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‘To thine own self be true.’

Hamlet, Act I, Scene III






Chapter 1

SOFIE BAUMANN

THE BAUMANN RESIDENCE, BERLIN

May 1939

‘Hurry, Sofie!’ Her sister’s voice floated through the open door, echoing past the bookcases lining the walls.

It reached her as Sofie sat in a world of her own, lounging in the window seat in her father’s library, her favourite spot in the house. A book lay open in her hands, but her eyes were gazing out to the pale pink softness of the cherry blossom petals fluttering down from the tree on the street below.

‘There you are!’ Rachel hurried into the library, and Sofie could hear the tenderness in her elder sister’s voice as she crossed the room. ‘I knew I’d find you in here.’ She smiled gently and rested a hand on Sofie’s arm, and Sofie tried to imprint it into her memory, the essence of their nineteen years together – her entire childhood, and the only place she had ever known.

‘I’ve decided not to go.’ Sofie trained her eyes on the page, trying to blot out reality. ‘You can tell Papa.’

But Rachel’s hand remained on her arm, her voice calm. ‘You know you have to go, Sofie. Think of Papa. He worries about you, and we’ll follow you there very soon.’ She fixed Sofie with her firm smile, as if it were all agreed and there was nothing more to say. ‘We’ll be together again before you know it.’

Three years older, Rachel had always been the leader, serious and strong. Sofie, ever the youngest, had been the dreamy one with her head in a book. ‘Why can’t you go in my place? You’re far better suited for this than I am.’

‘I’m sorry, Sofie.’ She sat down beside her. ‘This job, the visa, they’re in your name. I can’t take your place, and even if I could, I wouldn’t. I want you to be safe, and right now, Britain is one of the safest places in Europe.’ Rachel put an arm around her, and Sofie slumped into her with resignation, knowing that she was right, as usual. Ever since their mother’s death ten years ago, Rachel had taken on much of the responsibility of their family. Sofie had been partially raised by her, not that she would admit it. As a result, Rachel was the person she always turned to when she didn’t know what to do.

Pulling away, Sofie crushed her fists into her eyes with frustration. ‘But if they hadn’t cancelled your job, we’d have been leaving for London together. At least we would have each other.’

‘I know that it’s daunting to go alone, Sofie, but a job will come up for me soon. I’ve been going to the British Embassy every day to check the advertisements and apply for posts. Yesterday there were two, one for a housekeeper and another for a cook – although I would have to learn some of that bland British cooking for the job.’ Rachel laughed, trying to make light of it, but they both knew how dire things were. Britain was the only place in Europe still offering visas to Jews; every other country was too scared of having a deluge of refugees, too scared of what that could mean in the coming war.

But the British visa came with a catch: you could only apply for one if you had already secured a job contract for domestic work. There was a shortage of servants in Britain, so the British humanitarian groups pressing to help Jews had finally struck a deal with the government: they would let Jews into the country if they were to fill a vacant servant’s position.

‘But it’s not so easy anymore,’ Sofie said in despair. ‘Scores of people are swarming to the British Embassy every day to apply for only one or two new positions. Everyone I know is trying to get a visa. What will we do if you’re not picked?’

‘I will find a way to join you, visa or no visa. Frederick says that if things get any harder for us over here, we can cross the border into France.’

‘How much harder can it get?’ Sofie countered. ‘We can’t get jobs. We can’t go to school or to college. They’ve forced us to sew these stars onto our clothes, and we’re banned from shops and restaurants. Ever since Kristallnacht, we’re being attacked on the streets and no one blinks an eye at it. Threats are painted on our doors and our property is vandalized for no reason. And what about those of us who simply vanish? No one’s heard a word from Professor Reinhardt since he was called into the police station for questioning, and it’s been more than a month now!’

‘Don’t work yourself up, Sofie. Things are never as bad as they seem. Both Frederick and I have exit visas, and we can go to Belgium or France. We’re trying to get one for Papa to come with us, even though he’s insisting on staying here, close to Mama’s grave.’ She made a long sigh, then leaving the thought unsaid, she continued. ‘But we’re still going to try to get the British visa, since it would also mean that we would have an income and a place to live when we arrive.’ She pulled away from Sofie, looking imploringly at her, eyes wide and insistent.

‘But Frederick will never be able to get a work visa,’ Sofie said. Although their neighbour Frederick was like a cousin to them, Sofie couldn’t see how a bookish medical student would be useful in helping them escape from Nazi Germany. ‘There are hardly any advertisements for male servants, only the occasional gardener or footman. The vacancies are always for women, maids and housekeepers. If you wait for him to get one, you’ll never leave.’

There was a moment of silence before Rachel said, ‘You’re right, he might not. But if we have to travel through Germany to get to the border, he can help us. He looks more Aryan, and if I dye my hair blonde, we can pretend to be regular Germans. I’ve heard people talk about it, how they just cut the stars off their coats and walk down the street with their heads held high, as if they have nothing to be scared about. We can do that if we need to, Frederick and me, and Papa, too. We can hide in plain sight and escape.’ Rachel glanced out of the window at the cherry tree petals cascading down, then she got up and walked to the piano in the corner – arguably her favourite spot in the house.

Frustratedly, Sofie followed her. ‘Then why can’t I wait here with you?’

‘Because it isn’t safe, Sofie, and the more of us that travel together, the greater the risk we’ll be caught. You have to take this visa, for all of our sakes.’ Rachel let her fingers fall thoughtlessly onto the piano keys, playing the first few triplets of her usual piece, Beethoven’s ‘Moonlight Sonata’. Rachel was the musical one, the pianist, the notes an omnipresent echo through their home.

As she listened, Sofie tried to memorize it for the future – where would she ever hear piano music again? And where was she going to find a library like Papa’s? What was she going to do without her books to escape to in these terrible times? A fear came over her for all that she was losing, and she clutched the slim volume of poetry in her hand, determined to slip it into her suitcase.

In the middle of the slower section, Rachel’s fingers slowed and stopped, the last notes lingering like unfinished thoughts. ‘Sofie, you know that Papa will not let you stay, not when it means putting you in danger. If anything were to happen to you he wouldn’t be able to bear it, not if you’d had the chance to leave. And our lives have already become so small here.’ Slowly, she got up and pulled Sofie toward the door, her voice a little more firm. ‘Now come on, it’s time to go.’

Sofie clenched her fists in frustration, but she knew she was no match for her older sister. No matter how much she argued, Rachel would put her onto the train regardless.

Reluctantly, she allowed herself to be led through the hallway to where her father waited, her small suitcase beside him. Quickly, she bent down and opened it, sliding in her volume of poems. Its company on this long, daunting trip would be both comforting and protective.

