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PRAISE FOR KATE’S WAR


“. . . engagingly written historical drama.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“With its well-developed characters, evocative writing, and exploration of universal themes, Kate’s War is likely to resonate with fans of historical fiction and anyone seeking a moving story of love and resilience during tumultuous times.”


—Readers’ Favorite, 5-star review


“Kate’s War, the story of a quiet English girl living a quiet life just outside London in the late 1930s, becomes the story of a life made larger and deeper in the run-up to the beginning of WWII. As in Henley’s two previous novels, the creative life of main characters battles with the demands of daily life, and Kate’s singing and teaching of music acts as a foil against the trauma of persecution and war. Henley’s rich creation of pre-war England and the resilience of ordinary people called to become extraordinary make this well-written novel a wonderful read.”


—Barbara Stark-Neman, author of Even in Darkness and Hard Cider.


“Like a fledgling songbird, Kate Murphy makes several attempts to flee the nest before she soars. A mesmerizing and heartfelt narrative of a young woman’s inner and outer battles at the cusp of WWII just south of London. Another wonderful read from award-winning author Linda Stewart Henley. Highly recommended.”


—Ashley E. Sweeney, author of Eliza Waite.


“Kate’s War not only illuminates a forgotten part of World War II history, it’s also a beautiful story about a young woman finding her way, one that builds to a gripping and exciting ending. In this fast-paced story of strength, humanity, love, and perseverance, Henley paints a drama-filled portrait of a family’s struggles at the onset of World War II. Filled with emotional wealth, Kate’s War is a moving and revealing story.”


—Laurie Buchanan, author of the Sean McPherson novels.


“While reading Kate’s War, I enjoyed moving among a set of approachable characters in a world defined by the details of historical place, popular culture, language, music, and social traditions while bound by duty to family and country. Their burdens, joys, and disappointments become palpable as each passing month the exigencies of war disrupt their lives. A delightful read all the way to the exciting climax.”


—Gary R. Hudak, MD, American Board of Psychiatry and Neurology


PRAISE FOR WATERBURY WINTER


“Henley’s book is a thoroughly lovely and strangely compelling character study of a man haunted by guilt and regret who endeavors to make a new life for himself . . . This is a novel to be savored. It is warm-hearted without being saccharine and abundant with grief and hope.”


—The US Review of Books


“. . . the author excels at expressing the book’s larger themes through dialogue about nostalgia and youth. Overall, the book creates a suspenseful journey for characters—and readers—trying to navigate life’s big questions. A reflective, witty, and fun story that elegantly crosses genres and addresses intriguing themes.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Waterbury Winter is a heartwarming story that will captivate you until the very end with its romance, mystery, and characters that readers will want to watch grow and develop. Readers will enjoy a tale that has you believing in finding the strength to better yourself and realize that your life doesn’t have to be perfect to be wonderful.”


—Literary Titan


PRAISE FOR ESTELLE


“For avid readers of historical fiction, this book possesses an added, almost supernatural, narrative magic. The alternating historical and personal points of view balance well, fueling the sense that many of the female characters, despite nearly a century of separation, are practically one at certain points. Engaging and swift-paced, nuanced and intricate, this book is sure to delight history and art lovers alike while serving as a strong introduction to readers new to the historical fiction genre.”


—The US Review of Books


“A beautifully mesmerizing debut novel set in New Orleans that will haunt readers long after the very last page is read.”


—Chanticleer Reviews


“A promising debut . . . Henley brings New Orleans to life as she braids two intriguing stories—Edgar Degas’ art and dalliance with Marguerite and Anne’s treasure hunt into Degas’s poorly-known early history.”


–Historical Novel Society Review
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CHAPTER 1






Sunday, September 3, 1939


The day broke gently, misty and still, but promised nothing gentle for Kate. The plans she would announce to the family that morning would not please them, especially her mother. She lingered in bed for a few more minutes while the morning sun struggled to emerge, piercing the crack between the curtains. Then she got up and tore the window coverings open and squinted at the familiar gleam of railway tracks as they disappeared around the curve towards London. She would miss the sight, but not the sound, of trains hurtling past just a stone’s throw from the house. Kate straightened her shoulders: she would go, even though leaving would unsettle her parents, deplete her paycheck, and demolish her savings. Her heart quickened at the thrill of the adventure ahead. Now she had only to let go of her doubts, fling them outside, and allow them to evaporate like steam from the passing trains.


She turned her attention to the Red Admiral butterfly perched on the windowsill. It drew its wings together, hiding their brilliant colours, then flexed and flared into the sky. Its beauty brought memories of the nickname her sister Clare had teasingly given her when they were children. Caterpillar. Because, despite her dearest wishes, Kate couldn’t fly.


