mucus and swallowed it back down with a martyred shudder. Then he started to make gloomy little noises, intended, no doubt, to alert her to the life-threatening nature of his condition. The waking-up routine was even longer than usual today.


‘Good morning, Josef,’ she said.


‘Good morning,’ he replied, but his voice was full of self-pity.


Clearly this was Eva’s cue to ask after his health. ‘How are you?’ she dutifully enquired, trying to sound as solicitous as the occasion demanded.


Josef pushed up his greying fringe with thin fingers. ‘Feel my forehead,’ he begged plaintively. ‘I think I have a temperature.’


Eva did so. Her palm slid across a thin film of sweat. ‘Maybe, although it is stuffy in here.’ Josef had insisted on the heavy gold drapes to match the sickly wallpaper when they’d first bought the apartment. Eva had been too weary and resigned to protest. She was still only nineteen and had been married to Josef for two years now, although it felt much longer than that.


‘Fetch a thermometer, Liebling.’


Eva dreaded having to get up, but she needed to disguise her own ill health from her husband, otherwise he’d be adding gastric influenza to his list of other ailments. She lurched down the passageway to the bathroom, opened the cabinet, took out the thermometer, then returned to the invalid. As she shook down the mercury, Josef pulled a handkerchief from his pyjama pocket, filled it with a rush of green mucus, then inspected the contents. Eva’s stomach heaved. She just managed to thrust the glass tube between Josef’s pale lips before staggering back to the bathroom, thrusting up the toilet seat and depositing the scant remains of last night’s supper into the pan.


She remained kneeling over the bowl for a few moments until she was sure her stomach was empty. Then she stood up on straw-like legs, rinsed her mouth and splashed her face with water before reaching into the cabinet again. There was a small jar of balsam there. If she told Josef to hold it under his nostrils to clear his nose, he wouldn’t be able to smell any lingering traces of vomit on her.


When she returned to the bedroom, his head was on one side, his eyes glazed with imagined fever, the thermometer still protruding from his mouth. She pulled it out and held it up to the light, squinting at the mercury.


‘What is it?’ Josef asked hoarsely.


Eva turned and smiled. ‘Just a little high. Nothing to worry about.’


‘I knew it.’ Josef’s head banged against the bed frame. ‘I had a feeling I was going to be ill. I do suffer so with these respiratory tract infections.’


Eva firmed her lips as she handed him the balsam.


‘Can you get me a little hot lemon, Liebling? And then perhaps a newspaper? Reading might take my mind off my infirmity.’ He held the jar under each nostril in turn with a shaking hand, then sniffed loudly. ‘You’ll need to contact the Institute too. See if Paní Kratz will let you use her telephone. Tell them I’m far too indisposed to come in to work. Dr Svoboda will understand.’


‘Of course.’ Eva forced a smile. ‘I might be a while, though. I’ll have to go down to the market.’ She was pulling clothes out of the wardrobe as she spoke. Josef hadn’t thought to ask why she wasn’t yet dressed; luckily he was too caught up with his own indisposition to notice hers. She slipped on a brown skirt and a pale green blouse, drew a pair of stockings up her legs, then rammed her feet into stout lace-up shoes. She’d fetch her headscarf and the wicker basket from the hook in the hall on her way out. Josef didn’t approve of her wearing rouge, so there was nothing she could do to relieve the pastiness of her face. She’d just have to hope a brisk walk would put colour in her cheeks.


‘Goodbye, Josef,’ she called as she unbolted the heavy wooden front door. ‘I’ll be as quick as I can.’


‘Hurry home, Liebling,’ the thin voice called back, followed by a series of theatrical coughs.


As she made her way down the road, having called Josef’s co-researcher from their kind neighbour’s house, Eva felt stronger than she’d expected. Perhaps the fresh air had revived her. It was strange how she could be so sick one minute, then almost right as rain the next. This wasn’t like a normal bout of gastric trouble. From nowhere, a conversation with Mutti darted into her mind: ‘I was sick as a dog with you, Eva. Funny thing was, I always felt better as soon as I’d emptied my stomach. By the end, I almost welcomed the vomiting.’