Her father came forward to hug her. ‘You know, Sofie, you have always been my special starry-eyed girl. Promise me to keep that light inside you alive. It’s a pity we don’t have any friends or connections in Britain, but I’m sure the Wainwright family will treat you well. Work hard, keep your faith alive, and think of us, how we will be together again soon.’

Tears came to her eyes as Rachel gently guided her out of the front door. ‘We have to leave if you’re going to make the train.’

But as she went out onto the front steps, Sofie turned back to the old house, her home for all her life, her eyes glancing one last time at the window in the library.

‘I will come back,’ she murmured. ‘As soon as I can, I will come home.’

And as she stood, the pink petals from the cherry tree blew from the tree in front of the house, some resting on her shoulders, and she suddenly felt the shiver of how transitory life was, how nothing ever stayed the same, every life fluttering in the wind.

It was a mile’s walk to Friedrichstrasse Station. No one mentioned the future, no one mentioned the war, and no one mentioned how treacherous the journey across Europe could be, especially at the German border crossing. Despite the fact that she had both her British work visa and her German exit visa, the authorities were increasingly unpredictable where Jewish people were concerned. Safe passage was not guaranteed. One never knew if they might refuse you, confiscate your papers, or take you for questioning.

That’s how people disappeared.

When the station came into view, Sofie’s pace slowed, but Rachel laced an arm through hers to hurry her along. ‘We don’t want you to miss the train.’

The forecourt was loud and chaotic. Crowds pushed and shoved, so many trying to escape the country they no longer recognized. There was a sense of confusion, of urgency, while the threat of violence hung in the air like a sour stench. Children were crying, packages were being thrust into carriages, and all around them, people were holding each other, knowing they might be parting forever.

Sofie allowed herself to be pulled through the crowds like a shred of seaweed in high tide. The train was already at the platform, filled with women like her, heading for new lives in London. A well-groomed brunette in a fur coat sobbed as she clung to a man. An older woman holding a child scuttled into a carriage, the child’s mother in hysterics on the platform.

‘I know this is difficult, but at least you’ll be safe until we get there.’ Rachel’s voice was serious, instructive. ‘Work hard for the Wainwrights, make sure they don’t have any reason to cancel your visa.’

‘But what if I can’t?’ Sofie couldn’t help saying. ‘How can I be a good housemaid when the only knowledge I have comes from watching Mrs Grun and Hilde at home? And what happens if there’s a war? If the Nazis take Britain, what will happen then? How will I ever find you and Papa again?’

Her father folded her hand inside his. ‘This is the best chance for you. You have to be brave, Sofie.’

Suddenly, she realized how difficult this was for him, the shadows beneath his eyes, the clenched jaw. He, too, did not want her to go, but this was the best of their few, dismal options.

The train whistle was blowing, the crowds shouting and the sound of carriage doors slamming around them.

Sofie’s head dropped into her hands, heavy sobs coming out of her, and her father and Rachel put their arms around her. She tried to drink in their touch, wondering when she would feel it again.

It was Rachel who pulled away first, hastily wiping her tears as she softly drew her father back. His eyes were wet and red, and he was unable to speak, overcome with emotion.

‘You have to go now, Sofie.’ Rachel’s voice was hoarse with tears, and she turned Sofie toward the carriage door, handing her the small suitcase as she stepped on board.

Sofie could barely hear her through the cacophony of people and the whistle of the train, the build-up of steam as the engines prepared to leave.

Inside the carriage, Sofie pulled down the window to take their hands for one last time.

‘Always know that we love you, Sofie,’ Rachel cried. ‘Every time you put your hand on your heart, you will feel us there.’

Her dear sister and father swam in front of Sofie as her eyes welled up with tears.

Another whistle blew, and the train slowly began to shunt forward.

Their fingers were pulled apart, the white smoke of the train billowing between them, the noise as the train began to move deafening. Inside the carriage, everyone was pushing against the windows, shouting above the engines, waving arms and handkerchiefs.

For a moment, the smoke cleared, and Sofie’s eyes met Rachel’s one last time. Her guard had come down, and all that Sofie saw was her sister’s raw, inconsolable grief tangled with a dense, unravelling fear.

And then Rachel was gone, the platform a sea of strangers, now disappearing into a blur.

Falling back into her seat, Sofie sank her face into her hands and cried as the thrum of the wheels carried her farther and farther away from everything she’d ever known. Minutes turned to hours, the time meaningless and misshapen. She had never felt so completely alone.

From now onward, she would have to make all decisions herself. Not Rachel, not Papa. Only her.

She watched through the window as the crush of city buildings slowly gave way to fields, and she silently waved goodbye to Berlin. Her sister and father would be home by now. They might have stopped for coffee, perhaps, although most of the coffeehouses had put up signs, JUDEN NICHT WILLKOMMEN. There weren’t many places for them to go these days.

Her worries about Rachel and Papa seemed to increase the closer she got to safety. Germany was dangerous for Jews. People went missing, vanishing without a trace. No one knew for certain where they went, but the rumours of work camps had become more frequent and detailed. Papa’s health wasn’t good. He would never survive if he was sent to one.

Opposite Sofie sat a smartly dressed, middle-aged woman who eyed her, taking in the yellow star sewn onto her sleeve. Sofie quickly took off her coat, folding it to hide the star, placing it onto the luggage rack above her. Watching, the woman pursed her lips, then took out some knitting and focused on her stitches, the clickety-click of her needles keeping time with the wheels of the train.

Not knowing what to do with herself, Sofie took her suitcase out from behind her legs and pulled it onto her lap. Easing it open, she tried to stop herself from weeping into her last possessions, fingering her mother’s heavy gold bracelet that she’d sewn into the hem of a skirt for safekeeping. She touched Rachel’s mauve shawl, pulling it to her face. It still smelled of her, of their house. Carefully, she put it around her shoulders, its weight and warmth reminding her of the home and family she’d left behind.

There was a photograph of them, taken at Hanukkah in front of the menorah and the laden dining table. Rachel was at the back, her arms over everyone’s shoulders, with her dark hair curled elegantly. Beside her, Papa had a haunted look, his life reeling out of control. His business had been forced to close by the Nazis last year, and he’d had to sell his collection of first editions to afford the housekeeper. But then she’d left anyway, apologetic and weepy, but what could anyone say or do? People were vilifying her for working for a Jew. Papa’s stature had shrunk first with his wife’s death and now with the long, slow squeeze of the Nazis’ relentless fist.

To Rachel’s left, Sofie looked as if she were about to take off out of the picture, race to the library to read or work on her poetry. It was a good photograph of her. Her long wavy hair was a fraction darker than Rachel’s and her wide smile full of life, so different from how she felt now, so many changes in just a few short months.

