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            Chapter One
            

         
 
         ‘Why is it so dark, Aunty Tavy?’ Barbara said. At five years old she was a sturdy child and curious about everything, so a sudden darkness at six o’clock on a summer evening was something to be wondered at.
 
         ‘There’s a storm coming,’ her aunt, Octavia, explained. ‘Look at the sky. Do you see all those grey clouds over there? Well, they’re storm clouds.’
 
         The child persisted, standing by her aunt’s elegant cane chair and squinting up at the sky. The clouds were so very grey as to be almost black and there was something about them that she didn’t like at all. ‘Why aren’t they white?’
 
         ‘Because they’re full of rain,’ Octavia said. ‘They’re like big black ponds up in the sky. Presently they’ll make a rumbling noise that we call thunder – I expect you’ve heard that before, haven’t you – and then they’ll spill all the water out and we shall have a storm.’
 
         Barbara’s baby sister, Margaret, was standing beside the chair too. Now she edged a little closer to her aunt and held on to the sleeve of her cardigan, just in case. ‘Shall us get wet?’ she asked.
 
         ‘We shall if we stay out here in the garden,’ Octavia told her. ‘But not if we get indoors quickly enough.’
 
         ‘Shall us run?’
         
 
         ‘Like greyhounds,’ Octavia said, smiling at the child’s earnest face.
 
         ‘What’s a greyhound?’ Barbara wanted to know.
 
         ‘Time for us to go,’ their mother said, striding towards them across the lawn. ‘I hope you’re not being troublesome.’
 
         Octavia smiled at her reassuringly, dear Edith, with that thick auburn hair and those clear blue eyes and that oddly endearing anxiety. ‘They’re being intelligent and curious,’ she said, ‘which is exactly as it should be. Ask Pa.’
 
         Her father had been watching the exchange in his quiet way, enjoying the children’s curiosity, thinking, as he always did on such occasions, that Octavia was so easy with children and wishing she could have married Tommy and had children of her own. It would have been so good to have had grandchildren. But there, you can’t have everything in this life and she was a great lady, one of the leaders in the world of education and much admired.
 
         ‘They’re no trouble,’ he said to Edith, ‘but Tavy’s right. I think we should be getting in. It’s all very well for you little ones and your Aunt Tavy with her long legs. You can run like greyhounds if it starts to rain but I can’t. I’m more of a tortoise.’ He picked up his stick like the explanation it was and the movement dislodged the newspaper he’d been reading earlier and had set aside on the garden table. It fell on the grass, where it lay untidily, its pages fluttered by a sudden breeze. He watched as they turned, one after the other, until they gave a final flick and settled at the morning’s chilling headline, Storm clouds over Europe. How apposite, he thought, but even as the words came into his mind, the first thunder rumbled overhead and the rain began to fall, spattering the paper with large damp spots.
         
 
         Within seconds the garden was full of movement: Emmeline puffing towards them across the lawn, moving as fast as she could, given her weight, and unfurling an umbrella as she ran. ‘Quick, Uncle,’ she called to him. ‘Let’s get you indoors. I can’t have you taking a chill.’
         
 
         Edith grabbed a child in each hand and all three bolted like rabbits, Margaret squealing, ‘Us’ll get wet, Mummy. Us’ll get wet.’
 
         Octavia brought up the rear with the paper and the tea tray, skimming across the lawn with the tea cups rattling and thinking it was just as well the milk jug and the teapot were empty. They tumbled into the drawing room one after the other, dampened, laughing and breathless, and Emmeline took the tray from her cousin’s hands and said she’d be back in a jiffy with some towels. By that time it was raining heavily and so dark that Octavia had to switch on the light as though it was already night time.
 
         ‘That’s the trouble with storms,’ Emmeline said, busily towelling Margaret’s short bob. ‘They’re on you before you can breathe. You’ll have to stay here till the worst of it’s over, Edie.’
 
         ‘I can’t do that, Mum,’ Edith said. ‘I’ve got to be back for Arthur’s tea and we’re late already.’ Feeding her man was very important to Edith Ames and tonight’s meal was even more important than usual because she had something difficult to tell him and she wanted him to have a good tea inside him before she did it. ‘Don’t worry. We’ve got our umbrellas.’
 
         ‘Umbrellas!’ Emmeline snorted, glaring at the window. ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Edie, they won’t be any use. It’s coming down like stair rods.’ Both little girls turned their heads at once to see if rain really was like stair rods and were impressed to find that it was. ‘Hold your head still, Maggie, there’s a good girl. You don’t want to catch a cold.’
         
 
         The instruction was as much a warning to her daughter as her grandchild. But Edith was firm. ‘They won’t catch a cold,’ she said. ‘They’ll run like the wind, won’t you, girls.’
 
         ‘You’ll all get drowned,’ Emmeline warned, turning her attention to Barbara. ‘That’s what’ll happen. Never mind running like the wind. Anyway, aren’t you going to stay to see your brother? He’ll be home any minute. You’ll stay to see him, surely to goodness. Ten minutes. I mean, what’s ten minutes?’
         
 
         ‘Enough to make us late,’ Edith said. ‘It’s no good you going on, Mum. I can’t be late for Arthur’s tea. Not even for our Johnnie. You know that.’
 
         Octavia had cleaned her rain-spattered glasses and was drying her own frizzy hair in her vigorous way, listening to them with her usual concentration, turning her towel-hung head to watch their faces as the argument progressed. She was aware that Emmeline was being overprotective of these much-loved grandchildren of hers, that Edith was being too dogged in her determination and that neither would give way to the other. There’s nothing for it, she thought, dabbing at her damp sleeves, I shall have to intervene. As head of the family it was her job to try to keep the peace and to suggest whatever compromises she could, just as she calmed tempers and suggested solutions as head of her school. ‘How would it be if you went home in my car?’ she said to Edith. ‘Then you wouldn’t be late and the girls wouldn’t get wet.’
 
         Emmeline relaxed at once, saying, ‘Very sensible,’ but her daughter looked worried.
 
         ‘That’s ever so good of you, Aunt,’ Edith said, ‘but what about your dinner party?’
 
         ‘I shall be back in plenty of time for that,’ Octavia said, speaking with a confidence she certainly didn’t feel, for preparations for the meal were well under way, the agency cook and the waitress were busy in the kitchen and in less than an hour her guests would arrive.
         
 
         ‘But isn’t it Major Meriton?’ Edith persisted.
 
         ‘Major Meriton is a very old friend,’ Octavia told her. ‘I’m sure he won’t mind if I’m a bit late.’ But that wasn’t true either. Now that he was middle-aged and a senior official at the Foreign Office, Tommy Meriton had become a stickler for punctuality. It was sometimes quite hard to remember what a relaxed young man he’d been when they were both young. Relaxed and handsome and easy to be with. What a long time ago it all seemed!
 
         ‘I’ll keep him amused if you are late,’ her father said. ‘But I’d cut off quickly, if I were you. Time is getting on.’
         
 
         ‘There you are, you see,’ Octavia said to Edith, handing her damp towel to Emmeline. ‘Everything’s taken care of. I’ll go and get the car out of the garage. Wait in the porch. I’ll drive it to the door.’
 
         It was a cheerful journey to Colliers Wood, even though it was so dark that she had to put the headlights on and the rain was torrential, hitting the roof as loud as sticks on a tin drum and sluicing the windscreen with constant streams of water. Propelled by her private urgency, Octavia drove faster than she should have done, persuading herself that there was no danger because there were very few cars about. When they reached the bottom of Wimbledon Hill there were puddles halfway across the road and she drove through them at speed too, so that the impact made a palpable thud and water rose from her wheels in a dramatic white arc. The girls were thrilled with it, calling out ‘Wheeee!’ at each new impact, and Edith said it was like being in a ship at sea, adding, ‘Not that I’ve ever been at sea, but I can imagine it.’
         
 
         ‘It was always such fun driving with you,’ she said to Octavia as they passed the curved steps of Wimbledon Theatre, dramatic on their corner. ‘Off to the theatre to see the pantomime and going home after Christmas at your place in Hampstead all squashed together in the back seat. We had some good times.’
 
         They bumped across the tramlines, heading for the underground at South Wimbledon. The pavements were crowded with rain-drenched women carrying baskets and shopping bags, bent against the wind and struggling with tugging umbrellas. ‘Soon be home,’ Octavia said. ‘And by the look of it, it’s just as well. This is getting worse. Have you got your brollies?’
 
         ‘We shan’t need them,’ Edith said. ‘It’s only a step.’
 
         Which was true enough, for Wycliffe Road was short and narrow with the merest scrap of a front garden between the gates and the houses, so she could reach the door of her maisonette in two strides. It only took a few scrambling seconds for all three of them to run into the house.
 
         Now, Octavia thought, waving to them, I can get back. With a bit of luck and some fast driving she could be home and changed before the Meritons arrived.
 
         But her luck didn’t hold that afternoon. The Silver Cloud was standing in the drive. On the one evening when she could have done with Tommy’s predictable punctuality, he’d decided to come early. Sighing, she garaged her car and let herself into the house. Her guests were in the drawing room being entertained by her father. She could hear Tommy laughing in that throaty way of his and his wife saying something in her soft voice that made him laugh again. And as she hung up her keys on the hall stand, the agency waitress walked out of the kitchen carrying twelve glasses and a dish of peanuts on a tray. The evening had begun. Emmeline must have heard her car and given the signal for the aperitifs to be served. There wasn’t time for her to change. Ah well, she thought, removing her cardigan and tucking it into the hall seat, there’s nothing for it, this blouse will have to do. She tried to pat her hair into some sort of order, failed, straightened her glasses, and took a deep breath. Then she opened the drawing room door and walked in, prepared to be teased or scolded.
         
