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            For my mum and dad.

This one is from the heart.
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Dear Little Corpses


         

         The children were gathered halfway down the garden by the apple trees, their heads bowed in mock solemnity, playing out the ritual as they remembered it from the funeral. The dolly – Maisie or Prudence or whichever one had been chosen this time – lay in a box at Edmund’s feet, wrapped in a pillowcase that doubled as a shroud, and she watched from the nursery window as he picked it up and carefully placed it in the shallow grave, dug earlier that morning. Lillian – quiet, earnest little Lillian – had taken her Sunday school bible out with her, and she read a passage from it, then crossed herself and held the book close to her chest, as if it were the most precious thing in the world. Not to be outdone, Florence glanced slyly at her siblings, gave a theatrical sob, and buried her face in the handkerchief that she had stolen from her mother’s drawer. The three of them stood together in mourning next to the square of freshly dug earth that was waiting to be planted, then Edmund took up the spade again and filled in the grave. When he had finished, they ran, laughing, across the sunlit lawn, the dolly and their grief for her all but forgotten. There must be four or five of them there now, she thought. Dear little corpses, all in a row.
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         The full moon made a nonsense of the blackout. Josephine pulled her front door to and walked out into the garden, where a mischievous, scavenging breeze chased the first fallen leaves of the year. The uneven path felt hard and dry at her feet, and the countryside around the cottage had tired visibly in the late August heat; even now, on the cusp of midnight, the breeze could do little to banish the day’s stifling humidity. In the distance, a low rumble of thunder promised some respite from the tension in the air, and she wondered if the run of good luck which had blessed the Suffolk harvest was about to come to an end. The fields were half cut now, the ratio of stubble to thick yellow corn growing steadily by the day, but in the sharp, silvered light, everything seemed suspended in time, as if the fields – like the men who worked them – were holding their breath, waiting to see which way the world would turn.

         Stopping at the garden gate, she looked back towards the cottage, hoping to take satisfaction from the darkened windows which she and Marta had worked on all afternoon, diligently lining the curtains with black, as though for a funeral which had yet to take place. She stood here often in the evenings, finding happiness in the home they had made for each other, in the scent of the flowers or the remnants of a meal on the table – all evidence of a simple, shared existence amid lives that were otherwise separate and complicated. Tonight, without its cheerful lamplight, the cottage already looked forlorn and derelict, as if it sensed a period of desertion and had decided to strike the first blow. The small transformation of something so cherished shocked Josephine – more so, even, than the dramatic reconfiguring of London in preparation for war, changes that made her feel like a stranger to the city she loved. She stared at the cottage’s featureless anonymity, but the security she craved didn’t come; instead, she had the sense of slipping into an abyss.

         An oblong of light from the doorway broke into her thoughts, and Marta joined her by the gate. ‘We did a good job,’ she said, passing Josephine a nightcap and looking approvingly at the windows. ‘Nothing to tempt an eagle-eyed Jerry there.’ The thunder came again, closer this time, and in the context of their conversation it felt like an ominous rehearsal for the uncertain months ahead. ‘We’ll get through it,’ she said quietly, taking Josephine’s hand. ‘No matter how long it lasts or how bad it gets, we’ll get through it.’

         The sound of the telephone challenged the comfort of Marta’s words; whenever it rang these days, even at a more sociable hour, Josephine found herself fearing the worst. ‘It might be Archie,’ she said, as they went back inside. ‘Perhaps something’s cropped up at work and he can’t come for the weekend after all.’

         But it was Hilary Lampton, the vicar’s wife, and one of Josephine’s closest friends in the village. ‘I’m so sorry to call at this time of night,’ she said. ‘Did I wake you?’

         ‘No, we’re still up. Is everything all right?’

         ‘Yes, fine – at least, I hope it will be. The man came over from Hadleigh just after nine. They’ll be here in the morning.’ The words would have sounded absurdly cryptic if evacuation hadn’t been the main focus of Hilary’s conversation for months. Ever since the false alarm of the year before, when the prospect of war had loomed and then retreated in the wake of Chamberlain’s fated visit to Munich, she had been preparing the village for an influx of children from the cities, spearheading a band of local women who – in Josephine’s opinion – might profitably have been put to handling the war in general. Considerable time and effort had been devoted to the enterprise – reconciling the hopelessly out-of-date census cards provided by the authorities with the reality of the village; visiting households to scout for suitable accommodation – and Josephine had listened sympathetically to her friend’s concerns, relieved that a part-time status in Polstead exempted her from an obligation to do anything more practical about them. ‘We’re getting twenty in the end,’ Hilary announced triumphantly, as if the allocation had been a prize for the taking rather than the bane of her life. ‘The bus should be at the school by half past eleven, and I wondered if you might be able to help? I’d be so grateful.’

