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  JULY 1933




  ‘Freedom!’ Kate Voigt said exultantly, raising her face to the hot afternoon sun. ‘Doesn’t it feel wonderful?’




  Carrie Jennings swung an empty, much-battered school-satchel round and round in a huge arc. ‘It feels blissful,’ she agreed in deep contentment, tempted to let go of the

  satchel and send it spinning into the stratosphere. ‘No more boring old uniform, no more tedious lessons!’




  Kate grinned. ‘There may be no more lessons for you, but there’s going to be lots more lessons for me. The principal at the secretarial school said that shorthand was almost as

  difficult as algebra.’




  ‘Then why study it?’ Carrie asked sensibly, shuddering at the memory of past maths lessons and deeply grateful that she would never have to sit through another one. ‘Why

  don’t you tell your dad you don’t want to go to secretarial school? Why don’t you tell him you want to work down the market with me?’




  ‘Because I don’t,’ Kate said with the candour that was an honourable rule between them. ‘I don’t have the voice for it and besides, I couldn’t stand the cold

  in winter. Do you remember your mum last December? She had so many layers of clothing on her that when she came home it took her an hour to struggle out of them and she was still

  half-perished.’




  ‘There’s the summer though,’ Carrie said philosophically as they neared the end of the street in which Blackheath & Kidbrooke School was situated and stepped out on to the

  Heath. ‘I’d much rather be down the market in summer than stuck in a stuffy office banging away on a typewriter.’




  It was summer now and as Kate looked across the glory of the gorse-covered Heath towards the distant spire of All Saints’ Church and the higgledy-piggledy grey and red roofs of Blackheath

  Village she couldn’t help but agree that Carrie had a point. It was a very minor point though. Much as she enjoyed occasional Saturday work helping Carrie on her father’s market stall,

  she didn’t have the market in her blood and bones as Carrie did.




  She knew, also, that the real work wasn’t weighing out fruit and vegetables and exchanging light-hearted banter with customers. It was trawling up to Covent Garden before dawn to buy in

  produce and ferrying it back down the Old Kent Road to Lewisham Market by horse and cart hours before more conventional workers were even considering getting out of their beds. The very thought

  made her shudder in exactly the same way Carrie had shuddered at the memory of maths lessons.




  ‘Even if I wanted to work in the market, Dad wouldn’t let me,’ she said truthfully as they walked over springy, coarse grass towards the south-west corner of the Heath.

  ‘He still isn’t happy about me doing Saturday work there and if it wasn’t that I was working for your dad he wouldn’t allow it at all.’




  ‘That’s ’cos he’s a teacher,’ Carrie said, unconcerned. ‘All teachers think market trading common.’




  A slight frown creased Kate’s forehead. It was true that her father didn’t have an overly high opinion of market trading as a profession, but he certainly didn’t think

  Carrie’s family common and she didn’t want Carrie thinking that he did.




  ‘My dad has a very high opinion of your family,’ she said firmly. ‘He was ever so pleased when your dad joined the pub’s cricket team. He says he’s the best bowler

  they’ve ever had.’




  Carrie grinned. ‘It comes of years of practice lobbing oranges and grapefruits. Are you going on the pub outing to Folkestone? It’ll be fun. Especially if the non-cricketers get up a

  side to play the cricket team on the beach like they did last year.’




  ‘And especially if your gran takes her whippet with her again,’ Kate said, giggling. ‘He caught more balls than Dad did.’




  They skirted an old gravel pit thick with gorse and Carrie said, ‘Talking of Gran, why don’t you celebrate school being finally over by staying for tea today? It’ll be bean and

  barley soup,’ she added temptingly. ‘And fish.’




  ‘I can’t, Carrie. I’ve Dad’s dinner to get ready.’ There was genuine regret in her voice. Carrie’s Jewish grandmother was an absolute whizz in the kitchen and

  the mere thought of her home-made soup was mouth-watering.




  ‘He won’t be home for another couple of hours,’ Carrie persisted. ‘You know he never leaves school till after six. You can eat with us and still be home in time to put

  his dinner on the table.’




  The temptation was too great to resist and Kate no longer tried. ‘I’ll have to be home by six, though,’ she warned as they crossed the road flanking the Heath, catching a

  distant glimpse of the Thames as they did.




  ‘That’s OK,’ Carrie said easily. ‘It’ll give Gran plenty of time to find out what’s happening in your life and to give an unasked opinion of it.’




  Giggling, they turned, still arm in arm, into the short road leading into Magnolia Square. The spacious Square, named after the magnolia trees that grew in several of its gardens, had seen

  better days but its large Edwardian houses still retained an air of genteel dignity, a dignity that was enhanced by St Mark’s Church, the small, eighteenth-century church the Square had been

  built around.




  The short road leading into the Square from the Heath was Magnolia Terrace; the road leading out of it, Magnolia Hill. Lined with terrace houses, it curved steeply down towards Lewisham and its

  busy High Street, ensuring that the southern, less smart half of the Square was known as ‘the Lewisham half’ while the other half, with St Mark’s Vicarage lording it on the

  north-east corner, was known more grandly as ‘the Heath half’.




  Kate and her widowed father lived on the west-hand side of ‘the Heath half’ and the Jennings family lived on the southern side of ‘the Lewisham half’ in a house abutting

  the west-hand corner with Magnolia Hill.




  As they walked towards it, they walked past the bottom of Kate’s garden and her elderly next-door neighbour said to her, pausing in her task of trimming her hedge, ‘Good afternoon,

  Katherine.’




  ‘Good afternoon, Miss Godfrey,’ Kate responded guardedly. Miss Godfrey, though now long retired, had been headmistress of their primary school and, in Kate’s and Carrie’s

  opinion, took far too much of an interest in their lives.




  ‘Arternoon, Miss,’ Carrie said with provocative carelessness.




  Miss Godfrey paused in her task. ‘The word is after-noon, Caroline. Sloppy speech leads to sloppy thinking.’




  Carrie bridled. ‘Not dahn the market it don’t,’ she said, allowing her speech to slip even further. ‘And dahn the market any other kind o’ speech ’ud be a

  right ’andicap.’




  Miss Godfrey clicked her tongue in annoyance. Ever since she had been a little girl Carrie Jennings had enjoyed having the last word and it was a trait adolescence hadn’t improved.




  ‘The ability to speak good English is a great asset in life, Caroline,’ she said reprovingly. ‘And it is something we can all attain. When Katherine’s father first found

  himself in England he couldn’t speak a word of English. Now his English is perfect.’




  She made it sound as if Kate’s father were one of her ex-pupils and Kate suppressed a spurt of indignation, saying stiffly, ‘There’s no need to skirt the issue of how Dad came

  to be resident in England. Everyone knows he was a prisoner-of-war. And his English isn’t perfect. He speaks it with a German accent.’




  ‘And my Dad speaks it with a Cockney accent,’ Carrie added cheekily.




  Miss Godfrey ignored her. ‘I was not skirting the issue of how your father came to be resident in this country, Katherine,’ she said, a slightly troubled expression entering her

  eyes. ‘I was bearing in mind the revulsion the new German Chancellor’s Nazi policies have aroused and the consequent tide of British ill feeling against Germany and was merely being

  tactful.’




  Kate stared at her, bewildered. ‘I’m sorry, Miss Godfrey. I don’t understand the connection. My father isn’t a sympathizer of Mr Hitler. He never even visits Germany . .

  .’




  Carrie, sensing that Kate and Miss Godfrey were on the verge of a discussion that would be as long as it would be tedious, tugged her arm, saying impatiently, ‘Come on, Kate. If we

  don’t get a move on you won’t have time to stay to tea.’




  Miss Godfrey, too, had no desire to continue the discussion. Through her own carelessness it had veered on to a subject too delicate to be pursued in the street, as if of no more importance than

  the latest Test Match score or the weather.




  ‘We’ll talk further another time, Katherine,’ she said, for once grateful to Carrie for having interrupted a conversation that was nothing to do with her. ‘Goodbye,

  Caroline. Give my regards to your mother.’




  As Kate and Carrie walked away from her, she stood for a long moment, her shears motionless over her privet, watching them. Even from the rear they made a handsomely distinctive pair. Both of

  them were tall and slender, though there was an underlying robustness about Carrie that indicated it was a slenderness she would soon outgrow. Where Carrie’s untidy dark hair was held away

  from her face by combs, Kate’s pale-gold hair was constrained in a single, thick, waist-length plait. It was a neat, sensible hairstyle and on any other girl Miss Godfrey would have approved

  of it. She didn’t, however, approve of it on Kate. In her opinion, it made Kate look far too Teutonic.




  Her frown deepened. Carl Voigt taught German at a local boys’ Grammar School and was highly intelligent. Surely he was aware that in the present political climate it wasn’t sensible

  to draw attention to his daughter’s ancestry? Why, only that morning the Daily Telegraph had carried the most appalling report of the way Jews were being hounded in Germany, rounded

  up and sent to concentration camps on charges so flimsy they would be laughed out of any civilized court of law.