 
         Fortunately, Elizabeth Meriton was the first person to turn towards her, elegant as always in an understated evening dress, in powder blue pleated silk, as Octavia was quick to notice; her short hair immaculately waved, her nails and lips painted the same bright colour, and Elizabeth was every inch the diplomat’s wife, smiling warmly and saying exactly the right thing. ‘Tavy, my dear. J-J tells us you’ve been on an errand of mercy. Why does that not surprise me? How good to see you.’
 
         The two women kissed cheeks and then Tommy took Octavia’s hands in his and kissed her too. There was no teasing or scolding, he was too pleased with himself for that. ‘We’ve had such an afternoon,’ he said and looked at her eagerly, waiting for her response. ‘I can’t wait to tell you.’
         
 
         What’s he been up to? Octavia wondered. It had to be something special. She took a Dubonnet from the proffered tray, thanked the waitress, sipped it, and looked a question at him. ‘Well, tell me then,’ she said.
 
         ‘We’ve been buying Lizzie’s uniform,’ he said happily. ‘She’s all kitted out and ready for school and she looks superb, doesn’t she, Elizabeth?’
 
         ‘He’s been like a dog with two tails all afternoon,’ Elizabeth said, laughing at him. ‘You’d think there’d never been another eleven-year-old requiring a school uniform in the entire history of education.’
         
 
         ‘Ah, but what an eleven-year-old, my dear, and what a school!’ Tommy said, beaming at Octavia. ‘These were no ordinary purchases.’
 
         Which provoked a murmur of amused agreement, for there wasn’t a soul in the room who didn’t know it had always been his ambition to send his much-loved, only daughter to Octavia’s school. His sons were settled at Dulwich, which was right and proper, but his daughter had to go to Roehampton Secondary School and be educated by the great Octavia Smith.
 
         Watching his ardent face Octavia was remembering the evening when he’d first told her how important it was to him, here, just outside those french windows. ‘There’s a war coming,’ he’d said, ‘and open cities will be bombed.’ How terrible those words had seemed to her then but it had been an accurate prophecy and she knew it now after what had been happening in Abyssinia. ‘London schools will be evacuated,’ he’d said. ‘They are already planning it. I want her to be at your school with you. I want you to look after her.’ She’d laughed at his eagerness, for Lizzie couldn’t have been more than six or seven at the time, and teased him that he’d have to wait till 1936 until she could be enrolled at Roehampton Secondary School. And now it was 1936 and she was enrolled, and what was happening in Europe grew more alarming by the day.
         
 
         The doorbell was ringing. More guests were arriving. She excused herself from the Meritons and walked across the room to greet them.
 
         
             

         
 
         In her maisonette in Wycliffe Road, Edith had given her daughters their nightly mug of cocoa and put them to bed. Then she’d set the table and cooked Arthur’s supper all nicely in time for his return. It was liver and bacon and fried onions, which was one of his favourites, and they’d both enjoyed it. Now, he was sitting in his armchair in the kitchen, smoking a cigarette with his legs stretched before him and the lower button of his waistcoat undone to make room for the meal, reading the Evening Standard, happy and satisfied, the difficulties of the day behind him.
         

         ‘Good?’ she asked him unnecessarily, as she put the dirty plates in the sink.

         ‘Smashing,’ he said, looking up from the paper. ‘You done me proud.’

         His praise pleased her, as it always did. ‘I do me best.’

         ‘You’re a giddy marvel how you manage,’ he said.

         She filled the kettle and set it on the gas stove ready to boil some water for the washing-up, swept the tablecloth, folded it, and put it away in the dresser. Then she sat down at the table again.

         ‘Thing is,’ she said, ‘I got something to tell you.’

         ‘Oh yes,’ he said, eyes still on the newspaper.

         ‘Listen to me, Arthur.’

         ‘I am,’ he said, still reading.

         ‘No, really listen. It’s important.’

         He set the paper aside. ‘I’m all ears,’ he said, smiling at her.

         Now that the moment had come she didn’t know how to begin. She looked round at her nice neat kitchen, at her nice dependable gas cooker that she kept so clean and her nice white sink and the pot full of wooden spoons and kitchen knives, at the pretty flowery wallpaper that Arthur had hung for them and the curtains she’d run up on her Singer and the rag rug she’d made for the hearth, at the mantelpiece clock that he’d given her that Christmas because it looked cheerful. And now she was going to lose it all and the clock was ticking reproach at her, in a leaden inevitable way, clunk, clunk, clunk. ‘Thing is,’ she said again. ‘Thing is, I think I’m expecting. Well not think, actually. I know I am.’
         

         He was so shocked he couldn’t disguise it. ‘Oh blimey, Edie!’ he said. ‘That’s torn it.’ Then he was rescued by disbelief. She couldn’t be. He’d always been so careful. I mean, what’s the good of being careful if it happens anyway? ‘Perhaps you’ve got it wrong,’ he hoped. ‘I mean, people do. Women, I mean.’

         Her distress tipped into anger. ‘Women!’ she shouted. ‘It’s got nothing to do with women. This is me. Edie. I don’t get things wrong. If I say I’m expecting, I’m expecting and I ought to know.’ Then her emotions tipped again, propelled by that awful repetition. She put her head in her hands and burst into tears. ‘What are we going to do?’ she wept. ‘We can’t have another baby, Arthur. We simply can’t. We can only just manage as it is without another mouth to feed. We’ll have to leave this house and just when we’ve got it so lovely. Oh, Arthur, I’m at my wit’s end. What are we going to do?’

         ‘Come an’ sit on my lap, old thing,’ he said, stretching out to hold her hand. He’d spoken out of turn, by hoping it was a mistake. Now he must make amends. Poor Edie.

         She crept into his lap like a miserable child needing comfort, which was most unlike her. Normally she’d have kept him at arm’s length for quite a long time after a mistake like that. Now she put her head on his shoulder and wept into his shirt.

         He put his arms round her and held her close, stroking her back and thinking hard. There had to be an answer. There were always answers. Come on, Arthur Ames. Use your wits. Think. The baby was on the way. There was no doubt about that. So what was to be done? He’d have to earn more money. That’s what. He hadn’t got the faintest idea how he would do it but it would have to be done.
         

         Edie pulled a handkerchief out of her pocket and blew her nose. She was still awash with anxiety, drowning in it. ‘What are we going to do?’ she wept. ‘What if you get laid off?’

         ‘I’m a skilled mechanic,’ he told her, with some pride. ‘We don’t get laid off. There ain’t enough of us to go round.’

         She wasn’t convinced. ‘You very nearly did that time, when the garage closed and everything. If you hadn’t been took on by old man Murchison it would ha’ been all up with us. We’d ha’ been on the dole.’

         ‘But we wasn’t,’ he said. ‘It never come to it.’

         ‘It’ll come to it this time,’ she said miserably. ‘I don’t see how we can avoid it.’

         And he suddenly saw how. Like a light being switched on. ‘I shall join the Territorials,’ he said. ‘They’re advertising for car mechanics. I saw it in the paper only the other day. Good life. Out in the open air. Uniform provided and that’ll save on clothes. Good grub and that’ll save on food. Good pay, or so they said. Can’t be worse than what I earn now anyway. Could be a lot more. That’s the answer. I shall join the Territorials.’

         ‘But that’s the army,’ Edie said. ‘You’d be a soldier.’

         ‘Only part time. You come home nights. Most nights anyway. You can go on with your trade. That sort a’ thing.’ He wasn’t entirely sure of his facts because he’d only scanned the advertisement but he had to make it sound acceptable. ‘Could be just the ticket.’

         ‘But what if there’s a war?’

         ‘There won’t be.’

         ‘That’s not what they say in the Mirror. They reckon there’s a big war coming. They’re always on about it.’
         

         All perfectly true but he didn’t want to be reminded of it. Not now. He couldn’t afford to be faint-hearted now or to think about what might – or might not – happen. He’d made his decision and he would stick with it. ‘You don’t want to take no notice of the Mirror,’ he said cheerfully. ‘That’s all newspaper talk. They don’t mean half of it.’
         

         ‘I don’t want you in a war,’ Edie said. ‘I don’t hold with wars.’

         ‘I could do with a cup of tea,’ he said, changing the subject. ‘What say you put the kettle on?’

         
             

         

         At Octavia’s dinner party the talk had turned to war too. They were twelve to table and four of the guests were old friends of her father’s who belonged to the Fabian Society and consequently kept well abreast of the latest news.

         ‘I used to think Winston Churchill was just a warmonger,’ Frank Dimond was saying, ‘but I’m not so certain now. The situation in Spain is absolutely appalling and as to what is happening to the Jews in Germany…’

         ‘I still think the League of Nations should be taking action,’ Octavia said. ‘I know Hitler has taken Germany out of the League but that’s no reason for the rest of us to ignore what he’s doing. That’s just playing his game.’

         ‘But what action could we take?’ Elizabeth Meriton asked. ‘If he ignores the threat of sanctions, as he invariably does, what other weapon do we hold?’

         ‘That,’ Tommy said, dabbing his mouth with his table napkin, ‘is the nub of the League’s problem. Without an army to back up their demands there’s nothing much they can do. Any international power needs an international army if it is to stand up to an international bully. It was a major oversight not to set one up right at the beginning.’

