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Chapter One


Saturday 7th September 1940





Sheila stood and looked at the pile of rubble, her mind and body so numb she could not think, could not cry, could not even move. Her home, which had stood near the corner of Mile End Road and White Horse Lane, was gone. She couldn’t take it in.


The day had started out so well too. Although it was the beginning of September, it had been more like midsummer with the blue, cloudless skies and a sun beating down on a population making plans for the evening. Her friend Janet, who worked alongside her at Morton’s general store in Hackney, had suggested going to a dance – they both loved dancing – and they had, between customers, been deciding what to wear. Being wartime, there wasn’t much choice, but whether the evening would be as warm as the day and they could wear summer frocks or if the going down of the sun might bring a chill to the air and they would be better in a skirt, blouse and cardigan was the gist of their conversation, not Hitler and his bombs.


‘Bert will call for me and we’ll meet you outside,’ Janet had said. ‘Chris will come too, won’t he?’


‘I expect so. He’ll be at the football match this afternoon, but he’ll be back by the time we leave off. I’ll call on my way home and ask him.’


Sheila had known Christopher Jarrett since schooldays, as she had Janet and Bert Harris, and they often went about as a foursome. Whether Chris would end up being her permanent boyfriend, she didn’t know. He was good-looking with his fair hair and blue eyes, and she liked him a lot but was that enough? Ma said they were both young and there was plenty of time to find Mr Right, which had made her laugh because Ma had married Pa when she was only seventeen and theirs had been a true love match.


She had just finished serving a customer when the air raid siren went, but apart from looking up from adding up the lady’s bill, she took little notice. At the beginning of the war, that banshee up-and-down wail had driven them all to the shelters as soon as they heard it, but they had become blasé about it now and only went down to the basement when they heard aeroplanes overhead and the uneven drone of their engines told them they were German. Sheila and Janet saw no reason to panic. There had been raids before, a few bombs dropped here and there, but nothing to what the airfields around the capital and the south coast had endured, and in due course the All Clear had sounded and they went on working with hardly a pause. At going home time, they might see a bomb crater where once a house or shop had stood, and houses with windows and doors blown out, and they might wonder about casualties but, so far, that had been all.


This Saturday was different. Almost before the siren had stopped its wailing, they heard the drone of aeroplanes and had gone to the shop door to see the sky filled with a mass of bombers, too many to count. An ARP warden had cycled up the road blowing a whistle and shouting, ‘Take cover! Take cover! It’s going to be a bad one.’


‘Down to the cellar, you two,’ Mr Morton had said, coming up behind them. ‘And don’t forget your gas masks.’


Even as they turned to obey, they could see the bombs leaving the aircraft and spiralling earthwards. Grabbing their gas masks and handbags they had clattered down the stone steps into the basement, normally used to store stock. There among the shelves and boxes a space had been cleared for a few chairs and a table on which stood an oil lamp and some matches.


Mr and Mrs Morton had followed them down a minute or two later. He was carrying a canvas bag of money taken from the till, and she had a flask and some mugs. They sat drinking tea and listening to the thuds and bangs, feeling the earth shake and speculating on what was happening above them. ‘I’m worried about Mum and the kids,’ Sheila had said, trying not to sound scared when an extra large bang made the table rock and they saw the walls bulging. Miraculously they settled back without crashing down. ‘I hope they’re all right.’


‘They’ll be in a shelter, won’t they?’ Janet said.


‘I hope so. The kids might have been out playing, but they’d have run home when the siren went, I expect.’ Sheila’s family was a large one, each sibling a little less than two years younger than the one above. At seventeen Sheila was the oldest, then Charlie, not quite sixteen, who worked at the docks with their father. The rest, five of them, were still at school. Mum had refused to let them be evacuated with the rest of the school, saying if they were going to be killed, they might as well all die together. ‘Pa and Charlie will be at work.’


‘Where does your father work?’ Mrs Morton asked.


‘At the Commercial Docks, in the office. But he’s a part-time fireman, so he might have to go on duty. Charlie works down there too, as a messenger.’


‘My pa’s in the Merchant navy,’ Janet told them. ‘He’s at sea.’


‘I don’t envy him that,’ Mrs Morton said.


‘He said he’d rather drown than be shot or wounded in the trenches, and besides, the sea is the only life he knows. It’s great when his ship comes in, we have a grand time, going out and about.’


‘There’s the All Clear,’ Mr Morton said as the steady wail penetrated the walls of the cellar. It was six o’clock. They made their way up the steps behind him. Something had fallen against the cellar door and he could not open it. It looked as though they were trapped but by dint of much shoving and pushing, he opened it far enough for them to squeeze through. Treading on broken glass, they stood and surveyed the scene. The shop window had blown in and glass, vegetables and daily papers were scattered everywhere. It was one of the display shelves that had fallen and blocked the cellar door; tins of foodstuffs, flour and bags of precious sugar which had been stacked on it were strewn over the broken glass. The shop door was lying out on the pavement.


Over to the south-east, flames reached above the roof tops, casting the sky in a pinkish orange glow, suffused by smoke and grey-brown dust which hung in the air and blotted out the sun. Everyone was coming out of their houses and shops and standing about mesmerised, many were coughing on the dust.


The warden they had seen before came cycling back. His clothes were so covered in dust they were a dirty brown colour, as was everything about him including his face. ‘Any casualties down here?’ he asked.


‘No. Where did they hit?’ Sheila called out to him.


‘The docks,’ he said, dismounting to answer her. ‘Everything down there is a shambles. The West India docks are alight from one end to the other and the timber stacks are burning on the Commercial docks. There’s rum, oil and molten pitch from the tar factory running all over the road. Ships and barges are on fire on the river. There are bits of blazing wood flying all over the place and starting new fires. You can’t get near it. God knows how the firemen will deal with it.’


‘I must get home,’ Sheila said, turning to Mr Morton. ‘Mum will be out of her mind.’


‘Go on then. You too, Janet. Me and the missus will clear up here. Thank God tomorrow’s Sunday.’


Sheila thought she knew every inch of every road in the district. It was her home, had been her playground, was where she worked, but it was a nightmare trying to find her way round blocked-off roads, rubble spilling into streets, and a cityscape changed almost beyond recognition. The nearer she came to home, the worse it was. And then she had stopped, transfixed.


This street of rubble had once been a row of terrace houses. Now you couldn’t tell one from the other. Stones, bricks, bits of wood, broken roof tiles, twisted water pipes, smashed furniture, scraps of cloth and shattered glass were piled up like some giant bonfire. ‘Mum,’ she murmured, unable to take it in.


‘Sheila. Sheila Phipps.’ The voice was almost against her ear, but it hardly penetrated her confused brain. ‘Sheila.’


She turned to face Bob Bennett. He was in his thirties, wearing an armband that told everyone he was ARP and a tin hat on which was stencilled ‘Air Raid Warden’.


‘Mr Bennett. Where’s Mum? And the kids? And Pa? Where are they?’


He put his hand on her shoulder. ‘Your mum and the children were at home when it happened.’


‘Under that?’ She nodded towards the rubble that had once been their house.


‘I’m afraid so. It got a direct hit. They wouldn’t have known anything about it. The rescue squad got them out. They were taken to the school to be made ready for identification and burial.’


‘All of them? Every single one?’


He nodded. ‘Annie was still alive when we dug them out, but she died on the way to hospital.’


‘Oh.’ She was too numb to shed tears. She felt as dry as the dust that lay thick over everything. It was still very warm but she felt cold as ice and could not stop shivering. She found her voice with a monumental effort. ‘And Pa? And Charlie?’


‘We haven’t seen either of them. They’d be at work, wouldn’t they?’ Since the beginning of the war, they had been working longer shifts and free Saturday afternoons had become a thing of the past. Bob, who worked in a munitions factory when he wasn’t being an Air Raid Warden, was working every other Sunday.


‘Yes. They’d be due home at half past six, except Pa is in the AFS.’


‘He’d be putting out fires then?’


‘I suppose so. P’rhaps Charlie stayed with him.’


‘Very likely. You can’t stand here, you know. You need to report to the Rest Centre to register as homeless. The WVS will give you a cup of tea and a bite to eat and find you some clothes and a bed for the night.’


‘I don’t want to rest. I want to see Mum and my brothers and sisters.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes.’