But now she could. The time had come to leave her Carshalton home, take a flat closer to London with her friend Sybil, and wing into her own life. All it takes is courage, she said to herself. She took a deep breath and with a quick gesture tidied her unruly hair. She would tell her parents this very day. This very minute. She pulled on a dressing gown and sped downstairs.


She found her family clustered in the living room, surprising at that time of day. Her mother still wore her grey church-going dress and shoes. Ryan, lounging in his striped football jersey, looked sleepy. How would they react when she told them her news? She opened her mouth to speak, but her father Sean held up a finger to silence her while he switched on the wireless. It crackled into life, and moments later the broadcast began. Neville Chamberlain made the announcement in his halting old-man voice.


“This country is at war with Germany.”


Kate collapsed into the nearest chair. What she most feared was happening. War. In her lifetime.


“Oh Sean!” her mother gasped, reaching for her husband’s arm. “Not again—”


“Hush, Mary Grace,” he said, turning up the volume.


The Prime Minister continued, urging parents to save their children from harm in vulnerable cities by participating in an evacuation plan called Operation Pied Piper. He ended the broadcast, saying more information would be forthcoming about this and how to prepare.


Kate’s thoughts whirled while the family remained huddled around the wireless listening to the news without moving a muscle. Even though it was not a surprise, it was sobering to face the certainty of war. A few seconds later, Ryan stretched his legs, and Kate caught his eye.


“Thank God you’re too young to be a soldier,” she said, breaking the silence. Then, looking at her father, she asked, “Will you have to serve, Dad?”


“Probably not at first, anyway,” Sean said. “We’ll learn more soon. The king’s address comes on at six.”


Dread gripped Kate’s heart. But many young men will fight and die.


“I’ll make a pot of tea and some sandwiches,” Mary Grace said, her thin voice breaking, eyes brimming with tears. Kate rose to help.


Each member of the family sat quietly eating their lunch, engrossed in their own thoughts. They resorted to various activities to pass the time until the king’s speech. Mary Grace cleaned the kitchen, and Sean and Ryan left to play football. Kate went for a long walk. With each footstep, she became more certain that this was not the time to announce her departure from home.





At six o’clock, the family gathered again in the living room to listen to King George. Kate moved closer to the wireless to hear.


“In this grave hour,” the king began, “perhaps the most fateful in our history . . .”


Is this really happening? Fateful? Now? When I’ve laid such careful plans? Kate thought with horror.


“. . . for the second time in the lives of most of us, we are at war.”


Kate’s attention wandered as she tried to absorb the full meaning of the words. The king spoke slowly, with hesitation. It was common knowledge that he suffered from a speech impediment, and Kate was well aware of the difficult task before him. She related to this, and held her breath in sympathy. As the king continued, his voice strengthened with confidence, and she relaxed. She appreciated his efforts to inspire courage in a jittery nation. She listened more intently.


“. . . For the sake of all that we ourselves hold dear, and of the world order and peace, it is unthinkable that we should refuse to meet the challenge.”


Kate groaned inwardly as she understood the implications for herself. I must give up my own challenge in the interest of world order and peace. She scrutinised the long faces of her family. Everyone sat transfixed, unblinking. There was no way she could leave home just now. Her spirits plummeted.


“. . . with God’s help, we shall prevail.”


Sean reached over and flicked off the wireless.


“Let’s hope so,” he said glumly.


Kate groped for something to say. “For a stutterer, I’d say it was a good speech,” she said at last. As she uttered the words, the ghost of an idea flitted through her head. Perhaps there was hope for her yet.


Mary Grace glared at her. “That’s not the point. That it’s a good speech isn’t important. We’re at war again. Don’t you know what that means?” She wrung her hands, her face stricken. “We must all stay together to get through it.”


Thinking that as usual her mother lacked sensitivity to a long-standing problem, Kate wanted to defend herself, to explain that she understood only too well her mother’s fears about the war, but the sudden blare of air raid sirens drowned her out. She clapped her ears in fright and squeezed her eyes shut as the unearthly sounds wailed up and down the scale. When the noise ceased, Sean cautiously opened the front door. Neighbours leaned from windows, and shouts of “Blimey, are the blighters bombing us already?” and “Bloody hell!” erupted along the street. Kate attempted to push past her father, but he caught her arm.


“Don’t go out. We don’t know what’s happening yet. We must stay inside and wait for instructions.”


Kate reluctantly withdrew as the reality of the situation gripped her. Her country was at war, and her dreams and ambitions could be dashed to a million pieces. The devastation, the utter hopelessness and cruelty of war, would be here, in England. The all-clear siren sounded, one long, sustained note signaling the end of the air raid alarm. She clapped her hands to her ears again, knowing that it signaled the beginning of a new and inescapable kind of alarm. However would she adjust, as adjust she must?












