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I’d like to dedicate this book to medical staff around the world, particularly those who sacrificed so much to care for the sick during the global Covid pandemic, and those who are saving lives in war-torn regions.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1


[image: ]


​

London, 5 July 1939

Waterloo Station was teeming with travellers hurrying to get a seat on the waiting train. As they flowed around her, Gail Richmond’s thoughts were miles away. The next few days were likely to be the most important of her life, and trepidation made her heartbeat quicken.

Without being aware of her actions, she was scanning each face that passed her by, hoping Emma would reach the station in time, but the seconds were ticking away. It was going to be close. Then her eyes came into focus as a voice called her name.

The next moment, she spotted a familiar figure clad in daring black slacks emerging from the crowd, and she waved. ‘Emma, you made it!’

She was enveloped in a warm embrace. ‘Only just! But that was some race across London.’

‘Goodness me, you’re breathing as though you’ve run all the way.’

‘I have. But I couldn’t let you go back to Westcott and beard the monster in his den without giving you a proper send-off.’

‘The monster?’ Gail laughed and then grimaced. ‘I won’t be able to look him in the eye now without seeing an ogre.’

‘Exactly. And you will therefore relax and smile when you tackle him.’

‘Hmmm. Perhaps. But how on earth did you get away? Sister’s a strict disciplinarian, isn’t she?’

‘I have friends covering for me. But...’ Emma grew serious, and leaned back to examine Gail’s face, feature by feature. ‘I can see you’re nervous. Be honest with me. Are you ready to face that terrible man?’

‘As ready as I shall ever be,’ she said with an air of confidence, but her stomach tingled unpleasantly.

The announcer’s distorted voice boomed out over the hiss of waiting steam engines and chattering voices, adding to the chaotic clamour of sound that reverberated beneath the arched glass roof. She glanced up at the clock. ‘The train departs in a minute or two. I shall have to go soon. Do you have any last words of advice?’

‘Just be true to yourself.’ Her friend hugged her tight and murmured into her ear. ‘I will be with you in spirit. And remember, if things get out of hand, come to me.’

‘You are a lifesaver, Emma Blakeney. I hope it won’t come to that.’

‘After everything you’ve been through this year, I’m sure it won’t. You’ll manage. Now, do you still have my notes?’

Gail patted her handbag. ‘All safe. And I’ve worked out a strategy.’

‘That’s so like you...’

‘All aboard!’ A guard was striding down the platform, calling the last passengers onto the train. Unable to stay any longer, Gail climbed in, slammed the door and turned to wave through the window as the train pulled away from the platform with a gush of steam and a mighty roar.

She stayed where she was, watching the smoke-stained Victorian railway architecture give way to views of Big Ben across the Thames, and then the massive edifice of Battersea Power Station. Behind her, several young schoolgirls were giggling, whispering together and weaving cheeky, fanciful stories about her. Why was such a well-dressed young woman standing as though turned to stone? But their whispers did not penetrate her mind.

Gail was, in fact, making a difficult mental transition from the capable, professional woman she was to the innocent young daughter her family was expecting.

Slowly, oh so slowly, she partitioned into the back of her mind the challenges that lay ahead and the events that had so profoundly changed her life.

The tension eased out of her shoulders and anticipation took its place. She was going home after almost a year away.

Finally, she sat down and watched the grimy terraced houses of inner London give way to more spacious dwellings and then to open countryside.

God! She was looking forward to seeing her mother and sister, and tasting good old English normality after the traumas of the past year.

●♥●
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Gail stepped down from the train and breathed deeply of the fresh Westcott air. Nothing seemed to have changed. The same flowers were blooming in the garden as had done so for as long as she could remember, probably planted by the same caring stationmaster too.

Perhaps the coming ordeal would not be so difficult.

Behind her, the porter was hauling her trunks and cases from the train. There was a grinding screech of metal on metal, and she turned to demand he take more care, but the words died on her lips. It was the coalman’s youngest son, Tom Paxton, a lad she had known from church.

‘Thank you, Tom,’ she said. ‘Would you take them to the road for me, please? There should be a taxi waiting.’ And she handed him several coins.

‘Yes, miss. Be pleased to.’ He touched his cap and pocketed the coins but stood, eyeing her uncertainly. Then he scratched his head. ‘Sorry, miss, but I don’t recall meeting you before.’

‘I can see that,’ she laughed. ‘Have I changed so dramatically?’

