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For Olive





Author's Note

The events, characters and places portrayed in this novel are loosely based upon the real lives of people who resided in and around a small village in England in the 1950's. However, I have used some imagination in recreating the series of events and have changed the names of those involved.

The main character is my beloved grandmother who, at ninety-six years old, has spent many an afternoon retelling to me the story of her time in an idyllic cottage in that hamlet. We have laughed until we cried and when the time came for me to put pen to paper to create this piece of fiction, many memories, both good and bad, were stirred up in the process. Unfortunately, my grandfather Geoff is no longer with us but I'm sure that he is looking down now and having a good old chuckle about the place that he used to call home.

As you follow 'The Villagers' through their individual journeys, remember that truth is very often stranger than fiction and, although this is a novel and the story created for your entertainment, there is an element of truth in each of these lives. Olive herself would tell you that.

In creating this book, I owe thanks to several people without whom I would have struggled to accurately portray the story that will gradually unfold before you. Firstly, I send my love to my grandmother, and hope that she will have as much pleasure reading this story as we did creating it, she is truly wonderful and I hope that when I'm old and grey I will be just as enthusiastic about life as she has always been.

For the second time in my writing career, I am indebted to Sylvia and Antony Caswell. Sylvia spent many hours creating a superb oil painting from which Antony has been able to create the cover of 'The Villagers', from very little more than an inspired idea. You are both so immensely talented.

To Lesley Mitchell and Ashley Scott, without the two of you Chapter Seven wouldn't exist.

Recognition to Phil Carter in Norway for his constructive criticism, honest review & ongoing support.

I would also like to thank my dear friend Sarah Locker, who not only read the whole manuscript and provided much needed feedback, but also endured me reading out passages to her while we lounged on sunbeds in Turkey, just so that I could gage her reaction. Your support is much appreciated.

Finally, to my husband Dave, who is always there to provide both physical and emotional support, says nothing when I get up in the middle of the night to scribble down ideas and every now and again comes up with a genius idea, words will never be enough to tell you how very much you mean to me.







Prologue

With every cherished memory, there is a beautiful, tranquil, idealistic place that, when recalled to mind, can transport you back to the innocence of your childhood. These were the towns and hamlets where dreams were made, friendships moulded, hearts broken and personalities forged.

Everyone has one of these places, no matter how long ago or how short the stay, a place that makes them warm inside and brings a momentary tug at their heartstrings. Somewhere safe that creates a sensual feeling and brings tears to our eyes when those long forgotten heroes are once again replayed in our fading recollections.

The characters we met, some long gone to their graves, many of them old and grey, and some who simply disappeared without a trace, these are the people that made growing up such fun. There are always the amusing ones whose names we can never recall and the grumpy ones whose names trip off our tongues so easily, right up until our senior years. Take a moment to reflect upon these people. The kind but strict schoolmaster urging you to always do better, the crazed old lady who would wave a stick from inside her cat-ridden house when she caught you trying to scrump apples from her orchard, the cheerful postman who would willingly battle hail and snow to bring letters and cards from loved ones overseas and the portly shopkeeper who would always sneak a few extra toffees into the bag when you laid your last pennies on his counter.

In these wonderful places, it wasn't about the buildings. Concrete and stone had no part in making us the individuals that we would become. No, it was the flesh and blood, the friends, neighbours and casual passers-by with whom we would build forever friendships, acquaintances and fond, fond memories. In our childhood homes we were safe, protected and above all happy. We were cocooned from the outside world by a tight network of people, who seemed to want no more than to nurture our souls.

Places like these filled every corner of post-war Britain, beautiful communities with chocolate-box cottages and smiling children everywhere, a safe haven where doors were left unlocked and children rode their bicycles for miles without a care. Clusters of houses where people shared their troubles and rallied around to help a neighbour in need, baking pies for the elderly, concocting home remedies for the sick and pulling together to make the community function as a whole, wanting nothing in return.

And then there was 'The Village'.







Chapter One – Olive and Geoff

It was the summer of 1950 when Olive and Geoff moved to the village.