  With a heavy sigh she once more began to clip her hedge. What with godlessness raging in a country that had been the cradle of Protestantism, anarchy spreading like a forest fire throughout

  Spain and Mussolini behaving like a madman in Italy, the world was becoming a very uncertain place. Almost as uncertain as it had been in the spring of 1914. Remembering how, when war had broken

  out in the summer of that year, many German traders in London had had their shop windows smashed by Kaiser-hating neighbours who had once been their friends and customers, Miss Godfrey resolved to

  have a tactful word with Carl Voigt. If he was blind to the ugliness inherent in human nature when arrant jingoism was let loose, she wasn’t. And to be warned was to be forearmed.




  ‘Silly old bat,’ Carrie said dismissively the minute they were out of Miss Godfrey’s hearing. ‘Why does she make such a song and dance over everything? Do you think now

  I’ve left school Mum will let me have my hair permed and would you cut it for me and come with me to the hairdressers when I go?’




  ‘I would, but not willingly,’ Kate said, her mind still on Miss Godfrey’s peculiar remarks. ‘What if it makes your hair frizzy? Even worse, what if it falls

  out?’




  Carrie giggled, ‘Or turns my hair green? That would be a laugh, wouldn’t it. Mum would have ten fits.’




  All the houses in the Square had a short flight of broad, shallow stone steps leading up to their front doors and in the summer many residents sat out on them in order to enjoy the sun and to

  survey the comings and goings of their neighbours. As a consequence, Kate’s and Carrie’s conversation was punctuated every few yards by the necessity of returning greetings and

  answering questions about their general welfare.




  ‘I’m very well thank you, Mr Nibbs,’ Kate called out now in answer to a middle-aged, stocky man’s enquiry. ‘And you’re right. Today was my last day at

  Blackheath & Kidbrooke. I’m starting secretarial school in September.’




  Mr Nibbs, proprietor of Nibbs High Class Fruit and Vegetables, Blackheath Village, and enjoying his weekly half-closing day, grinned. ‘When I want a secretary then I’ll know where to

  come,’ he said jovially.




  As they continued to walk towards the bottom end of the Square, Carrie said in high amusement, ‘You note he didn’t speak to me? He regards my dad as his arch-enemy. Not surprising

  when you consider the amount of trade Dad manages to take away from him. Now about my hair. Do you think if . . .’




  ‘You goin’ to babysit for me tonight, Carrie?’ A buxom young woman called as she sat shelling peas on the top step of a house on the Square’s southern side, a house far

  shabbier than any of the previous houses. ‘Ted’s in the darts championship an’ he wants me there to cheer ’im on.’




  ‘An’ wot if I said I wasn’t?’ Carrie shouted back in like manner. ‘Would it make any difference?’




  Carrie’s elder sister grinned, ‘Not an ’a’p’orth. I’ll see you seven, sharp.’




  ‘Bloomin’ cheek,’ Carrie said crossly as they continued on their way. ‘I hate babysitting for Mavis. She never has Billy in bed. When I babysat last Wednesday she

  hadn’t even fed him.’




  Kate, who had no family in the world apart from her father and was deeply envious of Carrie’s warm-hearted, if slip-shod, extended family, said placatingly, ‘I bet she left you money

  for fish and chips though.’




  With bad grace Carrie admitted that Mavis had, indeed, left money for fish and chips and money for a bottle of ginger beer also.




  ‘It’s still a flippin’ liberty,’ she said as they turned in through the next gateway. ‘Why should I be the one to go tramping down to the fish shop?’




  ‘Why complain?’ There was mischief in Kate’s black-lashed blue eyes. ‘It gives you a chance to look over the local talent, doesn’t it?’




  ‘If you mean the gang that hangs around the chippie you’ve got to be joking,’ Carrie said without too much sincerity. ‘Danny Collins was there last Wednesday, flaunting

  off his new army uniform. If that’s the kind of reject the army are taking God help us if there’s ever another war. We’ll stand no chance!’




  Her momentary flare of bad humour vanquished, she giggled as she opened a front door almost bare of paint. ‘The Robson boys were there as well, full of how they’re going to follow in

  Danny’s footsteps only to hear them, they’re going to be Marines!’




  Jack and Jerry Robsons’ widowed father, Charlie, was the acknowledged local villain and Kate said dryly, ‘It’ll be better than them following in their father’s footsteps

  and ending up in prison!’




  As Carrie hooted in laughter her gran called out from the kitchen, ‘Carrie? Is that you already? Who do you have with you? Half the street?’




  ‘No, Gran,’ Carrie said, throwing her hated and now defunct school blazer over the first chair she came to. ‘Only Kate. She’s staying for tea.’




  Leah Singer came barrelling out into the narrow hallway, a capacious apron tied around her ample waist, her blouse sleeves pushed high above her elbows, an uncommonly plump whippet at her heels.

  ‘Kate! It’s a brocheh to see you! How are you?’




  ‘I’m fine thank you, Mrs Singer,’ Kate said, sidestepping the dog and shrugging her arms out of her blazer and looking in vain for somewhere to hang it.




  Carrie relieved her of the trouble by taking it from her and flinging it over a nearby clothes-horse full of airing ironing.




  ‘Then come into the kitchen and get some good food inside you,’ Leah said, beaming. ‘I’ve got a bissel of the best fried plaice you’ve ever tasted.

  Don’t stand there like a nebbish, Carrie. Wash your hands and sit down at the table.’




  They followed her back into the kitchen and Kate felt the rosy glow of well-being that always suffused her whenever she entered the large room that, thanks to Leah Singer’s industry, was

  the heart of the Jennings’ home. Exotic packets of dried foodstuffs crammed the open shelves beside the stone sink. A large smoked sausage hung enticingly from a hook in the ceiling. On the

  baking board covering the boiler was a pile of still oven-warm bagels with rich golden-brown crusts and on the kitchen range the contents of a frying pan sizzled, while beside it a pan of soup

  simmered, filling the room with a mouth-watering aroma.




  ‘So, you’re big girls now?’ Leah asked rhetorically as she began ladling the soup into bowls and they washed their hands with hard pink soap. ‘No more school? No more

  homework?’




  ‘Kate will probably still have homework,’ Carrie said, drying her hands on an off-cut of towelling hooked under the sink. ‘She’s going to secretarial school in

  September.’




  Leah handed her the soup bowl and drew in an admiring breath. ‘Secretarial school! That’s what you should be doing Carrie, my girl. Better sitting in a fine office than shouting and

  touting like a fishwife in Lewisham High Street.’




  ‘I’m like my dad,’ Carrie said equably as she sat down at a deal table scrubbed almost white, ‘I like shouting and touting.’




  Leah, never reticent about voicing her disappointment in either Carrie’s father’s non-Jewishness or his occupation, merely clicked her tongue in exasperation much as Miss Godfrey had

  done only a little while earlier.




  ‘You could do so much better for yourself, bubbehh,’ she said, following Kate to the table and sitting down next to her. ‘Typing, sewing, hairdressing. Anything but

  the market.’




  ‘I don’t have the patience to learn to type,’ Carrie said truthfully, ‘and besides, even if I did, nothing I ever typed would be spelt right. As for sewing and

  hairdressing, I’m a klutz in both departments, which is why Kate’s going to come round at the weekend to cut my hair so that I can have it permed.’




  Her announcement had the desired effect. The subject of her going to work in the market was immediately forgotten as Leah remonstrated long and loud on the insanity of putting chemicals onto

  perfectly healthy, God-given straight hair.




  Conversations between Leah and Carrie were always lovingly volatile and Kate let the ensuing argument wash over her, giving Bonzo, the whippet, an occasional pat as he nuzzled against her legs,

  hopeful of a tit-bit.




  As Carrie protested that it was only sense to improve on nature whenever possible and Leah declared that if Carrie had been meant to have curly hair, she would have been born with curly hair,

  Kate thought back to her conversation with Miss Godfrey. It really had been most peculiar, not least because of the intensity of Miss Godfrey’s manner. It had been almost as if she had been

  afraid of something, something she couldn’t quite bring herself to put into words.




  ‘. . . and then the next thing you’ll be doing is peroxiding it like Gloria Swansong,’ Leah was saying as she stacked the empty soup bowls and carried them across to the

  sink.




  ‘It’s Swanson, Gran. Not Swansong,’ Carrie said with a giggle, adding teasingly, ‘it’s a good idea though. What do you think, Kate? Should I peroxide it before I

  have it permed, or after?’




  Kate looked at Carrie’s mane of almost blue-black hair and said in amusement, ‘I doubt there’s enough peroxide in the world to lift your hair to blonde.’




  ‘We might be able to get it to go red, though,’ Carrie said, enjoying herself hugely. ‘Do you think it would make me look like Maureen O’Sullivan in A Connecticut

  Yankee? All wild and untameable?’




  Leah snorted in disgust. ‘A nebbish is what you would look,’ she said, putting plates of fried plaice in front of them. ‘Better you go bald than go red!’




  Carrie shrieked in horror and Kate laughed, slipping Bonzo a surreptitious piece of fish.




  Leah sat down again and this time it was her turn to do the teasing, ‘And bald is what you’ll go if you work down the market,’ she said, giving Kate a wink Carrie didn’t

  see. ‘For why do you think all those market women wear headscarves, bubbelah? It’s because all that fresh air makes them bald, that’s for why.’




  Kate and Carrie shouted in laughter and the laughter continued as the subject of home-perming and baldness gave way to a discussion as to whether Bonzo should be allowed on the Folkestone trip

  and, if he were, if he should go as an official member of the pub cricket team.