CHAPTER 2






September 1939


They drew the blackout curtains tight each evening, but life continued eerily as usual. Kate was happy to retreat to her part-time job teaching singing at St. Bridget’s School for Girls. From work, she phoned her best friend Sybil to commiserate about the end of their plans for a flat together. Each day Kate arrived home to the sound of her mother’s heavy sobbing in the kitchen as she grieved at the onset of another war. Kate sympathised, but couldn’t bear witnessing the red eyes, sunken cheeks, and shuddering shoulders. Most days Kate slipped into the house quietly and stole up the stairs to her room.


At the end of the week on Friday, she wanted to sit at her piano. She needed to practice and craved the calming effect music always had on her. But she didn’t dare. She knew her mother hated the constant repetition of passages that didn’t always sound musical, and Kate didn’t want to add to the tension in the household. She sighed and threw her satchel on the bed, kicked her shoes off, and lay down. An hour remained before tea time at four, and she would stay out of the kitchen until then. She stared at the ceiling, her mind restless, until a knock disturbed her thoughts.


“Can I come in?”


She pulled herself up, opened the door to Ryan, and fell back on the bed. He shut the door and sat down beside her. She mussed his hair. At thirteen, he was too old to cuddle with any more. He’d grown tall and lanky, and his voice sometimes cracked, switching from a boy’s high pitch to a new deeper tone. His dark hair flopped around his ears, and his brown eyes snapped with anger.


“She’s at it again. I wish she’d stop. She’s so dramatic.”


“I know. I hate it, too, but I try to understand. She’s our mum guarding her chicks, just like your old pet hen, remember? She clucked and chased her babies around the garden, and scolded them when they ran too far.”


“I understand all that. But Hickory was a chicken and didn’t know any better.”


“Look, everyone’s on edge these days. They’re saying the threat of an invasion by Germany is real. And we live on the outskirts of London, so that puts us at risk for bombing. The government wants to protect the children. That’s you!”


“I’m not a child,” he snorted, “and I don’t mind getting out of the house. It’s so depressing these days, with Mum afraid, and the bomb shelters, blackouts, and talk of air raids. You know about the Operation Pied Piper thing. I’d like to go to the countryside where there’s more space. My school mates feel the same.”


“Are any of them leaving?”


“Not yet. Billy might soon.”


“Where will he go?”


“They haven’t told him. Everything’s a secret. At school they gave us all a sign-up letter to bring home today. That’s what got Mum going again. The envelope said ‘From His Majesty’s Government. Urgent.’ She broke down and cried buckets.”


“You didn’t tell her you want to leave home, did you?”


He shook his head. “Not yet.”


Kate nodded and gave him a feeble smile.


“That’s best. We need to let things settle down for a bit. I’d think Dad’s not against the idea of evacuation, and Mum may come around in time.”


“You have all the luck. You can make your own decisions. Don’t you want to get out of here?”


Kate grimaced. “Come on, Ryan, how can I justify both of us taking off?” Especially now Clare’s married, she thought. “Mum wants to keep the family together,” she continued. “If you go, I stay.”


“But you’re twenty! You don’t have to live at home anymore. If I were you, I wouldn’t hang around for a minute. I’m going to leave school next year anyway.”


“Fine, if that’s your decision. No one’s going to stop you from growing up.” She mussed his hair again. “And I’ll miss you, too, little brother, when you do.”


He grinned. “Aw. Let’s arm wrestle.”


They made right angles of their arms on the bed and clasped hands. Kate presented her stronger left arm. For a few minutes they swayed one way, then the other, until Ryan tightened his grip and slammed his sister’s forearm onto the mattress.


“You’re strong, for a girl,” he said.


“You forget I’m a swimmer, or used to be.”


“Hmm. Like Mum. Hard to imagine now.”


It was hard to imagine. At his age, the former Mary Grace O’Donnell had been a competitive swimmer. She learned to swim in the sea near her parents’ home in Sussex, in Selsey, on the South coast, fearlessly plunging into the water at all times of the year. She had taught Kate early during summer visits there, but by the time Ryan was old enough the family no longer spent holidays in Selsey, or anywhere. Things changed for the family, and Mary Grace, no longer challenging herself to confront white-crested waves, lost her powerful arm muscles. How sad, Kate thought, that her mother’s now softer body did nothing to soothe her constantly skittish mind.


“I wish I could swim as well as you,” Ryan said. “Maybe you can coach me.”


Kate inhaled sharply. He doesn’t remember. Thank God for that.


