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I dedicate this book in honour and in memory of Miriam Hodgson, who had hoped that, one day, I would write about this period.



A la claire fontaine

M’en allant promener

J’ai trouvé l’eau si belle

Que je m’y suis baigné

Il y a longtemps que je t’aime

Jamais je ne t’oublierai

Il y a longtemps que je t’aime

Jamais je ne t’oublierai



PART 1

WAR OR PEACE?
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PROLOGUE

Flight

RUSSIA 1918

There were demonstrations and riots in the town the day they left. The gates of the city were closed by a barricade. An angry crowd surged round the strange foreigners: a pale woman who clutched a baby to her breast, and a very tall, very dark-skinned man who held her close. As the crowd threatened to overwhelm them, the man tenderly extracted the baby from its mother’s arms, stripped it from its swaddling, and held its naked body above his head for all to see: a gently writhing, gleaming baby. Its cry rang out like a lost bird. The crowd gave a hushed moan. Every eye travelled from the pale mother to the dark-skinned man, so tall that it was as if he levitated above their heads, and so shining it was as if he were a living icon in his golden priest-like robe.

Suddenly silent, the crowd fell away respectfully, and the little family was allowed to leave.

ENGLAND 1937

You would have had to tip your head skywards to see the buzzard. It was so high, circling slowly over a golden, summer countryside with unblinking eye, scouring the woods and hedgerows, looking for a kill.

Its prey, those little voles, field mice, and rabbits, wouldn’t have seen the killer – not until it dropped lower, its devouring shadow sliding silently over the land. Who knows what terror drummed in their tiny bodies as they made a run for it?

The buzzard was not interested in the limousine which, from that height, may have looked like a dark, burrowing creature, winding its way along the narrow country lanes. After a while, it swung away to scour another field. The passengers inside the car never saw the predator above, nor the life-or-death panic of the little creatures. They gazed silently at the unbelievably green hills and fields of wheat and barley, burnished by the July sunlight as if touched by Midas.

It was an English countryside.

But the family in the car were not English.
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CHAPTER 1

The Princess

I will never forget the day my class was introduced to Noor. We had been told a new girl was joining us, and that she was an Indian princess. The excitement was palpable; none of the girls had only seen ever seen a real, live princess before – apart from photographs of the princesses Elizabeth and Margaret, or fairy-tale princesses in books. Most of them had never seen any kind of real Indian girl, except for a few who, like me, had been born abroad because their fathers were running the empire in various parts of the world. The words they liked to use were ‘far-flung corners’, which somehow always made me think of some vast tablecloth which someone had thrown out over half the world, as if it were their own great dinner table.

Chairs screeched back from desks as the class rose respectfully on the entry of the headmistress, Miss Heywood, accompanied by two distinctly Indian visitors. I felt my heart lurch with homesickness to see them. I had been born in India and lived there until they sent me and my older brother, Eric, home, home to England, to go to school. For Eric, it was a boys’ boarding school in Hertfordshire and for me, Barrowfield, a boarding school for girls in darkest Sussex, but I felt I was being sent away from home. India was my home, and my parents seemed so far away.

“Girls,” proclaimed Miss Heywood, “I want you to meet His Highness the Sultan of Karanji and his daughter, Noor. Noor will be joining us next term, so they have come to Barrowfield today to finalise arrangements. We thought it was a good opportunity for you to meet your new classmate.”

A polite greeting murmured round the classroom. They probably thought the girl was a disappointment. This was no glittering Indian princess, not like the ones they had read about in their colourful silken saris and sparkling adornments. She was small and bendy like a reed, as if she would blow about in a wind; she seemed shy and inscrutable, standing there with a bowed head from which hung two shining black plaits right down to her waist. She was wearing very unprincess-like clothes: a long tweed skirt, woollen stockings, sensible brown lace-up shoes, a dark blue hip-length cardigan beneath which was glimpsed a white blouse, lace-embroidered, and clipped at the throat with a silver brooch. Even our school uniform of light grey trimmed with red was far better. She stood there, leaning into her father as if she might hide behind him and, with a blank expression on her face, she seemed not at all as exotic as a princess ought to be.

But it was her father that we couldn’t take our eyes off, and who caused everyone to gasp and stare most rudely. He was wearing a long peat-coloured woollen coat, mixed with raw linen and spun with gold silk. And at that moment, standing in a pool of sunlight which poured in through the windows, he gleamed. It felt as if everything in that dreary classroom had turned to gold.

He was tall, looming, gaunt, and very dark-skinned, like the trunk of an ancient tree, bringing a kind of wild nature among us. He had a long black beard which reached down to his chest, his cheekbones stuck out like rocky crags, and his nose curved like the beak of an eagle, between narrowed, searching eyes; eyes which hovered over us as if surveying us from a great height. Although it was late September, it had become suddenly cold outside, yet his feet were bare in open leather sandals.

But there was something about his face which was not just bird-like or king-like, but god-like. It was ethereal, spiritual; as if he was only partly of this earth, and that another part of him inhabited some outer, extra-terrestrial regions. Perhaps he had come from another time altogether: his golden coat made me think of medieval bishops, Byzantine icons, or the pharaohs of ancient Egypt.

“Our girls have been inculcated with the highest standards of duty, service and kindness, so I’m sure they will give Noor every consideration, and will ensure that she settles in quickly and smoothly,” Miss Heywood said with a slightly obsequious flutter in her voice.

The Sultan spoke in reply, and we were spellbound by the depths of his rich bass voice: “My daughter and I thank you from the bottom of our hearts, don’t we Noor?”

Noor looked up at him as if she looked up at the sun. She smiled, her face suddenly shining with such love and affection that she seemed transfigured from being boring and shy to beautiful and confident. “Yes, Papa,” she replied, in a peculiarly accented voice, which rang out like a temple bell. “I’m sure I’ll be very happy.”

Then they were gone. The chairs scraped once more as we all sat down. There was an explosion of voices.