A flash of surprise lit his face as he recognised that infectious sound. ‘Miss Gail!’ But before she could reply, she spotted her family approaching. Her sister was racing along the platform and launched herself into Gail’s arms, all but bowling her over.

‘Gently now. Oh, my goodness, Suzie!’ She gazed in surprise at the fair-haired young girl. ‘You’ve grown! You’re almost my height now.’

‘And look at you, Gail. You’re so elegant. And your hair is wonderful.’

‘I had it styled in Vienna last year. They have excellent hairdressers. Or they had.’ Her throat tightened up as images of hatred and destruction came jostling in around her, reminding her of the events she had witnessed in that beautiful country.

Kristallnacht, they had called it. The night of broken glass. What a grotesque euphemism for brutality and murder.

She forced the memories back into the mental compartment where she had been keeping them and turned to greet her mother, an elegant, fair-haired woman who was walking the platform in a less impetuous manner. She had missed these two so much that tears burned in her eyes. ‘Mummy.’

Patricia Richmond clasped her daughter tight. ‘We were deeply worried, my dear. It came as an enormous relief when the school informed us you had abandoned the tour and returned to England.’

‘It was horrible, but I’ll tell you all about it later. Right now, I’m dying for a cup of tea and a gossip. How is everyone? What news do you have of the Priors? I received a letter from David before I went abroad, but then nothing. Grace had fallen ill.’

Her mother squeezed her hands. ‘I’m afraid the news is not good. We’ll talk about it once you’ve settled in.’

Gail gripped the older woman’s fingers, knowing instantly that something was very wrong. She could see it in her mother’s eyes. But with an ear-splitting shriek, the great locomotive vented steam around them, drowning their voices as it prepared to move.

Gail linked her arm through her mother’s. ‘Come on, then. We’ll chat when it’s just you and me.’ All three retreated from the noise and smoke and emerged onto the station forecourt where Tom was packing her last case into a large black taxi. She surveyed the scene, savouring the familiarity after the prolonged absence. ‘It feels as though I’ve hardly been away.’

‘Very little changes here, my dearest,’ her mother said, and patted her arm. ‘It’s you who have changed.’

Gail’s exuberance faded, and she returned to reality. Ahead of her loomed the task of challenging her autocratic father, and it filled her with trepidation.

She glanced down at her elegant clothes and high-heeled shoes. She had left home a year ago as a naïve schoolgirl with plaits, a pinafore dress, and short socks. ‘This is what Father wanted, isn’t it? Do you think he’ll be pleased?’

‘I think it will come as a shock to him!’

Gail nodded. Many things were going to shock that man. But before she tackled him on the issues that mattered, she had to acclimatise him to her new appearance.

Her mother had been observing the play of expressions across Gail’s face, and their eyes met. They had always been close, and a moment of understanding passed between them. Then the older woman took her elder daughter’s arm and guided her towards the waiting car. ‘Come. Let’s go home and have that cup of tea.’

Once they were settled in the taxi and comfortably talking, Suzie began wriggling and pulling at her skirt, then her heel hit the seat base with a resounding thud.

‘Sit still, Suzie,’ their mother said sternly. ‘We can’t have Gail covered in bruises on her first day home.’

‘I’m sorry, Gail. It’s just that my skirt’s twisted.’

‘No harm done.’ She patted her little sister’s hand and reflected that, for all the young girl had shot up by several inches, she had not changed. She was still all arms and legs and overflowing with energy. ‘Perhaps it would be better to straighten it in a moment. We’re home now.’ The taxi was pulling in through wide wrought-iron gates and crunching up the gravel drive to an elegant, whitewashed building that was her home. But her eyes were distracted by a scene of chaos: a team of men busy digging a vast hole near the hedge and piling the displaced soil into an untidy mound. ‘Good heavens. What are those men doing to the flowerbed?’

‘They’re installing an Anderson shelter, dear. Your father thought that in the current political climate, it would be a sensible precaution.’

Without warning, memories crowded into Gail’s mind, a mob of vicious Brownshirts and Hitler Youth sweeping through the streets of Vienna where she and her school friends had been studying. They had destroyed synagogues, raided and burned Jewish businesses and, most terrifying of all, they had entered homes, brutalising and hauling away entire families. Many had resisted, and some had been cut down and killed, innocent and caring people like the hairdresser who had restyled her hair.

