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prologue 

September 1984, Spain

Mother declared herself happy. She had not liked Madrid. In 
her head it still rang with the steel clang of jackboots on the 
cobblestones. Standing in front of Picasso’s newly installed 
painting Guernica, paying silent homage, had left her tearful. 
Now we had moved south to Seville, and her mood lifted.
 Sometimes we rattled through the streets on trams but 
mostly we walked. Even in late September Seville was hot, the 
heat rising from the pavements as well as burning down from 
above. So our walking was strolling and our strolling was sitting 
in the gardens. Watching the world go by was what Mother 
did now, now that the world was passing her by. It seemed that 
way to me too, now that I was nearing my fortieth birthday.
 I had been a disappointment to Mother and Spain had 
been the reason for her disappointment. In her youth, her 
beliefs and her friendships had been defined by the Spanish 
Civil War. In north London, particularly in Hampstead, the 
war had raged fiercely through the weapons of words. I wish 
I had heard her then, in her prime. I was left with the black 
and white photos of a young woman with dark hair tied back 
and a raised clenched fist. “No paseran!” she shouted from the 
centre of her eccentric group of comrades. 
 But I disappointed her. My political belief was warm leche 
compared to her hot cortado. What should I do with a degree 
in languages, with Spanish as my main study? Of course I 
came to Spain, and of course this was the 1970s with Franco 
still in power. I broke Mother’s forty year boycott of this 
country that, unseen, unvisited, she had loved despite the 
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way it had disappointed her. Perhaps I took heart from that. 
Disappointments can be overcome. They do not need to last a 
lifetime.
 I came to Spain as a lowly link in the journalistic chain. I 
filed stories with a reporter’s objectivity – how Mother hated 
that – but with increasing excitement as Franco’s time also 
began to fade into the history of black and white photography. 
He died, I rejoiced, I held my breath. I joined the people on 
the streets as colour returned. I was there, with shots ringing 
out in parliament, watching the coup failing like a scene from 
an opera. Then I came home.
 By this time, Mother was frail. My father had long 
disappeared from the scene, unmentioned, unmentionable. I 
took it into my head to take Mother to Spain for her first 
experience of this country that had shaped her life.
 “That would be interesting,” she said. I wasn’t sure if this 
was a commitment.
 “I’ll pay,” I said. “We’ll stay at nice places and we can go at 
your pace.”
 Her eyes were filming with age but there was a glint of her 
old spirit.
 “I’m not dead yet. And not planning to be. I would like to 
see Madrid – and Seville. Pepe came from there.”
 So he had been mentioned. Perhaps this gave me a reason, 
apart from filial duty, for such a trip. I could walk in my father’s 
disappeared footsteps.
 After Madrid we took the train to Seville. Despite Mother’s 
rejection of the advance of age, there was no mistaking her 
frailty. She was in her seventies now, her skin wrinkled like 
overwashed fabric, her voice closer to a whisper than a shout, 
her gait hunched behind an invisible stick. I walked behind, 
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to follow her pace and direction, not my own. And she gained 
energy day by day as we both orientated ourselves towards 
Seville.
 We stayed in the Hotel Doña Maria near the Cathedral. The 
bells tolled through the night but Mother never mentioned 
them. Her room was rather grand, with antique dark-wood 
furniture and devotional paintings. Not her taste, nor mine, 
but she could rest in the afternoons. The idea of siesta made 
more sense here.
 On our first morning we visited the cathedral. Mother was 
still shocked by its Catholicism, by the flaunting of its wealth 
through gold and silver. The statues of Christ, the paintings of 
the Virgin, allowed no questioning of faith.
 “I hate this place,” Mother whispered to herself, perhaps to 
me.
 She gravitated towards la juderia and Alcazar, instinctively 
on the side of the suppressed. But Jews and Muslims were not 
really present there. Their people had been swallowed by the 
past.
 She loved the barrio, wandering the narrow alleyways 
without fear while I looked shiftily over my shoulder in 
the gathering darkness. We could smell rather than see the 
oranges deep in the leaves. Sitting on a bench in Plaza Santa 
Cruz, among the rose bushes, she listened to the gypsy wails 
and rhythmic strumming of Flamenco players getting ready 
to perform. By daylight she inhaled the architecture of the 
tobacco factory, allowing herself a secret cigarette while 
humming songs from Carmen. Water trickled through the 
days, the trilling of fountains all over the city, the stifling air 
freshened by the wafting of a fan bought in a shop outside the 
Cathedral.
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 So the days drifted by. We had set no time limit on our 
visit but I sensed it was nearing our time to move on. Perhaps 
Bilbao could no longer be avoided?
 It was in the Jardines de Murillo, outside the Alcazar walls, 
beneath the ancient, leafy trees, that Mother declared she was 
happy. It was a relief to me, more than I had expected.
 We said good night and wished each other sleep. I listened 
to the Cathedral bells marking the hours. In the morning, 
when Mother did not appear for breakfast, I knocked on her 
door but there was only silence. So I had to ask the hotel 
manager to open her room door. Her sleep was profound but 
at least, I consoled myself, she died happy.
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ChapTer 1