‘Very well. I’ll take you.’


He took her to the local school where the bodies were laid on the hall floor in rows, covered with sheets. If the rescuers knew who they were, they were carefully labelled, though in some cases, they could not be identified. Sheila, following Mr Bennett up and down the rows, thought she must be in the middle of a terrible nightmare. He stopped and bent to read a label. Then slowly drew the sheet back from the face.


Mum looked so peaceful, serene almost. Usually she was dashing about cooking, washing, sweeping up and shouting at one or the other of them for not tidying away their things or getting under her feet, flapping at them with a damp tea towel while wisps of auburn hair escaped its pins. Now she slept a final sleep and the lines of worry had gone from her face and she looked like the beautiful woman she had been on her wedding photograph. No wonder Pa had fallen in love with her.


‘That is your Mum, isn’t it?’ Mr Bennett queried, though he knew the answer very well.


She nodded without speaking. He covered the face again and went on to the next and the next. They were all there, except Charlie: Dickie, Dorrie, Maggie, Bobby and little Annie, who had only this term joined her brothers and sisters at school. Tonight the school was a morgue.


‘We found them all huddled together,’ he said. ‘Your mother was lying on top of them, trying to shield them. Of course she couldn’t, but it was brave of her to try.’


‘I should have been there,’ she said dully. ‘I should have been with them. Ma said we’d all die together.’


‘She couldn’t have known that, could she? What with your father and Charlie and you all at work.’


‘I expect she thought if there were raids, they’d be at night when we were all at home. I don’t know what Pa is going to say. He doesn’t know, does he?’


‘We’ve sent someone to find him. Now, are you ready for the rest centre?’


‘I ought to go and look for Pa.’


‘Leave it to us, my dear. You can’t go into that inferno and he wouldn’t want to lose you too, would he?’


‘No, I s’pose not.’


He took her to the South Hallsville school which had been utilised for bombed-out families. They were lying on mattresses all over the floor. Some were asleep, some crying, some staring in bewilderment, unable to take in what had happened to them. Some women were breast-feeding babies, others nursing minor wounds; those with more severe injuries had been taken to hospital. The children’s reactions were as diverse as the adults about them. They cried, they laughed, they dashed about shouting and pretending to be aeroplanes with arms outstretched. Some, who had lost parents, sat huddled in corners looking petrified or weeping heartbrokenly. At the end of the assembly hall, a couple of tables had been set up and here Civil Defence and the Women’s Voluntary Service worked side by side, taking names, suggesting places to go for the night, handing out tea and sandwiches.


Mr Bennett took her to one of the tables and introduced her, then left. He looked exhausted but Sheila knew he wasn’t going home, not yet, not until he had accounted for everyone on his patch. He had a list of the occupants of every house and business for which he and his men were responsible and he was duty-bound to match bodies and survivors against his list.


‘Sheila Phipps, that’s your name, is it?’ the lady in the WVS uniform queried.


‘Yes.’


‘Your address?’


She told her, told her the names of her mother and siblings, of her father who worked at the docks and her brother who worked in the same office as a messenger. She heard her voice but it didn’t seem to be her voice; it seemed far away, like an echo. This nightmare must surely end soon and she would wake up in her bed and the sun would be shining again and her mother would be bustling about getting breakfast, singing as she did so. Ma had a lovely voice. Thinking of that was her undoing. The ice melted and swamped the dryness in her mouth. Tears welled in her eyes and rained down her cheeks.


‘Oh, you poor dear,’ the woman came round the table and took the girl into her arms. ‘There, you have a good cry. Don’t mind me.’


After a couple of minutes, the weeping stopped as suddenly at it had begun and Sheila’s back stiffened. For the first time in her life she felt hate, hate for Hitler and everyone who fought for him, hate so intense her fists were balled. If she met a German now she would kill him with her bare hands. ‘I’m worried about Pa,’ she said, stuffing her handkerchief back into the pocket of her dress. ‘This will break his heart.’


‘Have you got any relatives or neighbours you can go to until your father comes?’


‘No.’


‘Then you’d best stay here. He’ll find you here. There are buses coming to take everyone to a place of safety. He’ll be notified where you are. There’s tea and sandwiches, nothing hot, I’m afraid, and a blanket and pillow. Find a spot and try to rest.’


She sat, wrapped in a blanket, with her back to a wall, seeing, in her mind’s eye, what it must have been like for Mum and the little ones with bombs falling all around them. They would have been terrified, huddling together for comfort. They had been poor, but Mum kept a spotless home and she and Pa made sure they were clothed and well fed. Not until now, when it had all gone, did she appreciate that. The tears started again but this time they were a silent stream making a furrow down her grubby face.




 





‘I feel so sorry for that poor kid,’ Bob Bennett told his wife, referring to Sheila. He was dog tired but satisfied that he had accounted for every one on his patch, dead or alive, all except Charlie Phipps. ‘It’s bad enough losing her mother and her brothers and sisters, but now I’ve got more bad news for her. She’s stuck in that school all alone.’


‘Poor thing,’ June said.


‘I was thinking, do you think we could have her here for a bit? Would you mind?’


‘No, go and fetch her. I’ll make up a bed in the spare room. I don’t suppose she’s got any night things.’


‘No, only what she’s wearing.’


He finished the bowl of soup he had been drinking, found his tin hat and his gas mask. ‘If the siren goes again while I’m gone, make sure you go into the shelter.’


‘Surely it won’t go again tonight.’


‘You never know.’ He kissed her cheek and went out again.


He was only at the end of the road when the siren sounded again. He hesitated, wondering whether to go back to June, but then carried on, driven by the need to speak to Sheila and, somehow or other, try to comfort her. There were so many tragedies being enacted this night, the wonder of it was how stoical everyone seemed to be. It was shock he supposed, it had numbed their senses, but what of the morrow when reality dawned? All these people bereaved and homeless. And children like Sheila Phipps, who was still a child for all her seventeen years, left orphans. What was to become of them all? The authorities seemed to have concentrated on the need to deal with the dead, not the survivors.


There was pandemonium in the school as some of the survivors of the first bombing tried to find shelter from the second and others elected to remain where they were. Bob helped to settle everyone down in the corridors away from flying glass and then went in search of Sheila. She was sitting huddled against a wall, a cold cup of tea and a curled-up sandwich on a plate beside her. She didn’t seem to be aware of her surroundings.


He bent to touch her arm. ‘Sheila, I’ve come to fetch you. We’ll give you a bed for the night. Up with you.’ He helped her to her feet.


‘Will Pa find me?’


‘I should think so.’ He said no more as he led her out of the school and into the road, just as the bombers arrived again. They could not see them for the haze of smoke and dust but they could hear them. ‘Let’s hurry,’ he said. ‘We’ve got an Anderson shelter in our garden. June will be in there.’


‘We didn’t have a garden so we couldn’t have one.’


‘I know.’


They could hear bombs whistling down and ducked every time, but they were not close and all they knew of them was the explosion as they hit the ground a little way off and then a wall of dust, smoke and flame added to what was already there. Searchlights were sweeping the sky and ack-ack guns were firing, at what they could not see. They were running now, in too much of a hurry to talk, for which he was glad. The middle of a street in an air raid was not the place to impart bad news. He kept that until they were safely in the Anderson shelter in his garden and his wife was pouring tea from a Thermos for them. Anderson shelters, though only made of curved corrugated iron, were supposed to withstand all but a direct hit. They were damp and airless, and flying debris – stones, bits of masonry and broken glass – rattling on the roof didn’t help already shattered nerves.


He watched her as she sipped her tea. She was a pretty girl, with thick auburn hair inherited from her mother, hazel eyes and a softly burgeoning figure, although swollen red eyes and the tears drying on her pale cheeks did not enhance her appearance.


‘Sheila,’ he said gently, putting his cup down and leaning forward. ‘I am afraid I have more bad news for you …’


‘Pa?’


‘Yes, I’m afraid so. He was with a bunch of fire-fighters, pumping water onto a burning warehouse, when the wall collapsed on them. There were no survivors. I’m sorry.’


She was silent for a minute digesting this, then she said flatly, ‘He’s gone too. I hope there’s a heaven, I hope somewhere, up there, he and Mum and all the others are together.’


‘I’m sure they are.’