Neither of them could imagine a more picturesque and peaceful location in which to bring up their three young children, a haven of tranquility and calm, a place in which to nurture their family and grow old gracefully together. Surrounded by beautiful Shropshire countryside, with rolling hills on all directions, a better location would have been impossible to find. Parents had few worries about passing traffic in those quiet lanes and allowed their off-spring to play freely on the footpaths and fields nearby. The few vehicles that did pass through the village did so slowly and cautiously, their drivers as much on the lookout for roaming foxes crossing their pathways as children picking berries in the hedgerows. The houses were solid and well-made, the gardens obviously tended with loving care. Each frontage had a little latched gate and each doorway was surrounded by a cascade of fragrant roses. Retired folk sat chatting on the benches of the village green, tractors hummed busily in the surrounding fields and sparkling white linens blew merrily in the wind on the washing-lines of every household.

The other people in the village seemed to be decent, friendly and respectable. Every Sunday as the church bell tolled, a steady stream of parishioners made their way up the long and winding pathway that led to the grand Norman church at the end of the thoroughfare. Ancient tombstones lined the grass verges on all sides, some erect as steel, some tipping sideways with age and decay. These were the markers of many generations of villagers, some of them spanning half a millennium. To one side there stood a few grand tombs, obviously the final resting places of the more wealthy villagers from days gone by, but most of the markers were simple burial places inscribed with little more than names and dates. Despite the lapse of time, each and every one of them bore a small posy of flowers at its base, signifying that the long dead resident was very much alive in the heart of his or her descendants. This was a place where few people left and new residents only came after childless generations had passed away, leaving empty properties to be sold by the state. Olive knew that her friends would do anything to move to this village, but fate had smiled down on her, and her only. This was a golden opportunity.

Day to day life was comparable to that of any small community. The men of the village went off to work every morning, by bicycle, motorbike, bus and car, returning at dusk to a smiling wife and happy children. Their cottages were filled with the smells of freshly baked pies and homemade bread, with beautiful wild flowers adorning scrubbed kitchen tables and welcoming fires in the grates. To any onlooker passing through, the village was a hub of contentment and serenity, a place that city-dwellers could only dream of and a constant attraction for families seeking a place in which to enjoy a picnic in peaceful solitude.

Olive and Geoff's cottage was perfect. It looked out on to the rest of the properties from a prime location at the end of a quiet cul-de-sac and needed very little to be done before the family could move in their possessions. There were two good-sized bedrooms and a little box-room which would be ideal for baby Godfrey. The two girls would share and Geoff had spent the whole weekend, before the move, painting the walls an inviting shade of sunshine yellow to make it look bright and airy. The large sitting room had an open fireplace and plush sage green carpet, whilst the kitchen-diner was large enough for the family to sit comfortably over their evening meals. Geoff had already started planning all the things he was going to make in his new garage, there was even room for a wood-turning lathe which would be ideal for making some unique toys for the children. Olive had polished, scrubbed and buffed the cottage from top to bottom and, thanks to the generosity of her mother, brilliant white net curtains now hung from every window. She planned to grow herbs and a few vegetables in the rear garden, maybe even buy a few ducks or chickens, it just seemed the right thing to do in the countryside. Olive was more than content. This was going to be a wonderful place to live.

As Geoff brought in the last box of crockery from his little Austin car, Olive simultaneously busied herself with unpacking, making a pot of tea and rocking the baby in his pram. Today was the beginning of a long and happy life in the country, she could feel it in her bones. The two girls, Eileen and Barbara were already out exploring the village on their bicycles and at the ages of ten and eight respectively they were just as excited as their parents at the prospect of making new friends and putting down firm roots. Baby Godfrey was only a few months old but gurgled happily as Olive pushed him outside into the bright sunlight. Even he seemed delighted to be in the village,