  At last Kate said regretfully, ‘It’s nearly six. I have to go. Thank you for a marvellous tea, Mrs Singer.’




  ‘I have to go as well, Gran,’ Carrie said, pushing her chair away from the table. ‘I’m babysitting for Mavis and I want to get round there early enough to make sure

  she’s bathed Billy and fed him.’




  As Kate followed Carrie out of the kitchen and down the hall towards the front door, she picked her blazer up off the cluttered clothes-horse and said, ‘Do you want me to call for you

  tomorrow at the usual time or are you going up to Covent Garden with your mum and dad?’




  Carrie gave an exaggerated shudder. ‘After a late night baby-sitting for Mavis? You must be joking! Eight o’clock will be quite early enough for me tomorrow, thank you very

  much.’




  They stepped out into Magnolia Square and looked towards Mavis’s top step. It was empty.




  ‘Which could mean she’s already getting Billy ready for bed,’ Kate suggested optimistically.




  ‘Or that she’s resting with a cup of tea and a ciggie after shelling the peas,’ Carrie said darkly. ‘Honestly, how Ted puts up with her I don’t know. Dad says the

  Pope should make him a saint.’




  Albert Jennings’s high opinion of his son-in-law was well known to Kate. Mavis had always been what Albert described as ‘a bit of a handful’ and he had been vastly relieved

  when Mavis had married a level-headed, even-tempered young man who brought home an enviable pay-packet as a docker.




  ‘See you tomorrow then,’ Kate said to Carrie as they reached Mavis’s front gate.




  Carrie nodded, ‘Dad says there’s a glut of cherries at the moment so don’t bother with breakfast, we’ll be able to stuff ourselves all day.’




  When they had been much younger, permission to help themselves to the produce had been one of the ways Albert Jennings had tempted them into spending long Saturdays helping out on the stall and

  even though he now gave them handsome wages for the hours they worked, it was a perk that still continued.




  As Carrie walked up the Lomaxes’ front path Kate hooked a thumb under the collar of her blazer and swung it over her shoulder. She liked the Square at this time of an evening. It possessed

  a mellow, friendly air. Men were coming home from work, the greater proportion of them walking into the Square from Magnolia Hill and the general direction of the river and the docks; children were

  making the most of the precious interim between teatime and bedtime, gathering around lampposts for games of chequers or hopscotch or long-rope skipping; women who had the leisure to do so, like

  Miss Godfrey, were trimming hedges and dead-heading flowers.




  From the garden of the house tucked into the south-west corner of the Square, a frail, apparently disembodied voice said pleasantly, ‘Isn’t it a lovely evening? The vibrations are

  perfect for contacting the dear departed.’




  Kate stopped walking and faced a head-high bush of frilled white roses. ‘It’s a lovely evening, Miss Helliwell,’ she agreed as two heavy trusses of blossom were parted by a

  pair of rheumatically afflicted, blue-veined hands.




  Miss Emily Helliwell, Palm-Reader and Clairvoyant, beamed at her. ‘I’ve been in touch with Chopin all afternoon. Such a dear, dear man and so sad there has never been a rose named

  after him. Something golden, I think, would be very suitable. A cross between Star of Persia and Gloire de Dijon perhaps?’




  Well used to Miss Helliwell’s eccentricities, Kate replied gravely that she thought a rose on the lines of Gloire de Dijon would suit Chopin very well.




  Miss Helliwell’s cat, an enormous creature even more well fed than Bonzo, darted out of the garden and began to brush himself sinuously against her legs. Kate bent down and scratched him

  gently beneath the chin and Miss Helliwell said, ‘I’m afraid Faust has been very naughty today. He will chase birds and it does so upset my sister.’




  Kate made a murmur of sympathy. Miss Esther Helliwell was bedridden and her great pleasure in life was to look out at the garden and its masses of roses.




  ‘Are you going to come in and have a few words with her?’ Miss Helliwell asked, her bright-eyed, wrinkled face hopeful. ‘Mr Nibbs called in this afternoon but I’m sure

  another visitor would be very welcome. I can make a pot of tea and . . .’




  ‘I’m sorry, Miss Helliwell, I can’t,’ Kate said apologetically. ‘I’ll call in tomorrow, on my way home from the market.’




  ‘Evening, ladies,’ Daniel Collins senior said, striding towards them wearing an oil-spattered boiler-suit, a newspaper tucked beneath his arm. ‘Have you read what that bugger

  Hitler’s doing now? Only rounding up everyone he doesn’t like and flinging them into camps. Very odd race of people, the Germans. No sense of moderation.’




  ‘Hitler isn’t German, Mr Collins,’ Kate said, her voice sounding a little odd even to herself. ‘He’s Austrian.’




  ‘Whatever he is, he’s a blighter,’ Mr Collins said cheerfully. ‘Don’t you think it’s about time you had those roses lopped down a bit, Miss Helliwell?

  They’re beginning to look like a perishin’ jungle.’




  As Miss Helliwell protested strongly at the very idea of having her roses tampered with, Kate walked away from them, continuing on her way home, wondering why everyone had Hitler on the

  brain.




  ‘First it was Miss Godfrey,’ she said to her father an hour later as she put a plate of sausage and mash on the table in front of him, ‘and then it was Mr

  Collins.’




  Carl Voigt smiled slightly and reached for a bottle of brown sauce. ‘It’s only to be expected,’ he said in a voice betraying only the merest hint of an accent. ‘Germany

  hasn’t been out of the news all month. First it was the news that German citizenship had been declared conditional on Nazi membership and then there was the decree that the importing of

  banned books would be punishable by death. With Hitler instigating the passing into law of such obscenities, of course people are talking about him.’




  Kate sat down opposite him and sipped at a mug of tea. ‘It wasn’t Hitler being mentioned, it was the way he was mentioned, or at least the way Miss Godfrey mentioned him,

  that was odd.’ She hesitated and then said, troubled, ‘She made it sound as if people would assume, because you’re German, that you’re an admirer of what is now going on in

  Germany.’




  Carl Voigt’s eyebrows rose slightly over the top of his rimless spectacles. ‘Did she?’ he queried mildly. ‘Were those her exact words?’




  ‘Not exactly,’ Kate admitted, adding defensively, ‘but that was definitely her implication.’




  Carl speared the end of a crisply fried sausage. ‘I think you misconstrued whatever it was she said to you,’ he said at last, ‘and I also think you’re being

  over-sensitive, Liebling. No-one who knows me would ever, in a million years, imagine I was an admirer of the present German government.’




  The idea was so preposterous that Kate’s sensation of uneasiness immediately began to ebb. ‘I know that,’ she said with a grin, ‘but all the same, her manner was

  odd.’




  ‘If it will make you any happier I’ll talk to her about it,’ Carl said, keeping his own suspicions as to what Miss Godfrey had been trying to convey to Kate to himself. There

  was no sense in anticipating unpleasantness, especially when it was unpleasantness that couldn’t possibly affect his English-born daughter.




  He speared the last piece of sausage with his fork and said appreciatively, ‘That was a wonderful dinner, Liebling.’




  She rose to her feet and picked up his plate, carrying it across to the sink. ‘Are you going to The Swan this evening?’ she asked, her thoughts no longer on her puzzling conversation

  with Miss Godfrey, but on the pub’s annual outing to Folkestone which her father always helped to arrange.




  He nodded. ‘Yes, there’s a meeting tonight to settle on the date of the trip. Daniel Collins thinks we should change it from August Bank Holiday weekend to an earlier date when

  Folkestone won’t be so crowded.’




  ‘It’s a good idea, but it’s a bit late to change this year’s date, isn’t it?’ Kate asked, plunging her father’s plate and knife and fork into a bowl of

  soapy hot water. ‘It’s July already.’




  ‘We could go the week beforehand.’ Carl pushed his chair away from the table. ‘The only person it will inconvenience will be Nibbo. He doesn’t mind closing shop on a Bank

  Holiday weekend but it’s going to half-kill him to put up the shutters on a normal weekend.’




  He picked up a large shabby briefcase and withdrew a pile of exercise-books from it, putting them on the table where he wouldn’t be able to avoid seeing them when he came home from his

  meeting at The Swan.




  ‘What on earth are those?’ Kate asked, her eyebrows rising. ‘School’s over until September.’




  ‘Not for teachers, it isn’t,’ Carl said dryly. He gave her a kiss on the cheek. ‘Cheerio, Liebling. I’ll be back by nine.’




  When he had gone she dried her hands on a tea towel and went into the living-room. A library edition of J. B. Priestley’s The Good Companions lay on the arm of a chair, a bookmark

  placed strategically at the end of chapter five. She picked it up and carried it outside, sitting on the scoured top step. Though it was now after seven the sun was still warm and the air was heavy

  with the fragrance of the flowers in her own, and her neighbours’, gardens.




  She read a few pages and was interrupted by Mr Nibbs calling out a greeting as he left his house intent on the same destination as her father and by Charlie Robson calling a greeting as he

  walked towards Magnolia Terrace, his alsatian, Queenie, at his heels.




  Kate put her book face down on her knee and watched man and dog until they were out of sight. Charlie Robson was obviously going to take Queenie for a walk on the Heath. On such a lovely summer

  evening there couldn’t be a nicer activity and she wished she had had the forethought to have asked Carrie’s grandmother if she could take Bonzo for a walk. It was too late now and she

  closed her eyes, enjoying the heavy, sweet smell of Miss Godfrey’s carnations and the rhythmic sound of a distant lawnmower.




