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PART ONE










Memoirs of a Child Migrant, 2006



 


I’m holding in my hand the bit of paper that’s supposed to tell me who I am. The handwriting is rounded, kind of friendly; the ink – after 60-odd years – still black and sure; the paper authentically curled at the edges. Looking at it I think, hang about mate, you’ve got it wrong. This is the truth; it must be.


But I know I was only four when I was put on the SS Asturias in 1947. This birth certificate, showing my age to have been five years, three months and seventeen days, is a lie. Someone made it up. Some very Christian nun changed the facts because you had to be at least five to go. I wonder how she swung it?


Because I was so young, I’ve only got a few pictures in my head of life on the ship. I hated being on deck because the sight of the endless sea petrified me. I suppose I was used to interiors, corridors, confining walls. When we docked, the land around the few buildings stretched away like the sea, huge and empty.


Frankie remembers much more than I do, because he was nine when we left England together. Meeting up with him again has been – I can’t really describe it – very emotional.


‘Is that you, Littlun?’ he said, looking up at me. ‘You’ve grown a bit.’


Frankie. I’d never forgotten him, though it’d been more than fifty years. He’d always been in the background, sort of hiding in the bushes and peering out now and again to remind me I didn’t have a right to be happy. I recognised not so much the face as the taut set of it, the pain lines now carved into brown, weathered skin. The lopsided walk was new.


Frankie lives in some woop woop town up north, likes the wild, he says, prefers animals to people. You could see at the reunion he felt awkward in company. He still has that Pommie way of talking, though he told me he’d never been back. He stared down into his white wine, ‘They helped me,’ he gestured with his glass around the room, ‘this lot, trace who I was, you know, where I came from.’ He took a breath. ‘Forty years before I found out her name. I wrote to her. Came back marked “deceased”. Left it after that. Didn’t want to find out she’d only just died.’


His voice trembled. ‘They told me I’ve three male…siblings scattered round the UK.’ He snorted a sort of laugh. ‘Glad they didn’t call them brothers. Dirty word for us, isn’t it?’ I opened my mouth to speak but he cut me off, ‘I can’t afford to go gallivanting over there.’ He drained his glass in one. ‘I bloody hate wine. Let’s have a look for some beer.’


We walked across the room together in search of tinnies – two old men falling into step together after half a century. He’d avoided the word. Mother, mum, mom. A soft sound in any language, a wrap-you-up-warm sound. A word hug. When you’ve never had one, whatever age you are, it’s a word that makes you cry.
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Gateshead, September 1939






Two rabbit skins hang on the washing line. Da must’ve brought them when he came back late last night. Her head pushed under the blackout curtain, Rosie looks out and thinks how oddly blind all the houses are, the windows of their eyes covered over. Blacked out by her father, who’d managed to get hold of about half a mile of fabric, and sold it a penny cheaper a yard than you could get it in the town.



Rosie pins up a corner of the curtain so some light seeps into the room. It’s still early, before the six-o-clock hooter. She feels her small brother move behind her. ‘No. Wake up. Not in the bed, Alf.’ She hauls his warm little body on to her lap and shunts them both off the bed. ‘Ssssssss. That’s it.’ Alf sways against her as he pees in an unsteady arc into the bucket. ‘Good boy. Go on back to sleep now.’


A creak from the room next door tells her Da is awake and the anxiety returns. He’ll go mad when he finds out, and one word from her could put a stop to it. Da has his boots on. She hears his heavier tread in the scullery and imagines him tearing off a hunk of bread; putting it in his pocket. The door slams and he’s at the top of the steps, running a comb through his thick dark hair, slipping it in his pocket. For a second he’s close enough to touch through the glass, then he trots briskly down, the cuffs on his trousers rising to show polished leather heels. He turns and ducks under the washing in the yard, a brown hand resting for a moment on one of the skins.


‘If he looks up and sees me,’ thinks Rosie, ‘I’ll tell him.’ But he doesn’t look up. She hears her father’s footsteps fade as he passes down the narrow alleyway into the street.


Mam’s in the doorway, her tired face pink with hope.


‘We’ve got to hurry, Rosie.’ She digs small patches of yellow felt out of her apron pocket. ‘Could you sew these on?’


‘It’s not fair, Mam, going off without a word…’


‘But what would happen if we told him? It’s a chance, Rosie. I’m thinking of you children.’


I know, I know. Trying to make us what we aren’t. Another of your mad ideas. But Rosie fetches the needle and thread and says nothing more.


Out on the street, it’s clear most of their neighbours are staying put. Only Martha, lipsticked and cheerful, is pushing her three bairns along the road, little labels fluttering from their holey cardigans. Mam keeps apologising to the disapproving female faces watching from their steps. ‘I’m going too, Mary. God willing, Jane, they said we won’t be separated with me in my condition.’


Rosie feels their neighbours’ eyes following them up the street and wishes Mam would keep quiet. As soon as they’re out of sight the women’s tongues will start wagging. Chance of a trip out. Only to be expected from the likes of them. It’s in the blood


Rosie pulls the twins along. Jean skips beside her, blonde hair flopping, carrying nothing as usual. John lugs the suitcase. They cross Durham Road, the poster opposite telling them Your Courage, Your Cheerfulness, Your Resolution, Will Bring Us Victory. Rosie can see the meeting place under the clock, and make out the thin form of Miss Robinson, one of the teachers, when a voice stops Mam in her tracks.


‘Susan Mullen! You’re never going on the ’vacuation?’ It’s Aunt Betty, staring at them all in horror.


‘I’m taking them where it’s safe.’ Mam’s voice went up a notch. ‘You should send your kids too.’


‘My bairns are safe at home, where these should be.’ Betty looks at Mam narrowly, ‘What does our Sammy have to say about it?’ A pause. ‘Our Sammy doesn’t know, does he? You’ve never told your own husband.’


‘We got instructions to go,’ pleads Mam.


