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Chapter 1

Oxfordshire, March 1940

‘I’m so sorry to have to tell you this, Anna.’ Mr Jeffries rubbed the bridge of his nose, making his glasses shift up and down. ‘But as of this Friday I won’t have a job for you. You see, I’m being sent abroad for work … so I really have no choice but to send Thomas to boarding school. I’ll be taking him there on Saturday morning.’

Anna stared at him for a few moments, not sure how to respond as the news settled heavily in her stomach. When he’d asked her to come to his study so that he might speak with her, she hadn’t expected this – to be losing her job. And with it, her home.

‘Of course I’ll pay you to the end of the month, and I’ll give you an extra month’s salary in lieu of notice,’ Mr Jeffries added. ‘I really am very sorry about this. Thomas has adored having you as his governess and I know it will be a wrench for him to say goodbye, but I really have no option since I don’t know how long I’ll be away for. At least he’ll be able to stay on at school during the holidays if I’m not back. I’m sure you’ll be able to get another job easily.’ He smiled reassuringly. ‘I will write you an excellent reference, which of course you fully deserve.’

Anna nodded. What could she say? His reasons were sound: he was in an impossible situation – a widower with no family who could take his son in – so sending him to a boarding school was the only choice. She had no idea what Mr Jeffries’ job was exactly, only that it had something to do with the War Office and was important.

‘I understand.’ She dredged up a smile. ‘I will miss Thomas very much; he has been a delight to teach.’

‘You’ve been an excellent teacher. He’s really blossomed under your tutelage, Anna. I only wish you could carry on, but it appears the war has other plans for me, and unfortunately they affect Thomas and yourself too.’ Mr Jeffries sighed. ‘I’ll speak to Thomas about it later.’

He picked up his pen ready to return his attention to the pile of papers on his desk, signalling that their meeting was over.

Leaving his study, Anna retreated into the hall and stood for a moment as she absorbed what had just happened. An urge to weep at the suddenness of losing the job she loved threatened to overwhelm her. She’d been very happy here, the happiest she’d been since she came to England, and now it was ending.

What would happen to her? Where would she go?

Anna sniffed back her tears, telling herself there was no point in crying because it wouldn’t change anything. She had no choice but to accept what was happening and carry on with her job while she still had one.

Turning to go upstairs to the schoolroom where she’d left Thomas working on a story, she caught sight of her reflection in the large mirror hanging on the wall and halted. Her brown eyes stared back at her, stunned and sad. Thomas mustn’t see her like this, she didn’t want him upset, so she pasted a smile on her face, smoothed her shoulder-length bobbed brown hair and firmly reminded herself that nothing in life lasted for ever.

At least she was safe here in England, unlike at home. Far worse things were happening to Jewish people like her under the scourge of Nazi rule back in Germany. Compared to that, losing her job was a minor problem. She’d find another, and a place to live; she would survive and carry on.

Her wages would buy her some much-needed time and she could write to her friend, Julia, who might have heard of suitable jobs she could apply for. She’d met Julia – who was a Quaker – soon after she’d arrived in England. They were helping refugees who’d fled their homes before the start of the war, and the two of them had become friends and kept in touch ever since.

She would be fine, this was just another bump in the road; something to tell her father about when they met again, Anna thought. She had four days left with Thomas and she was determined to make the most of them. They at least had to finish the book they were reading together.

Taking a deep breath, she lifted her chin and headed for the schoolroom that she’d set up when she’d first come to work here last autumn. Her pupil was waiting for her and she had a job to do. For now.

As the train began to slow on its approach into Euston station, Anna stared out of the carriage window at the barrage balloons floating over London like great silver fish. She was trying to distract herself from the image in her mind of poor Thomas’s distraught face when she’d left this morning. He’d been so stoic, seemingly accepting his fate, but when she’d bent down to hug him goodbye his face had crumpled and he’d sobbed in her arms. It had taken all her strength not to break down as well, but that wouldn’t have helped matters.

Instead, she’d kissed his cheek and promised to write often, then picked up her suitcases and left without looking back. It was only when she’d reached the end of the road that she’d finally let her tears fall. It was all right to cry, to acknowledge her feelings, she’d reasoned, but vitally important that she carry on and keep going, moving on to whatever came next.

Arriving at the station, Anna gathered up her cases and followed the stream of passengers along the platform, many of them dressed in uniform.

‘Anna!’ Julia’s voice rang loud and clear across the station concourse as the older woman hurried across to meet her, arms flung out for a hug.

Standing back to look at Anna, hands still resting on her arms after squeezing her tightly, Julia gave her a searching look, her eyes taking in every detail. ‘You look well, dear, if a little sad, but that’s to be expected after leaving a post you enjoyed so much. Come on, let’s go and get some tea.’

‘It is good to see you again,’ Anna said as Julia took one of her suitcases and led her out of the station. On the street, the hustle and bustle of London hit her, the noise and busyness a shock after she’d become so used to the quiet of a small English town.