  ‘Lovely, isn’t it?’ Hettie Collins, Danny Collins’s mother, called out cheerily. She was on her way to arrange the flowers at St Mark’s Church and the shopping bag

  she was carrying was crammed with freshly cut sweet peas and lilies and columbines. ‘On an evening like this you know that God’s in his heaven and all’s right with the

  world!’




  ‘You certainly do, Mrs Collins,’ Kate agreed, trying to remember where the quotation came from and flashing her a wide, sunny smile. ‘I finished school today and I start

  secretarial school in September.’




  ‘Good for you, dear. My Danny’s joined the army. He doesn’t half look a smasher in his uniform. I envy both of you. You’ve got your whole lives to look forward to. I must

  be getting on though, dear. I can’t stay talking. There’s a wedding tomorrow and there’s a lot of flowers to arrange. Toodle-doo.’




  ‘Toodle-doo,’ Kate rejoined exuberantly, suffused with sheer animal good spirits. She had remembered where the quotation about God being in his heaven had come from. It was from a

  poem by Robert Browning. She knew also that Mrs Collins was right and that the whole of her adult life lay before her; a huge adventure she couldn’t wait to begin.




  She closed her eyes again, day-dreaming of the wonderful things to come. When her father came home she was still there, her book face down on her knee, asleep in the blue-spangled dusk.




  





  Chapter Two




  [image: ]




  AUGUST 1936




  ‘Don’t you think it’s a little beneath our dignity to go on the Folkestone trip this year?’ Carrie asked, looking at herself critically in the

  full-length dressing-table mirror in Kate’s bedroom. ‘I mean, it isn’t as if we can let our hair down, is it? Not when your dad is organizing it and my mum and dad and gran are

  going on it, not to mention Mavis and Ted and the kids.’




  ‘Mrs Collins told me Danny is hoping to be home on leave that weekend and that, if he is, he wants to be counted in for the trip,’ Kate said guilefully, continuing to paint her nails

  a devilish scarlet as Carrie surveyed the squared shoulders of the lavender crêpe dress Kate had helped her to make.




  Carrie raised an eyebrow in mock offence. ‘And just what is that remark supposed to mean?’ she asked, knowing very well what it meant. ‘If you’d said King Edward, I might

  have been tempted.’




  ‘You’re neither married or American so you stand no chance there,’ Kate said dryly, painting her last nail with care.




  Carrie returned her attention to her dress. ‘I’m not at all sure about these puff sleeves,’ she said doubtfully. ‘They make me feel top-heavy.’




  ‘You don’t look top-heavy,’ Kate said truthfully, ‘and the skirt hangs wonderfully.’




  Carrie did a pirouette, the cross-cut, mid-length skirt swirling around her legs. ‘Do you think the rumours are true?’ she asked, referring to King Edward. ‘Do you think the

  King really does want to marry Mrs Simpson?’




  Kate shook her head. ‘He can’t marry her, can he? I expect he’ll end up marrying Princess Frederica or Princess Alexandrine Louise.’




  Carrie turned away from the mirror. ‘And who are they, when they’re at home?’ she asked, flinging herself face down on the bed beside Kate.




  Kate waved her wet fingernails in the air in order to dry them. Ever since she had left secretarial school two years ago and begun work as a junior typist in a City office, Carrie had treated

  her as the fount of all wisdom. ‘Princess Frederica is the granddaughter of the Kaiser and Princess Alexandrine Louise is the third daughter of Prince Harald of Denmark,’ she said

  obligingly.




  ‘Blimey, we could do without a German queen at the moment. She might want Hitler to come to the wedding! And speaking of boring old Hitler, you’ll never guess my latest

  news.’




  She rolled over on to her side, propping herself up on her arm. ‘We’re taking a Jewish refugee in. She’s the granddaughter of an old friend of Gran’s who went to live in

  Dresden when she was a young girl. Gran kept in touch with her for a little while but hasn’t heard from her for over forty years. Then, out of the blue, she received a letter via the Red

  Cross from something called an Auffanglager in Lucerne. Apparently it’s a humanitarian camp for Jewish refugees who have managed to cross the lake that forms the border between

  Germany and Switzerland. Her friend’s granddaughter is interned there, and she’d given the Red Cross Gran’s name in the hope Gran might be able to help her gain an entry visa into

  Britain.’




  Kate stared at her round-eyed. ‘And what did your gran do?’




  Carrie grinned. ‘She got Dad to write to the Home Office saying that if Christina Frank, her friend’s granddaughter, was given an entry visa into Britain he would both give her a

  home and employment. It’s taken quite a while to arrange and more letters than Dad’s ever written in his life before, but she’s finally been granted a visa.’




  ‘I think that’s . . .’ Kate sought for a suitable word and couldn’t find one that summed up her admiration sufficiently, ‘. . . magnificent,’ she

  said at last.




  ‘It ain’t bad, is it?’ Carrie agreed, enjoying the reflected glory. ‘She’ll have Mavis’s old room and now he’s going to have a third pair of hands

  helping down the market Dad’s going to take on an extra stall. Mum says he’s becoming quite a little empire-builder.’




  Kate giggled. ‘Mr Nibbs will have a pink fit. He was telling Dad last night that he thinks even Miss Helliwell is jaunting down to the market to do the bulk of her shopping.’




  ‘She is,’ Carrie said complacently. ‘And as Dad always slips her some bruised fruit for free, she’s likely to continue doing so.’




  Through the open window Miss Godfrey could be heard discussing a forthcoming church fête with Mrs Collins and Kate said musingly, ‘Miss Helliwell’s going to be doing

  palm-readings at the fête. Don’t you think it’s about time we asked her to read ours?’




  ‘Yes, but not at the fête. We don’t want anyone listening in and you can bet your life that’s what would happen. Why don’t we call on her one evening next week?

  She’s always glad of company and we can cross her palm with silver and discover our destinies. What does she charge? Do you know?’




  ‘I haven’t a clue. I think she just charges what she thinks people can afford.’




  Carrie lay flat on her back and stretched a capable-looking hand high into the air, staring at the palm musingly. ‘I wonder what she’ll see there? Do you think she’ll be able

  to tell me who I’m going to marry? Do you think he’ll be tall, dark, handsome and rich?’




  ‘I think he’ll probably be five-foot-nine with a hint of red in his hair, more than passably good-looking and a private in the army,’ Kate said dryly.




  It was a fairly adequate description of Danny Collins and Carrie threw a pillow at her. ‘I am not going to marry someone I’ve known since I was in nursery school,’ she

  said firmly, sitting up and swinging her legs off the bed. ‘I’m going to marry someone dangerously exciting, someone who will sweep me off my feet . . .’




  ‘Someone who’s taking a heck of a long time in appearing on the scene,’ Kate finished for her.




  Carrie grinned ruefully. ‘He is, isn’t he?’ she said, standing up. ‘Perhaps Miss Helliwell will be able to tell me what’s keeping him. Shall we go and see her

  tomorrow night?’




  Kate nodded, as eager as Carrie to have a glimpse into her future. ‘Where are you going now?’ she asked as Carrie picked up her clutch bag. ‘The dentist?’




  Carrie shuddered. ‘Yes, God help me. This is the third appointment I’ve made and if the last two are anything to go by my nerve is going to fail me again long before I reach the

  surgery!’




  When Carrie had reluctantly gone on her way, Kate went in search of her father. He was in the back garden, a battered straw hat shading his head from the sun as he sowed

  Brussels sprouts seeds in carefully prepared seed trays. She sat down on the low wall that separated the nursery garden from the rest of the garden and said, still hardly able to believe it,

  ‘The Jennings family are taking in a German-Jewish refugee. She’s the granddaughter of an old friend of Carrie’s gran’s.’




  ‘Are they indeed?’ Carl leaned back on his heels and pushed his hat a little further back on his head. ‘That is just the kind of generous, compassionate thing they would do.

  Are Mrs Singer’s friend and daughter coming to England as well?’




  Kate’s waist-length braid had fallen forward over her shoulder and she flicked it back again, saying with surprise in her voice, ‘I never thought to ask. Carrie didn’t mention

  them and even if Mrs Singer’s friend and daughter were also coming to England, they couldn’t stay at Carrie’s. There would be no room for them.’ Her eyes met her

  father’s and widened as a momentous thought occurred to her. ‘They could stay here, though, couldn’t they? They could stay with us!’




  Her father stood up, dusting soil from the knees of his ancient corduroy trousers. ‘They could most certainly stay with us,’ he said slowly, ‘if your mother were still alive

  she would certainly offer to give them a home. And even if Mrs Singer’s friend and daughter are not in need of a home, there’s no reason why we shouldn’t contact the Home Office

  and make it known that we’re willing to give a home to a German-Jewish refugee family. That at least we can do.’




  They were both silent for a few minutes, Kate thinking of the mother she could scarcely remember and Carl remembering in deep pain a much loved, much missed wife and friend.




  They had met when he had been a POW working on the land in Kent. The farmer he was assigned to regularly offered accommodation and wages to Londoners in the hop-picking season and Anne had been

  one of the many East Enders who journeyed into the Kentish countryside for two weeks of hard hop-picking, thinking of the change of scene and routine not as labour but as a holiday.