Her friends had recoiled in horror. But the courage and dedication of doctors and nurses willing to treat the injured in spite of Nazi intimidation had inspired her, and she had volunteered with them. It was during those frightening and dangerous days that she had discovered her true identity.

The violence had been too much for their tutors. Once a semblance of peace had returned and it was deemed safe to travel, the refined young ladies were instructed to pack their trunks, curtail their tour across Europe, and return to the safety of England to complete their education in rural isolation.

The memory of hard-faced soldiers and ruthless hatred had been seared into Gail’s mind, though, and she strove to shut those experiences away in a corner of her awareness where they would not trouble her. She forced herself to say lightly, ‘They’re making a terrible mess of the garden. Daddy must be seriously concerned if he’s sacrificing the herbaceous borders like that.’

Her mother chuckled. ‘It won’t look too bad in the long run. He’s instructed Withers to replant the flowers on the roof.’

Gail laughed too. It was hard not to.

The taxi crunched to a halt on the gravel drive, and they clambered out. She was home.

●♥●

​

Half an hour later, Gail and her mother were sitting in the drawing room with a large pot of tea and a plate of cakes.

Mrs Richmond was concentrating on the simple task of spreading jam and cream on the scones. ‘... that’s all I know. I visited Grace frequently during the early days when I could keep her company and cheer her up. But I can do nothing for her now other than sit with her.’ Her voice grew husky as she continued. ‘She’s growing weaker by the day. John is a walking shadow. He’s neglected the business, and it’s falling to pieces around him. Grace is not expected to live much longer.’ Patricia paused and looked down at her hands, then took a deep breath. ‘I can’t bear to see her suffer like that, Gail. It’s horrible.’

‘Oh, Mummy.’ Gail squeezed her mother’s hand, knowing how painful it must be to watch this happening to her dearest friend. ‘I had no idea Grace was so ill. David wrote to me once, but I’ve heard nothing for over a year. Perhaps I should find out if there’s anything I can do to help.’

‘You must be very discreet, dear. Your father has deemed them beneath us. I can’t persuade him otherwise, though God knows I’ve tried.’

‘You have been careful, haven’t you?’ Gail stilled her mother’s hands and turned them over so that she could examine her wrists. That is where the bruises usually appeared.

‘Yes. He must never know I still visit them. But that reminds me. I have something for you.’ The older woman extracted a crumpled letter from her pocket. ‘David is home now, and he asked me to give you this. Poor young man. He’s coping for the entire family, holding them together. It’s a great deal of responsibility on such young shoulders.’

Gail’s heart pounded suddenly. He was home, and so close. She hardly knew how to reply without betraying her anguish. She and David had corresponded throughout their school years. When he stopped writing a year ago, she had been devastated, but time was helping ease the pain.

Reluctantly, she reached out to take the letter and slipped it into her pocket, not sure that she wanted to risk reading it and giving him the opportunity to hurt her again. But the handwriting was graceful and strong, and a wealth of warm memories overwhelmed the hurt.

She could not imagine a situation where David could not cope. He was one of those rare people who possessed an aura of capability and strength, and she could picture him in his chosen profession. His patients would have complete faith in his ability to heal them.

‘... their housekeeper last week,’ Patricia was continuing, and Gail focused her attention on her mother’s words. ‘If John’s business doesn’t improve, they will find it difficult to manage the children’s school fees. I thought I might dig out your old clothes and send them over.’

‘I’ll pop over tomorrow and see if I can do anything.’ Gail glanced at the clock. ‘It’s too late to go now.’

‘Yes, your father was going to leave work early and be here to meet you, but he’s clearly been delayed.’

A pang of nervousness shot through Gail. The battle of her life would begin the moment he walked through that door.

Her mother’s hand covered hers and squeezed. ‘I can see you’re planning something, my dear,’ she said in an undertone. ‘But be careful how you handle your father. Don’t anger him. He has become a great deal worse in recent months.’

Gail glanced quickly towards the door. ‘Tell me about it tomorrow once he’s gone to work.’

‘Just be cautious, my darling.’

Gail nodded and steeled herself for what was to come. Her initial strategy was to persuade him to her view using reason and logic. If that failed, her backup plan would require determination and nerves of steel. And it had to succeed. Jack Richmond was an influential man who could marshal vast resources to force her to comply.

●♥●

​

Patricia Richmond was watching her daughter closely as they sat together in the drawing room, and it seemed to her that a butterfly had emerged in splendour from its cocoon. The girl she remembered had grown into a woman, an attractive, delicately built and very feminine young lady with opinions and ambitions of her own.