But she would never forget. Because of her, he had almost lost his life. She was only ten years old: how could she have taken her three-year-old brother on the rowing boat, without permission? A sudden storm came up, rocking the vessel out of control. She heard herself scream as she lost an oar, then clutched Ryan in the terrifying moments as the boat capsized, turning everything upside down. Mustering her strength, she scrambled to employ the lifeguard’s manoeuvre for rescuing non-swimmers that her mother had taught her, and she held her little brother’s head to her chest as she swam on her back, frog-kicking her legs, whisking him to safety. Mary Grace, watching helplessly from the bluff, had never forgiven Kate for her reckless behaviour and, to avoid traumatising Ryan, told Kate never to talk to him about it. Kate would live with her guilt forever. She had often been tempted to talk to Ryan about the incident to find out if fear prevented him from learning to swim well when he was younger. But she respected her mother’s wishes. It was one of many instances where Mary Grace had banned discussion of unpleasant things, further constraining their already tenuous relationship.


She shook her head to clear the memory and heard the end of Ryan’s comment, “. . . anyway, I wish we lived closer to the sea.”


She sighed. “Mum does, too. Sometimes I think that’s all she wants—to live by the coast again, away from all the noise and grime of the city. And now from the bombing.”


“Maybe so. Maybe that’s what we all need.”


Ryan pushed himself up from the bed and left the room.


Kate hadn’t told him her other secret. She’d received a letter that day from their older sister Clare, sent to St. Bridget’s, probably because she knew their mother would want to know the contents of the letter if she posted it to the house. The letter ended: Please come and stay with us. You can escape that terrible war, and start your singing career. There are tons of opportunities in New York. Besides, you need to get away from home. Your loving sister, Clare.


An awful dilemma. Kate would love to leave the about-to-be war-ravaged country behind and start an exciting new life. But, as she told Ryan, how could she abandon the family, especially if he left as well? Clare understood that, most of all, more important than anything, Kate still entertained hopes to sing professionally. Kate wanted to shine on stage, have a rousing effect on the audience, and pour her soul into her singing. Perhaps she should do that in America. On Broadway. Why not dream big? If only she didn’t have that accursed problem, she might do anything. Kate folded her arms around her chest, protecting her secret. She’d have to overcome her big problem first.


Her mother’s tense voice called from the stairwell.


“Kate, are you home? It’s tea time.”


“Coming.” She tugged a comb through her hair, now matured to a subtle auburn, and smoothed the loose curls. As a child, she’d endured endless teasing because of its bright colour, and she winced as she untangled a knot, remembering the time her English teacher had scolded her for describing herself as “fair-haired” in an essay. “You’re a redhead,” the nun scoffed. Her schoolmates had laughed. But Kate liked her hair now. She slipped into her shoes and went downstairs.


The kitchen table, set for four, stood in a corner of the small room. There was hardly space to open the pantry door if four people sat down, and when Sean took his place next to it, he could not easily get out despite his still muscular, lean frame. He liked the seat because it afforded a view of the window and robins and bluetits eating crumbs on the windowsill. He acknowledged Kate with his usual ready smile, one that inched to the corners of his eyes. Ryan had inherited the feature, and a grin tugged at the edges of his mouth too as he joined the family at the table.


“Smells good, Mary Grace,” Sean said. “What’s the occasion?”


Kate had to admit, it did smell good, with cheesy and bacon aromas and a hint of garlic. Her mother was a superb cook.


“Quiche,” Mary Grace said. “I found the recipe in my French cookery book. It’s not what we usually eat, but with all the talk of rationing, I thought we should enjoy it while we can. It uses lots of eggs and cheese. Very nutritious.” She glanced at Ryan. “Good for a growing boy.”


“I don’t care what they ration as long as it’s not marmalade,” he said. “What else would I have on my toast?”


Mary Grace wore an apron over her tan skirt and white blouse. Her greying hair, once thick and glossy, had lost its sheen, and she kept it short, allowing only a few tight waves to hug the back of her ears. Kate noted the flushed, tear-stained cheeks that made her mother appear hot and uncomfortable as she poured cups of tea. She set the pie dish down on the table along with a plate of bread slices and butter.


“Bon appétit. Help yourselves,” she said, cutting the quiche into equal portions.


“How was school today, Ryan?” Sean asked.


The boy groaned. “Same as yesterday. More air raid drills and maps of Germany showing how close it is to our shores. They’re building a shelter in the school grounds.”


“Is that so? Already?” Sean said. “I heard on the news they were going to install those around the neighbourhood. Some people are getting them for their back gardens, too. They’re called Anderson shelters. We may get one. We’d have enough room, I believe, if we gave up part of the vegetable bed.”


“Enough of that talk,” Mary Grace said quickly. “I won’t give up my vegetables. We might need them.”