That evening, as they sat down to tea, the little family raised their teacups in celebration of their new home. Olive and Geoff were quick to quiz their daughters on how they felt about the move, but any fears they might have had were ungrounded and both girls seemed to approve of their new home wholeheartedly. Apparently Eileen had already made a new friend and Barbara, a feisty bad-tempered child, had found an enemy in the delicate blonde girl two doors down. There would be plenty of scrapes and arguments with that one, mused Olive, Barbara really should have been born a boy. Eileen would cause little trouble, of that her mother had no doubt, but the other one would need watching like a hawk as mischief always followed her around like a hungry stray dog. Barbara had even argued with her elder sister over which bed she wanted to sleep in and had created such a fuss that eventually Geoff had rearranged the beds so that both of his daughters would be lying facing the window. Barbara was such a handful and her mother secretly longed for the summer holidays to end so that the teachers could take dual responsibility for disciplining her, but for now she would be allowed to run wild in the fields every day in the hope that by teatime her energy would be completely used up.

Later that night, as they lay in bed between fresh cotton sheets, Olive and Geoff reflected on the kindness of their neighbours. Throughout the day, a steady stream of faces had appeared at the kitchen window, all of them bearing gifts and none of them outstaying their welcome. There had been freshly baked bread from a rather red-faced lady in a flowered apron, a dozen fresh eggs from the young man next door, pots of jam and chutney from the vicar's wife and a large jug of warm milk, fresh from the cowshed, courtesy of the local farmer. Olive couldn't remember all of their names but vowed to get to know them and therefore become an integral part of village life.

The first few years of their married lives had been spent living in a rent-free two-bedroomed farm cottage owned by Geoff's parents, which had helped them to save enough money to put down the deposit on their own home, something for which the couple would be eternally grateful. Geoff had enjoyed being close to his family but as it became more and more apparent that he no longer wanted to follow in his father's footsteps and instead veered his mind towards the exciting world of invention and engineering, a break from the close-knit smallholding seemed inevitable.

“Who was the lady with the rosy cheeks and pink lipstick?” asked Geoff, turning to face Olive who was moisturising her face in the vanity mirror, “She makes a grand crusty loaf.”

“I think she lives next door but one. She was very friendly”, replied Olive, “Isn't it lovely when people rally round to make sure you've got something on the table for your first night's tea?”

“It certainly is, my dear.”

“Geoff, are you happy we've moved?” Olive asked cautiously, glancing at her husband's reflection behind her, “I mean, away from your family?”

“Don't ask daft questions”, tutted Geoff, “Now, get in to bed, and start dreaming about all those hours of gossiping and cups of tea you've got to get through as you come to know everyone.”

Olive put down the pot of cream and sauntered over to her side of the bed. She climbed in and sighed.

Geoff was right, as usual, and within minutes the couple had drifted off to sleep.

There would be plenty of time for reflection on their move later.

There was a market town about five or six miles away from their new location and Olive had seen the ladies of the village boarding the local bus to take them shopping on Thursdays and Saturdays. That would be an ideal way of getting to know her fellow inhabitants and perhaps, after filling her basket with local produce, she could sit with them over a pot of tea before boarding the bus back home. Olive had it all planned out, and looked forward to the day when she would be familiar with the cheerful faces living around her. She daydreamed of village fetes, coffee mornings and flower-arranging at the local church. Some of the ladies in the village had already perked Olive's interest, and she was sure that friends would be made by the dozen.

Olive and Geoff's first few weeks in the village were taken up with emptying boxes, settling the two girls in to their new school and finding out all the necessary information required to live in the countryside, such as delivery days for the greengrocer and bread van, church service times and the schedule of the local bus services to town. Of course Geoff also had his job at the foundry, where he worked as a patternmaker, so Olive dashed here and there making their new home a place to relax in. Relatives had been to visit in abundance, everyone wanting to know how life was treating them in the village, and Olive's two brothers had stayed for a few days to help paint doors and put up shelves. During that time the little cottage had been full of laughter, singing and continued bustle as the two men busied themselves from morning till night. They would do anything for Olive, their most amenable sister, and both had a lot of time for their brother-in-law too. As far as they were concerned, a few days off work spent helping Olive and Geoff to fix up their new home was well worth it just to see the smiles on their faces. Her three sisters had also paid a visit. Phoebe the eldest had been helpful and kind, bringing sweets for the children and taking care of baby Godfrey for a few hours so that Olive could continue to organise her new home. Next had come Dolly, the joker of the family, providing respite from her sister's busy day as she poured tea and told tales of the friends that Olive had left behind. The two sisters had laughed uncontrollably on many occasion and vowed to make sure that the distance in miles that now lay between them would do nothing to stop them from enjoying each other's company on a regular basis.