  She had been an only child and her parents had not been overly keen when they had discovered how things were between them. Carl smiled to himself at the memory. Anne had been uncaring of her

  parents’ disapproval and, when it became obvious to them that she wasn’t affecting love for a German POW merely to annoy them but was sincerely in love with him, they had adopted a

  practical live and let live attitude towards him and until their deaths, the year before Kate had been born, had been affectionate and supportive parents-in-law to him.




  His smile faded. Anne had died in the winter of 1919, when Kate was two years old, of pneumonia. Since then, apart from Kate, he had lived alone and he assumed now that he would always do

  so.




  Kate, mistaking the bleak expression in his eyes for pain at the horrors now taking place in his homeland, stood up and impulsively crossed the distance between them, putting her arms around him

  and hugging tight. He very rarely spoke of Germany and he was so very English in so many ways, in his love of gardening, in his captaining of the local cricket team, in his enjoyment of a drink at

  the local pub with his friends, that she found it hard to believe that Germany was his homeland.




  ‘I’m so glad you didn’t want to return to Germany after you married Mum,’ she said fervently, her head against the pullover she had knitted him for his birthday. ‘I

  keep forgetting it might have been something you wanted to do; that I could have been born in Germany and that we could easily be living there now.’




  He stroked the gleaming gold of her hair, saying tenderly, ‘Why should I have taken your mother away from the country she loved, to a country whose inhabitants would have been hostile

  towards her? My parents were dead, I had no other family, there was no real reason for me to return home and there was every reason to remain here.’




  Behind his spectacles his grey-blue eyes darkened. ‘As things have worked out, I’m deeply relieved that I did so. Though I fought in the war, I didn’t do so willingly.

  I’m a pacifist at heart and for many years now Germany has been no country for pacifists.’




  She looked up into his gentle face, loving him with all her heart. ‘And no country for Jews, either,’ she said quietly. ‘Let’s find out how we can give a home to at least

  one refugee family. You’ve been happy in England. Perhaps they will be too.’




  The next evening, in nervous anticipation of what Miss Helliwell might reveal to her, she strolled towards the bottom end of the Square with Carrie.




  They had only gone a dozen yards or so when Carrie said in exasperation, ‘Do you see what I see?’




  Kate’s heart sank. Ahead of them the tweed-suited figure of Miss Godfrey had just stepped out of St Mark’s Church and was beginning to walk briskly across the grass towards them.




  ‘We don’t have to get involved in a long conversation with her,’ she said firmly to Carrie. ‘We simply have to say that we have an appointment and that . . .’




  ‘Good evening, girls.’ Miss Godfrey came to a halt full-square in front of them, physically preventing them from continuing on their way. ‘I’ve just collected the

  fête raffle tickets. Would you like to buy one? The prize is a teddy bear. I did suggest to the vicar that a rose bowl would be more suitable but . . .’




  Resignedly, Kate and Carrie sought in their clutch bags for a suitable donation. As they did so, Daniel Collins bore down on them from the Heath half of the Square and Charlie Robson’s

  hulking figure ambled towards them from the Lewisham half of the Square.




  ‘Raffle tickets?’ Daniel beamed, fumbling in his boiler-suit pocket for loose change. ‘What’s the prize this year, Miss Godfrey? Not another perishin’ teddy bear I

  hope.’




  Charlie had also joined them. His criminal reputation was such that Miss Godfrey always tried to avoid him and she was so flurried at not having avoided him on this occasion that she fumbled in

  her attempts to tear off a raffle ticket for Daniel and dropped her handbag.




  Charlie, who would never have dreamt of thieving on his home turf, bent down to retrieve it for her. Miss Godfrey, certain that he was about to abscond with it, snatched it from his grasp before

  he even had time to proffer it.




  ‘’ere, steady on,’ Charlie protested mildly, his reactions blunted slightly by the pint of mild he had just downed in The Swan. ‘I ’ain’t going to do a runner

  wiv it!’




  It was so obvious that this was exactly what Miss Godfrey had feared that even Daniel Collins looked disconcerted. As a diversionary tactic he thrust his copy of the evening paper into

  Charlie’s now empty hands. ‘I haven’t my reading glasses with me, Charlie. Can you tell me what the latest news is on the cricket? Are Derbyshire really in with a

  chance?’




  For some reason that Kate couldn’t fathom it was now Charlie who looked disconcerted. He fumbled to the sports pages and after a little hesitation uncertainly read out the latest

  scores.




  ‘And what does the sports commentator say about that?’ Daniel asked. ‘Does he reckon Derbyshire are going to win the county cricket championship?’ While he waited for an

  answer he said helpfully to Kate and Carrie and Miss Godfrey, ‘If they do, it’ll be their first time in sixty-two years!’




  Charlie scrutinized the paper for an inordinately long time and then said unhappily, ‘It don’t say.’




  ‘Course it’ll say! Have a look on the back page.’




  Charlie did so and after another long pause said again, ‘It don’t say, Daniel.’




  Daniel was just about to protest that there must be some comment on the back page when Miss Godfrey said slowly, ‘You can’t read, can you, Mr Robson?’




  Kate sucked in her breath sharply. Daniel Collins leapt immediately to his friend’s defence, saying scoffingly, ‘Course Charlie can read!’




  ‘No, I can’t,’ Charlie said with profound dignity. ‘I don’t know why, but I’ve never bin able to get the ’ang of it.’




  It was Carrie who recovered from the shock first. ‘I shouldn’t worry about it, Mr Robson,’ she said comfortingly. ‘I could never get the hang of arithmetic.’




  It was a blatant lie. Carrie could add up a string of figures in her head with awe-inspiring accuracy as both Kate and Miss Godfrey were well aware.




  ‘It don’t matter,’ Charlie said, aware that his revelation had caused a certain awkwardness. ‘I’m used to it and it don’t bother me.’




  Daniel gave a sigh of relief, happy to let the embarrassing subject drop, but Miss Godfrey said, an odd note in her voice, ‘But would you like to be able to read, Mr

  Robson?’




  Kate held her breath as Charlie gave Miss Godfrey’s question serious consideration. ‘Yes,’ he said at last, ‘I reckon I would.’




  ‘But how can you?’ Daniel Collins asked practically. ‘I mean, when all’s said and done Charlie, if you didn’t manage to learn at school you’re not likely to

  learn now you’re the wrong side of fifty, are you? Even if you were, who in their right mind would teach you?’




  ‘I would,’ Miss Godfrey said succinctly, the light of battle in her eyes. ‘It’s a sin and a shame that anyone not mentally handicapped should be unable to read and

  it’s never too late to learn. I’m walking in the same direction as you, Mr Robson. Perhaps you’d like to walk with me as far as my gate and we can discuss times for lessons that

  will be convenient to us both.’




  Daniel Collins gave a choking sound. Kate’s jaw dropped open. Carrie gasped. Charlie blinked, bewildered by the speed of events and then, to his audience’s stupefaction, amicably

  assented to Miss Godfrey’s suggestion.




  ‘Blimey,’ Daniel Collins said in awed tones, as they walked away together. ‘If that don’t beat all!’




  ‘It was pretty fast work, wasn’t it?’ Carrie said, grudging admiration in her voice. ‘Do you think she fancies him?’




  ‘She’s sorry for him,’ Kate said, watching as the two incongruous figures, Charlie’s broad-shouldered and shambling, Miss Godfrey’s tall and angular, walked away

  from them. ‘To someone like Miss Godfrey, reading is the most important ability there is. If Charlie isn’t careful, she’s going to transform his life.’




  ‘Which is all right if he wants it transforming, but a bit of a bugger if he doesn’t,’ Daniel Collins said, making no apology for his language.




  Accustomed to the colourful language of the market, neither girl took offence.




  ‘We’ve got to be on our way, Mr Collins,’ Kate said, mindful that they hadn’t intended stopping to talk in the first place.




  ‘And so have I.’ Daniel tucked the newspaper that had caused all the kerfuffle once again under his arm. ‘Hettie will have my dinner ready and she don’t like to be kept

  waiting.’




  He went on his way, a happy and uncomplicated man, and Kate said mischievously, ‘He might one day be your father-in-law, Carrie. You could do a lot worse.’




  ‘I could do a sight better!’ Carrie said tartly. ‘And with a bit of luck Miss Helliwell is going to tell me so and give me some details into the bargain.’




  Without encountering any more of their neighbours, they carried on down to Miss Helliwell’s house and turned in at her gate. The garden beyond was turbulently overgrown. Though

  passionately fond of roses, Miss Helliwell did not believe in restraining them nor did she favour new-fangled, prim and neat, hybrid-tea varieties. Her roses were the roses of medieval France and

  Persia. Damask roses and moss roses grew jungle-thick in great head-high bushes of white and crimson; gallicas and albas rampaged up trees, their scent intoxicating.




  ‘Do you think she’ll ask us to come back another time?’ Carrie asked doubtfully as Faust appeared from beneath a thicket of sharply pink Empress Josephine and began to

  stalk them up the pathway.




  ‘I don’t know. I hope not.’ Now she had finally decided on having her palm read, Kate wanted the deed done as soon as possible. There was something she wanted to ask Miss

  Helliwell; something of a very practical nature. Though she enjoyed her job, she didn’t particularly enjoy travelling to and from the City every day and a large local firm, Harvey’s

  Construction Ltd, was advertising for a junior secretary. It would be quite an advancement from being a mere typist in a typing pool and an added advantage would be that she could walk to work

  instead of having to suffer a claustrophobic journey by train twice a day. The prospect was exceedingly tempting and she had made her mind up that if Miss Helliwell judged such a move wise, it was

  a move she was going to make.