There was still bright daylight over London that evening. The 
blue of the May sky was given a red rinse through the layers of 
clouds that were rising on the horizon towards the end of this 
hot day. From up there in Hampstead, at the top of London, 
you could see for miles in all directions.
 Lorna Starling walked up the hill from Belsize Park station. 
Observing her, you would notice a determination in her walk, 
the steady strides in sensible shoes. Perhaps her fixed air was 
occasioned by a slight lateness – or perhaps even by a refusal 
to be intimidated by the prospect of the evening.
 She was soon to be 24, an age to be young even in these times. 
But Lorna might not have cared too much about the demands 
of being young; it was better to try, at least, for independence. 
So she wore walking shoes that owed more to practicality than 
fashion. The depression and the threat of war cast shadows 
over fashionable thoughts. Nor was Lorna comfortable with 
the idea of dressing up to make an impression. She adopted 
austere clothing in sympathy, it seemed, with the austere times. 
She would be happy to merge with the crowd, content not to 
be noticed.
 Of course, she did stand out. Her absence of attention to 
herself drew the attention of others. She moved through the 
crowd like a sheep dog.
 Lorna was surprised at the number of people. It was a sticky 
evening of that early summer and the weather had enticed out 
many. There were groups and couples making their way along 
the fringes of Hampstead Heath, while Lorna cut her solitary 
path through the crowds. People were chattering, laughing, 
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reluctant to give in to any sense of foreboding below the 
surface of the moving tide. They wanted to enjoy, even with 
a muted desperation, the snatched jollity of the moment, the 
glimpse of peace that was still in their view.
 Peace. It was an important word to Lorna. She had been 
a member of the Peace Pledge Union, embracing the idea of 
pacifism. But it seemed to lead towards a tolerance of Europe’s 
rising fascism, which she felt had to be resisted. In the previous 
year she had stood in Cable Street to oppose Oswald Mosley’s 
Blackshirts. Now she was on her way to a meeting about the 
grim situation in Spain.
 The meeting was at the house of Diana Seymour, a wealthy 
woman and a socialist. No, Lorna sighed in exasperation to 
herself, the two were not mutually exclusive. Although Diana’s 
background placed her in the conservative establishment, her 
political conscience set her against her own upbringing. Her 
family could deny recognition to her but not the money she 
had inherited from her father. So, while her brother sat in the 
House of Commons as a Tory MP, she lent her support and 
often her money to the Labour Party. Tonight she was lending 
her house to the anti-fascist cause, hosting a meeting to rally 
support for the Spanish republicans.
 It hurt her, and it hurt everyone in her spacious sitting 
room, that the Spanish war was going badly for the 
republicans. The initial optimism had dissipated soon after the 
first involvements of the International Brigade had brought 
the first casualties. Franco’s fascist forces were winning most 
of the battles and a month earlier the war had taken a more 
brutal turn with the bombing of Guernica and its civilians by 
German planes. This intervention by foreign forces supporting 
Franco’s nationalists tipped the balance of power even further, 
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especially when the British government stuck stubbornly to 
its non-intervention pact. It tested the certainties of a pacifist, 
as Lorna had recently considered herself, when the reports 
were of thousands of women, men and children killed in the 
bombing of a defenceless town.
 Lorna rang the doorbell of Number 5. It was a nineteenth 
century street of elegant houses beyond the means or even 
the aspiration of a young woman who worked to do good not 
to make money. At the end of a week she might count deeds 
rather than shillings, and this tonight counted as a deed – at 
least in prospect. But now she was here, there was a sudden 
shiver of doubt, the last-second impulse to turn away. Standing 
on the doorstep, under the porch with its columns, Lorna 
cleared her throat to prepare for the possibilities of entrance 
or escape, and she touched the unfamiliar pearl necklace that 
she was wearing. Her misgivings were coursing through her, 
creating a flush of anxiety. This, she feared, might be a social 
test, and a test she was likely to fail. What a wonderful house, 
she thought, despite herself, while realising that the size of the 
house was part of her anxiety. Yet she recognised that wealth 
was necessary to further the causes she believed in – and, yes, 
she told herself firmly, she did believe in them.
 She brought a smile to her face as the door swung open. 
“I’m Lorna,” she announced to the man who opened the 
door.
 “Come in,” the ragged clothes announced from somewhere 
deep inside a body or an entrance hall. “Archie Bruce,” he 
held her arm. “We’re nearly all here.”
 Lorna recognised the name of the writer. She had not 
expected to meet him in this setting but why not? she scolded 
herself inwardly. The war had a polarising effect, putting  
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people on one side or the other, and the artists seemed to 
line up naturally against the industrialists. Too crude a distinction, 
Lorna told herself, but true, she responded. There was no 
possibility of neutrality, which made the concept of non-
intervention a statement of bias.
 In the room were a dozen people, most of them men. So it 
was easy to pick out the hostess. Lorna made her way towards 
the tall woman in the centre of the room.
