

  [image: cover]



  


  [image: ]


  



  To the memory of my parents,


  TREVOR SANSOM (19212000)


  and


  ANN SANSOM (19241990),


  who in 19391945 endured the hardships

  and did their bit to defeat the Nazis.


  And of


  ROSALITA,


  R.I.P. 19.2.2012


  



  The whole fury and might of the enemy must very soon be turned on us. Hitler knows that he will have to break us in this island or lose the war. If we can stand up to him
  all Europe may be free, and the life of the world will move forward into broad, sunlit uplands; but if we fail, then the whole world, including the United States, and all that we have known and
  cared for, will sink into the abyss of a new dark age made more sinister, and perhaps more prolonged, by the lights of a perverted science.


  WINSTON CHURCHILL, 18 June 1940


  



  All events that take place after


  5 p.m. on 9 May 1940


  are imaginary.
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  Prologue


  The Cabinet Room, 10 Downing Street, London
4.30 p.m., 9 May 1940


  CHURCHILL WAS LAST TO ARRIVE. He knocked once, sharply, and entered. Through the tall windows the warm spring day was fading, shadows lengthening
  on Horse Guards Parade. Margesson, the Conservative Chief Whip, sat with Prime Minister Chamberlain and Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax at the far end of the long, coffin-shaped table which
  dominated the Cabinet room. As Churchill approached them Margesson, formally dressed as ever in immaculate black morning coat, stood up.


  Winston.


  Churchill nodded at the Chief Whip, looking him sternly in the eye. Margesson, who was Chamberlains creature, had made life difficult for him when he had stood out against party policy
  over India and Germany in the years before the war. He turned to Chamberlain and Halifax, the Prime Ministers right-hand man in the governments appeasement of Germany. Neville.
  Edward. Both men looked bad; no sign today of Chamberlains habitual half-sneer, nor of the snappy arrogance which had alienated the House of Commons during yesterdays debate
  over the military defeat in Norway. Ninety Conservatives had voted with the Opposition or abstained; Chamberlain had left the chamber followed by shouts of Go! The Prime
  Ministers eyes were red from lack of sleep or perhaps even tears  though it was hard to imagine Neville Chamberlain weeping. Last night the word around a feverish House of Commons was
  that his leadership could not survive.


  Halifax looked little better. The Foreign Secretary held his enormously tall, thin body as erect as ever but his face was deathly pale, white skin stretched over his long, bony features. The
  rumour was that he was reluctant to take over, did not have the stomach for the premiership  literally, for at times of stress he was plagued with agonizing pains in his gut.


  Churchill addressed Chamberlain, his deep voice sombre, the lisp pronounced. What is the latest news?


  More German forces massed at the Belgian border. There could be an attack at any time.


  There was silence for a moment, the tick of a carriage clock on the marble mantelpiece suddenly loud.


  Please sit down, Chamberlain said.


  Churchill took a chair. Chamberlain continued, in tones of quiet sadness: We have discussed yesterdays Commons vote at considerable length. We feel there are grave difficulties in
  my remaining as Prime Minister. I have made up my mind that I must go. Support for me within the party is haemorrhaging. If there should be a vote of confidence, yesterdays abstainers may
  vote against the government. And soundings with the Labour Party indicate they would only join a coalition under a new Prime Minister. It is impossible for me to continue with this level of
  personal antipathy. Chamberlain looked again at Margesson, almost as though seeking succour, but the Chief Whip only nodded sadly and said, If we are to have a coalition now, which we
  must, national unity is essential.


  Looking at Chamberlain, Churchill could find it in himself to pity him. He had lost everything; for two years he had tried to meet Hitlers demands, believing the Fhrer had made his
  last claim for territory at Munich only for him to invade Czechoslovakia a few months later, and then Poland. After Poland fell there had been seven months of military inaction, of phoney
  war. Last month Chamberlain had told the Commons that Hitler had missed the bus for a spring campaign, only for him suddenly to invade and occupy Norway, throwing back British
  forces. France would be next. Chamberlain looked between Churchill and Halifax. Then he spoke again, his voice still expressionless. It is between the two of you. I would be willing, if
  desired, to serve under either.


  Churchill nodded and leaned back in his chair. He looked at Halifax, who met his gaze with a cold, probing stare. Churchill knew Halifax held nearly all the cards, that most of the Conservative
  Party wanted him as the next Prime Minister. He had been Viceroy of India, a senior minister for years, a cool, steady, Olympian aristocrat, both trusted and respected. And most Tories had never
  forgiven Churchill his Liberal past, nor his opposition to his own party over Germany. They viewed him as an adventurer, unreliable, lacking in judgement. Chamberlain wanted Halifax, as did
  Margesson, together with most of the Cabinet. And so, Churchill knew, did Halifaxs friend, the King. But Halifax had no fire in his belly, none. Churchill loathed Hitler but Halifax treated
  the Nazi leader with a sort of patrician contempt; he had once said the only people the Fhrer made life difficult for in Germany were a few trade unionists and Jews.


  Churchill, though, had had the wind in his sails with the public since war was declared last September; Chamberlain had been forced to bring him back into the Cabinet when his warnings over
  Hitler had, finally, been proved right. But how to play that one card? Churchill settled more firmly into his chair. Say nothing, he thought, see where Halifax stands, whether he wants the
  job at all, and how much.


  Winston, Chamberlain began, his tone questioning now. You were very rough on Labour in the debate yesterday. And you have always been their fierce opponent. Do you think
  this might be an obstacle for you?


  Churchill did not answer, but stood abruptly and walked over to the window, looking out into the bright spring afternoon. Dont reply, he thought. Flush Halifax out.


  The carriage clock struck five, a high, pinging sound. As it finished Big Ben began booming out the hour. As the last note died away Halifax finally spoke.


  I think, he said, that I would be better placed to deal with the Labour men.


  Churchill turned and faced him, his expression suddenly fierce. The trials to be faced, Edward, will be very terrible. Halifax looked tired, desperately unhappy, but there was
  determination in his face now. He had found steel in himself after all.


  That, Winston, is why I would like you at my side in a new, smaller War Cabinet. You would be Minister of Defence, you would have overall responsibility for conduct of the war.


  Churchill considered the offer, moving his heavy jaw slowly from side to side. If he was in charge of the war effort, perhaps he could dominate Halifax, become Prime Minister in all but name. It
  all depended on who else Halifax put in place. He asked, And the others? Who will you appoint?


  From the Conservatives, you and I and Sam Hoare; I think that best reflects the balance of opinion within the party. Attlee for Labour, and Lloyd George to represent the Liberal interest,
  and as a national figure, the man who led us to victory in 1918. Halifax turned to Chamberlain. I think you could be of most use now, Neville, as Leader of the Commons.


