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  PROLOGUE


  Our chauffeur East (I was never told his first name and never thought to ask) drove the big Humber slowly down Watford Parade. Mummy sat next to him, wearing a small felt hat with perky wings on each side, set close to her head. She looked like a lost bird about to take flight. I sat in the back seat with my sister Gyll, peering through the windows at the houses as we drove past them, the familiar buildings receding in the distance as we drove off to Liverpool Docks, where the ship awaited us.


  As we passed the pond at the top of the road I asked, ‘Mummy, what are those men doing?’


  ‘Filling sandbags, darling.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘To make the buildings safe.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Well, like at the Round House, when Daddy tried to stop the Thames coming in to the cottage from under the door. You remember, when it flooded.’


  ‘But there isn’t a river here. Why are they doing it here?’


  She gave up at that point. I suppose she didn’t want to talk about bombs. I knew about them, of course, but bombs in Watford, in the Parade? I could not understand it.


  I couldn’t see how sand could keep the high street safe from water and the men looked tired filling the hessian sacks. But I did love the white tape fixed to the shop windows, all criss-cross, like a sort of Christmas decoration, even though it was the summer. Still only July, it was just eight days after my tenth birthday.


  Mummy did not seem to be inclined to answer any more questions, so we watched while the sand bags were hauled into neat walls outside the bank and Sainsbury’s and as far as our own shop front.


  In the spacious rear of the car, facing the mahogany-veneered fold-up tables that concealed a cocktail cabinet, my sister Gyll was crying yet once again. She made a frightful noise. Mummy turned her head towards her elder daughter and sighed with a hint of exasperation. Gyll did cry rather a lot anyway, but just now she had the perfect excuse. A dramatic occasion as good as this was too good to miss. Sometimes in the past, her tears had become such a waterfall that I felt that I should be part of the tragedy too, though I have to admit that at the naive age of just ten I did not always understand what exactly we were supposed to be so desolate about.


  


  As you will shortly see, I am not a sentimental sort of person; if I had indulged in feeling sorry for myself I would have been finished long ago and, as it turned out, once we arrived in Africa no one, but no one was allowed to give in to self-pity or permitted any sign of weakness. It simply wasn’t done.


  With the doubtful benefits of age and the obvious help of hindsight and experience, I can write my war story blending the olive oil of a trusting, rather molly-coddled child and with the vinegar (balsamic of course, it’s just that bit more refined) of adult knowledge.


  I had thought that what happened to my sister and me was just something you had to get over, not dwell upon or use as an excuse for special understanding. No one wanted to be accused of being gutless or cowardly. But with the reminders of anniversaries of the beginning or ending of the War, or the bombing of Pearl Harbor, I am reminded that the War affected us at home too, that one and a half million children were taken from their homes to ‘places of safety’, and that these children, now grown old, will soon disappear, will die. Their stories will be as lost as the luggage labels that were tied round their necks, noting their names and to which school they went, while they clasped their gas-masks and their little attaché cases close to them. Duly processed, they climbed, bewildered and sobbing, into the trains that were to take them away from their families – and to where?


  On arrival deep in the countryside away from cities at risk of bombing, each child would be paraded in village halls all over the country, like a slave in a market, to be picked over and chosen or rejected by prospective foster-parents. This lad might help on the farm, that young girl could become a maid of all work.


  It was mandatory for any household with any spare space to take an evacuee; the penalty for refusing was a big fine. The foster parents were paid ten and six pence a week for each child, which today would be the equivalent of about twelve pounds. Regrettably – no, horrendously – some children were very badly treated and often brothers and sisters as young as three or four were parted from each other and sent to different homes. I was evacuated too, and to a place much further away than most evacuees travelled, but at least Gyll and I had each other.


  Other, more fortunate, evacuees were cherished and some even wanted to stay on in their new homes after the war, their country families coming to love and educate them as they would their own. Who can blame those lucky children for not wanting to go back to London? They had almost forgotten their parents and having finally come to terms with one severance from all things familiar, why go through it again?


  Many of the evacuees came back to their pre-war homes as strangers, and to a hungry London that had been bombed and blitzed, clutching their ration books that entitled them to one egg, and to two ounces of meat and butter weekly. In the country there had been chickens and eggs and hay and flowers.


  What sort of people could have come up with such an ill-conceived plan as to separate children from their families like this? Well, people like my parents, I suppose, who thought safety came first. Perhaps it was to preserve a generation of children who could grow up and fight another war, for England, Home and Beauty. Many motives, many mistakes and some love.


  Can anyone be in the least surprised at the people we children became? Remote, fearful of separation, suspicious of close relationships? Cautious, mistrusting and, sometimes, cold as ice? Did that really happen to us? Were we really part of the exodus? Was that really me? My sister and me? Well, yes.


  Beginning


  Chapter 1


  I had a sister. Her name was Gyll. She bossed me about a good deal, but as she was twenty-two months older than me she had age and size on her side. While Gyll was bright as a berry, rosy-cheeked and with dark curly hair, I resembled a milky junket. I remember Mummy’s friends comparing our looks, and while they had many words of praise for Gyll, they pursed their lips unhappily when they gazed on me, sometimes with a curious sadness or despair as if I were not expected to see another summer, not that there was anything otherwise wrong with me. We had a brother, Dick, five years older than me and away at school. He didn’t have much time for us girls anyway.