“Fancy having a real live princess in our class,” hissed my friend, Dorothy – who we all called Dodo. “Do we have to call her ‘Your Highness’?”

“That’s enough girls!” exclaimed the History teacher, restoring order. “Let’s carry on.”

“She seems all right,” Dodo whispered and I agreed, quite looking forward to next term when Noor would join us.

[image: image]

The buzzard was still circling when the limousine returned along the lanes buried among hedgerows. The relentlessly sinking sun heralded evening, creating dark reflections of cows which stood as if spellbound, their heads turned into the rays. The shadows of trees strode like giants across the landscape and, by the time they could see the lights of the city ahead, daylight had almost gone. Flights of starlings soared and swooped in miraculous, everchanging formations over the rich golden fields before settling for the night with babbling shrieks. Then silence.

“Our daughter will be in a place of safety,” the Sufi prince reassured his wife when they finally reached their lodgings in London.

The newspaper boy was shouting at the top of his lungs:

“Germany re-arms!”
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CHAPTER 2

Friends and Fairies

Seeing we never spied frail Fairyland, Though small we crouched by bluebells, moon by moon

WILFRED OWEN

I was pleased when, at the beginning of the Autumn term, it was me who was asked to befriend the Indian princess. And no, we didn’t have to address her as ‘Your Highness’; just ‘Noor’.

“I want you to show her the ropes, Gwendoline!” said Miss Heywood. “You know India, and I’m sure you and Noor will have lots to talk about. She is in your house, ‘Mary Slessor’, and in your dormitory, so please be responsible for her until she has settled in. I’m sure you’ll both get along well enough.”

I saw Noor scrutinising me, probably realising what a contrast we made: me with my tight curly blonde hair, my bluest of blue eyes, and my strawberries-and-cream complexion. If you were being kind, you would say I had the makings of an English rose, whereas she could already be described as beautiful with her earth-coloured skin, luminous dark eyes, and long, thick black waist-length plaits. Where she was shorter than I and as slender as a willow, I was taller, chunkier and plump in a jolly hockey sticks kind of way, always liable to be picked for the sports teams. Did she think we’d get along? I wondered.

“Take Noor up to the dormitory,” murmured Miss Heywood in a kindly voice. “Matron should be there to show you your bed and locker. Then when you’ve unpacked, Noor, Gwendoline can accompany you to the dining hall.” My headmistress stared at me with her sharp, cat-like grey eyes as if to say, ‘Don’t let me down’.

Yes, Miss Heywood,” I replied reassuringly and, giving Noor an encouraging smile, I led her out.

“Thank you, Gwendoline,” said Noor in her tinkly voice. “It is so very kind of you to sacrifice yourself for me in this way. I hope I will not be a burden. I promise to learn to look after myself as quickly as possible.” She looked up at me with stricken eyes, and I realised that she was desperately homesick.

“Oh, don’t call me Gwendoline!” I replied, warmly. “Everyone calls me Gwen, except Miss Heywood. But we can’t exactly shorten your name,” I teased, “unless we call you N!”

Noor burst out in a cascade of laughter, which was catching. That was a good start.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s dump your stuff in the dorm, and then I’ll take you to the canteen. I hope you’re going to be able to bear the ghastly boiled cabbage and mutton which passes for food in this institution.”

Noor was pleased that her bed was near the window, which overlooked the vegetable garden at the back of the school. Being on the first floor, she could see over a redbrick wall and beyond to another garden – a somewhat neglected flower garden. To most eyes, it looked unkempt and overgrown, but Noor gave a gasp of delight.

“Oh, look at the flowers. Aren’t they beautiful; so wild!” she exclaimed. “I love the way they grow among the weeds. And those long spiky grasses! They are like pointed spears, there to protect the fairies.”

Fairies? Was she joking?

But Noor was staring at the garden, entranced, her face glowing with a kind of mysterious excitement. “Fairies find a garden like this so much more thrilling than those well-tended ones. Oh, I wish I could see you all from here,” she breathed softly. “That is a stream over there, just behind that beech hedge, isn’t it, Gwen?” Noor pointed.

“Yes,” I said haltingly. “I believe it is.”

“That’s where they’ll be, then. Fairies love making boats out of bits of bark or nut shells.”

“You mean . . . you see them?” I asked, not knowing whether to laugh; but I didn’t, as she seemed so intensely serious.

“Of course!” she exclaimed. “Don’t you?”

“Er . . . no, actually.” I stifled a giggle, not wishing to be unkind.

“Oh,” she said with such disappointment, I felt I’d let her down. It didn’t seem to dawn on her that not everyone believed in fairies, and that I might be surprised at an almost grown-up girl of nearly sixteen doing so. She suddenly seemed so fragile, and child-like, I couldn’t bring myself to jeer.

“Come on,” I said, gently pulling her away. “We’ve got to get you unpacked before the lunch bell.”

After lunch, Noor vanished. One minute she was at my side – I had stopped to talk to Dodo – and the next minute she’d gone.

“She’s probably gone to the lav,” and Dodo.

We went to look. She hadn’t, so we went back up to the dorm in case she’d wanted something. It was empty. Then I glanced out of the window, over the brick wall into the neglected garden – and there she was, crouched on the overgrown path, staring intently into a cluster of flowers.

“What’s she doing?” cried Dodo.

“Looking for fairies,” I replied seriously.

Dodo guffawed. “Really, Gwenny Penny! Not like you to be sarcastic!”

“No, truly. Let’s go down and find her – but listen, Dodo,” I said, holding her arm earnestly. “Don’t tease her. I know it’s nuts – but she really does seem to believe in fairies. You must be respectful.”

“Do they have fairies in India?” asked Dodo, prancing about and flapping her arms.

“Of course!” I exclaimed. “Along with spirits, demons, gods and goddesses. But don’t tell the others. And for heaven’s sake, don’t tell Pamela. She’ll tear her apart. Just be kind and go along with it. After all – it’s her first day.”

Noor was exactly as we had seen her from the dormitory window when we reached her, staring into the mass of weeds and flowers. We came up quietly and crouched beside her.