  It was bad news, the worst. Lloyd George who, for all his recent backpedalling, had spent the thirties idolizing Hitler, calling him Germanys George Washington. And Sam Hoare, the
  arch-appeaser, Churchills old enemy. Attlee was a fighter, for all his diffidence, but the two of them would be in a minority.


  Lloyd George is seventy-seven, Churchill said. Is he up to the weight that must be borne?


  I believe so. And he will be good for morale. Halifax was sounding more resolute now. Winston, he said, I would very much like you beside me at this
  hour.


  Churchill hesitated. This new War Cabinet would hobble him. He knew that Halifax had decided to take the premiership reluctantly and out of duty. He would do his best, but his heart was not in
  the struggle that was coming. Like so many, he had fought in the Great War and feared seeing all that bloodshed again.


  For a moment Churchill thought of resigning from the Cabinet; but what good would that do? And Margesson was right; public unity was all important now. He would do what he could, while he could.
  He had thought, earlier that day, that his hour had come at last, but it was not to be after all, not yet. I will serve under you, he said, his heart heavy.


  



  Chapter One


  November 1952


  ALMOST ALL THE PASSENGERS on the tube to Victoria were, like David and his family, on their way to the Remembrance Sunday parade. It was a cold
  morning and the men and women all wore black winter coats. Scarves and handbags were also black, or muted brown, the only colour the bright red poppies everyone wore in their buttonholes. David
  ushered Sarah and her mother into a carriage; they found two empty wooden benches and sat facing each other.


  As the tube rattled out of Kenton Station David looked round him. Everyone seemed sad and sombre, befitting the day. There were relatively few older men  most of the Great War veterans,
  like Sarahs father, would be in central London already, preparing for the march past the Cenotaph. David was himself a veteran of the second war, the brief 193940 conflict that people
  called the Dunkirk campaign or the Jews war, according to political taste. But David, who had served in Norway, and the other survivors of that defeated, humiliated army  whose
  retreat from Europe had been followed so quickly by Britains surrender  did not have a place at the Remembrance Day ceremonies. Nor did the British soldiers who had died in the
  endless conflicts in India, and now Africa, that had begun since the 1940 Peace Treaty. Remembrance Day now had a political overtone: remember the slaughter when Britain and Germany fought in
  191418; remember that must never happen again. Britain must remain Germanys ally.


  Its very cloudy, Sarahs mother said. I hope it isnt going to rain.


  Itll be all right, Betty, David said reassuringly. The forecast said it would just stay cloudy.


  Betty nodded. A plump little woman in her sixties, her whole life was focused on caring for Sarahs father, who had had half his face blown off on the Somme in 1916.


  It gets very uncomfortable for Jim, marching in the rain, she said. The water drips behind his prosthesis and of course he cant take it off.


  Sarah took her mothers hand. Her square face with its strong round chin  her fathers chin  looked dignified. Her long blonde hair, curled at the ends, was framed by a
  modest black hat. Betty smiled at her. The tube halted at a station and more people got on. Sarah turned to David. Theres more passengers than usual.


  People wanting to get a first look at the Queen, I imagine.


  I hope we manage to find Steve and Irene all right, Betty said, worrying again.


  I told them to meet us by the ticket booths at Victoria, Sarah told her. Theyll be there, dear, dont worry.


  David looked out of the window. He was not looking forward to spending the afternoon with his wifes sister and her husband. Irene was good-natured enough, although she was full of silly
  ideas and never stopped talking, but David loathed Steve, with his mixture of oily charm and arrogance, his Blackshirt politics. David would have to try to keep his lip buttoned as usual.


  The train ground to a jolting halt, just before the mouth of a tunnel. There was a hiss somewhere as brakes engaged. Not today, someone said. These delays are getting worse.
  Its a disgrace. Outside, David saw, the track looked down on rows of back-to-back houses of soot-stained London brick. Grey smoke rose from chimneys, washing was hanging out to dry in
  the backyards. The streets were empty. A grocers window just below them had a prominent sign in the window, Food Stamps Taken Here. There was a sudden jolt and the train moved into
  the tunnel, only to judder to a halt again a few moments later. David saw his own face reflected back from the dark window, his head framed by his bulky dark coat with its wide lapels. A bowler hat
  hid his short black hair, a few unruly curls just visible. His unlined, regular features made him look younger than thirty-five; deceptively unmarked. He suddenly recalled a childhood memory, his
  mothers constant refrain to women visitors, Isnt he a good-looking boy, couldnt you just eat him? Delivered in her sharp Dublin brogue, it had made him squirm
  with embarrassment. Another memory came unbidden, of when he was seventeen and had won the inter-schools Diving Cup. He remembered standing on the high board, a sea of faces far below, the board
  trembling slightly beneath his feet. Two steps forward and then the dive, down into the great expanse of still water, the moment of fear and then the exhilaration of striking out into silence.


  Steve and Irene were waiting at Victoria. Irene, Sarahs older sister, was also tall and blonde but with a little dimpled chin like her mothers. Her black coat had
  a thick brown fur collar. Steve was good-looking in a raffish way, with a thin black moustache that made him look like a poor mans Errol Flynn. He wore a black fedora on his thickly
  brilliantined head  David could smell the chemical tang as he shook his brother-in-laws hand.


  Hows the Civil Service, old man? Steve asked.


  Surviving. David smiled.


  Still keeping watch over the Empire?


  Something like that. How are the boys?


  Grand. Getting bigger and noisier every week. We might bring them next year, theyre getting old enough. David saw a shadow pass across Sarahs face and knew she was
  remembering their own dead son.


  We ought to hurry, get the tube to Westminster, Irene said. Look at all these people.


  They joined the throng heading for the escalator. As the crowd pressed together their pace slowed to a silent shuffle, reminding David for a moment of his time as a soldier, shuffling with the
  rest of the weary troops onto the ships evacuating British forces from Norway, back in 1940.


  They turned into Whitehall. Davids office was just behind the Cenotaph; men walking past would still remove their hats as they passed it, respectfully and
  unselfconsciously, though fewer and fewer with each passing year  thirty-four now since the Great War ended. The sky was grey-white, the air cold. Peoples breath steamed before them
  as they jostled  quietly and politely  for places behind the low metal barriers opposite the tall white rectangle of the Cenotaph, a line of policemen in heavy coats in front. Some
  were ordinary constables in their helmets, but many were Special Branch Auxiliaries in their flat peaked caps and slimmer blue uniforms. When they were first created in the 1940s, to deal with
  growing civil unrest, Davids father had said the Auxiliaries reminded him of the Black and Tans, the violent trench veterans recruited by Lloyd George to augment the police during the Irish
  Independence War. All were armed.


  The ceremony had changed in the last few years; serving personnel no longer stood on parade around the Cenotaph, blocking the public view, and wooden boards had been laid on
  blocks behind the barriers to give people a better vantage point. It was part of what Prime Minister Beaverbrook called demystifying the thing.