‘And Charlie?’


‘I don’t know what happened to him. According to the people I spoke to from his office, Mr Phipps sent the boy home when the siren went, telling him to look after his mother and brothers and sisters. The last they saw of him he was cycling up the road hell for leather.’


‘He wasn’t in our house?’


‘No. He may have gone into a shelter somewhere and will turn up later. Of course, he could have been injured and sent to hospital. We’ll find out in the morning.’ He knew that there were bodies and bits of bodies that would never be identified, but he kept silent on that score.


It was dawn before the bombing stopped, the sound of aircraft faded, the guns went silent and the All Clear sounded. They straightened stiffened limbs and left their shelter. Apart from the crackle of fires, the heat of which they could feel half a mile away, everywhere was eerily silent. Bob’s house was undamaged, apart from one broken window, and they lost no time going indoors.


‘I’ll make some breakfast,’ June said. ‘Then we can go to bed and try and get some sleep.’


‘I’ll have to go out again,’ Bob said. ‘I might be needed.’


‘Needed or not you’ll stay and have something to eat before you go,’ June said. ‘I’ve got a bit of bacon and I can fry some bread.’


‘I must go and look for Charlie,’ Sheila said.


‘Not until you’ve had some rest,’ June told her. ‘You’re all in. Then you can decide what you’re going to do.’ She put the frying pan on the gas stove and turned the tap. ‘Drat it, there’s no gas.’


‘I’ll get the primus stove.’ Bob fetched it from the Anderson shelter and set about pumping and lighting it. He put the kettle on it, glad that they had taken the precaution of filling it before the raid; there was no water coming out of the tap. ‘Tea first,’ he said. ‘Then food.’


Half an hour later, having consumed a slice of fried bread, a rasher of bacon and some reconstituted egg, washed down with the inevitable cup of tea, he reached for his tin hat again. ‘I’ll make enquiries about your brother, if I get the chance,’ he told Sheila as he left.


June piled the dirty plates and cups into the sink to wait for the water to be reconnected and conducted Sheila upstairs where she showed her into a small bedroom. On the bed was a nightdress, a toothbrush, a flannel and towel. ‘Make yourself at home,’ she said. ‘The bathroom is the door opposite. There might just be enough water in the tank for a quick wash. I’ll wait until you’re done.’


Afraid to use the water, Sheila put a dribble into the basin to get the worst of the dirt off her hands and face, then returned to the bedroom, stripped off her clothes and put on the nightdress. As she did so and climbed into bed, it came to her that those few items of clothing were all she possessed. Her week’s pay packet lay unopened in her handbag. She usually gave it to her mother every Saturday evening and was given half a crown back to spend on herself. It made her feel guilty that now she had it all to herself and could perhaps buy a few necessities. That was not the only guilt she felt. Why had she survived when everyone else was gone? She was no better person than the others, no more deserving to live than they did. What sense did it make?


She did not think she would sleep, but she did, only to be woken by nightmares which frightened her so much she dare not go to sleep again. At noon she rose, put on her dirty clothes and went downstairs to the kitchen. June was listening to the wireless while she washed up. The water and gas were back on. Sheila picked up a tea towel to help.


‘Some damage has been caused to docks, residential areas and industrial premises,’ they heard the newsreader saying. ‘So far as is known at present, three churches and two hospitals, including a children’s nursing home, have been damaged. Some people were made homeless but they have been removed from the danger area and steps taken to provide them with food and shelter.’


‘Good God! Where did they get that from?’ June said. ‘You’ve only got to use your eyes and ears and nose to know there was a lot more to it than that.’


‘They wouldn’t want the Germans to know that, would they?’ Sheila said. ‘They’d have to tone it down a bit.’


‘No s’pose not. We’ll get a Sunday paper later, if there are such things, that is.’


‘Has Mr Bennett been back?’


‘No.’


‘I think I’ll go to the rest centre and see if Charlie’s turned up there.’ It was something positive to do, something to concentrate on, to stop herself thinking too much about Ma and Pa and the others and a bleak future without them. If she let her thoughts wander in that direction she would collapse in a heap. Surely someone had survived?


‘You do that, dear. If you don’t find him, come back here. Bob might know something.’


The refugees in the school were still stoically waiting for the buses to take them away from the horror. Charlie was not there and her enquiries drew a blank. There were other rest centres in the area and she went round them all. There was no sign of her brother. She decided to trace the route he would have taken to come home from the Commercial docks where he worked, but the nearer she got to the river the worse was the devastation. Some of the fires had been put out, but some still raged. She could feel the heat and smell the sickening mixture of burning tar, rum, oil, sugar and death. It made her gulp for air. How could anything be alive in that? But there were people, wandering aimlessly about like lost souls, picking up bits of debris and dropping them again. But there was no sign of Charlie.


She was stopped by a warden. ‘You can’t go any further, miss. It’s not safe.’


‘I’m looking for my brother. He didn’t come home last night.’


‘He most likely went into a shelter.’


‘But he’d have come home when the All Clear sounded, wouldn’t he?’


‘Tell me his name. I’ll keep an eye out for him.’


‘Charlie Phipps. He worked with my father at the Commercial dock.’


‘I know Mr Phipps.’


‘He died.’


‘Yes, I know. Brave man he was, didn’t think of his own safety at all.’


‘But you didn’t see Charlie?’


‘No. Go on home, I’ll let you know if I learn anything. Where d’you live?’


‘We were bombed out. Everyone’s gone except me. I stayed with Mr and Mrs Bennett last night. They told me to go back if I didn’t find Charlie, but I don’t like imposing on them. I ought to go back to the rest centre but they are sending everyone away and I don’t want to leave without finding my brother.’ It was the longest speech she had managed since it happened.


‘Go back to your friends. You need friends at a time like this. They’ll look after you.’


Her feet dragged as she went back to the Bennett’s home. Guilt overwhelmed her. She had no right to be alive. The feeling stayed with her all day, a day of anxiety and misery, of no appetite and endless cups of tea. She hardly paid attention to Bob and June when they asked her, over the evening meal, if she had any other relatives, grandparents, uncles, aunts, people who ought to be informed of the tragedy, who would want to attend the joint funeral, people who might give her a home. Their questions finally penetrated her numbed brain. ‘I think my mother had a sister. I believe there was some trouble, I don’t know what. They didn’t keep in touch.’


‘What’s her name?’


‘Name? Who?’


‘Your aunt. We ought to let her know.’


‘Oh, Connie, I think. Mum’s maiden name was Robins. Don’t know if her sister married.’


‘Do you know where she lives?’


‘Can’t say I do.’


‘Look, dear, do make an effort,’ June said. ‘We are trying to help you. I know it’s hard, but try and think.’


‘I’m sorry. She didn’t live in London, I’m sure. I think it was somewhere beginning with a B. Bl … something.’


‘Blackpool?’


‘No. Bletchley, that’s it. Bletchley. Just before the war began, I remember Mum saying something about Connie and Bletchley being safer than London, being in the country.’


‘Perhaps she was thinking of evacuating the children there,’ Bob said. ‘She couldn’t have fallen out with her sister so badly if she was considering that.’


‘No, but she said Connie wouldn’t want to know and we should all stay together and Pa agreed. She was nearly right, wasn’t she, about everyone dying together? Except me. Why not me too? I should be dead.’


‘We’ll get the Red Cross onto it,’ he went on as if she had not spoken. ‘They’ll find her.’


‘I don’t want to be a nuisance to you. I think I should go back to South Hallsville school and be sent away with all the others.’


‘You’ll do no such thing,’ June said. ‘You’ll stay with us until we can find your aunt.’


‘And Charlie.’


‘And Charlie,’ June repeated, looking at Bob, but he simply shook his head without speaking. ‘I’ve been through my wardrobe and found a few clothes that might fit you,’ she went on. ‘I think when you’re bombed out, the WVS provide you with some clothes. You’ll need to go to the school for those. And you’ll need a new ration book. The council offices will provide that. You can do that tomorrow. Have you got any money?’


‘I’ve got this week’s pay packet in my bag.’


‘Good, but that won’t go far. You might get a handout too.’


‘I don’t want handouts. Mum never did that, however hard up we were.’ She was indignant. ‘I’m not going to start now. I’ve got a job. I can work.’