Lastly, Olive's youngest sister Minnie had alighted from the small green bus, resplendent in her new straw hat and impractical three inch heels. Olive laughed inwardly as Minnie manoeuvred her way along the dusty path, all the while trying desperately to look chic. Of all her sisters, Minnie was the most difficult to get along with and caused constant friction with her siblings, but even the three-hour long visit to her sister's new home, eyeing up every nook and looking for fault in every cranny, could do nothing to dampen Olive's high spirits. As she walked her sister to the bus-stop Olive took a deep breath and said thanks. Life in the village had calmed her beyond belief.

The hustle and bustle of settling in had left very little time to get acquainted with the neighbours but, slowly and surely, as the weeks passed, and as opportunity presented itself, Olive came to know the residents of the village.

Unfortunately she also found out their secrets.

Of course every family has secrets, but as the days, weeks and years passed by, Olive would gradually come to know every skeleton in every closet. Sometimes she dearly wished that things had remained hidden, that the occupants of the village had not openly revealed to her their sins and obsessions. Some things were best kept behind closed doors. It wasn't as if Olive actively sought to help or counsel the villagers around her, in fact she dearly wished that she could have continued her life of ignorance as far as their sordid conspiracies were concerned. It seemed that everyone knew and accepted the terrible deeds going on around them, a secret society where all were aware but nobody told. The village was shrouded in guilt, loathing and desire.

As any wife would do, as each secret revealed itself, Olive shared her newfound knowledge with her husband. Geoff merely laughed. Poor Olive must be bored out here in the country, he thought, too much fresh air is affecting her imagination. Of course when his dear wife started to lose sleep Geoff worried a little but put it down to the change in environment or the time of the month, sometimes he even blamed it on the full moon. Occasionally he would hear Olive put on her dressing-gown and creep downstairs to make a cup of tea, but Geoff had a hard day at work ahead and the temptation of a warm bed and soft pillow were enough to ease him back into slumber. At other times he would awake to hear his wife's shallow breathing and knew that she was laying still, eyes fixed on the ceiling, trying not to give any clues that she had been without sleep for hours. Naturally Geoff cared, but he knew full well how people's minds could play tricks on them. Geoff was certain that Olive would eventually settle down to her new life and stop fretting over the things she thought she'd witnessed. After all, he pondered, some of the things she had told him were almost impossible to believe, it was almost as if Olive were reliving some kind of nightmare from her childhood. It would pass, and soon she would come to her senses, he thought.

But there lay the problem. You see, the things that Olive saw and heard were all too real.







Chapter Two – Anna & Wolfgang Muller

Anna Muller was an elegant and bold woman, with strong equine features and an enviable wardrobe. She was proud of her Russian heritage but strove to improve her English in order to fit in with the little community in which she lived. It was important to Anna that the villagers accept her, especially as there had been a general distrust of all foreigners seeking refuge in England both during and after the war. Now in the third year of her residency in the village, Anna was still very much aware of the awe in which others looked at her every time she opened her mouth. But it wasn't just her strong St. Petersburg accent that drew their attention. If Anna had looked around her, she would have seen that it was her statuesque figure and sleek raven hair that caused people to stop and stare. The village women were envious of her high cheekbones and flawless complexion often stopping Anna, as she entered the village shop or made her way to church, for advice on everything from night creams to hair conditioners.