Her mind went back to the book she had found late one night, hidden in her father’s library. It was titled The Brown Book of Hitler’s Terror, written by those worried about the Nazis’ tyranny. As she read page after page, the full realization of what could happen to her family descended on her.

‘But how can they get away with this?’ she’d demanded of her father, running into his study, pushing the book across his desk.

His eyes were steady as he said, ‘It will surprise you what people can do, especially if we go to war. Everyone will be looking the other way. No one will see what is happening under their very noses because they will not want to.’

The train slowed as it entered the station of a large town. A number of people got off, and a group of nuns squashed into Sofie’s carriage, an old one smiling kindly before sitting beside her. As the train began to move forward again, a younger nun led a prayer, the sound of the indecipherable Latin words mingled with the turn of the wheels and the clickety-click of the knitting needles. Sofie closed her eyes, and as she often did when she needed comfort, she let a book play inside her head. Looking ahead to her new home, she’d read A Room with a View – would the Wainwrights’ house be adorned with wisteria and croquet lawns? She tried to remember every description from the novel, letting the heart-warming tale comfort her, removing her from the strange, prickling fear that gripped her inside.

Suddenly, she was brought back with a jolt.

The train had stopped at a small station, seemingly in the middle of nowhere.

The nun’s chanting had petered out, and some of the younger ones looked out of the window to see what had caused the stoppage.

‘The Nazis are always disrupting the trains,’ the old nun beside her whispered to the others. ‘You never know why.’

But the reason soon became apparent.

The speaker system crackled into life, and then came a sharp voice, either the police or the Gestapo. ‘All Jews must identify themselves.’

With a sharp intake of breath, Sofie felt her heart pound.

Were they going to stop her from reaching the border? It couldn’t be far away now. This couldn’t be where her journey ended. She swallowed hard. In a flash, she remembered her sister’s terrified face on the platform as the train pulled away, and she suddenly understood how dangerous this trip could be – and just how crucial it was for her to flee the country.

Sofie looked through the window down the platform. Noises and shouts indicated that a group of policemen were boarding the train.

She knew they would be checking people’s papers, which were clearly marked to show whether you were a Jew. You had to have identification papers in order to travel, so she couldn’t pretend she’d forgotten them. And then there was the star on her coat, too. Her heart began racing, her face colouring. She couldn’t help glancing around the carriage frantically, looking for a way out, but on one side the corridor was filled with police, and on the other the platform was guarded.

There was no escape.

Shouted commands came from other carriages farther up the corridor, policemen ordering people out onto the platform. Through the window, she watched as a trail of quietly resigned passengers were led away.

The woman opposite snapped down her knitting and pulled out her identity papers ready for the police. Evidently she had nothing to hide, and she quickly resumed her knitting. The stop was simply an inconvenience to her day, whereas for Sofie it could be the end of everything.

Fear clenched her heart. The shouted orders of the policemen were coming closer. They would be in her carriage within minutes, if not sooner.

Her papers were in her coat pocket, up on the luggage rack, and with her heart pounding, she realized she had no choice. As she stood, she pulled Rachel’s shawl around her before reaching her hand up to feel inside the folds of fabric for the papers.

But then she felt a hand on her shoulder, and quietly, the old nun drew her back down into her seat, adjusting her mauve shawl to cover her head, tucking a bible into her hands. ‘You are with us, child.’

Unsure, Sofie bent her head forward, petrified. This could be a very dangerous decision; if she was caught trying to lie, she had no doubt that whatever the police were going to do with the other Jewish passengers, they’d plan something much worse for her.

But before she could think it through, a large policeman was already at the door, demanding, ‘I need to see everyone’s papers.’

Sofie closed her eyes, barely breathing. She heard the young nun speak, the rustle of the papers being passed over. It was interminable.

From the corridor, orders were shouted through, urging the police to hurry.

Brusquely, the policeman flicked through the stack, barely pausing to check to which of the nuns each document belonged. ‘What about that one? Why does she have a shawl and not a habit?’

He was talking about Sofie. Fear gripped her like a vice. But then she felt a warm hand reaching over to pat hers. ‘She is a novice,’ the old nun said simply.

Silence hung in the air, only the clickity-click of the knitting needles slowing, the ball of wool dropping to the floor.

That’s when Sofie remembered.

The woman with the knitting had seen Sofie’s coat, the star sewn onto it. Would she tell the policeman that Sofie was deceiving him?

The needles stopped, and Sofie peered from under the shawl to see the woman handing over her own papers. As the policeman looked at them, the woman’s eyes shifted to Sofie’s, her gaze narrowing.

Sofie had seen that look before. Nazi propaganda had convinced the nation that Jews were the root of evil and hardship, that they were animals that had to be controlled. Did this woman believe it?

But then the old nun beside her reached down and picked up the woman’s ball of wool. As she handed it to her, she murmured, ‘We all need help sometimes.’

The woman inhaled sharply, an eyebrow raised to an indignant point, and as the policeman handed back her papers, the woman opened her mouth to speak. ‘I wanted to say—’

Sofie felt her throat tighten.

But then the old nun began to chant, her soft Latin words infusing the carriage with a calm serenity that clashed violently with the potentially horrific outcome.

‘Yes?’ the policeman grunted at the woman.

And as Sofie’s heart stood still, the woman glanced from her to the nun and said, ‘How long is it to the border?’

‘I am not a stationmaster,’ the policeman barked. ‘You will arrive when you arrive.’ He strode out, and soon his footsteps and shouts were heard in the next carriage.

Petrified for what might have happened, Sofie slowly let out a breath.

Within minutes, the doors were slammed shut and the train pulled away, the Gestapo’s work done.

As the carriage passed the end of the platform, Sofie saw thirty people or more huddled together. Most were young women like Sofie, trying to escape Germany, now being organized into a marching line. The young brunette she’d seen at the station was there, her fur coat hideously juxtaposed to her new reality. Through the moving carriage window, Sofie caught her eye and saw only one thing: terror.

As the train rumbled out of the village, the old nun gently squeezed her hand, and Sofie shakily smiled at her with gratitude. A trail of tears oozed from her eyes, of fear and utter relief at what might have been the end of her voyage.

‘Thank you,’ she croaked to the woman opposite, but the woman had gone back to her knitting, ignoring her with a small, cold sniff.

Sofie turned to the old nun beside her. ‘You saved my life.’

But the old woman only smiled, patting her hand, just another small act of kindness in this horrific new world.






Chapter 2

JULIET LANSDOWN

BETHNAL GREEN, LONDON

August 1940

In the late summer heat, the busy London streets were a throng of activity, and as Juliet Lansdown stepped up from Bethnal Green Underground Station, she was almost bowled over by the bustle of pedestrians. People darted everywhere, the crowds dotted with uniforms as well as young women like her patriotically coming to the city to cover the jobs left by men going to the front.