‘Instructions is it? Taking the bairns away from their father to some gadgies you never even met? Come on home with me now before Sammy finds out.’ Betty turns to Rosie. ‘I thought better of you, girl. Leaving me in the lurch. You ought to have more sense, encouraging your Mam to do something so stupid.’


Rosie struggles with herself. ‘Mam knows what she’s about, Aunt Betty.’ A rush of yellow-tagged kids swirl around them and Mam lunges forward, pulling them all with her. When Rosie looks back, Betty stands watching after them, a stern rock in a moving sea of children.


Miss Robinson ticks off names. ‘I’m afraid you have to say your goodbyes now. No parents are allowed on the platform.’ Mam pulls aside her coat to show her big belly. Miss Robinson peers at it over her glasses. ‘Yes I remember, Mrs Mullen, you’re coming with us. And Rosemary?’ Miss Robinson rubs her forehead unhappily. ‘Didn’t you leave school last year?’


‘No Miss,’ lies Rosie.


Miss Robinson scribbles on her paper and they go through the barrier. But they have to wait hours, the sun growing stronger all the time and everyone getting hot and sticky. Rosie worries that her aunt might go looking for Da, and he’ll appear on the platform and drag them all home. Not that she’d find Da very easily, and not that Betty, who made a living buying and selling second-hand clothes, was likely to give up one minute of a day when there’d be a load of kids’ clothes going cheap. But still, Rosie feels greatly relieved when at last they board the train for Middleton-in-Teesdale.


Miss sends Rosie up the carriages to do a head count and to make sure none of the children has got in with the wrong party. Some of them are from places like Bensham and Teams, snotty-nosed with big starey eyes and grey knees. And their clothes… Aunt Betty wouldn’t give tuppence for a sackful. Rosie thinks how pleased people will be to take her family rather than these scruffy kids.


But as it turns out, nobody wants them. They stand for hours in a huge church hall while people circle round, gawking, choosing. There isn’t even a chair for Mam. It’s six in the evening and almost everyone else has gone when a farmer, bringing with him a strong animal smell, nods over towards Jean and mutters in Miss Robinson’s ear, ‘I’ll take her and the mother.’


Miss explains that the family does not wish to be separated, making this sound very tiresome indeed. Another man wanders round jangling a set of keys, wanting to lock up. Miss keeps raising her eyebrows in their direction and saying God willing she’ll finally get a nice cup of tea and her bed. The farmer’s near the door when Miss hurries over to him and says something in a low voice, but Rosie hears his reply quite distinctly. ‘The rest of them look like gypsies.’


But he turns, walks back and takes off his tweed cap.


‘Your teacher here tells me you’ve got Spanish blood.’ Mam says yes, that’s true, on her husband’s side. The farmer looks at them doubtfully.


Miss confides in a loud whisper, ‘John here’s very strong, Mr Pudsey. Well, all the family are hard-working and reliable. And of course the allowances paid for such a number add up to quite an amount, I would imagine.’


Mr Pudsey thrusts his big red face at them. ‘And you’re not too grand to share a room, the lot of yous?’ Rosie looks anxiously at Mam. But she says no, of course they don’t mind, if he will be so kind as to have them. ‘Then you’d best follow me.’ He leads them outside to a waiting horse and cart and they all climb in.


It’s dusk by the time the big feathery-footed horse pulls them clear of the town and starts up a long narrow lane towards shadowy hills. The motion of the cart soon sends the twins off to sleep, Alf’s head on Rosie’s lap, Robbie’s pressing on her ribs. Jean sits chattering beside Mr Pudsey. Mam’s face is grey, her eyes half closed. As the horse plods uphill, the houses thin, then disappear altogether and they are among bare hills, where it seems impossible that anyone could live. Mr Pudsey, charmed by Jean’s giggles, grows more friendly, occasionally turning his broad red face over his shoulder to address a remark to the rest of them. ‘And you, Miss Indian Princess, how old might you be?’


‘Fourteen,’ lies Rosie.


A small white-painted house glimmers on the hillside.


‘Is that your house, Mister?’ says John.


Mr Pudsey nods. As they near the place they can see, flanking the house, a huge corrugated iron barn. John hops down to open the gate and they trundle up a rutted lane through a tumble of sheds and a few wandering cows. On the hillsides all about them are hundreds of bleating sheep, whitish blobs in the fading light. Alf and Robbie wake and start grizzling.


A woman stands in the doorway and regards them sourly, but it seems Pudsey rules the roost, because after a few muttered words from him she sits them down in the dark kitchen, ladles out bowls of thick barley broth, and plonks a big pot of tea on the table. When they’ve eaten, she leads them up a flight of stairs to a room with faded rosebud-patterned wallpaper, and gives out cushions and prickly woollen blankets.


Mam asks about getting to Mass on Sunday, and Mrs raises her eyebrows to the bumpy ceiling, as if to say ‘Catholics too!’, replying that it will be ninety-nine per cent impossible unless she fancies walking the four miles down to Middleton and while she’s on the subject she hopes they realise it isn’t a lovely holiday in the country they’ve come on, there’s plenty of work to be done and another thing, if anything at all goes missing, they’ll be out on their ears.


Who does she think she’s talking to? thinks Rosie. Mucky cow with a face like a blind cobbler’s thumb, but just before the dam bursts Mr Pudsey comes along to see how they’re settled and changes his mind about having them all in one room, offering John a raised platform at the end of the passage, reached by a little ladder. John climbs up, spreads out the blankets Mr Pudsey gives him, climbs down, climbs up again, asks if the whole bed is really his, and the farmer laughs and tells him he’d better look lively because it’s time for the nightly round of the farm.


Rosie watches as Mam hangs the picture of the Sacred Heart from a nail in the wall and then lies down on one of two beds, her hands crossed on the top of her swollen belly.