Her Polish husband was a much less memorable figure and rather reminded one of a shy dormouse just emerging from a long winter of hibernation. He wasn't a small man by any means but, being several inches shorter than his wife, Wolfgang Muller appeared to be of slight stature as he walked alongside the beautiful Anna. Nobody knew how long the Muller's had been married, but neighbours wondered if or when the couple would have children. Of course nobody ever asked, as the pair seemed to prefer to keep to themselves and besides, it wasn't the sort of question that you could ask in passing.

Despite their lack of day to day interaction with the other villagers, the Muller's were regular church-goers and never missed a Sunday service. They also attended the fund-raising activities in the local district, and could be relied upon to provide unwanted items for the 'White Elephant' stall at the fete or bottles of homemade wine to be sold for a good cause. Wolfgang Muller was becoming quite a well-known name when it came to festive tipples, with such creations as mulberry and cinnamon, elderflower and rosehip, and his most revered dandelion and juniper. The villagers always looked forward to purchasing his wonderful array of alcoholic beverages at Christmas, not in the least because Wolfgang offered a generous sample glass for every interested customer, which was always accompanied by one of his wife's exquisite ginger biscuits. Nobody seemed to mind that the couple had no interest in forging solid friendships, it was simply accepted that they both had a different social upbringing to the English folk around them and they were left to their own devices.

Of course, there were always the curious ones who would while away the hours in idle chatter, pondering how the meek little Polish man with his milk-bottle lenses had managed to snare the tall and refined Russian beauty, but nobody dared to pry. Besides, sometimes it was much more fun to let both the imagination and the gossip run wild. Nobody meant any harm, and the whole village was unanimous in their respect for the foreigners wanting to keep their married life private. It was with a mild curiosity that curtains twitched as Wolfgang Muller left his house at exactly the same hour every morning, come rain or shine. Nobody seemed to know his profession or why he was always seen wearing a pristine business suit, even at the weekends. He would trot down the path at a brisk pace with a brown paper bag containing his lunch gripped tightly in one hand and a long black gentleman's umbrella in the other. However, the villagers were even more interested in Anna Muller, who would appear an hour later, furtively glancing around her as she closed her front door, looking as beautiful and radiant as ever in her navy raincoat and red paisley silk headscarf. Monday to Friday, she would head off down the lane to the bus-stop and not return until an hour before her husband later in the day.

The Muller's front door was painted a deep shade of forest green, with the brass knocker and handles having been polished until you could quite clearly see your reflection in them. The front lawn was a decent but manageable size, with marigolds and dahlias planted neatly around the border, and a cascading rose bush taking pride of place in the very centre of the immaculately mown grass. Every window in the house was dressed in pure white plain net curtains, preventing passers-by from getting even the slightest glimpse inside, which only resulted in the people of the village becoming more inquisitive about their secretive neighbours. Even the postman had commented on the Muller's lack of letters from their relatives overseas, they were destined, so he thought, to be loners.

At the weekends, the Mullers conducted their household maintenance in much the same manner as every other couple in the village. Mr. Muller would pull his battered old manual lawnmower out of the shed and carefully stride up and down cutting the grass, after which he would tirelessly pull out any weeds which had found their way in to the borders and then take out a set of wooden ladders in order to give the front windows a good clean. Meanwhile, if you watched for long enough, slight glimpses of Anna could be seen hanging out washing, beating her intricately designed Persian rugs on the back doorstep and carefully setting out washed milk bottles ready for collection. However, unlike the carefree females who peered at her with intrigue from the confines of their own little cottages, not a hair could be found out of place on Anna's head, her white pinafore was crisp and starched and silk stockings adorned her slim, shapely legs as she worked. Many a conversation at the village shop had been centered upon the amount of time it must have taken the dignified Russian to get ready every morning, with figures ranging from two to six hours. The overall consensus was that such a well-manicured and groomed lady must either never sleep or she had a personal beautician on hand to preen her to perfection.