Her suitcase in one hand and her gas mask box hanging from her shoulder, Juliet felt her pulse pounding. Finally, she was here. A wave of exhilaration washed through her, quickly followed by trepidation.

I can’t let this go wrong.

The street was busy for the mid-afternoon, packed with buses, trams and cars, the din of engines mingling with bicycle bells as a newspaper seller shouted the headline ‘Nazis Bomb South London Air Base.’

She gazed up at the tall, terraced buildings, so far away from her little village. This was her chance. She had to make it count. It would prove what she could do, show the difference she could make. All the things she’d been through could be tucked away into the past once and for all: her oppressive parents, the disappearance of her fiancé on the front, and the secret that clenched her heart like a tight fist.

With determination, she straightened her pillbox hat and set off across the road.

Much thought had gone into choosing her prim navy blue skirt suit. Uniform-like clothes were all the rage, showing how women were doing their bit for the war. She’d curled her dark blonde hair into a smart victory roll, and she wore patriotic red lipstick, making her look efficient, cheerful and plucky.

At twenty-six, unmarried, and smart as a whip, she needed this new challenge. And challenge it most certainly was – it wasn’t every day that a woman was offered a job as a deputy librarian, and in one of the grandest libraries in east London, too.

Her heart beat fast as she made her way across the street, dodging a double-decker bus and an old horse and cart piled high with salvaged metal railings, ready to be made into war planes.

She could hardly wait to see Bethnal Green Library itself.

And as she turned off the main road and into the park, it came into sight: the grand Victorian edifice presiding over the greenery. A hundred feet wide, the magnificent hall had sixteen tall windows and grand double doors in the centre. A second storey contained another row of windows, the roof divided by a great glass dome.

Taking a deep breath, she headed inside.

The entrance led into a tall, marble vestibule, the walls covered with grand portraits of the solemn, side-whiskered industrialists who’d financed the library, bringing education to London’s poor.

But it wasn’t until she’d stepped into the main atrium that she halted in awe.

A shaft of afternoon sunshine threw a golden light through the glass dome, coating the dark wooden rows of books with a sense of antiquity. Tall shelves lined every wall, narrow spiral staircases taking you from one tier to the next as the books above became smaller and smaller. The smell of musty encyclopedias and floor wax permeated the still, silent air as a few readers shifted slowly through the aisles.

And all this was to be her domain.

To Juliet, a library was more than just a repository for books. It was a spiritual and intellectual adventure, a place to delve into the rich treasure trove of life. When she had first stepped into her village library in Upper Beeding as an intrepid six-year-old, she was struck by the sheer quantity of books – the endless escapes into different places, different families, different lives. The library made her small village feel expansive, her imagination unrestrained.

Once she was old enough, she volunteered there, staying away from the suffocating atmosphere at home. Being in the library reminded her of life’s potential, of who she wanted to be, instead of what her strict parents had in store for her.

And now this big London library offered her even more than that: it gave her a sanctuary, a haven. For years, her parents had resolutely insisted that she live at home until she married, but with the war posters encouraging women to fill the London vacancies left by the men, even her mother couldn’t object to her leaving, nettled as she was.

A retired country accountant and his humourless wife, her parents had been unconcerned with producing offspring until Juliet had surprised them late in life. Although she was their only child, she had been brought up by a dull nanny, barely knowing her parents, who seemed to belong to a different, stauncher era – one in which children were useful only in upholding the family’s reputation. After he retired, her father had become increasingly reclusive, while her mother had bad-temperedly put herself to the task of finding Juliet a suitable husband, disdainfully instructing her to hide her shortcomings: bookishness, stubbornness, and a vulgar tendency to have ideas.

They lived in a solitary mansion on the edge of Upper Beeding, a house where visitors were discouraged. With no companions to keep her company, Juliet had found solace in books. Her friends had been Anne of Green Gables and Alice in Wonderland, her adventures in Narnia and the Secret Garden. When Juliet showed a flair for English at school, she had begged her parents to let her go to university, only to be told it would be the ruin of her.

‘Too much education isn’t good for girls,’ her mother decreed from the end of the dining table. ‘It puts ideas into their heads, and before you know it, a good marriage isn’t enough. You’re already a disaster as it is, surrounded by all your books. What about the suitable beaus I’ve paraded in front of you? The Hapfields’ sons are perfect, and what about Sebastian Falconbury? I know you think him a mindless rake, but his father’s the doctor, very well regarded. Really, Juliet, you need to stop this nonsense before those books turn you into a bluestocking.’

Little did her mother know it was already too late.

The pages had been read, the knowledge absorbed, the ideas around her already challenged. She didn’t want to end up living her mother’s life, shut up at home ministering to a high-class husband who hardly acknowledged her. Privately, she became determined to remain single rather than risk being trapped in loveless duty like her mother.

But that was before Victor Manning had walked into her life.

He was different from anyone she had ever known. A political writer with published essays, he had come to her little library to speak. She remembered admiring him, revelling in his intellect, his charisma, the ability he had to capture a mood, a belief. He read aloud an excerpt from Heart of Darkness, delving into the heady symbolism and metaphor before presenting his own prose, his ideals and meanings echoing Conrad’s inner, complex reality.

How thoughtful, principled and moral his writing had been; the opposite of his disappearance from the front line in Dunkirk three months ago.

Juliet’s parents had not approved of Victor, and they’d watched coldly as his disappearance unravelled her. Of course, they didn’t know the painful truth of how and why Victor vanished. No one did – and hopefully no one ever would.

At least the big, anonymous city would give her a chance to start afresh, make herself so busy that the terrible reality would be trampled under her rushing feet or crushed between the pages of books, unable to find air.

As she stood beneath the great, silent dome surrounded by bookshelf upon bookshelf, a peace washed over her, as it always did in libraries. But the place had a different ambience to her little library at home. Instead of the bustle of people popping in, the quiet chatter, the children playing, Bethnal Green Library was hushed, the air still and stale with old volumes. The ornate balconies were empty, and a beautiful glass-paned reading room sat unused at the far side. Only a handful of people hovered in the nearest aisles, and just two elderly women perched at a table like a pair of silver-headed birds, spectacles on as they read the newspapers.

Opposite the double doors, the mahogany main desk was polished a deep brown, meticulously tidy with a single large register. Alongside it stretched a card catalogue cabinet, painstakingly labelled. Then there was a board for notices, which was meant for local events and library updates, but it contained only two government posters, neatly pinned: CARELESS TALK COSTS LIVES and CHILDREN ARE SAFER IN THE COUNTRYSIDE. It was quite the opposite of the noticeboard in Upper Beeding Library, which was full to bursting with community notices, events and meetings, especially with all the wartime fundraising and volunteer groups.