Feeling anger against everything and everyone, particularly Mam, but unable to voice it, Rosie quietens Alf and Robbie by pushing open the window and lifting them on to the deep sill to look out into the darkness. The breeze, clean and grassy-scented, chills their cheeks. Something not quite a dog barks and the farm collies start up, howling and yammering. John’s excited voice comes clearly through the air, ‘Have ye’s got a gun Mister?’


The barking stills, the voices fade. Night wings beat only a little way above their heads. The ghostly sheep move on the hill. Once she’s settled the twins on the floor, Rosie goes top-to-toe with Jean. She listens to John and the farmer come in, the banging shut of the bolts and feet on the stairs. Calmer now, she hears in her head Da’s slow tread up the steps to the three empty rooms, and feels glad to be away from him.


 


Life with the Pudseys isn’t the new and better life among well bred people and elegant things Mam had imagined. But as the baby in her begins to take over, she becomes more content. Between darning Pudsey’s terrible old socks and patching Mrs’s sheets, Mam starts to make little rompers. She can’t get enough of the smell of Vim and devotes hours to cleaning the pockmarked sink.


For Rosie it isn’t happiness exactly, but the possibility of happiness that makes life better. Miss had said that once she got the school going down in Middleton, she’d send word to Rosie to come and help with the younger ones, so she allows herself to dream of one day being a teacher. They see few people, so there are fewer people able to look down their noses at them, and though the Old Cow does her best to make up for it, you aren’t forever reminded of where you belong.


One warm day, Pudsey gives them a basket containing bread, cheese and two bottles of ginger beer and tells them to ‘get theirselves away up above’ for a picnic. Rosie and John push breathless Mam up the path, while Jean runs on ahead with the twins. Mam lies on the heather, plump and pink, thanking the Lord for the blessed relief of getting the weight off her feet. She looks beautiful, her fair hair spread out, the brightness of the sun blotting out the lines on her face. She pats the heather. ‘Come on, Rosie. It’s like the best sprung mattress.’


Lying there together, Mam takes Rosie’s hand and rests it on her belly. ‘Feel that! He’s kicking, my big, strong boy.’ A ripple of movement tickles across Rosie’s palm. ‘Alexander, I’m going to call him. There’s no one to stop me, here.’ She turns her face to her daughter and smiles so happily Rosie feels tears behind her eyes. Poor Mam. Da had point-blank refused to go along with the fancy names she’d wanted for them all. Theodore, Vanessa, Winston, Laetitia. She could have been Laetitia!


‘Alexander’s a nice name,’ she says.


Alf runs up with a few crinkled whinberries. He feeds them to Mam one by one and a little pearl of dark red juice trickles down from the side of her mouth.


 


The weather’s colder a fortnight later when John and Rosie, herding sheep into a pen one Sunday morning, see a curl of smoke rise from the lane below. They run a little way down the path and see it comes from a car, apparently broken down. A figure detaches itself from the vehicle and starts up the road. Rosie watches the tiny shape move forward and catches her breath. ‘It’s Da,’ she says. Neither of them can bear to tell Mam, peeling potatoes in the kitchen. Instead, they watch Da advance up the lane and through the gate, swinging a tin can in one hand.


Pudsey comes out of the barn, rubbing muck off his hands with straw. He looks at the children and then their father. Da, keeping his eyes on the farmer, dips the tin can into the cattle trough.


‘Problems with your car?’ Pudsey enquires.


Da sets down the filled can and walks a little nearer. ‘Hole in the radiator,’ he says. ‘I’ve come for my family.’


The two men face each other. Da’s shorter but stronger looking, dark and fierce. Pudsey looks soft-boiled in comparison. ‘What about the bombs?’ he says.


‘There are no bombs.’ Da flicks his eyes over John and Rosie. ‘Get your Mam. And get packed up.’


That was the end of it. Pudsey walks them to the gate and even gives Da an egg for the radiator. They trail down the lane with Da carrying the can, John the suitcase, and Rosie leading the crying twins. Only Jean is pleased to be going home.


Da’s in a foul temper all right, muttering about the ‘dirty menashin’, who’d seen them off with a triumphant ‘I told you they were gypsies!’ to her husband. Rosie knows he’d have hated having to find out where they were, hated the exposure involved, and the expedition would have been expensive for him, too. Though he buys and sells cars, Da never keeps one to drive himself. But at least he doesn’t shout at Mam, probably realising she’s now almost completely safe inside the protective shell of late pregnancy. Instead, he blames Rosie for the whole thing; for tricking him, for forcing him to fend for himself, for the terrible sin of leaving kin for a life with gadgies. ‘Ye could have put a stop to her nonsense. It was up to ye.’


The twins cheer up when they see the car, and the novelty of actually getting in and being driven sustains them through the whole tortuous journey, which takes four hours because the egg only half works and they have to keep stopping for water. It’s after blackout by the time they get back to Gateshead and Rosie has to strain to see the white markings on the road to guide her father. She has a terrible headache by the time he drops them at home and goes off somewhere into the night with the car.


Up the back steps they go, past Mrs Wainwright’s washing and Mr Pole’s door, seeping its old man smell. Looking out of the window the next morning, Rosie thinks you’d never know there’s a war going on, because this Gateshead looks exactly the same as the town they’d left.


In the months that follow, Rosie’s time in Middleton shrinks in her mind to the size of a photograph, its people small faces you have to bring close to your face to recall. It becomes a moment of light, frozen, before the shutter clicks and the square goes black.
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Falmouth, 5 March 1942


 


It took a count of six to cover the ten feet between the oil tank and the shelter of the wall. Philip shone his torch at his watch: 04.20 hrs. Shit. Two minutes behind. Tucker joined him, breathing hard.


‘Strang’s copped it,’ he said.


Automatic gunfire burst out again, but off-target, well to the left of them. Did that mean they’d got here unseen? Got to get on, got to make up the time. Philip peered around the edge of the wall and then stood up, shouldering the heavy pack: 04.21. Start counting. He ran the distance in thirty, found the stairway, ducked down the first few steps and waited for Tucker. Thirty-nine, forty. A searchlight swooped across the opening and a machine gun opened up.