‘Of course you can, dear,’ June said placatingly. ‘But this is an emergency, you know. And the funeral will have to be paid for. Did your parents have any insurance?’


‘I think they paid into the Prudential.’


‘That’s something else for you to find out tomorrow. It will keep you busy.’


‘But I have to go to work.’


‘No, you don’t. Bob will go and tell Mr Morton why you can’t go in, won’t you, Bob?’


‘Of course. It’s on my way to the factory.’ He had no sooner spoken than they heard the wail of the siren.


‘Oh, not again,’ June said. ‘Haven’t we had enough?’


‘Apparently not,’ he said. ‘Come on, into the shelter with you.’ He reached for his tin hat. ‘I’ll have to go on duty.’


He saw them into the shelter with a Thermos flask of tea, some sandwiches and an attaché case of essential documents and treasured photos, some knitting and a couple of newspapers. He lit an oil lamp for them and then left, securing the door behind him. They settled in deckchairs with cushions and blankets for another night of terror. June picked up her knitting and Sheila glanced at the newspaper, but she wasn’t concentrating and the words didn’t make sense.


‘What does it say about last night’s raid?’ June asked above the drone of aeroplanes and the noise of guns and the intermittent crump of bombs exploding.


Sheila obediently turned to the reports; it helped her ignore the noise outside. ‘Biggest daylight raid of the war beaten off,’ she read aloud. ‘Thousands enjoyed the glorious weather and watched their favourite football teams. Crowds at the greyhound stadium stayed to watch the dog fights overhead. There is no reason whatever for dejection or depression. The RAF is more than holding its own.’ She looked up. ‘Do you believe that?’


‘Well, they can’t tell the truth, can they? That would really give Herr Hitler something to crow about. If he thinks he can bomb us into submission, he’s got another think coming.’


‘You don’t think we’re beaten?’


‘No, certainly not. Did you know Mr Churchill came down to the East End today to look at the damage and speak to some of the bombed-out people? They say he was moved to tears but very upbeat. He’ll see us through.’


‘I wish I could understand …’


‘Understand what?’


‘The reason for it all. The world’s gone mad and I’ve lost my whole family because of it.’ She tried hard not to weep again, but the tears defeated her. She scrubbed at her eyes and pretended to go on reading the paper, but the words were blurred and made even less sense.


‘I can’t tell you,’ June said. ‘But no doubt there is a divine purpose for it all and we must trust in God.’


‘Trust in God!’ Sheila’s voice rose. ‘Trust in a God that allows such things to happen?’


‘Hush, dear, we are all given free will. It is mankind that has allowed it to happen, not God, and with God’s help it will be mankind who puts it right.’


‘I wish I had your faith.’


June did not answer that, instead she said, ‘Shall we turn down the lamp and try to sleep? You must be very tired.’


Although June turned down the wick to a glimmer, Sheila knew she would not sleep. The cacophony overhead would be enough to keep her awake, even without the thoughts going round and round in her head and leading nowhere. It ended at last and the All Clear sounded. They emerged and went indoors, not stopping to look at the fresh fires that raged all round them, thankful that they still had a house to go to. They went to bed and this time Sheila did sleep.


Bob returned for breakfast. He was so exhausted, so dirty and smoke-begrimed, he had nothing to say and after swallowing a cup of tea, went upstairs to have a bath and go to bed. He obviously had no news of Charlie or he would have told them. As soon as she had helped June wash up and sweep up the thick layer of dust that had gathered overnight, Shelia set off for South Hallsville school to find out what she was supposed to do to try and put her life together again.


She couldn’t believe the devastation, worse than the night before and that had been bad enough. Hardly anything was recognisable: craters where buildings had been, heaps of rubble where streets should have been, flames still flickering among scorched wood, firemen with hoses snaking all over the place, rescue squads digging in the rubble, signs saying ‘No entry. Unexploded Bomb’, and others on windowless shops saying ‘Business as usual’. There were houses with the fronts blown off but still standing, reminding her of the doll’s house she had once had where you could open the front to reveal the contents. It had been handed down to each sister in turn and Annie had it now. She stopped suddenly. Annie was no more and neither was the doll’s house. She felt the tears returning and blinked hard. She must not cry again, she must not. She must find Charlie.


She was in for another shock when she reached the school. It was in ruins. She was stopped from going closer by a warden. ‘That’s as far as you can go, miss. Did you know someone there?’ He nodded towards the remains of the school.


‘I was here the night before last,’ she said dully. ‘I left.’


‘Good job you did or you wouldn’t be here to tell the tale. There were hundreds in there. Whole families. The buses didn’t come, some mix up about where they were supposed to go.’


‘Oh my God.’


She turned away. She had been spared by Providence a second time. But why? Why, of all the people in her neighbourhood, had she been singled out to survive when so many more deserving people, like her parents and siblings, had perished? Divine intervention or something altogether more cruel?


She went to the council offices and was given a new ration card – her identity card was safely in her handbag – and was directed to a building where the WVS were handing out clothes. Taking the bundle she had been fitted out with, one item of which was a black skirt to wear at the funeral, she made her way back to the Bennett’s. They had been good to her, but she would have to find somewhere to live soon. The trouble was her brain was moving so slowly, she didn’t seem able to rouse herself enough to think properly.


‘Sheila!’ The voice was a shout that made her look up.


‘Chris.’ She had forgotten all about him.


‘I thought you were a goner. I went to your house yesterday. I couldn’t believe my eyes. The neighbours told me you’d all died.’


‘Everyone else but me. Dad was killed down by the docks and Charlie is missing.’


‘Oh, you poor thing.’ He attempted to hug her but she pushed him away.


‘Don’t make a fuss of me, Chris, you’ll only make me cry again.’


‘But I want to comfort you.’


‘I know. I’m sorry. It’s just … Oh, I can’t explain.’


‘OK, but you aren’t going to send me away, are you?’


‘No. Course not.’


He turned to walk beside her. ‘D’you want to come and stay with us? Mum won’t mind.’


She thought of Chris’s untidy house, all his rowdy brothers and sisters and his scruffy mother who smoked while she cooked, dropping ash everywhere. ‘Thanks, but it’s all right, Chris. I’m staying with Mr and Mrs Bennett. They’ve got more room than you have.’


‘D’you want to come out with me tonight, flicks or something?’


‘No thanks, I don’t feel like it. Sorry.’


‘Righto.’ They had reached the Bennetts’ door. ‘I’ll see you around then, shall I?’


‘I expect so.’


She watched him walk away, rueful that she had been so brusque with him, but she couldn’t deal with sympathy, she really couldn’t. He meant well but that only made it worse.



















Chapter Two





Prue brought her chestnut mare to a halt at the level crossing and waited a few yards from the gate as a train thundered through. It was a freight train and very long. Although the wagons were covered with tarpaulin, it was not difficult to see they carried guns. Making for London, she supposed, to help bring down the bombers that were devastating the city. The BBC and the newspapers played it down, of course, but it was easy to read between the lines. It was like the bombing in Spain, indiscriminate and merciless. The Nazis didn’t care where the bombs fell, so long as they terrified the inhabitants into demanding peace. From what she had read, far from doing that, they had produced anger and defiance.


The gatekeeper came out of his house beside the line and opened the gates when the last wagon had passed through. ‘Good afternoon, my lady,’ he said. ‘Nice day, isn’t it? Not so good as last week, but warm for the time of year.’


‘Yes, Mr Potts, though I imagine the poor East Enders must be praying for bad weather.’


‘True. I’m right glad I don’t live there. There’s some evacuees at the school come from there, I did hear, bombed out, many of ’em. They’ll be wanting homes. I reckon me and the missus will take one.’


Walking her horse, she crossed the line, and rode along the lane to the lodge gates of Longfordham Hall. There were trees either side of the drive, many of them sweet chestnut, almost ripe, she noticed. Nearer the house were flower gardens and a terrace. She rode round the house to the stables and dismounted. Bill Stevens, the groom who had served with her father in the First World War but was too old and bent to fight in the latest conflict, took the bridle. ‘Master Gilbert is home, Miss Prudence,’ he said. ‘He arrived an hour ago.’