  The family managed to get a good place opposite Downing Street and the big Victorian building which housed the Dominions Office where David worked. Beyond the barriers, forming three sides of a
  hollow square around the Cenotaph, the military and religious leaders had already taken their places. The soldiers were in full dress uniform, Archbishop Headlam, head of the section of the
  Anglican Church that had not split away in opposition to his compromises with the regime, in gorgeous green-and-gold vestments. Beside them stood the politicians and ambassadors, each holding a
  wreath. David looked them over; there was Prime Minister Beaverbrook with his wizened little monkey face, the wide fleshy mouth downturned in an expression of sorrow. For forty years, since he
  first came to England from Canada with business scandals hanging over him, Beaverbrook had combined building a newspaper empire with manoeuvring in politics, pushing his causes of free enterprise,
  the Empire, and appeasement on the public and politicians. He was trusted by few, elected by none, and after the death of his immediate predecessor, Lloyd George, in 1945, the coalition had made
  him Prime Minister.


  Lord Halifax, the Prime Minister who had surrendered after France fell, stood beside Beaverbrook, overtopping him by a foot. Halifax was bald now, his cadaverous face an ashen shadow beneath his
  hat, deep-set eyes staring over the crowd with a curious blankness. Beside him stood Beaverbrooks coalition colleagues: Home Secretary Oswald Mosley, tall and ramrod-straight, India
  Secretary Enoch Powell, only forty but seeming far older, black-moustached and darkly saturnine, Viscount Swinton, the Dominions Office Secretary and Davids own minister, tall and
  aristocratic, Foreign Secretary Rab Butler with his pouched froggy face, and the Coalition Labour leader Ben Greene, one of the few Labour figures who had admired the Nazis in the 1930s. When
  Labour split in 1940 Herbert Morrison had led the Pro-Treaty minority that went into coalition with Halifax; he was one of those politicians for whom ambition was all-consuming. But he had resigned
  in 1943; the degree of British support for Germany had become too much for him, as it had for some other politicians such as the Conservative Sam Hoare; all had retreated into private life with
  peerages.


  Also standing in their dark coats were representatives of the Dominions; David recognized some of the High Commissioners from work, like the thickset, frowning Vorster of South Africa. Then
  behind them came ambassadors representing the other nations who had fought in the Great War: Germanys Rommel, Mussolinis son-in-law Ciano, the ambassadors of France and Japan, Joe
  Kennedy from America. Russia, though, had no representative; Britain, as Germanys ally, was still formally at war with the Soviet Union though she had no troops to spare for that giant
  meat-grinder, the GermanSoviet war, which had gone on, over a 1,200-mile front, for eleven years now.


  A little way off a group of men stood round an outside-broadcast camera, an enormous squat thing trailing thick wires, BBC emblazoned on the side. Beside it the heavy form of Richard
  Dimbleby could be seen speaking into a microphone, though he was too far off for David to hear anything.


  Sarah shivered, rubbing her gloved hands together. Golly, its cold. Poor Dad will feel it standing around waiting for the march past to start. She looked at the Cenotaph,
  the bare white memorial. God, its all so sad.


  At least we know well never go to war with Germany again, Irene said.


  Look, there she is. Betty spoke in tones of hushed reverence.


  The Queen had come out of the Home Office. Accompanied by the Queen Mother and her grandmother, old Queen Mary, equerries carrying their wreaths, she took her place in front of the Archbishop.
  Her pretty young face was ill suited to her black clothes. This was one of her few public appearances since her fathers death early in the year. David thought she looked tired and afraid.
  Her expression reminded him of the late Kings in 1940, when George VI rode down Whitehall in an open carriage beside Adolf Hitler, on the Fhrers state visit after the Berlin
  Peace Treaty. David, still convalescing from frostbite caught in Norway, had watched the ceremony on the new television his father had bought, one of the first in the street, when the BBC resumed
  broadcasting. Hitler had looked in seventh heaven, beaming, flushed and rosy-cheeked, his dream of an alliance with the Aryan British at last fulfilled. He smiled and waved at the silent crowd, but
  the King had sat expressionless, only raising a hand occasionally, his body angled away from Hitlers. Afterwards Davids father had said enough, that was it, he was off
  to live with his brother in New Zealand, and David would come too if he knew what was good for him, never mind his Civil Service job. Thank God, he added feelingly, Davids mother
  hadnt lived to see this.


  Sarah was looking at the Queen. Poor woman, she said.


  David glanced over. He said very quietly, She shouldnt have let them make her their puppet.


  What alternative did she have?


  David didnt answer.


  People in the crowd glanced at their watches, then they all fell silent, removing hats and caps as, across Westminster, Big Ben boomed out eleven times. Then, shockingly loud in the still air,
  came the sound of a big gun firing, marking the moment the guns had stopped in 1918. Everyone bowed their heads for the two minutes silence, remembering the terrible costs of Britains
  victory in the Great War, or perhaps, like David, those of her defeat in 1940. Two minutes later the field-gun on Horse Guards Parade fired again, ending the silence. A bugler sounded the notes of
  the last post, indescribably haunting and sad. The crowd listened, bareheaded in the winter cold, the only sound an occasional stifled cough. Every time he attended the ceremony David wondered that
  nobody in the crowd ever burst out crying, or, remembering the recent past, fell shrieking to the ground.


  The last note died away. Then, to the sound of the Funeral March played by the band of the Brigade of Guards, the young Queen bore a wreath of poppies that looked too big for her
  to carry, laid it down on the Cenotaph, and stood with bowed head. She walked slowly back to her place and the Queen Mother followed. So young to be a widow, Sarah said.


  Yes. David had noticed a faint smoky tang in the air and, looking up Whitehall for a moment, saw a slight haze. There would be fog tonight.


  The rest of the Royal Family laid their wreaths, followed by the military leaders, the Prime Minister and politicians, and representatives of the Empire governments. The base of the stark,
  simple monument was now carpeted in the dark green wreaths with their red poppies. Then Germanys ambassador, Erwin Rommel, one of the victors of the 1940 campaign in France, stepped forward,
  trim and military, Iron Cross pinned to his breast, his handsome face stern and sad. The wreath he bore was enormous, larger even than the Queens. In the centre, on a white background, was a
  swastika. He laid the wreath and stood, head bowed, for a long moment before turning away. Behind him Joseph Kennedy, the veteran American ambassador, waited. It was his turn next.


  Then, from behind David, came a sudden shouting. End Nazi control! Democracy now! Up the Resistance! Something sailed over the heads of the crowd and crashed at Rommels
  feet. Sarah gasped. Irene and some of the other women in the crowd screamed. The steps of the Cenotaph and the bottom of Rommels coat were instantly streaked with red and for a moment David
  thought it was blood, that someone had thrown a bomb, but then he saw a paint-pot rattle down the steps onto the pavement. Rommel did not flinch, just stood where he was. Ambassador Kennedy,
  though, had jumped back in panic. Policemen were reaching for truncheons and pistols. A group of soldiers, rifles at the ready, stepped forward. David saw the Royal Family being hurried away.