Looking around, she noticed that signs of a country at war were everywhere, from the strips of tape across windows to the sandbagged buildings and the white-painted edges of the pavements.

‘I’ve had an idea of a job that might suit you,’ Julia said, once they were settled at a table in a small cafe, a pot of tea between them and a small currant bun each. ‘It’s not something that you’ve done much of before, if at all, but the person you’d be working for is a good friend of mine, and would be both good to live with and work for.’ She paused while she poured them both a cup of tea. ‘There’s no guarantee, of course, and I didn’t want to write to her and enquire about the job without asking if you’d be interested.’

Anna was intrigued. ‘What would I be doing?’

Julia’s eyes met hers. ‘Gardening.’

‘Gardening!’ Anna hadn’t expected that. Julia was quite right – it wasn’t something she had experience of, having lived in an apartment in Berlin with her father. They hadn’t had a garden, so growing things hadn’t been part of her life, although she’d always enjoyed walking in the city’s parks and gardens when that was still allowed.

‘Growing vegetables and fruit, to be more precise. Not the tending-roses sort of gardening. My friend, Thea, moved back to live in her home village in Norfolk last year, and she’s started to grow fruit and veg, both to eat and to sell to earn money, but with her nephew going off to train for the Friends Ambulance Unit, she’ll be losing her help,’ Julia explained. ‘I know it’s not what you’re used to, but I honestly think it would be good for you. Thea’s a lovely person who’ll welcome you with open arms and make you part of her extended family in no time!’ Her eyes met Anna’s. ‘Of course, it’s up to you. If you think that gardening is something you really don’t want to do then we’ll find something else. Though I’m afraid it might be domestic work rather than teaching.’

The thought of going back to domestic work and being a servant sent an uncomfortable shiver through Anna. She’d already experienced that and wasn’t keen to repeat it.

When she’d first come to England in early 1939, it had been on a domestic permit, having found a job working as a servant for an old couple in Richmond, but the experience had been far worse than she’d ever expected. She’d been made to do the work of two servants and a cook, and if she struggled to get things done on time their refrain was always, If it’s too much for you, we could always send you back to Hitler.

Thankfully, Julia had come to the rescue and found her the job teaching Thomas, which was far more suited to her skills and was what she loved doing. She’d been a secondary school languages teacher back in Germany, before the Nazis’ regulations against Jewish people had stripped her of her job too. Gardening might not be something she was used to, but it had to be better than working as a domestic servant, and if it was for someone Julia considered a good person, then it was worth a try.

‘All right, I will try it if your friend is willing, but you must tell her that I do not have any gardening experience. I will need to be shown what to do, but I am a quick learner and will work hard.’

‘I’m sure you’ll be fine with Thea. I’d go and help her myself if I didn’t have other work lined up. I’ll be leaving London soon to work in a Quaker evacuation hostel for the elderly.’ Julia took a sip of tea. ‘So, I’ll write to her tonight and we’ll see what she says. Let’s enjoy our tea and buns and then I’ll take you back to my house and get you settled in.’

Anna smiled at her friend. ‘Thank you. I really appreciate your help.’

‘You know I’m glad to do it. I only wish that it hadn’t been necessary for you and so many others to flee your homeland.’ Julia picked up her teacup and took a sip. ‘It’s more important than ever to help each other.’ She paused for a moment, before gently asking, ‘Have you heard any news from your father?’

Anna shook her head. ‘Nothing, not since he was arrested by the Nazis in October. His friend, Uncle Ludo, wrote and told me what had happened. He had to send it through a friend in Holland … I have not heard anything since.’ Her eyes filled with tears.

Julia reached across and patted her hand. ‘Don’t give up hope, my dear.’

Anna nodded and did her best to smile. She was becoming quite the expert in hoping these days. For now, it was all she could do. The fate of her father was out of her hands and with those who would wish him harm.




Chapter 2

Norfolk

‘Are you excited about tomorrow?’ Thea Thornton asked her nephew, Edwin, as they shooed the last of the stragglers into the hen coop. She peeped in at the chickens who’d already taken themselves off to bed and were now sitting happily on their perches, feet tucked away out of sight under fluffed-out feathers. Satisfied that everything was as it should be, she closed the door securely, not wanting to lose any to the local foxes.

‘Yes, but nervous as well,’ Edwin admitted. ‘I’ve been waiting to get started and now it’s almost here it feels … ’ he shrugged.

‘You’re moving to a new place and doing something you’ve never done before, so it’s only natural to feel like that.’ Thea linked her arm through his as they left the orchard to head back to Rookery House. ‘I felt the same when I left to drive ambulances in France. It was a big step, but I never regretted it.’

She was very proud of Edwin – he’d stuck to his principles when he’d registered as a conscientious objector last autumn, in spite of what it had cost him personally. He’d since been thrown out of his home by his father, Victor, and had lost his job as well, since Victor was also his boss. She’d gladly given him a job and a home, and it had been a joy to work alongside him for the past few months. She was really going to miss him when he left tomorrow to start training for the Friends Ambulance Unit.