  Gyll was very keen on acting. She normally spoke with quite a pronounced stutter, a bit like Mummy, who had learnt to overcome that problem by simply leaving out the difficult letters. She was married to my father, ’Ertram Eric, as Joan Edith ’Arbara. He was, in fact, generally called Eric by my mother and his friends, but not evidently by an ardent Mollie Clancy, who wrote him passionate love letters headed ‘My darling Bertrand’. These he left, proudly and conveniently in an obvious place on a shelf in the library. You could hardly miss the antique-bound book, inside of which he had left the badly written outpourings of Mollie’s heart. How awful for Mummy, we thought as we grew up, to have this old love affair thrust under her nose, but I’m not sure that she really cared because it made him look a right old fool. Perhaps she even had a bit of a laugh. I hope so.
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  Being a Great Actress, Gyll never stuttered when she trod the boards. She made up plays, the plots of which she had pinched from unsuitable novels, which she plucked from the bookcases and read, hidden, behind the sofa. (I remember one with the unforgettable title of The Knife Behind the Curtain.)


  Careless of any sort of plot, she aimed with artistic abandon to include a couple of tragic deathbed scenes or bloody good murders. Mummy paled when she found the secreted books that Gyll had been reading, and confiscated them, but not before her elder daughter had discovered the joy of fiction and, evidently, of drama.


  The stage was generally set in the hall that lay between the kitchen quarters and the sitting room. For two or three days before the theatrical event was to take place, Gyll would place, strategically, cardboard notices, complete with arrows, saying ‘This way to the Sow’. Mummy and Daddy laughed but I didn’t know why.


  We had a lot of shows. Gyll always took the lead; I always played the dog’s-body. Even when we had the Grand Pageant at school, in a wet field on a cold day, Gyll had been chosen to play King Alfred the Great, with fine stirring lines, while I was given the part of Boadicea, my armour made of silver-paper all squashed as we sheltered from the rain under a not-quite-large-enough oak tree, while I repeated and repeated to myself my only lines, ‘Though I am but a woman, I too have done my duty’. When the moment came, I said ‘butter woman’, and Gyll giggled.


  Now I sat beside her, clutching my big doll Joan, called after Mummy, the best person I knew. My doll had a moonish face and a very unfortunate hole in the top of her head where my older brother Dick had driven a knitting needle through the top of her poor large hairless skull. It was not his only beastly attempt to kill her. He had, on several occasions, hanged her from a branch of a silver-birch tree in the quiet corner of the garden, the noose pulled tightly round her fat neck, the knotting fixed to a branch too high for me to be able to reach and rescue her.


  In that same bosky patch, under the cool earth where I used to watch Mummy planting crocus bulbs (only to be followed by the squirrels who immediately dug them up and presumably ate them), also lay my beautiful wooden sewing box. It had been a very special present from my godmother. This casket, lined so divinely with brilliant orange satin, with little compartments for thimble and thread, buttons, hooks and eyes and reels of cotton, had been commandeered by my brother on one never-to-be-forgotten morning for the burial of a dead starling that the cat had been found throwing about in the air, as if willing it, through an imitation of flight, back to life to be tortured yet once again. Such a purpose-built coffin was not likely to be overlooked, even though I tearfully suggested that a shortbread tin would serve the purpose equally well. My brother won the day then, as he always did.


  Boys, it seemed to me, had a pretty good time all around. Only a couple of years previously Gyll and I had been ousted from home to spend Christmas at the Bushey Park Hotel with our governess, because Dick was in quarantine for infantile paralysis, polio to you. Mummy and Daddy also quarantined themselves, since they did not visit us even on Christmas Day. Gyll and I worried a little about that – we had always thought infantile paralysis was something that only affected children. Were they really in mortal danger or were we? We never knew.


  


  At the outbreak of the war in September 1939, I had been packed off to join Gyll at her boarding school, Gardenhurst, at Burnham-on-Sea in Somerset. Gyll had been dispatched a term before to live by the sea. Gyll suffered from chronic catarrh, and cold, salty sea air was thought to be a good remedy. Well, it was either a choice of sea air or being hanged upside down by her feet, a novel theory suggested by the family doctor, to cure her ailment (which in the end turned out to be an allergy to dog hair. Goodbye Sally, the cocker spaniel, when this was discovered). Mummy, however, did not much like the idea of hanging Gyll, so banishment it was. Now I was to join her. I was quite looking forward to it.


  We were not driven down to Burnham-on-Sea by East. In fact, my uncle Stuart, Daddy’s brother, drove us and a more bizarre choice of driver could hardly have been made by our parents, who, for one reason or another, did not accompany us. Maybe Uncle Stuart had plenty of petrol, which was already in short supply; maybe he was going to visit his son who lived in Somerset. He intimidated me, because he was big and so unlike Daddy, but he treated Gyll and me as if we were adults and, some years later, charmingly took the time and trouble to explain abstract art to me. He was an inspired artist (a Royal Academician), an enthusiastic cricketer, playing for his county, and, above all, a very serious drinker.


  On the way down to Burnham-on-Sea I remember feeling rather queasy after he had encouraged me to drink a second beer, which I was too scared to refuse, while pausing at one of the pubs on the way. Gyll was wobbling about a bit too. By the time we arrived at the school, I felt distinctly ill. I kept the information to myself as I did not want Gyll, or any of the other girls, to brand me as ‘homesick’, which I thought was a shaming sign of weakness. No one had explained to me that homesickness was an emotional, not a physical, response to being away from home. I dreaded that the other girls should think that I was being a sissy.


  When I eventually threw up all over the dormitory floor, the matron, Miss Harris, was unexpectedly sympathetic. She dried my tears of humiliation and I loved her at once and went on loving her even when she had to tweeze painful splinters from my bottom after sliding on a rough wooden floor. Woollen knickers were not as tough as one might have expected. Or hoped.


  That first night at school I said my prayers as I always did. I would begin with ‘God Bless Mummy and Daddy’ and always end with ‘and please, God, don’t let there be a fire in the night’.