“And what about the hen house? We must keep that. We could keep chickens again, for eggs,” Ryan said, “though I might not be here to take care of them.”


Whoops, Kate thought, as their parents stopped eating and stared at him.


“What did you say?” Mary Grace asked.


He blushed. “Sorry. I just meant that, um, chickens can live a long time.”


Kate sat rigid in her chair, hands clasped tightly under the table. Their mother, her small face crumpled, scraped her chair back.


“We’ll talk later, young man,” Sean said. “Meanwhile, finish your tea.”


Kate watched her mother’s tortured expression. Before she could offer any words of comfort, a torrent of hiccups surged to Kate’s throat. Mary Grace stood up immediately and patted her firmly on the back. Kate struggled to hold her breath to stop the uncomfortable contractions, but the hiccups didn’t abate. The whistle of a train passing mere yards from the back of the house drowned all the sounds in the kitchen. Clickety clack, clickety clack, the train stuttered as it thundered by. The entire house shook, rattling crockery and glasses in the cupboards for several minutes before the noise faded out of earshot.


“The five o’clock to London, right on time,” Sean said, glancing at the clock on the wall.


Kate’s spasms subsided, and she cursed to herself as she rose to remove her plate from the table. Those blasted hiccups again. She coughed.


“Delicious. Thanks, Mum.”


“I’ll leave the dishes for you,” her mother said as she left the room.


“Ryan, make yourself useful and help dry,” Kate muttered as she handed him a tea towel.


Sean eased himself out of his chair. “Time for the news.” He went into the living room to turn on the wireless.


Once they were alone, Kate said, “Big mistake, Ry. You’ll get further if you let Dad talk to her first.”


“Yeah. It sort of slipped out. I couldn’t help thinking how I’d miss the chickens if we got some. I won’t say another word, although if she’s read the evacuation application forms I gave her from school, she’ll see what’s up.”


“She will, but there’s still time to make decisions, isn’t there?”


“I don’t know. We don’t know anything. There might not even be an invasion.”


“I’ll talk to Dad. He might have more information.”


“All right.”


As soon as they’d finished doing the dishes, he bolted from the kitchen, leaving her to her melancholy thoughts. Despite her efforts, she still hadn’t overcome the awful hiccupping problem, the one that stopped her from achieving her goal of attending music school. She would never sing before an adoring audience. But she heard the king’s speech. Somehow, he had overcome his stammer, enough to speak well in public. Maybe there’s hope for me yet. She piled the dishes neatly in the cupboard, then joined her father in the living room to hear Vera Lynn singing “When You Wish Upon a Star” on the wireless.


However, much as she loved Vera’s voice and as many times as she had wished upon a star, she couldn’t rid her mind of the dreadful moment the hiccups ruined her chances for a singing career.


Just turned eighteen and full of hope, she’d won an audition at the Royal Academy of Music. She anticipated fulfillment of her biggest dream, studying music. Her father encouraged her, but she refused his offer to accompany her to the tryout, saying she would prefer to go alone. She entered the recital hall with its high ceilings, rising rows of velvet-covered seats, and lights flooding the stage. Standing tall to heighten her five-foot-four frame, Kate faced a panel of six men and women sitting in the front row below her. She could hardly see their faces. Despite telling herself to relax, she felt her throat tighten and her pulse quicken as she waited. Silence hung in the air like fog.


“You may begin when you’re ready,” one of the adjudicators called.


She folded her hands in front of her and nodded to the pianist. The opening chords of her song rang out. She took a deep breath and opened her mouth to sing.


“Early one morning, just as the sun was shining . . .” Kate began, and paused. She knew she was singing off-key. The piano accompaniment continued for a few seconds, then came to a halt. Kate cleared her throat.


“Excuse me. Let me try again,” she said.


The pianist replayed the introduction, and Kate sang.


“Early one morning, just as the sun was shining, I heard a maid singing in the valley down below. Oh, don’t deceive me . . .” hic, hic, hic . . . She stopped. The hiccups intensified until they sounded like dishes rattling in the kitchen when the train passed by. She felt her face flush and panic rise through her veins. Her legs shook as she glanced at the piano player.


“Miss Murphy, perhaps you should have a glass of water and try again later,” one of the judges boomed.


Hic, “Yes,” she replied. Hic. “So sorr-hic-y.”


She stumbled to the wings and down the steps leading off the stage.


Still hiccupping, she shuffled up a side aisle to the back of the performance hall to locate a lavatory and some water. Why did this happen now, of all times? Kate asked herself angrily. She had lost her opportunity for both a scholarship and the chance to study at the Royal Academy of Music. Her long-held dream crashed in a few short minutes. Even though she might control the tears, she couldn’t control her hiccups. She’d no idea those could happen to her on stage. Before, she’d only experienced occasional episodes, mostly when she ate too fast at mealtimes. But she started off-key as well. That was probably unforgivable, and she had only herself to blame by neglecting to hear the piano’s first note in her head as she began to sing.