  ‘Well, well, this is a surprise,’ Miss Helliwell said, opening the door to them and looking even more diminutive in her slippers than she did in outdoor shoes. ‘Are you selling

  raffle tickets for the fête? I shall buy one of course but I do wish the Vicar would offer something a little more tempting as a prize than a teddy bear . . .’




  ‘We’re not selling raffle tickets,’ Kate said, the breath tight in her chest. ‘We’ve come to have our palms read.’




  ‘Have you?’ Miss Helliwell said, always happy to combine a little companionship with business. ‘Then you’d better come inside.’ She began to lead the way

  down a narrow hallway congested with piles of books and aspidistras. ‘It takes quite a time, you know. I tried to explain that to dear Mr Collins when he came to me in the hope that I could

  tell him which horse would win the Derby.’




  ‘And did you?’ Kate asked curiously as Miss Helliwell led the way into a sitting-room crammed with yet more foliage.




  ‘Not exactly,’ Miss Helliwell said, mindful of dear Mr Collins’s rather heavy losses on Derby day. ‘I told him to back a Moslem and he thought I said muslin and

  put all his money on Summer Gauze. As it was, the Aga Khan’s filly Mahmoud won by a head and Summer Gauze trailed in so far behind Mr Collins swore she wasn’t in the same

  race.’




  She seated herself at a large circular table covered in fringed, rust-coloured moquette. ‘Now,’ she said in happy anticipation, ‘which of you is going to have their palm read

  first?’




  ‘Kate will,’ Carrie said quickly.




  Shooting Carrie a look that indicated Carrie was going to have some apologizing to do when they left the house, Kate sat nervously down at the table opposite Miss Helliwell.




  ‘Now dear, let me have a look at your hands,’ Miss Helliwell instructed, adding, ‘and if Caroline would like to go and have a chat with my sister, I’m sure Esther would

  appreciate it. She’s in the conservatory and she does so like visitors.’




  Aware that she was discreetly being asked to leave the room, Carrie disappointedly turned her back on them and went in search of the wheelchair-bound Esther.




  ‘Now dear,’ Miss Helliwell said again as the door closed, leaving them in privacy. ‘Let’s see what we have here.’




  She took Kate’s hands in hers, examining them closely. ‘Very nice,’ she said at last. ‘Very nice indeed. You have the long-fingered, well-shaped hand of a typical Water

  personality. Water hands are sometimes called sensitive hands because they indicate great sensitivity and emotional warmth.’




  Kate felt some of her tension ease. If Miss Helliwell was going to say nice things about her there was no need for her to be apprehensive.




  Miss Helliwell took hold of her right hand and cupped it, staring down intently into the palm. For a long moment she didn’t speak and when she did her voice was oddly strained.

  ‘Well, well,’ she said, stalling for time in order to get over the shock she had just received. ‘How very . . . unexpected.’




  All Kate’s apprehensions flooded back in full force. ‘What is?’ she demanded. ‘What’s wrong? Is it my life-line . . .’




  ‘Oh no dear,’ Miss Helliwell said swiftly. ‘There’s nothing wrong with your life-line. Your life-line is so long it reaches your wrist! You’re going to make old

  bones, dear. Very old bones.’




  ‘Then what is it? What can you see that you didn’t expect to see?’




  Miss Helliwell squinted with renewed concentration at Kate’s palm. ‘It’s rather difficult to explain, dear,’ she said at last, choosing her words with care. ‘There

  is great happiness in your future. Very great happiness. It is, however, a happiness that comes only after heartache. You have an enviable capacity for love, and love is going to be central to your

  life, but where love is concerned you’re going to have some very hard choices and decisions to make.’




  ‘But can’t you tell me what my choices and decisions should be?’ Kate asked in rising anxiety.




  Miss Helliwell shook her head. ‘No, my dear. You will have to make up your own mind about the paths you will take. One thing you can take comfort from. You have a cross on your Mount of

  Jupiter which is very rare and very lucky. There, can you see it?’ With a rheumatically afflicted finger she pointed to two small lines forming a cross on Kate’s palm. ‘That

  indicates that at some time in your life a great and lasting love will occur, a love from which nothing but good will come.’ Gently she released Kate’s hand.




  ‘Is that it?’ Kate asked in surprise. ‘I thought you said that readings took a long time.’




  ‘Some do and some don’t,’ Miss Helliwell said, carefully avoiding Kate’s eyes so that Kate couldn’t see the troubled expression she knew was there. ‘Will you

  go and tell Caroline that I am ready to read her palm now?’




  Reluctantly, wishing that Miss Helliwell had been a little more specific about the nature of the heartache she was apparently to suffer, Kate pushed her chair away from the table and went in

  search of the conservatory.




  It was at the back of the house adjoining the kitchen and the instant she entered it Carrie leapt from the chair she had been sitting in. With a finger to her lips she indicated that Esther was

  asleep and then whispered urgently, ‘What happened? What did she tell you?’




  ‘She didn’t say much at all.’ For the first time in her life Kate was unwilling to share her experience with Carrie. Miss Helliwell’s odd attitude had deeply disconcerted

  her and she wanted to think over what had been said to her, before trivializing it by gossiping about it.




  Carrie’s dark, well-defined eyebrows rose high. ‘She must have said something!’




  Aware that she was going to have to at least partially satisfy Carrie’s curiosity, Kate said, grateful that one part of her palm-reading had been uncomplicated, ‘I have a Cross of

  Jupiter on my palm and it signifies great good fortune.’




  ‘Golly!’ There was envy in Carrie’s voice. ‘I wonder if I’ve got one as well?’




  ‘You won’t find out standing here, talking to me.’ There was impatience as well as affection in Kate’s voice.




  ‘That’s true,’ Carrie said, ever-practical. ‘I’d better be going, hadn’t I? Wish me luck.’




  ‘You’re having your palm read, not swimming the Channel!’




  Carrie gave an exaggerated shiver. ‘It may not be a plunge into the Channel but it’s a plunge into the future and I jolly well don’t want any nasty surprises!’




  With fingers crossed, she left the conservatory and Kate sat down in a battered cane chair near to Esther’s wheelchair. The younger Miss Helliwell, well into her seventies, was snoring

  gently, a worn tartan blanket covering her knees.




  Kate stared out into a rear garden as dense with blossom as the rose-drowned front garden, wishing she had never broached the idea of palm-readings to Carrie. She was an intelligent girl and she

  was well aware that her palm-reading had been brief because Miss Helliwell had been too taken aback by what she had read in her palm to have talked to her truthfully and at length about what she

  had seen there. Instead she had taken refuge in generalities.




  She looked down at her palm and at the faint web of lines forming a small cross below her forefinger. It hadn’t all been generalities. There had been utter sincerity in Miss

  Helliwell’s voice when she had told her that the cross signified great good luck and a lasting love. Some of the tension she had been feeling eased. Miss Helliwell had also been quite adamant

  that, beyond the heartache, happiness lay in wait for her. That being so, it was ridiculous of her to feel unnerved at being told she would have heartache and hard choices and decisions to make.

  Hard choices and decisions were, after all, something everyone had to cope with.




  As Faust padded into the conservatory, she gave a rueful smile. She had expected too much from the palm-reading, that was the trouble. And she had completely forgotten to ask Miss Helliwell

  whether or not she should apply for the job at Harvey’s. Faust sprang up on to her knees and settled himself comfortably and she knew that her forgetfulness didn’t matter. She

  didn’t need advice where the new job was concerned. Of course she was going to apply for it. Her future would be what she would make of it. And she had stayed in the typing pool long

  enough.




  On the following Saturday, as they walked towards the Heath where the church fête was being held, Carrie was still full of all the things Miss Helliwell had told her.

  ‘She was quite adamant that I had already met my husband-to-be and that I would be married long before I was twenty-one,’ she said, obviously highly delighted at the prediction.




  ‘But that was precisely what you didn’t want!’ Kate protested. ‘You didn’t want to marry someone you’d known since nursery days! You wanted to be swept off

  your feet by a tall, dark stranger!’




  Carrie grinned. ‘I did, didn’t I? However, I have exercised a lady’s prerogative and I’ve changed my mind.’




  ‘But why on earth . . .’ Kate began, exasperated.




  ‘Because Miss Helliwell saw a uniform quite clearly and children with red in their hair. Danny Collins is quite obviously my fate. Don’t you think that wonderfully

  romantic?’




  ‘I think you’re crackers,’ Kate said starkly. ‘You can’t decide to marry someone just because of a palm-reading!’




  ‘Oh, I’ve a little more reason than that,’ Carrie said, a naughty sparkle in her eye. ‘He’s home on leave again and he’s been promoted to sergeant. Stripes

  suit him. He looked very tasty when I ran into him at the chippie last night.’




  Kate shook her head in mock despair and then began to laugh. Arm in arm, Kate in an ice-blue sundress that emphasized the blondeness of her hair, Carrie in her highly fashionable lavender

  crêpe dress, they walked out of Magnolia Terrace and across the main road and onto the Heath.