  We already knew about fire. In 1935, four years earlier, Mummy’s beautiful black lace and taffeta dress had caught alight as she passed the fireplace in our dining room. As the flames engulfed her, her guests were paralysed with shock. She staggered into the hall, and laid herself on the rug and rolled over to kill the flames.


  She was gone from us for two years. She was placed in the hands of the pioneering plastic surgeons Sir Archibald McIndoe and Sir Harold Gillies, as she needed a lot of skin grafts. The one extraordinary thing she had done, in those terrible moments of hell, was to cover her face with her hands while the flames leapt and licked her tender body as the material of her dress melted into her skin. The surgeons were soon to practise their plastic surgery skills on the young airmen, victims of war, burnt to the edge of death (like Mummy), as they fought the German Luftwaffe in the skies above Britain. These dauntless men were part of the Guinea Pig Club, so called as there was still much experimentation to be done in the healing and building of new faces and bodies. I think Mummy should have been asked to be an honorary member.


  Of course, Gyll and I were not told of this terrible accident. We were told that she had gone to Germany to look after a sick friend and we were at once sent away to Bexhill-on-Sea, where my aunt Blanche ran a guesthouse. Our cousins Diana and Victoria were our new companions. We wondered why Mummy’s sick friend took precedence over us for so many months, but we only found out the truth when we came back to Watford after a year, and met up with our school friend, Michael Gardner, with whom we shared a laurel hedge between our gardens. Sitting crouched in the gloom, amongst the dark damp roots and leaves, Michael told us of the fire. We faced Daddy with the fact that we knew what had happened, and his initial reaction was to be terribly angry with us, perhaps because, strangely, he needed to keep her pain to himself. Then he forbade us to rendezvous ever again with Michael and the worms in the hedge.


  But we begged and badgered him to let us see her and he finally relented. She was by this time in a nursing home in Watford. We were totally unprepared for what we saw. Firstly there were long blankets suspended round the bed, like the curtains on a four-poster. Within, Mummy was suspended by slings round her back, her arms and legs hoisted by straps to the frame that held the curtains, unable to turn her head or to move. I learnt later that she was the first person to have survived such burns.


  I can remember seeing her arm attached by stitches to her tummy in order to transfer and grow the skin from one to the other. Her arm had been fried almost to the bone but the operation worked and after a couple of years, although you could still see the differently coloured skin – tummy skin is paler than that of the arm – and although it was a different shape, she could use her arm almost normally.


  When finally she came home, she was never the same. Maybe the terrible burning of her body, her poor sad body, had separated her from us, but she had never really been there before. She had always found it difficult to communicate her feelings, to touch and to hold and to cuddle, even before the fire. Now the painkillers and the sleeping pills numbed her. She had always been a quiet person; now she was pretty well absent altogether.


  


  Our family wasn’t perfect, but we were cherished and a little spoilt, especially by Alice, our pretty, cuddly nanny, who Mummy and Daddy had brought home with them from Switzerland, like a box of the most wonderfully delicious and constantly replenished chocolates.


  Alice and her sister Margaret (Greta when she was at home in Switzerland) were the daughters of the hotel keeper in Wengen, where Mummy and Daddy stayed when they went skiing every winter. Gyll and I were wildly jealous when they took Dick with them, but luckily he broke his leg. We couldn’t help rejoicing, just a little.


  Alice had none of the aloof manners of the trained English nannies of the time. She was totally spontaneous, giggling, saying ‘Eeeeeee Susie’, tickling us in the ribs to make us laugh and devoted herself, with happiness, to our entire day and more. She had arrived in our household just before I made my own appearance, and was the first person to hold the squalling baby – me.


  Perhaps we were more protected than our neighbours’ children and probably it could be said that we were pampered, but Mummy was always so afraid for our safety, that there might be an accident (there had been) and that more disasters and unhappiness lay ahead (they did) but not in the way that she had ever imagined. Our parents were a little distant as was the way with so many families, seventy-odd years ago. None of the important decisions about our lives were ever discussed with us; we just did what we were told. We lived in an age when it simply was not done to explain things – events, the death of a sparrow, the severing of an Achilles tendon (Dick’s naughty friend from his prep school in Watford, who should not have been stamping out the glass in our cucumber frame), the loss of our dog Sally to Valhalla via the death chamber – to children, or to ask them for their opinions. They may have believed that if we thought too long and too hard about the troubles ahead, our very small brains would be stressed and damaged. They believed for instance that you should never ask a child if they would like cereal or an egg for breakfast, or if they would prefer to wear a cardigan or a blazer. You ate what you were given, wore what was already planned for you, and if a grown-up strayed from this approach, they were said to be making a rod for their own backs. Consequently, we never saw any broken backs, not at that time anyway.


  I remember that summer of 1939 we spent together as a family at the Round House. We were perfectly happy, perfectly innocent of what was to come, of the shadow of impending war that would force us apart and turn all of us – Daddy, Mummy, Dick, Gyll and me – into different people.


  Chapter 2


  August 1939


  It is too easy to remember that in our childhoods the summers were always hot, that it never rained, that there were jam tarts for tea every day. There were never any pebbles on the beach, just lovely silvery sands, and we never felt the cold or needed to put on a cardigan. We remember only that we had a wonderful carefree time and that we were secure in the knowledge and warmth of our parents’ love.


  We were on a family holiday in Gloucestershire. Actually quite a big family as we joined up with our cousins who had cottages in and around Lechlade, Fairford and Kempsford.


  We were the Sarson, Thomas and Edmonds families and together made up a tribe of eighteen children. Big Desmond was the eldest, the leader, but at twenty definitely no longer a child. I admired his strong thighs, which I thought were a bit like mine. Desmond’s little sister Hilary was quite a leader too. She had enviable long fair hair, long slim legs and the bluest of eyes.