‘You will keep an eye on Ma for me, won’t you?’ Edwin’s breath plumed in the cold air as the temperature dropped along with the sun.

Thea nodded. ‘I always do, don’t worry.’ Keeping an eye on her sister, Prue, was one of the reasons why she’d moved back to Great Plumstead last year, as well as to buy Rookery House, the home of her dreams, which she’d wanted to live in since she was a small girl.

Hopefully, Prue would be waiting for them in the house, along with their other sister, Lizzie, and the rest of the family, for Edwin’s surprise leaving party. They couldn’t let him go without some sort of celebration to send him on his way.

‘I’m going to miss this place.’ Edwin looked around at the garden. ‘I’ve really enjoyed working here and being outside in the fresh air instead of stuck in Father’s shop. Now I’m going to miss the start of the growing season and the cow arriving next month.’

‘You’ve been a big help; I’d never have got this much work done on my own.’ Thea glanced at the large, freshly dug vegetable beds which Edwin had prepared for the coming year and were now ready for planting. ‘You’ll get to meet our cow when you come home again, and I’ll tell you all about her and how everything’s going in my letters.’

Thea was looking forward to expanding what they produced here with the arrival of a house cow next month, which her brother, Reuben, had arranged. It meant that they would be self-sufficient in milk, butter and cheese. It was a pity Edwin wouldn’t be here to see her arrive; he’d worked hard on preparing the byre for her.

‘Will you be able to manage all this on your own?’

‘Of course, and I can get more help if I need it,’ Thea reassured him. ‘Marianne and Hettie said they’ll pitch in too. You’ve already done the hardest work doing the digging. We’ll get to sow the seeds and see them grow.’

Secretly, Thea was concerned with how she would manage her new enterprise without Edwin’s assistance, but she wasn’t going to admit that to him. It didn’t help that she’d recently joined the Women’s Voluntary Service and was doing regular shifts in one of their mobile canteens. She enjoyed it very much and wanted to do more for the war effort, but it did take her away from the work that needed doing in the garden.

Marianne and Hettie had offered to help her, but realistically what they’d be able to manage was limited. Marianne had a young baby, Emily, to look after as well as doing her dressmaking work – she’d been evacuated from London last September as an expectant mother and billeted with Thea. Hettie – who’d come to live with Thea after she’d retired from her job as cook at Great Plumstead Hall, having been a close friend of Thea’s mother, and in turn with Thea as she grew up – was busy in the house, and at sixty years old, was less energetic than twenty-year-old Edwin. She’d see how they got on, but would be getting extra help if necessary.

When they reached the house, they went through the door leading into the scullery and took off their outside boots. Thea made sure to spend more time than usual washing and drying her hands, so that Edwin would be the first to go through the connecting door into the kitchen. He did so, to be greeted by a burst of cheering and clapping that signalled the start of his leaving party.

Following behind him, Thea smiled at the sight of Edwin being tightly hugged by her sister, Lizzie, who’d arrived here from Norwich, and his own sister, sixteen-year-old Alice. Thea’s brother Reuben’s dog, Bess, danced around them, nudging at Edwin’s leg, eager to be included.

The kitchen looked warm and inviting, with the soft glow of the oil lamps and the decorations that had been put up by Hettie and Marianne this afternoon. Bunting made from string and triangles of newspaper hung around the kitchen walls, and a feast of Hettie’s delicious cooking was spread out across the table for them all to enjoy. Edwin’s final night here at Rookery House was going to be filled with fun, laughter and good company, spent with all those who were important to him – with the exception of his father, Victor, who Edwin had had nothing to do with since he’d thrown him out, and his elder brother, Jack, who was away serving with the British Expeditionary Force somewhere in France.

Sitting around the large kitchen table a little while later, everybody full of good food, Thea held up her glass of blackberry wine to propose a toast. ‘We wish you every success in your new role. To Edwin and all the people that he helps.’

‘To Edwin!’ everyone chorused, raising their glasses in the air, then sipping at the wine, which was best drunk with caution as it packed a powerful punch.

Edwin smiled, his face glowing with happiness. ‘Thank you. I’m going to miss you all very much, but I’m excited about finally being able to start my training and do my bit, my way.’

‘Hear, hear!’ Hettie cheered, her cheeks rosy, her blue eyes bright behind her round glasses, no doubt the effects of her potent homemade wine combined with the emotion of the occasion. ‘Make sure you write to us often and let us know how you’re getting on.’

‘I promise.’ Edwin put his arm around Hettie’s shoulders as she was sitting next to him. ‘As often as I can.’

They were all going to miss him, Thea thought. She glanced across at her sister Prue. Edwin’s mother was smiling at her son, but Thea could tell that she was wishing he wasn’t leaving. No doubt she’d be worrying about him and, knowing Prue, would channel that into working hard to help others, keeping herself so busy that it distracted her from fretting about her children.