  Nazis out! someone called from the crowd. We want Churchill! Policemen were vaulting the barriers now. A couple of men in the crowd had also produced guns and looked
  fiercely around: Special Branch undercover men. David pulled Sarah to him. The crowd parted to let the police through, and he glimpsed a struggle off to his right. He saw a baton raised, heard
  someone call out, Get the bastards! encouragingly to the police.


  Sarah said, Oh God, what are they doing?


  I dont know. Irene was holding Betty, the old woman weeping, while Steve was staring at the melee with a face like thunder. The whole crowd was talking now, a susurrating
  murmur from which the occasional shout could be heard. Bloody Communists, beat their heads in! Theyre right, get the Germans out!


  A British general, a thin man with a sunburned face and grey moustache, climbed the steps of the Cenotaph, carrying a megaphone, picking his way through the wreaths, and called for order from
  the crowd.


  Did they get them? Sarah asked David. I couldnt see.


  Yes. I think there were just a few.


  Its bloody treason! Steve said. I hope they hang the buggers!


  The ceremony continued with the rest of the wreath-laying and then a short service led by Archbishop Headlam. He spoke a prayer, the microphone giving his voice an odd, tinny
  echo.


  O Lord, look down on us as we remember the brave men who have died fighting for Britain. We remember the legions who fell between 1914 and 1918, that great and tragic conflict which
  still marks us all, here and across all Europe. Lord, remember the pain of those gathered here today who have lost loved ones. Comfort them, comfort them.


  Then came the march past, the thousands of soldiers, many old now, marching proudly along in lines as the band played popular tunes from the Great War, each contingent laying a wreath. As always
  David and his family looked out for Sarahs father, but they didnt see him. The steps of the Cenotaph were still splotched with red, Rommels swastika prominent among the
  wreaths. David wondered who the demonstrators had been. One of the independent pacifist groups perhaps; the Resistance would have shot Rommel, would have shot a lot of the Nazis stationed in
  Britain, but for the fear of reprisals. Poor devils, whoever they were; they would be getting a beating in a Special Branch Interrogation Centre now, or perhaps even in the basement of Senate
  House, the German embassy. As it had been an attack on Rommel, the British police might have handed the demonstrators over. He felt powerless. He hadnt even contradicted Steve. But he had to
  keep his cover intact, never step out of line, try to play the model civil servant. All the more because of Sarahs familys past. David felt a stab of unreasonable irritation against
  his wife.


  His eyes were drawn back to the veterans. An old man of about sixty, his face stern and defiant, was marching past, his chest thrust out proudly. On one side of his coat was pinned a row of
  medals but on the other was sewn a large, bright yellow Star of David. Jews knew to stay out of the limelight now, not to attract attention, but the old man had defied common sense to go on the
  march wearing a prominent star, although he could have got away with the little Star of David lapel badge all Jews had to wear now, very British and discreet.


  Someone in the crowd shouted out Kike! The old man did not flinch but David did, anger coursing through him. He knew that under the law he too should have worn a yellow badge, and
  should not be working in government service, an employment forbidden to Jews. But Davids father, twelve thousand miles away, was the only other person who knew his mother had been that rare
  thing, an Irish Jew. And half a Jew was a Jew in Britain now; the penalty for concealing your identity was indefinite detention. In the 1941 census, when people were asked for the first time to
  state their religion, he had declared himself a Catholic. He had done the same thing whenever renewing his identity card, and the same again in the 1951 census, which this time also asked about
  Jewish parents or grandparents. But however often David pushed it all to the back of his mind, sometimes, in the night, he woke up terrified.


  The rest of the ceremony went ahead without interruption, and afterwards they met up with Jim, Sarahs father, and went back to David and Sarahs mock-Tudor semi in
  Kenton, where Sarah would cook dinner for them all. Jim had known nothing about the paint-throwing until his family told him, though he had noticed the red stain on the Cenotaph steps. He said
  almost nothing about it on the journey back, and neither did Sarah or David, though Irene and especially Steve were full of outraged indignation. When they got back to the house Steve suggested
  they watch the news, see what it said about the attack.


  David switched on the television, rearranging the chairs to face it. He didnt like the way that in most houses now the furniture was arranged around the set; over the last decade,
  ownership of what some still called the idiot-box had spread to half the population; having a television was a mark of the sharp dividing line between rich and poor. It was coming to take over
  national life. It wasnt quite time for the news; a childrens serial was on, a dramatization of some Bulldog Drummond adventure story, featuring Imperial heroes and treacherous
  natives. Sarah brought them tea and David passed round the cigarette-box. He glanced at Jim. Despite his conversion to pacifism after the Great War, his father-in-law always took part in the
  Remembrance Day parade; however much he loathed war, he honoured his old comrades. David wondered what he thought of the paint-throwing, but Jims prosthetic mask was turned towards him. It
  was a good prosthesis, close-fitting and flesh-coloured; there were even artificial eyelashes on the flat painted eye. Sarah confessed once that when she was small the crude mask he wore then, made
  from a thin sheet of metal, had frightened her and when he sat her in his lap on one occasion shed burst into tears and Irene had to take her away. Her mother had called her a nasty, selfish
  girl but Irene, four years older, had held her and said, You mustnt mind it. Its not Daddys fault.


  The news came on. They watched the young Queen paying her respects, and listened to Dimblebys sonorous, respectful reporting. But the BBC did not show the incident with Rommel; they
  simply passed from the Dominion representatives wreath-laying to Ambassador Kennedys. There was a flicker on the screen that you wouldnt notice unless you were looking for it,
  and no break in the commentary  the BBC technicians must have done a re-recording later.


  Nothing, Irene said.


  They must have decided not to report it. Sarah had come in from the kitchen to watch, flushed from cooking.


  Makes you wonder what else they dont report, Jim said quietly.


  Steve turned to him. He was wearing one of his glaringly bright sweaters, his plump stomach straining it unattractively. They dont want people to be upset, he said.
  Seeing something like that happen on Remembrance Day.


  People should know, though, Irene said fiercely. They should see what these despicable terrorists do. In front of the Queen, too, poor girl! No wonder shes so seldom
  seen in public. Its a disgrace!


  David spoke up then, before he could stop himself. Its what happens when people arent allowed to protest against their masters.


  Steve turned on him. He was still angry, looking for a scrap. You mean the Germans, I suppose.


  David shrugged non-committally, though he would have liked to knock every tooth out of Steves head. His brother-in-law continued. The Germans are our partners, and jolly lucky for
  us they are, too.


  Lucky for those who make money trading with them, David snapped.


  What the devils that supposed to mean? Is that a dig at my business in the Anglo-German Fellowship?