  Our family stayed at the Round House, which had belonged to my grandfather who had been born nearby and whose roots were firmly planted in Gloucestershire. There was a cottage built next to a solid, three-storey tower, which perched on the brink of the River Thames about half a mile up the towpath from Lechlade, or an exciting ride in the car across the water meadows. The tower was the ancient home of the lock-keepers who had looked after the entrance to the Thames Severn Canal at the highest navigable point of the river.


  In another century, great horses with heavy hair-fringed hooves and massive buttocks and thighs would strain to pull the barges up to the lock and in his turn the keeper would strain and pull at the huge gates to allow the water to rush through so that there was a level stretch of canal for the boats to come to and fro from London to Bristol. Of course, I never saw the horses, they had long since gone, but I could imagine them, beautiful and slow-moving with their gypsy collars and dangling brasses.


  The Round House, we were told, was built so there was no corner for the devil to hide in, since being a lock-keeper was a lonely, dangerous job. The cottage at the side was formerly the forge, where the horses would have been shod on their long journeys along the towpaths.


  It was possible to lean out of the bedroom window and drop a fishing line into the greenish water that rushed round the stone foundations, not that we ever caught anything living, just weeds and twigs, which was a little disappointing. At the side of the cottage, fingers of willow swept the water and kingfishers balanced on the swaying branches. They hiccupped down their fishy catches, which wriggled less and less with each gulp, until quite vanished down their throats. The feathers on the back of the kingfishers’ heads would rise in wet, spiky crests each time they swallowed.


  The smooth green grass of the water meadows reached down to the very edge of the river, grazed short and clean by the cows, of which I was terrified. They lined the banks opposite the cottage, peering about themselves, mooing serenely and going down to drink where the winter flood water had dragged the grass and earth away, leaving shallow strands of sand and gravel. The cows may have seemed placid enough, but there was always the chance that they might suddenly stampede and chase us all over the fields.


  In spring we would see mile upon mile of golden-yellow buttercups, which, we told each other, turned the cows’ butter to the same brilliant colour. There were endless drifts of spotted snakeshead fritillaries in the fields above the cottage and hundreds and thousands (or so it seemed to us) of baby frogs, not much bigger than peas, everywhere. They were in the grass, squashed in the roads and we even found them in the house. We became used to scooping them up and releasing them into the long grass that fringed the canal.


  We were never allowed to swim in the Thames as it flowed too swiftly. Instead, to cool off we jumped into the little tributary, the Coln, which joined the big river just by the Round House. Up-field, there were lovely deep clear pools where we plunged, shrieking, into the chill, fizzy water, disturbing the startled trout. The Coln was cold and sparkled like diamonds.


  There was another, more sinister waterway. In the olden days, when nature conservation was of no consequence since the countryside was such an abundant paradise of wild flowers and birds, the canal had been cut, slicing through the water meadows. Now long since out of use, it had an air of menace, the water murky and treacherous, bound by reeds, strangling weeds and sludge. Huge ugly pike lurked in the shade of the stone bridge by the lock, ready to seize a finger or a toe were we to venture too close, the grown-ups warned.


  But in its heyday, Daddy told us with pride, an uncle of his who owned a barge had had a dispute with the canal company. In a fit of temper he had pulled his barge, full of dry cement, into one of the many tunnels that ran the length of the canal from the river Thames down to the estuary of the River Severn. It was, I believe, in the long tunnel at Sapperton that he chose to scuttle his boat. I guess the lock-keepers had a decent few days off while the owners nursed their headaches and pondered on how best to move the blockage.


  The Thames Conservancy Bridge was painted a pale grey. It joined the far side of the river from the cottage with the path that ran alongside the sitting room.


  The Round House itself had very thick stone walls, through which ran an internal staircase. But devils there must have been, according to Daddy’s scary stories of ghosts and lost loves, of drownings and unearthly screams, which could be heard on stormy nights echoing from the depths of the nearby lock.


  In the evenings, once it had grown a bit too chilly to linger outdoors any longer, we would pile into the main room, low-beamed and with coarse wooden floors; no carpets because the cottage flooded in the winters. Even sandbags, with which we were to become familiar, did not help. We’d settle on any spare chair, or budge-up together near the fire, which gave the only light in the room until the paraffin lamps were lit, and play word games (‘Some say this and some say that but I say Mr Greencap’), tell poems, stories and jokes.


  Then while Mummy and our aunts prepared supper next door, and the men sipped their cocktails in the twilight outside, Daddy would pull up a chair to the chimney, prop his feet against the stone hearth, a drink in one hand and a cigarette in the other, and start to entertain us.


  ‘Uncle Eric, tell us the story about the lock-keeper and his dog.’


  ‘No, no, Daddy, the one about the bottomless well, please, please.’


  ‘Oh, can’t we have the one about the drownings?’


  ‘The drownings, shall it be then?’ he’d say, smiling rakishly at us.


  And a dozen voices would yell, ‘Oh, oh yes please.’


  ‘Well,’ Daddy would say, menacingly, lowering further his lazy eye, and taking a long considered pull at his cigarette. We would wriggle in uncontainable excitement. It was a familiar tale told and retold, embellished and adapted for each occasion. Our favourite was about the grizzled lock-keeper, and his comely, youthful son and a beautiful girl with whom the lad had fallen fatefully in love. Rapt, we could listen to this story time and time again.


  The tale began with the lock-keeper’s son helping a beautiful maiden when her boat became stuck in the reeds. He jumped in beside her and skilfully rowed her boat to the bank. There they gazed into each other’s eyes and of course instantly fell in love. Then the girl would row up the river each day at sunset for a secret tryst with her lover but she would never tell him her name or where she came from. You could guess that something scary was about to happen, because he decided to follow her on foot along the towpath. But every time he did, she just vanished into the mists that hung low on the water. She disappeared from view, just like that.