It hurt to think of the plans Jack had made for her future, because he would never tolerate opposition. It would be terrible beyond bearing if he forced her into a life she hated. This vibrant, generous personality would be crushed before it had fully developed.

Without warning, Patricia was assailed by a sense of déjà vu, as though she were looking at herself at the same age. That hurt even more.

She must not allow Gail to suffer as she had.

The older woman passed the plate of scones across to her daughter.

Gail looked at them for a moment. But her thoughts were clearly on the coming meeting with her father, and she shook her head. ‘No, I don’t think I could manage one just yet. Perhaps later.’

‘No? I understand.’

●♥●
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Jack Richmond arrived home earlier than usual, but much later than he had intended, and walked back from the station with a briefcase in one hand and an umbrella tucked under his arm. The commute never did much to improve his frame of mind. The carriage was packed with familiar but uncommunicative businessmen, each of them buried in a newspaper overflowing with ominous reports about the situation in Europe.

He had spent the day interviewing a new client and building the case for his defence and had reached the irksome conclusion that the mean-spirited individual was as guilty as sin. Without a doubt, he could make a strong enough case to have him acquitted, but such a man did not deserve to remain at large.

He paced up the drive, his feet crunching on the gravel. But the moment he opened the door and lay his hat on the table, the irritation subsided. Gail would be home now. She had always been a timid and sensitive little thing, and he did not want to frighten her. So, he placed his umbrella in the stand and stripped off his coat, glanced at his reflection in the mirror before taking a few moments to banish from his mind the challenges and conflicts of his professional life. Then he made for the drawing room.

The first thing he saw on entering was his wife and daughter seated together, their fair heads close in intimate conversation. An unaccustomed sensation of comfort spread through him, and it took him by surprise. God, he had missed her.

Then they both looked up, and he suffered a profound shock. The innocent, timid child had gone.

He had lost his little girl.

●♥●

​

Gail rose to her feet and tried to gauge her father’s mood. She was a good judge of people’s feelings and intentions, and could empathise with most, but he had always been impenetrable, as though he could lock his feelings away and deny they existed. Perhaps he had none, she pondered.

Nothing had changed. She could detect no hint of welcome or emotion on his face or in his bearing, merely an intimidating intelligence and aura of power.

So be it. Gathering her hard-won maturity and poise, she stepped towards him and held her hands out. ‘Hello Father.’

He raised them to his lips in an old-fashioned salute. ‘Gail! You have changed.’

She smiled. ‘A great deal has happened in the year I’ve been away.’

‘It has indeed. Do you know you remind me of your mother when I first met her? It’s hard to believe that was over twenty years ago. Looking at you reminds me I’m growing old.’

‘I can’t imagine you ever being old,’ she said with a laugh, and she saw his bleak eyes crinkle into a rare smile. After a moment, she stepped back and turned around. ‘Are you pleased with what you see?’

By the time she had completed the turn, his face was its habitual expressionless mask. ‘It will take me some time to become accustomed to this elegant young lady. But now you’re home, my dear, we have a great deal to do. We’ll take it step by step. This year is going to be crucial for your future.’

‘I was hoping to spend the evening telling you about my stay in Europe, Father. I know Mummy and Suzie are looking forward to hearing about it. Perhaps we could discuss my future in a day or so.’

His expression did not change. He continued to scrutinise her in silence, and an unpleasant tingle buzzed in her stomach. Behind that cold façade lurked an analytical mind capable of seeing through the most devious of characters. Those abilities had raised him to the pinnacle of the legal profession, and she strove to keep her thoughts and intentions hidden from that powerful intellect.

He nodded, as though agreeing with her train of thought. ‘No, Gail. We will talk about it after dinner tonight.’

She shivered. That left her with little time to prepare.

●♥●

​

That evening, Jack rose from the dinner table and beckoned Gail. ‘Come through to my study. It is time.’ And he turned and led the way.

She glanced at her mother, and their eyes met. They had only had time for a few words in private, not enough to share the degree of Jack Richmond’s growing volatility, nor discuss Gail’s plans, hopes and ambitions, and the older woman looked anxious.

Patricia leaned forward and gripped her daughter’s hand. ‘Remember. Be cautious, darling.’

Gail nodded and returned the pressure. ‘Don’t worry. We’re only going to talk. Everything will be fine.’ Then she took a deep breath and followed him to his study.