         Josephine’s heart sank. ‘I’m sorry, Hilary, but I did explain the last time you asked – I really can’t have anybody here. I’ll have to go back to Scotland soon, and it wouldn’t be fair to take someone in and then leave you in the lurch when—’

         ‘Oh, I don’t mean that. No, we’ve got them all fixed up – on paper, at least – and they’re going where they’re most wanted, even if the facilities aren’t ideal. That’s the least a child deserves, and things will be difficult enough for them as it is, away from home for the first time. I’m not having any of that “five rooms, three in family, two billets” nonsense – you can’t do mathematics with people’s lives, can you?’ Hilary invariably talked as if she were partway through a never-ending to-do list, and Josephine guessed correctly that the question was rhetorical. ‘The village has been very good, on the whole. Of course, it makes it easier that we’re not having any adults. Most of the wives I know would want more than five shillings from the Post Office to let another woman anywhere near her kitchen. I really can’t see that working. But children are different.’ Josephine smiled, but she knew what Hilary meant. Even in her limited dealings with the community, she had been aware of a general eagerness to welcome some youth into the village – a subconscious compensation, perhaps, for the casualty lists that were bound to follow. ‘I’m confident that we can soon make them feel at home,’ the vicar’s wife continued. ‘Stephen’s just been out on his bike to tell everyone to make their households ready, bless him, and they’re all doing their bit.’

         There was no judgement in Hilary’s words; still, Josephine couldn’t help but feel that her personal war effort hadn’t got off to the most laudable of starts. ‘So what can we do for you?’ she asked.

         ‘Well, I want us to put on a really good show when they first get here. They’ll have been travelling since the crack of dawn, so I’m having a ring-round to get a few friendly faces to make them welcome while we fix them up with their people. Just a bit of tea and sympathy, really, and only for a couple of hours or so. I’ll completely understand if you haven’t got time, and I’m already taking up your Saturday afternoon with the fete, but I thought I’d ask on the off chance that you and Marta were at a loose end.’

         It wasn’t exactly how Josephine would have described the precious few days that they had arranged to spend together before another separation, but she couldn’t think of a way of explaining that without sounding selfish, and the silence on the line was becoming awkward. ‘Yes, of course,’ she said eventually, shrugging defensively as Marta glanced up from her book. ‘We’d be happy to help. What time do you need us to be there?’
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         He could never have spoken the thought aloud, but Penrose found the body oddly reassuring. So far, it was the only normal thing about the day.

         The man lay in the corner of the second-floor stairwell, curled in a foetal position around the pair of tailor’s scissors that someone had pushed with force into his stomach. This was obviously not where he had been stabbed: there was nowhere near enough blood, and Penrose glanced back at the stairs, wondering where the victim had come from, and if he had staggered here on his own or been helped on his way. There were no scuff marks or telltale trails of crimson to enlighten him, and that in itself was interesting.

         Whatever had happened, finding the person responsible promised to be a thankless task, full of closed doors and tight lips. Castlefrank House, on the east side of Hoxton Street, was a large block of workers’ flats, erected before the war – the last war, he supposed he should get used to saying. These days, the flats were still occupied by people from all walks of life – railway employees, shop workers or staff from the nearby bacon factory – but they all had one thing in common: an ability to keep their mouths shut when it suited them, and a knock at the door from a policeman was unlikely to loosen their tongues.

         It was another airless, muggy day, and Penrose put his gloves on grudgingly, already finding the staircase unbearably claustrophobic. He squatted beside the body to take a closer look at the dead man’s face, catching a stale, unpleasant whiff of alcohol as he did so. The victim was middle-aged, with mousy brown hair that was starting to grey at the temples and a dark shadow of stubble. A creased shirt with a layer of grime around the collar added to an unkempt, down-at-heel appearance, and yet the clothes weren’t cheap, merely worn with very little care. With cautious fingers, Penrose lifted the man’s jacket lapel and removed the contents of his inside pocket – a thick wad of notes, with a pocket book and a pencil stub. He flicked through the pages, noting a list of names and flat numbers, some with a tick and a date next to them, others left blank. At least they would have no difficulty in tracing where he had been that morning.

         He heard his sergeant coming back up the stairs, breathing heavily and muttering something about people never being murdered on the ground floor. ‘I’m afraid we’re not going to be short of suspects, sir,’ Fallowfield said, when he had got his breath back. ‘The bloke was a—’

         ‘Rent collector?’ Penrose waved the notebook before Fallowfield could credit him with too much flair. ‘It obviously wasn’t money they were after, though. There’s more here than most people earn in a year.’