‘I’m here to see Mr Pruitt,’ she said to the pretty auburn-haired girl behind the desk. In a summer dress, she looked young enough to still be at school, and there was a freshness to her bright eyes, a pencil stuck into her bun, forgotten.

She leaned forward with a smile. ‘Are you the new deputy? I’m one of the assistants, Katie.’ She gestured to the office door behind her. ‘Mr Pruitt’s in there, as usual.’

Relieved to see a friendly face, Juliet introduced herself, adding, ‘I hope he’s keen to try some of my new ideas.’

Katie leaned forward to whisper, ‘I have to warn you, Mr Pruitt isn’t too keen on new things.’

Trying not to let this unsettle her, Juliet fixed a smile on her face and knocked on the door.

A thin, nasal voice said, ‘Come,’ and Juliet stepped inside.

At around sixty, Mr Pruitt was slim, unsmiling, and grey, from his three-piece suit to his receding hairline and small, penetrating eyes. Even his silver-rimmed spectacles failed to add any colour to the man.

‘Do take a seat.’ There was a dismal orderliness about him and the small office. She’d met librarians like him before. Every book in its place, every catalogue card completed in the same black ink, every day the same strict routine. They knew the Dewey Decimal System by heart, enjoying the precision of it. To Juliet, organizing a library was a creative experience, not a rule-based system to be upheld before all else.

She stepped forward. ‘I’m Juliet Lansdown, the new deputy librarian.’ She put her hand forward to shake his, and he took the tips of her fingers, clearly uncertain whether women should be shaking hands at all.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ he said, although the sentiment didn’t seem to reach his eyes or mouth, which remained in an even grimace.

Looking her over critically, he took out a sheet of paper, which she recognized as her letter of application. ‘I hope you understand what a great responsibility it is, to be the deputy here?’

‘Of course, and you’ll find that I’m well qualified for the position.’ In her agitation, the words tumbled out of her chaotically. ‘I’ve been working in the library in Upper Beeding for several years. The head librarian there was a lovely fellow, and he let me take on a lot of extra duties, some of which I’d like to share with the library here—’

Mr Pruitt put up a hand to stop her.

‘Let it be known, Miss Lansdown, that you have been employed here not because of your experience, but rather in spite of it. Our former deputy insisted on rejoining his old regiment,’ he said with bitterness, ‘and had there been a man available to take the position, the job would have been his. But in the absence of one, I was instructed to find a suitable woman.’ He pursed his lips in displeasure. ‘We wish you to fill his shoes as best you can until his return.’

Unsure, she murmured, ‘I plan to do so, and more, too. I formed a reading group in Upper Beeding, and it was incredibly popular, and I had an idea about a special section for children, too, that might do well here . . .’

He placed his fingertips together in front of him, like a headmaster apprehending an errant pupil. ‘Miss Lansdown, may I remind you that this is one of the oldest libraries in London? We do things properly here, providing education and culture for the poor of the area. That is what our worthy patrons wished.’

‘But the poor are educated in schools these days.’ She knew her runaway tongue was getting the better of her, but she seemed unable to stop it. ‘And a much wider array of people use the library nowadays, and from all kinds of backgrounds, too, people who like to meet and talk about books they’ve enjoyed reading.’ Her voice trailed off. ‘That’s why a reading group might be nice.’

He stopped her, his voice more severe. ‘You will find, Miss Lansdown, that we do not hold with any of these new experiments in Bethnal Green.’ He sniffed dismissively. ‘I should also inform you that the council is considering scaling back or even closing the Bethnal Green branch. Everyone is too busy with the war, long work hours, and so forth, and they might need to put resources to better use.’

Juliet’s heart plunged. ‘The library might close?’ Had she arrived just in time for it to be shut down? Was she to be sent back, her mission failed? Her mother would tell her how ridiculous she’d been to think that she could have independence and a career of her own. Then her mother would find the right kind of husband to keep Juliet in her place, just as her husband had done with her.

Mr Pruitt nodded. ‘It might be better for us all if the library closes. We can move away from the dangers of the city with the evacuated. I’m considering an opening in Suffolk myself.’

Her mind whirred. ‘But we have a duty to do all we can to keep the library open. You can’t just give up, let the place close, not when it can be a source of comfort in times such as these.’

Impatiently, he glowered at her. ‘You see, this is the problem with employing women. You get too emotional and simply don’t understand how these things work.’

‘Perhaps with some of my new ideas, we’ll have more people coming in. We can persuade the council—’

‘May I remind you that this is a library, not a social club.’ He scowled, as if she were simply being awkward. ‘If you would prefer to work in a different sort of place, Miss Lansdown, I suggest you apply elsewhere.’

Juliet reeled back. The threat was there. If she didn’t like the way the library was run, he would have no trouble getting rid of her.

‘I understand, Mr Pruitt,’ she muttered contritely.

‘Your duties will be to manage the day-to-day running of the place, ensuring the books are reshelved and that the registers are kept up-to-date. That will be all for now.’

‘Yes, Mr Pruitt.’ She stood up to leave, but then turned back to him to ask something at the back of her mind. ‘Do you have any plans in case of invasion? France was taken in June, and they say the Nazis have their sights on Britain next, soldiers landing on the beaches, air raids over London. What are we going to do if the library is bombed?’

A snort of annoyance came from him. ‘The Nazis wouldn’t dare,’ he said pompously. ‘We British aren’t like the French, surrendering at the first turn. No, the Nazis know what they’re up against with us.’

Tentatively, she said, ‘But they’re already bombing our factories and airfields. The city might be next.’

He paused, his eyes glancing momentarily over a newspaper on his desk, the headlines reading ‘South London Aerodrome Bombed.’ But then he dismissed her with a sweeping motion of his hand. ‘I’m sure there will be further government instruction as to how to deal with any bombings.’ He secured his glasses on his nose and looked back at her, tired of their conversation. ‘You may go to your lodging now, Miss Lansdown, and I will expect you here and ready for work tomorrow morning at eight o’clock prompt.’

Outside, she gave the auburn-haired girl a weak smile, and the girl’s eyes flickered to Mr Pruitt’s door with a slight grimace, a sense of complicity between them giving Juliet a flicker of warmth in the otherwise chilly atmosphere.

Disheartened, she walked back out to the street. She’d hoped that in London people might have been more progressive, that the war might have changed things as women stepped up to replace the men lost to the front line. But in spite of this, men like Mr Pruitt were still holding on to the past, protecting men’s rights to lofty positions because women were supposedly too flighty to be of any practical use. Clinging onto this belief was in men’s interests, after all; they got to keep their power, regardless of whether they deserved it.