A voice screamed out: ‘You’re hit, Tucker… Lie down!’


Revise plans, think, think… Philip started down the steps fast, too fast, stumbling in the darkness; the weight of his pack nearly threw him down the stairwell. How many steps gone? Christ, forgot to count. Twenty? Must be twenty. Can’t see a thing. He went on down the steps until his feet hit the level floor. Left turn. Just ahead, the turbines and the pumping gear. Yes. Philip shone his torch on to his wrist. 04.24. Eight minutes. He couldn’t do it. Revise plans. Okay. Just the big one. He hefted off his pack and pulled out the packages of plasticine, the detonators and the cordtex. Seven minutes to lay the charges and get out. Four hundred and twenty seconds. One, two, three…


He began moulding the stuff to the first big casting joint, but his torch skittered away. Swinging round to retrieve it, he smashed his forehead against hard metal. Christ! He moved on to the next joint. Sixty-seven, sixty-eight, sixty-nine, seventy, seventy-one.


The quiet around him deepened. Whatever happened up there, down here his fingers must dance their delicate routine around the joints, keeping time with the numbers mounting in his head. At three hundred and fifty he ran out the cordtex, connected the charges to the main ring and counted a further twenty to check his work, flicking the torch beam quickly over the machinery. Okay. Looked okay. He picked up his pack, pulled the pins and charged full pelt for the stairs. Fifty to get up. Lift those fucking legs!


At the top, Tucker’s white face loomed out of the gloom.


‘Get your head down.’


Both men crouched, covering their heads.


Four hundred and nineteen, four hundred and twenty. Four hundred and twenty-one. Philip looked up. The stars in the night sky had faded a little with the first pale wash of dawn. ‘Mission accomplished, I hope. Why aren’t you dead anyway?’


Tucker tapped his thigh. ‘Only a leg wound. Got permission to proceed with you to the assembly point.’


‘Any more guns?’


‘They seem to have fucked off somewhere else.’


‘Let’s go then.’


‘Hang about. Being as I’m injured, hadn’t you better carry my pack?’


‘How about a tourniquet? A nice tight one?’


They jogged the last 500 yards to the embarkation assembly point, located behind one of the large storage tanks littering the dockyard. Their CO, Jimmy Burns, emerged from the shadows, stopwatch in hand. ‘Where’s number three?’


‘Caught in enemy fire, lock gate two,’ said Tucker.


Burns wrote something in a small notebook, tucked his pencil inside and shut it. ‘Report 06.00 hours,’ he said, and walked away.


Philip flung himself down on the cold concrete. Tucker, limping convincingly, sat down beside him. There would be no embarkation today, of course. The exercise finished, they now had an hour to kill before the debriefing, while another commando team inspected the work. Time to wind down, if that was possible. Philip turned his collar up against the breeze, punched his pack into some semblance of a pillow, and lay back.


Footsteps. The outline of a man coming towards them. A large man, broad-shouldered. Anderson. Philip tensed. The fastest and strongest man in the six-strong demolition squad, Anderson would be on his usual mission to find out who’d ballsed up. He loved to crow. Philip closed his eyes but Anderson’s voice intruded. ‘Make it in time?’ he said.


‘Just,’ said Philip.


‘Looks like we’re the only survivors from our lot.’ Anderson grinned, his teeth big and white in the dim light.


‘Matter of fact, I’m bleeding to death,’ said Tucker.


‘Where’s Murray?’


‘I dunno. Off writing a poem somewhere, I expect.’


Philip was still counting. Sometimes it took him half an hour to stop. He woke up in the night counting, counted stairs, seagulls, boats, his own breaths.


‘It won’t be as hard as that really,’ Tucker said. ‘They’re just trying to put the wind up. Keep us on our toes. Don’t you reckon?’


Anderson still loitered. ‘Oh could be a lot worse than that, Tucks, me old China.’


A hundred and eight. Sadistic bastard. A hundred and nine… ‘Thought of joining the Spanish Inquisition, Anderson? Your talents are wasted in the British Army.’


‘Mr Educated. Better off back at university, you’d be.’


Tucker intervened. ‘All right, all right. Don’t start bloody arguing, you two. I’m trying to get some sleep.’


‘Night night, then. Sweet dreams.’ Anderson paused for a reaction, and not getting one, wandered off towards the harbour wall.


‘When did Strang drop out?’ Tucker asked.


‘02.16.’ Philip knew Strang was getting jumpy. Well, they all were. He hoped Anderson wouldn’t find Strang.


Tucker said, ‘I don’t reckon it’s going to be as hard as that. Do you?’


‘Let’s get a bit of sleep before the post mortem.’


‘Then we can go back to the digs for breakfast. Get Rosie to do us a fry up.’


‘Is that her name? You’re a fast worker.’


‘Not the time to hang about it, is it?’ said Tucker, settling himself for sleep, head propped on his pack, hands clasped on his chest. He just needed a dog curled under his feet to be the picture of a plump medieval knight on his tomb.


Philip closed his eyes. Despite the chill his body still felt warm from its exertions and he should have been able to sleep. But his imagination got to work. Tucker hit, his eyes wide and terrified, blood pumping from a huge wound. You’d just have to go on: helping jeopardised the mission and endangered everyone else. ‘If you were hit,’ Philip said aloud, ‘I’d want to help. You know that, don’t you?’


Tucker said nothing.


‘Tucker? Edmund? Anybody there?’


Philip sat up and rummaged in his pockets for a cigarette. The counting still whispered in his head, but for a second or two he felt elated. He’d done it. If it went like this on the day, he’d get back. Though nothing had been said, all the indications were that day would be soon, the move yesterday down to Falmouth pretty obviously the final stage of their training. He lit a cigarette, inhaled and blew out a long snake of smoke, his brief sense of triumph dispersing.