         The storm had blown itself out and now it was a peaceful summer evening. There was a blackbird singing in the garden and sunlight flowed through the windows in long visible columns, making the glasses shimmer and warming their earnest faces.
         

         ‘I feel as if we’re all drifting,’ Emmeline said sadly. ‘Nobody in their right mind wants another war and yet we’re drifting towards one. That’s what will happen, isn’t it, Tommy? If the League can’t do anything then we shall have to.’

         ‘I wish I could say no,’ Tommy said, ‘but I fear you may be right. As far as we can see at the Foreign Office, since Hitler occupied the Rhineland he’s had carte blanche to do what he likes and so has Mussolini. Gassing defenceless Abyssinians was against every code of warfare that’s ever been written and yet he got away with it. It’s a very serious situation.’

         ‘What I can’t understand is why the government will go on talking about appeasement,’ Frank Dimond said. ‘They must know it isn’t going to work.’

         ‘It’s more diplomacy than hope,’ Tommy said. ‘They know how important it is for people to believe that peace is possible, and of course they don’t want to spread alarm. It’s a different matter behind the scenes. There are no official statements about it, naturally, but they’re actually beginning to make preparations, pushing for more men to join the Territorials, manufacturing gas masks, stepping up on the production of arms. That sort of thing. Churchill’s pressing for more, as you would expect, but at least it’s a start. They’ve put in orders for the new fighter plane too, the one called the Spitfire. I expect you’ve heard of it.’ Heads were shaken around the table. ‘No? It was on show at Southampton. Me and a few chaps went down to see it. Fastest thing in the air, so they say, and I can well believe it. Rolls Royce engine. Twelve cylinders. Handsome little plane. Just the sort of thing we shall need if it comes to it.’

         ‘How many have we got?’ Octavia asked.
         

         ‘Six,’ he said, and when she grimaced, ‘but there are more on order.’

         Six, she thought, against an entire German Air Force. What good is six? If we’re going to fight them we shall need hundreds and the young men to fly them. Then she noticed that Johnnie was listening just a little too ardently and that Emmeline was watching him and looking anxious, and she tried to think of another subject to distract them.

         J-J was thinking the same thing. Now he leant into the conversation. ‘What a topic for a fine summer evening!’ he said, smiling at them. ‘Have any of you been following the Berlin Olympics, I wonder?’

         They had and took his lead at once, grateful to be thinking of something other than death and destruction. The wonderful performances of Jesse Owens in the hundred and two hundred metres were remembered and praised – ‘He’s the fastest man in the world, imagine that, and he’s modest about it’ – Hitler’s rudeness in snubbing him was deplored – ‘But what can you expect? He’s a nasty vulgar little man’ – the British success in the four hundred metres relay was enjoyed again. The dinner party relaxed and eased. Only Octavia sat a little apart, contributing to the general talk in a vague way but still thinking and worrying. There had to be some way to stop this war. She couldn’t just sit there in her comfortable chair in her comfortable room and ignore it. It wasn’t in her nature. Once or twice, Frank Dimond looked across the table and gave her a brief smile as if he knew what she was thinking, but she kept her thoughts to herself. She would talk to Pa after the guests were gone and see what he thought about it.

         But as it happened, it was Frank Dimond who brought up the topic again, and he did it when most of the other guests had left and he and his wife were putting on their coats and saying goodbye to Octavia in the hall.
         

         ‘A most enjoyable evening,’ he said to Octavia. ‘And very informative, if I may say so. I had no idea the government had so many preparations under way.’

         ‘Nor had I,’ Octavia told him and smiled. ‘I think our Tommy was being rather indiscreet and thank God for that. I’ve never been in favour of official secrets.’

         ‘In that case,’ he said smiling at her, ‘may I ask you a question?’

         ‘Of course,’ she said, wondering what it would be.

         ‘I belong to an organisation that might interest you,’ he said. ‘Or perhaps I should say a committee, for that’s all we are at the moment. But committee or organisation, our aims are the same. We are doing what we can to get as many Jews out of Germany as possible. We’re afraid Hitler might close the borders, so time is of the essence. Would you be interested in helping us?’

         ‘Of course,’ she said again. ‘If I can.’ It was just the sort of thing she ought to be involved in. ‘You must tell me more.’

         ‘I will ask our Mrs Hutchinson to contact you,’ Frank said, and turned as J-J and Emmeline walked into the hall to say goodbye too. ‘A splendid evening, J-J.’

         ‘I’m glad you enjoyed it,’ J-J said, shaking his hand. ‘It was good to have your company.’

         ‘A lovely dinner, Emmeline,’ Mrs Dimond said. ‘Splendid food, lovely wine, good company, what more could anyone want?’

         They left smiling and Octavia smiled too, although rather absent-mindedly. She was wondering when Mrs Hutchinson would get in touch and what she would say when she did.

         Her phone call came two weeks later. And it caused a row.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two
            

         
 
         Octavia had spent the morning in her school. The start of the autumn term was only nine days away and she wanted to be sure that everything was ready for it, that the new stock had been delivered, that the repairs to the science rooms were completed, that everything was clean and in order. She and Maggie Henry, the school secretary, had inspected every room, noting everything that wasn’t entirely to her satisfaction and she’d returned to Parkside Avenue, with Maggie’s notes in her attaché case, ready to deal with anything outstanding. That afternoon she sat in the garden, smoked a few necessary cigarettes and wrote a lot of necessary letters, while her father talked to Emmeline and enjoyed the afternoon tea she’d provided for them. The sound of the phone suddenly trilling inside the house was decidedly unwelcome. It had to be answered, of course, the new term being so close, because there was no knowing who it might be, but it was a nuisance.
 
         ‘Yes,’ she said shortly into the receiver.
 
         The voice that answered sounded unsure of itself. ‘Miss Smith?’ it asked.
 
         ‘Speaking.’
 
         ‘Ah,’ the voice said and gave a nervous cough. ‘Um, my name is Stella Hutchinson. Mr Dimond asked me to contact you. Is this an inconvenient time?’
         
 
         Frank’s committee, Octavia thought. Of course. She’d been so busy she’d forgotten all about it. She moderated her tone at once. ‘No, no,’ she said. ‘I’ve just rushed in from the garden that’s all. I’m a bit breathless. How I can help you?’
 
         ‘Well…’ Mrs Hutchinson said, ‘how much do you know about our organisation?’
 
         ‘Only what Frank told me,’ Octavia admitted, ‘which wasn’t a great deal. I know you’re trying to get as many Jews out of Germany as you can, which seems admirable to me – and necessary given what’s going on there.’
 
         ‘You know about the concentration camps then.’
 
         ‘I’ve heard rumours. Yes.’
 
         ‘From the newspapers?’
 
         ‘Yes. I have no other source of information.’
 
         There was a pause, then the gentle voice went on, ‘The situation is much worse than anything you’ll read in the newspapers. Worse than you could possibly imagine. From what our refugees have been telling us, it looks as though the camp guards are deliberately starving the inmates to death.’
 
         The voice was cool, quiet, almost emotionless but that made the impact of the words even more terrible. ‘That’s appalling,’ Octavia said, and instantly began to think of some action she could take. Some action she must take. It was imperative. A letter to The Times perhaps. A petition. ‘Something must be done,’ she said. ‘How can I help you?’
         
 
         ‘Our most pressing need at the moment,’ Mrs Hutchinson said, ‘apart from raising funds, is to find people in London who could offer our new arrivals temporary accommodation until we can move them on to something more permanent. Would that be possible?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ Octavia said at once. ‘Of course. We’ve got a spare room they could have.’
         
 
         The voice changed, became businesslike. ‘How many does it sleep?’
 
         ‘There’s a double bed and a small single but we could squeeze another single in if there were four of them.’
 
         ‘When could it be ready?’
 
         ‘When would you want it?’
 
         ‘Would next Tuesday be possible?’
 
         ‘Of course,’ Octavia said. There was no doubt in her mind. ‘You will need my address.’
 
         She strolled back into the sunlit garden feeling undeniably pleased with herself. From the ease and affluence of her life here with Pa, she was going to do something positive, to help people who needed help, to make a difference. It was right and proper and she was buoyed up with the satisfaction of it.
 
         ‘There you are, Pa,’ she said when she reached his chair. ‘I’m going to do something useful with my life.’
 
         ‘Which of course you’ve never done up to now,’ her father laughed. ‘What particular good work is it this time?’
 
         She sat down beside him and gave him a smile. ‘Taking some of the wind out of Hitler’s obnoxious sails,’ she said. ‘You remember what Mr Dimond was saying at the dinner party, about the committee – the people who are trying to evacuate the Jews from Germany – well, he put me on to the secretary and she’s just rung and asked me if I will take some of her refugees in, and I’ve said yes.’
 
         ‘How many?’ Emmeline said, and her voice was ominous.
 
         Octavia was too caught up in happy altruism to notice. ‘Two, three, four, it depends,’ she said.
 
         ‘And how long would we have to have them?’
 
         ‘Two or three days,’ Octavia said. ‘Until they’ve found somewhere permanent for them to go to. Not long.’
         
 
         ‘So when are all these people coming?’ Emmeline asked, and this time the tone of her voice was unmistakable.
 
         ‘Well, actually, it’s next Tuesday,’ Octavia admitted, and now she was worried because her cousin looked cross. ‘But that shouldn’t be a problem, should it? I mean we’ve got the room and the beds. It will only be a matter of making them up.’
 