Kate told herself she simply wasn’t cut out for a performance career. She couldn’t face the ordeal of another audition and had done nothing to further her dream of a singing career since then. She had settled for leaving home instead.


But with that plan thwarted, she would take steps to achieve her other goal. She must start by finding a cure for her hiccups. Rephrasing the king’s words, it was unthinkable that she should refuse to meet the challenge of winning her own private war.












CHAPTER 3






September 1939


Kate woke in fright after a muffled whistle invaded her sleep. Am I dreaming? she asked herself. But the noise continued, then stopped abruptly, ending with the front door slamming shut. She let out a sigh.


“The blooming kettle again, blast it all.” Her father’s voice downstairs confirmed her suspicion. She’d wait for things to settle down before going down.


“And a fine good morning to you, Katie,” he greeted her later, looking up from the newspaper. The scant remains of an Irish accent enlivened his words with a musical tone that bore no trace of his earlier anger. She always liked him for that: he had a quick temper, something she shared, but he didn’t harbour grudges. He’d come home grumpy from work recently, and she wondered why. She knew he didn’t love his accounting job at the Royal Mail service, but he had uncomplainingly held his position for years. Perhaps he secretly wished he had more singing in his life, and had curtailed the desire because of his strong sense of duty. Or maybe he missed his onetime more adventurous life as a lifeboat sailor. She started to speak, but saw he was engrossed in his reading. Someday, she’d ask him.


A blackened kettle sat on the stove. She looked at it with suspicion and filled a pot of water to boil for tea. “Where’s Mum?”


“Out buying a new kettle. It’s the third one she’s burned out in as many weeks. She was in the garden and didn’t hear the whistle. Waste of money, buying kettles, but she can’t be without a kettle now, can she?”


Kate suppressed a giggle.


“What’s going on? Anything new in the paper?”


“Not much. So far, nothing has happened. The air raid alarms after the war announcement did nothing except scare people. But there’s a town meeting this week where they might give us more information, and I plan to go to that.”


“Will Mum go?”


“No. She already fears the worst.”


“True. How will she get through this? She’s practically having a nervous breakdown already, burning out kettles and so on. She’ll be in the loony bin if the bombs fall.”


“Kate, she has good reason for fearing another war. Remember her brother died at sea during the last one, a terrible loss for her.”


Kate heaved a sigh, chastened. How would I feel if I lost Ryan?


“Don’t underestimate your mother. She finds strength in working to keep the family going, preparing meals, tending her garden.”


“Yes. That’s exactly the point. That might change. You know the government is advising families to save their children’s lives by sending them away. I think Ryan wants to go.”


Sean set down the newspaper.


“Now, that’s a different matter. I heard what he said at tea time, but he can’t be serious.”


“I don’t want to put words in his mouth, but I believe he sees evacuation as an exciting opportunity.”


Her father ran his hand through his thinning hair. “Oh dear. That will give your mother all kinds of grief.”


“I understand lots of children react the same way. The schools encourage them.”


“Strange thinking, I must say, although I do understand the excitement of going to a new place. After all, I left Ireland at fifteen, though my sister Siobhan stayed, and was a comfort to our mother.”


Kate cringed. There it was again—the notion that she, the daughter, should remain at home, while the son would be allowed to go away. Despite what Ryan said about her good fortune because of her age, he was the one who had all the luck. He could follow his dreams with fewer obstacles, she surmised, imagining her father’s adverse reaction to her leaving. She didn’t have an acceptable excuse, like marriage. Clare was lucky, too. Only she, Kate, had missed out on the proverbial luck of the Irish. But then she scolded herself. Feeling sorry for myself won’t help. I’m a grown-up.


“I expect we’ll hear more about evacuation in the coming weeks, then,” she said.


“Thank you for the tip about Ryan,” Sean said. “I’ll have a conversation with him, but for now, best keep this to yourself, my dear.”


Kate had planned to make bacon and eggs for breakfast, but lost her appetite. Despite her refusal to dwell on inequity within the family, she couldn’t help feeling slighted. In her mother’s absence, at least she might practice the piano. The old upright stood against the wall in the dining room, taking up most of the space. Her maternal grandmother Ellen had left it to her five years ago. She had given Kate elemental lessons as a child, saying she had a natural gift for music, and Kate had continued to study classical music with Sister Joseph Mary at St. Bridget’s. After lifting the lid, she slid onto the piano bench and ran her hands over the worn ivory keys. Playing the piano was one of the rare instances where she could relish her left-handedness, believing the dexterity made playing easier. In any case, music cured even the worst heartache.