Beside the library, the pretty Bethnal Green Park lay before her, a lawn with a few trees and benches. One side had been given over to growing vegetables to help with food rationing, as had many of the city’s parklands, and a few older men dug into the soil, their chatter carrying over the lawns.

As Juliet walked through the park, she looked for her new billet among the large Edwardian villas on the far side. Their front gardens gated and groomed, they were among the more prestigious houses in the area. Juliet had found the room by way of an advert pinned to the wall in the Upper Beeding doctor’s office. His sister-in-law, a Mrs Ottley, had a comfortable room to let.

As she approached number 41, Juliet noticed that the house wasn’t quite as tidy as the others on Bethnal Green Park. The front garden was a little overgrown, and the paintwork on the windows needed attention. According to the doctor’s wife, Mrs Ottley had been instructed to take in lodgers by the local billeting officer; her evacuated children’s bedrooms were needed for war workers. 

Mrs Ottley might not want a lodger at all, Juliet thought with a sigh. It was often the case these days, workers foisted onto anyone with a spare bed.

Taking a deep breath, Juliet reaffixed her pillbox hat and strode up the path to the door, giving it a cheery knock.

As she waited, she peered into the front window to see a cluttered living room, a piano with scores scattered over the top, a few battered orange-and-white Penguin paperbacks left on the table.

But other than that, there was no sign of life at all.

She went back to the front door, bent down, and opened the letter box, calling in her most friendly voice, ‘Mrs Ottley! Are you there?’

‘Yes, dear?’ The voice came from behind her, and she turned to see a short, plump woman coming up the path carrying two string shopping bags filled with groceries. Around forty with short brown hair, she was dressed in a green Women’s Voluntary Service skirt suit and a pair of low court shoes tight on her feet.

‘Oh, let me help you.’ Juliet hurried forward to take a bag.

‘Would you, dear?’ She piled both onto her. ‘Now, let me find my key.’

It was only once Juliet had followed her through the hallway to the kitchen, putting the bags down as directed, that Mrs Ottley looked at her.

‘Thank you, er . . .?’ She emitted a small groan as she eased herself into a chair at the kitchen table.

‘I’m Juliet Lansdown. I wrote to you from Upper Beeding, about the room?’

‘Oh, of course! Silly me! I forgot you were coming today. Let me put the kettle on.’

As she laboriously prepared to get up from the chair, Juliet sprang to the stove. ‘I can do it.’

‘Thank you, dear.’ Only too happy to have someone to help, Mrs Ottley settled herself back down. ‘There’s milk in the parlour beside the back door, and you can find some cups in the sideboard. You look very handy around the kitchen. That’ll be useful.’ She shuffled herself comfortably into the chair. ‘Now, dear, why don’t you tell me a little about yourself? What brings you to London?’

‘Well, I’m the new deputy librarian at Bethnal Green. Do you like reading?’

‘Oh, I love a good murder mystery. Takes my mind off my children. They’ve been evacuated with the school to Wiltshire.’ She said Wiltshire with repulsion, as if the county itself were to blame. ‘They left at the beginning of the war, nearly a year ago now.’

‘You must miss them terribly, but Wiltshire’s a lovely county. Are they with a nice family?’

She shrugged. ‘It’s difficult to say. They’re on a small farm, and they tell me about the animals in their letters. It breaks my heart to think of them growing up there, forgetting all about me. When I see some of the women around here bringing back their little ones, I wonder if I should fetch my Jake and little Ivy, too. We haven’t had any bombs here, and it seems cruel to leave them away from their home for so long.’

‘But they’re safe where they are, all the government posters say so.’ Juliet leaned closer to try to comfort her. ‘What you need is something to take your mind off it. Once I start work tomorrow, I’ll be able to get some good books for you. Are you a member of the library?’

‘I haven’t the time, dear.’ She laughed at the mere thought. ‘But the two Miss Ridleys always pass books on to me – they’re the old sisters who live next door. Although they don’t seem to like mysteries as much as I do.’

‘Well, why don’t you pop in and I can help you register? Then you can take out the books you want.’

‘I’m too busy now they’ve put me in charge of a canteen truck with the Women’s Voluntary Service. All the women around here volunteer for the WVS if we can. It’s good to be involved, but it doesn’t give me much spare time.’ She glanced at the dishes in the sink with dismay. ‘And renting out rooms takes more effort than you’d think, too.’

Juliet’s hand stopped as she spooned tea leaves into the pot. ‘Rooms? Do you have other lodgers here?’

‘Yes, there’s a large annexe in the attic, and my nephew’s been renting it. He’s not around a great deal, has some kind of job that takes him away a lot. He’s a lovely chap, from Upper Beeding, too. Perhaps you know him? His name is Sebastian Falconbury.’

Juliet’s face fell. ‘Sebastian?’ That was all she needed.

Seeing her expression, Mrs Ottley said, ‘Oh, I hoped you’d be friends, since you come from the same place.’

Trying to stay pleasant, Juliet said, ‘Well, we’ve crossed paths a few times.’

‘I’m sure you’ll adore him once you get to know him better. Very popular with the young ladies he is! And clever, too.’ With great pride, Mrs Ottley added, ‘Just before the war, he passed his law exams. He was at Oxford, you know?’

She did know. He was part of the set who idled away their time at university with picnics beside the river, drinking and debauching. Juliet’s mind slid back to the various village events where Sebastian would turn on the charm to all the local girls, sweeping them off their feet only to end things a short while later.

But Juliet was far too clever to become one of his victims.

Deciding not to share this with his doting aunt, she made light of it. ‘Sebastian was one of the eligible young men my mother was always pressing me to meet, and as such he never stood a chance.’

Mrs Ottley gave her a wink, ‘All the more reason to like him, wouldn’t you say?’

With a sigh, Juliet found herself replying, ‘Well, actually I was engaged to be married to someone else, so I wouldn’t have been interested anyway.’

With a glance at her ringless hands, Mrs Ottley exclaimed, ‘Oh goodness, my dear! What happened?’

How Juliet wished that she hadn’t brought it up! Slowly, she said, ‘Victor, my fiancé, went missing at the front in Dunkirk.’ It was the same story she always told, hoping that no one would ask for details, praying they’d drop the subject quickly. She didn’t like to think about Victor, let alone talk about him. That was why she’d taken off her engagement ring – to put it all behind her.

‘Oh, you poor dear!’ Mrs Ottley looked at her, aghast. ‘Were you engaged for long?’