 “Pleased to meet you, Mrs Seymour.”
 “Oh, Diana – please! Only my opponents call me Mrs 
Seymour and I have more than enough of them. I trust I will 
not count you among their number. But you must be Lorna 
– Bryan has told me much about you.”
 “I am. Lorna, that is. And you can count on me. Diana,” she 
added.
 “Then we must get you a drink. What would you like? 
Wine? It’s French, we cannot be sure of anything else but it is 
the best, of course.”
 Lorna sipped the white wine. She had tried but failed to 
read the label. Did she like it? She was more used to beer and 
looked a little enviously at the glass of stout in the chubby 
hand of the man who stood next to her. His tie was tight in a 
collar that seemed uncomfortable on such an ample neck.
 “Lorna, this is George Robb, from the Basque Children’s 
Committee. And a trade unionist, as you know of course.”
 “Of course.”
 “Diana, you mustn’t. You know I don’t need any flattery.”
 “George, I intended none. But” looking over his shoulder 
at the door to the sitting room “I see our speaker has arrived.”
 First Lorna noticed his hair. It was smooth, and light 
caught it like sun on the sea’s waves. His trousers were wide 
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and flapped a little as he walked. His brown leather jacket 
was short, reaching just to the waistband of his trousers. All 
in all he gave the appearance of someone wearing borrowed 
clothes. His boots, in particular, seemed not to belong to the 
feet inside them.
 Diana fussed over him, asking him questions, making 
arrangements for a drink. His voice carried easily to Lorna’s 
ears and she could tell he was that cherished rarity in these 
circles: a working-class Londoner.
 “Whenever you’re ready,” he said, but not convincingly. 
He seemed nervous; Lorna felt nervous for him. She smiled, 
suppressing the twinge of envy as Diana took his arm to lead 
him to a spot before the empty fireplace, where a lectern 
stood. “Bloody hell, it’s a bit grand,” he laughed. “I’m not 
givin’ a lecture.”
 Other conversations in the room had stopped, as people 
realised the evening was about to start properly.
 “Comrades,” smiled Diana. “It’s my proud task to welcome 
Harry James here tonight – and to welcome him back to 
England. Until a couple of weeks ago Harry was in Spain with 
the International Brigade. It’s good to see that he’s survived 
and we’re all, I’m sure, eager to hear his story.”
 “But let me preface it with another piece of news. Last 
night the refugee boat Habana landed in Portsmouth Harbour. 
On board were 4000 children, Spanish children whose parents 
are resisting the fascists in the war that Harry has been fighting. 
We have here representatives from the Basque Children’s 
Committee – and should you feel moved, as I’m sure you will, 
to want to do something – even though you might not be able 
to fight, your support for the children will be welcome and 
practical.”
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 The room murmured, a supportive hum. Then everyone 
clapped as Diana waved Harry forward to speak. He clenched 
his right fist, and others returned the gesture. He cleared his 
throat, then cleared it again before beginning hesitantly.
 “Look, I’m not – whatever you think, I’m not. Well, I’m 
not a politician, and I’m not a soldier neither. I guess I learned 
to be a bit of a soldier but I’d never picked up a gun till I got 
to Spain. I just felt I had to be there. Didn’t think I could 
ignore it. If we ignore it, it gets worse, and I don’t mean Spain 
I mean everywhere. Including here.
 “I’m not gonna lie. It’s goin’ badly out there. Franco’s got 
more men, heavier weapons, and he’s got the Germans and 
the Italians fightin’ for him. Meanwhile our government sticks 
to a non-intervention pact that says to the fascists ‘just help 
yourselves, we don’t mind’. I wish I could tell you a better 
story but, well, there isn’t one, is there? I just tell you that I’ve 
lost a lot of good comrades. And that hurts.
 “I was there in Gernika a month ago. Nazi bombs 
destroyed the town. And they killed hundreds, could have 
been thousands, of men, women and children. Not soldiers. 
Just ordinary people who lived there. People who’d come into 
town for the market that day. There was no real warnin’, the 
bombers just flew in, dropped their bombs. I’d been in the war 
for six months, seen some terrible things. But I’d never seen 
anythin’ like it – the people didn’t have a chance.”
 Lorna stared at Harry, willing him on, a ringside spectator. 
His style was not polished, he was not a practised speaker. 
Neither am I, she thought. Looking around the room, Lorna 
saw that everyone was listening intently, like herself willing 
him on, recognising that this was difficult for him to do. But it 
was not a problem with public speaking, she sensed, there was 
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something deeper, a wish to hide something from them, even 
from himself.
 “Know what?” he said. “I’m not gonna talk about Gernika. 
I can’t. I haven’t sorted it out yet in my head. It’s just too 
much and it was too terrible. One day, one day soon, I’ll write 
it down so it’s not lost. But it’s off limits for now. Too much 
death, the kid I held in my arms as he died. That’s what they’re 
doin’. It’s children they’re killin’. So do what Diana says – 
give your money for the children. If it saves some of them, 
that’s good. But soldiers should be fighting soldiers, not planes 
bombing children.”
 He looked around the room. His eyes challenged them as if 
they might disagree, but no one would dare push him further. 
There was a grim silence, like a fog descended over them all.
 “Anyone got a question?” Harry asked.
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ChapTer 2