  The tiny section of the Heath given over to the fête was resplendent with flags and bunting. There were white-naperied tables laden with home-made jams, cakes and pickles. A long trestle

  table groaned under the weight of entries for the most splendid basket of home-grown vegetables. A large crayoned notice pinned to a festively decorated tent announced that Miss Helliwell,

  Palm-reader and Clairvoyant, was available for consultations.




  Clumps of balloons flew from every available anchorage. Donkeys plodded contentedly around a roped-off circuit, small children on their backs. There were bagatelle tables and pingpong tables.

  There was a section each for ninepins, quoits, skittles, darts and an impressive archery ground. A large bell-tent, the notice TEAS pinned to its entrance, was presided over by Hettie Collins.

  Nibbo was helping Kate’s father to hammer cricket stumps into position ready for the obligatory cricket match. Mavis was sprucing up her little daughter ready for the Bonny Baby competition.

  Miss Godfrey, wearing her habitual tweed suit despite the brilliant sun and cloudless sky, was busy selling last minute raffle tickets. Ted Lomax, Carrie’s quiet-spoken brother-in-law, was

  manhandling a barrel of sarsaparilla into place under a label proclaiming REFRESHMENTS.




  ‘Well I haven’t entered the home-grown vegetable competition and I don’t have an entry for the Bonny Baby Competition,’ Carrie said pragmatically, ‘so we can give

  those a miss. How about a shot at archery. Are you game?’




  Though she couldn’t possibly have heard Carrie, Mavis shouted across to her, ‘Don’t go skiving off when it’s time for the Bonny Baby competition, Carrie! I want you

  clapping your hands and stamping your feet on your niece’s behalf!’




  Carrie gave an exaggerated groan. ‘You’d think she’d have enough support with Mum, Dad, Gran and Christina.’




  ‘What is Christina like?’ Kate asked curiously as they side-stepped members of St Mark’s Boys’ Brigade Band who were practising for the display they were to give later in

  the afternoon.




  ‘Quiet. Though I think that’s only temporary. She’d had a long and tiring journey and I reckon the nervous relief, when she realized she was actually in England, must have been

  enormous. She’s here somewhere with Mum and Dad and Gran and she’s dying to meet you and make friends.’




  From behind them a piercing whistle stopped them dead in their tracks. ‘It’s Danny,’ Carrie said without turning her head. ‘With a whistle like that he could earn a

  living as a railway guard!’




  The perm that had once made her hair look like a Hottentot’s had long since grown out and her hair now hung heavily and sleekly to her shoulders. As she pushed it away from her face and

  turned around, Kate saw a tell-tale flush of colour in her cheeks. Wryly she acknowledged that where Carrie was concerned, Miss Helliwell’s predictions had quite obviously been a hundred per

  cent accurate.




  ‘Fancy a shot at the archery?’ Danny asked, strolling towards them, Jerry and Jack Robson close behind him. ‘After all the rifle practice I’ve done this past few months I

  reckon I should be able to hit the bull’s-eye easily.’




  Not overly tall but broad in the shoulders, he had an engaging grin and the kind of pleasant, frank and open face that would be boyish well into middle-age. The boyishness was enhanced by the

  hint of red in his hair and the freckles that peppered his rather snub nose. Until now Kate had been mystified as to why Carrie was so taken with him but seeing him in uniform she had to admit that

  the stripes on his shoulders did give him a certain allure. Or perhaps, she thought reflectively as Carrie teased him about being so confident of his chances, it wasn’t the stripes but the

  self-assurance they had given him that was attractive.




  ‘Archery?’ Jack Robson asked as he and his brother joined them. ‘Where the hell did the vicar get the idea for archery from? Lambeth Palace?’




  Unlike Danny, there was nothing remotely homely about the Robson boys. Tall and hard-muscled, with thick shocks of unruly dark hair, they both possessed a reckless ‘damn-your-eyes’

  quality that indicated they would be ugly customers in a fight and that they wouldn’t need much excuse to join in any fight that was going.




  ‘Archery is a very old and well-respected sport,’ Carrie said to him pertly. ‘It isn’t just for nobs. It was the bowmen of England that won the Battle of Agincourt for

  King Henry.’




  ‘Well, isn’t that nice to know?’ Jack said affably, not remotely impressed by her show of knowledge. ‘And leaving Henry out of it and talking about this afternoon, what

  prizes are being given for scoring bull’s-eyes?’




  ‘Knowing the vicar, it’ll be teddy bears,’ Jerry said glumly.




  Kate giggled. Though the Robson boys had a reputation for being rough and ready they were also amusing company and she secretly had a soft spot for Jerry, whose swagger was marginally less

  blatant than his brother’s. He said to her now: ‘Have we to go over to the archery then? I don’t want to hang around here. I might be asked to judge the Bonny Baby

  Competition!’




  They all burst out laughing and Kate saw Danny take hold of Carrie’s hand and tuck it proprietorially into the crook of his arm. ‘I think your mum and dad are over at the archery

  ground,’ he said to her. ‘Shall we go?’




  Carrie nodded, the sun glinting on the tortoiseshell combs holding her hair away from her face, the glow on her face radiant.




  Kate felt her throat tighten. Carrie really was in love with Danny. A pang of wistfulness assailed her. She, too, would have liked to be in love, or at least to be on the verge of being

  in love. Certain that she was far from being so and with Jerry at her side, she followed Jack and Danny and Carrie to the far side of the fête where the archery target had been set up.




  ‘This is the last time you’ll be seeing me for a while,’ Jerry said laconically, his hands deep in his trouser pockets. ‘I’m off to Spain tomorrow.’




  ‘Spain!’ Kate forgot all about not being in love. Ever since civil war had erupted in Spain it had scarcely been out of the news. ‘You’re going out there to

  fight?’




  She realized as soon as she said it that it was a stupid question and that of course he was going to Spain to fight. He nodded, saying with a lucidity and intensity of feeling that took her

  completely unawares, ‘It’s no use leaving things up to the League of Nations, is it? They didn’t stop Mussolini marching into Abyssinia and it’s quite obvious that where

  Spain is concerned they’re going to be just as ineffectual. If we want to put an end to fascism and to fascist bullies, we’ve got to stand up and be counted.’




  It was so unexpected a speech that Kate felt momentarily robbed of breath. She looked across at him, her eyes wide, realizing in stunned surprise that there was a great deal more to Jerry Robson

  than met the eye. Regret shot through her. It was a realization that had come too late. If he was going to Spain there was no telling how long he might be away for. Hoping with passionate intensity

  that he would return home safe and uninjured and wanting to prolong the conversation, she said, ‘Do you know that the Jennings family have taken in a German-Jewish refugee?’




  He nodded. ‘Jack was walking past the Jennings’ house the evening she arrived.’ His face split into a sudden grin. ‘He’s been pretty smitten ever since and

  he’s hoping she’ll be here this afternoon.’




  ‘She is,’ Kate said, intrigued at the thought of Jack Robson falling for the Jennings’s guest even before he had spoken to her. ‘And I think his luck is in. I can see

  Carrie’s mum and dad and a dark-haired girl over at the archery ground.’




  Ahead of them, across a scenic stretch of green turf, the archery target had been set up well away from the stalls and donkey circuit. Albert Jennings, his shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows,

  his beer-belly protruding over the top of his trousers, was perspiringly pulling back the string of a large bow.




  ‘Come on Albert, it’s only a bow and arrow when all’s said and done,’ Carrie’s mother was saying exasperatedly. ‘I could do better with two broken

  arms.’




  Beside her a dark-haired girl watched, a bemused expression on her face. She was ethereally slender, verging almost on the malnourished, and there was a disturbing air of frailty and

  vulnerability about her. Kate’s first reaction was surprise that Jack should have been so drawn towards her and then, as they drew nearer, she understood. Christina Frank was beautiful. Tiny,

  delicate features graced a face filled with enormous dark eyes and a gently curving mouth.




  ‘Jack Robson,’ Jack was saying to her without waiting for Carrie’s mother to introduce him. ‘I saw you in the street the night you arrived.’




  A few feet away from them, Albert Jennings let his arrow fly free. It soared, but not in the right direction.




  ‘Lord help us, Albert!’ Miriam protested. ‘Another few yards and you’d have done for one of the donkeys!’




  Albert took no notice of her. Wiping the perspiration from his forehead with a large handkerchief, he said bluntly to Jack, ‘I thought you’d buggered off to Spain.’




  Well aware that it was his obvious interest in Christina that had put Albert’s back up, Jack grinned. ‘Not me, Albert. You’re thinking of Jerry and he doesn’t go till

  tomorrow.’




  Sensing that her father was about to suggest to Jack that he accompany Jerry, Carrie said hastily, ‘Christina hasn’t been introduced to anyone.’




  Without waiting for anyone else to do so, she proceeded to introduce Christina to Jerry and Danny, saying finally, ‘And this is Kate, my best friend.’




  Christina smiled a little shyly at Kate. ‘I’m very pleased to meet with you,’ she said in carefully rehearsed English and with a very heavy German accent. ‘You are going

  on the trip to Folkestone, yes?’




  ‘Yes,’ Kate said, shaking her hand warmly. ‘Welcome to England, Christina.’




  ‘Thank you,’ Christina said simply. ‘It is good to be here. Very good.’