‘Quite a while,’ she said vaguely. ‘He was saving up so that we could live in a proper house. He was a writer, you see, expecting his next book to be his magnum opus, the one to put his name on the map.’ She didn’t mention that the engagement had gone on for over three years. She could never press Victor about it as he would get moody, thinking that she was questioning the value of his work. That was the problem with being a genius; he could be emotional and temperamental. She often thought he was like Mr Rochester, dark and tempestuous, capable of deep passion, and yet intelligent with a razor-sharp focus.

Mrs Ottley reached an arm around her shoulders, and Juliet was pulled into a firm embrace. ‘That must be awful, my dear, but I’m sure another young man will come along and steal your heart. A good-looking young lady like you should have no trouble finding someone new.’

Juliet gently pulled away. ‘It’s all right, Mrs Ottley. I’m better off on my own. In any case, I’m a little too old now – on the shelf almost.’ She made a little laugh. ‘No, I focus on my work and my books, and Bethnal Green Library is my new challenge.’

Mrs Ottley patted a plump hand on hers. ‘You’ll change your mind sooner or later, love. There’s nothing quite like having a family of your own, little ones running around the place.’ Mrs Ottley rummaged inside a capacious handbag and pulled out a large handkerchief. ‘Do you have a big family at home?’

‘No, it’s only me. My parents are older and, well, a little fusty. It’s nice to move somewhere new. I always felt out of place there, like I was getting in the way with all my books and new ideas.’

‘Well, we’re a warm happy family here, and you’re welcome to be part of it.’

Cautiously, Juliet asked, ‘And what about Mr Ottley?’ One never knew with the war.

But Mrs Ottley flailed a hand out toward the window. ‘He’s off with the navy, somewhere in the Atlantic, I think. His letters are so blacked out from the censors, it’s hard to tell. Sometimes the only part I can read is, ‘Dearest Winnie, With love from your Gilbert.’

They both laughed, and as Juliet poured out the tea, she couldn’t help feeling herself relax. There was a lazy light-heartedness to the place, distinctly different from her own home.

Mrs Ottley drained her tea and got to her feet. ‘I’d better show you your room before I get dinner started. You’ll have to give me your ration book if you want to eat here, though I’m not much of a cook, I’m afraid.’ She eyed Juliet hopefully as they went up the stairs. ‘I don’t suppose you’re any good?’

The last door on the landing opened into a large, light bedroom with floral wallpaper. On one side, a single bed with a dark pink counterpane looked soft and inviting, and on the opposite wall, there was a small wardrobe flanked by a chest of drawers, a dressing table, and a sink.

‘It’s my daughter’s room.’ The woman smoothed the bedcover, leaving her hand to rest in the middle, and Juliet could sense the woman’s quiet grief at missing little Ivy.

‘Well, I’m very grateful to her for letting me stay here. The next time you write to Ivy, tell her I promise to treat it as well as I can.’ Juliet looked out of the window at the park in the front of the house. A magnolia tree still bore the last of its white-pink petals, a breeze scattering them through the air, like soft snow slowly falling away.

‘I’ll leave you to unpack,’ Mrs Ottley said. ‘Dinner will be ready at seven o’clock or so. We’re never very punctual, but you’ll get used to us.’

After Mrs Ottley left, Juliet went to the window, budging it open to take a deep breath of the new London air, and instead of unpacking, she found herself tempted into the low, cushioned chair beside the window, a cosy nook for reading.

This is how a home should be, she thought as she settled into the chair. She couldn’t imagine her mother being so hospitable or welcoming to anyone – certainly not a stranger. As she looked around the room, the hand-drawn pictures on the wall, the books and teddies on the shelf, she saw the love that Mrs Ottley had for her daughter. She’d often assumed that most people existed in starchy families like hers, but here, this was a different way of living, a warmer, more accepting place.

As predicted, dinner was late. Juliet was starving by the time she came to find Mrs Ottley in the kitchen, surrounded by probably every bowl and pan she owned. Juliet quickly commandeered cooking the vegetables, but it wasn’t until they finally sat down at the dining table that they heard keys in the front door.

‘We’re in here!’ Mrs Ottley called in a singsong voice. ‘You’re just in time for dinner!’

The door opened, and there was Sebastian Falconbury. He looked much the same, his sandy-coloured hair a little tidier, his good-looking face more mature, his blue-green eyes sharp and amused. Dressed informally in a beige blazer and brown twill trousers, the man looked like he was strolling in from a weekend in the country, not a work trip. He pulled out the chair to sit down as he appraised the situation, a half smile creeping onto his lips as he saw Juliet.

Mrs Ottley was fussing around him, heaping large spoonfuls of pie onto his plate. ‘I think you know Juliet, don’t you?’

‘Juliet Lansdown, how lovely to see you.’ Sebastian gave her a charming smile. ‘Now, what brings you to this part of the world?’

‘I’m the new deputy at the library,’ she said with spirit. She eyed him curiously. ‘What about you? I would have thought you’d have joined up, with all your athletic triumphs and so forth,’ adding in an aside to Mrs Ottley, ‘Sebastian was the champion batsman of the village cricket team.’

‘Actually, I was in France,’ he said lightly. ‘But after a few bad knocks, they sent me home.’ It was said with ease, as if it had been a bit of a lark when it was probably rather grim. ‘Now they have me doing war work in one of the ministries.’

She knew that this was a modest way of saying he was doing something important. A lot of jobs in London were high priority, filled by university men brought back from the front to work on coordination and planning, and it didn’t surprise her that Sebastian Falconbury was one of them. It was the kind of thing that would happen to him, she thought with annoyance, to be entrusted with the fate of the nation.

‘It’s been quite a while since we met, hasn’t it?’ His eyes seemed to scrutinize hers. ‘Wasn’t it at that garden party in Upper Beeding, about three years ago?’

‘I think it must have been,’ she said, eager to move on.

She remembered it well. A garden party had been set up by both sets of parents as a last-ditch attempt to bring them together. Sebastian’s father, she gathered, was keen to rein in his profligate son, and her own mother was eager to see off Victor. The event was uncomfortable for both of them, with Juliet lauding her intellectual fiancé over Sebastian, while he replied that Victor’s writing was ‘plagiarized versions of the greats.’ Loyally, she snapped back at Sebastian that his Oxford set were ‘degenerate rakes who weren’t worthy of the Bodleian Library.’

Truth be told, both of them had been a bit rude.

Ever since, she’d been mulling over Sebastian’s little put-down of Victor’s writing, although sometimes she found herself re-reading it herself, half wondering if there was any truth in it.

Just as she was thinking this, Sebastian turned to her. ‘And what about you, Juliet? I imagine you’ve been through a lot since the last time we met.’ His eyes flickered to her hand. ‘I heard about Victor. I’m sorry. That must have been difficult for you.’ There was a quiet earnestness to his voice, disconcerting beside his usual ironic banter.