At the far end of the table, Reuben looked thoughtful, perhaps remembering the night before he’d gone off to join the army during the Great War. He and Edwin were close, even more so since the young man had come to live here. Reuben lived in the garden right by the orchard, in an old railway carriage that he’d converted into a home, and the two of them would often spend evenings chatting over a game of draughts. When Reuben had gone off to war no one had imagined that the next generation of young men would be having to do the same thing again just over twenty years later. At least in Edwin’s case he wouldn’t be fighting on the front line, but going to work for the FAU wasn’t an easy option. He’d be faced with sights that no one would ever want to see, and might well be sent into fighting zones to rescue injured soldiers. He really was as brave as any soldier. Going against the flow to stand up for his beliefs as a conscientious objector hadn’t been easy, and the path he was choosing to take wouldn’t shield him from the horrors of war. Everyone sitting around the table was immensely proud of Edwin and wished him nothing but happiness and a safe return, but Thea knew all too well there were no guarantees in wartime.




Chapter 3

Going to the station to wave people off was becoming a bit of a habit, Prue thought, as she waited with Edwin for his train. It was always a bittersweet time, eking out every moment she could with her sons, dreading having to say goodbye and watch them be carried away, not knowing when she’d see them again or even … No! She reined her thoughts firmly in; she wouldn’t even give that any consideration.

‘Here it comes.’ Edwin pointed to the puffs of smoke visible in the distance, as the train headed for Great Plumstead station. He turned to face Prue and smiled at her. ‘This is it then, Ma.’ He paused, biting his bottom lip. ‘I know I’m doing the right thing and I can’t wait to get started … but the hardest thing is having to leave you and everyone else to go and do it.’

Prue reached out and took hold of his hand. ‘We’ll be fine. Don’t worry about us, just concentrate on looking after yourself and keeping safe.’ She was immensely proud of her son for wanting to help others. ‘Write and let us know how you’re getting on, and if you need anything I can send it on to you – even money. I know you won’t be paid more than pocket money.’

‘Thank you, but I won’t need much. I’ll get my bed and board, and what more will I need? I can borrow books from libraries and won’t need to buy much more than stamps to send letters.’

‘I know, but if you do just ask.’ Prue glanced at the train as it slid into the station and came to a halt with a rush of steam along the platform.

Edwin threw his arms around her and squeezed her tightly. ‘I’ll miss you.’

‘And I will miss you.’ Prue closed her eyes, imprinting the feel of her son in her arms.

He picked up his suitcase and kissed her cheek before climbing into a nearby compartment, slamming the door behind him and leaning out of the window.

Prue forced herself to smile, clasping her hands tightly together in front of her, determined to send him off with a happy face rather than the tears that were threatening to fall. ‘Have a good journey and remember what I said … if you need anything.’

Edwin smiled back. ‘I will.’

The guard blew his whistle and Prue reached out her hand to his, grabbing his fingers as the train started to move, walking along with it a few yards until they were forced to break their hold as the train picked up speed. Edwin kept looking back at her, waving out of the open window, and she waved back, watching until the train rounded the bend and disappeared.

Prue sighed heavily. It never got any easier seeing them off.

She pulled out her handkerchief and wiped away the escaped tears, proud of herself for not letting Edwin see them. Then she turned and headed towards the exit. There, to her surprise, her sister Thea stood watching, dressed in her green WVS uniform.

Why was she here? Was there a problem? Prue hurried over to her.

‘Thea, what are you doing here? I thought you were going out with the mobile canteen this morning.’

‘And so I am, but there’s a problem. Pat, my usual partner, is ill and can’t do it today, so I wondered if you’d be able to lend a hand. It’s only for a few hours, going around to some of the isolated troops. It’s fun.’ Thea smiled encouragingly. ‘You might feel like a change today.’

Prue considered it for a moment. It would be good to do something completely different today; all she had planned was catching up on the housework. She’d thought it might be best to be alone with her thoughts and feelings, but perhaps getting out and about with Thea would be a good idea. Only there was a problem. ‘But I’m not a member of the WVS, am I?’

Thea gave a shrug of her shoulders. ‘No, but this is a bit of an emergency and you’d be stepping in to help. I don’t think any of those in charge would mind, just this once, and you’d be doing the WVS a favour. If I have to go on my own, it’s going to be a struggle to get everyone served; the troops depend on us getting out to them to bring them drinks and food, and I don’t want to let them down.’

‘All right then, I’ll do it!’

‘Excellent!’ Thea put her arm around Prue’s shoulders and marched her out through the station ticket office to where she’d left the mobile canteen parked.

This might be fun, Prue thought, as she climbed into the cab of the canteen, which had been converted from a delivery van. It could be just what she needed today to take her mind off things.

‘Where are we heading to?’ she asked as Thea started the engine.

‘A searchlight detachment first, and then on to several isolated troop stations. We have a set route we do on a Monday.’

Thea pulled away smoothly to the entrance of the station yard, from where she proceeded to head out of the village. ‘We serve them food and drink, as well as selling them things they find hard to get where they’re stationed. We’re a bit of a mobile shop as well as a canteen.’