The Muller's neat little house was just two doors away from Olive and Geoff's and being in such close proximity, you would have expected the two couples to have become quite well acquainted but, as it was, a quick greeting at the gate and a wave from the garden were pretty much all that was exchanged. In such rural areas as the village it was common for people to borrow tools, exchange cake recipes and to offer their services to neighbours in need, but the Muller's kept their door closed, their garden gate shut and their personal business to themselves. All that the villagers had managed to glean from them in three years was Anna and Wolfgang's nationalities, despite their surname sounding very decidedly un-Polish, and the fact that they both enjoyed classical music. This was confirmed each and every Sunday afternoon, when the dulcet tones of Mozart and Beethoven could faintly be heard coming from the Muller's gramophone. It seemed that the couple were financially comfortable, but nobody had ever so much as peeked through their front door, so no-one actually knew in what style the Muller's lived. Olive thought it a pity that her closest neighbours weren't a little more sociable, especially as they were of a similar age to her and Geoff, but she was on friendly terms with plenty of others in the village and was happy to let it be.

However, all that changed one September when Olive's eldest daughter started senior school and needed to travel in to town on the local bus.

Eileen had always been a gifted child, therefore Olive and Geoff's decision to send her to an all-girls secondary school where she could focus on her studies without teenage boys to distract her was nothing of a surprise to their friends and family. They had high hopes for Eileen and wanted the very best education possible for her. A half hour journey each way on the local bus was a small sacrifice to make and, besides, Eileen was both sensible and mature enough to make the trip on her own. Also, the driver was a cheerful and conscientious local man and would ensure that Olive's daughter was safely delivered to her destination. Unfortunately the same could not be said of Barbara's academic status, and despite their other daughter still having two more years in junior school, it had already been decided that she would be enrolled in to the state comprehensive with the rest of the village children.

It was only after a couple of weeks of travelling back and forth to her new school that Eileen became aware of another regular passenger following the same route. Day after day, Anna Muller would be waiting at the bus-stop in her smart navy mackintosh and sensible shoes, clutching her handbag and a brown paper parcel. Every morning she would be looking eagerly up and down the lane, head held high and silk scarf tied neatly under her chin, awaiting transport to the market town. Eileen always politely said hello and Mrs. Muller always smiled back at her in response.

Eileen noticed that her neighbour alighted at the same stop every day, just on the outskirts of town near the park, and was waiting at that exact spot on the return journey after school. Eileen wasn't a mischievous girl and had no intention of letting her curiosity get the better of her, although she knew very well that her younger sister would have played detective and followed Mrs. Muller with the intent of discovering what pursuits filled her hours every day. As time passed, Eileen became preoccupied with her studies, making dozens of new friends and slowly coming to terms with the increasing amount of homework that she needed to complete each evening. Weeks turned in to months and the summer gave way to autumn winds and cold showers. Still Anna Muller made her journey in to town, the only change being the addition of a sweater under her coat and a pair of leather gloves covering her perfectly manicured hands.

Eventually Eileen could bear the suspense no longer and resolved to find out the reason for Mrs. Muller's continuous trips. For a young girl it was deeply puzzling. Should Anna Muller not be at home baking bread and doing laundry like mother? Did she have enough time to prepare an evening meal for her husband after being out all day long? Did Mrs. Muller have a sick relative for whom she needed to care every day? Or could it possibly be the unthinkable and she was having an affair? One morning Eileen had confided her suspicions in her best friend while they played hopscotch in the schoolyard, but unfortunately, Gloria had in turn become convinced that Anna Muller was a spy. It was quite common for women to pretend to be housewives during the war, whilst secretly penetrating top government secrets, Gloria had told her. Besides, she continued, from the description of Mrs. Muller it was highly unlikely that such a glamorous foreign woman would be innocently living in the English countryside. Eileen had no such thoughts and the two girls had quarreled continuously for the whole duration of their lunch break. It was the first time that Eileen had ever shouted at her friend, and she spent the rest of the week avoiding the subject of Anna Muller's origins, and concentrated her efforts instead on winning back her best friend. However, the question of the Russian's movements still bothered her, therefore the only way for Eileen to stop tormenting herself was to simply ask.