         Emmeline shuddered. ‘Only!’ she cried. ‘Only! Oh, Tavy, for heaven’s sake! You double the number of people in the house and you tell me it’ll only be a matter of making up a few beds. Have you any idea how much work this will make? They’ll need feeding and looking after and sheets washing – you think what it’ll be like if the children wet the bed and ten to one they will – and dirty clothes every five minutes and dirty nappies I shouldn’t wonder, and double the shopping every day – and I have quite enough shopping to do without that – and clearing up after them and I don’t know what all. I can’t do it, Tavy. It’s too much.’
 
         Octavia tried to reassure her, ‘We’ll help you, Em…’ but her words were waved away as if they were flies.
 
         ‘Oh, don’t talk such rubbish, Tavy. You won’t help me. You won’t be here. You’ll be at school all day and Johnnie’ll be at work and you can’t ask Uncle to make beds and fetch and carry – not at his age. And don’t say you’ll help when you’re at home. That’s no earthly good at all. The work’s all been done by the time you get back.’
         
 
         ‘There’s Mrs Benson,’ Octavia pointed out.
 
         But that only provoked a snort. ‘Mrs Benson,’ Emmeline said sternly, ‘only comes in twice a week for two hours. She’s a help, I’ll grant you that, but four hours will be a drop in the ocean if we’re going to have the place crawling with foreigners. Oh no, I shall bear the brunt of it. That’s who it’ll be. Me. On my own. And I’ve got enough on my plate without taking on a lot of refugees. Why can’t they stay where they are?’ She was hot with distress, her cheeks flushed and her untidy grey hair escaping from its pins.
         
 
         ‘Because they’ll get sent to a concentration camp if they do,’ Octavia said. ‘Come on, Em, we can’t have that.’
 
         Emmeline was truculent. ‘I don’t see why not.’ She was very near tears and she knew she was being unreasonable but, really, this was all too much. ‘And there’s Arthur joining the Territorials, as if this isn’t bad enough. I don’t know what’s to become of us. The world’s gone mad. Stark, staring, raving mad.’ And she stood up quickly before they could see her cry and half-walked, half-ran off towards the house.
 
         Octavia was on her feet at once, feeling guilty and ready to run after her. She couldn’t have Em upset, not her dear Em whom she loved so much and had lived with for so long, not when she worked so hard and looked after them so well. And she was right, of course she was right, she would do the bulk of the work. I must do something about it, she thought.
         
 
         Her father caught her by the arm. ‘Leave her,’ he advised. ‘Give her time.’
 
         ‘But she’s upset and it’s my fault,’ Octavia said. ‘It’s no good making that face, Pa. It is my fault. I shouldn’t have sprung it on her. It was thoughtless. I should have asked her about it before I said yes.’
         
 
         ‘Then you must think now before you say anything more,’ her father said. ‘We must both think.’
 
         Octavia was thinking already and thinking aloud. ‘I can’t back out of this now, Pa. It’s too important. And I’ve given my word. But she’s right about me not being able to help her. I can’t leave the school and stay at home. Not at the start of term. There’s too much to do and it wouldn’t be fair on the staff to leave them. And with the best will in the world, you can’t help her either. So there’s really only one answer, isn’t there. We must hire some help. I think we could run to it. No. I’ll rephrase that. We must run to it. There isn’t any option. I can’t have Em upset. What sort of wages should we offer?’
         
 
         ‘Sensible ones,’ her father said, reading her mind.
 
         ‘Four pounds a week.’
 
         ‘Be reasonable, Tavy. That’s far too much. You’d be inundated with applications.’
 
         That had to be admitted. ‘Well, three pounds ten then.’
 
         ‘I would say twenty-five shillings,’ J-J advised. ‘However, given your views on exploitation, perhaps thirty.’
 
         So the wage was agreed, with the proviso that if they found the right person it could always be increased, and Octavia went indoors to her study to write the advertisement. Then she walked across to the kitchen to make it up with her cousin.
 
         It took a considerable time and much hugging for Emmeline was profoundly upset and needed to tell her cousin all over again that she simply couldn’t do so much work. ‘Not with the best will in the world.’
 
         ‘But if we can get a good girl,’ Octavia urged, ‘that will make all the difference, won’t it.’
 
         Eventually after demurring for a long time, Emmeline agreed that it would and, as the matter seemed to be settled, she dried her eyes and put on her straw hat and the two of them went off arm in arm to post Octavia’s letters.
 
         ‘It’s so peaceful here,’ she said as they walked beneath the burgeoning lime trees in the avenue. ‘You don’t think there’s really going to be a war, do you?’
 
         The anxiety on her face reminded Octavia of something she’d said in the garden. ‘What’s all this about Arthur joining the Territorials?’ she asked.
         
 
         ‘And that’s another thing,’ Emmeline said. ‘I can’t think what’s got into him. Edie told me this morning. “Joined the Territorials,” she said. And I said, “Whatever for?” and she just shrugged. You know how she does. I don’t like it, Tavy. I mean, that’s the army to all intents and purposes. If there is a war he’ll be in the thick of it and we don’t want that. We had quite enough of that with our poor Cyril.’
 
         ‘He hasn’t been laid off, has he?’ Octavia asked. It seemed the most likely explanation.
 
         ‘Oh no,’ Emmeline said. ‘Nothing like that. I asked her. But there’s something going on. She had that look, you know the one, all sort of stiff faced and not telling you anything, like she had when he was laid off that time. I tell you, Tavy, I don’t like it one bit.’
 
         They’d reached the letter-box on the corner. Octavia slipped her letters into the slot while Emmeline watched. Now whatever was going to happen next would depend on what sort of answer they got and both of them were privately praying that it would be a good one.
 
         What they actually got in the next two days were three bundles of letters each tied together with an elastic band.
 
         ‘Good heavens above,’ Octavia said. ‘I know there’s a lot of unemployment but I never realised there’d be this many people looking for work in Wimbledon. It’ll take for ever just to read them and sort them through. And we’ll have to see them on Monday by the latest, Em. It doesn’t give us much time.’
 
         ‘We’ll do it between us,’ Emmeline told her. ‘Three piles: definitely possible, quite good, and no good at all.’
 
         By the end of the evening they’d sorted the letters into possibles and impossibles and reduced the possible pile to the six women they most liked the sound of. Then there was nothing more to be done except answer the letters and wait until their six candidates arrived.
         
 
         They were a varied bunch and they’d come from all over the British Isles: South Wales, Tyneside, Slough, West Ham, Glasgow. ‘No work, you see, Miss Smith,’ they explained. ‘Not where we live.’ But they were all very eager to please, so eager, in fact, that Octavia was touched to the depths of her socialist soul and wanted to employ them all. However, one was all she needed and that one soon emerged from the group.
 
         Her name was Janet Sanderson and she was pale and skinny and looked as though hard work would make her collapse, but there was something endearing about her. With her stick-thin legs and her chirrupy perkiness and that bright red jumper, she reminded Octavia of the robin who sang to her every day in the garden. She said she came from Tyneside and lived with her cousin in Putney.
 
         ‘She works on the telephoane, miss,’ she told Octavia. ‘They wouldn’ tek me on account a’ me accent.’
 
         ‘Are you used to housework?’ Octavia asked her.
 
         ‘I ought ter be,’ the girl said, rather ruefully. ‘I done enough of it.’
 
         ‘It’s a big house,’ Octavia warned her. ‘There would be a lot of work.’
 
         ‘Couldn’t be worse than the doale, miss,’ Janet said, and grinned at her.
 
         I like her, Octavia thought. She’s got the right spirit. I think she’d suit us very well.
 
         That was Emmeline’s opinion of her too, although for a different reason. She was much too sensible to entertain any romantic notions about robins and red jerseys, her concerns were entirely practical. ‘I think she’d be more likely to do as she was told,’ she said to Octavia as they walked round the garden while their six applicants waited in the study, ‘being young. Some of the others would have their own ways of doing things and I’d prefer to have things done my way.’
         
 
         So the decision was made to Janet’s very obvious delight.
 
         ‘We would want you to start at half past eight tomorrow morning,’ Octavia said. ‘Would that be agreeable?’
 
         ‘Yes, ma’am. It would.’
 
         ‘Don’t be late,’ Emmeline warned. ‘We’ve got a lot to get through tomorrow.
 
         ‘I’ll be there on the dot, ma’am,’ the girl promised.
 
         And so she was, appearing at the kitchen door as the clock struck the half-hour and donning her apron ready for work as soon as she was inside the kitchen. ‘Where would you like me to start, Mrs Thompson?’ she said. It was the perfect opening.
 
         ‘I’ve got a list here,’ Emmeline told her, pointing to her little notice board. ‘We’ll start with the breakfast things. Use the trolley.’
 
         So the trolley was used and the table was cleared and brushed free of crumbs – ‘Use this little brush and pan, do you see? I keep that specially for crumbs’ – and the dirty dishes were washed and put neatly away and the list was followed obediently and cheerfully for the rest of the morning. But just as they were preparing the lunch, the doorbell rang and change arrived with a shuffle of small feet and terrible smell.
 
         ‘If you please, Mrs Thompson,’ Janet said, returning to the kitchen when she’d answered the door. ‘You’ve got company.’
 
         ‘Tell Miss Smith,’ Emmeline said, not looking up from the pudding she was mixing. ‘She deals with company.’
 
         ‘I have, ma’am,’ Janet said, ‘onny she said I wor to tell you, like.’
 
         ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake!’ Emmeline said, putting down her spoon. ‘They’re not here already, surely to goodness, wretched people. And just when we’re getting on so well. It’s too bad.’ And she went off to attend to them, scowling all the way.
         