Eva stopped in her tracks, her mind running through the dates. It was Pesach the last time she’d had to buy pads; she remembered how the cramps had squeezed her pelvis as she’d sat with Josef at her parents’ table waiting for Abba to say the Kiddush as he poured the wine. She counted on her fingers. Pesach was six weeks ago. She smoothed her coat over her belly. Could she be pregnant? She glanced at her watch. She hadn’t even started the shopping yet, and she needed to get back to Josef, but later, maybe if he slept, she could write to Mutti.


The thought of her mother’s loving concern, the spark of hope in her brown eyes, put a bubble of joy in Eva’s own heart. She’d been so busy feeling miserable, convinced she was suffering from an illness. But a baby! That would be marvellous. A new life might blot out the memories.


As she wandered past the fruit stalls at the market, choosing the plumpest, most thin-skinned lemons for Josef’s drink, and delving into her purse for koruna – ridiculous amounts things cost these days – she was composing a lullaby to a newborn child, cradling him in her arms as she sang, filled with hope for this new chance.


How funny that her lugubrious middle-aged husband, so objective when it came to science but so irrational about his own health, was to become a father. How had they made this baby? Had there been a time when the fires of mutual passion had overcome Josef’s caution and Eva’s malaise? Had he put aside his hypochondria and she her lethargy for a night of unbridled lust? It must have been that evening when they’d celebrated the official end of abstinence. She had a brief memory of wine, laughter . . . a fumbling of buttons and zips, tangled limbs, an unusual urgency . . .


Her marriage certainly wasn’t the one she’d imagined for herself when she’d been a young piano student with dreams of romance, but Josef had always been kind, and taken care of her in his own way. She should be grateful for that. And what had happened to her hadn’t been his fault.


She tried to imagine what their baby would look like, and stifled a laugh at the thought of a red-faced infant with Josef’s embroidered black kippah sliding around on top of his little head. Would the child be good at facts like Josef, or a musician like herself? Perhaps having a baby would rid Josef of his hypochondria. On the other hand, it might make him worry twice as much. She debated whether she should tell him. If he knew she were pregnant he’d be analysing her every mouthful for nutritional content, forever calculating the baby’s weight and size, perhaps even succumbing to a little nausea himself out of sympathy. She pressed a palm against her stomach. Maybe she’d keep this to herself for a while. Wait until Dr Aaronovich confirmed it. Although, really, the signs were too strong for doubt.


As she walked back up the road inhaling the warm May air, she wondered whether having this new life inside her would finally put the past to rest. She blinked back the memory of Professor Novotny’s reproachful eyes when she told him she wouldn’t be performing the villanelle at the Rudolfinum, or anywhere else for that matter. She swallowed down the visceral pain of not being able to practise, to enjoy the keys coming to life under her strong fingers, the melodies in her ears, the joy that rippled through her body when she played. But it was her parents’ shock and sadness that had wounded her most.


They’d tried to be gentle with her. Mutti had spent hours making chicken soup and little cakes, tempting Eva with small mouthfuls whilst her throat closed and her stomach heaved. Abba kept wrapping her in bear-like hugs, but Eva saw the haunted look on her parents’ faces. Their hopes had been shattered too.


She’d spent a year at the sanatorium in the Carpathian mountains, recovering her mind and body. The rumour went out in the Josefov that she’d had tuberculosis. Her parents did nothing to quash it. But the family moved out to Pilsen soon after. A new start. Although the sense of what might have been travelled with her.


All she had to remind her of that time was a beautiful melody she’d composed. A lullaby, really, to soothe her shattered spirits. She thought of it often, even now, to comfort herself.


She was married before she knew it. Not to the handsome young man of her dreams in a vibrant celebration of dancing and feasting, but in an almost funereal ceremony to middle-aged widower Josef Kolischer. ‘Thank goodness Kolischer will take her on,’ Eva had heard her father whisper to Mutti one evening when he thought Eva was in her room. ‘He’s done very well at the Institute; he’ll be able to provide for her. And most importantly, he’s been married before. It’s sad that his wife died without giving him children, but Eva is young and fit and they can have a family together. And hopefully she’ll grow to love him in due course.’


