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To the Harlow Twins, Phyllis and Anne, who lived through this war.









London


Autumn 1977


Grace glanced at her watch. Had she been clear enough about the whereabouts of the tea shop? The woman was twenty minutes late and Grace had ordered tea to placate the waitress. What was an extra twenty minutes after thirty-six years, she mused as she poured milk into her cup. Perhaps her train was late or she’d got caught up in the tail end of the anti-racism protest dispersing from Trafalgar Square. She reassured herself with this notion.


The Earl Grey was fragrant and comforting. The plate of cakes looked shop-bought, but she selected a slice of Swiss roll, even now unable to resist sugar after a childhood without it. She and her sister still loved swapping opinions about their worst wartime dishes – ersatz gooseberry crumble had Grace’s vote, but Sarah screwed up her face at the memory of tapioca. ‘And we had to eat everything on our plate. My kids,’ said Sarah, ‘don’t know they’re born.’


Sarah had refused to come today. She was still angry, absolutely furious. Grace understood why, but she was more detached about it. It was funny how, despite their closeness, she and Sarah were such different people. Sarah was a housewife, mother of three and now grandmother to a one-year-old. Grace had remained determinedly single – ‘a career girl’, as everybody pigeonholed her, although she’d never been particularly ambitious, simply not interested in marriage and what she called ‘that side of life’. She liked living on her own, knowing where everything was in her neat flat in Putney, and content in her work as a solicitor specializing in property law. Travel was her great thing. She’d learned Spanish and French at evening classes and spent most of her holidays abroad. She and her friend Milo had conducted their version of the hippy trail for three glorious weeks last autumn. India, Nepal and Thailand. Magical. The photograph albums were stacking up on the shelves. Greece, Spain, Australia, Kenya, the United States, the Soviet Union… said the labels. Grace had pen pals all over the world. She smiled as she remembered the travel brochure in her bag. South America was to be next. Somewhere they weren’t having a revolution, she thought with a shiver, remembering a tricky episode in Egypt. She’d be forty soon and it would be wonderful to do something special with Milo to celebrate.


She dabbed up the crumbs from her Swiss roll, wiped her fingers on a paper napkin and gazed out of the window at the passers-by. Drat the woman. She hoped something wasn’t wrong. When the letter had arrived, the one that had shocked them so much, Grace had been sent off balance, tipped back into the past, thoughts stirred up that she’d kept buried for years. She’d been amazed at how bravely her mother had accepted the news. It was a tragedy, as Sarah said, that their father wasn’t around to deal with the fallout. Mother was so heroic. She always had been. Grace and Sarah adored her. She’d put up with so much, yet made a success of her life. After all, what child hadn’t heard of Madeleine Anderson?
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West Kensington, London


March 1941


There was a before and an afterwards. Later, Maddie would trace back to this moment the way her life changed.


A shaft of sunshine found its way through a rip in the blackout curtain. It played on Maddie Anderson’s sleeping face, teasing her into awkward consciousness. She blinked and lay quiet, still caught on the coat-tails of her dream. In it her husband, Philip, had returned. He was searching blindly for her in the ruins of their home, shouting her name. She’d called back in anguish, but could not make her voice heard.


The dream faded. Maddie saw that she was in a narrow bed in a strange room with five-year-old Sarah’s gently breathing body pressed hotly against hers. She sniffed. Her daughter’s fine hair smelled of stale smoke. And now the awful memories tumbled in.


It hurt when she raised her head, but she was glad to see three-year-old Grace asleep on a mattress beside the bed. Grace had thrown off her blanket and lay curled in a ball, clutching her toy rabbit.


The rush of relief that the three of them were safe in Mrs Moulder’s front bedroom was quickly succeeded by despair. Was last night’s bomb damage as bad as she feared? Maddie had to see. Sliding out of bed, she gathered the folds of the unfamiliar flannel nightdress and went to push aside the curtain. Her gaze roved along the row of red brick-terraced houses opposite where neighbours were already out, boarding up broken windows, until she came to a smoking gap between the houses and caught her breath.


All that was left of Number 38, with its white-painted front door and low arched gate, was a cloud of dust and a heap of rubble spilt across Valentine Street. An open truck was parked nearby and in the pale spring sunshine two stalwart men in breeches and hard hats were shovelling debris into a wheelbarrow. Several onlookers idled about and as Maddie watched, a scrawny woman pointed a broom at what had been Maddie’s stubby front garden with its pots of nodding daffodils, then darted forward. She tugged something out of the rubbish and brandished it in triumph. It appeared to be a doll. The woman was Norah Carrington from next door. Maddie inwardly groaned. The sight of that irritable busybody swinging one of her daughters’ precious dolls by its leg was not to be borne. And then – she briefly closed her eyes – there was the matter of her missing handbag. She dropped the curtain and turned from the window. Never mind her headache and the ringing in her ears. She must do something.


She peered round the gloomy bedroom but saw only the pile of filthy rags they’d peeled off last night. Tears prickled. They had nothing, not even clothes to wear today. Just Rabbit, which Grace had been clutching when they were dragged from the air raid shelter. A small mercy, but it had soothed the anxious child to sleep after they’d reached the safety of Mrs Moulder’s house at past three that morning.


Maddie stepped over Grace to reach the bedroom door and crept downstairs in her bare feet. Hesitating in the narrow hallway, she felt the eyes of sepia-tinted photographs of Moulder ancestors upon her and heard the sounds of Mrs Moulder preparing breakfast. When she pushed open the kitchen door the elderly lady looked up from spooning reddish gloop from a storage jar into a china jam pot and greeted her, concern in her brown eyes.


‘My dear Mrs Anderson, you look dreadful. You should go back to bed.’


‘No, no, I have to go out. May I borrow shoes and a coat? I don’t mean to sound rude. It’s simply… they’re clearing up already and I need to rescue my handbag.’


‘Surely a cup of tea first.’


‘No time. Mrs Moulder, would you keep an eye on the girls? They should sleep for ages, I think.’


‘Of course I will, but let me find you some proper clothes.’ Mrs Moulder wiped her hands on her apron and regarded Maddie doubtfully. ‘Though you’re such a slender little thing, I don’t know what will fit you.’


‘Just the shoes and an old coat will do for now. Please.’


Mrs Moulder bustled into the hall and soon Maddie clopped out of the house in a flapping pair of court shoes, a paisley headscarf and Mr Moulder’s shabby raincoat, whose only virtue was that it covered up the nightgown.


The site of last night’s bomb was attracting a lot of interest and the handful of bystanders had swollen to a small crowd. The family next door on the other side to Norah Carrington was out in full force, the mother and three boys gathering broken roof tiles from their own front garden while the father engaged in lively argument with a pasty-faced official in a suit who was inspecting the damage to the party wall and making notes in a small black book. The crowd, seeing the normally neat Maddie Anderson approach in her odd attire, parted to let her through, several people murmuring their sympathy. She ignored them and pushed as close as she could to stare through the dust at the ruins of her home. A lump formed in her throat as she absorbed the awful extent of the devastation. The roof was gone and only the back of the house was still standing, stumps of floor joists and partition walls stretching uselessly into mid-air. A glimpse of the rose-sprigged wallpaper from the girls’ nursery made Maddie’s eyes swim. Everything else, the brick frontage, roof beams, tiles, floorboards, shards of furniture, lay in a heap as though smashed downwards by a giant’s fist. A bathroom pipe dripped water over it all. If any of their possessions had survived the blast intact they would surely be coated in soggy brick dust and unrecognizable.