Despite her external air of calm, she was nervous. This was happening too quickly, and the cynical part of her knew this was how he interrogated elements of the criminal world as he drilled down to the truth. He was treating her like a criminal and rushing her into betraying herself. 

As she entered his austere study, she glanced around and breathed slowly, telling herself to relax. It was less intimidating than she remembered. The immense oak desk was still the focus of attention, with bookshelves ranged behind it, each filled with files, correspondence and legal reference works. A row of chairs lined one wall, but they looked older and more worn. The green leather desktop had faded, and the books were so well thumbed that many of the spines were fraying.

It was a male preserve with only one concession to comfort, a leather wingback chair positioned in the window where he would sit to enjoy his newspaper.

In silence, he pulled a chair forward for her, then sat at his desk, his piercing black eyes catching and holding hers. There was silence.

Her heart was racing in terror, and she took a moment to compose herself, then returned his gaze, calling upon her powers of logic and reason. But, without warning, Emma’s words rang in her ears and her imagination played a trick on her, transforming him into a green ogre before her eyes. She smiled and relaxed, just as Emma had intended.

‘This is no laughing matter, Gail. I suspect you have a lot on your mind. It would be best if you tell me what it is.’

‘Very well.’ She lowered her eyes to her hands and marshalled her thoughts. ‘The events I lived through in Austria last year changed my life. They changed me.’ As she spoke, vivid memories of those violent and barbaric events filled her mind, and she ruthlessly forced them from her so that she could think clearly. But the stress and grief rang in her voice. ‘I saw appalling brutality, Daddy. People were attacked and killed. Mindless destruction.’

He leaned forward and squeezed her hands gently. ‘I’m sorry you had to witness the brutal side of humanity.’

‘Not all of humanity is like that.’ She looked up and met his gaze. ‘But the world is plunging towards war, and I want to do something positive if that destruction is inflicted on us.’

‘I see.’

‘I know you’ve spent a great deal on my education...’

‘I’m glad you realise that.’ He rose to his feet and paced to the window, turning his back on her.

Silence stretched out until she could bear it no longer. ‘That education will never be wasted. But in the next few years... who knows what will happen? If the events in Austria are anything to judge by, it will be appalling. That’s why I would like to train as a nurse, so that I’m ready to do what I can to help.’

She gazed up at his stiff back, wishing she knew what was going on in that agile, authoritarian mind. He was gazing out over the garden, staring at the bare mound of earth that housed the partially built air raid shelter. Finally, he broke the silence.

‘You’re right, Gail. War is coming. But before it arrives, I want you settled in the affections of a young man who can provide you with wealth and prosperity. Then, when the conflict is over, your comfort will be assured. I’ve invested a great deal in your future, and I don’t intend to waste it.’ He swung back to her, a stern expression on his face. ‘Women of our class don’t abandon their responsibilities simply to bandage and succour the mass of humanity. That is for women of the lower classes.’

‘How can you say that?’ she gasped. ‘Nursing is an honourable profession! Many women like me are taking it up.’

‘Like your friend Emma Blakeney, I suppose?’ he leaned across the desk towards her. ‘She’s another one working below her station. Has she filled your head with these ridiculous ideas?’

‘No. This has nothing to do with Emma. It was the events in Austria that gave me the idea.’

He slapped the desk with his open palm. ‘No!’

She flinched.

His face immediately softened, and he scooped her hands up, spreading her delicate fingers out over his. ‘There. Just look at that. You don’t have the strength. As a nurse, you’d need to deal with blood, filth and squalor, lifting, carrying, and cleaning up after the most basic of human functions. There’s nothing beautiful or aesthetic in that. You have no idea. It’s degrading and menial.’

She gripped his hands tightly and saw a momentary flash of surprise in his eyes, and she smiled. ‘You see? I have the strength.’

‘Perhaps you have. But I will not permit you to descend into a life of slavery...’

‘It’s not slavery! Neither am I being naïve nor idealistic. Listen. In Vienna, I cared for the dying, helped doctors perform rough surgery. I know what nursing involves. And it will be vital for this country to have enough trained nurses if we...’

‘Put it out of your head, Gail. Your role in life is to produce the next generation of leaders to govern this nation. I don’t want to hear any more about nursing. You will not do it.’

Her cheeks flared red, but she kept her emotions under control. To respond would serve no purpose other than to enrage him, and that way lay disaster. In a small voice, she said, ‘But it’s what I would like to do.’