‘Oh, good.’ She smiled to herself. Stevens, who had known them both from birth, had never managed to make the transition from addressing Gilbert as ‘my lord’ after a lifetime of ‘Master Gilbert’, or her as ‘my lady’, when her father had inherited the Earldom of Winterton three years before. Indeed, she could not get used to it herself. It sounded so pretentious and she much preferred her proper name of Prudence Le Strange.


She hurried indoors and ran to the drawing room, where she could hear voices, and flung open the door. Her mother and brother were having afternoon tea. The Countess, who was seated on a sofa with the tea tray on a table at her side, wore a green silk afternoon gown, her dark hair elegantly coiffured. Her brother, sitting opposite his mother, was in his army officer’s uniform. ‘Gillie, Stevens said you were home.’


‘Prue, I wish you would not come in here in your riding clothes,’ her mother said. ‘You smell of horses.’


‘I’ll go and change. I just wanted to say hallo to Gillie.’


‘He will still be here when you come down, decently clad.’


Gilbert winked at her and she smiled at him, before taking herself off to change. She and Gillie were especially close, being only eighteen months apart in age. He was twenty-two and she was a month short of her twenty-first birthday. In peacetime she would have had a come-out at a débutante’s ball and been presented at court, but she doubted that would happen now. She might be lucky and have a party. The trouble was that all her friends were scattered, some in the forces, others doing war work of one kind or another, and she doubted they would be able to rustle up a decent number.


‘Hitler has a lot to answer for,’ she murmured, as she stripped off her riding clothes. The shirt and underwear she put in the laundry basket and hung the jodhpurs and jacket in one of the spacious cupboards in her room and went to have a shower.


Half an hour later, she returned to the drawing room, demure in a printed cotton frock and cardigan, and took her place beside the Countess.


‘Timothy rang while you were out,’ her mother said. ‘He has some leave and asked if he might drop in on his way home. I told him to come for dinner and stay overnight. He’ll be on the five o’clock train.’


‘Oh good. It seems ages since I saw him.’


She had met Timothy Mortimer at a friend’s come-out ball in 1938. It had been a glittering affair, but overshadowed by the news from Czechoslovakia and Chamberlain’s appeasement of Hitler. Everyone drank too much, and sounded just a little too animated, conscious perhaps that it was the last event of its kind they might have for a very long time. Tim had seen her standing just inside the door and moved over, two full glasses of champagne in hand, to speak to her.


‘Someone as pretty as you should not be alone,’ he had said, giving her one of the glasses.


‘I shan’t be alone for long.’


He had laughed, making a lock of his fair hair fall over his forehead. He pushed it back, a gesture with which she would become familiar. ‘No, I should think not, but I want to get my bid in first. What’s your name?’


‘Prue Le Strange. What’s yours?’


‘Tim Mortimer. Do you know everyone here?’


‘Most of them. Do you?’


‘Most of them. How come we’ve never met before?’


He was far too forward and she ought to have rebuffed him, but he was fun to talk to and during the course of the evening, they had danced and joked and eventually exchanged telephone numbers.


It was not until their third or fourth meeting he discovered she was the daughter of an earl. ‘You might have told me,’ he said. ‘I’ve made a complete fool of myself.’


‘Why? It doesn’t make any difference to me. I’m still the same person, a title doesn’t change anything. If it does, then you are not the man I thought you were.’


‘It’s not that, it’s the fact that you kept it secret.’


‘I didn’t keep it secret, it’s simply that I do not consider it important and I certainly wouldn’t boast about it. Come and stay the weekend with my family. You’ll find we’re very ordinary.’


After a little persuasion, he had come and Mama had been kind to him and Papa jovial and he had relaxed and told them about his parents, that he had a brother and sister, both younger than he was, that his home was in a village near Stowmarket and he was in his last year at Cambridge and hoped to follow his father into law. ‘That’s if there is no war,’ he had said. ‘If there is, I shall join the air force.’


He had been as good as his word and was now a flight lieutenant, stationed at Scampton in Lincolnshire. He had learnt to fly while at Cambridge which gave him an advantage over some other recruits, but even so he had not become a pilot, but a navigator. ‘Everyone wants to be a fighter pilot,’ he had told her at the beginning of his training the year before. ‘There’s no shortage of recruits for fighters, so I’ve landed up in Bomber Command. It’s like being back at school with text books, instruments and charts.’ Since then they had seen each other only occasionally but made up for it by corresponding regularly.


‘I’ll meet him off the train,’ she said, then turned to her brother. ‘Now, Gillie, tell me all your news.’


‘Nothing to tell. We train, we eat and sleep and we train some more. We go on night exercises, do rifle drill, then eat and sleep some more. We lost so many men at Dunkirk, we are nowhere near up to strength again yet and the new recruits have to be trained. There’s talk of North Africa, India or the Far East, but that’s all it is, talk. No one knows anything for sure. We will almost certainly be sent abroad. I can’t see us staying in England for the rest of the war.’


He was a different man from the haggard, exhausted one who had come back from Dunkirk in stinking clothes that he’d been wearing nearly a week, his handsome face lined with fatigue and his dark hair unkempt and full of grit. All he’d wanted to do was have a bath and a long sleep, but by the end of his leave he appeared to have recovered his usual spirits, at least on the surface, and went back to his unit, only to find they were not destined to return to active service immediately. Their mother might be glad of that, but he was itching to get his revenge for the suffering of his comrades. Although he had tried to tell Prue what it had been like, he had said nothing to his mother and had asked his sister not to mention it either. The harsh reality of war had seemed not to have hit the Countess and she carried on in her serene way, doing what good she could in the village and keeping up a correspondence with friends and family, retaining the ritual of afternoon tea and changing for dinner.


‘We will have to have troops in England if there’s an invasion,’ Prue said. ‘Papa and his Home Guard won’t be able to hold them off alone, even if he thinks he can.’


The Earl’s enthusiasm for the Home Guard made them smile, but he treated it very seriously. Teaching warfare to the local volunteers was the next best thing to being back in the army himself, he had said, and made him feel he was doing his bit.


‘There won’t be an invasion,’ Gilbert said firmly. ‘Not while we’ve got an air force.’


‘I certainly hope not,’ Prue said. ‘But I want to do something useful. I think I’ll join up.’


‘You certainly will not,’ her mother said. ‘I never heard such a thing. Your father will never allow it.’


‘I might have to, if not in the forces, then for war work of some kind and I’d rather choose what I do than be directed. I can’t sit about idle, Mama, when so many of my friends are doing interesting things. Besides, it’s not patriotic. Papa understands that. Where is he, by the way?’


‘Where do you think? With his precious Home Guard. I don’t know what he finds to occupy them for so long. He was very secretive about it when I asked him. He trotted out the usual excuse, “Careless talk costs lives”. As if telling me is careless talk! It makes me think he doesn’t trust me.’


Gilbert laughed. ‘Let him have his secrets, Mama, it makes him feel important.’


‘He is important. At least he is to me.’


‘Of course he is and not just to you. All the Home Guard are, so are the fire-fighters, the ARP and the police. Civilian or not, everyone has a part to play …’


‘Except me,’ Prue put in.


‘You will find your niche, Sis.’


‘If you are going to the station, you had better go,’ her mother told her.


‘You can take my car,’ Gillie said, throwing her the keys.




 





Marcus Le Strange, fifth Earl of Winterton, Lieutenant-Colonel in the Great War, now Captain of the Longfordham Home Guard, faced his company of part-time soldiers in a barn on the estate. They were a mixed bunch of old and young and a few in between who were in reserved occupations. Many of them were his own employees, farmers or employees of the farms on the estate and he had known every one of them all their lives. One or two, like Bill Stevens, had served with him in the Great War. Being country folk, used to farming, they did not need to be taught how to use a rifle, but they had only recently been issued with those and had happily started popping off blank ammunition at anything that moved. They needed discipline.


He conceded that discipline of the square-bashing type that took place in the regular army would not do for these rugged countrymen. They needed to understand what they were being asked to do and why. ‘In the event of an invasion,’ he told them. ‘We will undoubtedly be outnumbered, but that does not mean we can expect to be defeated. Defeat is not a word we recognise. We know our terrain, we know our neighbours, we know where to hide ourselves and pick off a target and not let loose with everything we’ve got.’


‘I thought we were meant to defend our homes and families,’ one of them said.