Maddie felt a large hand clamp her arm and a ripe male voice said, ‘Stay back now, madam.’


‘But it was my house,’ she said, looking up at the burly workman’s weathered face with pleading eyes.


‘No good if the rest of it falls on you, eh?’ He marshalled her to a safe distance then raised his voice to the crowd. ‘Stay well away, so we can get on with the job.’


Everyone shuffled back a few inches. Someone asked Maddie, ‘How are the little girls?’, but she hardly heard for she had spotted a pathetic pile of objects lying on a sheet by the truck. She stepped toward it, then caught Norah Carrington’s eye, and reached out her hand for the doll the woman held. ‘I wasn’t going to keep it, you know,’ Norah whined as she relinquished it. She muttered something that sounded like, ‘Some people,’ as Maddie turned away without a word. Nosey Norah Carrington was the worst thing about living in Valentine Street. The woman had mistaken Maddie’s natural reserve for frostiness from early on and never lost an opportunity to be offended by it.


The doll was one of Sarah’s. Maddie couldn’t see what lay on the pile, but when she called to the burly man he took the doll, went over and tied everything up in a grubby bundle, which he laid at her feet.


‘This is it for the moment,’ he said, sympathy in his eyes. ‘Not much, but better than nothing.’


‘Oh, but the air raid shelter!’ Maddie said, grasping the bundle. ‘I left my handbag there with our ration books in it and… everything.’


‘Tell you what, I’ll have a look when I get the chance.’


‘I’d be so grateful. We’re staying at Number 21. Down there, with the privet hedge and the blue front door.’ She should return. The girls might wake up and be frightened.


’Twenty-one,’ he repeated. ‘Before you go, have a word with his nibs here, eh?’ The official in the suit was approaching, a self-important expression in his baleful eyes. ‘He’ll tell you what you’re due. Get you sorted out.’


Twenty minutes later Maddie let herself into Mrs Moulder’s to be told that the girls were still sleeping. She hung up the coat, kicked off the shoes and dumped the bundle by the kitchen sink. Then she joined Mrs Moulder at the kitchen table, where she sipped tea and nibbled on a piece of toast, not because she was hungry, but to stop the old lady fussing. Mrs Moulder questioned her about her plans for the day, but Maddie could not engage with what she said. Her mind, now stuffed with instructions about government forms and entitlements, wouldn’t process anything more.


Instead her thoughts drifted over the events of the night before and her breath quickened with remembered fear. One moment the three of them been huddled in the tight dark space of the shelter that shook to the roar of the planes overhead, flinching at the crump of the bombs. Then there had come a strange silence followed by a terrific boom. The earth shuddered as if all the oxygen had been sucked out of the air then the whole world tumbled round them.


For ages after the blast they had clung together awaiting rescue, trapped in the suffocating blackness, the girls whimpering. And the old terror fell upon her. Come on, Maddie. She forced herself to fight it off, to breathe deeply, croaked shreds of nursery rhymes until her voice gave out. ‘Jack and Jill’ and ‘Humpty Dumpty’ – why were so many about falling and breaking one’s head? Then, eventually, she heard men’s voices and managed a hoarse shout, ‘Here, we’re in here!’ Sobs of relief filled her throat, but she held them back. Not in front of the children. There came a scrabbling at the front of the shelter, a flicker of torchlight then the sense of something heavy being lifted. The door screeched open and a blessed draught of cool night air brushed her face…


‘Mrs Anderson, you’re shivering.’ Mrs Moulder’s quavering voice brought her back to the warm kitchen. ‘Are you all right?’


‘Yes, I think so.’


‘You don’t look yourself. I don’t think you heard me. One of those volunteer ladies came when you were out. She brought some clothes for you and the girls.’


‘How kind!’


‘And I know you washed last night, but there’s plenty of hot water this morning if you’d like to do your hair.’


Maddie fingered her sticky locks with distaste, then smiled at the old lady. ‘Thank you. You’re so nice and I’m being useless.’


‘No, you’re not. You’ve had a bad shock.’ Mrs Moulder rose, with a determined expression on her face. ‘Come along now. The bag of clothes is on the landing and I’ll look out a clean towel.’


‘Thank you so much.’


‘No need to hurry over it. I can deal with the little ones when they wake up.’


Maddie washed her hair while bent over the bath, surprised at the amount of dirt that flowed down onto the chipped enamel. As she towelled her hair dry and raked the short sandy-coloured waves into their usual swept-back bob, her tragic face stared back from the mirror. Purple smudges under her brown eyes and a graze on her cheek spoke their story, but without her handbag she had no powder or lipstick to help her put a brave front on the day.


While she buttoned up a faded green dress and secured the belt at its tightest hole, Maddie’s thoughts ran ahead. What should she do first today? According to the man in the suit there was a whole host of officials she must consult for emergency supplies, for compensation for loss of her home, the list went on. Her head ached harder at the thought of it all.


Suddenly, longing for Philip surged in. If only he were here she’d feel so much stronger. But Philip has gone, so you’ll have to manage by yourself. Buck up, Maddie Anderson.


She frowned. Where would they live? Mrs Moulder was a brick, but they shouldn’t impose on her for long. The old lady wasn’t used to children, she had none of her own. Maddie had noticed the fragile vases and porcelain figurines that the widow kept on every surface. Grace, particularly, could be clumsy.


She slipped on a pair of low-heeled shoes. What a pleasure that they fitted. Pretty, too, with their bow trim. Funny how a nice pair of shoes made one feel better. She wondered who they’d belonged to and why they’d been given away. People could be so kind. Her eyes were filling again and she blinked furiously. She had to keep herself together for the girls.


She spread the damp towel over the rail then went to peep in at the children. Sarah was snoring gently, little Grace had turned onto her side now, clutching Rabbit’s ear and sucking her thumb. Maddie smiled tenderly as she retreated, pulling the door to.


As she made her careful way downstairs in the unfamiliar shoes someone rapped on the front door and she saw, distorted by the cracked half-moon of glass, the helmeted head of the burly workman she had spoken to earlier.


‘It’s for me,’ she called softly to Mrs Moulder and went to the door. The man on the step smiled sheepishly as he held out a beige leather handbag streaked with grime.


‘Oh, thank goodness,’ she cried in relief. She took it from him, flipped open the clasp and peered inside. Yes, her purse was there along with the family’s identity cards, allowance and ration books, her engagement book. ‘That’s truly marvellous,’ she told him. ‘I’m so grateful.’


‘And we found this in a broken desk.’ He held out a damp manila packet the size of a slim library book. ‘Maybe you can dry it out.’


‘Thank you.’ She took the package from him puzzled, for she’d never seen it before. Something was scrawled on it in Philip’s handwriting, but the single word was barely legible for the ink had run. Knyghton, it said.


‘Well, that’s it.’ The man touched the brim of his helmet in a gallant gesture. ‘We’ll be finishing up soon. Sorry for your trouble, but glad you’re all safe.’ He turned to go.


‘Wait.’ Maddie took out her purse, intending to give him some coins to thank him, but he shook his head.


‘Even if I was allowed I wouldn’t.’


She watched as he set off down the road again with his jaunty walk, thinking about the pity in his eyes, then went back inside.