  There would be a long pause from Daddy.


  ‘Was it a dream, children?’


  ‘No, no, not a dream,’ we all screamed. ‘Please go on.’


  My father would look at his watch.


  ‘Oh, whatever happened next? Oh, Uncle Eric, please finish the story,’ one of my cousins would pipe up.


  ‘What happened next,’ my father would say with a mischievous glint in his eye, ‘was that it was time for supper.’


  ‘Oh, please, please,’ we chorused.


  ‘Well, maybe just for five minutes,’ he’d acquiesce, because I believe that even he wanted to know how it ended.


  ‘Well, what actually happened next,’ he would say slowly as he worked things out in his head, ‘was what you might have expected. Well, wouldn’t you have expected something really terrible to happen?


  ‘It was a terrible stormy night and her lover was not waiting for her, as the young man always did, at their usual meeting place. She climbed out of the boat and began to search for him. All at once, the magically lovely ghostly girl appears on the hump-backed bridge and looking over the parapet sees her darling young love fighting to save the life of his old father who had stumbled and fallen into the devilish waters of the canal. She sees too that her young lover is losing the fight to save the helpless old man and is himself also drowning. She clasps her hands over her breasts and gazes up at the angry sky for a message, but, alas, there is none. She climbs to the top of the stone wall which runs the length of the bridge, and balancing for one second she tumbles into the eerie waters. As she falls you can hear her cry, “Darling, I love you. I love you for ever.”’


  ‘She jumped into the canal?’ someone gulped.


  ‘She threw herself in, to be with him in death as she had never been in life, to be in his deadly embrace,’ Daddy was being his most dramatic.


  ‘Oh Eric,’ my mother would protest.


  But he had never finished.


  ‘And as she tumbled headlong after her lover she screamed a terrible scream, a terrible scream like the wind and the rain and all the most dreadful things you ever heard. You can hear it to this very day if you go out on a dark night.’


  ‘Eric, dear,’ Mummy would intervene again, this time more firmly. ‘Enough is enough.’ She looked round at our frightened faces as we pleaded for more.


  ‘Please finish the story,’ we begged.


  ‘You didn’t say if they were drowned.’


  ‘Were they?’


  ‘Were there any . . . bodies?’


  My father would look at his watch. This time he said, drily and slyly, ‘Well actually not, because the boy and the old man didn’t drown after all and no one ever found the girl, but that’s another story.’


  He would stand up.


  We were always thunderstruck. Of course, we should have known better. That it wasn’t really the end of the story, but then he never really finished any stories.


  


  In the mornings, that summer in the country, we used to take a couple of flat-bottomed boats up the Coln. It was the greatest fun. We splashed in and out of the punts, jumping about the shallows where the cows came to drink. We pulled the boats upstream against the swift currents, ducking and diving from under the over-hanging bushes, some of which were very prickly, and where shadowy speckled trout flashed away, disturbed from basking in the cool, away from the bright sunlight.


  At lunchtime our families would drive over the sun-dried water meadows, in a regal parade. They’d bring orange squash and both Marmite and jam sandwiches, apples and custard cream biscuits, which we would eat sitting around on the grass, giggling and joking and pushing each other about as if we were drunk. We messed about in the mud at the edge of the river, looking for snails and crayfish and other signs of watery life.


  My brother Dick, together with Desmond and David, and the other older boy cousins, would stroll upstream to a shady spot to try their hand at fly-fishing for trout. No worms were allowed.


  Daddy used to make his own dry flies with which he hoped to attract a hungry trout looking for a meal. The home-made flies darted across the water just like real ones, we thought.


  On one particularly hot August day, Daddy came up with an ingenious method to catch a trout. He had caught a wasp that was buzzing around the picnic and had put it into a Bryant and May matchbox. By sliding the lid, just a little, enough for the wasp to begin to crawl out, Daddy was able to tie his fishing line round its middle. The wasp then flew off, a very tasty morsel for a passing fish. Alas, as Daddy cast the line across the water, the wasp battled its way back, flew round his head a couple of times as it could not get away and stung him on his nose. He looked angrily around at us, as we pointed and laughed.


  ‘Look, just look what the wasp has done.’


  Daddy did not laugh, especially as he guessed, quite rightly, that he had got what he deserved.


  Even my mother laughed, albeit somewhat guiltily; I suspect that she too was a bit scared of him.


  Daddy said, ‘Time to be getting back anyway. Time for the news.’


  We sighed. The grown-ups were always listening to the news on the wireless set.


  ‘Come along, children, hop on,’ which meant that it was time to go.


  Gyll, Hilary, Anne and I, being ‘only’ girls and also the youngest of the bunch, had to leave the others, so that they could make their own way back downstream, dashing away in the punts, borne by the plunging, tumbling, current. Their yells of excitement echoed over the meadows.


  Still, I did not really mind leaving them as we were allowed to ride on the massive mudguards and wide running boards of the lumbering black Humber. We would cling on like limpets, jumping off quickly so that we could be first to open or close the wide five-barred gates. We loved it.


  Later in the afternoon Daddy took the car out several times, to drop our cousins off at Kempsford, Lechlade and Fairford.


  ‘Oh Daddy, stop, p- please stop. Look in the field there.’


  Gyll pointed to where the corn was being harvested, all gold and yellow and ripe. We clambered on to the low Cotswold-stone wall and pulled off our white cotton sun-hats to wave encouragement to some poor rabbits, who were trapped in the corn that still remained standing in a square in the middle of the field. The mechanical reaper gradually ate away at their hiding-place. As the harvester cut closer the rabbits would make a desperate bid to escape, while the farmer’s son took pot shots with his gun.