If only the Brits could defeat the Germans somewhere, any old where, but collapse followed defeat on all fronts, increasing the pressure that it was somehow up to you to do something about it. The news a fortnight ago of the loss of Singapore had made everyone desperate to get on with it. But get on with what? Not fighting the Japs, he felt sure about that. It would be France, surely. One of the ports, chock-full of Nazis with big guns.


The worst part was the sense that everyone else relied on you to do your bit. He knew he’d cock it up; let everybody down. His heart began to thump fast in his chest. Control it. He pulled back his shoulders, took some deep breaths, scanned the horizon for an object to focus on. He had disciplined himself to do this; to find something and drill into it with such intensity of thought that it drove back panic.


Beyond the docks lay the dark sprawl of the town, and rising into the sky, a church spire… In the Gothic style. Early fifteenth-century perhaps. Concentrate. Concentrate.


 


A child again, Philip leads Abel, Davy and Will up the winding stairs of the bell tower. He can hardly believe that he’s got them here, playing his game. Now, halfway up, he pauses, pivots, and looks down. Their uncertain faces moon up at him. ‘Watch the step here,’ he says.


When he’d found them earlier, scuffing up the dust around the old marble horse trough, they hadn’t been friendly. Well, Abel was never friendly.


‘What do you want?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Got any sweets?’


‘No.’


‘You can tell yer dad from me that he’d better keep his sermon short Sunday. I damn near died of boredom last week.’


They’d all turned to stare at Philip.


‘Are you going to play cricket? I’ll field for you if you like.’


‘Nah. Got no ball, have we?’


So something had happened to the ball, something he was expected to know about. They’d watched him, like cats waiting to pounce.


The idea had just come to him, like magic. ‘We could go down to the church—’


‘What for? Get enough of that tomorrow.’


‘There’s some new bells…’


‘Oh yeah?’


‘You can climb up…’


Now they follow Philip up the winding stone stairs of the bell tower, placing their sandals carefully in the worn grooves. Some of the floor of the bell room has mouldered away, but it’s solidly boarded up to a distance of about four feet from the staircase, and the men who replaced the bells have left several planks spanning the joists. Lying on one of these and wriggling forward, you can just reach out to touch the nearest bell. Philip’s done this several times before. He often comes up here on his own.


The three boys cluster together on the patch of floor. They stare at Philip as he lies down and starts to edge along the plank. On either side of his body, there is a drop of sixty feet or so down to the room the bell-ringers use. But he isn’t frightened. Lying on the plank, he can see the stone walls and, in one of the narrow windows, a neat round construction of grass and mud. A martin’s nest.


He reaches the end and peers down. Far below, it seems, the pale new ropes hang down. Philip lets go of the plank with one hand, stretches his arm towards the smooth curve of the bell, and with the tips of his fingers touches the gleaming metal. He strains towards it, trying to push it. The bell refuses to move, but the plank lifts slightly at the other end.


‘Look out, Seymour,’ Abel hisses.


Philip edges back along the plank and stands up.


‘Can I go next?’ Will looks at Abel.


‘Go on then.’


Will’s eyes are bright. He lies down on the plank, gripping its edges with his hands and knees. Then he squirms his wiry body quickly along to the end. An undone shoelace dangles into space. Clamping his red knees even tighter, Will lets go of the wood with one hand. It wavers in the air for a moment, and is then brought sharply back to the plank. Will wriggles back and gets up, flushed and grinning. ‘It’s dead scary, that.’


Davy’s turn. He doesn’t go so far along as Will, and when he gets up his face is white.


All eyes are on Abel as he lies on the plank. Larger and heavier than the others, it seems to bend a little beneath him. Slowly, Abel draws up his legs to move forwards. He hesitates for a moment and then abruptly shifts backwards and stands up.


‘What’s the point? It’s boring.’


Triumphantly, Philip leads them down the steps to the vestry. Nobody had gone along as far as he had. Only he had touched the bell…


 


Philip felt himself smile at the memory of his brief victory on the plank. He didn’t want to think about afterwards. It was good that he had this knack of making the past blot out the present, and perhaps the pictures he conjured up were significant. He had been brave then, on the plank, braver than any of them.


Tucker groaned and sat up. ‘Fucking hell!’ He scratched his head vigorously. ‘Give us a fag, Phil. I’ve had this fucking horrible dream.’


‘Another one?’ Philip handed over the pack and looked at his watch. Fifteen minutes to go until the briefing. Nine hundred seconds.


‘What was it about then, your dream?’ Philip started counting.
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There was always a new rumour going round. First France, then West Africa, now Norway. Tucker had gone over the possibilities endlessly the previous evening. They were still talking about it when Jimmy Burns came to the door with a message, cancelling training and instructing them report to St Stephen’s Church Hall in the town at 10.00 hours. Some chap was coming down from London to talk to them all. Tucker dusted toast crumbs from his jerkin.


‘There. See? I knew they’d have to spill the beans after Wednesday. About bloody time somebody told us what was going on. I bet you it’s Norway.’


‘It’s probably the Reichstag.’


‘The what?’


‘The parliament building. In Berlin.’


Tucker considered for a minute. ‘Nah. It wouldn’t be that. Wouldn’t be doing all this bloody swimming if it was that…’


Irony was wasted on Tucker. ‘A lot more sinking than swimming, lately.’


Today, as on the previous two days, they had been due to practise leaping from a bobbing rowing boat on to a sandbank – wearing full packs, of course. Only Anderson could do it without falling into three feet of cold seawater, so in real conditions most of them would drown.


‘Perhaps he’s coming to tell us it’s all off,’ said Tucker. The two men looked at each other for a moment. Rosie, the landlord’s niece, came in to clear the plates. She wore a flowered apron and her hair was in a long dark plait down her back. Smiling shyly, she addressed Tucker.


‘No exercises today then?’


‘Always willing to exercise with you darling,’ he said reaching out with his hand to encircle her waist. ‘I adore you. You know that, don’t you?’


She slapped away his hand. ‘We’ll have none of that, bonnie lad.’