A thin wail sounded overhead. Grace was awake. Maddie hastily set down the bag and package in the kitchen and hurried up the stairs. Grace was at the top, tottering sleepily, Rabbit in hand. Maddie opened her arms and Grace fell into them. In the bedroom they found Sarah sitting up in bed, rubbing her eyes and complaining that everything hurt.


As Maddie bustled about dressing her bewildered daughters in smocks and cardigans once worn by other little girls, she was astonished and thankful all over again that they’d survived their ordeal with life and limb intact. Grace would keep crying, though, and Sarah was unusually whiney. They’re exhausted, she told herself. She struggled to keep her attention on the task in hand.


When she heard the truck drive off she went at once to the window. The scene of last night’s disaster looked tidier, the street swept clean, everyone had gone. A woman pushing a pram past hardly gave the site a second glance. The ruins of their home had become simply another bombsite. Commonplace. Maddie didn’t blame the young mother. If you thought too much about the tragedy each bombsite represented you’d go out of your mind.


‘Let’s go down and have breakfast,’ she told the girls with a bright smile and held out her hands to them. She loved them too much to give in to her despair.










Two
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In the kitchen, Mrs Moulder did her cheerful best with meagre resources, and the children were content to sit with her at the table as their mother paced about. They drank milk and ate bread with margarine and carrot jam while the old lady entertained them with a story from when she was a little girl and had stolen a piece of cake. The tale had a lame ending, but Sarah and Grace listened with rounded eyes. Sarah ate daintily as usual, but Grace smeared milk and jam around her mouth. Maddie, crossing to the sink in search of a cloth, noticed the knotted bundle of possessions that she’d brought home earlier. She felt curiously reluctant to face the reality of what it might contain. Still, she should give Sarah her doll.


She dragged the grubby bundle into the scullery, untied it and glanced inside. The doll was on top. When she picked it up its blue eyes blinked at her. Its name was Angela, but it no longer looked angelic, its dress being soggy and its pale hair caked with plaster. However, it was still in one piece. She’d clean it up before she surprised Sarah with it.


Putting the doll to one side, Maddie let the sheet fall open to reveal the rest of the contents and sank to her knees. As she’d feared, it looked like rubbish. She brushed the dirt from a torn box and raised the lid. A lump came into her throat. She’d last seen the box pristine, at the bottom of Philip’s wardrobe. It contained his black polished dress shoes, which he’d forgotten to take with him or perhaps hadn’t needed in the army. An old picture calendar with views of India lay underneath the box. It had hung on a nail above Philip’s desk in a corner of the dining room. It reminded Maddie of the package the rescue worker had given her that he’d found in the desk drawer.


But what was this filthy object? A large wooden box with a hinged lid. It can’t be. Maddie wiped off wet plaster with a corner of the sheet. Oh joy, it is. She knelt on the floor and lifted it onto her lap, running her fingers feverishly over a vicious dent in the top, then flipped up the fastening, raised the lid and smiled. Her art materials. They were all safely here, the tools of her livelihood, tidied away, thank goodness, because she’d been between projects. A stranger might think the stained tubes of paint, the inks, pens and brushes didn’t amount to much, but to Maddie they meant everything, and in these straitened times would not have been easy to replace. She righted a fallen bottle then refastened the lid, set the box carefully to one side and turned her attention to the dwindling pile of objects on the sheet.


Apart from a milk saucepan, and a case of antique fish knives, a wedding present from her father’s cousin, never used in six years of marriage, that was it. All that had been rescued from the life that she and Philip had made together in the days when they’d been so happy and in love… No, she mustn’t think about that now or she’d cry. Instead she clambered to her feet and fetched a damp sponge to clean up Angela.


‘Oh, Mummy!’ Sarah’s delighted face when Maddie handed over the doll gave her hope that her darling girls would be all right. ‘You’ve got Rabbit,’ Sarah told Grace, whose face was crumpling into a frown, ‘and I’ve got Angela, so it’s fair.’ Grace paused to think then gave a regal nod of agreement. ‘When can we go home, Mummy?’ Sarah asked.


Maddie exchanged glances with Mrs Moulder and drew a heavy sigh, realizing that the girls didn’t understand their plight. But why should they? They’d been carried from the air raid shelter in darkness, wrapped in blankets. They would not have seen the ruins of their house.


‘Oh, darling, we can’t go home.’ Maddie explained that a bomb had ‘damaged’ the house, but the important thing was that they were safe. ‘We’ll need to find somewhere new to live, but it will be all right.’ The girls looked at her, aghast.


‘You will all stay for a while,’ Mrs Moulder hurried to assure them.


‘You are kind,’ Maddie murmured, then bit her lip to see the old lady’s worried face.


‘What about our things?’ Sarah persisted. ‘We must fetch our clothes. And I need my satchel for school.’


‘You’ll need new clothes. That’s why you’re wearing these funny ones. And you’re having a day off today,’ Maddie said, promptly. Sarah looked crestfallen. ‘School tomorrow, maybe.’ No uniform. Another problem. She must start a list, she thought, looking round for her handbag. There it was on top of the mysterious package on the cabinet. She fetched it and wiped it clean, delved inside then sat tapping a pencil against her teeth before she wrote in her engagement book. School uniform, forms, food, bank… There was so much to do today. The longer term question of where and how they were to live would not go away, but for the moment she could not think beyond another night at Mrs Moulder’s.





‘Cooee, Maddie, dear,’ the old lady called from the back door the following day. ‘I want a bit of string from the top drawer of the white cabinet but my boots are muddy.’


‘I’ll get it.’ Maddie, who’d been washing up after lunch while Grace had a nap, quickly dried her hands.


The drawer opened easily. It was full of useful bits and pieces tidily arranged – folded paper bags, light bulbs, pencil stubs.


‘I can’t see any string.’


The mysterious brown package lay unopened on top of the cabinet. She picked it up and again examined Philip’s smudged handwriting on the front. ‘Knyghton’. The name stroked her memory with the softness of a feather.


‘It’s at the back, I think.’ Mrs Moulder’s voice broke in. ‘A long piece, please, the pyracantha is falling off its trellis.’


Maddie pulled the drawer out further and saw several hanks of neatly coiled twine. Hastily, she took one out to Mrs Moulder, then returned to the cabinet, nudging the drawer shut with her hip. The thick envelope peeled open easily. Her fingers closed round a small velvet-covered book, snugly packed, and edged it out. It was navy blue with a tassel on the spine. She ran her finger over its worn softness then opened it. It was an album of black-and-white photographs.


The picture at the front was tinted brown and was of an old timber-framed manor house, broad and comfortable-looking, overgrown with a creeper in flower. Sunlight played on the square-hatched windows and on the flagstones where a lean yellow Labrador dog lay asleep, its head between its paws.


She turned the page. Two small boys with grave faces sat on a lawn in front of the house with the same dog sitting between them, its ears cocked. One, she saw, had to be Philip. The next photograph was of a regal-looking lady seated in a wicker chair by a glasshouse crammed with plants, her hair hidden by a wide-brimmed hat. At her feet lay a trug of cut roses.


There were only a few more pictures in the album and they were all of the two boys, older now. In one, the last picture in the album, a girl with fair hair stood shyly in the background in front of a shed where a row of tall hollyhocks grew. She blended in with the plants and at first Maddie didn’t notice her, but when she did she was struck by her watchful expression.