‘And that we must undoubtedly do,’ he told them. ‘But standing at your garden gate shooting at the advancing horde will do no good at all. We must be cleverer than that.’ He paused. ‘There will be an exercise next weekend to test the security of the airfield. We will meet here at nineteen hundred hours on Saturday. Do not be late.’


They nodded agreement and he dismissed them. All but six drifted away, talking among themselves. The six, including Bill Stevens, had been asked privately to stay behind. ‘I have been asked to form a special unit to be deployed in the event of an invasion,’ he told them. ‘And you six have been selected as being suitable to join it. It is entirely voluntary, of course, but if you agree, we will be trained in guerrilla warfare. In the unlikely event the country is occupied, we will be there to carry on the fight. We will do our work swiftly and silently and melt away again into secret hideaways.’


‘Do you think we will be, my lord?’ Bill Stevens asked. ‘Occupied, I mean.’


‘Highly unlikely, but the enemy might try. We must be prepared. It is absolutely imperative we do not talk about what we are doing, not to anyone, not to wives, sweethearts or the people we work with every day, is that understood?’


‘Yes, my lord,’ they said in unison.


‘If anyone wants to back out, now is the time to do it.’


‘Not on your life,’ Bill said, and everyone echoed that with a ‘Hear. Hear.’


‘Good. These units will be called Auxiliary Units and will be part of a special Battalion, but to all intents and purposes, an adjunct of the Home Guard. We must pretend what we are doing is normal Home Guard exercise, nothing more. Do you understand?’


‘Yes, my lord.’


‘Our next meeting will be after the weekend exercise when I will probably have more details for you.’


He dismissed them, beckoning his gamekeeper to join him. ‘George, we have to have a secret underground bunker and we need to construct it ourselves with the help of some Royal Engineers. It must be invisible on the surface. I’m thinking of putting it in the wood. You know every inch of the woods and I need your advice on the best place to site it. We’ve got to be able to dig down about twelve feet.’


‘Twelve feet, my lord, that’s a fair ol’ distance.’


‘Yes, but it has to house us all and store weapons and ammunition and have an escape tunnel.’


‘And that’s all to be done in secret, my lord?’


‘Yes. The woods are part of the estate and the villagers won’t be able to see what is going on from the road. And I can trust you to see off any trespassers.’


‘Yes, but what about the Countess and Lady Prudence, what will you tell them?’


‘I’ll think of something,’ he said. ‘The same goes for your wife. Something to do with a Home Guard exercise perhaps.’


They parted company and Marcus walked home alone, musing on the problem. Having told the men they must not say anything to their wives, he could not break his own rules and tell Chloe. But how often could he say ‘Careless talk costs lives’ before she exploded in anger?


His family was everything to him and their safety was of paramount importance. Gilbert was in the army and would have to take his chances with that, but what of Chloe and Prudence? How could he make sure they were safe? He had considered sending them to Canada – he had cousins there – but Chloe would not hear of going without him. ‘If the Queen can stay with the King, then I can surely stay with you,’ she had said. As for Prue, being young and beautiful, she would be especially vulnerable. Thinking about it made his blood run cold. It was why he had agreed to set up this local resistance unit. If there were enough of them scattered about the country they might do some good.


He found Gilbert in the gun room. There were several pairs of Wellington boots and walking shoes arranged in rows beneath pegs on which hung coats and mackintoshes. On a shelf above them were a couple of deer stalker caps, some riding hats and a tin hat. A cupboard housed their sporting guns and a few boxes of cartridges for the pheasant season, but these had been augmented with a couple of army-issue rifles, boxes of ammunition and grenades stacked in a corner.


‘Hallo,’ he said. ‘Spot of leave?’


‘Long weekend. You’ve got a fair arsenal here.’


‘A lot of it is Home Guard stuff. The men have taken their rifles home, but I’ve got the ammunition here, couldn’t risk children getting hold of it.’


‘No, but it could make quite a bang here.’


‘It’s safe enough. We are going to build somewhere to store it.’


‘Secure, I hope.’


Marcus laughed and tapped the side of his nose. ‘So secret no one will have an inkling it’s there.’


Gilbert laughed too. ‘In a village like this, you must be joking.’


‘Then I’ll just have to trust everyone to keep their mouths shut, won’t I?’


‘Did you know Prue is anxious to do something for the war effort?’


‘Yes, she’s been nagging me about it.’


‘Are you going to let her go?’


‘I can’t really stop her, can I? She’ll be twenty-one next month. I can only try to influence her decision.’ He paused. ‘Come on, let’s go and change for dinner.’


‘Tim Mortimer is coming. Prue has gone to meet his train.’


‘Oh. Don’t know what to make of that. Is it serious, do you think?’


Gilbert shrugged. ‘Only they know that. Seems a nice enough chap.’




 





Prue parked the little red MG on the road near the station and ran up the slope onto the platform just as the train drew in. There were several workers from the airfield waiting to board it, but Tim was the only one to alight. ‘Hallo, gorgeous,’ he said, bending to kiss her cheek.


She smiled at the flattery. ‘Hello yourself. Did you have a good journey?’


‘Not bad, at least the train was on time.’


‘You are looking tired.’ They began to walk down the platform towards the level crossing gates as the train continued on its way to London.


‘I’m OK. All the better for seeing you. I hope your parents didn’t mind me asking to come, but I couldn’t go on leave without seeing you.’


‘No, of course they didn’t mind.’


‘And you?’


‘Need you ask? It seems ages since I saw you last.’


‘All of three months,’ he said.


‘Well, it seems longer than that. I’ve been bored. Everyone seems to be getting into uniform.’ She turned to look at him as they reached the car. ‘You look very dashing in yours. I bet you are driving all the WAAFs wild.’


Laughing, he settled himself in the passenger seat. ‘If you are fishing for reassurance that I wouldn’t give any of them a second glance, then you have it.’


‘I believe you, thousands wouldn’t.’ She started the car up, did a competent three-point turn and set off for the hall.


‘Gillie is home on leave,’ she said. ‘Please don’t ask him about Dunkirk, not in front of Mama, anyway.’


‘I won’t. I know how awful it was. From the air we could see all those troops on the beach, completely exposed and long lines of them stretching into the sea. We were trying to harass the enemy, to help our chaps get away, but we couldn’t do much except go after the airfields and shipping. It was a miracle they got so many off.’


‘So Gillie said. He was in a dreadful state when he came home and worried Mama to death. He seems all right again now, though maybe that’s put on for our benefit.’


She turned in at the gates of the hall and drove slowly up the drive to the front door and stopped. ‘Here we are.’




 





Dinner was served in the dining room on a table properly laid with a pristine napery and the second-best cutlery and dinner service. Marcus and Gilbert were in dinner jackets but Tim was in uniform, for which he apologised. ‘I didn’t have a dinner jacket on the base,’ he said. ‘There doesn’t seem much call for it.’


‘It doesn’t matter in the least,’ Prue said, sitting beside him. ‘Does it, Mama?’


‘No, of course not,’ her mother said. ‘We are glad you were able to join us. It is wartime after all and the fare is very simple.’


‘It looks delicious,’ he said, as a maid served onion soup.


‘Cook grumbles that it is no better than the farm hands have to eat,’ the Countess went on. ‘But there is was a war on and rationing affects everyone. We are lucky that we have home-grown produce, vegetables from the kitchen garden and plums from the orchard. Even the chicken is one from the home farm which had ceased to lay.’


The soup was followed by roast chicken and then plum crumble. While they ate, they spoke of generalities, but the conduct of the war inevitably came to the fore. The newspaper report of the latest air raids, while admitting there had been much damage to property, played down the loss of life. According to them, the attacks were failing because of the numbers of enemy aeroplanes shot down and because they had not succeeded in bringing the docks and factories to a standstill. Schools, churches and hospitals had been hit, but the general mood of the people was defiance.


‘I wonder how true that is,’ Prue said.


‘I imagine it has been somewhat edited,’ Tim said. ‘The authorities would not want to spread fear and panic. The real facts will be kept from the general public.’


‘I don’t see how you can keep people in the dark,’ Gillie said. ‘I came through London on my way home and it was pretty grim. There’s bomb damage everywhere, great craters and ruined buildings, but everyone is trying to carry on as normal. I think that’s what the newspapers mean.’