  


  ‘Run rabbit, run rabbit, run, run, run,


  Don’t give the farmer his fun, fun, fun,


  He’ll get by without his rabbit pie,


  So run rabbit, run rabbit, run, run, run.’


  


  Then someone added, ‘Don’t give Herr Hitler his gun, gun, gun,’ though I didn’t quite know what was meant by that.


  In the late afternoon we watched the midges and the homeward-bound bees mingling with the flecks of corn that fluttered in the dusty shafts of sunlight. Everything around us buzzed and hummed with life. It was heaven. It was an idyllic childhood.


  But even as we played, there was something a little uneasy in the air that wonderful summer. The grown-ups lingered by the wireless but, with smiling faces, would turn the sound down or completely off when we came tumbling into the cottage sitting room. There was definitely something odd going on, but we were not so interested; we were having such a jolly good time, the families all entwined together. What could be better? We didn’t care about the wireless or the outside world. This was our universe.


  


  It was the end of summer but the weather was still fine. Our parents made us a picnic to carry up the fields, but said that we must be back at three o’clock, and that we mustn’t be late.


  ‘Who has a watch?’


  ‘I do,’ one of us said.


  ‘Well then, be good. See you at three, remember!’


  So off we went while they went back into the cottage to listen to the endless news.


  We crossed to the corner of the field, jumped over the stile and made our way, laughing and chatting and knocking about, until we all felt hungry and decided to have our picnic a bit early. After we had finished up all the crumbs, we decided to explore a bit further and then a bit further still. Eventually Dick asked, ‘I say, what’s the time?’


  ‘Oh cripes, it’s a quarter to three.’


  ‘Blimey, we’ll never get back in time.’


  Swift turn, fast run, we weaved in and out of the broken walls and straggly paths as if we were being hunted by savages. I had scratched my legs on the brambles and had a beastly stitch in my side. Hilary had a livid-looking blister on her foot as she was wearing her new plimsolls without socks.


  ‘Golly gosh, I’m done for,’ said Gyll, completely out of breath.


  At last we could see the tall poplars that surrounded the cottage and then we saw our distraught parents. As we fell higgledy-piggledy over the stile, legs flying in all directions, we were all, without exception, given a good wallop on the bottom, even the eldest of us. As most of us had never been smacked before, we realised that something pretty awful was up. The girls were sobbing and the boys looked embarrassed. We had never seen our parents so cross. We were deeply ashamed.


  ‘Where for God’s sake have you been?’ Uncle Harry bellowed. ‘We have been waiting for you for hours. Where have you been?’


  We stood around looking very contrite and trying to apologise but our parents wouldn’t hear of it, they were all terribly, terribly angry,


  ‘I simply can’t trust you again,’ said Daddy, with venom in his throat. We fidgeted about, scratching our legs and brushing off stray insects. None of us could understand just why they were so upset, but we did notice that the cars were, unexpectedly, loaded with our cases, ready for take-off.


  Of course, they knew what we didn’t; they had been tuning in again, to the wireless – and we had not. We did not know that our Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, had demanded that Germany should withdraw her troops from Poland, a country we had never heard of, and that since Herr Hitler had not commanded his troops to leave, that by 11.00 a.m. that morning, Britain had declared war on Germany. We did not know, in other words, that it was 3 September 1939, and that our world would never be the same again.


  Chapter 3


  Once back in Watford, we restarted our lives just where we had left off before the holiday. But it wasn’t quite the same. Once again, in the early evening, Daddy mixed Martini cocktails in the hall for Mummy, and I came down from the nursery to carry the tray to her. I was not able to resist dipping my finger into the frosted glass to give a twist to the little curl of lemon peel, although when I licked it, it always tasted quite disgusting. I couldn’t imagine why she looked so pleased when I brought it to her, sitting there quietly waiting, surrounded by her knitting wools or the occasional book, smoking her endless Craven ‘A’ cigarettes, with the little black cat on the packet, with the slogan, ‘So good for your throat’. (How could they?)


  No matter how hard Mummy and Daddy tried to keep our lives on an even keel they had to consider how to follow the Government’s stern warning that children in danger zones should be removed to places of safety. Gyll gleaned, using her brilliant latest detective technique – namely putting her ear to the door – that they had discussed sending us to our aunt in South Africa, which we could not believe to be true, especially as we had never met her. But if they had had plans, they had been thrown into disarray by the sinking of the Athenia and now their erstwhile muted voices rose as they tried to decide what to do. I was longing to hear what was being said but Gyll waved me away with dismissive hand signals.


  When we went to bed that night we talked in whispers about what might happen next. We decided to ask East, as neither Alice nor Margaret seemed right for the job. We did not usually speak to East, but this was important. Gyll went up to him, putting on an act of being coy and shy.


  ‘Um, I s’pose you wouldn’t know anything about something called the Athenia?’


  ‘The Athenia? Whatever for? Why do you want to know about the Athenia, for goodness’ sake, little girls like you? Why don’t you go and ask your mummy?’


  ‘Well we did, but she didn’t know,’ lied Gyll, with ease.


  ‘Well, I wouldn’t go botherin’ with that sort of thing just now,’ he said crossly. He gave us a ‘goodbye-and-off-you-go’ sort of smile, and carried on with his work.


  Finally, Gyll made me go into the garden room and ask Mummy.


  ‘The Athenia? Oh dear. What have you been hearing? You haven’t been talking to that boy next door again? You know I don’t like that.’


  ‘No, no, Mummy, really. We just want to know . . .’ Gyll ended uncertainly, because she could see that Mummy was beginning to cry.


  At that moment, Alice put her head round the door to call us up for bedtime. We kissed Mummy and she said that she would come upstairs and tuck us in, as she always did. Upstairs in the night nursery, Daddy sat on my bed and told us yet another story of derring-do until Mummy appeared at the door. Her cigarette glowed in the dark and as she bent to kiss us goodnight we could smell her beautiful, expensive scent.