There had been questions and Harry had answered them 
more easily than he had spoken before, but his answers were 
quick, almost dismissive. People wanted to know about the 
International Brigade and what his fellow soldiers were like. 
All sorts. Can you tell us a bit about the bombing? Rather not. 
Will you go back? I have to.
 Diana decided to move the meeting on by asking George 
Robb to speak about the Spanish children who had just 
arrived on the boat from Bilbao. Unlike Harry, George was 
not embarrassed by the sound of his own voice speaking in 
public. He explained that the children were in a holding camp 
run by the Basque Children’s Committee. The camp was in 
a field outside Portsmouth donated by a local farmer. North 
Stoneham was well-enough equipped with tents, and the 
children were safe and being fed. The plan was to disperse 
them around the country to ‘colonies’. The colonies might 
be run by churches, unions, groups of different kinds but, of 
course, it all took money. The children might be here for only 
three months and they could return home once the fighting 
was over. While they waited, they needed to be fed and looked 
after – their parents and families were back in Spain, many of 
them fighting for the Republicans, most of them threatened 
by fascist reprisals. After all, in the first month of the war 
100,000 people were killed on their doorsteps, not on the 
battlefield. It’s a nation that fears the knock on the door and 
these children, for the first time away from their home and 
their country without the comfort of their parents, were also 
living in fear.
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 “Will you help them? Will your organisations help them? 
We can take personal contributions or, if you’re able to, from 
organisations you represent. Ten shillings, just ten bob a week, 
will pay for a Spanish boy or girl, to provide them with enough 
to live. Otherwise, well, otherwise I don’t know. They’ll end 
up on a boat being sent back where they came but I think 
we’re better than that, don’t you?”
 The audience did not need much persuading. Diana led 
the way with a five pound note, then one by one people 
signed the form, handed over money and got a receipt. Even 
Archie, who looked in need of new clothes himself, handed 
over money.
 Lorna found herself in the queue. It gave her time to think 
and work out her weekly budget. She did not earn much as 
a legal secretary but at least, she told herself, she had no one 
else relying on her money. She hardly saw her parents in Kent 
these days; she had no real wish to, she had left her suburban 
upbringing behind her.
 “Put me down for ten shillings,” she said to George Robb.
 “That’s very good of you, my dear. Is that all right? Takes a 
chunk out of your weekly purse, doesn’t it? But no doubting 
it’s a good cause.”
 “No doubt it is.”
 Her fingers trembled a little with the enormity of the 
commitment – not just the money but the fact that, as she saw 
it, she was adopting a Spanish child. She felt herself redden 
with the heat and the pressure of commitment.
 “You’re at Thomas Brothers, aren’t you? I know Bryan 
well, he’s a good man. I’ll have a word with him, see if he can 
help out at all with the collecting.”
 “I don’t think you need to.”
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 “Well, if we’re collecting weekly, it will make it easier if 
Bryan organises things.”
 She hated to have her personal life organised for her but 
she had to see it as paying her union dues. She got on well with 
her boss so it was not a matter of confidentiality – in fact she 
had planned to tell him about the meeting the following day 
at work. She knew he would be pleased. Bryan Thomas was a 
well-known figure in left-wing circles as the senior partner in 
the law firm Thomas Brothers that handled trade union work, 
took on cases to represent working people without wealth 
and stood defence against the establishment generally. Lorna 
could picture his raised eyebrow swiftly followed by a smile 
on his florid face. But was she being patronised in some way? 
It would be silly to protest but she felt resentment inside, the 
wish to stand up for herself as a woman.
 She stood aside as the next person in the queue gave his 
contribution. Lorna’s agitation fumbled inside her handbag, 
simply looking for something to do.
 “Don’t know about you, but I could do with a drink.”
 Lorna looked up and saw Harry James. “Me too,” she said.
 “Shall we sneak out? There’s a pub down the hill.”
 She felt like a naughty schoolgirl – ‘hopping the wag’ as 
Harry put it. She liked him for that. At least he seemed to 
understand some of what she was feeling.
 “Had we better say Good Night to Diana?” asked Lorna.
 “Whatever for? Don’t suppose I’ll see her again – unless 
we tell her we’re going down the pub and she joins us. Not 
likely. So – let’s go.”
 They slipped out. On a warm summer evening they had 
no coats to put on, so they stepped down the stairs and out 
through the front door into the gas-lit twilight. Lorna smiled, 
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thinking she might be on a secret mission. But with no idea 
what she might be trying to achieve, willing to go wherever 
this strange turn of events might take her.
 In the first place it did not take her far. Just down the road, 
at the bottom of the hill, they walked into the saloon bar 
of The Freemasons. While Harry waited at the bar for Lorna’s 
Guinness, she looked around the pub. It looked new, lacking 
that feeling of being lived in by local regulars. Most of the 
people seemed to have dropped in from outside the area. Like 
herself. Like Harry.
 “The beer’s a bit flat,” he said about his own pint. “But I’m 
parched.”
 Lorna watched him down half the beer in one gulp. She 
was more inclined to take her Guinness, like life, in wary sips.
 “Glad that’s done,” said Harry. “Didn’t really want to do 
it but they told me I had to. Paying my dues. Said the story 
needed to be heard.”
 “I’m glad you did. But it must have been hard for you. 
Have you done that kind of thing before?”
 Harry stared into his beer. Did he find answers there? He 
shook his head.
 “Course not. First time for everything. You could tell. I 
didn’t know – least, not till I started – that I’d find it so hard. 
Can you imagine?” He looked at her as if challenging her to 
find something lost. “Can you imagine what it was like with 
the bombs falling, with the women and children screaming?”
 Lorna shook her head. “But you can tell me, if it helps.”
 “Don’t know if talking’s the help I need. A bit of not 
talking might do me good.”
 Lorna was not, at least not yet, ready to offer help that she 
might regret. The Guinness, sip by sip, offered a tactic in the 