         ‘Perhaps someone just ran out of tick on the rent, then. Saw a way out, and took it.’

         ‘Yes, perhaps. What’s his name?’

         ‘Frederick Clifford, and he’s here every other Friday, regular as clockwork. The woman who reported it lives on the ground floor, but she was on her way upstairs to return a saucepan she’d borrowed from a friend of hers, and she got more than she bargained for. That was at about half past nine, and she called us straight away.’

         ‘I’m guessing she didn’t see anyone, hear anyone, or think of anything else that could possibly help us?’

         ‘Course not, sir. He’d already been round to collect her rent this morning, but she didn’t notice anything different about him. “Same miserable bastard as usual”, apparently. No love lost there, as you’d expect. Spilsbury and the team are on their way. I’ve left Robertson downstairs to bring them up as soon as they get here.’

         ‘Good. Next of kin?’

         Fallowfield shrugged. ‘Nothing personal yet, sir, but we’ve got a telephone number for his boss, so we’ll start there.’

         ‘So he didn’t own the building.’

         ‘No, he just did the dirty work. The owners are—’

         The rest of Fallowfield’s words were lost in a sudden clamour from above, a barrage of slamming doors and raised voices as the constable stationed on the next floor tried in vain to follow his orders. ‘You can’t use these stairs at the moment, ladies,’ he shouted, but he was no match for the number of tenants who seemed determined to leave their flats at the same time; the clatter of footsteps grew louder, and Penrose braced himself for an altercation as a group of women and children rounded the turn in the staircase. The ringleader – blonde, and in her early thirties – clutched a little girl’s hand and stared at him defiantly as he and Fallowfield did their best to shield the body. Penrose was suddenly glad of the lack of light on the stairs. Except for one of the older boys, no one showed much horror or even curiosity about what had happened on their doorstep, and he found that unusual.

         ‘We’ve got to get this lot to the station,’ the woman said. ‘They’re shipping them out for real today, and they can’t be late. Anyway, you’ve got no right to keep us here …’

         ‘And I’ve no intention of doing so.’ Penrose was as keen to move them on as she was to leave, and he saw that he had wrong-footed her by conceding the battle before it had started. He looked at the children, each carrying a small bag or pillowcase, and tried to imagine what was going through their minds; it was asking a lot of them to understand this strange new world, when even the adults found it difficult. ‘My sergeant will see you downstairs now,’ he said, ‘but please give him your names and addresses before you go. We’ll need to talk to you as soon as you get back.’

         ‘Why? This hasn’t got anything to do with us.’

         ‘I’m sure it hasn’t, but we’ll be speaking to all the residents as a matter of course.’ He ushered them on in single file, preserving as much space around the body as he could, and was struck by how quickly it had become impossible to avoid the shrapnel of war; the fighting had yet to begin, but still the reminders were everywhere. On his way here he had been caught up in the chaos at Liverpool Street, and the thousands of evacuees flooding into and out of the station had shocked him, even though he was briefed on the plans and knew the scale of the operation only too well. London had hardened its face to the small changes – cars crawling through the streets with one headlamp hooded to a ray of pallid light; the cultured tones of a BBC announcer telling motorists what to do in an air raid – but this was different. This felt like a fracturing of all that was familiar and dependable. He watched the children leaving their homes now with a deep and desperate sadness, as if any hope of a different outcome was leaving with them. Only a matter of days ago, they had still been a peace-loving nation. ‘Good luck,’ he called after them in a rare moment of sentimentality. ‘Let’s hope they’re not away for too long.’

         The mother bringing up the rear turned and looked back at him, obviously surprised by his kindness, and he saw the distress in her face, one of thousands of parents left behind to wait for someone to tell them where their sons and daughters had gone. It touched him, and he realised with a shock that he was no longer an impartial observer. There were children he cared about now, a woman he was growing to love. He didn’t just sympathise with the fear and uncertainty that he saw in a stranger; he understood it. The woman glanced down at the dead man and seemed about to say something, but a boy whom Penrose assumed was her son pulled her on.

         He turned back to the body when the staircase was quiet again, depressed by the idea that someone could leave the world with so little sorrow. Perhaps he would find more compassion amongst those close to the victim – if such a person existed – but somehow he doubted it; too many years and too many bodies had given him an instinct for the deaths that brought more grief to the killer than to the victim, and although he hoped he would never let it affect the investigation, he knew that this was one of them. The answer, he was sure, lay behind one of these closed apartment doors, and a part of him would have been relieved not to find it.