‘Trust me, Gail. I know what I am talking about. Over the next few weeks, I’ll introduce you to society. I want you to cultivate the right circle of friends, and that does not include the local girls. They will do nothing for your reputation.’ Then he stopped speaking and leaned closer to examine her face. His eyes were like probes seeking her innermost thoughts, and she clamped down on them. She had learned how to shield her intentions from him over the years. That is how she had survived.

Finally, when she did not reply, he nodded. ‘That’s better. And you are to have nothing to do with the Priors. I know you’ve been corresponding with young David. That will stop. Suzie is not to see the Prior girl either. She has already been informed.’ His eyes narrowed, and he continued in a silky voice. ‘I sincerely hope you are not considering disobeying me. You have always been treated with leniency. If you defy me, that will cease.’

In desperation, Gail lowered her eyes from his so that he would not see the contempt that was swelling through her.

The Priors were wonderful people, and she would not abandon them when they were in trouble, just as she knew they would never abandon her. Nothing would force her to behave in the cold-hearted way he did.

●♥●
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The following day, Gail went for a long, solitary walk, and as she climbed out of Westcott towards open country, she could feel her father’s shadow slipping from her shoulders. Hope was buoying her steps. She had never had a closer friend than the one she was going to meet. He may have ignored her letters this year, but the note he had sent via her mother had begged her to come to their old meeting place at the back of the churchyard. She had no idea what he wanted to say, nor what had gone wrong between them, but she hoped this would be an olive branch, a step towards reconciliation.

St Barnabas Church stood on prominent ground overlooking the village of Westcott, and on a weekday like this it was deserted, a safe place to meet without being observed. It would be a different matter on Sunday, of course, when the entire village flocked here to attend the services.

The footpath led to a seldom-used gate set in the back of the churchyard wall. She pushed it open, and the peaceful hum of birds and insects wrapped her around, filling her with the comfort of familiarity. She followed the gravel path through swaying ankle-high grass towards their secluded seat.

Then she saw him. He was leaning against the stone sundial and gazing out across the mown pathways and moss-covered tombstones.

She hesitated for a moment, longing to see him, but terrified she would be hurt again. Then she summoned her courage and called, ‘David!’

He turned at the sound of her voice and came to meet her, but there was no smile in his eyes, none of the warmth she had been hoping to see. Instead, he held his hand out in a formal greeting.

‘It’s been a long while, Gail. I trust you’re well.’

Numbness was spreading through her, and she sought to hold the realisation and pain at bay. She shook his hand and raised her chin, determined to stay strong. ‘I’m very well, thank you. How are you?’

‘Fine, thank you.’

No, she could not bear it. His aloofness was intolerable. Moreover, he was lying to her. ‘That’s not true, David Prior! I can see you are far from fine.’

Shock wiped the stiff formality from his face. His icy façade crumbled, and the man she had once adored emerged again, but gaunt and hollowed out by distress and anguish. He was shattered, and his vulnerability and hurt humbled her. How could she have spoken so harshly when his mother was dying before his eyes? ‘I’m sorry, David. I should never have snapped like that.’

‘No. You were right to. I was being a fool.’ He smiled, but the intimacy and friendship she longed for never touched his eyes. The love they had shared was gone, and the realisation devastated her anew, piercing her heart.

Struggling to talk through the anguish, she whispered, ‘I am still your friend, David. Look, I hope you haven’t been waiting long. I came as quickly as I could. Your letter told me nothing. How is Grace? Is she responding to the new treatment?’

He shook his head. ‘It’s making no difference. But I never expected that it would.’

‘I’m so sorry.’ Her throat had tightened with emotion. ‘Your mother is a lovely lady. I wish I’d known sooner. I would have come home earlier and...’

‘But I did write to you.’ His face hardened with anger. ‘I wrote many times, in fact. And you never once bothered to reply.’

‘How can you say that? I wrote every week, even from Vienna, during the height of the troubles. I never received a word back from you!’

They fell silent and glared at each other.

It was he who broke the silence. ‘How can that be?’

‘I don’t know. I could understand letters going astray during the conflict, but I wrote dozens of times from school,’ she said.

‘And I wrote regularly from Guy’s!’ He turned away from her and looked out over the peaceful graveyard. ‘This is madness, and one of us is lying.’

She touched his arm. ‘David... I never ignored you. I didn’t receive your letters.’