Love? Eva had never known that feeling. She felt numb most of the time, lifeless, despite Josef’s kindness. But perhaps she’d feel love for the baby. She stroked her stomach again. By the time she’d bought the lemons, and a copy of The Prague Press, her heart was lighter.


‘What kept you so long?’ Josef was still propped up against the pillows. ‘Did Paní Kratz let you telephone the Institute?’


‘Yes, she was very kind.’ Eva handed him a teacup full of hot lemon and honey. ‘Drink this, Josef. I bought you some aspirin too.’ She handed over a couple of chalky tablets.


Josef thrust them into his mouth, then tipped back his head, wincing as he swallowed. ‘Thank you, my dear. I’ve been suffering so much. I’m sure men feel pain more than women.’


Eva’s stomach rumbled, and the nausea surged again. ‘I’m sure you’re right, dear,’ she replied, before hurtling back to the bathroom.


She felt better once she’d eaten a little dried bread. She couldn’t even face any of Mutti’s home-made jam. By the time she returned to the bedroom to check on Josef, he was buried behind the newspaper, only his laboured breathing signalling his presence.


‘How are you feeling now?’ she asked him, delving behind the paper to feel his forehead again.


No reply.


‘Josef?’


The paper rustled and lowered, revealing Josef’s thoughtful expression. ‘That Jew-hater Adolf Hitler has made another speech. He claims he . . .’ The newspaper was raised again whilst Josef searched for the article. ‘. . . will never attempt to subjugate foreign peoples.’ He looked at Eva, his illness temporarily forgotten. ‘Perhaps he’s just all bluster and no action. I don’t like to be complacent, but this might be better news than we’d feared.’ Since the Enabling Act back in March, they’d been concerned what the new German chancellor would do with his increasing power.


‘Perhaps.’ As Eva picked up Josef’s empty cup, she suppressed the image of biscuit-coloured cloth and red armbands. A leering face and white-blond hair. She shivered. Nothing would ever make her trust Germans again.


Josef’s expression turned anxious.


Eva certainly wasn’t going to explain her reaction. Partly to drive away Josef’s worries, but mainly because a flash of guilt reminded her it was his baby too, she lowered herself onto the bed beside her husband, gently removed the newspaper, took his cold hands in hers, and told him her own good news.
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‘You haven’t forgotten the department ball on the fifth, have you, darling?’ asked Hugh as he reached for another piece of toast one morning at breakfast.


‘Of course not,’ replied Pamela, her own toast suddenly turning to sawdust in her mouth.


‘It’s going to be quite a showy affair. You’ll need to wear something that’s up to the mark.’


Pamela swallowed painfully. ‘Don’t worry. I won’t let you down.’


‘Righto.’ Hugh stood up and dropped a kiss on the top of her head. ‘Must dash. See you this evening.’ He left the room, still clutching his toast.


Pamela smiled absent-mindedly back. But as soon as she heard the slam of the front door, she wiped her mouth on her napkin and rushed upstairs. Bother. The fifth was only a week away. She’d intended to visit that nice little Jewish tailor in Golders Green ages ago, but had become absorbed in her refugee work and let it slip her mind. She dabbed a bit of powder on her face and sprayed on some perfume. That would have to do. Thankfully she’d already put on the skirt from her tweed suit that morning. If she popped the matching jacket over her blouse, she’d look perfectly smart. ‘Just off to see my seamstress,’ she shouted to Kitty.


A disembodied voice drifted back from the kitchen: ‘Right you are, Mrs Denison.’


She grabbed her bag from the hall table and clattered out of the front door.