‘What, even though we may be on the eve of battle?’


‘I’ll do battle with you any time you come on strong to me,’ she said, laughing.


Philip watched her as she swept a few crumbs from the cloth into a cupped hand. He pushed his chair back and gathered up some crockery.


‘I’ll give you a hand,’ he said.


She glanced up at him, pink-faced. ‘No need,’ she said and walked swiftly back to the kitchen.


Apart from Rosie, they were alone in the house. The only other lodger, a thin travelling salesman, amazingly called Roger, always left very early in the mornings. Mr Scott, the landlord, had gone off to his work as a sanitary inspector. He almost never spoke to the commandos, even ‘good morning’ seeming to tax his powers of conversation. Tucker said it was all that looking down bogs must have seized up his vocal cords, but Philip wondered if it was grief that kept him so silent. His wife had died a couple of years before, and there were no children. Mr Scott was a devout Catholic. All around the house were the souvenirs of the various pilgrimages he and his wife had undertaken; in every room a crucifix hung above the bed.


Tucker looked at his watch. ‘We’ve got an hour to kill,’ he said.


The only radio in the house was in the kitchen, where they could hear Rosie moving about. ‘She wouldn’t mind us in the kitchen, would she?’ said Philip.


‘You go if you like,’ said Tucker. ‘I’ve bloody given up with her. All the effort I’ve put into that girl and she ends up fancying you.’


‘What?’


And you’re such a fucking dreamboat you haven’t even noticed.’


‘Noticed what?’


‘See?’


‘No I don’t.’


Tucker sighed. ‘All the times that I’ve been going great guns with her, having a good laugh and then you walk in and she blushes, goes all tongue-tied and whoosh out the door. I should have concentrated on the barmaid at the Prince Consort.’


‘Don’t be daft.’ But he felt suddenly acutely aware of the sound of Rosie washing up in the kitchen. He realised he wanted to hear her talk some more, to find out how she came to be in Falmouth when she was obviously from the north somewhere, had altogether a sudden surge of curiosity about her, just at the moment when it’d become too embarrassing to ask her – or Tucker – anything at all. Philip pushed his chair back and stood up. ‘What about a game of something, then?’


They went into the little sitting room set aside for guests, and Tucker opened the cupboard full of games and puzzles. ‘Fancy snakes and ladders?’


Philip put on a wheezing voice.


‘I don’t think so old man. Sounds like a decided risk to security.’


They both laughed at this imitation of Roger, who had confided in them a couple of nights ago that he couldn’t understand why two commandos were billeted in an ordinary lodging house. ‘It was a decided risk to security,’ he’d said, repeating this line over and over between puffs from his Senior Service.


But that was the best thing about the commandos – it was policy to billet men in Civvy Street. Philip had detested barracks in the regular army; the raucous farting horror of it, like boarding school only worse, boarding school for morons, where every day brought more meaningless square-bashing. After twelve months he had been on the point of breaking his resolve and applying for a commission, when the chance to volunteer for Special Ops came up.


On top of the bookshelf, among a pile of copies of the Falmouth Packet, Philip spotted a recent copy of Reader’s Digest. ‘All right with you if I read instead?’ he said.


‘I knew you’d change your mind.’ But the complaint was half-hearted. Tucker was happily emptying the cupboard of its treasures.


Reader’s Digest seemed dazzlingly colourful, packed with advertisements for American products, pictures of beaming housewives – all teeth and frilly aprons – and the most enormous, luxurious cars; Philip felt like the urchin peering into the sweet shop. Irritated, he flicked through the pages. What the Americans needed was to get stuck into the war, that would soon knock the shine off them. Where the bloody hell were they, anyway? It’d been three months since Pearl Harbour and still no sign of any troops. It was all very well to talk. He stood up and stuffed the magazine back where it came from.


Tucker had settled down to a large jigsaw puzzle of the Queen Mary. Philip watched as he quickly built up a corner with the tiny pieces, though it was difficult to understand how, as the section was entirely ocean, with only the tiniest gradations of colour. ‘I always loved these. My Nan used to give me one every Christmas.’ He was lost in his own world, totally absorbed in his task, his tongue between his teeth.


Philip wished he could be so easily diverted from the fear, the unanswered questions. At first he’d thought it was only the virgins like himself and Tucker who were getting the wind up, but some of those with two missions under their belts already obviously felt it as well. During the Wednesday debriefing some of the experienced commandos had spoken out. The difficulty of the training, the impossibility of meeting time schedules… As one of the older blokes had said, they all knew Special Ops was dangerous, but you didn’t volunteer just to commit suicide. Afterwards, Philip saw the officers in a huddle. That, more than anything, he thought, was behind this sudden visitation from London.


Tucker was now well on with the dark hull of the ship. Philip felt an ungenerous urge to destroy his serenity. ‘Time to go,’ he said. ‘Bet you anything you like it’s France.’


After the darkness of the living room, the sunshine surprised them, a light breeze bearing sea smells to their nostrils. They ambled through the market and its usual drab selection of potatoes, sprouts and spring greens. The only fruit available seemed to be last season’s apples, but as they passed one stall, a fat woman, rosy as an apple herself, called them over. From somewhere in her layers of clothing she produced two beautiful oranges.


‘There you are my ducks. For luck against them Nazzies. Only don’t go telling your pals where they come from.’


Philip peeled and ate his at once, feeling the sweet juice in his mouth with a sort of ecstasy. Tucker put his in his pocket ‘for later’. He was a great hoarder, producing things unexpectedly at what he judged the appropriate moment.


A great swell of noise hit them as they arrived at the entrance of the church hall. ‘He might be in for a rough ride, this London bloke,’ said Tucker as he led the way along a row of seats towards the other members of their unit. They sat down, Tucker immediately falling into conversation with Strang about Norway. Among three hundred men eagerly talking, Philip sat quietly, remembering damp winter afternoons in similar, depressing places. The hall smelled the same, the walls were painted the same yellowish-green and an identical vast tea urn glowered in a corner. Off this room, he felt sure, there were side chambers where mothers unwrapped their wailing babies to be weighed, and cupboards full of musty jumble, waiting to be liberated at the next Christmas Bazaar.