“Can you see anything, Noor?”

“Ssssh! There.” She pointed into the depths of a yellow evening primrose. “Don’t wake her.”

Dodo gave me a silent look of utter astonishment.

“They’ll have to find shelter in the hollows of trees when winter comes,” Noor remarked seriously. She straightened up and stared at us with shining eyes. “I’m so glad there are fairies in the school garden.”

[image: image]

As we got to know her, I decided that Noor was like a fairy herself – sometimes not quite visible; not quite present. I could easily believe that she was floating airily along or, being so still, had slipped into another layer of Time. But for a mortal, she was incredibly forgetful. It was maddening when she couldn’t remember where she’d left her hat just at the point of going out, or her school bag, or her purse. Arrangements would be made and not kept. A Latin test would be forgotten, and she would fly into a panic of revising. Ordinary everyday things barely interested her. But we could never be cross with her for long – her laughter and self-deprecation cast its own spell, and we forgave her. We always forgave her.
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CHAPTER 3

Outsiders

Fairies or no, we saw how hard it was for Noor to settle in. She had never been separated from her family before and, like mine, they were now thousands of miles away across the ocean in India.

Just as Miss Heywood predicted, we felt an instant bond. We could talk to each other about our beloved India, even though, as I teased her, I had lived there for longer than she had. Noor had been born in India, but had only lived a very short time there before they moved to Europe. “It’s more my country than yours,” I teased.

“Ah!” She wagged her finger at me. “But we’re going to kick you out of India one of these days. We shall leave the British Empire!”

“Hmmm,” I pondered, impossible as it seemed. “And how are you going to do that?”

“My father believes in Reason and the Goodness of people,” answered Noor with gravity. “That’s how you British will be defeated. We don’t need bombs and bullets, just Goodness. My family doesn’t believe in violence – and we’ll still be friends.”

Her father was not just a Sufi prince, but a philosopher too – like Noor’s grandfather. They were Muslim, but also followers of Sufism. Her grandfather had been so famous that the Czar of Russia had summoned him to live in the Kremlin, and teach him about philosophy and Sufism. “My father brought us up in the same way,” Noor explained. “He says we have to be beyond worldly things; to go deep into the Self to find purity, love, generosity and sacrifice. That’s what Grandfather taught them in Russia. He was deeply upset when the whole of the Russian royal family was shot after the revolution.”

“Shot?”

A group of us from our dorm were all sitting in a circle in the common room like courtiers, with Noor holding court.

“Yes,” said Noor and, as if she had known the Russian princesses personally, solemnly chanted their names: Grand Duchesses Olga, Anastasia, Maria, and Tatiana and their little brother, the crown prince Alexei. “My grandparents had to flee for their lives with my father, who was only eight, and my uncle, who was a baby. They barely made it through a murderous mob. My grandfather told us he was sure that the rest of Europe would save the Czar and his family. But no one did – not even his cousin, the King of England. So, all five princesses and their young brother were shot with their parents, Czar Nicholas and Czarina Alexandra.”

There was silence.

“My grandparents also had to flee from Russia to Poland with their family at that time, because of the pogroms,” said a hesitant, rather peculiar voice. “My mother was just a baby.”

Everyone turned and looked at Vera Bell, sitting on the carpet nearby, with her knees drawn under her chin. Vera had come to the school a year earlier. She was different from us; an outsider, who made no attempt to fit in, and had no real friends. She usually hovered on the edge of things and, at times, we could forget she was there. I’m afraid none of us had made any effort to get to know her.

“What’s a pogrom?” whispered Dodo.

“Not sure,” I hissed back. “Something bad.”

“After the Revolution, there were bands of thugs who went on the rampage,” said Vera. “My grandparents were attacked, so they fled to Poland. That’s where I was born. My father is Polish; my mother, Russian.” Vera faltered, as if she had said too much. “Then later, we . . . I mean, I came to Paris.”

Noor gasped. “Do you know Paris, Vera?”

Vera nodded, replying in French with a broad smile. “I’ve lived there since I was six years old.”

For a while, Noor and Vera chattered on in French.

“How amazing,” exclaimed Noor. “We might have passed each other in the street and not known it. I went to school in Paris, and I sometimes feel more French than Indian. I even dream in French.”

I think I heard Vera laugh for the first time since coming to school. Briefly, the frowns which usually creased her brow vanished, as her expression changed from sad to happy in an instant.

“Excuse me!” joked Dodo, wagging a finger theatrically. “This is England, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“And, we are English, and speak English here,” I added with a flourish.

“Don’t know about that, Gwen,” said Pamela Dale with a mocking sneer. “You were born in India. What does that make you?”

“One of us!” said Noor sweetly.

There are some people who look for every opportunity to put others down. Pamela was one of those. Even though she herself was hardly nobility, she looked down on colonialists, and anyone remotely ‘foreign’. To her, we were jumped-up, ladder-climbing opportunists, trying to wriggle out of the cesspit of the English working classes.

“What did you say your father did?” she once asked me when I was still new and raw with homesickness.

“He’s a District Officer in charge of the Nagina region,” I had replied innocently.

“Is that a sort of clerk?” she exclaimed with a peal of derisory laughter.

If anyone had ever brought me close to a violent act, it was Pamela and, at that moment, I had felt my face burn, my heart beat, and my fists clench.

“Don’t rise to it, Gwenny Penny,” Dodo had murmured, gripping my elbow and pulling me away.

Dearest Dodo had become my closest and most valued friend, and had helped me to settle in when I had arrived at school three years earlier. She was a hardened veteran, having been in boarding school since she was three years old. I don’t know how I would have survived those first gut-wrenching weeks without her.

“And your name: Vera Bell?” she continued, unabashed. “Not exactly Russian or Polish, is it? It’s not French, and you certainly don’t sound English. What kind of accent is it?”

Vera looked oddly terrified, and I flew to her defence. “Who the hell do you think you are, Pamela, interrogating people; prying into their private lives? Leave her alone.”