As she sat on the Tube, breathing heavily from exertion, she realised she’d failed to telephone ahead. She’d just have to hope Mrs Brevda wasn’t too busy. Why on earth did she always leave things until the last minute? She bit her lip and gazed around the carriage. Two schoolgirls sat opposite her, whispering behind their hands. Next to them was a middle-aged woman wearing a hat like a fruit bowl. Every time she moved her head, a pair of cherries wobbled with her. Pamela pretended to suppress a yawn in order to hide a laugh, and realised that she’d come out without her own hat. The truth was, clothes bored her, and she still felt uneasy at unnecessary finery. She certainly didn’t want to let Hugh down, but she hated having to dress up for functions. It would be much easier for him to go to these events on his own, whilst she stayed at home with her knitting or a book. She wasn’t really cut out to be a political wife. But that was what she was and she had to play her part.


The train swayed along the track and shuddered to a halt. Luckily it was only one stop. Pamela got out and exited the Tube, making her way along Golders Green Road until she reached Mrs Brevda’s. She pushed open the door, triggering a tinkling bell as she did so, and entered the dark interior, which smelled of new fabric and sewing machine oil. The seamstress was sitting at the back of the room as usual, her eyes fixed on a piece of dark green cloth that she was guiding under the needle with one hand, whilst turning the wheel furiously with the other.


She only stopped when Pamela coughed, and only then after making sure the needle was down, pinning the fabric in place.


‘Mrs Denison. What a surprise!’


Pamela smiled. ‘I’m so sorry, Mrs Brevda. I should have telephoned ahead. But I need an evening dress made urgently.’


The seamstress frowned. ‘How urgently?’


Pamela cleared her throat. ‘The end of next week?’


‘That’s hardly any notice at all, but I’ll see what I can do. What did you have in mind?’


Pamela looked round the little shop, her mind blank, and eventually lighted on a roll of iridescent purple silk. ‘That’s nice,’ she said, fingering the fabric admiringly. It was striking, but not showy. And it would look splendid under the chandeliers of the Whitehall ballroom.


Mrs Brevda stood up, dragged the roll from the shelf and dropped it on the table where she’d been sewing, releasing a slight puff of dust. She took one end and stretched out a yard or so. ‘Good choice, my dear. If I cut it on the bias, it’ll move beautifully. Mr Denison won’t be able to keep his eyes off you.’


Pamela laughed. ‘I doubt that, but I agree the fabric is perfect. Do you think you can make me something in time?’


‘Hmm. Wide or narrow skirt?’


‘Oh, narrow, I think.’


‘Good. That will take less time. And sleeveless, I take it?’


Pamela nodded. ‘But nothing immodest.’


‘Of course not.’ Mrs Brevda drew a piece of paper and a pencil across the table and quickly made a couple of sketches. One had a sweetheart neckline and a nipped-in waist, but Pamela thought it looked a little young for her. The second had a mandarin collar, and a slightly flared hem.


She pointed to the second drawing. ‘That one gets my vote.’


The seamstress put a tick by the chosen sketch and motioned Pamela behind a dark curtain at the side of the shop. ‘Pop your suit off, please, and I’ll come in and measure you.’


Pamela did as she was told, and Mrs Brevda entered the cubicle, unwinding the tape measure that was usually slung around her neck. ‘I have your measurements from last time. Let’s just check if they’ve changed at all.’


Pamela stood on a rickety stool in the makeshift changing room whilst Mrs Brevda stretched the tape measure this way and that, muttering to herself and jotting down figures. She wound it round Pamela’s waist. ‘Still no bump to conceal, then?’


Pamela blushed. ‘Will is fourteen now. And Hugh only wanted one child.’


Mrs Brevda took the tape measure away and stood back. ‘Shame. With a war coming, everyone with sons must be worried.’ She put out a hand and helped Pamela down from the stool.


Pamela’s legs felt suddenly weak. ‘Do you think there’ll be a war, Mrs Brevda?’


‘Well, you’re the one with a husband at the Foreign Office, but most folk around here think it’s only a matter of time.’


‘Surely not.’ Pamela sat down abruptly on the stool. Mrs Brevda had confirmed what she’d feared deep down. Perhaps she’d been too content to accept Hugh’s assurances that everything would be all right.


‘Many of us have families back in Europe. That Hitler’s a madman. He’s just passed a whole lot of laws against Jews. My people no longer feel welcome anywhere. Prague’s a beautiful city.’ The seamstress sniffed. ‘Much more elegant than London. But I’m glad I came across when I did. Jews are leaving Czechoslovakia and Germany just as quick as they can.’