‘It seems to me that this war is making liars of us all,’ Chloe said. ‘We must not say this, we must not say that, we must not be told the truth. We are not children who have to be protected from unpleasantness.’


‘I don’t think it’s that,’ her husband said. ‘We don’t want Hitler to know what we’re up to.’


‘No, nor even your wives,’ she said with some asperity.


‘What have you been up to, Tim?’ Gilbert asked in the embarrassed silence that followed. ‘Operational yet?’


‘Yes, have been since the spring. Our main task at the moment is trying to prevent an invasion. We’ve been targeting German shipping and the Channel ports, anything to stop them moving troops by sea.’


‘There, I told you,’ Gilbert said to his mother. ‘There won’t be an invasion while we’ve got chaps like Tim to prevent it.’


‘That doesn’t mean the threat isn’t very real,’ the Earl said. ‘We still need the Home Guard.’


‘Oh, you and your Home Guard,’ the Countess said.


He was saved having to reply by the sound of the telephone in the hall. They heard the butler answer it. After a moment Hedges came into the room. ‘My lord, there is a telephone call for you. It is Mr Welchman. I told him you were at dinner and he asked if you would ring him back when you have a moment. I have written his number on the pad.’


‘What the devil does he want?’ Marcus said.


‘We have finished our meal, so go and find out,’ Chloe said. ‘I’ll have coffee sent to the drawing room.’


‘Coffee?’ queried Gilbert, as his father disappeared. ‘Have you still got coffee, Mama?’


‘I stocked up last year, but unless I can find a new supply we shall soon run out. We’ll have to drink that dreadful Camp. God knows what that’s made of, but it’s not coffee beans. Let’s go into the drawing room so that Margaret can clear away.’


On the way, they passed the Earl, apparently listening intently to his caller. ‘Can’t you tell me anything about it?’ they heard him say before going out of earshot.


He followed them a few minutes later and accepted a cup of black coffee from his wife. ‘What was that all about?’ she asked him.


‘I don’t know. It’s all very hush-hush. He wants me to take Prue to see him.’


‘Me?’ she queried in astonishment. ‘Whatever for?’


‘He might have a job for you. He wouldn’t tell me what it was except that it is important for the war effort. If you are interested we have to go up to London tomorrow.’


‘What sort of job?’


‘I haven’t the faintest idea.’


‘All these secrets,’ Chloe said. ‘I hate secrets and I hate it when you won’t tell me.’


‘I can’t tell you because I don’t know myself.’


‘Well, I hope it’s not dangerous.’


They smiled at this. Everyone was in some measure of danger, whatever they did. You didn’t have to be in the forces or even in London; in Longfordham with an airfield being built on their doorstep they were also vulnerable. ‘I was assured it was not,’ he said.


‘Why me?’ Prue asked.


‘I don’t know that either, but he mentioned being given your name by Edward Travis.’


‘Who is Edward Travis?’


‘Commander Edward Travis. I knew him years ago. He went into the navy. I haven’t seen him in years.’


‘The answer to your prayers, Sis,’ Gilbert said.


‘I don’t know what it is yet.’


‘What time will you have to leave?’ Tim asked.


‘We’ll go up on the nine o’clock train,’ the Earl told him. ‘But you don’t have to hurry away. Stay as long as you like.’


‘Thank you, but my parents are expecting me, so I’ll catch the eight o’clock to Cambridge. I can get a connection there.’ He reached for Prue’s hand and squeezed it. ‘But it was very good of you to have me.’


‘You are very welcome,’ the Countess said.


‘Let’s go and have a wander in the grounds,’ Prue said, standing up.


The clocks had gone forward two hours in March – they called it double summer time – because the extra daylight helped the farmers who were expected to grow most of the nation’s food. In September it was light until late in the evening and still warm, so they fetched jackets and left the house by a side door and wandered down the drive. She hung onto his arm and put her head on his shoulder. ‘I love this place,’ she said. ‘It’s so peaceful. You’d never know there’s a war on, except all the young, fit men are disappearing one by one.’


‘Let’s pray it always stays peaceful,’ he said. ‘Haven’t you any idea what you are wanted for?’


‘Not a clue.’


‘I hope it won’t mean living in London. I couldn’t bear to think of you being bombed. I need to feel you are safe.’


‘You are being very serious all of a sudden.’


‘War is a serious business. And my feelings for you are serious. You do know that, don’t you?’


‘I was beginning to wonder.’


‘What about you? May I hope?’


‘Of course you may hope.’


‘Oh, Prue.’ He looked back. They were out of sight of the house. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her soundly. ‘I don’t think it’s right to get married at the moment,’ he went on. ‘You never know …’


‘So this isn’t a proposal?’ She looked up at his face. He was watching her intently, scanning her face with his grey-green eyes and she knew she ought not to tease him.


‘Not exactly.’


‘How so, not exactly?’


‘I’m simply giving you due notice that if I survive this war, I shall ask you properly.’


‘Then I hope it doesn’t last too long.’ She reached up and pulled his head down to hers and kissed him hard on the mouth. ‘Let’s go back through the woods.’ She linked her arm in his and they left the path to plunge into the wood. The setting sun, shining through the trees onto leaves already turning colour, gave them a golden luminosity that was magical. She stooped to pick up a few chestnuts that had fallen and put them in her pocket. ‘It’s a pity we have no time to build a fire and roast them,’ she said. ‘But when you come again, that’s what we’ll do.’


‘I shall look forward to that.’ He grinned and stopped to kiss her. ‘And lots of other things besides. This is something on account.’ And he kissed her again. ‘We won’t have the chance to say goodbye properly tomorrow, so I’ll say cheerio now.’ This involved more kissing until she broke away. ‘Tim, you are making me all breathless.’


‘Don’t you like it?’


‘Need you ask.’ She reached up and pecked his cheek. ‘There, that will have to do until we meet again.’


‘Until we meet again,’ he repeated. ‘I’ll hold you to that.’


Arm-in-arm, they turned to go back to the house. She had been brought up to be poised and self-contained, to have a sort of feminine equivalent of the stiff upper lip, and she found it difficult to give her emotions free rein. But they were there, all the same, just below the surface. Perhaps one day she would learn to let go, but now was neither the time nor the place.


She saw Tim at breakfast, but there was no opportunity to do more than say goodbye and good luck, before he was taken off to the station by Stevens to catch his train. Gilbert took her and her father an hour later.


Arriving in London, they took a taxi to the address he had been given in St James’s Park. On the way they passed evidence of the bombing, gaps in the rows of buildings, big craters filled with water, boarded-up windows. ‘It’s horrible, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘All this destruction.’


‘Yes.’


‘What do you think Mr Welchman wants me for? Didn’t he give you any clues?’


‘None, but we’ll soon know.’


He paid off the taxi and they went into the building and were shown up to the fourth floor where they met the gentleman in question. He was not a tall man but he was, in Prue’s eyes, a handsome one with dark wavy hair and a neat moustache.


After the preliminary greeting, Mr Welchman turned to Prue. ‘Tell me about yourself,’ he said. ‘Education, interests, that sort of thing.’


‘Why?’ she demanded.


‘You are curious, I understand that, but I need to get to know you so, I’m afraid, you are going to have to indulge me and answer my questions. It is important, not idle curiosity.’


‘I was taught at home until I went to Rodean and then to Switzerland …’


‘Finishing school?’


‘No, university. I studied languages.’


‘Ah. What languages?’


‘German and French.’


‘What do you make of this?’ He pushed a piece of paper across his desk to her.


At first what was written on it seemed a jumble of meaningless letters arranged in groups of five, but on closer inspection she realised they were German words with the spaces in the wrong place. Once she had separated them, the translation was easy. ‘“I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat.”,’ she read aloud. ‘Mr Churchill’s words.’


‘Good.’ He took the paper away and replaced it with another. ‘Try this.’


She puzzled over it for some time. ‘It doesn’t make sense as it stands,’ she said. ‘But if you replace all the “o”s with “e”s and the “g” with a “c”, it reads: “Denn eben wo Begriffe fehlen, da stellt ein Wort zur rechten Zeit sich ein.”’


‘And the translation?’


‘“For just when ideas fail, a word comes in to save the situation.” It’s Goethe.’


‘Well done,’ he said. ‘We can use you.’