  ‘Time to go now, Eric,’ she would say. ‘Goodnight Gylly-Flower, goodnight Susie-Pops. Sleep tight.’


  ‘Goodnight, Mummy and Daddy, see you in the morning,’ we chorused, and usually we would snuggle down to sleep. But not on this night. Gyll came over and climbed into my bed. We pulled the blankets over our heads so that our whispered conversations could not be heard.


  ‘Do you think that there were refugees?’ I asked Gyll. ‘Because I heard Alice say that hundreds and thousands of children were drowned, but I didn’t think it was about that boat.’


  ‘Don’t be stupid. There aren’t hundreds and thousands of children in the whole world,’ she replied with authority.


  Actually, one hundred and twelve passengers and crew on the Athenia were drowned that day, among them children who were being evacuated to the United States.


  ‘You know,’ said Gyll, ‘I don’t think that they would ever send us away.’


  Nothing more was said for quite a while, and soon Gyll and I forgot all about it.


  


  It was Dick, home from school for the holiday, who took pleasure in telling us, finally, that we were to be sent away – for a jolly long time, he hoped. He too had been listening at doors.


  It was the totally unexpected failure of the British Expeditionary Forces in Europe and the subsequent evacuation of the troops at Dunkirk that had sealed our fate. Mummy and Daddy were at last shocked into action. But although Mummy and Daddy were still not completely decided, Daddy at last explained to us that the Government thought it would be better if we left England for a little while, just until the war was over.


  ‘Go away?’ Gyll cried. ‘What, really go away? Like Dick said? It’s not fair!’ And she started to cry.


  Mummy intervened. ‘Look darlings, I will be coming with you.’ She did not of course add that she would not be staying long, but coming back to England and to Daddy and to Dick. Why didn’t he have to go too? He was just a boy, not even fifteen yet, though his birthday would come soon.


  ‘We already have places booked on a ship and if you don’t go to Africa now, it might soon be too late,’ Daddy said.


  ‘But why?’ Gyll asked.


  ‘Look, it won’t be for very long,’ they reassured us, because the hateful Hun would be conquered in no time and then we could come home – and wouldn’t that be lovely?


  Dick gave a boyish little snigger in the background, because this was what he’d always wanted, no sisters.


  ‘And what about Dick? Why doesn’t he have to come? It isn’t fair.’


  Nobody explained why Dick should not be included.


  Gyll’s cry about the unfairness of it all had quite a lot to do with missing all that exciting raping and pillaging, though I had not the slightest idea what that actually meant. Dick, at the time, had looked at us scornfully and later, in a seemingly careless way, had left open one of his school books showing drawings of a battle between heavily bearded men in flowing capes and wielding frightening-looking knives, chopped limbs lying around, inert and bloodless on the sand. Did I detect the wobbly pen of my brother? Was this the place to which we were being sent?


  The book lay open on the day-nursery table, and in a lofty way Dick explained to us that the illustrations depicted the Saxons and the Vikings, centuries before now, and the dreadful things they had done to the women and children, the sort of thing, he said, that the Hun would do to us if they invaded England – not that we understood what on earth he was talking about. Of course, the men, it was explained to me, by my superior brother, had sensibly escaped earlier, to form an army and fight the invaders.


  Mummy said that she and Daddy had thought that Burnham-on-Sea was far enough from London to be safe, but that there were ports up the Bristol Channel which were perfect targets for the Germans. Almost everywhere that they had thought might be safe would not in fact be right for one reason or another, and so in the end they had decided that Africa was the best place for us to be. And that was that.


  ‘Africa? Why Africa?’ Gyll set up an unexpected howl, with tears streaming down her face. ‘Why haven’t you said so before? I don’t even know where it is!’


  ‘I don’t want to go. I won’t go,’ I said, but nobody seemed to hear me. Did they hear us?


  We were told we would only be away for six months, just until the war was over, and that we would be staying with Mummy’s sister and that the sun would shine every day. We had very mixed feelings. An adventure? Yes. An escape? No.


  


  We wept over our suitcases, which were not even big enough to take our favourite things. There was no room for our toys or books or the little things we loved, but I refused absolutely to be parted from my doll. She was to come too – and her luggage – or I wouldn’t go myself.


  As it was, the arrangements were a bit of a disappointment to me and more especially to Gyll, who longed to spend her nights battened down in our Anderson air-raid shelter while the bombs fell around us. She spent a good deal of time describing to me just how terrible it would be to leave Mummy and Daddy and telling me just how unfair it was that Dick, just because he was a boy, should be allowed to stay at home. She drew vivid pictures of what he would do to our toys and books and how he would receive all the favours. But, you know, he was at Public School and surely a young gentleman’s education could not be interrupted just because of Herr Hitler, could it?


  The plan was that Mummy should accompany us to Southern Rhodesia, where our spinster aunt Geraldine, eighteen years older than Mummy, lived with the family Marsh in Bulawayo. We had never met her and Mummy had not seen her since before her accident. After a brief sojourn, to see us safely settled, Mummy was to return home to look after the men of the family. In fact, that was not how things worked out, but for the moment that was what had been decided, without, quite clearly, the subject, namely us, being given a great deal of thought.


  


  So that you can understand what a mistake it was to send us off to the care of my mother’s sister Geraldine, you should know our aunt’s story.


  In 1892, not long after my mother was born, her youngest sister Blanche arrived in the family, the last of twelve babies born to my grandmother, of whom three were to die in infancy. My aunt Geraldine, the eldest child, was twenty at the time, and was expected to care for yet another baby. In fact, throughout her life she always cared for other people’s children, but never her own, which made her into the kind of aunt she was to become to Gyll and me.