         Conscious that he was doing the victim an injustice, he checked the rest of Clifford’s pockets, finding a driver’s licence and the home address he was looking for, a few streets away in Hackney – rather more comfortable, as Penrose recalled, than the flats he was collecting from. Fallowfield was probably right: debt and desperation could easily be what had brought them here, although he would have expected that sort of spontaneous, last-resort killing to manifest itself in a blow to the head or a shove down the stairs. From what he could see in the half-light, the wound that had killed Clifford was a deep one, and he couldn’t remember anything similar that hadn’t turned out to be personal and rooted in either anger, fear or resentment. Spilsbury would be able to tell him more, but at least the scissors were a distinctive weapon, much easier to trace than a razor or a common kitchen knife; he wondered why whoever was responsible hadn’t thought to remove them.

         Downstairs, he heard familiar voices again, and left the police photographers to get on with their work while he went outside to find Fallowfield and outline a plan. Every other vehicle that passed down Hoxton Street now seemed to be an army truck, and he marvelled at how schizophrenic the city suddenly appeared – some roads quiet and civilised, while others looked like France, with convoys waiting under trees. ‘Feels different this time, doesn’t it, sir?’ Fallowfield said, reading his thoughts with an accuracy that Penrose had come to find reassuring over the years. The two men were nothing like each other, polar opposites in class and temperament, separated in age by several years, but they had both fought in the last war and that simple fact alone gave them a shorthand whenever they were together, a shared past and a mutual understanding of what their work asked of them.

         ‘Yes, Bill, very different,’ Penrose said. One of the trucks was caught at the traffic lights, and he stared at the brooding, faraway look on the faces of the soldiers, unsure of whether to be relieved at a lack of the jingoistic eagerness that had characterised his own call-up, or in mourning for its ignorance. The men putting on uniforms this time had been brought up in distrust of war and were wise to the phoney romance of the battlefield, and he sympathised with their uncertainties. Twenty-odd years ago, there had been no doubts for him and very few choices; now – at forty-five, and four years beyond the current conscription age – his duties were more blurred than they had ever been, in war or in peace, and he hated this sudden lack of purpose. ‘God knows where we’ll all be this time next year,’ he said with feeling.

         ‘Talking of which, shouldn’t you be getting back to the Yard? I thought you had a briefing with the governor at eleven.’

         ‘I do. Why do you think I’m here?’

         Fallowfield grinned. ‘You’d better get off then, sir. I’ll sort out the door to door here and bring you up to speed when I get back. You’re cutting it fine now that Pied Piper’s closed some of the streets.’

         Penrose nodded reluctantly and went back to his car. As he followed a circuitous route to Embankment, avoiding the cars and buses that were now pouring steadily out of the city, he wondered who had had the bright idea of naming this evacuation procedure after a fairy tale in which children were spirited away from their families and never seen again.
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         Maggie Lucas sat on her daughter’s bed and checked the haversack one last time against the instructions sent by the school: spare socks and a change of underwear; night clothes; two clean handkerchiefs; plimsolls to wear indoors; and a toothbrush, comb and towel. It wasn’t a difficult list, and she must have been through it a hundred times already, but she wanted to make sure that Angela had everything she needed when she went away. She fastened the bag with a sigh and adjusted the shoulder strap, wishing they had been able to afford the rucksack recommended in the letter, but this one would do the job well enough, and other children would be packed off with worse. Bad enough that she had to go at all.

         If she had to go.

         There it was again, the doubt that kept her awake at night and plagued her during the day. She and Bob had talked it through until they were blue in the face, but still she wasn’t sure if they were doing the right thing – and she could tell that her husband felt the same, even if he was better at hiding it. Every instinct she had said that surely, if war came, it would be better for families to stick together and not go breaking up their homes? But the advice had been persuasive, couched in that brown envelope that sat behind the clock on the mantelpiece until Bob got home from work: a better chance outside the towns, they said; no guarantees – they wouldn’t go that far – but safer for the kids than the homes they were leaving behind. Then came the meetings, sitting in the school hall with rows and rows of bewildered parents, listening to speeches about knockout blows and casualties per ton until you’d think that the bombs were already falling. She could scarcely believe that there was a time when the word ‘evacuation’ had never crossed their lips; it was all they talked about at home now, sucking the air from the room whenever they were together, and eventually the decision was made. Bob had stormed out to the pub that night, even though it was only a Monday, while she retreated to the kitchen to make the tea, banging the pans and plates about in case Angela could hear her crying.

         The haversack felt absurdly light as she took it downstairs, absurdly inadequate to keep her child safe. Angela sat at the table, her breakfast untouched, and the smell of bacon that filled the small kitchen turned Maggie’s stomach; it had the air of a prisoner’s last meal about it, although she wasn’t entirely sure which one of them was condemned. ‘Come on, sweetheart, eat your breakfast,’ she said brightly, hating the false note in her voice. ‘You’ve got to keep your strength up, and I’ve made you your favourite.’