For the next hour, her spirits revived as she made progress with the John Field Nocturne in B flat she’d been working on. It always gave her great satisfaction to master a new piece, and she worked on it with determination. The Nocturne allowed for expression, especially where the chords ran up the scales chromatically. She loved hearing the notes unfold as a piece progressed and then, as her playing improved, adding dynamics and phrasing to bring it to life. The Nocturne challenged her, especially the more difficult passage in measure eight. She repeated it twenty times. That was why her mother didn’t like listening to practice sessions, Kate reflected ruefully. But, regardless of her limited skills, Kate always valued music’s power to transport her to a better place, something her mother didn’t understand.


Her practice session over, Kate went upstairs to take a bath. Relaxing in the steamy water, she anticipated the day ahead. She wanted to talk to Sybil. Perhaps they could go dancing, a pleasant distraction. She immersed herself in the suds, inhaling the fragrance of the lavender bubbles. Thank goodness they still had water and an intact house. There couldn’t be a war without bombs and so far, none had fallen. It all seemed unreal. Her father was right that she lacked her mother’s all-too-vivid knowledge about wartime. Kate forced herself to empathise. How afraid Mary Grace must have been, pregnant in 1918, and wondering if she and her first baby Clare would survive. But Clare had thrived, and as she grew up, met all her mother’s expectations. She had gone to nursing school, and planned to live and work nearby. Until she met Stan, now her husband. An American lawyer from New York. That had not been part of her mother’s plan for Clare’s future, a disappointment she might never overcome.





After the bath, Kate towel-dried and brushed her shoulder-length hair, keeping it loose, unlike on weekdays at the school, when she wore it pinned back. It framed her face with soft, shiny curls. After applying lipstick and mascara and checking her image in the mirror, she deemed herself presentable. She felt some pride in maintaining her reputation as a pretty girl and didn’t mind making the effort necessary to do so. Making arrangements with Sybil meant finding a phone box, but now she was hungry for lunch. Downstairs, she found shepherd’s pie from the previous day in the pantry. Perhaps her father would want some as well.


“Dad, I’m heating leftovers from yesterday,” she called upstairs. “Will you have some?”


“No, thanks, I’ll wait for your mother. She’ll have something in mind for us. By the way, I liked whatever you were playing, but you forgot the Irish songs,” he said, as he came down to the kitchen.


“That was a nocturne by John Field, a composer from your homeland, Dad, who influenced Chopin. I can play songs for you next time, though.”


Her father loved popular music, especially tunes that reminded him of his childhood home, songs like “My Love Nell” and “Molly Malone.” Kate wished she could interest him in classical music as well, though she loved catchy tunes as much as he did.


Lunch was the main meal of the day, and usually the family ate it together on weekends, but today Kate wanted to get out of the house. She couldn’t stand all the waiting: for her mother, for her life to start—even for the war, for God’s sake. Everything seemed to move in slow motion. She turned on the oven and placed the potato and meat dish inside. She speculated about why it was taking her mother so long to buy a kettle. Perhaps she wanted one with a louder whistle, one she would hear even if she was pruning roses in the garden. The clock read one o’clock, the usual time for their meal. Kate finished her lunch, rinsed the plate, and called to her father in the living room.


“Just going out to make a phone call and run some errands, Dad,” she said. “Back soon.”


She took a raincoat from the hall coat rack and stepped outside. The sky threatened rain, but at least she could enjoy the fresh air, away from the house and its stifling atmosphere. The nearest red telephone box stood on Water Road, two streets away. She scurried along the pavement on Holly Road past blocks of houses like her family’s. All nineteenth-century stone semi-detached dwellings, the ones on her side of the street were blackened by soot from the railway that ran behind them. Most had tiny gardens in front. A few, like the Murphy home, thanks to her green-thumbed mother, glowed with flowers. But most were dull and lifeless, paved or landscaped with small pebbles. A modest but friendly neighbourhood, she knew the people on both sides. She had lived there all her life, and as she trundled along the familiar street, she hardened her heart and told herself she would not spend the next twenty years there.


Upon entering the phone box, she deposited the coins and dialed her friend’s number.


“Sybil, we need to talk. Want to go dancing tonight?”


“I’d love to go. At the Strand? At eight? See you there.”


Kate assented and hung up, and the coins clanged deep into the instrument. The rain hadn’t started yet, and she took a different path home. A row of shops stood around the corner. She’d buy a postcard to send to Clare. That way, she could acknowledge her sister’s invitation without long explanations for her refusal. She groaned as she remembered Clare’s last words before she left for America. “I’ll be waiting for you. You will always have a home with me, Caterpillar.”