 
         There was no doubt how wretched they were. She could see that as soon as she stepped inside the study. They stood together in a small huddled group, four dark-haired children, in foreign-looking clothes: three little girls wearing cotton frocks, dark coats and berets, and a little boy in a cloth cap several sizes too large for him, who was clinging to his sister’s hand and shivering.
 
         Their escort was a handsome woman in a tweed suit who was talking to Octavia. She turned as Emmeline came in and introduced herself as Stella Hutchinson. ‘These are the Cohens,’ she said and explained unnecessarily, ‘I’m afraid they’ve been rather seasick.’
 
         Emmeline looked at their stained clothes and sniffed. ‘So I see,’ she said. ‘Do they have a change of clothing?’
 
         ‘They’ve got a case,’ Mrs Hutchinson said. ‘But I haven’t had time to see what they’ve brought in it. They’re rather bewildered, poor little things, so I thought the best thing to do would be to get them here to you as soon as I could.’
 
         ‘They’ll need a good wash,’ Emmeline said, ‘clean clothes or not. We can’t have them standing around smelling like that. It’s not pleasant. Do they speak English?’
 
         ‘I’m afraid not.’
 
         ‘But you speak German presumably.’
 
         ‘I do.’
 
         ‘Then tell them my name is Mrs Thompson and that I’m going to give them a bath and they’re to do as they’re told and then they shall have dinner afterwards. They look as if they could do with some nourishment.’
 
         Mrs Hutchinson spoke to the children in German and at some length while Emmeline rang for Janet, fidgeted with impatience and wrinkled her nose against the smell of vomit. Eventually the children seemed to have understood for they were all nodding and at that Emmeline took the little boy by the hand and walked towards the door.
         
 
         ‘Come along,’ she said, and brisked them all out of the room and upstairs to the bathroom, with Janet following in attendance. ‘Two at a time, I think,’ she said, ‘and we’ll wash their hair while we’re about it.’
 
         When Octavia came upstairs half an hour later to see how they were getting on, she found the two eldest children sitting on the bathroom floor swathed in towels while Emmeline and Janet had the two younger ones on their laps and were rubbing their hair dry.
 
         ‘They haven’t got much in the way of clothes,’ Emmeline said. ‘I shall have to go out presently and buy them some knickers. Poor little ducks. We’ll have our dinner first though,’ she said to the child on her lap, ‘eh? I expect you could do with it.’
 
         Poor little ducks, Octavia thought, smiling at the words and the affection with which they’d been spoken. It was what Emmeline had called her own children when they were babies. Dear little ducks. Despite her worries, this was going to be all right. Em might get cross and complain, but when it came down to it her heart was in the right place. ‘I’ll leave you to it then,’ she said.
         
 
         Emmeline was disappointed when her new little ducks ate so little at dinner time but she was ready to excuse them. ‘We can’t wonder at it,’ she said to Octavia. ‘Not after being so seasick. I shall make some little light cakes for their tea and see if that will tempt them.’
 
         ‘So it will be all right for me to go to school tomorrow?’ Octavia said, grinning at her.
         
 
         ‘I don’t see why not,’ Emmeline said. ‘We’ve got everything under control, haven’t we, Janet? Now I’m off to get those knickers and I think I might buy them some warm cardigans too. Their coats are very lightweight.’
 
         
             

         
 
         The start of a new autumn term was always a joy to Octavia. It was so good to be back in school, to see her old colleagues again and hear what they’d all been getting up to during the summer holiday, and taking her first assembly invariably filled her with a sense of ineffable well-being. It was so good to be sitting in her familiar chair on the platform with the staff sitting behind her, the new prefects ranged at the back of the hall in their red sashes and their black gowns, and all the little first-formers, wide-eyed and bandbox neat in their new uniforms on the front benches. My school, she thought proudly, as she always did. My fine, strong, intelligent, lively school.
 
         But the talk in the staff room at their first break was more serious than she’d ever known it, for Helen Staples, who taught English, and Phillida Bertram, their Art teacher, had spent the entire holiday in Germany. They’d gone to Munich to see the latest paintings in the ‘House of Art’ but they’d come back talking about the terrible things they’d seen and heard in the city streets.
 
         ‘There are troops everywhere,’ Helen said. ‘We saw a parade in Berlin, didn’t we Philly, and there were hundreds of them all marching along like robots with guns on their shoulders and the most dreadful helmets you ever saw, bellowing some awful song. They scared the life out of me.’
 
         ‘All very ugly,’ Phillida agreed. ‘Oh, they’re smart enough. Their uniforms are very fine, a sort of grey-green, and everything’s polished and clean but it’s the impression they give. They don’t look human. You feel they’d be absolutely ruthless if it came to obeying orders. They’d do as they were told without a thought, no matter what it was. I find that alarming.’
         

         ‘And what were the paintings like?’ Octavia asked.

         ‘Horrible,’ Phillida said. ‘Either pornographic, or – well, what shall I call them, Helen?’

         ‘Militaristic,’ Helen said. ‘Handsome young men in greygreen uniforms, all looking healthy and well-fed, off to war waving flags, looking noble. And invincible, of course. About as far away from the reality of war as the artists can get and all of a piece with those bellowing men in the streets. Propaganda, of course.’

         ‘It makes you wonder what’s going on behind the scenes,’ Morag Gordon said, putting down her coffee cup. ‘You hear such rumours.’

         So Octavia told them about her refugees. ‘If the next family I get can speak English,’ she said, ‘we might find things out.’

         The four children left her two days later wearing their new cardigans and with a shopping bag full of fruit and sandwiches for the next stage of their journey. Four days after that they were replaced by a young woman called Gerda, who had a babe in arms and a toddler and was worried about her husband who’d been left behind. ‘Very bad,’ she said. But as Octavia quickly discovered, that and ‘Thank you’ was all the English she knew.

         ‘I shall have to learn German,’ Octavia said to her father. ‘That’s all there is to it. Not being able to communicate is very trying.’

         Gerda stayed for four days and when Mrs Hutchinson came to collect her, she said goodbye to Octavia and Emmeline with tears in her eyes. ‘You good,’ she said passionately. ‘You rescue good.’
         

         ‘It’s the least we can do,’ Octavia told her. ‘The least any of us can do and we’re glad to do it.’

         ‘They’re grateful for so little,’ she said to her family over dinner that night. ‘It makes me wonder just what horrors they’ve had to endure. I wish they could tell us. I’d like to know what’s really happening out there. Morag’s right. I’m sure we don’t know the half of it.’

         But it wasn’t until the Mannheim family came to stay with her that she heard what was going on.

         
             

         

         They were an obviously middle-class family from Berlin, mother, father and two little girls of seven and eight called Miriam and Rachel, and they came to stay in the middle of November, bringing money and jewellery stitched into their clothes so that they could pay their way. They said they’d had terrible trouble trying to get out of Germany, ‘you would never believe how difficult it is’, and now they were planning to take ship to America, where Mr Mannheim hoped he would be able to get a job. They were well dressed and courteous and they all spoke English, in the father’s case extremely well. He’d been a journalist, he told them on his first evening at Parkside Avenue, ‘but of course, that is no longer permitted.’

         ‘Why is that?’ J-J asked. ‘Are people afraid to employ you?’

         ‘No, sir,’ Mr Mannheim said. ‘It is because it is against the law. Jews are not allowed to teach, or farm, or work in films or the radio, or be journalists, by order of the Führer.’

         Professor Smith was shocked. ‘Has it come to that?’ he said.

         ‘Actually, that is the least of our worries,’ Mrs Mannheim told him. ‘We might perhaps tell you a little more about it, but later in the evening.’ And she flashed a warning glance in the direction of her two daughters.
         

         ‘Yes, quite,’ the professor said. ‘We mustn’t forget the pudding. Emmeline has something rather special for us tonight.’

         Later that evening when Johnnie was out with his friends and Miriam and Rachel were safely upstairs and well out of earshot, the Mannheims told their hosts what life was like in Hitler’s Germany.

         ‘For a start,’ Mr Mannheim said, ‘you must understand that nobody is allowed to oppose this man. Not that many would dare to now. It is altogether too dangerous. Since May, he has established a new court which he calls “the people’s court”, but which of course is no such thing. It consists of two judges chosen by Herr Hitler and five high-ranking Nazis, also chosen by Herr Hitler, naturally, and its function is to try cases of treason against the state, or in other words, disagreeing with Herr Hitler. It sits in camera and there is no appeal against its judgement.’

         It sounded corrupt in the extreme. ‘What sort of punishments can it impose?’ Octavia wanted to know.

         ‘Death,’ Mr Mannheim said, ‘or banishment to a concentration camp, which could well be tantamount to death.’

         ‘Even his own followers are not safe,’ Mrs Mannheim said. ‘You have heard of the Night of the Long Knives, doubtless.’

         There had been something about it in the papers. ‘The night they shot Ernst Roehm,’ J-J said.

         ‘He and hundreds of others,’ Mr Mannheim told him. ‘It was what they call a purge. And these men were all members of the SA, don’t forget, the Storm Troopers association, his closest allies.’
         

         ‘Dear God!’ Octavia said. ‘It sounds like a nightmare.’

         ‘It is a nightmare,’ Mr Mannheim said. ‘Nobody is safe, and the Jews least of all.’ Then he stopped and turned to look at his wife and there was pain on his face.

         ‘I would not wish to pry,’ J-J said, ‘for we know how difficult this must be for you, but we know so little that anything you can tell us would help us to understand, and I do feel we should try to understand. It seems to me that it is only by ordinary people telling one another what is happening that the truth will emerge.’