Pamela forced a smile. ‘And I hope we’re making them welcome here.’


Mrs Brevda sniffed again. ‘Some people are. But Hitler’s getting greedy. He’s like that Kaiser Wilhelm all over again. If he starts treating the rest of the world like he’s been treating the Jews, then countries will have to respond.’


Pamela got shakily to her feet. ‘I’m sorry you feel so vulnerable, Mrs Brevda.’ She wished she could reassure the seamstress, but maybe Hugh was hiding his concerns from her. Thank goodness there were Quakers in government. They’d be sure to do the right thing.


Mrs Brevda nodded. ‘I’ll ring you in a week.’


Pamela left the shop thoughtfully.


As Hugh twirled her expertly round the dance floor, Pamela suppressed a surge of pleasure at the way the silk dress flowed. Mrs Brevda had done an excellent job. The ball gown fitted her perfectly – nothing too tight or revealing, and very comfortable to wear. She’d known it was perfect the minute she’d picked it up, modelling it in the changing room under the seamstress’s critical eye.


We certainly don’t feel like a country contemplating war, Pamela thought to herself as she watched Hugh’s Foreign Office colleagues drinking, smoking and laughing. All around her were women in gorgeous frocks, opalescent under the lights, moving with grace and fluidity. The whole effect was of shifting shapes and colours, like looking through the kaleidoscope Will had had as a child.


They sat down for a breather, and Hugh grabbed a glass of champagne from a passing waiter, ignoring Pamela’s look of reproach.


‘I forgot to tell you earlier,’ he said. ‘I have to go to Czechoslovakia on FO business in a few weeks’ time. Wondered if you’d like to come along for the ride? Might be fun.’


Pamela twisted her wedding ring round her finger in an absent-minded gesture. It had come from Asprey’s and she was always terrified of losing it. She had no idea what Czechoslovakia would be like, but maybe it would be nice to spend some more time with Hugh instead of staying at home as usual. She could probably ask someone to take over her refugee work for a while. And it would be good to find out for herself a little more about what was happening in Europe. She was so insulated in her London life. Perhaps there was something she could do to help people whilst they were in Czechoslovakia.


‘All right,’ she said. ‘That would be lovely.’


Hugh leant forward and she caught a whiff of alcohol. ‘Did I tell you how beautiful you’re looking tonight?’


It was Pamela’s idea to go skiing. She was sitting under the dryer at the hair salon, leafing through a copy of Harper’s Bazaar that Madame Adrienne had handed her. Everyone knew that Madame Adrienne wasn’t really French, but Pamela was content to go along with the charade. Pamela could never make her fine hair as thick and wavy as Adrienne could, and these days Hugh was more than happy to foot the bill. Sometimes she worried she was spending too much time and money on her appearance, but Hugh assured her it was her duty to keep herself attractive; all the other ministerial wives kept up with the latest styles.


As she flicked through the articles on fashion and beauty, searching for something more interesting, an advertisement caught her attention. It featured a woman in plus fours and a red Fair Isle jumper, posing against snow-covered mountains. There was a jaunty cap on her head; she was clutching a pair of ski poles and beaming. There was a caption under the picture: This Winter to Czechoslovakia. Pamela realised how weary she was of leaden English skies; the short, dark November days; the dull routine at home. Even her charity work had become monotonous. She only came alive when Will was back, and now that he was at Marlborough, he was often invited to friends’ houses for days on end, reducing the time spent with his parents. How could they compete with the noise and laughter other boys’ homes offered, full of lively siblings keen to play tennis or take Will to dances? Despite Pamela’s best efforts, the winter break was always quiet with just the three of them. She hadn’t really given Hugh’s proposed trip to Czechoslovakia much thought. But what if they combined the Foreign Office business with a skiing holiday? She pictured Will hurtling down an icy slope, his face flushed with excitement, she and Hugh following more cautiously, smiling at their son’s enthusiasm. That would give them all a trip to remember.
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