Pamela shrugged disdainfully and, seeing our hostile faces, walked off saying, “It was only friendly curiosity.”

With her usual cruel precision, Pamela was right: it was odd that her name wasn’t Polish, Russian or French. So why did she have an English-sounding name, Vera Bell? It wasn’t clear who she was. And it’s true, she did speak with an indeterminate accent, but this only added to the mystery. She found it difficult to meet your eye, as if afraid of giving away secrets, and she always spoke with her head lowered. I thought that it was because her eyes were so often filled with tears.

More disturbing was that if she occasionally flicked her hair back, I glimpsed lines scoured across her brow, as if she had aged before her time. It was hard to make her out: she was aloof, impenetrable, and no one really wanted to be her friend. Perhaps there was some tragedy in her life about which we knew nothing. But her reserve made us feel helpless.

I sometimes woke in the night to find her standing at the dorm window, weeping quietly, but did nothing. I’m afraid, in a boarding school like ours, you had to stick up for yourself. We could be callous as a group. The group hated weakness. Vera needed to make alliances, or else face exclusion, but she didn’t have the knack – whatever that was – and we were not as sympathetic as we should have been. We had our own problems: difficult home lives, separation anxieties, insecurity, petty bullying, and downright homesickness. When Vera first came, the girl Miss Heywood chose to show her the ropes dropped her as soon as she possibly could, and, to that day, Vera had never acquired what you would call a ‘best friend’ – until Noor arrived. It was Noor who drew her out and could make her smile. It was Noor who drew her out, and made us like her.

Now, somehow quickly, we became a group: Noor, Vera, Dodo, and me. Maybe because all our parents were abroad: mine and Noor’s in India, Vera’s in Paris – though she never talked about them – and Dodo’s parents everywhere.

Poor Dodo. Her parents didn’t seem interested in her; they lived the high life cruising round the Mediterranean, skiing in the Alps, or taking the Orient Express to Istanbul. She sometimes went for a whole year, as I did, without seeing her parents at all. But whereas I had a letter nearly every fortnight from India, full of news and love and ‘missing you’, she might get an occasional postcard from somewhere exotic like Vienna, Paris, or Budapest.

But Dodo masked her sadness by being the clown of the class. She could be very funny, sometimes cruel: mimicking the teachers, pulling faces and telling wicked jokes. It was only because I slept in the next bed to her and heard her moaning in her sleep that I knew she, too, contained a well of misery.

When Dodo did get a proper letter, she would read it out in the dorm after lights out by torchlight to amuse us all. Because it had usually come from some exotic part of the world, she would mimic her mother and father, or foreign voices, which had us all rolling with laughter.

“Listen to this from Mummy in Monte Carlo!” She stood up on her bed.

“Daddy and I went to supper with the Virgets. Madame Virget reminds me of a rat. She’s very thin and has a long face ending in a pointed chin, with the hint of a few whiskers above her upper lip, like a moustache. I wager she spends hours in front of the mirror trying to pull them out with tweezers. Get it wrong and it leaves you with very sore red patches, which gives it away. Worst of all, she calls me Valerrrrie–” Dodo exaggerated the French accent. “You can tell I don’t like her, and I don’t like the way she flirts with your father, even though she’s old enough to be his mother. But he seems impervious to my observations. By the way, that nice young man Lucien came too. He asked after you.”

“Who’s Lucien, Dodo?” asked a girl meaningfully.

“Oh Lucien!” Dodo jumped out of bed with her torch flashing and, like Juliet looking for her Romeo, cried, “Lucien, Lucien, où es-tu, mon charmeur? Je t’aime, je t’aime. Eeeet’s me. Moi. Dodo. You re-mem-berrrr, zat Eeenglish girl whose virrrrrginity you wanted to take . . . naughty boy . . .”

We all giggled so loudly that the matron came storming in with threats of detentions, and we all made a dash for our beds, sliding under our sheets to muffle our laughter.

About a month later, unusually soon, there was a further letter from Dodo’s mother. That night, in the darkness, with Dodo’s torch flickering back and forth, I got an inkling of not just other places in the world, but something else; something disturbing, and exciting. Certainly, her mother seemed enthused.

“Darling!” droned Dodo. “We’re in Adolf Hitler’s Munich! Such a beautiful city; you can see the mountains from here. Germany is so lucky to have a tough, straight-talking man like Hitler. I hope you’re not so cut off in your expensive school that you are completely unaware of him. He’s the Chancellor of Germany – and what a man. Everyone adores him. He gets things done; and he’s so inspiring. We could do with a man like that in charge, in England. Chamberlain is so boring. Your father and I were invited to a country house up in the mountains for a hunting weekend, and guess who was there? Herr Hitler himself! We felt so honoured. Mind you, he didn’t go hunting. He’s a vegetarian and loves animals; such a kind man. You’ve got to come in the holidays.”

Vera’s querulous, accented voice drifted across the darkened room. “Does she say anything about how they’re treating people?”

I sensed Dodo frowning. She wagged her torch like a shaking head. “What do you mean?”

Vera’s voice sounded hesitant. “My uncle had a business in Berlin. It got smashed up by the Brownshirts.”

“Who on earth are the Brownshirts?” hooted Dodo. “Boy scouts?”

I joined in the laughter; then wished I hadn’t.

“They murdered my uncle a few years ago,” Vera said quietly.

We all fell quiet, then drifted into sleep. But I knew we hadn’t heard the whole truth.

I noticed that, for the rest of the term, Vera didn’t always join us – especially if Dodo was there. Dodo noticed too.

“What on earth have I done?” she complained. “She can’t blame me for her uncle being murdered by the Brownshirts, whoever they are.”
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CHAPTER 4

Where to Go?

For boarders like us, school holidays were always a problem. Some had parents around Europe, so they were able to get on trains and go – even as far as Moscow, Istanbul, Rome or Paris. India was too far for me. It took at least three weeks on a ship out there, and another three back. My mother had only once managed to come over to see me and my older brother, Eric, and that was to bring my younger brother Archie to school. But at least we had our beloved Aunt Madge and Uncle Harold – not forgetting their sheepdog, Disraeli, who we all called Dizzy. Archie and I spent all our holidays with them on their farm, St Petroc’s in Wales.