  David glowered at him. If the cap fits.


  Youd rather have the Resistance people in charge, I suppose? Churchill  if the old warmongers even still alive  and the bunch of Communists hes got
  himself in with. Murdering soldiers, blowing people up  like that little girl who stepped on one of their mines in Yorkshire last week. He was beginning to get red in the face.


  Please, Sarah said sharply. Dont start an argument. She exchanged a look with Irene.


  All right. Steve backed down. I dont want to spoil the day any more than those swine have spoiled it already. So much for civil servants being impartial, he
  added sarcastically.


  What was that, Steve? David asked sharply.


  Nothing. Steve raised his hands, palms up. Pax.


  Rommel, Jim said, sadly. He was a soldier in the Great War, like me. If only Remembrance Day could be less military. Then people mightnt feel the need to protest.
  Theres rumours Hitlers very ill, he added. He never broadcasts these days. And with the Democrats back in America, maybe changes will come. He smiled at his wife.
  I always said they would, if we waited long enough.


  Im sure theyd have told us if Herr Hitler was ill, Steve said dismissively. David glanced at Sarah, but said nothing.


  Afterwards, when the rest of the family had driven off in Steves new Morris Minor, David and Sarah argued. Why must you get into fights with him, in front of
  everyone? Sarah asked. She looked exhausted; she had been waiting on the family all afternoon, her hair was limp now, her voice ragged. In front of Daddy, today of all days.
  She hesitated, then continued bitterly, You were the one who told me to stay out of politics years ago, said it was safer to keep quiet.


  I know. Im sorry. But Steve cant keep his damn trap shut. Today it was just  too much.


  How do you think these rows make Irene and me feel?


  You dont like him any more than I do.


  We have to put up with him. For the family.


  Yes, and go visit him, look at that picture on the mantelpiece of him and his business pals with Speer, see his Mosley books and The Protocols of the Elders of Zion on the
  bookshelf, David said heavily. I dont know why he doesnt join the Blackshirts and have done with it. But then hed have to exercise, lose some of that
  fat.


  Unexpectedly, Sarah shouted. Havent we been through enough? Havent we? She stormed out of the lounge; David heard her go into the kitchen, and the door banged shut.
  He got up and began gathering the dirty plates and cutlery onto the trolley. He wheeled it into the little hall. As he passed the staircase he could not help looking up, to the torn wallpaper at
  the top and bottom of the stairs, where the little gates had stood. He and Sarah had talked, since Charlie died, about getting new wallpaper. But like so much else, they had never got round to it.
  He would go to her in a minute, apologize, try to close the evergrowing gap a little. Though he knew it could not really be closed, not with the secrets he had to keep.


  



  Chapter Two


  IT HAD BEGUN TWO YEARS BEFORE, with the results of the 1950 election, a few months after Charlies death. Since the Hungarian banking crash of
  1948, caused by the drain on Europes economies from the endless German war in Russia, the economic and political news had been getting steadily worse. There were strikes and demonstrations
  in northern England and Scotland, India was in a seemingly permanent fervour of revolt, increasing numbers of arrests were being made under the never-repealed security legislation of 1939. People
  who had quietly assented to the 1940 Peace Treaty were starting to become angry, saying it was time Britain stood up to Germany a bit more and that after ten years it was time for a change of
  government, time to give Churchill and Attlees United Democrat Party a chance. Despite the diet of pro-government propaganda from newspapers and the BBC, Beaverbrook was unpopular and there
  were rumours that the UDP might make big gains.


  When the results were declared, though, the party had lost most of their hundred seats in Parliament, overtaken by British Union, Mosleys Fascist party, which rose from thirty seats to a
  hundred and four, and joined Beaverbrooks coalition of Treaty Conservative and Labour. Churchill had, finally, led his followers out of the Commons after a speech denouncing a rigged
  election to return a gangster Parliament. So people whispered round the Whitehall corridors, although the newspapers and television reported that they had stormed out in a fit of pique.
  Shortly after, the United Democrats had been accused of fomenting political strikes and declared illegal. They went underground and a new name, Resistance after the French movement,
  began to appear on walls.


  The new government swiftly moved even closer to Germany. German Jewish refugees had been returned under the Berlin Treaty in 1940 but despite growing anti-Semitism, restrictions on British Jews
  had been limited. Now the government claimed the Jews were implacable enemies of Britains great ally, and elements of the German Nuremberg laws were to be brought in. David would wake
  sweating in the night at the thought of what might happen if his secret were found out. Everyone knew that Germany had been lobbying for years to have Britains Jews, the last free Jews in
  Europe along with the remaining French ones, deported to the East. Perhaps now it would happen. David knew it was more important than ever to tell nobody, especially not Sarah, about his
  mother.


  In the months that followed, though, David had begun to speak out, to Sarah and trusted friends, about other things: the continuing recession, the growing recruitment of Biff-boys
  from Mosleys Fascists as Special Branch Auxiliary Police to deal with unrest and strikes, the promise by Churchill to set Britain ablaze with sabotage and resistance. Churchill
  and his people were denied radio or television time, of course, but there was talk of clandestine gramophone records circulated secretly, where he spoke of never surrendering, of the dark
  tyranny that had descended over Europe. Something had snapped inside David after the election; perhaps even before, when Charlie died.


  He had talked most of all to his oldest friend, Geoff Drax. Geoff had been with him at Oxford, and joined the Colonial Service at the same time as David joined the Dominions Office. Geoff had
  served in East Africa for six years, returning to work as a London desk officer in 1948. He had spoken even then of his shock at seeing at first hand how Britain had turned into a drab, conformist
  German satellite state.


  The years in Africa had changed Geoff. Under the thatch of fair hair his thin, bony face had new lines, and his mouth was pursed and unhappy. He had always had a sardonic sense of humour but now
  he was bitter, firing out caustic remarks, accompanied by a little barking laugh. He had spoken of an unhappy love affair in Kenya with a married woman. He had told David he hadnt managed to
  get over it, and envied his friends settled life with Sarah and Charlie. He didnt like his desk work in the big new Colonial Office building at Church House, and when they met for
  lunch David thought how Geoff always looked uncomfortable in his black coat and pinstripe trousers, as though he should still be in baggy shorts and a pith helmet.


  Geoff lived in Pinner, near Davids Kenton home, and they would often meet for a swim and tennis on Saturday mornings. Afterwards they would sit in a corner of the tennis club bar, talking
  politics  quietly, for few in the club would have sympathized.


  One Saturday in the summer of 1950, Geoff had been telling David about events in Kenya. A hundred and fifty thousand settlers theyve got there now, he said with quiet
  intensity. Its bloody chaos. Unemployed families from Durham and Sheffield brought over with promises of free farms and unlimited native labour. They give them a three-month course in
  farming, then hand them a thousand acres of bush. They wouldnt have a clue if it werent for the blacks. But its the blacks land. Theres real trouble starting
  among the Kikuyu. Bloods going to get spilt. Some of these builders of this proposed new East African Dominion are going to wish theyd never left home. He gave one of his angry
  barks of laughter.