Knyghton. She picked up the envelope, deep in thought. She’d heard Philip mention it and knew it was the house in Norfolk where he’d lived when he was a schoolboy and his parents were still in India. But he’d said little about it and she’d surmised that although he’d spoken with affection of the house and his aunt and his dead grandmother, it was a period of painful memories for him and she hadn’t asked questions. How she wished she had. Even looking through this little book felt like an intrusion, yet she had not been able to overcome her curiosity. Now that Philip was absent from their lives, missing in action for ten months since Dunkirk, she badly wanted to feel closer to him and here was as good a starting point as any. The regal lady was probably his grandmother, but who was the other boy, Philip’s companion? And the girl who had wandered into the final photograph, where did she fit in?


The album did not slide back easily into the envelope and realizing something was preventing it, Maddie felt inside and withdrew a small crumpled packet. It was unsealed. She tipped it upside down and a tiny ornate silver key tumbled into her palm. There was no label, nothing written on the packet to identify its purpose. Thoughtfully, she returned the album to its packaging and tucked the packet containing the key in beside it. Later she took it upstairs and hid it among her few possessions out of the way of Grace’s sticky fingers. And forgot about it.
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The question of where the little family should live did not go away. The billeting officer, who visited two days after the disaster, declared it best that they stay with Mrs Moulder for the time being. The old lady tried to be cheerful about this, but as the days crept by Maddie saw the strain that it put on her. She herself felt as though they were existing in limbo. After the first day Sarah had returned to school and Mrs Moulder had to entertain Grace while Maddie went out to queue for food, clothes and a new sketchbook. Her work was on hold for the moment. She wrote to her editor to inform him that they’d been bombed out and the illustrations for the new picture book might be late, not least because she had no paper. Thankfully he managed to send her some.


One afternoon, when they’d been at Mrs Moulder’s for a week, Maddie took Grace to visit Denny Lewis, one of the few good friends she’d made in London. Denny had two daughters the same age as the Anderson girls and Grace and the younger girl, Polly, played in the Lewises’ warm kitchen while the mothers talked and altered some old clothes that Denny had offered her.


‘I wish we could have you to live here,’ Denny said and bit off a thread, ‘but…’


‘We couldn’t possibly impose,’ Maddie said quickly. Denny’s husband, who was something high up in the War Office, was a good few years older than his wife and both women knew without saying that the arrangement would be a strain on all concerned.


‘What about your godmother?’


‘She’s gone to her sister in Ealing. There’s no room for us there. Anyway, I’m wondering whether we should move out of London again.’


As soon as Maddie said it, she realized this was what she longed to do. She and Philip had talked about her going to Norwich to live with her father and stepmother in the event of war, but not long afterwards her father had a stroke and needed his own room and a live-in nurse and suddenly there wasn’t space for family. Now, Norwich too was a target for the Luftwaffe. She wouldn’t feel safe. Somewhere more rural was the answer, but where?


‘What about your husband’s family?’ Denny asked. ‘Doesn’t he have relatives? I know about his parents, but brothers or sisters?’


Philip’s father had died in India shortly before the outbreak of war, his mother some years before that. ‘He’s an only child,’ Maddie told her. ‘But there’s an Aunt Gussie. She sent us an old silver teapot as a wedding present.’ She paused in her sewing, remembering how she’d written to tell her about Philip and been struck by the simplicity of the address: Knyghton, Monksfield, Norfolk. The reply to her letter had been in quavery handwriting, the tone understandably upset at the bad news. ‘I’ve never met her. I’ve always had the feeling that he wanted to keep it that way.’


‘Perhaps you should leave things as they are, then,’ Denny said in a voice filled with foreboding. ‘You don’t know what you might be stirring up.’


‘Heavens, Denny. That sounds sinister. I’m sure he was fond of her – he visited her in hospital ages back when she was ill.’


‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you.’ Denny said, stabbing her needle into a pincushion.


Maddie remembered Philip’s photograph album. Knyghton looked old and beautiful, a rural haven, surely with plenty of spare bedrooms. Was Gussie the regal lady in the photograph or had that definitely been Philip’s grandmother? It was hard to think clearly at the moment, but a plan began to form in her mind. By the following morning she’d decided. She would write to Philip’s aunt and ask if there was room for three bombed-out waifs at Knyghton.
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Norwich


May 1934


Maddie was sure she had seen the stranger a few weeks before. She’d been standing dreamily at her bedroom window when he’d walked past the house. He’d glanced up and their eyes had met briefly. Later, he claimed not to remember this.


This Thursday afternoon it was quiet in the museum and Maddie had the gallery to herself. She sat on a folding stool with her sketchbook on her knee and studied the dog fox closely through the glass case. Its pelt was as bright as it must have been in life, though she noticed that the individual hairs were different shades of cream and grey, ginger and red, and together they imprisoned the light to a vibrant effect. The fox was long and lean, with a magnificent brush, its green glass eyes alert, and she wondered how the taxidermist had made it appear unaware that it was dead. She hoped this was because it had died cleanly, a quick bullet to the skull, perhaps, rather than after a terrifying pursuit by hounds. She held her pencil poised above the page for a moment, allowing a sense of the creature to enter her, then swiftly she began to sketch.


So absorbed was she in her work that it was a long while before she broke off, realizing that someone was watching her from a few feet away. She glanced up warily and there he was, a youngish man in a cream-coloured suit, pale-skinned, his hair and moustache only a shade darker than the fox’s. His eyes with their long dark lashes held hers, then he smiled and cleared his throat.


‘I didn’t mean to disturb you. I was admiring your skill.’ His voice sounded low and musical in the quietness of the room.


‘Thank you,’ Maddie said, angling the sketchbook away from his gaze, ‘but I’m afraid I can’t work with someone watching.’ She waited for him to apologize and move on, but he did neither.


‘Don’t mind me. I promise not to look. I came to see the polar bear, if he’s still here. The one wrestling the seal. I last visited when I was a boy and couldn’t take my eyes off him.’


‘The polar bear is in with the zoo animals.’ She pointed with her pencil to the arch that divided the gallery in two.


‘Of course.’ He walked into the next room and Maddie returned to her work, but before she’d drawn even a line he called back, ‘He’s as magnificent as I remember him.’ Exasperated, she twiddled the pencil between her fingers, then tried again to draw, but found she couldn’t go on. The fox still posed before her in its glass case, but her sense of its spirit had fled. It was replaced by an awareness of the man in the next room, the soft sounds of his footsteps on the wooden floor. She rose and went to stand beneath the arch, the sketchbook clasped to her breast. Being more interested in drawing familiar animals of the English countryside she rarely came to see the exotic exhibits, but when she looked past the young man she was struck anew by the size of the huge polar bear, rearing up on its hind legs, its hapless victim clutched in its vast claws.


‘You must have found that terrifying as a little boy.’


He looked at her, a serious expression on his face. ‘Yes, but I was filled with awe. I’ve never seen a live one, have you?’


‘So far as I know, this is the only polar bear in Norfolk,’ she said gravely and he laughed.


‘Oh, and I remember this fellow.’ He stepped across to study a moth-eaten tiger with gleaming eyes, its face contorted forever in its final snarl. ‘My pa lives in India. I’m sure that he’s brought down one or two of these in his time.’


‘How horrid.’ The words were out before Maddie could stop them.