Poor Archie. He was still raw during that first year of being away from our parents and India. I’d hear him sobbing in his sleep, so I’d creep into bed with him and hold him tight, which made me feel better too. Eric sometimes came for a week or so to help on the farm, but otherwise, he was away with the air cadets. He was mad about flying.

Noor usually spent her holidays in London with an elderly English couple, the Baileys, who were devotees of her father. They had an apartment in Holland Park where they ran the Society for Sufi Philosophy.

Dodo was usually shunted offto friends or relatives she barely knew.

Vera went back to Paris. I often wondered why she had been sent to school in England in the first place, and what had produced the lines and sadness etched in her face. Was it her uncle’s death? She had started to mention her mother, then stopped. I was curious, but hesitated to ask.
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That summer of 1937 was the first time I properly wondered about Adolf Hitler and the Nazis. Even though the wireless was always on, I’d never really listened before, not like Aunt Madge, who was an avid listener, always arguing with it: frowning, puzzling, and debating. “The Germans are re-arming? Not again. The last war was supposed to be the war to end all wars!”

Then I heard the word ‘Brownshirts’ again.

“Who are they?” I asked.

Aunty Madge burst out angrily: “Thugs and bullies, that’s who! Supporting Hitler in the early days, rampaging about, singing patriotic songs and beating up anyone who didn’t agree with their politics – and especially terrifying Jews. They used to strut in bunches down the pavements, forcing other pedestrians to give way. If someone took a stand, they got beaten up, and the police did nothing.”

“There were probably lots of ordinary, decent Germans who would have protested, and did,” Uncle Harold pointed out, “but most seem to be utterly intimidated by these monsters – or worse, agreed with them.”

“You should hear what your Uncle Reggie has to say,” huffed Aunt Madge. Uncle Reggie was a diplomat in the British consulate in Munich.

“They’re now called ‘storm troopers’, these Brownshirts – as if it makes it legal to be thuggish,” said Uncle Harold, “and they’ve certainly got it in for the Jews, harassing and persecuting them. Hitler passed a law, can you believe, turning Jews into second-class citizens and closing their businesses! They can barely call themselves German at all.”

“And no one lifts a finger,” snorted Aunt Madge.

“Dodo’s mother thinks Hitler’s a jolly good sort,” I said defensively. “She thinks we need a Hitler here in England. She’s met him, too!’

Aunt Madge’s face went puce. “We’d never stand for his sort in England!”

“Don’t forget, we had that wretched Oswald Mosley and his Blackshirts,” said Uncle Harold wryly, looking up from his newspaper. “He’s no better than Hitler; caused enough trouble in London, goose-stepping around the East End, bringing war to the streets. He wanted us to go the same way as Germany. Thank God, most people have had the good sense to ignore him. So far.”

“Playing silly boys’ games! That’s all it would be if they weren’t doing so much damage,” exploded Aunty Madge.

“Yes, they’re dangerous,” Uncle agreed. “Mosley’s lot have been stirring up hate – especially against Jews. We’d better watch out or we’ll get our own Nazis.”

“Why do they hate Jews, these Blackshirts and Brownshirts?” I asked.

“Because –”

“Not now, Harold,” Aunty Madge sighed, as if reluctant for me to hear any more. “Go on Gwendoline – shoo! I need to get on.”

Poor Aunt Madge was only trying to protect me from knowing too much about what the world was like, and I barely had an inkling of how much worse it was likely to get.

“Hey Gwenny, ducky! Before you go,” Uncle Harold stabbed at a page of his newspaper, “what’s another word for exasperation? You’re good at crosswords. Five letters. Cross doesn’t work, and peeved is too long. Any idea?”

“Pique?” I suggested, and laughed when Uncle heaved a sigh of annoyance with himself as he put it in.
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It was that summer Archie and I saw our first aeroplane. We were lying side by side on top of a newly constructed haystack, smelling the freshly mown hay, chewing the seeds from the husks, and watching the skylarks soaring upwards, when we heard a droning, like a distant bumble bee. Archie sat up quick as a jack-in-the-box, then got to his knees.

“It’s an Avro,” he shouted.

“How do you know?” I asked, jumping up excitedly.

“Saw it at the pictures. I remember the sound. Look! See? I was right!”

And there it was: a wobbly little yellow thing with four wings, looking like a wasp, getting bigger and bigger as it headed towards us in a dead straight line.

“It’s going to hit us!” I shrieked, dropping flat into the hay.

“No it ain’t,” shouted Archie above the buzz, which had turned to a roar. He waved his hands madly above his head. “Hello! Hello!”

The plane dipped his wings, and the tiny speck of a pilot waved back.

“Did you see that?” cried Archie with awe. “He waved at us. When I grow up, I’m going to be a pilot.”

“Me too,” I vowed, with sudden passion.

“Don’t be daft,” said Archie scornfully. “Girls can’t be pilots.”

“They can too,” I retorted defiantly, kneeling up covered in straw. “Just you see. Bet I’ll be a pilot before you.”

But it was our older brother Eric who got there first, and achieved that goal. It was early September, a few days before Archie and I each went back to our respective schools, when Eric turned up at the farm. He was wearing a spanking new uniform: neither blue nor grey, with braided epaulettes, and a badge with golden wings, and a smart peaked cap. He suddenly looked like a man, not a boy. We were silent with admiration. Yet I felt a sudden, plunging sense of loss: our brother, with whom we had shared memories of early childhood in India: rough-and-tumbling, or singing in the church choir, or accompanying our father on horseback round the villages, or squatting with the cook while he rolled chapattis, or watching our mother singing Gilbert and Sullivan with the church amateur dramatics – our brother Eric had suddenly grown up.