‘Come on then Nibs. You come and help Dad.’


Even from a very small child he’d sensed his father needed him up there on stage to curb the impatience of the fierce ladies of the parish. Philip remembered looking down at the wall of women jumble seekers, jostling for position behind the line of ribbon stretched across the hall. The Heavy Brigade awaiting the order to charge. Behind the stalls the stern lady helpers tensed for action, and one of their number, a tall thin woman, brandished a pair of enormous scissors. The whole world, it seemed, waited for Dad to stumble through his speech and finally arrive at the word ‘open’.


A sudden silence roused Philip from his reminiscing. A tall man in his thirties had entered the room and was making his way to the stage, followed by several other officers. He climbed the steps and turned to his audience, his chest bristling with medals, his expression confident. It was a face familiar from newspaper photographs, a very Big Noise indeed. Philip knew from the excitement in the man’s eyes that he was not going to announce the cancelling of the mission. He bent to murmur something to one of the officers sitting beside the platform and then straightened up with a quick smile. Had to get on. Get them fired up. That was the ticket.


Now, the only hope was in rebellion. But the room did not feel angry any more. It felt ready to listen. The fame of the man, and his patrician good looks, had somehow done away with dissension.


‘If I were in your position,’ he began, looking eagerly around the faces in his audience, ‘I would want to know the answer to three questions. Where? What? How? But I’m afraid that I cannot, yet, tell you the exact nature of your mission, though I can say it will take place very soon. And I can also tell you that your officers adjudge you well prepared for it. We in the Army know what to expect of you. We know you will do your utmost to achieve the objectives set, are confident you can do the job. But the British people do not know that. All they know is that every piece of news from the war is bad news at the moment. They are hungry for good news, anxious to know that we are doing something to stem the flow. And your role is crucial. If you succeed, the boost in morale will be enormous. Even more important is that by this one venture, we will very substantially reduce the power and reach of Hitler. I cannot at this stage tell you in detail why, but your success will keep your families – your parents, your wives, your children – both safer and better provided for.’


He was going for guilt, thought Philip. Do it for your family, for those you love. It wasn’t an argument that carried much weight with him. But with others… Tucker would do it for his dad and mum, for his kid brother; Strang for his farm and for the many other Strangs on their patch of Cornwall; Murray for his beloved Sally and his two girls… The voice became distant, as though heard in a dream. He was telling them it was not going to be easy. It was a daring and dangerous plan, and there would be casualties, perhaps many casualties.


A lot of us are going to die. I am going to die, that’s what he’s saying. I am going to die to keep my mother and father in food, to cheer up the brave British housewife, to impress the king and the little princesses… Suddenly, Philip was aware he was being offered a way out.


‘No slur whatever… and I want you to think for a moment, particularly you men with families, whether that would not be, in your case, the best course to follow.’ The Big Noise looked slowly around the room, his tanned, handsome face almost wolfish. Go on! Chuck it if you dare! No one spoke of course. It was like being at a wedding with the ‘speak now or forever hold your piece’ bit; you wondered to yourself what would happen if you did, but some invisible gag was on.


The BN then got down to practical details on what would happen over the next few days. From today onwards they would be billeted aboard a frigate, the Josephine Charlotte, moored in the harbour. No leave except organised trips out. Security. Had to report in three hours to the vessel. One last thing…


One of the other officers hopped up into his place, told them that they were to collect the forms on the way out, report to the vessel at 15.00 hours and that would be all, thank you.


‘What forms?’ Philip said to Tucker as he stood up.


Tucker gave him a furious look. He was dead white, and his thin ginger strands of hair looked damp, plastered across the top of his head. He took out an enormous tartan handkerchief and blew his nose. ‘Why don’t you ever fucking listen?’


They shuffled into the silent queue to get out of the room. By the door, on a table with a green felt top, was a pile of forms. Each man took one as he passed. Tucker grabbed two and thrust one under Philip’s nose. Last Will and Testament. They stepped out into the late morning sunlight. People were drifting away, in pairs or alone, saying little.


‘Brings it home, doesn’t it?’ Under Tucker’s eye, a muscle jumped. Philip felt distanced from everything, watching the young men so unnaturally subdued, seeing in the distance a road, a lorry turning, a woman pushing a pram, people going about their normal business, unaware of what was happening here. Inexplicably, he thought of Rosie, seeing her standing on tiptoe to hang shirts on the line, her shy smile as she met his eyes, that time in the garden. He wanted to know her, or just plain wanted her, when there was no chance of it, most likely no chance of ever touching any girl ever again.


‘Sorry I was mad just then.’ Tucker’s voice quavered a little.


‘That’s all right. I should have been listening.’


‘Away with the fairies again were you?’


‘I suppose.’


Philip could see the specks of fishing boats on the horizon, making their way back to the harbour mouth. He wished Tucker would go away.


‘Coming back to the digs?’ said Tucker.


‘I’ll go for a walk first, I think.’


‘See you later then?’ The colour crept back into Tucker’s face in livid blotches.


‘Yep.’ They looked at each other for a moment, but Philip was unrelenting. He needed all his strength; had none to spare. Tucker dropped his eyes, turned and walked away in the direction of town. Philip watched until the hunched figure, a lost soul among purposeful shoppers, turned a corner and disappeared.


A puff of wind rustled under the open flaps of Philip’s jacket. He turned and started walking, allowing the breeze to nudge him on a slow, meandering course towards the harbour.
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After the men left, Rosie washed up, dried and put away the breakfast things. Then she climbed the stairs to the second floor, where the two soldiers slept in adjoining rooms. Edmund Tucker’s was tidy as usual, the bed made, his clothes neatly folded on a chair. Rosie flicked the feather duster over the photograph of his father, a heavier, shinier version of Tucker, posing proudly in striped apron outside his butcher’s shop in Maidstone; she avoided the chess set with its figures poised in mid-battle.