He looked at her sharply. ‘Do you think so?’


‘Beautiful wild animals, shot for sport? Yes, I do.’


A troubled expression came into his face. Lor’, she’d offended him now.


‘Yet they live by killing.’ He stared across the room, and Maddie was surprised to see despair in his eyes.


‘But that’s different. Tigers kill to eat. But I suppose if they start attacking people… that’s a good reason to hunt them.’


‘Yes, I’d agree. What about shooting for sport here in Norfolk? Deer and pheasants and so forth. Foxes, like your pal in the other room.’ He was studying her now, as though her answer mattered.


‘Foxes are pests, I suppose, and deer, as well, if there become too many of them. Still, I could never kill an animal. Unless I had to eat it, but even then…’ Maddie thought of the poulterer’s shop near the cathedral. She could never pass it without a pang of pity for the feathered geese and ducks hung up in the window above trays of quail and pigeon. There would be brightly coloured pheasants, partridges and woodcock later in the year. And yet she enjoyed eating their meat. She looked down at the floor and nudged a dust ball with her shoe.


‘You’re a city-dweller, I take it.’ There was a dull note in his voice. ‘I was brought up mostly in the country.’ He gave a bitter laugh. ‘Violent death is a way of life there.’


Her brow furrowed. He was probably right, but what an odd way of putting it.


‘I suppose so. I’ve lived in Norwich all my life. But I do know about the countryside.’


‘I’m sorry. You must think me rude. In fact, I largely agree with you. I don’t approve of killing for sport. In fact, I detest it.’


She blinked at him in surprise, then asked, ‘Where in Norfolk are you from?’


‘I’m not, originally. I was born in Delhi, but my folks sent me back here for boarding school and I lived with relatives in the holidays. Have you heard of Monksfield?’


She shook her head.


‘Nobody ever has. It’s a village several miles inland from Sheringham. The family pile is called Knyghton, spelled like one of King Arthur’s knights, but with a y instead of an i.’


Maddie knew Sheringham, of course, had often been to the beach there, a train ride away or sometimes, if her father was in the right mood, in his precious car, which he kept in the garage and generally preferred to polish than to risk scratching the paintwork in the narrow country lanes.


He glanced at his watch and said, ‘I ought to leave you to your drawing and go to catch my train. I had a few minutes to spare, which is why I came. I’ve enjoyed talking to you, Miss…?’


‘Fielding. Madeleine Fielding, though everyone calls me Maddie.’


‘Maddie,’ he repeated. ‘It suits you. I don’t know why, but I knew when I saw you that you wouldn’t have an ordinary name. I’m Philip Anderson. Lieutenant Anderson, but only since last week.


‘Congratulations.’


‘Thank you. Good luck with your art. I hope we meet again.’ He delivered the slightest of bows as he wished her goodbye and set off towards the exit.


The gallery seemed even quieter now he’d left, and darker, Maddie noticed, for the sun had moved round. It had been an amusing encounter, but she gauged he’d only been visiting Norwich and that despite his polite wish, she wasn’t likely to see him again.


She put Lieutenant Anderson to the back of her mind and returned to her seat, tucking away a loose strand of hair as she leaned forward to study the fox again, then after a moment began to draw. Over the next few days, though, she found her thoughts returning to the softly spoken officer with his unusual opinions and disturbing gaze.





A few weeks later, Maddie stared from the train window at a tranquil passing view of cows grazing lush grass by a stream fringed by willows. It was so lovely in the afternoon sunlight of early June that she longed to paint it. Her mind wandered to the luggage rack above her head where lay a leather satchel full of her illustrations. At the behest of Mr Lowe, her art school tutor, she’d sent a small drawing of a nest of harvest mice to an editor he knew at a London publisher, mentioning Lowe’s name as a reference in the accompanying letter. She’d received a reply the very next week, requesting a meeting. Here she was, travelling to London on her own for the first time in her twenty-one years, her fingers tingling with nerves, her head full of hopes and dreams.


At Ipswich a smartly dressed lady entered the compartment. She sank gracefully onto the seat opposite and gave Maddie a shrewd up and down glance before elegantly lighting a cigarette and turning her attention to a magazine. You’ll do, was the unspoken message and Maddie felt a thrill of pleasure. The tan coloured skirt and jacket she’d bought in Jarrold’s set off her pale wavy hair and light brown eyes, and the shallow straw hat with its narrow curved brim was a real find. At Norwich station, before getting on the train, she’d slipped into the Ladies’ and applied some lipstick. Her father disapproved of her wearing make-up. Even face powder he frowned upon. To him she was still a child. He’d hardly noticed that his quiet, motherless little girl had blossomed into a shy but determined young woman.


The smartly dressed lady abandoned her magazine on the seat when she left the train at Chelmsford. Maddie leaned over and picked it up and turned the pages, fascinated by a world that was foreign to her, of expensive designer dresses, society gossip and a most educational problem page. ‘Is he the man for her?’ was the question a heading posed. It was a letter from a girl whose boy minded that she had been engaged before.


Maddie read it avidly, dismayed by how naïve she was. Having no brothers or sisters or even cousins her own age, she’d had no one to learn from about such things. Her schoolfriends had been like herself, well-behaved, studious sorts, though one was getting married to a boy she’d met in the offices of the chocolate factory where she worked as a typist, the manager’s nephew, no less. Maddie herself had never had a boyfriend, or even been to a proper dance. She’d once been followed about by a lad at a funfair and had had to hide from him by visiting the fortune teller’s tent where she was told a lot of nonsense about overcoming darkness. At art school for several months last year she’d developed a silent, tortuous pash on a flamboyant willowy youth with intense dark eyes and long narrow hands, who teased her amiably, but in the same way that he treated everyone.


She sighed and closed the magazine. As she folded it into her handbag she caught sight of a man in military uniform passing along the corridor. His reddish moustache made her think of the young man in the museum. If it had been him, she thought, he hadn’t noticed her. The idea of going to look for him didn’t cross her mind. Her stepmother was very clear that one should never chase boys.


The train was passing through the outskirts of London now, between endless rows of sooty brick terraces, factories billowing out smoke, and the odd slender church spire, grey with dirt. It trundled through a station and Maddie was shocked by a noisy throng of black-clad men that filled the platform. Thank heavens it didn’t stop.


‘Mr Mosley’s men,’ remarked an old gentleman opposite to a portly matron next to Maddie who was counting stitches on her knitting. ‘A bunch of thugs, if you ask me.’


‘Disgraceful,’ murmured the matron, who’d now lost her place and had to start again.


The next station was just as busy, but this time the train shuddered to a halt and at once the louts on the platform surged in through the doors at either end of the carriage and stormed along the corridor, laughing loudly and shouting to one another in their search for seats. The door to Maddie’s compartment slid open. ‘There’s plenty of room in ‘ere,’ a stocky, bullet-headed man called behind in a rough voice, then turned to the passengers and added cheerfully, ‘if everyone shoves up.’ The old gentleman objected, but was ignored. The newcomers barged around him, claiming the empty seats. Maddie found herself jammed between the knitting matron and the window, but still they crammed in, standing room only, the strong smell of humanity and stale tobacco overwhelming, the heat mounting. ‘Here, open the window, will you, Atkins?’ called one.


The man who answered to Atkins pressed himself against Maddie’s knees as he tried the window then shouted back, ‘Can’t, the bloody thing’s stuck.’