What had felt like the present rolled away into a distant past; lost to us forever. Eric stood before us, an airman, in the uniform of His Majesty’s Service – the Royal Air Force – and there was talk of war.
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The summer ended, and it was back to school, swotting for our exams, and enjoying what we could of school life. For Dodo, it was looking forward to the annual Shakespeare play. This year it was to be ‘As You Like It’.

“I’m going to audition for Rosalind – they must see I’m the perfect Rosalind, and they owe it to me,” raged Dodo, as if in anticipation of being turned down. “I should have been Juliet last year and they gave it to Maud just because she’s an ‘Honourable’ and her parents were going to attend. It was embarrassing; she forgot her lines and, anyway, didn’t look remotely like a Juliet.”

Poor Dodo, how she craved to be an actress. She was passionate about the theatre, and ruthless with it, whether it was doing everything she could to get a part in the school play year after year, or skipping school to go to the theatre in London. She had a secret stash of clothes – suspenders, stockings, hat, gloves, the lot – and, with a dash of lipstick and powder, would cycle out of school unnoticed to the train station. When ‘Me and My Girl’ was on with Lupino Lane, she cried, “I’d rather be expelled than miss that!” How she got back without anyone finding out was a miracle.

The auditions for ‘As You Like It,’ arrived. Though Dodo had worked so hard to learn the speeches, she didn’t get the part of Rosalind. “Why?” she wailed despairingly. “Is it my face? Is my nose too big? My eyes too close together?”

I studied her affectionately, with her pale white face, shining brown straight hair, and nut-brown eyes. “Dodo – you’re YOU!” I cried.

And she was. The layout of her features did not conform to the ideal of perfect feminine beauty, it was true: her nose was a little too narrow, and a little bit long, and her brow quite high, her cheeks angular. But her intelligence, wit, the sparkle in her eye, and the mobility of her face when she was mimicking someone or pulling faces, were a million times more interesting than some dizzy chocolatebox pin-up girl. She was heartbroken when she wasn’t chosen for Rosalind; then less so when she found they’d given her the part of Celia.

“I know it’s my nose,” she declared. “I shall get myself a new nose as soon as I’m able.”

“You’re an idiot,” I retorted.
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CHAPTER 5

The Post

Noor settled in to our English boarding school without any fuss.

She must have been homesick, though never referred to it, and never came seeking distraction or comfort. The only clue was when I once found her sitting totally still: not looking out of the window, not reading, just totally absorbed in her own thoughts. I had burst in on her unexpectedly while she was in this state of meditation, and it was as if I’d thrown a bucket of cold water over her. After that, I learned to make a slight noise before I entered the room.

And how Noor loved writing her letters! Every day she had a letter on the go; usually a long one, and mostly to her father who, she said, read them out to the rest of the family. How envious we were of the frequency of the letters she received, often three in a week. Her father’s letters were easily identifiable: fat chunky envelopes with coiled handwriting in black spidery ink.

One day, the postman delivered an extraordinarily large, strangely shaped object almost as big as himself, but addressed to Noor in that same spidery hand. It was wrapped in brown paper with stickers all over it in red letters: FRAGILE. It was more than wrapped; it was positively entombed in padding to withstand the roughest of handling.

“What is it? What is it?” A bevy of girls and even staff gathered round.

“It’s a body!” declared Dodo, dramatically. “Murder most foul!” And everyone laughed.

“It’s come at last!” exclaimed Noor, joyfully. “I told Papa how much I missed playing it – and look what he’s done!”

It took her five minutes to unwrap all that padding – but how we gasped at what emerged.

Noor held in her arms the most beautiful object most of us had ever seen. It was made out of highly polished, honey-coloured wood, beautifully carved, and inlaid with mother-of-pearl. It ballooned out like a gourd at the bottom, and went up a long neck with five metal strings. A silver-fretted finger board stretched to a dragon’s head at the top. Beneath was another small gourd hanging from the neck.

“What is it?” voices called out in hushed whispers as though in the presence of something magical.

“A veena.”

The musical instrument immediately transported me back to India, remembering an evening when we had a gathering in our bungalow for my mother’s birthday. An Indian musician came to play the veena for us with his tabla player – a boy barely ten years old. They seated themselves on the carpet and began to play. It was monsoon, and the rain was hurtling down like thousands of drumming fingers.

I knew Noor played the piano; she and Vera loved playing duets together. But this beautiful exotic instrument was quite another thing.

“Play it, Noor!” I begged.

Noor pressed the veena to her face, and stroked the shivering strings; then, as if possessed, carried it away like a beloved child, saying, “I must tune it first.”

In India, the Hindu goddess Sarasvati plays the veena, sitting on a lotus flower, floating on the waters of Creation. It is said that those who play the veena commune with the gods. Somehow, it seemed the perfect instrument for Noor.

That night in our dorm after lights out, Noor sat on the floor in a pool of moonlight, holding the veena across her body. She began to play, her face lifted upwards as if her soul soared with the magical sounds coming from beneath her fingers. Her belief in fairies now made sense; she was a fairy herself, or a goddess on her lotus flower, looking as if she might float away into the blackness of that night. It was more than just a moment of beauty. Some people use the word bliss; it was bliss.

A slight quivering next to me made me turn in the darkness. It was Vera, quietly weeping.

Vera had become more relaxed with us, especially now that she and Noor could speak in French to each other, and they often went off to the practice rooms to play piano duets. She even laughed at Dodo’s jokes, and we really did feel like a band of friends – though, unexpectedly, Vera could suddenly withdraw back into herself.

Noor would shrug helplessly, muttering, “I don’t know what’s wrong with her.”

But it was the year which would end in mock exams before our Leaving Certificates – so we all studied assiduously, and there was little time to be introspective.

The grand ending of the year was the school play itself.

Even, though Dodo played Celia rather than Rosalind, it was obvious what a talented actor she was. I clapped like hell and joined in the cheers when she took her bow, feeling sad and furious that neither of her parents had thought to put space in their diaries to come and see her.
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The following summer of 1938, Vera invited Noor to spend the holidays with her family in Paris. Noor was stunned and came to consult me.