‘For my German?’


‘Among other things. Do you want to do something for the war effort, something important, so important that I cannot tell you anything about it until you get there?’


‘Sounds intriguing. Yes, of course.’


‘Go home now. Report to Commander Travis at Bletchley Park at noon on Monday morning. Be prepared to stay.’


‘Where’s Bletchley Park?’ she asked.


‘It’s a country house in Buckinghamshire, about fifty miles north-west of London. You can get there easily by train from Cambridge.’


They shook hands and Prue and her father left. They found a restaurant where they had a frugal lunch.


‘It’s all very mysterious,’ Prue said, looking with distaste at the meat pie on her plate. ‘I’m intrigued.’


‘I expect it’s translation work of some kind.’


‘That doesn’t sound very exciting.’


‘Depends what it is you are translating. It could be secret stuff.’


‘Secret! Whatever will we say to Mama?’


‘Oh, we’ll think of something. She will be glad you are not going to be in the services, I expect.’


‘Papa, have you engineered this?’


‘No, not at all. Alice Harridan is going to do similar work, according to her father. He told Edward Travis about you and Travis told Gordon Welchman, who is responsible for recruiting suitable people.’


‘I haven’t seen Alice since school. She was a bit of a swot, I remember. The rest of us used to tease her about it.’


‘That was unkind.’


‘She didn’t seem to mind.’


They finished their meal and took a taxi to Liverpool Street station to catch a train, and arrived home in time for dinner.


Being told by her husband that Prue was going to do office work in a country house and would be in no danger at all, the Countess accepted that her daughter was going to be leaving home. ‘It’ll be like going back to school,’ Prue told her. ‘I’ll be home for the hols.’


Gilbert left on Sunday evening and on Monday morning Prue caught a train to Cambridge. It wasn’t until she left the train at Bletchley and was standing on the platform looking about for a porter that she realised Alice had been on the same train. They greeted each other warily. Alice was little different from the schoolgirl Prue had known. She still wore her hair cut short and spectacles on a rather aquiline nose. She was wearing a tweed suit and flat-heeled shoes, in contrast to Prue’s wool dress, warm cape and high heels.


They soon discovered there was no porter and they would have to hump their cases to the park. ‘That’s it,’ the ticket collector told them, shrugging towards a high, chain-link fence. ‘If you follow the path round that, you’ll come to the gate.’


‘My God, it looks like a prison,’ Prue said, as they struggled along the path. They could not see what was on the other side for trees. Her case was heavy and she was beginning to wish she had packed fewer clothes and had the rest sent on. ‘Do you think they’ll dress us in overalls with arrows on them?’


‘I was told security would be tight,’ Alice said. ‘I’m sure you were too.’


‘Do you know what we’re going to do?’


‘No idea.’ They had reached a guarded gate and, on giving their names to the sentry, were allowed in and made their way up to the house, passing a lake and several newly constructed wooden huts on the way. There were people, quite a lot of them, going in and out of these huts, some in naval uniform, some in khaki, most in civvies. They paid no attention to the newcomers, who made their way to the front entrance of the sprawling inelegant mansion and announced their presence to a receptionist who sent them upstairs to Commander Travis’s office. He was a plump, balding man with an engaging smile, who told them he was the deputy head of Station X.


‘I knew your father well, many years ago,’ he told Prue as they shook hands. ‘How is he?’


‘He is well, thank you.’


He moved on to Alice, shook her hand and mentioned her father too. It seemed this was a job for the boys or, in this case, girls.


‘The work we do here is highly sensitive,’ he said, after telling them to be seated. ‘I cannot stress that too strongly and so before we go any further, you are required to sign the Official Secrets Act. It means you cannot under any circumstances tell anyone what you are doing here, and I mean no one, not even your nearest and dearest.’ He handed them each a sheet of paper and a pen and watched them read and sign it. ‘You will be assigned to different sections of our work and you do not speak of it, even to each other. Is that clear?’


‘As crystal,’ Prue said, handing back her signed paper. Alice did likewise.


‘Good,’ he said. ‘Welcome to the Government Code and Cypher School, GC & CS for short, also known as Station X, but we always refer to it as Bletchley Park or BP. I’ll have someone show you where you’ll be working and order a car to take you to your digs.’


‘We’re not living in, then?’ Prue said. ‘I thought all the huts …’


‘They are where we work, not where we sleep. I am afraid there is no accommodation on the premises, but because we work a twenty-four-hour shift system and people are coming and going all the time, we have buses and cars to bring you in and take you home. The billets have been chosen with care, but you do not say a word to your hosts about your work. I doubt they will ask.’ He rang a bell and a girl in a W.R.N.S uniform appeared and was told to take Prue to Hut Six and Alice to Hut Eight.


Hut Six was a long building with a central corridor and rooms to the left and right in which people of both sexes worked at plain desks. Prue found Mr Welchman in the first of them. Having ascertained that she had signed the secrecy document, he explained what was happening. ‘In a nutshell we are in the business of intercepting and decoding enemy radio traffic, most of which is brought to us by motorcycle from listening stations,’ he said. ‘The enemy uses a very clever machine called an enigma, to encipher their messages. Our job is to find the key to unscrambling it all and thus reading what they have to say. We pass the decoded information on to whoever needs it.


‘We have a modified Type X machine made to work like an enigma, and other more complicated electro-mechanical machines called bombes, which do the job of checking what we think might be the key, but they won’t work unless we have a crib to start them off, things like call signs, transmission times, the length of the message and, more often than Herr Hitler would like if he knew about it, the silly mistakes of the German operators. Without those there are 58 million million million possibilities.


‘Our work is further complicated because there is no universal setting; every section of the army, navy, air force and intelligence services all use different machines and different settings and they are changed every twenty-four hours on the stroke of midnight. Then we have to begin all over again.’


‘Gosh! What a task. Can it be done?’


‘Oh yes, we are doing it. In this hut we are dealing with German army and air force signals. Other huts are doing other things and working on different aspects of decrypting, but you do not need to know about those. I have only told you this much so that you can understand how vital the work is and how important it is to be accurate and never to breathe a word to anyone of what you do.’


‘I understand.’


‘The decoded messages are in German, naturally, and that is where you come in. You will be working next door in Hut Three. I’ll take you there now to meet Commander Saunders.’


It was in Hut Three that the five letter groups were separated into German words, a process called ‘emending’ and then passed to the translators who sat round a table with the leader of the Watch facing them. ‘Sometimes there are gaps in the message because of poor reception or the mistakes of the sender and these can sometimes be guessed at,’ she was told. ‘Or we could ask for it to be run again or sometimes the same message would have been sent to someone else and that might reveal the answer. It is painstaking work and needs accuracy, dedication and the utmost secrecy. The enemy must never know how we have obtained our information. In fact, most of our own side don’t know either. When we send on the information, we have to say it comes from a most reliable source. Sometimes we make it look as though it is a report from a spy.’


‘I understand.’ Now she understood that strange translation she had made for Mr Welchman. Only later would she realise that had been child’s play to what she would be asked to do.


‘I’ll take you back to the office to find out what shifts you are on for the next three weeks,’ Mr Welchman said, leading the way back to the main house. ‘There’s a canteen and some facilities for recreation. Is there anything else you want to know? About your job here, I mean. There is no need for you to know what everyone else is doing. It is actively discouraged. Oh, and you will need to know the password to get around in the grounds.’


‘Am I allowed to write letters?’


‘Of course you are, but they will be censored, naturally. And letters addressed to you must come via a box number at the Foreign Office. No post leaves here with a Bletchley post mark either. Letters are taken away from the site to be sent from a number of different locations. Now I suggest you go and have some lunch and then find your billet. Admin will tell you where that is. Report to Hut Three …’ He consulted a chart on the wall of his office. ‘Sixteen hundred hours.’


So she was going to be on Watch B, the evening shift, which didn’t give her much time to settle into her billet before starting work. She felt excited and a little apprehensive and would have loved to tell her mother or Tim what she was going to do, but she could not say a word. She would write to Tim tonight and give him the Foreign Office box number, though what she would tell him, she was not at all sure. As to what to tell her mother, that posed an even bigger problem.


A wren in uniform came to drive her to her lodgings in the town, and she picked up her bag and followed her guide out to a large Humber car.
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