         ‘What we are facing,’ Mrs Mannheim said, ‘and face every day on every street, is hatred. Hitler hates the Jews. I don’t know why, except that it must be something very deep-seated, something in his psyche. But for whatever reason, he hates the Jews. There is no doubt about that at all, he makes no secret of it, and he and his henchman, Dr Goebbels, have taught the Germans to hate us too. None of us are safe. We can be spat at, or sworn at, or punched and kicked for no other reason than because we are Jews and happen to be in the way of someone who wants to vent their anger on us. I have not dared to let my daughters out in the street for a very long time. It is very ugly.’

         ‘But why?’ Octavia said, struggling to understand. ‘What is the matter with them?’

         ‘I think,’ Mrs Mannheim said, ‘it is because they need someone to hate, and we are there. They are angry. They have no jobs. They have been poor and unemployed for years. They do not count for anything. They have no self-esteem. Then they are told that we are a threat to them and so they lash out. We have become scapegoats.’

         Emmeline had been listening quietly. Now she joined in with a pertinent question. ‘You said it was difficult to get out of Germany,’ she said. ‘That’s right, isn’t it? Well, now that doesn’t make sense. At least it doesn’t to me. If they hate you so much, I would have thought they’d have been encouraging you to leave.’
         

         ‘Yes,’ Mrs Mannheim said, ‘you would think so, wouldn’t you? That would be the reasonable thing to do. But this is not a reasonable situation. This is a situation where prejudices and needs come into play. I think they need to have us there so that they can punish us.’

         That was an extraordinary idea. ‘Really?’

         ‘I wish it were not so,’ Mr Mannheim said, ‘but yes, really. I have watched their faces when they are kicking someone or painting the Star of David on a shop window or shouting their hatred at us as they pass and I have to say, they enjoy it. They are swollen with the pleasure of it. They look twice the size. It gives them a sense of power.’

         ‘That,’ Octavia said, remembering Holloway gaol, ‘is hideous.’ But she could believe it.

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘It’s not something I’ve ever seen,’ Emmeline told them, ‘so it’s hard for me to understand.’

         ‘It is for most people,’ Mrs Mannheim said.

         ‘And yet you understand it and talk about it calmly. I would be raging.’

         ‘It is my profession,’ Mrs Mannheim explained. ‘I am – was – a psychiatrist.’

         
             

         

         The idea kept Octavia awake for most of the night. Unlike Emmeline she had seen hatred in action. She’d seen it in Westminster when mounted police baton-charged a suffragette march and in Holloway gaol when she herself was held down and forcibly fed, so she knew how brutal and unreasonable it was. If the Germans were being encouraged to hate, they would be perfect cannon fodder. A belligerent army is just the place for men full of hatred. After all, if you’re allowed to hate one race, you can be persuaded to hate another. Jews today, French and British tomorrow. Unless the League of Nations can stop this man, she thought, there will be a war. I don’t see how we can avoid it.
         

         
             

         

         The Mannheims stayed at Parkside Avenue for nearly six weeks and they were excellent company, teaching Johnnie to play chess and talking politics to J-J and Octavia late into the night. But eventually Mr Mannheim came back from one of his sorties to the shipping offices to say that he had tickets for New York at last, ‘sailing on Thursday from Southampton.’

         ‘We shall miss you,’ Octavia said, as she saw them off at the gate. ‘You must write and tell us how you are getting on.’

         The promise was given, the goodbyes were said. ‘One day,’ Mr Mannheim told her, ‘we will meet in Berlin.’

         ‘I hope so,’ Octavia said, but she was thinking what a hard road they would all have to travel before that day could arrive.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Chapter Three
            

         
   
         ‘You must tell her, Edie,’ Dora said. ‘You can’t go on wearing that great cardigan all the time and hoping no one’ll notice. You’re really showing now. It’s not fair. Think how she’ll feel if she finds out from someone else. Her own daughter not telling her. And Christmas coming and everything.’
         

         ‘It’s my baby, Dora,’ Edith said sullenly. ‘I’ll tell her when I’m ready. Just not now.’

         ‘I don’t see why not,’ Dora said, drinking her tea. ‘I would if it was me.’

         ‘But it’s not you, is it?’ her sister said. ‘It’s me, and it’s my baby.’

         Dora put down her tea cup, took a drag at her cigarette and looked at her sister levelly. ‘I’m beginning to think you don’t want the poor little thing,’ she said.

         ‘Well, I do,’ Edith told her stubbornly. And it was true. She hadn’t wanted it a bit, not at the start, but now that it was kicking she felt really sorry for it and was ashamed to have been so unkind. It must be the worst possible thing for a baby to come into the world and for its own mother to say she doesn’t want it. She was drawn with pity at the very idea.

         ‘Have bittick?’ Margaret said, looking at the biscuit tin. ‘Please, Mummy.’

         ‘One piece,’ Edith allowed, adding sternly, ‘I don’t want you spoiling your dinner.’ Now and then, as a great treat, she bought half a pound of broken biscuits and the girls loved them.
         

         ‘And me,’ Barbara said. ‘Please, Mummy.’

         ‘Since you’ve asked nicely,’ Edith said and watched while they made their choice. ‘Then I shall have to get on.’ There was a pile of ironing waiting on the ironing board and dinner to cook. ‘I will tell her Dottie. Only in my own time. I can’t rush it.’
         

         ‘Well, I’ve said my say,’ Dora sighed. ‘I can’t do more than that.’

         ‘It would be easier if the house wasn’t full of foreigners all the time,’ Edith said, putting the biggest iron on the trivet. ‘It’s not something you can tell your mother with a lot of foreigners all over the place.’

         ‘Take her out for a walk,’ Dora suggested.

         ‘Oh, come on, Dottie,’ Edith protested, ‘when does she have time to go out? She’s always working. Mind you don’t go near the iron, Margaret.’

         
             

         

         Emmeline had taken to her new job as hostess and carer easily and with enthusiasm. The Mannheims had taught her enough German to be able to welcome her guests, and to enquire if they needed another blanket or if they would like a second helping or another cup of coffee, and from then on and with Janet to help her, she’d been coping if not entirely happily then at least with the satisfaction of knowing she was doing something well worth while. Coffee had been a problem to start with because she really wasn’t very good at making it, but it was a problem solved when Mrs Mannheim offered to do it for her and actually found a delicatessen where they sold freshly ground coffee which made a lot of difference. From then on she simply handed the job over to someone else, surprised to see that even quite small children could manage it.
         

         ‘What you’re used to, I suppose,’ she said to Octavia. ‘It wouldn’t do for me but it takes all sorts. What are we going to do about Christmas?’

         ‘We shall invite them to join us,’ Octavia said. ‘We’ll give one another presents and we’ll buy a few little gifts for them and we’ll treat it as a holiday. They have a religious ceremony at Christmas time too. It’s called Chanukah. I’ve been looking it up. Perhaps we could combine them.’

         But as it turned out, there were no refugees to join them that Christmas. Mrs Hutchinson rang Octavia in the middle of December to tell her they were having great difficulty in getting anybody out at all. ‘It could be better in the New Year. We must hope so. I will keep you informed.’

         So it was a simple family holiday after all and a cheerful one. They spent most of their Christmas dinner happily castigating King Edward, although, as Emmeline said, ‘I suppose we can’t call him that now.’

         ‘He’s a fool whatever we’re going to call him,’ Dora said trenchantly, as she helped herself to more bread sauce. ‘Fancy giving up the throne of England for that ugly woman. She’s got a face like a flat iron.’

         ‘She’s no beauty, I’ll grant you that,’ J-J said, encouraging her. ‘But we can’t all be beautiful. She must have other charms.’

         ‘I can’t see what,’ Dora said. ‘She’s got no figure to speak of, she’s American, she’s plastered in make-up, she’s had two husbands. I mean, two husbands! What does that say about her?’

         ‘I think she’s a gold digger,’ Edith said. ‘She wanted to be Queen and wear ermine and jewels and drive about in the state coach. Good riddance to her, that’s what I say.’
         

         ‘I wonder what the new king will be like,’ Johnnie said, spearing a Brussels sprout. ‘They say he’s a timid sort of bloke. Got a stutter apparently. Can’t get his words out.’

         ‘The Queen’s all right, though,’ Dora said, ‘as far as you can tell. At least she’s pretty.’

         ‘And they’ve got two pretty little girls,’ Octavia said. ‘Like you, Edie.’

         The pause that followed her remark went on just a little too long, so she looked up from her plate to reinforce her compliment with a smile – and then realised that Emmeline was giving her daughter the oddest look, that Dora was flashing an eye-warning to her, and that Edith was blushing. What have I said? she thought. It’s almost as if I’ve put my foot in it.

         ‘Not quite like you though, eh, Edie?’ Emmeline said, heavily. ‘If I’m any judge, you’ve gone one better.’

         ‘I was going to tell you, Ma,’ Edith said, looking shamefaced. ‘Only there were always so many people round. I mean, I never got you on my own. I mean, it’s not something you can say in front of a load of foreigners.’
         

         ‘When is it going to be?’ Emmeline said. ‘If we’re allowed to know.’

         ‘When’s what going to be?’ Johnnie asked. The conversation seemed to have taken a turn he couldn’t follow. He looked round the table at them all, his eyes questioning.

         ‘We’re expecting,’ Arthur told him, rescuing Edie. ‘Beginning of April.’