‘What else do you sell?’ Prue asked.

‘Things like stationery, matches, soap, stamps, candles, pencils, tea, even razor blades, as well as chocolate, cigarettes, biscuits and fruit.’

Prue nodded. ‘It’s quite a service you provide.’

‘It helps make the troops’ lives a bit easier.’

‘Are you happy driving such a big vehicle?’ Prue felt much higher above the road than in her little car, and the canteen was wider and clearly a very different beast to drive.

Thea glanced at her and smiled. ‘Absolutely. Remember, I drove ambulances in France. At least the roads here are smooth and not pitted with huge holes like we had there. I enjoy driving the canteen around.’

Arriving at the searchlight detachment a short while later, Prue could instantly see why the crew would appreciate a visit from the WVS canteen: they were set up in a field with no facilities of their own.

‘Right, time to get the tea on and some soup as well. It will probably be a good idea to have some for sale too – it’s cold today.’ Thea steered the canteen in through the gateway and brought it to a halt, waving out of the window to the crew who looked delighted to see them.

Prue was impressed with the layout inside the canteen. Its design had been well thought out with cupboards fitted along each side, their tops forming a surface to work on, and large urns for boiling water and a small oven for heating up food. All available storage space was used; items of crockery were stored in slide-out drawers to keep them safe while on the move, each cup placed within its own separate little compartment so that they didn’t bump against each other. One side of the canteen could open to form a serving hatch.

‘What do you think?’ Thea asked, passing Prue a green apron with the initials WVS embroidered in red on the chest pocket.

‘It’s very nice, so well organised.’

Thea laughed as she tied the strings of her own apron around her waist. ‘I thought you’d like it. Everything in here must serve a purpose. Right, I’ll get the water boiling for the tea, coffee and soup, if you can start setting out cups – and there are some meat pies that need to go in the oven.’

Prue did as she was asked and, fifteen minutes later, when they were ready to start serving and open the hatch, they found a queue of customers already waiting.

‘Morning, ladies,’ the soldier at the head of the queue said, beaming at them. ‘Have you got any of those meat pies and some soup today?’

‘We certainly do.’ Thea took a mug and poured out a serving of tomato soup from the urn, then reached for one of the warm meat pies that had come out of the oven. ‘There you are.’

Prue smiled down at the next soldier in the queue. ‘What can I get for you today?’

It was a busy twenty minutes serving the searchlight crew, who clearly enjoyed the meal they provided and also stocked up on some of the goods they sold. Quickly washing up the used mugs after they’d finished, they dried them and stored them safely away ready to move on to the next stop.

‘What do you think then?’ Thea asked when they were back in the cab and on their way. ‘Did you enjoy it?’

Prue smiled at her sister. ‘I did, very much. You feel like you’re making a difference to them, helping them. It can’t be easy stuck out in the middle of the countryside with no proper canteen facilities of their own and miles from the nearest shop.’

‘Exactly. You could always come and help again, you know.’

‘But I’m not a member of the WVS,’ Prue said.

Thea slowed down as they came to a junction. ‘You could be though. There’s plenty of other work that the WVS do, it’s not just running mobile canteens, though you already do a lot with the WI.’

‘I could always do more. I’ll think about it.’ The WVS do have a rather nice uniform as well, Prue thought, glancing at Thea’s double-breasted overcoat made from grey-green tweed. Combined with the green felt hat with its red band around it, the ensemble was rather smart. It spoke volumes about the wearer – someone who was there to help as part of the war effort. Perhaps it was time for her to take on another role, too.




Chapter 4

It was almost dark by the time Thea set off to walk to Rookery House from the village station. She and Prue had taken the train back there after returning the mobile canteen to its base in Wykeham. She’d offered to drop Prue home first, but her sister had insisted on finishing the job with her and had helped her clean the canteen, leaving it ready for the next day’s WVS volunteers to take out.

She suspected that her sister might well join the WVS now, as she’d clearly enjoyed herself and had quizzed her about the other things that the volunteers did as they’d driven along. With Edwin now gone and Prue’s daughter, Alice, soon to be leaving school, she probably felt the need to fill her time as much as she could, keeping herself busy to avoid worrying about her absent sons – and to make up for being married to Victor. Thea worried about Prue, who she knew wasn’t happy in her marriage, her face taking on a haunted look whenever anything to do with her husband was mentioned. Joining the WVS would help distract her from that unhappiness.

Turning in through the gates of Rookery House, Thea was looking forward to a cup of tea to warm her up. It was cold outside, with a clear sky overhead in which pinpricks of bright stars were beginning to show, and no doubt there’d be a frost later. A mouth-watering smell of herby stew met her as she walked into the warm kitchen, where the heat from the cooking range and the soft glow from the oil lamps made for a pleasant welcome.

‘How did you get on?’ Hettie asked, reaching for a clean cup from the dresser and pouring her a cup of tea from the brown teapot that was huddled underneath its brightly coloured knitted tea cosy. ‘Did Prue go with you?’