         ‘It’s not my favourite. I hate it.’

         ‘Of course you don’t hate it.’ She sat down and tried to take her daughter’s hand, but it was pulled roughly away, and the bacon and eggs that were supposed to have been such a treat sat congealing on the plate between them. ‘You need something inside you, love. It might be a long day.’ Suddenly, the idea that Angela would leave the house hungry was more than Maggie could bear, and she fought back tears. ‘Please, Angie. What about a bit of toast?’ She reached for the pot of jam, but Angela shook her head, her young jaw set with all the bolshiness peculiar to a five-year-old. She pushed the plate to the edge of the table, not quite brave enough to send it crashing to the floor, and Maggie scooped it up and scraped the food into the bin. ‘All right, then. Please yourself. Now go and wash your hands and face. I don’t want them to think you’ve been dragged up.’

         She saw the hurt and fear pass fleetingly across her daughter’s face and instantly regretted her impatience, but Angela ran from the room before she could do anything to soften it, much as she had done on the night they broke the news that she was to go to the country without them. They had put it off as long as possible – selfish, in hindsight, because it gave her no time to get used to the idea – and her reaction had been all that they dreaded, and more. Their nerves made them clumsy with words, and once the phrase ‘sent away’ had been uttered, it couldn’t be taken back; there was no other way to put it, she supposed, but still it sounded like a rejection. That night, and every night since, they had tried to explain to Angie that it was for her own good; that she would be with lots of other girls and boys in the same situation; that it wouldn’t be for long and they would all have to make the best of it; that it would be worse for her parents, left behind without her – but she didn’t believe a word of it, and Maggie doubted that their daughter would ever trust them again. She didn’t blame her. It was all so sudden, and what was she supposed to think of these faceless, nameless people they were sending her to? Strangers were far more sinister to a five-year-old than bits of metal falling from the sky, and there was nothing they could say to reassure her. Even now, they couldn’t tell her where she was going or whose roof she’d be living under or how kind they’d be. And why – those were the hardest questions of all. Why do I have to go? Why don’t you want me any more? Why don’t you love me? 

         The clock struck the half-hour, dragging Maggie from her thoughts, and she knew she couldn’t put it off any longer: there were sandwiches for the journey to make, and then it would be time to leave. The bread was nice and fresh, and she sliced more cheese than she would normally have used, then gathered together some biscuits and an apple, hoping that Angela would be tempted by those, at least. They had said no liquids, so she added a stick or two of barley sugar instead, just in case Angie was thirsty or felt sick on the train. When she had finished, there was still no sign of her daughter, so Maggie packed the food into the haversack and called up the stairs. ‘Come on, sweetheart. We mustn’t be late.’

         She gave her two more minutes, then went to fetch her. Angela was sitting on her bed, surrounded by all the favourite toys that she had gathered together to take, and Maggie’s heart broke for the hundredth time that morning. ‘Sweetie, they can’t all go. We talked about that. Just choose one.’ Angie gave her a look which suggested that this latest betrayal was the worst of all, then got up and walked past her, still empty-handed. Obviously it was all or nothing, so Maggie grabbed Polly, a cloth doll with bright blue eyes that had been a constant companion since Angie’s third birthday. She could send some others on, perhaps, once she knew where her daughter was staying, and there would be toys there already, no doubt – that’s what she would do to welcome an evacuee, if the boot were on the other foot. Somehow, the thought became a magnet for her deepest fears, bringing to the surface all the worries that she dare not share, not even with Bob, in case it made her seem selfish. She prayed that the family would be kind, of course she did, but most of all she prayed that Angela would miss her and long to come home. As she lay awake at night, the sadness of being parted from her child was blurred by something more complicated; by the idea that a surrogate mum and dad would be able to give Angie things that were beyond the scope of her real parents. In her mind’s eye, she could still see the joy on the little girl’s face when they took her to Victoria Park for her last birthday; she had loved the flowers and the birdsong, and she would love the countryside, too. They hadn’t taken her out enough, she thought bitterly, and now someone else would be doing it, someone who could teach Angie far more about nature than they ever could. Why hadn’t they found more time? In hindsight, it seemed such a simple thing.