Raising the question itself was the hardest part but, one cold and windy day after a particularly difficult geography lesson, Eileen plucked up the courage to delve into the mystery. Therefore that miserable afternoon, as Anna Muller climbed on to the little green bus, Eileen edged forward from her place at the rear and slid onto the seat behind her neighbour. At first Eileen gave a short cough but it failed to create a response, so the young girl took the bold step of tapping Mrs. Muller gently on the shoulder.

Anna Muller turned around slowly, her shining dark eyes taking in the pretty blonde girl behind her like a crow surveying its prey. But instead of asking what it was that Eileen wanted, the genteel Russian merely tapped the leather seat beside her and slid towards the window, gesturing with a slight incline of the head for Eileen to join her. Anna was curious, this pretty child from the village was courteous and meek.

At first the two sat in companionable silence, neither looking at the other but both feeling inquisitive and shy. The town gave way to countryside and the bus made several stops to allow passengers to either jump on or depart. It was the older woman who finally broke the silence.

'Did you have a good day at school?' she asked, the words tripping faultlessly off her tongue.

'Yes, thank you, well apart from having to learn the name of every ocean and sea from here to China, which I really don't see the point of', replied Eileen, immediately feeling slightly embarrassed that she had shared such a trivial bugbear. She stared down at her hands, wondering if the lady at her side thought her a fool.

'Oh, but it's very important to know where the waters lead to', came the response, 'One day you may feel the wish to travel and see the world, then you will definitely need to know where the oceans go'.

Eileen thought for a moment. It seemed that not only was Mrs. Muller attractive but she was wise too.

“Have you travelled a lot, Mrs. Muller?”

“Not too much”, said Anna, dismissing the question with a wave of the hand, “But you are still very young and have your whole life ahead of you. The world is your oyster.”

'I suppose you're right', replied the schoolgirl, 'Did you have a good day?'

Eileen wasn't sure but she thought that she felt her new friend stiffen at the question, nothing too drastic but just a momentary arch of her shoulders. Whatever the emotion behind the sudden twinge, it was gone within seconds and a smile slowly spread across the Eastern European's bow-shaped lips.

'Yes, thank you', nodded Anna, 'I suppose I did have a good day today'.

With a short nod of the head, Mrs. Muller then turned to look out of the window, lost in her thoughts and now oblivious to the child at her side. The conversation was over.

That evening Eileen lay in front of the roaring fire, her homework books lying redundant on the rug in front of her, thoughts a million miles away. What a stylish and chic lady Mrs. Muller is, she mused, and she has such good English for a foreigner, although Eileen had never actually met a non-English person before and had nobody else to compare the elegant Russian's language skills with. She reached forward and drew the hard-backed atlas towards her. Now how many seas would you cross to get to Russia? she pondered.

“What's that you've got there then?”

Eileen looked up to see her father stooping down to look at the map. She explained her conversation with Anna Muller earlier that day and how she was now counting the different seas between their own little island and the vast country from which the lady next door but one hailed.

Geoffrey nodded wisely and settled back on the sofa.

“Russia played a big part in the war”, he explained, “Sit up here and I'll tell you all about it.”

Eileen listened eagerly as her father recounted tales of Hitler, outlined with his finger the countries whose men had fought alongside their British allies and the harsh conditions endured by the Russian soldiers as they had marched towards the battlefront. As a patternmaker for Rolls Royce aircraft engines, Geoff's job had been deemed important to the war effort and he had been excluded from enlistment, much to Olive's relief, but Eileen could see that he was just as patriotic and informed about it as those who had fought under Winston Churchill's orders. Her father had a gift for making stories come to life and that night a spark was lit in the young girl's mind, prompting her to borrow cultural books from the library and to raise her hand persistently in geography class at school. Russia seemed so very far away to a young girl who's most adventurous trip had been a family outing to the coast in North Wales. Never before had Eileen encountered such enchanting buildings as the cathedrals and palaces that graced the picture books on Eastern Europe. It was another world, one where princesses and tsarinas danced in gilded ballrooms and drank tea from golden samovars. One day, when she was grown up, Eileen would go there to see for herself she decided. For now, she would have to be content with flicking through the pages of her battered atlas and making regular trips to the library in town to satisfy her curiosity. Of course it would have been much easier to ask Anna Muller to tell her all about Russia, but Eileen was unsure whether the woman's home country would hold fond memories for her or not. After all, if she had been happy there, why come to live in England?