He glanced down at her for a long while. Then, taking a deep breath, he gathered her hands in his and looked searchingly into her eyes. ‘So, you did write, after all. You don’t know how relieved I am to hear that. I thought I’d lost you, that you no longer cared.’

She squeezed his hands, not trusting her voice for a moment. His words were an echo of the anguish she had been feeling for many months.

‘I too, David. And it’s... oh, it’s been unbearable.’ As she examined his lined face, she could see the humanity, the integrity and honesty beneath the cloak of exhaustion, and tears burned her eyes. ‘Oh, my love.’

‘Sh.’ He touched her cheek tenderly and gathered her to him. ‘When I heard you had been caught up in the events in Vienna, I’d have given anything for one of those lost letters, to know that you were alright. You must have witnessed some terrible atrocities.’

‘I still have nightmares about it. But those letters, David.’ She lay her hands on his chest. ‘I’m so sorry...’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said and hugged her tighter. ‘We’re together. That’s what matters. Now just let me look at you and see what this finishing year has achieved.’ He held her away from him and studied every aspect of her appearance, starting with her styled hair and ending at her elegant shoes, and his eyes warmed. ‘What a change! Yet none of it has altered the person you are. We have so much to catch up on, but there won’t be time today. I’ve got to give mother her next injection soon.’

‘I understand.’ She squeezed his hands. ‘This last year must have been so hard on you all. Is there anything I can do to help now that I’m back?’

‘I thought your father had forbidden you and Suzie from seeing us.’

‘He has. But Grace is like an aunt to me, and I know she would do anything to help us if we were in difficulties. What can I do?’

His eyes warmed, and she could feel the old friend she knew and loved was with her again. ‘We need someone reliable to care for her at night. I’m spending every day and much of the night doing that. If you could help every now and again, it would make a vast difference.’

‘I’ll come as soon as I am able, I promise.’

‘She will love to see you. She gets very few visitors now. Most of her friends can’t bear to see her. She’s desperately ill, and it shows.’ He glanced at his watch and then looked heavenward. ‘Oh, damn it!’

‘What is it?’

He glanced back into her eyes and grinned. ‘Would you do something for me right now?’

‘Of course, if I can,’ she laughed.

‘I’d never ask this of anyone else. I hope you realise that.’

‘Stop procrastinating and tell me what it is.’

He rolled up his sleeve and removed his watch. ‘I need to be back at the house in an hour, and I’m so tired I could sleep pegged to a clothesline. Would you wake me in three quarters of an hour?’

‘Of course, you idiot,’ she laughed out loud, and took the watch from him.

‘You haven’t changed, have you?’ He took her hands once more and raised them to his lips. ‘When I saw you coming down the hill looking so elegant and aloof, I was concerned.’

‘You haven’t seen the half of my new disguise yet. This is nothing. These are just my walking clothes.’

‘My God!’ he exclaimed. And they both laughed.

●♥●

​

Gail sat gazing absently at her reflection in the mirror. She had many things on her mind and needed time to consider them. If all her letters and David’s had gone astray, then it was no accident. Someone had removed them from the post.

Oh, why would Suzie not leave her in peace for just a short while? She needed to think this through, and then decide how to escape from the house tonight without attracting her father’s attention.

She glanced round as Suzie knocked over one of the perfume bottles on her dressing table.

‘Please be careful, Suzie.’

‘Stop nagging, Gail! You’re beginning to sound like Nanny.’

Gail righted the fragile atomiser and smiled fondly. ‘Come here, little sister. Would you like to try some of this?’

‘May I?’ The younger girl’s blue eyes lit with enthusiasm, and she presented her wrists before Gail could change her mind. Gail squeezed the pale pink bulb and watched a fine mist of perfume douse her sister’s wrists.

‘There,’ she laughed. ‘But I warn you, it will linger for days, so I hope you like it.’

She placed the bottle back on the dressing table, and her thoughts turned to a more agreeable topic. In her mind, she was again sitting by the sundial as the hands of David’s watch moved through the hour and he snatched some sleep.

There was nothing of the boy about him now, and yet it seemed only a short while ago that they had been running the fields together as children.

‘Can I try your lipstick too, Gail? Do you think this brilliant red one will look good on me?’

‘Don’t be absurd,’ Gail murmured without even thinking.

Suzie blushed vividly, and her eyes flashed with rage. ‘You are a beast. You’re treating me like a child. I’m not, you know. A lot of the village girls are already out at work...’