  As their eyes held, Kate saw with a stab of shock that Christina’s brave, shy smile was not reflected in her eyes. They were dark with grief and suffering – and stoic resignation.

  Immediately her thoughts flew to Christina’s mother and grandmother. Only her father had wondered about their whereabouts. Was the reason they, also, had not requested help from the Jennings

  family because they were being held in a Nazi concentration camp? Were they perhaps dead?




  With a heart full of compassion, she squeezed Christina’s hand wishing she could say something comforting, knowing that anything she said would be hopelessly trite and inadequate.




  ‘Come on boys,’ Miriam Jennings said robustly to Danny, Jack and Jerry. ‘Show us what you’re made of and try and get an arrow into the bull’s-eye. The Vicar’s

  already shot one in so it can’t be that hard!’




  Everyone laughed, even Christina, and for the next hour Danny, Jerry and Jack vied with each other for the highest score. It was Jerry who won and Jerry who, later on in the afternoon, won the

  official archery competition.




  When the vicar’s wife graciously presented him with the prize of a teddy bear, he turned to Kate, handing it to her and saying with a grin she found quite heart-stopping, ‘Look after

  him for me. I won’t have much use for him in Spain.’




  Later, still remaining together in a group that included Christina, they strolled over to the cricket pitch that Kate’s father and Nibbo had marked out earlier in the day.




  As they sat on the grass calling out encouragement to whoever was batting, Carrie’s hand rested snugly in Danny’s, Jack sat as close to Christina as was humanly possible and Jerry

  chatted almost exclusively to Kate.




  Years later Kate had only to close her eyes and she could conjure up every detail of that sun-scorched, carefree afternoon. Her father, a panama shading his head from the sun, batted as if his

  life depended on it. Nibbo shouting, ‘Well played, sir! Well played!’ Mavis’s euphoria as she told them that Beryl had won the Bonny Baby Competition. The universal amusement when

  Charlie Robson won the raffle and was obliged to accept the teddy bear prize from the vicar. It had seemed as if the only cloud marring the day was Jerry’s imminent departure for Spain. Then

  the cricket match had ended. They had all walked over to the tea-tent. And her father and the rest of the cricket team had joined them.




  ‘You put up a good show out there, Carl,’ Albert said, his shirt open almost to the navel, a pint pot of steaming tea in one hand, a buttered scone in the other. ‘I thought the

  last ball you hit was going to reach Dover!’




  ‘You haven’t introduced Christina,’ Carrie said to her father as Miss Helliwell squeezed past them, a flamboyant scarf worn exotically gypsy-fashion.




  ‘Why all the fuss about introductions?’ her father grumbled in mock exasperation. ‘It ain’t a Buckingham Palace garden party!’




  Carrie raised her eyes to heaven and took the honours on herself, ‘Christina, allow me to introduce you to Mr Voigt. Mr Voigt is Kate’s father and captain of the pub cricket

  team.’




  Carl took hold of Christina’s outstretched hand. ‘I’m very pleased to meet you,’ he said in German. ‘Welcome to England.’




  Christina froze, ‘You’re German?’ she said uncertainly. ‘Jewish? You’re a refugee also?’




  ‘I’m not Jewish and not a refugee,’ Carl said as Hettie Collins pushed through the throng towards them. ‘But I am German. I was born in Heidelburg.’




  Christina snatched her hand from his grasp as if from a fire and then, in front of all his neighbours and the entire pub cricket team, she spat full in his face.




  





  Chapter Three
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  JULY 1938




  ‘It’s going to be a lovely sunny day for tomorrow’s wedding,’ Miss Pierce, Personnel Officer, said to Kate as they walked out of the forecourt of

  Harvey’s head office.




  Kate found Miss Pierce nearly as daunting as Miss Godfrey and in her eighteen months at Harvey’s had never got beyond exchanging polite pleasantries with her. The only reason a hint of

  familiarity had now entered their conversation was that she had been obliged to make arrangements with Miss Pierce for a day’s unpaid absence.




  ‘I know it’s a bloomin’ nuisance,’ Carrie had said to her when she had asked her to be her bridesmaid, ‘but Danny’s leave is from Wednesday to Friday and so

  we have to be married on a weekday. Dad’s pleased, of course. It means he won’t have to miss a Saturday’s trading.’




  Kate said now, as she and Miss Pierce stepped out into the steep street that ran up alongside Greenwich Park to the Heath, ‘The long-term weather forecast has been a relief to Carrie. She

  was certain the heatwave was going to break on her wedding morning.’




  ‘There’s absolutely no chance of that,’ Miss Pierce said confidently, pausing on the pavement before turning and making her way down the hill towards Greenwich. ‘Enjoy

  your three day break. Next week is going to be very hectic. It’s never easy having Mr Harvey in the office and with his grandson joining us next week he’s bound to be calling

  in.’




  ‘I’m not sure I’ve understood just why Mr Harvey’s grandson is going to be working in the office,’ Kate said, genuinely puzzled. ‘It obviously isn’t

  because he needs a job.’




  Miss Pierce’s thin mouth twitched in amusement. ‘Goodness me, no. Harvey’s is a family firm and Mr Joss Harvey is obviously preparing his grandson for the day when the company

  will be his responsibility.’




  ‘And so he wants him to spend some time in each department? Sales? Accounts? Marketing?’




  ‘Exactly. It’s becoming an old-fashioned concept that the head of a large company should be familiar with the mundane day-to-day running of that company, but then Mr Harvey is

  old-fashioned.’




  It was the longest conversation that had ever taken place between them and both of them were rather surprised by it.




  ‘Have a nice day tomorrow,’ Miss Pierce said, realizing that she was on the verge of committing what was, in her eyes, the cardinal sin of gossiping about her employer. ‘Give

  my best wishes to the bride.’




  ‘I will. And thank you for arranging the day off for me.’




  With a gratified smile, Miss Pierce continued on her way down into Greenwich and Kate began to walk up the hill. She had known ever since the day of the fête, nearly two years ago, that

  Carrie intended marrying Danny but it still seemed incredible to her that the wedding was actually going to take place; that it was only hours away. She knew that she should be looking forward to

  it, but she couldn’t help feeling a pang of regret. No matter how Carrie might deny it, their friendship would never be quite the same after she married Danny. There would be no more going to

  dances together; no more spending all their free time together.




  As she neared the Heath she scolded herself for her selfishness. Carrie hadn’t the faintest shadow of doubt that her future happiness lay in marriage to Danny. Tomorrow was going to be a

  joyous occasion and there had been far too few such occasions of late. Reflecting back on the events of the last two years she shuddered. Ever since the traumatic scene between her father and

  Christina at the church fête, hideousness had followed hideousness.




  A month after leaving England for Spain, Jerry Robson had been killed fighting for the Republican side against Franco’s Nationalists in a small Spanish town no-one had even heard of.




  ‘Badajoz,’ a grief-stricken Charlie Robson had said, pronouncing the name with great difficulty. ‘Jerry died in a place called Badajoz.’




  His stunned incredulity had been heartrending. Even worse had been the knowledge, a month later and care of the Foreign Office, that Jerry had not died in battle but had been one of hundreds of

  disarmed militiamen who had been rounded up by the Nationalists and slaughtered in the city’s bullring.




  Kate had sat on her bed for a long time after hearing the news, her arms around the teddy bear he had given her. They had spent only one afternoon together and that had been in the company of

  his brother and Danny and Carrie and Christina. They had never kissed, never even held hands, yet she knew that in those few hours together at the fête he had become as suddenly aware of her

  as she had of him.




  When she finally rose to her feet and put the teddy bear back on her dressing-table, his orange-gold fabric fur was wet with her tears. She wouldn’t forget Jerry. Not ever. And she

  wondered if Miss Helliwell had seen his death when she had read her palm and if that was the reason she had been so disconcerted and had brought her palm-reading to such an abrupt end.




  The news continued to be as grim in the rest of the world as it was in Spain. In November, Hitler and Mussolini signed a formal pact agreeing that in future they would hunt as a pair.




  In the New Year the international situation had become so perilous that the British government announced it was aiming to treble the strength of the air force via a massive recruiting drive. By

  the end of the year gas masks had been issued to all London schoolchildren and practice gas-mask drill had become compulsory.




  ‘Do you think it’s really going to come to a shindig with old Hitler?’ Hettie Collins had asked her one day in the street. ‘Mr Nibbs says it’s bound to and

  he’s digging an air raid shelter into his garden. Can’t say I’d want to go down into one of ’em myself. It’d be like being buried alive.’




  Kate didn’t fancy the thought either but her father thought it was a precaution they should take and in the spring of 1939 she helped him dig an Anderson shelter into what had once been

  his prized back lawn.




  It was hard physical work and by the time they had finished her father was exhausted.




  ‘I’ll make you a cup of tea,’ she had said, disturbed by the extent of his weariness and knowing it was a weariness that went far deeper than temporary physical tiredness.




  Ever since Christina had spat at him there had been a change in him. Always a quiet man, he had become even quieter and more withdrawn. Everyone had assured him, of course, that it was an

  incident he shouldn’t take to heart; that Christina’s action was understandable after the horrors she had endured at German hands.




  ‘She wasn’t to know that you’re not like the Germans who carted her mother and grandmother off to a concentration camp,’ Nibbo had said to him reasonably.

  ‘We know you’re not like them, but she don’t.’
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