Spanish Crossings 2nd proofs.indd   27 20/02/2017   17:49



spanish crossings

28

situation while she sized up this man a bit more. Did she like 
him? I think so. But can I be sure?
 “Another?”
 “Let me get it, Harry.”
 “Not cleaned out by the committee then?”
 She had forgotten the ten shillings she had given. A look 
into her purse confirmed its emptiness apart from some coins.
 “I’m sorry. You’re right, I haven’t got enough.”
 Harry put his hand up in a ‘don’t worry’ gesture. “It’s OK, 
my union paid me. I’ve got money.”
 Lorna did worry. She was used to paying her way in pubs. 
Not that she was a big drinker but she needed to show what 
she was not. In thinking what she was not, Lorna had her 
mother in mind, a Kent housewife of the most suburban kind. 
Not like her.
 “You OK? You look a bit cross.”
 She was not ready for honesty. In her experience that 
takes time. Honesty might drive him away, and now she was 
thinking that she might need him to stay with her, at least for 
a while, at least for this night.
 “I’m fine. I was just wondering so many things about you, 
about what you’ve been through. But then I’m not sure if I 
can ask. You don’t seem prepared to tell anything about what 
happened to you. And I don’t need to know, but I’d like to 
know.”
 Their eyes locked, each unwilling to give way. Harry 
blinked, then put his hand over Lorna’s hand.
 “I can’t. Don’t know why but I can’t. I’m going to write it 
down, just like I said I would. I’ll do that before I go back to 
Spain. Like I said I would.
 “But for now…for now let me say this. I knew nothing 