Flustered, she let her knife slip from her hand, and it clattered onto the plate. How much did he know about Victor’s disappearance? They tended to put the men from Upper Beeding into the same platoon in the Royal Sussex Regiment. Had Sebastian been in Dunkirk when Victor vanished?

If he knew the truth about Victor, what would he think of her?

With anguish, she remembered the telephone calls from Victor’s mother about the telegrams: the first notified them that he was absent without leave; the second that he was being treated as a deserter. When or if he was found, he would be subject to criminal charges.

She’d baulked: there had to be a mistake.

Victor had always talked about loyalty and selflessness as if they were cornerstones of himself, of their relationship. It couldn’t possibly be true.

After that awful telephone call, she’d taken off his ring, putting it into the very bottom of her jewellery case. She was determined to block it out of her mind, burying herself in work. If she ignored it long enough, hopefully it would all turn out to be a hideous mistake.

Avoiding Sebastian’s gaze, she quickly changed the subject, turning her attention to their landlady. ‘Mrs Ottley was telling me how she helps with a WVS mobile canteen. Such terrific work,’ Juliet said with spirit.

‘I’m not the only one.’ Mrs Ottley grinned. ‘Sebastian is in the Air Raid Precautions. The ARP are going to help with the bombing raids, if they ever happen.’

‘They’ll come, all right,’ Sebastian said. ‘Nazi planes have been bombing closer to London every week. I wouldn’t be surprised if they launch a massive aerial campaign, just as they did in Rotterdam before they invaded the Netherlands.’ For a moment, he looked concerned. ‘I only hope we’re ready.’

Mrs Ottley looked proudly on. ‘Sebastian does the ARP three nights a week, and he has a full-time job, too.’

He shrugged. ‘It’s mostly blackout checks, walking the streets making sure people aren’t showing any lights for the German planes to see.’

‘You’ll be very busy if the planes start coming over.’ Mrs Ottley grimaced. ‘We did a first-aid class last week, and they said it’ll be all hands on deck if London’s bombed. Everyone will have to volunteer.’ She glanced at Juliet expectantly.

‘Well, absolutely,’ she said, unsure.

‘If you can drive, there’s a great need for more ambulance drivers.’ Sebastian raised an eyebrow. ‘Unless your library position keeps you too busy, of course.’

‘Well, perhaps I’ll look into it once I’ve settled in,’ Juliet muttered, unsure how well suited she’d be. Like most well-to-do girls, she’d learned to drive on one of the cars at home. But what about the danger, the lack of sleep, the grisliness of it? She’d always been squeamish, unable to deal with blood and gore. She was a librarian, not a medic.

But Mrs Ottley was beaming. ‘Oh, that’s a wonderful idea, dear. The ambulances are attached to the ARP, so who knows, perhaps you’ll run into each other.’

Sebastian and Juliet’s eyes met across the table as they acknowledged Mrs Ottley’s very obvious attempt at matchmaking. Then he asked, ‘How is your job going? I haven’t had time to get over to the library recently.’

‘Well, I officially start tomorrow, but if today is any indication, it’s a little bit too quiet.’

‘We’re all too busy with this war.’ Mrs Ottley helped herself to more cabbage. ‘Working where we’re told, making sandwiches out of nothing, sending our children to stay with people we don’t know.’

To Juliet’s surprise, instead of dismissing Mrs Ottley, Sebastian reached over and patted her arm. ‘I know it’s hard, but you’re right not to bring them home. Have you heard from them?’

‘No letters this week,’ she said dolefully. ‘But at least I have you here to keep me company, and Juliet now, too.’ She looked over at Juliet. ‘Sebastian’s marvellous with my little ones, giving piggybacks and playing trains.’

‘And they are both firm favourites of mine.’ He grinned. ‘In any case, I had to pass on my expertise in model trains to someone, didn’t I?’

Juliet mused. ‘I didn’t see you as the type of man who likes model trains, or spending time with children, for that matter.’

‘He’s wonderful with them,’ Mrs Ottley answered for him. ‘All his father’s care mixed with his mother’s sense of fun.’

‘I like to think so.’ He straightened his jacket with mock pride.

But Mrs Ottley’s mind had gone back to her children. ‘I do wish they were here.’

‘They’re safer out there,’ Sebastian reassured her. ‘If London’s bombed, life will become difficult and dangerous. At least they’re out of harm’s way, and it gives you the chance to do your WVS work. The mobile canteens you help run are invaluable. I know it’s a sacrifice to let your children go, but you’re helping to keep this country together.’

Precisely what it was about this speech that baffled her, Juliet couldn’t be sure. But she felt back-footed, as if she’d had Sebastian all wrong.

Hastily, she began eating again, famished as usual. The food rations always seemed to leave her feeling hungry, but tonight’s pie had real meat, thank heavens. ‘This is absolutely delicious, Mrs Ottley. Where did you manage to get steak? It’s quite the best I’ve had for months.’

The woman chuckled. ‘I got it from the fishmonger’s, of all places. They had it on sale. Big whopping steaks they were, lovely. I have no idea what the fishmonger was doing with meat. He must have run out of fish.’ She carried on eating, failing to notice that her two companions had put their cutlery down.

First Juliet and then Sebastian began to laugh.

‘I never know what you young folk find funny these days,’ she said, picking up the serving spoon. ‘Anyone else for seconds?’

And then Juliet barely contained herself long enough to say, ‘It’s whale, Mrs Ottley. You bought a piece of whale meat,’ before laughing once again.

‘Are you sure, dear? It looks just like steak.’

‘Some frozen whale steaks have been coming in, and they’re being sold in the fishmongers,’ Sebastian explained. ‘Even though whales aren’t fish at all, they’re mammals, which is why it looks and tastes a little like beef.’

‘Well, I never!’ Mrs Ottley said, taking a piece on her fork and sniffing it. ‘I thought it had an odd smell.’

Then she began to laugh, too, and somehow, somewhere along the way, the friction between the two lodgers broke, the conversation turning to the new clothes rations, a barrage balloon sailing loose over Hampstead, and a singing contest in the local church hall.






Chapter 3

KATIE UPWOOD

BETHNAL GREEN LIBRARY

August 1940

To Katie Upwood, books were everything. From her precious history tomes to the stretch of encyclopedias, she revelled in having the knowledge of the world at her fingertips. It might be just for the summer, between leaving school and starting university, but her library job was a joy and a privilege, offering plenty of quiet moments to creep into the history aisle. 

This particular afternoon she stood among the shelves replacing the returns. The scent of almanacs mingled with the occasional waft of the rose perfume worn by the old Ridley sisters at the newspaper table, the sound of muted voices blending with the rustle of turning pages.
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