‘Language, young man,’ the matron quavered.


Outside, urgent whistles sounded. Doors slammed and the train jolted into motion. Maddie tried to make herself as small as possible, shutting her eyes and clutching her handbag, but she began to tremble, her heart pounded and soon it was hard to breathe. It was the old panic mounting, the awful sense of the world closing in around her. It will soon be over. One more station to the end of the line. Beside her the matron was making genteel whimpering sounds. We must be almost there now. Breathe, Maddie, breathe. At last she felt the train slow, then its brakes squealed and it jolted to a halt. Maddie’s eyes fluttered open to pressing darkness. Not the station. A tunnel. The men’s voices filled her ears and the heat and smell of their bodies felt unbearable. She squeezed her eyes tight and concentrated on breathing.


Just as suddenly the train lurched off again, and soon with relief Maddie sensed the high echoing space of Liverpool Street Station. It screeched to a final halt, throwing her back in her seat. She was aware of the swarm of men surging along the corridor, then tramping along the platform beside the train, laughing and talking. The compartment emptied, but still she sat there, dazed, unable to move, eyes still tightly shut.


‘Are you all right there, dear?’ Beside her the matron was shifting about, stuffing her knitting into her bag. Maddie blinked at her and managed to nod. ‘In all my born days,’ the woman muttered to herself, then stood and departed in a waft of talcum powder. Someone else entered the compartment.


‘Miss Fielding? Maddie?’ Maddie’s eyes flew open at the voice and met a familiar gaze. So it had been him she’d noticed earlier, the man she’d met at the museum, Lieutenant Anderson. He sat on the seat opposite, leaning towards her with his cap in his hands, his concerned face so close that she could see glints of green in his hazel eyes. Gradually, the world righted itself. ‘Sorry,’ she murmured, gathering her things. ‘It was so… overwhelming. Where are they going?’


‘There’s a big convention at Olympia, apparently. Blighters. Here, let me…’


He rose and lifted down her satchel, which she insisted on taking from him, and they left the train together. As they strolled towards the ticket barrier they were aware of a commotion ahead as the crowds of Blackshirts pushed their way towards the underground.


‘Where are you off to now, Maddie?’ Philip Anderson said. ‘It might be worth holding back until they’ve gone.’


‘Green Park.’


His face lit up. ‘So am I! Meeting a fellow at his club in Jermyn Street.’


She wondered what kind of club it was, but felt it unsophisticated to ask. Her father was a Freemason, which involved him going off to mysterious meetings in evening dress and carrying a tiny black suitcase, but she wasn’t sure if this club was the same kind of thing.


‘What about you?’ he prompted, then grinned. ‘Or is a deadly secret?’


‘No, it’s not a secret,’ she said carefully as they joined the shuffling hordes at the barrier ‘I’m showing someone my portfolio. St James’s Street – do you know it?’


‘Good for you. Of course I know it, it’s only a step from the underground.’ His face darkened. ‘Damn, I suppose the Central Line will be pretty crowded. Perhaps the bus would be better. What d’you think?’


She shrugged, but liked the assumption that they would travel together. ‘I don’t mind trying the bus, if you know where the stop is,’ she said. Their turn came at the barrier and she handed in her ticket with a rising sense of adventure.





Five minutes later they were sharing a front seat at the top of a bus. The bus was full but there were no Blackshirts, and with Philip beside her Maddie felt perfectly at ease, though she thought it quite unnecessary that he paid her fare. London is so interesting, she thought as she glanced into the office windows they passed and watched the people scurrying about below, each going about their business.


‘There’s St Paul’s!’ she exclaimed.


‘You haven’t seen it before?’


She shook her head and explained that she’d never visited London, had not otherwise been out of Norfolk. Except to Cambridge once on an art school outing where she’d loved the soaring spires of King’s College and the willows weeping into the river.


Philip pointed to the satchel in her lap. ‘I’d love to see your pictures. Who is it you are showing them to?’


‘My tutor knows an editor at Ackroyd and Briggs. They publish books for children and he thinks this man will be interested. I’m not very hopeful, but it’s worth a try.’


She felt a tremor of anxiety as she let Philip take the soft leather bag from her and carefully unbuckle it. One by one he slid out the mounted drawings and lifted their tissue covers to examine them. ‘I remember this old boy, of course,’ he said, recognizing the fox she’d been sketching in the museum. ‘You’ve got him perfectly. The colours are glorious.’


He professed to liking the other animals, too. A pair of deer in flight through a forest, rabbits feeding near their warren. She remembered how unafraid they’d been as she’d sat quietly nearby and sketched them.


‘This is very different.’ He’d found one of what her tutor called her Beatrix Potter paintings, though Maddie didn’t believe the imaginary anthropomorphized animals were the same style as Miss Potter’s at all.


‘There are only a few of those, but my tutor thought I should show that I had range.’


‘Very engaging,’ Philip said, as he came to the last one. She took the portfolio from him and slipped everything back into place. ‘You have talent, Maddie. Even an ignoramus like me can see that.’


‘That’s kind, but I’m sure you’re only being polite.’


‘I really do think so.’ He was looking at her with frank admiration and she laughed as she rebuckled the satchel.


The bus conductor called up the staircase, ‘Piccadilly next. Anyone for Piccadilly.’


‘We’re almost there,’ Philip said, and Maddie felt desolate that they were soon to part.





After they’d regained the safety of the pavement he walked down with her past the Ritz Hotel and pointed out the building she wanted. She thanked him, and he hesitated, apparently sharing her reluctance to part, then said, ‘I say, would you let me know how you get on? I should like to know.’


‘Would you really?’


‘Yes. Otherwise I’ll be wondering. Here.’ He took a small notebook from his breast pocket, scribbled in it, tore out the page and handed it to her. ‘It’s my address. Drop me a line. Promise you will.’


‘Of course,’ she said, touched by his earnestness. ‘And thank you again. For rescuing me. Sometimes situations like that on the train overwhelm me. I’m supposed to have grown out of it, but I’m afraid that’s not happened yet.’


‘I’m supposed to have grown out of stuffing my hands in my jacket pockets and ruining the line of my suit,’ he laughed.


‘That is a bad habit,’ she said mock-seriously, glad to be feeling so comfortable with him.


After they’d set off in their separate directions, each turned back at the same moment and saw the other looking. Maddie felt herself blush to have shown such obvious interest, but Philip smiled and gave a mock salute so she waved the scrap of paper he’d given her in reply.


When she examined it as she walked down St James’s she was surprised to see that the address was a London one. SW1, like Ackroyd & Briggs. What then had he been doing on the train from Norwich? She should have thought to ask.










Five
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2 Featherstone Road, Norwich


8 June 1934


Dear Lieutenant Anderson


I promised to let you know how I fared in my interview yesterday, and I’m pleased to tell you that Mr Edwards, the editor at Ackroyd & Briggs, was extremely pleasant and admired my little pictures to the extent that he has commissioned me to undertake the illustrations for a children’s book about British mammals! I am delighted, as you might imagine! I must take the opportunity to thank you properly for rescuing me on the train yesterday. You’ll be glad to hear that my journey home today was uneventful!!! I stayed with my godmother last night in Bayswater. She took me to a wonderful Mozart concert and this morning I visited the National Gallery. The Stubbs horses are so glorious, I could stare at them for ever. I hope that you enjoyed the evening with your friend, and thank you again for your kindness.