“It’s one thing to be a school friend of Vera’s, but another to go and spend the whole of the summer holidays with her and her family. She’s so moody. What if we fall out?”

“You won’t! You couldn’t fall out with a scorpion – dear Noor,” I reassured her. “And, after all, Paris was your home. You’ve got friends there, haven’t you? Anyway, it’s only for five weeks.”

“Six,” she corrected.

“Paris. Gay Paree! You lucky thing!” I exaggerated my envy. “Think of me haymaking while you’re making hay.”

“I’ll have to get permission from my guardians,” murmured Noor. I could tell her mind was already coming round to the idea. “Vera’s parents will have to write to them and invite me.”

“Will they mind?” I asked.

“I don’t think so. They won’t have to keep finding things for me to do.”

“You’ll be able to play duets for hours, won’t you,” I cried, “though I suppose you’ll miss your veena. You can’t possibly carry it around with you?”

“Ah!” Noor clapped her hands. “We had friends in Paris who played the veena – the Bonnards – Pascal and Marianne. I can go and track them down! Oh, what a thought – I’ll see them again.” At a stroke, Noor turned from anxious and tentative to madly enthusiastic.

“Noor,” I asked mischievously, “do the French have fairies too?”

“Oh yes!” she breathed. “My very first fairies were French: les fées.”

“That’s settled then,” I declared. “Accept. Whatever happens, you’ll have your friends and your fées.”

“You think I’m childish,” muttered Noor, looking suddenly deeply sad – as if to lose her world of fairies would be to lose her own reality. “Have you really never seen one, Gwen?”

“No, I haven’t, though I used to believe passionately in fairies when I was little. I’m afraid I’m not like Peter Pan,” I added thoughtlessly. “I grew up.”

I saw Noor’s face nearly crumple with humiliation at my cruel retort.

“Darling Noor!” I cried remorsefully. “How I wish I could see fairies. But it doesn’t matter. Never grow up – otherwise you won’t be you. You see them – lucky you.”
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Strangely, as soon as it was cleared for Noor to spend the summer holidays with Vera in Paris, Vera became withdrawn again. She seemed to disappear behind her fringe, and kept to herself. Odd, since she had been so thrilled that Noor was going to spend the holidays with her.

Noor whispered anxiously to me, “I wish you were coming to Paris as well. She’s become all moody again.”

“I almost wish I was too!” I sighed. “It’ll be fine, Noor. You’ll have a wonderful time.”

We had been talking earnestly as we wandered through the school gardens. We saw Dodo and Vera sprawled on the grass a little way ahead.

“I just wish we could all stay together,” murmured Noor quietly. “I do like Vera; but . . . am I just being her friend out of duty? My father always said, we should attend to the weakest and help them.” She laughed wryly. “So I know he would approve. But can you imagine how humiliated Vera would feel if she thought that was true?”

“Darling Noor!” I took her arm. “I know you. Your principles aren’t something separate from who you are. They are in your nature. Look how you stand up for Vera when Pamela gets going! You’re like a tiger. You always leap to her defence if anyone makes an ugly remark. I know you hate violence – but you’re still a warrior; a kind of peaceful warrior.”

“But Gwen – six weeks!” groaned Noor. “And what if her parents are awful?”

Before we could continue our conversation, Dodo spotted us and waved madly. “Trust you two to turn up just when I’ve opened up some chocolate,” she quipped. “Come and have some – if you must!” She glanced over at Vera and raised her eyebrows with a minuscule shrug as if to say, ‘I don’t know what’s up with her.’

Vera wasn’t smiling, but was staring at the grass as if she were counting every blade. We flopped down next to them, and Dodo, a little too brightly, handed round some chocolate squares with great flourishes. We sat in awkward silence as we allowed the sweetness to fill our mouths.

Suddenly Vera got to her knees, as if she had been preparing for this moment for a long time. “I’ve got something to tell you,” she said. “I can’t go on pretending.”

We looked at each other, bewildered.

“What do you mean?” asked Dodo.

“You all need to know . . . especially you, Noor,” said Vera. “You can’t spend the next six weeks with me in Paris, and not know that – well – I’m Jewish.”

Vera looked at us as if expecting some explosive effect. But we were baffled, and didn’t know what to say or how to react.

“You can change your mind if you want to,” said Vera.

“Good grief!” exclaimed Dodo. “I thought you were going to tell us you were pregnant or something!”

I kicked her. “Shut up, Dodo!”

Noor put a reassuring arm round Vera. “Don’t be silly. Why would it matter to me what religion you are? I’m a Muslim. Does that matter to you?”

“Being Jewish matters to an awful lot of people,” murmured Vera. “You know I’m different. “

“Only a little,” teased Dodo. “You’ve got rather pointy ears.”

We sniggered light-heartedly, but Vera didn’t laugh.

“I’ve been living a lie,” whispered Vera, as if ashamed. “I’ve lied to you all at school, and if the girls ever get to know, they’ll hate me even more than they do now. Even in England, Jews are not popular, and here at school, they suspect there’s something odd about me – especially Pamela. I’m sure she’s guessed.”

“And if she has, it can’t possibly matter!” Dodo cried. “What’s wrong with being Jewish? Jesus was Jewish. Don’t take any notice of Pamela, she’s nasty to everyone.”

“What about your parents?” Noor asked. “What do they say?”

“That’s a lie too.” Vera’s voice was almost a whisper. “They’re not my parents. They are my aunt and uncle, Monsieur and Madame Moskowski. Aunty Minnie is my mother’s younger sister, and Uncle Victor is her husband. They told me I should explain all this to you to avoid misunderstandings.”

There was total silence. I knew there had to be something more serious than being Jewish. “Where are your parents, Vera?”

Vera twisted her fingers then, in the smallest voice said, “I don’t know,” and refused to look any of us in the eye. “I was born in Poland, like I told you, into a small village near Kielce.”