  David hesitated, then spoke quietly. Some of the Dominion governments are getting very concerned about what our new governments doing. The Canadians and New Zealanders are talking
  about leaving the Empire. Theyre very worried in the Office. David was being indiscreet, to a degree he would not have been even a year before. He went on to talk about protests from
  New Zealand about the latest British trade union bans. When David finished Geoff sat looking at him in silence, then whispered, Theres a friend of mine you might like to
  meet.


  David felt a stab of anxiety as he realized he had been saying too much. I think youd find views in common, Geoff continued. In fact Im sure you
  would.


  David looked back at him. Immediately he wondered if Geoff meant someone in the Resistance. With Geoffs angry restlessness, he recognized he might. I dont know, he
  said. He thought of Sarah, at home, grieving for their dead son.


  Geoff gave a tight little smile, waved an arm. Im not talking about committing to anything. Just talking to someone who  sees things the way we do. It helps to realize
  youre not alone.


  Part of David wanted to say no, change the subject to sport or the weather, end the conversation. But then an angry impatience came over him, chasing away the fear.


  Geoff introduced him to Jackson a week later. It was high summer, the sun hot in a cloudless sky. David met Geoff at Hampstead Heath Station and they walked to the top of
  Parliament Hill. Courting couples strolled along hand in hand, the women in bright, white-skirted summer dresses, the men in open-necked shirts and light jackets. There were families too; children
  were flying kites, bright colours against the blue sky.


  David had been expecting Geoffs friend to be someone their age, but the man sitting on a bench was in his fifties, with iron-grey hair. He got up at their approach; he was tall and bulky
  but moved quickly. Geoff introduced him as Mr Jackson and he shook Davids hand with a firm grip. He had big, solid features and keen light-blue eyes. He gave David a broad smile.


  Mr Fitzgerald. He spoke in a voice that Sarahs mother would have called la-di-da. Delighted to meet you. His manner had the easy public-school confidence, what
  they called effortless superiority, that always made David, the grammar-school boy, feel slightly defensive.


  Lets take a turn, Jackson said cheerfully.


  They walked towards Highgate Ponds. A group of teenage boys in Scout uniform were putting on a gymnastic display; three stood in a row, two more balanced on their shoulders, a sixth climbing
  slowly to form the pinnacle. Several people were watching. A scoutmaster gave instructions in a quiet voice. Slowly now, distribute your weight carefully, thats the key.


  Jackson stopped to watch. Goodness me, he said quietly. I remember when Scouts used to help old ladies across the road. Its all gymnastics and military exercises now.
  Of course theyre afraid of a forced merger with the League of Fascist Youth.


  People wouldnt stand for that, David said. Theyd take their sons out.


  Jackson laughed softly. Who knows what some people will stand for, these days? He turned away, striking out across the heath, Geoff and David following. Jackson, slowing down,
  spoke quietly to David. Geoff tells me youre unhappy with the way the poor old countrys going.


  Yes, I am. David hesitated, then thought, to hell with it. Theyve got away with rigging the election. More and more people are getting arrested under Section
  18a. And with Mosley as Home Secretary  the anti-Jew laws  well be as Fascist as the rest of Europe soon. He felt himself redden when he spoke of the anti-Jew laws, and
  glanced quickly at Jackson, but the older man didnt seem to have noticed. He just nodded, considered for a moment, and then said, Felt like this for long?


  I suppose I have. I know this has been building up for years. Its all caught up with me since the election.


  Jackson looked reflective. You lost a child recently, I believe. An accident.


  David hadnt expected Geoff to tell him about Charlie. He answered Yes, stiffly, giving Geoff a frown.


  Im sorry to hear it.


  Thank you.


  Jackson cleared his throat. You served in the war, Geoff said.


  Yes, in Norway.


  Jackson smiled sadly. The Norway campaign finished Chamberlain. Some say if Churchill had got the premiership at that time, wed have carried on the war after France fell. I wonder
  what would have happened then?


  They were walking briskly now; despite his size Jackson did not seem to be out of breath. David said, Norway was a mess. Id seen men die, the Germans seemed  invincible.
  After France fell I thought we had to make peace, I thought the Treaty was the only alternative to conquest.


  And Hitler promised to leave the Empire alone; many thought that generous. But Churchill said the Treaty would still lead to German dominion and he was right. He smiled at David
  then, a pleasant social smile although his eyes remained sharp. David knew that in a very English way he was being probed, tested. There was something about Jackson that made him guess this man was
  a civil servant like him, but very senior. He wondered where he was leading. Jackson smiled encouragingly. David took a breath and then dived right in, just as he had from the diving board as a
  boy.


  My wifes a pacifist, he said. I used to agree with her. She still maintains that at least we stopped the war. Though she knows Britains supporting whats
  going on in Russia. Endless bloody murder.


  Jackson stopped and looked out over Highgate Ponds. In the same quiet voice he said, The Germans can never win in Russia. Theyve been fighting for eleven years to realize their
  goal: a state of German settlement stretching from Archangel to Astrakhan, some capitalist semi-colonial Russian state beyond that in the Urals and Siberia. But theyve never managed it.
  Every summer they edge a bit further east, they breach parts of the Volga line, every winter the Russians push them back with these new Kalashnikov rifles theyre making beyond the Urals
   millions of them, light and effective. And behind the lines, the partisans hold half the countryside. In some places the Germans just control the towns and the railway lines. Do you know
  what happened after they captured Leningrad ten years ago?


  No-one knows that, do they? All we hear is that the Germans keep slowly advancing.


  Well, theyre not. As for Leningrad, the Germans didnt go in, they just surrounded the city and left the population to starve. Over three million people. Theres been
  complete radio silence from Leningrad since 1942. Nothing, not a cheep. When they took Moscow they turned the population out, put them in camps, and left them to starve. Same with the European
  Jews. Theyre all supposed to have gone to labour camps, somewhere in the East. Weve seen the newsreels, nice wooden huts with flowers in the window and lawns outside. But no English
  Jew has ever heard a word from friends or relatives who went there: not a letter, not a postcard. Nothing.


  David stared at Jackson. Does he know about me? he thought. But nobody knew his secret, apart from his father. It was just that with the new laws people were talking about the Jews more.
  He said, There were what, six million people, seven, sent to the labour camps?


  Jackson nodded gravely. Yes. Theres only ours and some of the French Jews left now. Its been a matter of national pride and independence not to let them go, despite German
  pressure. But Mosley wants them out and he counts more every month. He sighed. Where are we going, do you think, Fitzgerald?


  I think were going to hell in a handcart.