Yours sincerely


Maddie Fielding


10 June 1934


13A Eccleston Square


Dear Miss Fielding


Congratulations upon your success! I look forward to visiting a bookshop in the not too distant future to buy a copy of this book about British mammals. I told my landlord, who has a nephew of seven, so that’s two sales you’ve made already! I very much enjoyed dinner with my pal, thank you. I envy you your visit to the National Gallery. I never seem to make time for that sort of thing, but you inspire me to change. I wonder if you’d like to meet for lunch next time I’m in Norfolk on exercises, which should be in the next few weeks? I’ll write nearer the time to find out if you are free.


Yours truly


Philip Anderson





‘On exercises’. It was army duties then that took him to Norwich. No mystery there, Maddie reflected as she folded the letter away. There was still so much to find out about him, though, and already she longed for their next meeting.





The six months that followed were a period of great happiness for Maddie, but of great anxiety, too. She graduated from art school with distinction, knowing she’d secured the kind of work that filled her days with pleasure. She devoted far more time to her drawings for the book than the job was worth financially, but it was an opportunity to prove herself. If Mammals of Great Britain was successful more commissions from Mr Edwards might come her way.


And then there was Philip.


He wrote to her, as good as his word, ten days after his first letter, asking her to join him the following Friday for lunch at the Royal Hotel in Norwich. Maddie knew where that was, of course, near the castle, but she’d never been inside before. The Fieldings rarely ate out en famille, and when they did it tended to be at a reliable restaurant by the market where a well-cooked roast or a steak and kidney pudding with treacle sponge and ice cream to follow could be had for the three of them for less than five shillings. Her father was prudent with money, and he also hated anything ‘fussy’.


The Royal couldn’t be called fussy, but it was a level or two higher than the Market Café, with a proper wine list and fresh game in season. And Philip behaved as perfectly as any man of a young girl’s dreams, helping her off with her jacket, making sure she had what she liked to eat and being very sweet. He was looking trim in his military uniform and Maddie enjoyed the curious glances of the other diners, while secretly wondering what it was he saw in her. Oh, don’t be silly, Maddie, she told herself, but it didn’t do any good.


She knew she wasn’t conventionally pretty, not by comparison to her more popular schoolmates, but nor was she plain, her large brown eyes and chin-length, naturally wavy light brown hair being her best features. Everything about her was neat and average, she always thought, from her small straight nose to her slender figure. What she could never see was that apparently she possessed a certain air. According to the fellow art student she’d fallen in love with, her resting expression made her look as though she’d ‘landed from a faraway world’. At school she’d often been told off for daydreaming, even when she hadn’t been. It was simply the way she’d been made, her slight smile the natural set of her mouth.


Philip was watching her now with a smile of his own, as though amused by her.


‘What is it?’ she asked, as she picked up her knife and fork to eat the grilled sole, peas and new potatoes that they’d both ordered.


‘You look as though you have secrets,’ he said, dipping a potato into the sauce on the side of his plate.


‘I assure you that I don’t.’


Did she? She told him that her mother had died when she was six, but that wasn’t a secret, only a sad thing in her background. He frowned in concern and murmured that he was sorry. His own mother, he told her, had died a few years ago.


‘She’d been ill for some weeks and died in hospital in Bombay,’ he said when she enquired. ‘The worst thing was that I didn’t get there in time.’


‘Oh, Philip.’ They sat eating quietly for a moment, each lost in their own thoughts.


‘My father remarried,’ Maddie said finally. ‘I have a stepmother.’


‘A wicked one?’


‘No, nothing like that. Nor did she try to replace my mother, which I would have hated. She’s…’ How should she describe Monica, who was aloof and self-contained, and had regarded the acquisition of a shy, but biddable thirteen-year-old stepdaughter as a purely practical endeavour, part of the deal of becoming Mrs Albert Fielding? Maddie said loyally, ‘She’s just Monica. We get along all right.’


‘You call her by her first name?’


‘She isn’t my mother. We tried “Aunt Monica” for a while, but neither of us liked it.’


‘Do you remember your mother?’


Maddie turned aside a piece of fish skin then looked up at him and was touched by his gentle expression. ‘A general sense of her as a loving presence, yes. And sometimes if I smell a particular scent… that brings her back. But otherwise, no. I only have a few photographs. My father… he took it very hard when she died and didn’t like to talk about her.’


‘Had she been ill?’


‘It was an accident in the street. She was running and fell into the path of a car.’


His eyes widened. ‘What a dreadful thing to have happened,’ he mumbled.


It hadn’t been as straightforward as that. Maddie took a deep breath to say more, but at that moment the perky waitress arrived to bear away their plates and to take their orders for pudding and she lost courage.


‘I’m sorry to have made you talk about it,’ Philip said when the waitress had gone.


‘Don’t be. The worst thing is the feeling that there’s a gap. Something missing. Do you understand?’


He nodded. ‘I think I do.’


‘Most of the time I don’t dwell on it.’


Two dishes of plum tart arrived, and they gave it their full attention, the sharp-sweet taste of the fruit mingling deliciously with the smooth richness of the cream.


‘There were plum trees at Knyghton,’ Philip said between mouthfuls, ‘and our cook made the most wonderful tarts. This is almost as good as hers.’ His eyes shone.


‘You mentioned Knyghton when we first met. It sounds an idyllic place,’ Maddie prompted, reaching for the cream jug, and was surprised to see him frown.


‘I suppose it was. Especially for a small boy who’d been cooped up at boarding school, but… it wasn’t home. It belongs to my father’s family, but my father was a younger brother so the house wasn’t his to inherit. My grandmother took care of me. Like you, I missed my mother, though at least mine was alive and wrote me letters from India.’


Maddie asked him about India. His father had been in the army there but was talking about coming back to England now that he’d retired. ‘In another year or two.’ Philip had loved India as a young child, but the occasional visit there in the holidays after the Great War had unsettled him. He hadn’t visited for several years, since attending his mother’s funeral, though he hoped to through his work.


‘How long have you been in the army? It’s the Norfolks, isn’t it? I recognize the badge.’


‘I’ve been in nearly two years.’


‘You’re not based here, though, are you?’


‘No, no, I’m here purely for training. There’s a place out near the coast. Look, I’m afraid I haven’t explained myself properly. I’m not a regular, just a Territorial. You must know what that is, we’re part of the reserve. If there’s another war we get called up first.’


‘Oh, I see. Do you have a job in London?’


‘Yes. I work for a tea merchant. It’s a long way to come up here for exercises, but it’s unusual to have had to do so more than once a month. The first time you and I met, in the museum, I was in Norwich for another reason. My Aunt Augusta – Gussie, we call her – was in hospital for a routine operation, then a convalescent home, and I was visiting. She’s back at Knyghton now, though.’


‘So you’ll not be here again for a while.’ Maddie sipped her wine, trying to appear nonchalant, but not feeling it.


‘I didn’t say that.’ His smile warmed her. ‘I appear to have found another reason to come.’


She met his eye with a steady gaze and laughed. ‘The museum,’ she said mischievously, ‘is always worth another visit. I love Alfred Munnings’ pictures of horses.’


‘We’ve time, I think, before my train. Is there still an Egyptian mummy?’


‘There is. And his cat!’