Thea took her cup of tea and added some milk, cradling it in her hands, glad of the warmth as it seeped into her cold fingers. ‘She did.’ She smiled at the older woman. It was Hettie who’d been the one to suggest getting Prue involved in the first place. ‘She enjoyed herself, and I have a feeling she’ll be joining, too.’

‘Knowing Prue, she’ll get involved with plenty of their schemes and do an excellent job. Hopefully, it’ll keep her busy and stop her worrying about Jack and Edwin so much.’ Hettie took the lid off the saucepan of stew, which was simmering on the top of the range, and gently placed some uncooked dumplings on the top. ‘Tea won’t be long, so can you give Marianne a shout – she went upstairs to change Emily. Oh, before I forget, there’s a letter for you on the hall table. It came in the afternoon post.’

Thea took her cup of tea with her, stopping to collect the letter on her way. She glanced at the writing on the front of the envelope and recognised immediately that it was from her friend Julia in London, who’d lived in the next-door flat to her for many years. They’d become good friends and had kept in touch since Thea had returned to live in Great Plumstead.

Upstairs, she tapped on the door of Marianne’s bedroom.

‘Come in,’ Marianne called.

She went in and saw that the young woman had just finished changing her baby daughter. Emily lay on the bed kicking her legs in her long, white flannel gown and waving her delicate fingers in the air. As her blue eyes settled on Thea she gave her a gummy smile. At eight weeks old she was a delight and growing so fast.

‘Hettie’s just put the dumplings in to cook, so tea will be ready soon.’ She reached out to Emily, who immediately wrapped her fingers tightly around one of Thea’s. ‘Hello, lovely. You’re getting bigger by the day.’ Thea smiled at Marianne. ‘It’s such a joy to watch her grow. I’m so glad you’re still living with us.’

Marianne had married her husband Alex just a few weeks ago and could have gone to live elsewhere, but the pair of them had accepted Thea’s offer to stay at Rookery House as long as they wanted. With Alex off training to be a pilot he’d been glad that Marianne and Emily could stay in a place where they felt at home, and where he knew they would be looked after.

‘We love it here, don’t we, Emily? If we can’t be with Alex, then there’s nowhere else we’d rather be.’ Marianne smiled back at Thea as she reached down and picked up Emily, who shot her hand out and grabbed a fistful of her mother’s dark, wavy hair.

‘Right, I’d better get changed before we have tea. I’ll see you downstairs in a few minutes, then.’

In her bedroom, Thea quickly put on her normal clothes, hanging up her WVS coat and long-sleeved dress, then sat down on the chair at her dressing table and opened the letter from Julia, thinking that she’d have a quick glance through it before going down for tea. She’d expected it to be one of her friend’s usual chatty letters, full of news of what she’d been doing and life in London, only this one was different – it had something to ask of her. The request sparked an immediate yes from Thea, but it might not receive the same reaction from Hettie and Marianne. Folding the letter back in its envelope, Thea put it in her pocket and went downstairs, knowing that it was only right that, since they lived here too, their opinions be taken into consideration before she made a final decision.

Thea waited until they’d finished eating, the plates cleaned of stew, dumplings, mashed potato and carrots, before she spoke about what Julia had asked of her.

‘My friend Julia in London has written to me to ask if I could give a job and a home to a young woman called Anna, who could replace Edwin in the garden. Only I need to ask what you think, as it’s not quite straightforward.’

‘What do you mean?’ Hettie asked, her blue eyes concerned behind her round glasses.

‘The young woman is German. She’s—’

‘German!’ Hettie pulled a face. ‘What’s she doing here then?’

‘She’s a Jewish refugee. She had to flee her home because of the way Nazis are treating Jewish people, even if they are fellow Germans. I know what I would like to do, but if I say yes, it will only be if you’re both happy with her coming to live here as well.’

Marianne frowned. ‘What must it be like to have to flee your home and leave everything you know to go to a strange country? I’m happy for her to come here, Thea. You gave me a home when I needed one, and now she needs one too. She’s not the enemy, Hitler is.’

Thea nodded and smiled at her. ‘Thank you. What about you, Hettie?’

‘Well of course she must come!’ Hettie said firmly. ‘There’s no question about it. I know there’ll be some in this village who’ll think she shouldn’t be here, but we’ll deal with them when the time comes.’ Hettie puffed herself up in her chair like an indignant hen. ‘Remember the fuss some of them made about having expectant mothers from London. Goodness knows what they’ll think about having a German woman come and live in the village.’

‘Then we’ll just have to educate them, won’t we?’ Thea said. ‘I’ll write back to Julia tonight and tell her that Anna Weissenborn is most welcome here at Rookery House.’




Chapter 5

Anna stood waiting by the carriage door as the train slowed and came to a halt alongside the platform of Great Plumstead station. The guard had informed her that her stop was coming up next, so she’d been watching eagerly out of the window, searching the countryside for the first glimpse of the place that would become her new home. Now she’d arrived, it felt like a swarm of moths were doing circuits around the inside of her stomach. She was about to start again, for the third time since she’d come to England, and it didn’t get any easier.