‘You should be thankful that you are not.’

‘Go on, Gail. Put some lipstick on me.’

‘Ah, Suzie,’ Gail sighed and turned to study her sister’s incensed reflection in the mirror. ‘You know, if Father ever found out you’d been making yourself up, he would be furious. It’s not worth the risk.’

‘You’re a fine one to talk! I know where you went today and who you saw.’

Gail went cold at the thought of her little sister possessing such a secret. ‘That’s very different, Suzie. Father’s wrong to make us shun our friends when they’re in need.’

‘Go on, let me try the lipstick. Please. There is no reason he should find out...’

‘No, Suzie.’

‘I think you’re mean and selfish. You’ll be sorry. I shan’t speak to you again for the rest of the holiday!’ Suzie turned with a dramatic sweep of her shoulder and flounced out, slamming the door behind her.

Gail rose to her feet, cross with herself for having upset Suzie like that. But then she sighed and sat down again.

Her sister would be in a passion for an hour or so and unapproachable, but she would calm down. Then they could heal the rift between them and spend some time together.

She leaned her chin on her hands and returned to contemplating her reflection.

She did not see the face looking back at her, but gazed deeply into the reflection’s eyes. Perhaps Suzie was right. Perhaps she was a selfish beast.

She should have made a greater effort to find out how Grace Prior was. But she had not. And now she was worrying about her father’s acute hearing and how to avoid attracting his attention tonight.

She took a deep breath, and her eyes came back into focus. It was time to prepare for dinner.

With great care, she selected a dress from the wardrobe and pulled it on over her petticoat. It would not do to be late or ill-prepared.

‘Come in,’ she called when there was a tap on her door. She turned to find their old nanny on the threshold. ‘Is something wrong, Betty?’

‘Miss Gail, your father wants to see you in his study immediately. He’s furious about something. I don’t know what it is, but I’ve never seen him in such a rage.’

‘Oh God!’ Gail whispered. What had Suzie done?

●♥●
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Gail swept her hair back, took a deep breath, and entered the study. Silence greeted her.

He was waiting, and he was icy with fury.

Her hands were shaking seriously now, and she clenched them at her sides to hide the weakness from him. Why, oh why, did she permit herself to be intimidated? But she abhorred angry scenes. The shouting and aggression simply cut her to the bone, reducing her to nothing more than a trembling jelly. And it looked as though he intended to do just that right now.

‘You wished to see me, Father?’

‘Yes. You met the Prior boy. I told you specifically not to. What have you to say for yourself?’

Shock tingled through her, and she raised her chin. ‘I went to meet him because we have been friends for years,’ she said, gathering about her every scrap of calmness and self-confidence she possessed. ‘Grace Prior is seriously ill and likely to die. The entire family is deeply distressed, and I cannot turn my back on them...’

‘You don’t know the facts, Gail. They face financial ruin and litigation. You are not to meet any of them again.’

Gail stiffened, so incensed by the inhumanity of such an attitude that she lost all sense of caution. ‘You have no right to dictate who I may or may not see. It’s wrong.’

‘I have every right. Despite your adult hairstyle and makeup, you are a child in the eyes of the law, and until you come of age, I am responsible for you. How dare you sneak out to meet a young man, and that young man in particular?’ His voice was rising in volume, and it made her shudder. ‘You are behaving like some village tart.’

‘I’m no tart! There is nothing disgraceful about caring for my friends, neither is there anything wrong with the village girls.’

‘You fool,’ he roared.

She clung to her self-determination, to her identity, the better to withstand his towering rage.

Then a movement near the window caught her eye, and she saw a distant silhouette, standing withdrawn and silent. It was her mother.

Dear God! Poor mother. Was he punishing her too for the daughter’s misbehaviour?

Gail swung back to him. ‘What is Mummy doing here?’

‘Now listen carefully. You are never again to see or speak to any member of that family. Are you listening to me?’ he thundered. ‘I informed you of this yesterday. How dare you disobey me?’

‘David is my friend.’ Her voice was shaking as she spoke, and she paused, trying to control the trembling that was sweeping through her. To her shame, she could not, so she continued with what dignity she could muster. ‘The Priors are sincere and genuine people. They have spent every penny they possess in searching for a cure for Grace. That is no crime.’

‘Perhaps not, but they have descended into criminality. I will not have my daughter associating with them.’

‘I’ve
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