  My grandfather was a worthless layabout who was only able to live in his house, called Compton Lodge, due to the generosity of his wealthy and aristocratic uncle, who provided him with an adequate stipend. It would have been sufficient had he not made my grandmother pregnant almost every year. He was a vain man, lazy, and selfish, who did not marry my grandmother until she had already produced three children, and then only after his family had finally agreed to the legal union. My grandmother was not considered ‘good’ enough for him, though she came from a very respectable family – albeit in trade, like Daddy, though in her case her father was a butcher.


  My grandfather had been brought up at Chatsworth, and believed the world – or his uncle, the Duke – owed him a living. He never had a job, except briefly in the army, but expected my grandmother to economise on household matters as much as possible, hence the lack of staff to help with the children.


  At her birth, Geraldine, the eldest of her parents’ three children to be born out of wedlock, was farmed out with a needy family near Lincoln for three years – clearly a case of out of sight, out of mind. When she was old enough but still very young, she was brought back home to look after the stream of children that her parents produced.


  When she decided that she could no longer be an unpaid nursemaid, she bravely applied for a post as governess to a family living in Sevenoaks in Kent. She had little option except to find this sort of work other than perhaps as a companion to some elderly and lonely lady. Marriage was out of the question, owing to the fact that she could not provide an acceptable birth certificate, not one of the sort required for marriage to the kind of man that my grandfather might have considered suitable to be his son-in-law. Oh the shame, the shame of illegitimacy! The same went for my next aunt, Ethel, but she had her revenge on her Papa by turning to the Roman Catholic Church and becoming a lay-sister at the convent at Arundel Castle, where the ‘other’ Howards lived. It nearly polished off the old man.


  Illegitimacy also affected my eldest uncle Rupert. At the beginning of the First World War he was rejected on this account by the British Army and went instead to enlist as an officer in the Canadian Army. It is ironic that he died for his British King and Country having been refused permission to join a British regiment.


  His next brother Alfred had already abandoned England and his bullying father, and had joined the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, and was never seen again except in a photograph that Geraldine had by her bed, wearing his splendid Mounties’ hat, along with one of Rupert, the frame of which held a faded poppy.


  My grandfather was furious at Geraldine’s decision to leave home, and forbade her to enter what he termed ‘service’, though heaven only knows what he thought she had been doing for her own family. When he saw that she was adamant, he demanded that she should change her name. Needless to say she did not and went to Kent and the family at Sevenoaks as Geraldine Howard.


  Mr and Mrs Bloom had a little girl called Iris, the same age as my mother. My mother used to go and stay at Sevenoaks occasionally, and became friendly with Iris.


  In time Iris grew up and fell in love and became engaged to a South African Army major. Edward Marsh had won the Military Cross for bravery, and also Iris’s heart. He was a handsome and charming man, but after the announcement of their forthcoming marriage and the giving and wearing of the engagement ring, it nevertheless took Iris seven years to name the day for the wedding, and agree to the subsequent journey to join Edward in Southern Rhodesia. But to be on the safe side she took my aunt Geraldine as a companion. Just ‘in case’, you know. But she also took her parents, the wealthy Mr and Mrs Bloom.


  


  Illegitimacy was always with Geraldine and it affected every aspect of her life and consequently those of Gyll’s and mine. I have seen photographs of her when she was young, wearing pleated muslin bodices and wide-brimmed hats decorated with an abundance of flowers. She had a straight sharp nose and an equally straight back. She had rich dark brown hair; she was almost very beautiful. What a waste.


  But she hid her shameful secret under a veneer of an exacting adherence to the manners and habits of those people she wished to consider her equals, the duchesses, and the ladies that she did not know, had never met. Every T was crossed, every P and Q minded. Her little life was ruled by the importance of using correct language; middle not centre; begin not commence; looking-glass not mirror; frock not dress and one had to say ‘valet’ with a hard T, because otherwise it might sound as if one was copying French words and this was not considered ‘comme il faut’ (how dare I?) for a very English lady, who, like her counterparts, had not forgotten Napoleon.


  Our parents did not bother much with these things, since my mother wished to forget the very relations that my aunt wished to remember. My mother could not forgive them for treating her own mother so unkindly, at first for not allowing her father to marry her mother – a respectable girl from an untitled but decent family – and then, once they were married, inviting her father back to Chatsworth, but never with his wife. He was useful for house parties on account of his skills on the dance floor. While he swept about with pretty ladies in lovely ball gowns and expensive and beautiful jewellery, my grandmother was left at home to cope on her own. My own mother was firmly on her mother’s side and against her foppish Papa. She wished to ignore him and his whole other family. She did not even bother to tell me, in 1945, that he had died. All of which, in a way, accounts for why Geraldine was the way she was and why Mummy was the way she was.


  But Geraldine clung desperately to these niceties. Sadly for her, these rich relations were unable to make her into a true lady, but there was certainly about her an air of genteel refinement, quaintly noble and not a little high-born.


  When Iris Marsh had her first baby, a boy called Alfred, Geraldine had charge of him. When he was old enough for lessons, she started a small school with half a dozen carefully selected little boys living locally in Bulawayo, whose families still referred to England as Home.


  Six years later Mavis was born, just four months after me. That coincidental birth and the subsequent convenient age of Mavis was probably a contributory reason for dispatching Gyll and me to Africa.


  


  So there we were, Gyll and I, about to set out on this great adventure to Auntie Geraldine and Africa, a country that we had no idea was so far away, since no one had bothered to show us the great cornet-shaped country that nearly dominated the globe that stood in our sitting room. Our parents finally put their plans into place, booked the tickets to send us to Bulawayo, and our fate was sealed.
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