She took a steadying breath, opened the carriage door and stepped down onto the platform, looking around for Thea, who was supposed to meet her.

‘Anna?’ A cheerful-looking woman, with dark brown curly hair cut into a short jaw-length bob, a red and white polka-dot scarf tied around it, the bow on top of her head, came striding over to her.

She nodded. ‘Are you Thea?’

‘Yes, I am.’ Thea held out her hand to her, smiling warmly. ‘Welcome to Great Plumstead. I’m so glad you’re coming to stay with us, and I hope you’ll be very happy here.’

‘Thank you. I am pleased to be here.’ Anna shook her hand, instantly liking the older woman who exuded an air of warmth and friendliness.

‘Let me help you with your suitcases.’ Thea held out her hand to take one. ‘I brought my bicycle to help carry them back to Rookery House,’ she explained as they walked out through the booking hall into the station yard.

With one suitcase strapped onto the carrier on the back of the bicycle and the other balanced on top of the wicker basket and handlebars at the front, they set off walking side by side, Thea pushing the bicycle rather than riding it.

‘This is the main street with all the shops,’ Thea said as they passed by them. ‘We’ll need to register your ration book in the grocer’s and butcher’s, though we’re lucky here in the countryside that rationing hasn’t hit us as hard as people in towns, as we can supplement our rations with what we grow and forage. Turning over the gardens of Rookery House to grow more fruit and veg is helping that, and hopefully it will provide an income as well.’

‘Julia told me that your nephew used to help you in the garden,’ Anna said.

Thea glanced at her and nodded. ‘That’s right, he did a lot of the hard work over the winter, preparing new beds for planting. But he’s gone to join the Friends Ambulance Unit now, so I needed someone else to help – you.’

‘Even though I do not know anything about gardening! But I promise I will do my best to learn, I am a quick learner and listen to what I am told.’

Thea stopped and turned to face Anna. ‘Please don’t worry about not having done any gardening before. I’m learning as well and anything I don’t know I ask my brother, Reuben. He keeps an eye on what I’m doing, and so far we’ve managed very well, which I’m sure we’ll continue to do with your help.’ She smiled warmly at her. ‘It’s a lovely job to do. I enjoy being outside, seeing the changes as things start to grow, and I hope you’ll enjoy it too, although it will be a big change from what you’ve done so far. Everyone is looking forward to meeting you.’

‘Julia told me that you live with others at Rookery House,’ Anna said as they set off again.

‘Yes, the house is far too big for just me, and it’s nice to share it. There’s Hettie, who’s the retired cook from Great Plumstead Hall. I’ve known her all my life so she’s as good as family to me – she loves to cook and of course is excellent at what she does. And there’s Marianne and her baby, Emily. She’s been living with us since last September after she was evacuated out here from London. Her husband’s in the Royal Air Force training to be a pilot. They all live in the house with me,’ Thea explained as they took a turning that led out of the village.

‘Then there’s my older brother, Reuben, who has his own home by the orchard, which is made from an old railway carriage. I offered him a room in the house too, but he wanted his own place and peace and quiet, and he’s still close by. His wife died a couple of years ago, and with him being nearby I can keep an eye on him, although he’s very independent and would hate to think I’m doing that.’ She laughed. ‘I daresay he’s looking out for me as much as I am for him. He works on the Hall’s estate so he isn’t around during the daytime. I’ll introduce you to him tonight. Do you have any brothers and sisters?’

Anna shook her head. ‘No, it was just me, Mama and Papa, but Mama died five years ago.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that. Is your father in England, too?’

‘No. I am not sure where he is. The Nazis arrested him in October, a friend of his wrote and told me … ’

Thea halted and reached out to Anna, putting her hand on her arm. ‘I’m sorry, that must be so hard.’

‘Yes.’ Anna looked down at the ground for a few moments before glancing up and meeting Thea’s bright blue eyes. ‘I did not want to leave him behind to come to England, but he insisted I should get out while I had the chance, he was frightened that things would only get worse and worse for people like us. He said he would follow on … he tried to get out before war was declared … but he did not make it … I have not heard anything from him since he was taken.’ She swallowed hard. ‘I just hope he will be released and that we will be together again sometime.’

‘I’m sure that knowing you’re safe here in England is of great comfort to him,’ Thea said gently. ‘I hope that it’s only a matter of time before you can be together again, and all this madness will be over.’

Anna nodded and did her best to smile. ‘Until then I have learned that we just have to hope and carry on.’

Thea returned her smile. ‘Yes, you’re right. Please do ask me if there’s anything I can do to help you, all right?’

‘I will, thank you.’

‘Good. Come on.’ Thea set off again, pushing her bicycle. ‘Hettie will be wondering where we’ve got to – she’s baked a cake to celebrate your arrival.’