Clare, more mature, though only one year older, had given her sister the nickname when Kate was six. She had brought a caterpillar home on a cabbage leaf, saying she wanted to watch it turn into a butterfly. It did eventually, but she hadn’t been there to witness the metamorphosis. After emerging from its cocoon, the butterfly had flown from the windowsill through her open bedroom window one spring day while Kate was at school. She was devastated. But even now, at twenty years old, she wasn’t a butterfly. Not free, like Clare.


As their mother’s favourite child, Clare wielded considerable influence in the household and had a calming effect on Mary Grace’s fragile nerves. Clare always knew exactly what to say, and in the three months since her departure, home life had become unstable, with occasional ferocious arguments between Kate and her mother that seemed to come out of nowhere, like summer thunderstorms. These disagreements, often about such trivial matters as how much milk to pour in cups of tea, dissipated as quickly as they began, but they electrified the air for hours. Recently, Kate had made strong efforts to control her temper and avoid confrontations, resigning herself to the notion that she and her mother didn’t understand each other, and probably never would. But she missed Clare and her reassuring presence.


At the tobacconist’s shop, she inspected the rack of postcards. The suburb of Carshalton had some historic buildings, including her school, part of which had been a Georgian private mansion. A few cards pictured those on front and others showed scenes from the surrounding Surrey countryside. They weren’t interesting. Why would Clare want to be reminded of her home town when she lived an exciting life in New York City? She chose a postcard of a London bus, red and cheerful.


“Will that be all, love?” asked the storekeeper. “How about a newspaper? There’s news about the war in the Evening Standard.”


“I’ll take one. Thanks.”


Her father read the newspaper regularly, but not the Evening Standard. Everyone was starved for information about the war. She paid for the items and left the shop. Pedestrians passed her on the street—mothers pushing prams, dirty-kneed boys in football jerseys, and people of all ages pulling dogs on leads. Everyone seemed to be in a hurry, trying to get home before the rain. Or the bombs that might fall from the sky any minute, she thought. Or did she only imagine the urgency? As she passed the florist’s shop, she thought guiltily of her mother. Perhaps flowers would cheer her up. She purchased a bouquet of pink carnations. That’s enough splurging for now, she told herself, clutching the stems as she inhaled the spicy fragrance. She needed to keep some change for the dance hall.


At home, the house smelt of bangers and mashed potatoes.


“I hear you’ve had your lunch, Kate,” her mother greeted her. “Sorry I was late. Long queues in the shops, and everyone’s talking about the war.”


Kate handed her the flowers.


“Lovely, but Kate, dear, you shouldn’t be spending your money on me,” Mary Grace said, sniffing the flowers as she filled a vase with water and set it on the kitchen table. “I see you’re all dressed up. Will you be home for supper?”


“No. I’m meeting Sybil Thorndyke at the Strand.”


“Are you sure that’s wise? It’s dark out there. People get hurt because they can’t see. And should you be out having fun when the rest of us are in hiding, preparing for war?”


Kate bit back her tongue at the provocative comment. Perhaps her mother’s state of mind was incurable, and the flowers hadn’t helped at all.


Sean stepped into the room. “Hello there, Katie. My, you look fetching in that green dress. Matches your smiling Irish eyes. You’re going out, I’m guessing.”


She smiled. She basked in his admiration. “Yes, Dad. By the way, I picked up a newspaper.”


She passed him the folded paper. He took it eagerly, smoothed it out, and gasped. “Lord help us! The Germans torpedoed a liner, the SS Athenia.”


“When? Where?” Kate asked.


“On September third, the day we went to war, off the coast of Ireland. One hundred twelve passengers lost.”


Mary Grace crossed herself. “God save their souls,” she said, placing her hand on her chest.


“So it seems the war has begun,” Kate said, frowning. “Here we are, three weeks later, and only now learning about this. So much for people calling it the Bore War because nothing has happened. And U-Boats are sinking passenger ships, for goodness sake.”


“I expect air warfare will come our way soon,” Sean said glumly. “The Germans have Messerschmitts, I hear. Many of them. Frightening.”


“We’re vulnerable, being close to the railway,” Kate said. Her mother’s hands were already shaking as she arranged and rearranged the flowers and muttered to herself. “I’m going dancing tonight, anyway,” Kate continued. “No point sitting around waiting for bombs.”


“Take the big torch, and keep it pointed down,” her father said. “You’ll need it after dark in the blackout.”


Kate took the torch. If the war had started, perhaps she shouldn’t go out, as her mother warned. But she wanted to see her friend and have fun, war notwithstanding, and after a moment’s hesitation, she stepped outside.
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