Two weeks passed after that blissful day, but Maddie didn’t hear from Philip, though she watched for the postman every day. Then one Wednesday evening in early July the telephone rang. Monica went out to the hall to answer it and returned to say with surprise, ‘It’s for you, Maddie. A very polite young man, I must say.’


He could get away the following Sunday. Would she be free? He’d like to meet her father and stepmother. Would that be possible?


Maddie invited him to Sunday lunch then passed the next few days in a state of anxiety, but she needn’t have worried. From the time Philip arrived in a well-cut suit, bearing a box of chocolates and a bottle of whisky, he charmed her father and stepmother. Over roast beef and apple pie he explained how he and Maddie had met, described his work in the City of London for a tea importer, saying modestly that his employer seemed pleased with him. He spoke knowledgeably to Maddie’s stepmother about contract bridge, asked Mr Fielding about his collection of Caruso records and appeared to enjoy listening to one as he complimented Monica on her best Darjeeling tea in the drawing room after the meal.


‘I think they approve of you,’ she told him as the two of them ambled arm in arm round the local park.


‘I hope they do, seeing as I admire their daughter.’


‘No, don’t be smarmy, you know I don’t like it.’


‘I’m not. I genuinely want them to approve of me.’ His forehead wrinkled. ‘Do you think I’ve overdone it?’


‘Not really,’ she laughed. And it was true. He knew how to talk to people as though he was interested in them. It was an enviable gift.


When he wrote to Mrs Fielding to thank her for her hospitality, Mr Fielding read the letter and said tersely, ‘A good chap, your Lieutenant Anderson.’


High praise indeed from Maddie’s reticent father.





One Saturday in the middle of July Maddie travelled to London. She and Philip visited the British Museum together and had tea afterwards in a pretty café whose walls were lined with paintings that looked like scenes out of happy dreams. She’d told her father that she would stay overnight with her godmother, but when the time came to say goodbye to Philip she hesitated.


‘Do you have to go?’ Philip’s eyes were pleading. ‘I thought I’d show you where I live.’ She knew he had a room in a wealthy school chum’s flat in Victoria.


‘I didn’t tell my godmother when I’d arrive exactly,’ she said. Perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to stop by. ‘But I mustn’t be long.’


‘Of course,’ he said, his face brightening with delight.


Eccleston Square was imposing, with high white-porticoed residences set around a large iron-railed garden. Maddie followed Philip up several flights of a broad staircase then he wrested open a front door into a spacious hallway with half a dozen doors off it, all left ajar. It smelled of stale smoke and was littered with the evidence of whirlwind male activity, an opera hat on a chair, a fallen waxed jacket, a pair of muddy boots slung in a corner under the baleful eye of a stag’s head mounted on the wall.


‘Dalloway?’ Philip roared, shoving wide one door after another. Maddie waited shyly in the hall as he marched about.


‘Good, we’re alone,’ Philip said cheerfully, returning to help Maddie off with her coat. ‘Come and make yourself at home.’


He led her into a lofty drawing room with chandeliers, artfully draped curtains and a moulded plaster ceiling, and threw open a sash window. The sound of traffic rose from the street, but it was pleasantly distant, like the sound of the sea. Maddie gazed down with interest at the bird’s-eye view of the garden square.


‘A tennis court. Do you play much? I’m afraid I’m useless.’


‘The court’s so popular, it’s difficult to get a look in. Something to drink, a sherry maybe?’


‘A small one.’ She turned back to the room, staring round at its high ceiling, the vast Knole sofa and a pair of roomy armchairs set about a stately fireplace with a huge painting of Venice above it in an ornate gilt frame. At the far end of the room stood a billiard table and the walls were lined with books and oil paintings of pastoral scenes. ‘It’s so grand,’ she whispered, sitting down at one end of the sofa and feeling very lost and little.


‘It’s a cut above anything I could afford. Dalloway’s been generous.’ Philip handed her a glass and came to sit beside her, laying his arm along the high back of the sofa. ‘I say, you’re shivering. Are you cold?’


‘A bit.’ She didn’t like to admit that she was nervous.


Maddie watched his deft movements with pleasure as he went about closing the window, fetching a travelling rug, which he tucked gently round her shoulders. He crouched by the grate to set his cigarette lighter to the gas fire, which lit with a whoomph, before returning to her side. The evening was drawing in around them. With the fire and the rug and the sherry warming her inside it began to feel wonderfully cosy. Philip’s arm moved from the back of the sofa to pull her to him. She snuggled closer, he bent towards her and touched his lips to her hair, then her face, her mouth.


‘Dear Maddie,’ he sighed, but she stopped him with another kiss and they kissed and kissed until she felt dizzy with desire. Then gently he withdrew, smiling at her, and they sat warm and peacefully together talking about their hopes for the future, the blaze of the fire now the only light in the room. Philip spoke about his work at the tea importer, the opportunities to travel to visit the suppliers. India, Ceylon. ‘It’s so beautiful out there. The colours are so bright and the greenery so lush. You’d love it.’


‘I’d be no good with the heat.’


‘Oh, you get used to that. Monsoon season is the worst, I’ll admit. The humidity knocks one out, but we could avoid going then.’


Maddie liked the way he assumed they’d be together, but he didn’t seem to notice what he’d said. Instead he squeezed her hand. ‘You’d love the wildlife. There are monkeys everywhere. And the birds are so colourful. And their song. Walking in a park there before dusk, everything’s ten times more alive than it is here in drab old England.’


‘It sounds wonderful.’ She waited for him to say ‘we’ again, but he didn’t.


‘Of course, I love England,’ he went on. ‘It’s my motherland, after all. I was brought up here, it’s my blood and I’d defend it to the death, but sometimes I feel we live in black and white.’


‘You haven’t wanted to follow in your father’s footsteps? The British Army in India, I mean?’


Philip shook his head. ‘Once I thought I might, but not now. It’s changing so quickly. The Indians don’t want us there. My father’s letters are full of it, the politicking, the rebellions. They want to run themselves and who can blame them. There’s a chap at the office, he’s all for Mr Gandhi. Empire’s dead, he says. India will go the way of Australia and Canada, like it or not. There’s no point in us dragging our feet. No, the future’s in trade.’


Maddie was silent, not knowing much about the subject. She’d seen newsreels at the cinema, of course, the pictures of Mr Gandhi visiting Britain a few years ago, an odd fragile figure in his simple cotton dhoti next to his stiff besuited hosts. Clips of British ceremonies in Delhi or Bombay had a quaintness about them, like something from the Edwardian past.


It was all far away and had nothing to do with here and now in the semi-darkness, close to a man she was beginning to love. She felt his fingers interlace with hers and his warm breath against her face made her heart beat faster. ‘Maddie,’ he whispered, ‘you don’t have to answer now, but would you think about becoming my wife?’


She opened her mouth to express surprise when they heard the sharp sound of the front door opening. Their heads snapped round as a hearty male voice cried, ‘Hello?’ and the room filled with harsh electric light. An untidy, portly man with cropped curly hair and a genial round face stood frozen by the open door. ‘Dash it, I’m so sorry. I had no idea, old chap…’


‘Maddie,’ Philip said, disentangling himself, laughing, ‘This is Bill Dalloway, my landlord. Dalloway, this is Maddie, my…’


‘His fiancée,’ said Maddie firmly and smiled at the flash of delight that crossed Philip’s face.
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