A pair of trousers hung from the door latch of Philip’s room, several gramophone records were out of their sleeves on the floor and a book lay face down on the crumpled sheets. Rosie began sorting through the records. Jazz. He liked jazz. She remembered he’d been talking about music a couple of nights ago, saying a lot of it came out of slavery.


‘You saying Bing Crosby sings darkie music?’ Tucker had demanded.


The last one was by someone called Duke Ellington. She set the needle on the rim and the fast tempo launched her into a Charleston-like dance around the room. Could Philip jitterbug? Throw her up in the air and catch her? Everybody said she was a good dancer. If he could see her now, he’d sharp change his opinion of her. Then she caught sight of herself in the wardrobe mirror. Idiot. What do you look like, waving your feather duster in the air like Mata Hari? She lifted the needle and looked at the record. ‘Hot and Bothered’ it was called. Well, that was right. Ever since she’d first clapped eyes on him, anyway.


‘Could you tell me where the bathroom is, please?’ he’d said the first time they met, those light brown eyes briefly meeting hers before passing on somewhere more interesting. Ten times too posh for you, pet, she’d thought. And it was Edmund Tucker who’d taken notice, following her around, trying to persuade her to go out dancing with him.


The second day, she’d stood with her hands in the dishwater watching Philip in the garden playing with the old brown-and-white spaniel from next door. He was handsome in his shirtsleeves, but so what, she asked herself, so what if he’s a tall, strong lad? So bloody what if he’s got a lovely smile? Plenty of men like that. But she continued to stare through the misting glass of the kitchen window as he threw the stick again and again, the spaniel retrieving and dropping it at his feet, man and dog exchanging panting grins. Philip squatted, laughing, to fondle the curly ears, two brown heads merging for a minute; then sent the stick up into the air again and ran towards the house.


Rosie had listened to his breathing as they started on a game of tug. She rubbed the glass with her sleeve. He turned, raised one hand in an uncertain wave, let go of the stick, and put his hands in his pockets. She hurried away to the pantry, where she looked blankly at the shelves, wishing herself the spaniel, wishing herself someone else.


A horrible sick nervousness had taken hold, so that now, after only ten days, she could hardly remember when she didn’t feel it. When Philip was in the house, she dropped things, her throat glued. She could not shake off this empty, hollowed out, hopeless feeling. He walked the earth on his long legs just to torture her, to say ‘not for the likes of you’.


She picked up the book. The Waning of the Middle Ages by J. Huizinga, left open on page 79, in a chapter called ‘The Dream of Heroism and Love’. History. That’s what he’d been studying at university when the war started. She imagined him sitting reading, his striped pyjamas open at the neck. Too clever for you. She slapped the book down on the bedside table and tucked the bottom sheet in tight. Then she stood for a moment, blowing at a strand of hair that had fallen over her face. Her hand dipped into her apron pocket for a Kirby grip. But instead of pinning the hair back, she found herself picking up the book, opening it on page 79 and sliding the grip carefully over the paper, marking the page. Notice me, she thought, and ran downstairs before she could change her mind.


She swept the grate in the dining room, emptied the cinders into a tin bucket and carried it outside. Encouraged by the sunshine, the birds were singing. A thrush hopped on the patch of soil her uncle had recently dug over for planting potatoes. Mrs Wells from next door was hanging out washing. She nodded at Rosie and gave her a tired smile, bending rather slowly to the basket of wet clothes. Mrs Wells straightened, putting her hand to the middle of her back. So like Mam, in Middleton, hanging out Pudsey’s old socks, her belly getting bigger by the day. Smiling over the washing line. Doing her little chant. The pain of the memory froze Rosie on the path.


They’d been back from Middleton for two months when Mam had the baby – not Alexander at all, but a little sister, Susie. Rosie stayed at home while Mam recovered from the birth. For a week it was an enjoyable novelty, but Mam didn’t get better and Rosie remained in charge. In the freezing cold north-east winter Rosie shovelled coal from the pile in the shared backyard, carried pails of sick and urine down the steps to the nettie. She humped warm water from the stove to the tin bath to wash clothes; always, it seemed, she had a bucket banging against her bare legs.


Mam’s skin turned yellow. She pushed back the sheet to show Rosie her swollen belly. ‘Isn’t it strange?’ she said. ‘Like I’m expecting again. Do you think it’s another baby?’


‘It could be,’ Rosie said, keeping to herself the doctor’s explanation that the cancer had gone to Mam’s liver and all he could do was to try to ease the pain.


When Mam got really bad, she wouldn’t have Da in the bed with her, wanting her eldest daughter instead. Trying not to show her terror, Rosie lay beside her mother’s hot, wasting body. She stroked her hair as she vomited and told her she was getting better, though she was getting worse and worse. While Mam slept, Rosie lay awake listening for the laboured breaths.


Just before she died, Mam’s thin yellow fingers started plucking at the bed sheets. Then she lay still with her eyes staring, all effort concentrated on scraping air into her lungs. Da sent John for a priest. An hour later, Father Cleary came panting up the steps, took one look at Mam and started gabbling prayers. By the time he finished, she was dead.


At church, Rosie knelt before the statue of Our Lady, squeezed her eyes together tight and begged to see the sweet, tired face of the Mam she’d loved, the Mam who’d told her she was a good girl and a clever one; but she saw only the frightening woman Mam had become, with huge teeth and deep, deep eyes.


Things slid out of Rosie’s control, no matter how hard she worked. The precious glasses got broken; she couldn’t slap the twins, Alf and Robbie, hard enough to keep them out of the coal, which transferred itself to the walls and furniture. To make matters worse, Susie was sickly. When their father came home late, drunk, Rosie had to keep her away from him for fear he’d accidentally do her an injury.
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