As October winds turned to November rain, Eileen's daily journeys became filled with intrigue. It became a regular habit for her to sit closer to the front of the bus, and every day her neighbour would gesture for the child to board the vehicle ahead of her and, without hesitation, Mrs. Muller took the seat next to Eileen. Usually no more than a few words were exchanged between the young girl and the beautiful Russian but slowly and surely an invisible trust was forged between the two and Eileen shared her frustrations and dreams. In turn the mystery of Mrs. Muller's regular trips to town gradually began to unravel.

At first, when Eileen learned the true reason behind Anna Muller's daily routine, she was both disappointed and confused. It seemed that her elegant friend did little more than sit in the park, feeding the ducks and pigeons with bread from her small brown package. Apparently Mrs. Muller hated confined spaces and rather than spend her days cooped up at home, preferred to sit on a bench with only fresh air and feathered friends to disturb her thoughts. Eileen couldn't understand the appeal. Some days were so damp and miserable that even the heated classroom barely warmed her through. Still, each to their own devices, she thought, hoping that her new friend wouldn't catch a chill sitting in the open air all day. What a strange way to spend your day, the youngster mused, she must be there for over six hours, with nobody to talk to, nothing to read and the chance of rain looming all the time. Eileen wondered if Mrs. Muller had told her the truth. What if Gloria had been right all along and her foreign friend was up to something? The county's council offices were located overlooking the park, perhaps Anna waited in the park for one of its officers to furtively pass her some secret information? But then again, surely a bigger borough or even a city would have far more classified files than this little market town. Eileen could quite clearly imagine the scenario taking place, with the elegant Russian sitting waiting on a park bench, a tall handsome gent in a light coloured trench coat casually walking past, and then stooping down to tie his shoelace as he approached the bench. As he bent over, the man would deftly drop a slip of paper next to the woman's foot, where she would quickly cover it with her shoe, waiting to retrieve it when the man had completely disappeared from view. Or wait, was that the scene of a Hollywood movie that she had seen at the cinema with her Aunt Dolly? Whatever the case, thought Eileen, feeding birds in the park every day certainly wasn't fun so there must be more to it than Anna Muller had revealed.

And then, one afternoon, everything changed.

Eileen had been ill at home for a week, nothing serious, just a stomach bug, but it was enough for her mother to insist on full bed rest and regular doses of hasty pudding, a sugary and milky concoction that Olive believed was the answer to all ailments. Poor Eileen was bored being stuck in the house and missed her school friends desperately. She also missed her regular chats with Anna Muller. Every morning, as the youngster sat at the kitchen table eating her toast and jam, she had craned her neck to watch the tall, mysterious foreigner hurry down the lane to catch the bus. Olive had laughed at her daughter on a few occasions, and took her interest in Mrs. Muller to be no more than that of a child taking her first steps towards a love of fashion. After all, the immaculate Anna Muller was extremely well turned-out, with never a loose button or fraying cuff to mar her trim and stylish outfits. At the few events in the village that Olive had seen her neighbours dress up in their best frocks, the tall Russian had always out-shone them all. In a very humble but effective manner, Mrs. Muller had arrived sporting a simple but classic dress, with perfectly coifed hair, and just the right amount of lipstick and rouge. It was with great amusement that Olive had witnessed other ladies in the vicinity trying to emulate Anna's impeccable style, but with a far lesser degree of success. Either they lacked the Russian woman's curvaceous bone structure, failed to control their hair with grips or quite simply smeared on the blusher as though using a trowel.
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