         Downstairs, she helped Angie tie her shoelaces and fasten her coat. Each small detail that had been a source of pride a couple of days ago now seemed shabby and second-rate: the mackintosh was too big for her, the carefully polished shoes would soon be too small, and she wished again that they could have afforded a better bag, or even a small suitcase. Still, she was clean and tidy, and her thick blonde hair smelt freshly of soap; at least they would know she was loved. Before her daughter could resist, Maggie drew Angie to her and held her tight little body close, breathing in the scent of her, memorising the touch of her skin and the rhythm of her breathing so that she would have something to see her through the weeks and months apart. She felt her relax, a child’s anger suddenly no match for her mother’s love, but there was no comfort in that; somehow, her daughter’s vulnerability – hope, perhaps, for a last-minute reprieve – was worse than her defiance, and it was all Maggie could do not to pull away in shame. Forcing a smile, she slung the cardboard box over Angie’s shoulder. There was no argument – gas masks were still a novelty for kids – but the smell of rubber and disinfectant made it easier to imagine the dangers ahead, and Maggie was glad it was safely stowed away.

         She opened the front door, trying to pretend that this was just like any other school day, but she had barely stepped out onto the pavement before that illusion was shattered. Obviously she wasn’t the only mother to have left the inevitable until the last possible moment, and she saw her own despair reflected in her friends and neighbours as she was swept along with them to the school. The playground swarmed with people. Teachers were marking names off on a clipboard and handing out armbands and labels, working cheerfully to the tempo of ‘Ten Green Bottles’, an over-excited refrain from children who had been dealt with and were keen to get on their way. Maggie looked at their happy faces, and wondered what trick their parents had thought of to make this an adventure rather than a punishment. She held Angela’s hand tighter, asking herself if it was too late to change her mind, and she must have stood there by the gate for some time, because the next thing she knew a teacher whose name she couldn’t remember was gently touching her arm; suddenly, she was aware of tears pouring down her cheeks. ‘You can leave Angela with us now, Mrs Lucas,’ the woman said, and Maggie stared blankly at her name badge; Place, that was it – Angie adored her, so it shouldn’t have slipped her mind. ‘We’ll keep her safe, I promise. We’ll keep them all safe.’

         Maggie knelt down and kissed her daughter. ‘You’ve got to be a brave, grown-up girl now,’ she said, conscious of the hypocrisy when she was hardly behaving like an adult. ‘Mummy and Daddy will come and see you as soon as we can, cross my heart, and you’ll be back with us again before you know it.’ Angela began to cry, and Maggie spoke more urgently, as if words could speed things up and get them both through this awful moment. ‘Try to have lots of new adventures, then you can tell us all about them when we visit. You’ve got Polly to look after you, and we’ll write to you every day, I promise.’

         ‘But I don’t want to go. Why are you cross with me? I haven’t done anything wrong, and I’ll be good if you let me stay.’

         ‘Of course you haven’t done anything wrong, sweetheart, and we’re not cross with you. It’s just …’ She tailed off, about to say that they had to do it, but of course that wasn’t true, and she couldn’t bring herself to lie to her daughter when she had no idea how long it would be before she spoke to her again.

         ‘Best not to prolong things,’ Miss Place said briskly. ‘She’ll forget all about it with the excitement of the train, and we’ll be there to keep her company.’

         It was meant in kindness, but the last thing Maggie needed to hear was that she would soon be forgotten. Before she had a chance to argue, the teacher shepherded her daughter away to the waiting lines of children. She waved and waved, but Angie didn’t look back, too involved now in her teacher’s instructions. Maggie glanced round at the other mothers, embarrassed to think they might have noticed how quickly Miss Place had been proved right. With an ache of regret, she realised that she hadn’t even told Angie how much she loved her.

         Another teacher handed her daughter a brown luggage label, and Maggie watched as Angie pinned it awkwardly to her coat, looking intently at the writing on it. Then a whistle blew and they were off, leaving the playground in one long, winding crocodile, flanked by teachers and volunteers and following a large white placard, held aloft at the front of the queue with the number of the school painted on it. Maggie followed, pleased to see that Angie had been paired up with a friend of hers; at least they could stick together. She watched in amazement as the line of children quickly merged with more of the same, coming from other schools in other streets until the whole district seemed to be shedding its future; it was almost overwhelming, and she couldn’t help but wonder what sort of life would be left behind. Their ages and uniforms varied, but the children marched as one, past the houses and shops that they knew so well, waving to the crowds who came out to watch and cheer them on, as if they were an army leaving for battle. There was a carnival atmosphere in the streets and it seemed so wrong, somehow, so at odds with the warnings and gloomy predictions that she questioned again why they were putting themselves through this. The congested pavements became harder to navigate, but she battled on, encouraged by how many other mothers were doing the same. They had all been given strict instructions not to go to the station unless they were helping with the arrangements, but no woman in her right mind would take any notice of that, and a few she recognised had banded together in small groups for solidarity. They caught her eye occasionally, but she kept herself to herself, needing to be on her own today. She didn’t want any distractions from her last glimpse of Angela.