         ‘Good-oh!’ Johnnie said, and returned to his meal.

         His nonchalance made them all laugh and the tension broke into a chorus of congratulation led by J-J. ‘What good news, Edith, my dear!’

         ‘Yes, it is, isn’t it,’ Dora said, this time giving her mother a warning glance. ‘We’re all really happy for you, Edie. Aren’t we, Ma?’
         

         And John Erskine echoed her, ‘Good news, Edie. Really good news.’

         Margaret had begun to suspect that something was going on. ‘What is, Mummy?’ she said. ‘What’s good news?’

         ‘Nothing that you need to know about,’ Edith told her firmly. ‘I hope you’re going to eat that all up like a good girl.’

         The child scowled and appealed to her father. ‘What’s good news, Daddy?’

         ‘That we’ve got two pretty little girls,’ he said. ‘Like the new Queen.’

         That was a better answer. ‘Has she got two pretty little girls?’

         ‘Yes, she has,’ her father said, ‘but they’re not as pretty as mine.’

         It was such a splendidly affectionate and diplomatic answer that there were smiles all round the table, even from Emmeline, who was still feeling annoyed that she hadn’t been told before, and took care to have the last disapproving word. ‘I hope it doesn’t choose to arrive on All Fool’s Day, that’s all,’ she said.

         But the baby, who turned out to be another girl, to her father’s secret disappointment, was a creature of great good sense. Not only did she stay where she was until the foolish day was past, she arrived quickly and with very little fuss in the middle of the morning on Sunday the 5th of April, so that her sisters could tiptoe into the bedroom and see her as soon as she was born and her father could walk to the corner of the road and phone her grandmother with the good news.
         

         Emmeline put on her hat at once and took the tram to Colliers Wood. And fell in love at first sight. ‘Such a little duck,’ she said to Edith, sitting beside the bed and slipping her finger into the warm, curled fist of her new granddaughter. ‘Just look at those dear little dimpled hands. Couldn’t you just eat her? What are you going to call her?’
         

         ‘Joan,’ Edith said. ‘I think she looks like a Joan, don’t you?’

         ‘I think she looks like a little duck,’ Emmeline said, as the baby clutched her finger. It was the most loving and natural approval.

         Later that day, when Emmeline had come happily back to Parkside Avenue glowing with delight at her new grandchild and full of plans for the clothes she would make for it – ‘I shall get the wool first thing tomorrow morning. She’ll need a nice new matinee jacket. Edie’s kept her baby clothes very nicely but there’s no warmth in hand-me-downs’ – Octavia and her father sat by the fire in the study and told one another how relieved they were that everything had gone so well.

         ‘To be truthful, I thought she might take against it,’ Octavia admitted. ‘She was so touchy at Christmas.’

         ‘We live in troubled times,’ J-J said. ‘I think it is making us all touchy.’

         That was true enough, Octavia thought. Far too many people were quick to take offence these days and usually with very little cause. ‘It’s all this talk of war,’ she said. ‘We live under a shadow.’

         ‘I’m afraid we do, my dear,’ J-J said, and sighed. ‘We know what we’re in for this time, that’s the trouble. We know what’s coming and we can’t do anything to prevent it.’

         ‘If the League of Nations had taken action against Mussolini when he invaded Ethiopia, we wouldn’t be in such a mess now,’ Octavia said. She was seriously disappointed in that organisation. ‘They asked for help, specifically asked for it, and all they got was a lot of useless talk in Geneva and no action at all. We should have sent in an army to drive him out.’
         

         ‘Exactly so, my dear,’ J-J agreed, ‘but we didn’t have an army. Tommy is right. An international organisation needs an international army. Moral force is useless against a dictator, I’m sorry to say.’

         Octavia was sombre. ‘How long do you think we’ve got, Pa?’

         ‘There’s no way of knowing,’ her father admitted. ‘It depends on Herr Hitler and what he does next.’

         
             

         

         What he did next, on a peaceful April day while Edith and her two little girls were walking their old pram and their new baby up the long slope of Wimbledon Hill to visit their grandmother, was to order the German Air Force to bomb a small market town in northern Spain. A small market town called Guernica. He chose his moment brutally because it was a Monday so the market square was crowded with men, women and children.

         The attack was described in shocked and shocking detail in all the English newspapers the following morning. On their first bombing run, the planes dropped high explosives, on their second they set the shattered streets alight with incendiary bombs, and then, as if they hadn’t done enough damage, they flew low over the wreckage and machine-gunned the fleeing inhabitants. Eye witnesses spoke of the shock and terror of it, of injured people sitting by the roadside too dazed to speak. Soldiers were collecting charred bodies, one man wrote. They were sobbing like children. The smell of burning human flesh was nauseating. Houses were collapsing into the inferno. It was impossible to go down many of the streets because they were walls of flame.
         

         J-J was always the first person to read the paper in the morning, usually as he sat at the breakfast table while Em and Tavy were busy making the tea and cooking the breakfast. Then he would pass the paper on as soon as Johnnie had come yawning downstairs and they were all settled. But that morning he was so upset by what he read that he was very near tears and couldn’t trust himself to speak. He held the paper up so that they could all see the headlines and passed it to his daughter without a word. She read it quickly, frowning and troubled, and when she’d passed it on to Emmeline, she got up, lit a comforting cigarette and switched on the wireless.
         

         ‘It’s almost time for the news,’ she said. ‘They might know more.’ But she kept the volume turned right down so that her father wouldn’t be disturbed by the preceding programme. Light music is all very well, but it can be irritating when you’re distressed.

         Presently, the well modulated voice of the newsreader spoke into the quiet of the room, as Emmeline wept and her son smoked and read the newspaper grimly. The horrific details of the air raid were given calmly and without emotion in the time-honoured tradition of the BBC. Yesterday morning there had been an air raid on the Basque border town of Guernica. It had been carried out by squadrons of German planes, Heinkel 1-11’s and Junkers 52’s, with fighter support. The town was almost completely destroyed. There were many casualties. ‘This morning survivors are evacuating the town.’

         ‘I don’t understand it,’ Emmeline wept. ‘These are ordinary young men, that’s all, ordinary young men like our Johnnie, and they do a thing like this. It’s hideous. Dreadful. Don’t they have mothers and sisters? I mean what’s the matter with them? Why are they killing Spaniards? There’s no sense in it.’

         Octavia was remembering what Mrs Mannheim had told them. ‘They’ve been taught to hate,’ she said. ‘That’s what’s the matter with them. They’re not like Johnnie. They’ve been turned into fighting machines. They obey orders.’
         

         ‘Then they could attack anybody,’ Emmeline said.

         ‘Yes,’ Octavia told her sadly. ‘That’s what they’re for.’

         ‘They could attack us.’

         ‘Yes.’

         There was a long fraught silence. Outside in the garden the new grass was freshly green, the ancient apple trees grew tender with pink and white blossom, daffodils fluttered as disarmingly as butterflies in all the borders, the blackbird was singing his passionate yearning song. Spring was waking their world with the promise of new precious life and they sat in their comfortable kitchen, at their familiar table, facing the possibility of death and destruction. This house could be blown to pieces, Octavia thought, this warm, comfortable, peaceful house, where we’ve lived so happily and easily all these years. She could already see it as a pile of rubble.

         ‘What on earth would we do?’ Emmeline said.

         ‘The children are going to be evacuated,’ Octavia said, thinking aloud. ‘They’ve had plans drawn up for years, according to Tommy. He told me about it ages ago. Very well then, once I know where we’re going, I shall rent a house big enough for all of us and evacuate you too.’

         ‘And leave this house?’ Emmeline said.

         Octavia’s answer was brusque with the distress she was hiding. ‘If it’s likely to be bombed, yes, of course.’

         ‘It would be a load off my mind if I knew you were out of it,’ Johnnie said.

         ‘Oh dear,’ Emmeline said. ‘You’re all talking as if it’s bound to come.’

         ‘It is bound to come, Ma,’ Johnnie said, brown eyes serious. ‘In fact…’ Then he paused and gave thought to what he was going to say. He knew it would hurt her but it would have to be said sooner or later and this seemed as good a moment as any. ‘The fact is…I was going to tell you this in a day or two anyway. The fact is, I’ve joined the RAF.’
         

         The silence that followed his announcement was complete and intense, all three of his relations watching him with total attention. Then Emmeline began to howl. ‘Oh, my dear, good God! Don’t even say such a thing, Johnnie. You can’t do it. You simply can’t. What were you thinking of? You’ll get killed.’ She picked up the paper and waved it at him. ‘You see what they’ve done. They kill people.’ She was weeping in earnest now, the tears streaming down her cheeks. ‘Tell him, Tavy. He can’t do it. Oh, I can’t bear it. Not with the baby and Arthur in the army and everything. Didn’t we have enough last time? Tell him, Uncle. Oh, please somebody, tell him.’

         Johnnie got up, walked round the table, sat beside her in Octavia’s empty chair and tried to hold her hands, but she shook him away, weeping terribly. ‘Don’t touch me!’

         He was very upset but he tried to be reasonable. ‘The bombers will come, Ma,’ he said. ‘There’s no doubt about that now. You must see that. They will come and we’ve got to be ready for them. I knew it would upset you but I had to do it. I couldn’t just sit by and leave it to other people.’

         ‘I don’t see why not,’ Emmeline wept. ‘Why does it have to be you?’