Anna liked the look of Rookery House the moment she set eyes on it. It was a little way out of the village, surrounded by fields, with a stand of tall elm trees just down the road, which Thea told her were home to rooks’ nests which gave the house its name. It was built of red brick, with two bay windows sticking out either side of the front door in the middle downstairs and three windows above it on the floor above.

‘We usually go in around the back,’ Thea explained as she wheeled her bicycle in through the gates and headed round towards the rear of the house.

‘We’re home!’ Thea called, opening the back door and standing aside to usher Anna inside.

Stepping into the kitchen, Anna was immediately struck by how warm and cosy the room was – and the sight of the small, plump woman with curly grey hair and bright blue eyes that twinkled behind round glasses, hurrying towards her with a warm smile on her face, made her feel very welcome.

‘Hello, I’m Hettie.’ The older woman held out her hand to Anna. ‘Welcome to Rookery House.’

Anna shook her hand. ‘Thank you, it is very nice to meet you and to be here.’

‘I’ll put the kettle on to boil and we’ll have a cup of tea and a slice of cake.’ Hettie went over to the black range that was sunk into the chimney breast at one end of the kitchen.

‘Where’s Marianne?’ Thea asked, putting down Anna’s suitcases.

‘She’s just taken Emily upstairs to put her down for a nap, she won’t be long,’ Hettie said.

‘I’ll give you a quick tour of the house and take you up to your bedroom,’ Thea told her. ‘Then we can sit down and have our tea and cake.’

‘Thank you.’ Anna liked what she’d seen so far of Rookery House and she was particularly looking forward to seeing her room, the place that would be her own space to rest and sleep in. It would be especially welcome tonight, for the journey from London and the inevitable anxiety over coming to a new place and meeting new people had tired her out.

‘So, this is the kitchen.’ Thea smiled. ‘We spend most of our time in here as it’s the warmest room.’

Anna looked around, liking what she saw. There was a large scrubbed wooden table in the middle of the room, standing on the floor of red quarry tiles. A deep stone sink with a hand pump was by the window that looked out over the back garden. Pretty yellow curtains with blue flowers framed it. Two dressers lined the walls, holding blue and white patterned cups and plates, which looked fresh and cheerful.

‘The pantry’s in here,’ Thea said, opening the door at one end of the kitchen.

Anna looked inside and saw that it was a good size, its shelves lined with food, such as pickles, jam and honey.

‘It’s this way to the scullery and bathroom,’ Thea said, leading her across the kitchen to another doorway, which led into a single-storey wing. ‘We do the laundry in here.’ Thea indicated the copper for heating water and a sink. There was also a mangle for squeezing the water out of washed clothes. ‘We often come in and out of the garden through this way too.’ She nodded to the outside door. ‘Keeps muddy boots and wet coats out of the kitchen.’ She walked across to the far side of the room and opened another door, stepping aside so Anna could go in. ‘This is our little bit of luxury. I had it put in after I moved here last summer, otherwise we’d have been having to bathe in a tin bath in front of the range in the kitchen. And the indoor lavatory saves us having to traipse to the outside one on a cold winter’s night!’

‘It looks very nice.’ Anna had grown up in an apartment in Berlin that had a bathroom, but she knew that not everyone was so lucky.

‘I must warn you that we don’t have electricity here. Some houses have it in the village, but it hadn’t yet reached us out here before war was declared, and it’s hardly a priority now, so we won’t be getting it any time soon.’ Thea gave a shrug. ‘So, it’s oil lamps and candles once it gets dark. I rather like it though, it’s cosy. Right, I’ll show you your bedroom next.’

Passing through the cosy kitchen again, Thea led Anna into a bright hallway where the afternoon light streamed in through the stained glass of the front door, splashing the black and white tiled floor with colour.

‘Oh, and that’s the sitting room,’ Thea pointed to the nearest door leading off the hall, ‘and the dining room is down there.’ She indicated a door on the opposite side of the hall beyond the staircase at the front of the house. ‘Though we don’t use it very often as it’s much cosier and easier to eat in the kitchen, and Marianne often uses the table for her dressmaking commissions. She’s a talented dressmaker and designer and is in demand making clothes for people in the village,’ Thea explained, leading the way up the stairs, which were painted white and had a dark-red carpet runner secured with brass stair rods running down the centre.

‘That’s my room,’ Thea pointed to a door at the front of the house, ‘and Hettie’s opposite. That’s Marianne’s,’ she said, signalling to the door on the right as they walked along the landing, ‘and this will be yours.’

She opened the door of a bedroom on the left at the back of the house and stepped aside to let Anna in. ‘I hope you’ll be comfortable.’

Anna stepped inside and loved what she saw. There was a single iron bedstead with a comfy, plump pillow and a colourful patchwork quilt, with a rag rug on the floor beside it, a chest of drawers and a small bedside table. The room smelt of lavender and beeswax polish.

She turned to Thea and smiled. ‘It’s lovely, thank you.’

‘I’m glad you like it.’ Thea walked over
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