Spanish Crossings 2nd proofs.indd   28 20/02/2017   17:49



spanish crossings

29

of Gernika till I got there. On that first day they took me to 
the oak in the centre of town. Proud to show it. An old oak, 
just a stump left, but been there for centuries. It’s right by 
the assembly, the place where the parliament meets. These are 
people who love democracy. That’s why the fascists hate them 
so much, why they wanted to wipe them out. They did, the 
people were killed, nearly all of them. But that oak survived, I 
sat right by it while the bombs dropped. So did the assembly 
building. It was a bit of a miracle next day, walking through 
bombed streets and buildings, but these things survived. 
Symbols can survive, even when people don’t. It’s hope. It’s 
why I have to go back.”
 Lorna put her left hand over his hand that was squeezing 
her uncomfortably tight. She lifted his hand off hers but did 
not let go. There was an intensity between them that seemed 
like a new experience.
 “What shall we do?” Harry asked.
 Lorna kept holding his hand. “Where do you live?”
 Harry explained that he was staying in a house in Camden 
Town. It was empty for a few days while its owner was away. 
It was simply a bolt hole offered by a sympathiser.
 They left the pub and started walking. Lorna’s step was 
brisk, she was well-equipped for walking but Harry stopped 
at South End Green. They had walked, arm in arm, no more 
than two hundred yards.
 “I can’t.” He grimaced, anger and pain on his face. Lorna’s 
heart sank. She felt tears forming in her eyes.
 “Why not?” her voice trembled, her chin too but, to her 
shock, Harry began laughing.
 “Bloody boots! These boots are killing me. They just don’t 
fit. They’re not mine, you see? None of this clobber’s mine.”
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 Was it relief that made Lorna laugh too? Or was there 
something genuinely funny in a war hero brought to a 
standstill by oversized boots? Particularly at a time when their 
thoughts were on the absence of clothes. But it made their 
coming together in an embrace so natural that they kissed and 
held each other without worrying who might be watching.
 “Sod walking,” said Harry. “Let’s grab this cab.”
 He hailed the taxi that had slowed to turn the corner. They 
clambered inside, falling into the back seat while the driver 
set the meter. They arrived at Delancey Street in ten minutes. 
There were stone steps up to the front door, with iron railings 
on either side. Harry stooped to pick the key up from under 
the door mat. “They trust me,” he said. “Not just you,” she 
added, following him through the door.
 Fumbling to turn on the light in the hall revealed their 
discomfort. Suddenly they were clearly strangers who did not 
yet know each other. Would there be time for such knowledge? 
There were details that can take a lifetime to absorb: the feel of 
a hand, the tilt of a head, even the colour and texture of hair.
 Lorna felt Harry’s hand on her hair, his fingers stroking 
with what might have been curiosity in a better light. She 
never cared much for her hair; she kept it in a style that went 
with the flow of its natural waves, but it was designed for easy 
maintenance. She wanted to move out of this harsh hall light 
but did not know the layout of the house.
 “I like your hair. There’s no fuss to it, like a country girl.” 
The cracking in his voice suggested he was not used to giving 
personal compliments. No more than Lorna was used to 
receiving them.
 “Why fuss? Hair’s not worth it,” she said.
 They had moved through into a room with a table and 
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chairs. It was sparsely furnished, though, linoleum on the floor, 
lacking the feel of a family home.
 “Who lives here?” she asked.
 “Someone I’ve never met. Don’t suppose I will. I was just 
sent here last week, told the place was mine to use as the chap 
was away. They said he’s a painter. But I’ll be gone before he 
gets back.”
 Lorna looked at him, hesitating to find an answer she 
might not wish for. “So, you are going back?” A nod. “You are 
going back to Spain? Even after what you’ve seen?”
 Harry’s stare took him away from the room where he was 
standing, seeking a way to tell himself not just Lorna.
 “I can’t see what else to do. I’ve got to live with myself.”
 Lorna drew closer in sympathy. She folded her arms 
around him in an embrace meant to comfort. Harry bent his 
head down and his lips sought hers. It should not have been a 
shock because they had already kissed but she was surprised at 
least by the head-on assault of the kiss, accompanied by what 
seemed like a sob of yearning or grief, a sound that was animal 
yet deeply human. His tongue thrust deeply into her mouth 
and she felt her breath pushed back inside her. It took some 
seconds to respond but she withdrew, and turned her face 
away.
 “Hold on, Harry, let’s take it more slowly.”
 His eyes held hers, glistening a little. There was a yearning 
there and she was not sure she could satisfy it.
 “Sorry,” he mumbled. “Sorry. I’ve turned into a soldier.”
 “No need for sorry. But let’s sit down.”
 They sat on the wooden chairs at the rectangular table 
covered with oilcloth. It was a bleak light under the naked 
electric bulb; it flattered neither of them. Lorna’s skin had a 
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ghostly pallor; Harry’s, burnt by the Spanish sun, took on an 
orange glow. But there was something calming in the absence 
of flattery, enabling that calm to turn again towards attraction. 
Lorna took Harry’s hand, kissed it gently, then placed it against 
her cheek. She sensed their mutual inexperience, but felt it 
might now be for her to take the lead.
 “Upstairs?” He nodded. She led him by the hand. Their 
feet clomped on the bare wood of the stairs.
 Inside the bedroom, despite the unfamiliarity of the 
situation, they recognised what each wanted to do in sequence. 
Boots and shoes were discarded first. Harry smiled with what 
might have been simply relief from discomfort. He was released 
to move more easily, so was she, removing each other’s clothes 
with increasing eagerness until they were gazing at each other 
naked. There was a shiver of embarrassment that was soon 
stifled by an embrace. The touch of skin on skin along their 
bodies became not just real but natural. Finally Lorna took off 
the necklace of artificial pearls that she had decided at the last 
minute to wear that evening.
 Their lovemaking was short and urgent. But they felt 
satisfied with each other, satisfied enough to lie in each other’s 
arms, their faces turned together, breath mingling, lips still 
seeking the touch of the other’s skin. They said nothing to 
each other, feeling no need, allowing their hands to shape the 
familiarity between them until, unaware who was the first to 
succumb, they surrendered themselves to sleep.
 The morning sun came streaming through the curtains at 
5 o’clock. Now they could look at each other with pleasure 
and curiosity, holding each other in the grip of their arms and 
this narrow bed. They talked, discovering more about their 
lives until this brought an awareness of the world beyond the 
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room, with the outside noises reaching their ears of a city 
going to work, intent upon the need to do whatever it took 
to survive.
 “Are you happy?” he asked her.
 “I would be if you didn’t go back to Spain.”
 Silence fell between them. It was difficult to say anything.
 “I must get to work,” said Lorna, disentangling herself 
from Harry’s arms, from the sheets that were twined around. 
She looked down, seeing stains on the sheet. “What can we do 
about these?”
 “Nothing to do but leave ‘em.”
 “We can’t. They’re a mess. I’m going to have to wash them 
and bring them back another day.”
 Harry was quiet. He had not anticipated domestic concerns 
and wished such trifles would go away. But they were in a 
home, however uncared-for in appearance; its neglect was 
apparent, inescapable. 
 In the kitchen downstairs, Lorna put the kettle on and 
placed the teapot on the wooden table. She scooped a couple 
of spoonfuls of tea into the pot then poured boiling water on 
top. Placing the tea cosy over the pot made her smile. Knitted 
into a pattern of red and blue, it fitted snugly and added an 
unexpected domesticity to this least domestic of houses.
 “When are you leaving, Harry?”
 It was a blow to discover that he would be catching a train 
to Dover that afternoon. This gave an unwelcome urgency to 
their preparations. There was no time for lingering over the 
tea and toast. Lorna found the canvas bag for the bagwash so 
she could get the sheets washed. Harry would be gone when 
she returned later in the week but she knew how to let herself 
in.
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 “Sorry. I’ve not done this well, have I? I wish I had more 
time but I’ve got to meet the others.”
 “I know that. There’s nothing to be done about it. But 
I can’t just do the stiff upper lip. I know I’m not being fair 
but….Just but. But I thought a love affair would last more than 
one night.”
 “It will, honest it will. You were – you are – lovely. It’s you 
I’ll want to come back for. I don’t want it to end with this 
either.”
 Lorna drank her tea. She might have cried but found 
herself laughing instead.
 “The English find tea’s the cure for all ills. If you’re not 
happy, have a cup of tea. If you’re really not happy, have 
another spoonful of sugar in your tea. Come on, Harry, drink 
up, there’s a war to go to.”
 “Lorna, look. Or listen. I can’t offer anything. It’s not a 
time for thinking further than what’s right in front of us. War. 
There’s going to be more war. It’s not just Spain, it’s bigger 
than that, but I don’t know how it’ll work out. So I promise 
nothing but that doesn’t mean that this meant nothing. I aim 
to be back. I will be back.”
 Lorna saw that she would gain nothing by prolonging this 
leave-taking. She wrote her address on a scrap of paper, then 
added her work address ‘just in case’. Where Harry was going, 
there were no postal addresses. So they embraced like old 
friends going off on separate journeys.
 Lorna’s journey took her to work by way of the laundry 
where she dropped in her bagwash to collect next day.