         ‘I’m going to learn to fly one of the new fighters,’ he told her patiently. ‘Look, I shall be called up eventually, Ma, we all will. You do know that, don’t you. You must. It’s been in all the papers. We’ll all get called up. We shan’t have any choice about it. So I thought if I’ve got to go anyway I might as well go now under my own terms. This way I can get to do the job I really want, instead of being drafted into something I might not like. It’s all right, really it is. I shan’t take risks.’
         

         ‘Oh, oh, oh,’ Emmeline wept. ‘I don’t want you to go at all. You’re my only son. Can’t you see that? The only one I’ve got left. I don’t want you to go at all.’

         He looked across the room at Octavia. ‘Aunt?’ he appealed.

         ‘I don’t want you to go either,’ she said. There was no criticism in her voice, only admiration. ‘None of us do, if we’re honest, but I can see that you must. I think you’ve done a very courageous thing. And so does your mother. It’s just a shock to her at the moment, isn’t it, Em?’

         But Emmeline was drowned in tears and couldn’t answer.

         ‘It’s the only thing I could do,’ he told Octavia. ‘I can hardly go on designing buildings when they’re going to be blown up. That would be nonsensical. Still, I’d better go and do it now or I shall be late and that won’t please Mr Carmichael.’

         Emmeline managed to stop crying long enough to kiss him goodbye, but when he was gone, she sat in her chair and cried most bitterly. ‘It’s just like the last time all over again,’ she wept. ‘Why can’t those stupid fools in Geneva do something to stop it? They must have seen it coming. That was supposed to be the war to end all wars. They kept on and on about it. The war to end all wars. And now look where we are. First Squirrel, and then my poor little boys, and now my Johnnie. And baby coming along so well too. And Arthur in the Territorials, and God knows what will happen to him either. I don’t think I can bear it.’

         ‘The trouble is nobody’s asking us whether we can bear it or not,’ Octavia said. ‘They’re just assuming we will.’

         Emmeline raised a tear-streaked face to her cousin. ‘I don’t think I can, Tavy.’

         ‘Whatever happens,’ Octavia promised, ‘we will bear it together. All of us. And now I must go to school or I shall be late and there’s a lot to do. We’ll put our minds to all this as soon as I get home. Ah now, here’s Janet come.’ What a relief to have that sensible girl to look after Pa and her poor Em. ‘More tea I think, Janet. We’ve just heard the news about Guernica.’
         

         ‘I’ll have it on the table in two shakes of a lamb’s tail,’ Janet promised, putting on her apron. ‘Doan’t you worry, Miss Smith.’

         The advice was unnecessary, for Miss Smith was not a woman to worry. She was a woman who took action. If there was a problem she would deal with it. By the time she got back to the house that afternoon, she knew what had to be done and set about doing it at once.

         First she wrote a careful letter to The Times. She described the attack on Guernica as cruel, callous and totally unjustified, and pointed out that the Spanish people were no threat to Germany, and that to allow a military power to bomb an open city and kill and maim its inhabitants was completely intolerable. ‘Something must be done to deter Herr Hitler,’ she said. ‘The man is a bully and needs to be stopped.’
         

         Then, since she was fairly sure that her letter and others like it would be ignored – how could it be otherwise when the League had no military power with which to respond? – she turned her attention to matters which were within her competence. She picked up the phone and asked for Tommy’s number.

         It was a relief to hear his sensible voice. ‘Tavy, my dear. What an unexpected pleasure.’

         ‘It might not be quite such a pleasure when you hear what I want,’ she warned him.

         ‘I presume this is about Guernica.’
         

         ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘it is, although not directly. I need some information.’

         ‘Fire away,’ he said. ‘If I can give it to you, you shall have it.’

         Straight in, blunt and to the point. ‘Where is my school going to be evacuated to?’

         There was a pause while he gathered his thoughts. ‘That may take a bit of finding out,’ he told her. ‘It’s all very hush-hush at the moment.’
         

         ‘But they’ve made plans for it, haven’t they?’

         ‘And they want to keep them secret. It wouldn’t do for the Germans to get wind of them. We wouldn’t want them dive-bombing the trains.’
         

         ‘No,’ Octavia said, shuddering at the thought. ‘We would not. But I don’t need to know the details. It’s nothing like that. Just where we would be going. A hint would be enough. I’d keep it to myself.’

         ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ he promised. ‘You’ll have to be patient though. I can’t rush it. How’s the family?’

         ‘Johnnie’s joined the RAF. He wants to fly a Spitfire. Em’s in a terrible state.’

         ‘That’s two of them then. Mark joined up last week.’

         Octavia could feel her heart sinking. ‘I thought he was going to Oxford.’

         ‘So did we. But apparently not. He says it’s something he’s got to do and Oxford will have to wait. Foolhardy, of course, but admirable.’

         ‘Like father like son,’ she said. ‘I can remember what you said when you joined up.’

         He laughed. ‘It’s more than I can.’

         ‘You said it was the done thing. It was expected of a chap.’ She could remember his voice saying it.
         

         ‘Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose,’ he said.
         

         ‘Heaven help us all,’ she said and meant it.

         
             

         

         Her letter was published in The Times the next morning and so were several others from some rather eminent people. But, just as she feared, nothing came of it. The League of Nations deplored the attack but went no further, the British Government discussed it but decided that nothing could be done, the newspapers continued to print letters about it for a day or two and then dropped it and after that, to her annoyance, everything went quiet and the horror seemed to be forgotten. The people of Guernica buried their dead, General Franco, encouraged by the unchecked power of his German ally, redoubled his attacks on the government army in northern Spain, convinced that his rebellion would soon be successful and that he would be the next European dictator, and the British press turned its transient attention to the coming coronation.
         

         ‘And what good that will do to anyone,’ Octavia said, ‘I really can’t imagine. All this silly flummery. We should be concentrating on the things that matter.’

         ‘It won’t stop our young men joining the Forces,’ Emmeline said bitterly. ‘And that’s all I care about.’

         Johnnie got his expected letter two weeks later and passed it to his mother at the breakfast table. She took it better than Octavia had feared and only wept in private where none of them could see. Tommy and Elizabeth came to dinner with the news that Mark had already gone, and the two mothers commiserated with one another when they were all walking in the garden afterwards. Octavia was glad they had one another for comfort and company, and besides, it gave her the chance to ask Tommy if he’d found out what she wanted to know.
         

         ‘I have tried,’ he said. ‘But nothing yet, I’m afraid. I can’t push it or they’d smell a rat.’

         ‘I only need to know the name of the town,’ Octavia told him. ‘That’s all. Uprooting a Dalton school is going to take a lot of organisation. We need more space than most schools and better timetabling. We need to start planning it now.’

         He smiled at her urgency. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I know. I’ve seen Lizzie’s timetable. Couldn’t understand a word of it. Don’t worry, old thing. I’ll persevere. You’ll get your name in the end.’

         But it was very unsatisfactory and her face showed it.

         
             

         

         The summer progressed as though the world was still normal. The much vaunted coronation was held – despite her poor opinion of it – in May and exactly as planned only with a different king and queen, both archaically grand in state crowns and velvet cloaks. The two little princesses wore cloaks and crowns too, to Margaret’s intense interest, and although rain was threatening all day, it held off until after the ceremony which the papers said was ‘a good omen’.

         ‘Good omen my eye!’ Emmeline said when she read the newspaper accounts at breakfast the next morning. ‘Still, at least it’s over and done with. I was getting heartily sick of it. All that fuss. Now I suppose his silly brother will marry that awful woman of his.’

         ‘I don’t think it matters what he does now,’ Octavia said, buttering her toast, ‘providing he keeps quiet.’

         ‘No,’ Emmeline agreed, ‘you’re probably right. Personally, I shall take the children to Eastbourne, as soon as Johnnie goes. They could use a holiday and Arthur’s going to be away with the Territorials, so Edie says. You and Uncle can manage without me for a week or so, can’t you? You’ve got young Janet.’
         

         In fact she was away for a month and, during that time, Tommy and Elizabeth came to dinner again, Johnnie wrote to report that flying was an absolute joy and, down in Sussex, Barbara and David celebrated their sixth birthdays and wore paper hats and had a special party at the boarding house.

         According to Edith and Dora, who sent their aunt a daily postcard, all four children were enjoying the seaside very much and were being very good. ‘It might be the last holiday we get,’ Dora wrote, ‘so we’re making the most of it.’

         It might be the last holiday I get to organise this evacuation, Octavia thought, and I can’t even start. Oh, come on, Tommy. Buck your ideas up!

         
             

         

         But September came and the new term began and she was still waiting. And to make matters worse, Hitler seemed to be starting up again. At the end of the month, the papers were full of pictures of him at his annual Nuremburg rally, posturing and shouting on a stage backed by an enormous swastika, and all of them reported his boast that the Third Reich would last for a thousand years. Then, as if he hadn’t made his point abundantly clear, he appeared again, in the Olympic Field of May, dramatically spot-lit, with the hideous Mussolini pouting like a toad beside him and an audience estimated to be almost a million strong. Both men talked about their countries need for an empire. ‘Without colonies,’ Hitler said, ‘Germany’s space is too small to guarantee that our people can be fed safely and continuously.’ Germany needed Lebensraum and he was determined to give it to them. ‘The attitude of other Powers to our demands is simply incomprehensible.’
         

         Octavia wrote a postcard to Tommy that evening. ‘This war is rushing down upon us at a rate of knots,’ she said. ‘I need that information.’
         

         Four days later he rang her at school. ‘Tavy,’ he said, ‘I believe you were thinking of taking a holiday in one of our country towns.’

         ‘Yes,’ she said.

         ‘I could recommend a trip to Woking.’
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