         At Liverpool Street, the station forecourt was packed with buses, coaches, taxis and ordinary cars, all dropping off children and their escorts. Angry horns and raised voices took over from the cheerful cries of encouragement, and there was a bad-tempered, desperate feeling in the air. Signs to the evacuation trains were everywhere, and she fought her way through the crowds to the designated platforms, panicking as she lost sight of her school’s placard and envying the women with toddlers in their arms: if only Angela had been six months younger, Maggie would have been allowed to go with her. The noise was almost unbearable now – hundreds of bewildered children, anxious parents, stressed teachers, and railway workers under pressure, all trying to make themselves heard or keep some sort of order, and the further into the station she got, the more everyone seemed to be milling around with no clear sense of purpose. Next to her, the string on a young boy’s parcel broke, scattering his belongings all over the floor; his face crumpled and she tried to stop to help him, but the crowds carried her relentlessly on and there was nothing she could do. Above the hubbub, a little girl screamed to be taken to the toilet.

         The crush grew more suffocating still in the bottleneck to the platforms. Maggie pushed and jostled her way through, worried that Angela might be separated from her classmates in the chaos and packed onto the wrong train, but then she saw her up ahead, standing at the side of the platform and miraculously still glued to Lizzie, the child she had been paired with in the line. She made a final effort to get close enough to shout goodbye and let Angela know she was still there, but a policeman began to stretch the concertina gate across, barring their way. ‘That’s far enough now,’ he called, although his words were barely audible. ‘No parents allowed on the platform. Stand back, please.’ There were cries of protest all around her, but the crowd receded a little and Maggie lost sight of Angela as she was pulled back with it. Desperately, she caught hold of the barrier, scouring the platform through the diamond-shaped holes until she spotted her again, nearer the train this time. Rather than being excited by the prospect of the journey, Angela looked more terrified than ever, and Maggie wished for the hundredth time that her daughter could be more like the daring kids, the ones hanging out of the windows or plaguing the railway staff with questions about the engine; she would willingly be forgotten if it meant that Angela was happy. A man crouched down with a bag of sweets, someone Maggie didn’t recognise, and as she watched, he took a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped Angela’s face where she had been crying. Suddenly she smiled, and Maggie tried not to resent the fact that a stranger was allowed to comfort her child when she could not.

         A scuffle broke out to her left and she turned to see a mother break through the barrier onto the platform, calling her daughter’s name. The noise died down for a moment as everyone watched the woman scoop up a frightened little girl and run sobbing with her from the station. Maggie turned back to the train, half tempted to do the same herself and cursing her own weakness for allowing things to go this far, but Angela had disappeared. She glanced up and down the platform, but her little girl must have boarded the train while she wasn’t looking. A cloud of steam engulfed the platform, frustrating her efforts to see as carriage doors were slammed shut and the shrill sound of a whistle pierced the air. The train was full long before the platform had emptied, and it pulled slowly out of the station, tiny arms waving frantically. In vain, Maggie looked for Angie among the faces leaning out of the window, but her daughter was gone, headed God knows where.

         She lingered a while, just to make sure that Angie hadn’t been left behind with the kids bound for the next train. Eventually, she had no choice but to go home and wait for the postcard that would tell her more. As she turned into their street, the terraced houses looked smaller and more vulnerable than usual, the bricks and mortar ill equipped to survive the onslaught that everybody seemed so sure was coming. God forbid that anything should happen to them, she thought: if the street was bombed and they were the unlucky ones, she would never have the chance to convince her daughter that she was wrong, that she was loved and cherished, the most precious thing in her parents’ life. The thought was unbearable, and she tried to shrug it off as she put her key in the door, dreading the silence of the house. They would just have to make a pact, she and Bob, a solemn promise to make sure that nothing happened to either of them until they’d had a chance to put things right.
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         The last time she left this room, she had been twenty-one and so full of hope. Lillian Herron took the small suitcase off the bed and smoothed the counterpane down, then pulled the curtains back as far as they would go to let in the early morning sun. It had always been a dark room, even when she was a little girl and the cedar tree outside the window had fifty years’ less growth to throw at the sky, but the shadows had lengthened with age, and now it was hard to distinguish them from the ones that lived only in her mind.

         And hope really wasn’t something that women should rely on. Back then, she had never considered that, not when she was young and in love, leaving this house and all that it reminded her of. For a while, the unexpected happiness of her marriage had convinced her that she deserved it; ten years later, when Richard was killed at Gallipoli along with most of his regiment, she realised that she had always been looking over her shoulder. Inevitably, she had moved back to Polstead, joining her sister and brother in the family home to see out the rest of the war. It made sense, or so she told herself at the time, and it was only temporary, but somehow she had never left, and once again the Virginia creeper was making its presence felt along the crumbling garden wall, turning everything a deep blood red, while in her mind it had barely faded from last season. How could it be, she wondered, that the years passed so quickly when the days seemed so long?