Spanish Crossings 2nd proofs.indd   34 20/02/2017   17:49



spanish crossings

35

ChapTer 3

Lorna decided to carry on walking to work that morning on 
the blustery streets leading towards the centre. She needed to 
clear her head before work, so she headed south past Euston 
Station, then past Tavistock Square. She ignored passing buses, 
watching as people scrambled on board to sit on the top deck. 
She saw Russell Square on her right, noticing its trees that 
were now dense with leaves, and crossed the road to walk 
through it. In Russell Square, fallen blossom and seeds from 
the trees lay like brown snow, drifting when caught by the 
breeze. It accentuated the feeling that today, in response to 
whatever promptings of her moods, nature was displaying its 
full range of the seasons. Her emotions were changeable, so 
was the weather, and rain was now spitting from black clouds. 
She longed for the sun to break through again and allow her 
to see the world in a better light.
 Russell Square had been a lunchtime refuge for her when 
she had been at Pitman College learning to type and take 
shorthand. As she passed the Pitman building now, memories 
of the people on the course occupied her thoughts, an 
imaginary pencil jotting down names and speculating on their 
subsequent stories. Nora – back up north by now. Jessie – into 
the papers, News Chronicle? Biddy – found a man, married. 
These people had been her first London friends after arriving 
from Kent but now, as London does, they had dispersed in 
different directions, making their own ways and lives, perhaps 
taking notes, perhaps not.
 At the Kingsway Tunnel she caught a tram. It rattled and 
clanged underground through the darkness, sending her 
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into what seemed, this morning at least, like the comfort 
of anonymity. The light in the tram half-illuminated faces, 
concealed lives. Lorna listened, with just a twinge of jealousy, 
to the young couple chatting on the seat next to her, making 
plans for later.
 What might Lorna’s plans be? Not in the years ahead, but 
that day, how to get through the day that suddenly loomed as 
full of difficulty? The sound of metal on metal signalled the 
tram’s arrival at Embankment, and Lorna stepped down onto 
the pavement. From here it was just a two-minute walk to her 
work.
 Lorna sat on a bench in Embankment Gardens to collect 
her thoughts. She was uncomfortably aware that she was in 
yesterday’s clothes but reasoned that this would not be noticed. 
She spent little on clothes, and her wardrobe was restricted by 
lack of money and a wish to keep things simple. Her standard 
issue, to herself, was a grey skirt and white blouse, with only 
slight colour variations day by day. It seemed a waste of time 
to increase those choices.
 Having set aside that concern, reaching into her handbag to 
dab a little scent onto her wrists and neck, she knew she could 
not avoid the meeting with her boss. Bryan Thomas would 
sense something different about her; it was a skill of his. He 
was the senior partner and the firm’s figurehead, intimidating 
only in his shrewdness and understanding. Lorna had started 
two years ago at Thomas Brothers as a typist, then had been 
spotted by Bryan to become his secretary. She enjoyed the 
contact this gave her with the people and causes that the firm 
represented.
 She liked to meet people. She was at her best when she 
sensed a vulnerability in others that she could help relieve, 
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understanding the shared feeling. Generosity was important to 
her; she gave freely. She gave affection and friendship because 
they came naturally to her, but she had never forged a special 
relationship with anyone. Lorna had many friends but not 
one particular friend. She found giving easier than taking, but 
neither made her happy, there was always a fragility to any 
sense of contentment she felt.
 She feared loneliness as a result. She feared that none were 
as lonely as those who feared loneliness, so she made an effort 
not to feel that way. This was one reason why she volunteered 
to do things for others – though, mainly, it was what she 
felt people ought to do. It shaped her politics too. She had 
joined the Labour Party to help others, not to change the very 
structure of the world. In her internal debate this was where 
she drew the line between socialism and communism. Would 
it be a line between herself and Harry? She might not get 
the chance to discover, much as she might want to. A flush of 
anger rushed through her.
 Before meeting Harry she had been fatalistic about being 
alone. She knew people, mixed with people, but there was 
not one person who mattered more than anyone else. Harry 
had been that person, fleetingly, for one night. He offered a 
tantalising hope of a more enduring connection. But he also 
brought a greater fear that hope might be snatched away. She 
dared not hope, not for herself. She needed distraction, she 
needed to plunge herself into a new cause.
 Arriving at work, she opened the sliding metal gate of the 
lift, and took it up to the second floor. She went into the 
cubby hole that was her office, containing a wooden desk, a 
chair and shelves holding files and books. Through the frosted 
glass she could see that Bryan Thomas was already at work. 
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She suppressed the slight bubble of irritation that rose inside 
her, almost like heartburn. She always tried to be first at her 
desk but this morning the change of routine had made that 
impossible.
 A shadow passed across the glass panel, like a memory of 
her father. There were things she absorbed from her father 
although she would always be reluctant to admit this. Being 
first to the office was one. Giving up your seat to someone 
older on a bus was another. It’s a matter of respect, he would say. 
They channelled their respect in different ways but agreed on 
the principle. Little things matter, don’t forget. She didn’t.
 Lorna tapped on the glass of the office door and went in. 
“Would you like a cup of tea, Bryan?”
 “That would be nice.” He hardly looked up from the file 
he was reading, half-moon glasses perched on the end of his 
nose, his hair thick and white.
 Making tea felt like a refuge this morning. She was not 
quite ready yet for the normality of office life. Too much had 
happened since she had been at her desk the previous day.