  A young couple walked by, the woman wearing white-framed sunglasses, a pink frock patterned with flowers. Between them they held the hands of a little girl, swinging her up in the air; she
  shrieked with delight. A collie dog ran round them, wagging its tail. Jackson smiled and the woman smiled back. The little family walked on, towards the water. When they were out of earshot Geoff
  said, Its getting worse in India, too. Has been ever since Gandhi died in prison in 47. It doesnt matter how many leaders they lock up along with Nehru. It just goes on:
  the rent strikes, the boycott of British goods, strikes in the industries exporting to Britain. These mutinies of Indian regiments against their officers  that really could bring the whole
  thing tumbling down. And the irony is that the Berlin Treaty limited our trade with the continent  look at the duties we have to pay on imports and exports, just so Hitler can use Europe as
  a captive market for his own industries. But thats how Beaverbrooks people wanted it. Geoff paused. Imperial free trade and tariffs on trade with everyone else. His
  lifelong dream.


  Well, now hes got it. Geoff gave one of his humourless barking laughs. And weve had a Depression thats gone on over twenty years.


  Ive heard around the office, David spoke hesitantly, that Enoch Powell wants to recruit a couple of new English divisions to send to India. But that would push our
  army above the Treaty limit.


  Jackson said, Did you know, Hitler once offered to lend us a couple of SS divisions to sort out India. How much does this man know? David thought. Who is he?


  Jackson looked at him. Youre in the Dominions Office, Geoff tells me.


  Yes. This is going too fast. Hed already said too much to Geoff.


  Principal in the Political Division, main job servicing the ministers weekly meetings with the Dominion High Commissioners. Jacksons tone had changed again, become
  brisk, businesslike.


  Yes. The weekly meetings between the minister and the High Commissioners for the Dominions  Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and, since last year, Rhodesia
   were organized and minuted by Davids superior, with David doing much of the legwork.


  Present at most of the meetings?


  David didnt answer. There was a little silence, then Jackson continued, his tone conversational again. Youve been overseas, I believe, to New Zealand?


  Yes. I was posted there from 44 to 46. My father has family in Auckland. Hes gone to live with them, in fact. He thought we were going to hell in a handcart,
  too.


  And your mother?


  She died when I was at school.


  You have Irish blood, from your name.


  My fathers from a line of Dublin solicitors. He brought my mother and me over when I was three, during the Independence War.


  Jackson smiled. You have an Irish look, if you dont mind me saying.


  A lot of people think that.


  Any loyalties to Ireland?


  David shook his head. To De Valeras republic? No. My father hated all that stern Catholic nationalism.


  Did you think of staying out in Kiwiland with your father?


  Yes. But we decided to come back. This is still our country. And there had been no anti-Jew laws then; repression was still mild.


  Jackson looked down across London, spread out under the blue sky. Britains become a dangerous place. If you step out of line, that is. But, he said quietly,
  oppositions growing.


  David looked at Geoff. His friends nose was reddening in the sun. He wondered how, with his fair skin, Geoff had coped in Africa all that time. Yes, David agreed, it
  is.


  Fast.


  David said, A lot of people are being killed on both sides. Strikers. Soldiers. Policemen. Its getting worse.


  Churchill said we had to set Britain ablaze after the last election was rigged.


  Is he still alive? David asked. I know there used be to be illicit recordings circulating of him urging us to resist, but nobodys heard of those for a while.
  Hes getting on for eighty now. His wife Clementines gone, they found her dead from pneumonia in that stately home in Lancashire last year. Life on the run, for old people like
  that? He shook his head. His son Randolphs a collaborator, been on TV supporting the government. And if Churchills dead, whos in power in the Resistance now? The
  Communists?


  Jackson gave David a long, appraising look. Churchill is alive, he said, quietly. And the Resistance goes a great deal wider than the Communist Party. He gave a slow
  nod, then looked at his watch and said, suddenly, Well, shall we walk back towards the station? My wifes expecting me home. One of her family get-togethers. And David realized
  that wherever Jackson was thinking of leading him, he wasnt going to go there just yet.


  On the walk back to the station Jackson talked genially about cricket and rugger; he had been in the school XV at Eton. When they parted he shook Davids hand, bestowed a
  rubicund smile, and walked away. In a rare gesture, Geoff squeezed Davids arm. He liked you, he said quietly.


  Whats this about, Geoff? Why did you tell him so much about me?


  I thought you might be interested in joining us.


  To do what?


  Perhaps in time  help us. Geoff smiled his quick, anxious smile. But its up to you, David. The decision would have to come from you.


  From the kitchen, David could hear Sarah doing the washing-up, banging plates angrily on the draining board. He turned away from the staircase. Right from the beginning, from
  that first meeting with Jackson on Hampstead Heath, her safety had been his biggest worry. A wife, his handlers had told him later, could be told what her husband was doing only if she were totally
  committed as well. And although Sarah detested the government, her pacifism meant she couldnt support the Resistance, not after the bombings and shooting of policemen started. And ever since
  then David had felt resentment towards her, blamed her for the intolerable burden of yet another secret.


  



  Chapter Three


  THE FOLLOWING SUNDAY Sarah went into town to meet Irene and go to the pictures. They had spoken on the telephone during the
  week, and discussed what had happened on Remembrance Sunday. There had still been nothing about it on the news; it was as though the attack on Rommel and the arrests had never happened.


  They went to the Gaumont in Leicester Square to see the new Marilyn Monroe comedy from America. Before the big feature the B film was the usual frothy German musical, and between the films they
  had to sit through one of the government-commissioned Path newsreels. The lights always came up then, to discourage Resistance supporters from booing if any Nazi leaders came on. First came
  a report of a European eugenics conference in Berlin: Marie Stopes talking with German doctors in a pillared hall. The next item was a vision of hell: a snow-covered landscape, an old woman swathed
  in ragged clothes weeping and shouting in Russian outside the smoking ruins of a hut, a German soldier in helmet and greatcoat trying to comfort her. Bob Danvers-Walkers voice turned stern:
  In Russia, the war against communism continues. Soviet terrorists continue to commit fearful atrocities not just against Germans but against their own people. Outside Kazan a cowardly group
  of so-called partisans, skulking safely in the forests, fire a Katyusha rocket into a village whose inhabitants had dared to sell German soldiers some food. The camera panned outwards, from
  the ruined hut to the smashed and broken village. Some Russians have chosen to forget what Germany rescued them from: the secret police and forced labour of Stalins regime; the
  millions dumped in Arctic concentration camps. There followed familiar grainy footage of one of the camps discovered by the Germans in 1942, skeletal figures lying in deep snow, barbed wire
  and watchtowers. Sarah looked away from the horrible scenes. The newsreaders voice deepened: Never doubt Europes eventual victory over this evil Asian doctrine. Germany beat
  Stalin and it will beat his successors. As a reminder, there followed the famous shots of Stalin after his capture when Moscow was taken in October 1941: a little man with a thick moustache,
  pockmarked, grey hair dishevelled, scowling at the ground while his arms were held by laughing German soldiers. Later he had been hanged publicly in Red Square. Next there was footage of the new,
  giant German Tiger 4 tanks with their eighteen-foot guns smashing through a birch forest on a hunt for partisans, knocking over young trees like match-sticks while helicopters clattered overhead.
  Then came the launch of a V3 rocket, the camera following the huge pointed cylinder with its tail of fire as it rose into the sky on its way to the far side of the Urals. Optimistic martial music
  played. Then the newsreel switched to an item on Beaverbrook opening a shiny new television factory in the Midlands, before the lights finally dimmed again and the main feature opened with a clash
  of music and a bright wash of Technicolor.