Poland. For Vera, the word had faded, but never gone away. The land of her birth lurked in her bloodstream. Generations of memories became her memory. The poverty-stricken shtetl she had lived in where everyone eked out a living as best they could. The make-do ethos. The ‘waste not want not’ of everyday life: of making things, growing crops, stitching and patching. The hand-me-down clothes, the buying and selling; the not enough to eat, too many mouths to feed; the poverty that could make you count every penny. The land where trust was fragile, and suspicion hung like a cloud with the hate that surrounded the Jews.

“Where we lived, everyone was poor,” whispered Vera. “Though there was always some anti-Jewish feeling, it was a mixed village, and we all got along. Every now and then thugs would attack Jewish houses, but they were usually drunk.

“My uncle had left years earlier and set up a successful business in Berlin. He used to send us money. All was going well till Hitler came in, and Uncle began to suffer attacks on his business.

“His letters became increasingly worried. He said attacks against Jews in Germany were becoming more and more common. ‘I warn you,’ he wrote to us, underlining his words, ‘Hitler has ambitions to change the world and purge it of “undesirables” and those who contaminate the Aryan blood. He has his eyes on Poland. Believe me, you should think of leaving.’

“Aunt Minnie had always wanted to leave. She was young and adventurous. Her dream was to go to Paris; to see the world. But my parents couldn’t just leave and, anyway, they still felt safe enough in Poland. ‘Our family’s known worse,’ they said. But Aunt Minnie said she wasn’t going to spend her days rotting in poverty and, one night, she ran away. We would get an odd message from time to time; she had been working her way through Germany, to Luxembourg and Belgium. Then suddenly – she was in Paris! Her dream city. Within a few months, she wrote to say she was married! She had met a businessman and gallery owner, Victor Moskowski. Her dream had come true. She was set to live happily ever after.”

No one said a word. Vera continued.

“Back here in our village, more attacks began to happen. No sooner had my father replaced the broken glass in his windows, then another brick would come through. The attacks became more frequent and more vicious. They wanted to drive Jewish families out of Poland as they were doing in Germany. We often had terrified people coming to our house for refuge. Finally, there was another anti-Jewish pogrom in our own village. Two families were beaten up and had their houses burned to the ground.”

Pogrom. Dodo and Gwen looked at each other. Now they knew what it meant.

“Then we heard that uncle himself had been murdered defending his business,” Vera went on quietly. “My father shouted and slammed his fist on the table. ‘That’s it! We’re leaving!’ he said. ‘We have to give our children a better future than this. We’ll go to your Aunt Minnie in Paris, until we can get on our own feet.’

“My mother wrote to her sister, to ask if we could all come and stay with her and Uncle Victor. It was hard for her to write a begging letter; my mother and her sister had never really got on. But we were running out of time. A reply finally came. Aunt Minnie had agreed.

“I remember that day: the fearful excitement, the rush to pack – taking only our most treasured possessions. Oh, the things I left behind!”

The others were listening now in intense silence.

“We took a bus to the railway station at Kielce: me, my mother and father, and my baby brother, Ethan.”

Vera was speaking quickly, as if she couldn’t bear to articulate the truth of her own words. “My father put me on the train first. He was heaving our suitcases on board when there was an attack. A band of local bully-boys came running down the platform, chanting and lashing out at people – anyone – just to scare them. Then they saw us. My father always wore his cap – his yarmulke – with pride, so they knew we were Jewish. They struck my father to the ground, and when my mother rushed to help, they beat her up too, even though she had my baby brother Ethan in her arms.

People stared, as if turned to stone; nobody helped. The guard was blowing his whistle frantically. The train started moving. I was leaning out of an open door, screaming for my mother and father, and trying to jump off, but someone dragged me back and slammed the door. A voice hissed in my ear. ‘Shush!’ and a hand was put over my mouth. I was held tightly until I had stopped struggling, while the train gathered speed.

“I left them behind.”

Vera looked at the others, stricken, full of guilt and remorse.

Noor threw her arms round her. “Oh Vera! How have you lived with this? You poor thing! What happened to them?”

“What happened to them?” All Vera knew was the pain she lived with; the fear and the nightmares – and the sorrow; the sorrow she went to bed with each night, and the sorrow she knew would be there when she awoke the next morning.

“I don’t know,” she replied in a flat voice. She had tried to answer the question to herself a million times. “We never heard from them again. Perhaps they’re dead.

“The man who had grabbed me and calmed me down was an Englishman.” Vera was tired now. “He spoke to me in Russian. He held me till I stopped screaming, then got me to sit in his carriage. He was kind. He gave me a piece of chocolate. He told me not to worry; that I would be all right; that my parents would come later and find me. He looked at my suitcase, which had come on board with me, and the label with my Jewish name, as well as the address in Paris. He ripped off the label, tore it into bits and threw them out of the window. He told me not to worry. He said he was going to Paris and would take me to that address. ‘You’re with me now,’ he said. ‘I’ll say I’m your guardian.’”

“And what about your name? Vera Bell?” asked Noor.

“Another lie,” Vera wailed. “My real name is Bielawski. It’s Polish because my father is Polish. My Uncle Victor changed it to Bell when they sent me to England. They thought it was better to have a more English name. You see, Jews can have a hard time anywhere. In France too. It’s the same all over Europe.”

“Do your aunt and uncle feel safe in Paris?” asked Dodo.

“Uncle Victor does,” replied Vera. “Although he’s Jewish, he was born French from generations back, so he doesn’t see himself as an immigrant. He owns an art gallery and is well-known and respected. My aunt is more nervous. That’s why I troubled her. My father is a rabbi, and we lived a very traditional life in our shtetl – our village – but Aunt Minnie found me a nuisance, always remembering the Jewish festivals, asking to light menorah candles every Friday, and demanding to go to the synagogue. My aunt and uncle aren’t at all religious. They are proud to be secular and never go to the synagogue, except for bar mitzvahs or other ceremonies of their friends. Paris is full of people from everywhere; no one used to care. But recently, people are openly turning against Jews again.”

The school bell rang. The others enveloped Vera reassuringly and, arm in arm, went in for tea.
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