 For no reason that was clear to her, her parents were in 
her thoughts this morning. Usually she tried not to think 
too much about her parents, not from malice or bitterness 
or disappointment, but because they drained confidence from 
her. She had left home to escape them, to become herself, and 
she bore them no grudge. Why should she? They had done 
her no harm. But she dreaded that she might become like 
them or, worse, that she might become them.
 I exasperate people, said Lorna to herself, just like my mother. 
Oh God, let me not be my mother. Doris Starling wore a sense of 
nervousness, making her too eager in company. Perhaps it was 
simply a lack of practice because she had never had to work 
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and do things for anyone other than her husband. George 
Starling, an accountant, was happy reading balance sheets 
and avoiding social occasions. Doris had married George 
with eagerness too; an eagerness that had flattered him and 
persuaded him that this feeling must be love. It did not take 
long for habit to wear away the edges of feeling, for balance 
to reassert itself even between the sheets. Lorna was the only 
child.
 Doris could not match her husband’s equanimity, she 
tipped the scales up and down to the constant consternation 
of others. Of course, Lorna loved her mother and all her 
vulnerability – much more than her cold fish of a father, but 
now she was relieved to see so little of both of them. Her 
father stagnated in the depths of small business in Orpington, 
seldom surfacing. Her mother took the train occasionally, 
venturing to London where she would take tea with Lorna in 
Lyons Corner House.
 “You all right, Lo?” asked Bernie, the office boy. His 
familiarity always grated. Lorna excused him for being only 
fifteen but suspected that he would be no different at thirty 
or sixty. Some people seem set for life before they have lived. 
“Looks like you’re still dreamin’.”
 “Perhaps I am, Bernie, perhaps I am.” She carried the 
teapot on a tray into Bryan Thomas’s office. Bryan looked up, 
stared at her like a doctor assessing a patient, then suggested 
that she should bring a cup and saucer for herself.
 “How was it last night?” he asked as she poured out the tea.
 “Last night? How do you mean?”
 “I mean the talk I sent you along to listen to – and to report 
back on anything interesting that came up.” He motioned her 
to sit down.
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 “Oh, I see what you mean.” Sipping tea filled a gap, not 
for the first time that day. “A lot of people you know. Diana 
Seymour. George Robb. The speaker was Harry James.”
 “How was he?”
 “I liked him. Terrible time he must have had in Spain. Was 
at Guernica when it was bombed.”
 “I heard that. Must have been bad. Did he open up about 
it?”
 “Not as much as you might expect. I don’t think he’s used 
to public speaking.”
 “He’ll get better, I expect. He’s a communist. They’ll want 
him to do more. It’s part of the contract.”
 “He won’t for a while. He’s heading back to Spain.”
 Bryan’s eyebrows raised. “Really? Already? I thought you 
might have persuaded him otherwise.”
 Lorna felt the blush on her neck, suddenly feeling the 
absence of her necklace. Had Bryan noticed this? Did he 
know? How did he know? She felt as if she had been watched 
yet she felt lightened by her secret’s glimpse of daylight. Could 
she bring it into the open?
 “He’s a good man,” Lorna said, emboldened by 
embarrassment. “At least I thought so. We look after a lot of 
communists.”
 “Indeed we do. It goes with our territory. But you have 
to watch them. They’re not straightforward like our Labour 
friends in the unions.”
 “What’s straightforward about George Robb?”
 Bryan laughed. “You’re right. He’s a devious devil. Don’t 
think I trust him further than I can throw him. And I hear he 
extracted some money from you too?”
 “How d’you know?”
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 They looked at each other warily, neither sure if a mark 
had been overstepped.
 “Diana rang me last night. Not to inform. Just to say she 
liked you.”
 Lorna’s head was spinning. She was relieved to be sitting 
down. She hadn’t taken account of the telephone spreading 
news – though it was part of her job, she still did not feel 
accustomed to it as part of life not work. There was a silence 
in the room, settling between them like a morning mist. Lorna 
shivered, feeling a premonition or was it simply the draft from 
an open window?
 “I don’t understand,” she said. “It feels like you were spying 
on me.”
 “Not at all. Just looking after your interests.”
 “That’s what I don’t understand. What are my interests?”
 “Did you like the young man?”
 “I did.”
 “Best forget him. Chances are he won’t come back from 
Spain. The odds are stacked against him. There are other ways 
to help, better ways. You found one of them – those children 
need our help.”
 “You know I’m helping. Diana told you that.”
 “She did. And I admire you for it. Your example meant I 
couldn’t refuse Diana’s request. I agreed that the firm would 
pay a fiver a week – on top of your ten bob. You’ve become 
an expensive woman.”
 There was smile on his face. It was almost below the 
surface, there but difficult to be sure of. A winter bulb just 
breaking the ground.
 “There’s more,” he went on. “I said we’d provide pro bono 
legal service to the committee – no harm in doing George 
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Robb a favour. The work should be straightforward. They 
say it will only be for three months, then the children will 
go back. A weekly meeting, probably a bit boring. But you’ll 
learn a lot, you might even enjoy it.”
 The smile was more noticeable. He was savouring her 
puzzlement.
 “What are you saying?” she asked. “I’m not understanding 
what you’re saying.”
 “I’m saying that we want you to represent the firm on the 
Basque Children’s Committee. Will that be acceptable?” 
 “But I’m not trained for that.”
 “You’ll be trained on the job, by the job. Lorna, I’m saying 
I think you’re better than just a secretary. I want you to do 
more in the firm because I think you can. So add this to what 
you already do, and let’s see how it goes.”
 She gazed at him, defiance pushing back tears.
 “Of course I can. And what will I get for my trouble?”
 Bryan laughed. Lorna joined his laughter. It seemed almost 
companionable.
 “Ten bob a week on your wages. I thought you could use 
that.”
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