  When they came out of the cinema the short winter day was ending; lights were coming on in shops and restaurants, a faint yellow haze at their edges. Its starting
  to get foggy, Sarah said. The forecast said it might.


  Well be all right on the tube, Irene replied. Weve time for a coffee. She led the way across the road, pausing for a tram to jingle past. A couple of
  young men jostled them, wearing long drape jackets and drainpipe trousers, their hair in high, greased quiffs. A little way off a policeman frowned at them from the open door of a police box.


  Dont they look ridiculous? Irene said, Jive Boys, her tone disgusted.


  Theyre just youngsters trying to look different.


  Those jackets


  Zoot suits. Sarah laughed. Theyre American.


  What about that fight they had with the Young Fascists in Wandsworth last month? Irene asked indignantly. The knives and knuckledusters? People got badly hurt. I dont
  like boys getting the birch but they deserved it.


  Sarah smiled to herself. Irene was always so indignant, so outraged. Yet Sarah knew it was all words; underneath her sister had a warm heart. The news item on the eugenics conference had
  reminded Sarah of the time, a few months before, when they had left another cinema to find a group of boys tormenting a Mongol child, telling him how he would be sterilized when the new laws came
  in. It was Irene, supporter of eugenics, who had waded in, shouting at the bullies and pushing them away.


  I dont know where were going with all this terrorism, Irene said. Did you hear about that army barracks the Resistance have blown up in Liverpool? That soldier
  killed?


  I know. I suppose the Resistance would say they were fighting a war.


  Wars just kill people.


  You cant believe everything youre told about what the Resistance do. Look at how they hid what happened last Sunday.


  They headed for a British Corner House, as all the Lyons Corner Houses were now known since the expropriation from their Jewish owners. The tearoom, all mirrors and bright chrome, was crowded
  with women shoppers, but they found an empty table for two and sat down. As the nippy, neat in white apron and cap, took their order Irene looked around her. Ill have to start
  thinking about Christmas shopping soon. I cant decide what to give the boys. Steves talking about getting them a big Hornby train set, but I know he just wants to play with it
  himself. Nanny says they want a whole army of toy soldiers.


  How is Nanny?


  Still got that cough. I dont think the panel doctor shes with is any good, you know what theyre like. Ive made an appointment with our man. I worry about the
  children getting it, and you can see the poor girls in discomfort.


  Im dreading Christmas, Sarah said with sudden bleakness. I have since Charlie died.


  Irene reached over and put a hand on her sisters, her pretty face contrite. Im sorry, dear, I do go on so


  I cant expect people never to mention children in front of me.


  Irenes blue eyes were full of concern. I know its hard. For you and David


  Sarah took her cigarettes from her bag and offered one to her sister. She said, with sudden anger, After more than two years youd think it would get easier.


  No sign of another? Irene asked.


  Sarah shook her head. No. She blinked away a tear. Im sorry David got into that argument with Steve on Sunday. He gets  moody.


  It doesnt matter. We were all upset.


  He said he was sorry afterwards. Not that he really meant it, she added heavily.


  You and David, Irene said hesitantly, you find it hard to share the grief, dont you?


  We used to be so close. But Davids become  unreachable. When I think  when I think how we were when Charlie was alive. She looked her sister in the face.
  I think hes having an affair.


  Oh, my dear, Irene said softly. Are you sure?


  Sarah shook her head. No. But I think so.


  The nippy came with her silver-plated tray, set out the tea and biscuits. Irene poured and handed Sarah a cup. Why do you think that? she asked quietly.


  Theres a woman at work hes friendly with. Carol. Shes a clerk in the Dominions Office Registry. Ive met her a couple of times at functions, shes quite
  plain but very smart, went to university. Shes got a bright personality. Sarah gave a brittle laugh. Good God, they used to say that about me. She hesitated.
  David goes into work at weekends sometimes, he has for over a year. Thats where he is today. He claims theyre very busy, which I suppose they are, with relations with the
  Dominions being so tricky. But sometimes he goes out in the evening, too, he tells me he goes to the tennis club to play with his friend Geoff. They have an indoor court now. He says it relaxes
  him.


  Maybe it does.


  More than being at home with me, I suppose. Damn him, Sarah said, angry again, then shook her head. No, I dont mean that.


  Irene hesitated. What makes you think hes interested in this woman?


  Shes interested in him, I could see that when we met.


  Irene smiled. Davids a very good-looking man. But hes never  well  strayed before, has he? Not like Steve.


  Sarah blew out a cloud of smoke. You told me last time that you threatened to leave him, take the boys with you.


  Yes. I think thats stopped him, you know how he loves the boys. Me too, in his way. Sarah, youre not thinking of leaving David?


  She shook her head. No. I love him more than ever. Pathetic, isnt it?


  Of course not. But, dear, it doesnt sound like youve any real reason to suspect anything. She looked at her sister sharply. Or have you? It was strange perfume
  on his collar that gave Steve away last time.


  A few weeks ago, when the weather was getting colder, David asked me to take his winter coat to the cleaners. I emptied out the pockets, like I usually do  he leaves handkerchiefs
  in there sometimes. I found a used ticket, for one of those lunchtime concerts they give in churches round Whitehall. There was a name on the back  her name, Carol Bennett. She must have
  reserved them.


  Maybe a whole group of them went. Did you ask him about it?


  No. Sarah shook her head. Im a coward, she added quietly.


  Youve never been a coward, Irene answered emphatically. Was it a Saturday concert?


  No. It was during the week. Sarah took a deep breath. Then last Thursday evening, when David was supposed to be playing tennis, I rang the club to speak to him, just to
  check if he was there. Spying on him, I suppose. Well, he wasnt.


  Oh, darling, Irene said. What are you going to do? Confront him?


  Perhaps I should, but you see . . . Sarah picked at the uneaten biscuit on her plate. Im frightened that if Im right it could be the end of us. And if
  Im wrong, confronting him could drive us further apart than ever. So you see, I am a coward. She frowned. But theres only so much Ill take. It goes round
  and round in my head, being
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