         She turned away from the window, trying to see the room through the eyes of a stranger and wondering whose head would lie on her pillow that night. It was the right thing to do, and really they had no choice, but still she felt that uncomfortable sense of intrusion – and she questioned the wisdom of having a child in the house, even now. The WVS visitor had come when she was out, though, and her sister – gentle, naive little Florrie, always so eager to please – had committed them wholeheartedly before Lillian could argue. Perhaps it would turn out to be a good thing: the house had lived without laughter for so long, and a child might bring them closer again, succeeding where years of living the same life, eating the same meals, avoiding the same conversation had failed. A part of her longed for that, and she looked wistfully at the box of old things that Florrie had dusted down with such enthusiasm for their visitor: the handful of dolls that had survived their own childhood; one or two harmless oddities from their father’s medical collection – shiny, esoteric objects that had always seemed more fascinating than the toys they were supposed to play with; books that she still knew by heart. She hesitated, then bent to pick one out, her brother’s much-loved edition of The Three Musketeers, the book that had given them the motto of their childhood. They still lived by it, but out of necessity now: the day that bound them inextricably to one another had simultaneously driven them apart, and she doubted that this new adventure would change that – not for the better, at least.

         With a sigh, Lillian put the book back unopened and straightened the crucifix over the bed, then picked up the suitcase that was so rarely used and walked across the landing to her sister’s room. She paused at the door, struck by how little it had changed since her parents slept there: her father’s Audubon prints still on the wall above the beds; her mother’s trinkets cluttering the dressing table; the perfume bottle with the familiar scent of freesias that Florrie insisted on wearing. In Lillian’s mind, even the dust was the same, disturbed every now and then by the breath of memory but never entirely eradicated. She took the bed nearer the door – Florrie hated a draught – and put her clothes in the bottom drawer that her sister had emptied for her, tempted to heave the ugly mahogany chest over to the right, where it wouldn’t block half the window, but it was bad enough that they should be thrown together like this without looking for niggling little resentments. She put her copy of Middlemarch – read each year without fail – on the bedside table, knowing that it was an optimistic gesture: the peace of the evening would be lost to her now, and with Florrie’s chatter chasing Lillian to her dreams, poor Dorothea was likely to stay trapped in her unhappy marriage for some time to come, doing her bit for the war effort along with the rest of them.

         Upstairs, she could hear Edmund ringing the bell that he kept on his desk. Before she had counted to ten, Florrie bustled past the door with the tea that their brother was perfectly capable of going down to the kitchen to fetch for himself. He would never have dreamt of doing so, though, and in that – if in nothing else – Ned was his father’s son. They could have afforded a maid of all work by cutting back on other things, but none of them wanted the gamble of another stranger in the house, and Florrie was happy to do it; looking after them was her role, just as Ned’s was to take her for granted and Lillian’s was to pay the bills and eke out the money that Richard had left her. She knew that was why they had begged her to come back all those years ago: without her small legacy, they would lose the house – and there were so many reasons why that could never be allowed to happen. One of them must see out their days here until the others were too dead to care what might be found in their absence, and Lillian prayed selfishly every night that the role wouldn’t fall to her. It would be kinder if fate left Florrie on her own with the past. Of the three of them, she was the happiest there.

         Before her thoughts could take hold, Lillian went downstairs to the kitchen that overlooked the garden at the back of the house. Florrie had been up since the crack of dawn, as giddy as a child on Christmas morning, and the smell of fresh bread and stewed blackberries filled the room. ‘How many children are we taking in?’ she asked, looking at the array of dishes lined up along the dresser. ‘You’ve made enough to feed the village.’

         ‘Well, dear, she’s bound to be hungry when she gets here,’ Florrie said with disarming familiarity, as if the stranger they were taking in were a niece who had been coming to them for years. ‘I want everything to be nice for her.’

         She glanced up from her baking, her face flushed from excitement and the heat of the stove, and Lillian had a sudden pang of conscience for the wife and mother that her sister might have been had she herself not been first to escape down the aisle, away from the responsibilities of ageing parents and a brother who had no intention of fending for himself. ‘It all looks lovely,’ she added more kindly. ‘No one could ask for a better welcome.’

         Florrie smiled, gratified by the praise, and cleared a pile of freshly laundered tea towels from one of the kitchen chairs, making space for Lillian to sit down. ‘Are you all settled in upstairs?’ she asked, just as she had a quarter of a century ago, seemingly oblivious to her newly widowed sister’s grief.

         ‘Yes, thank you. I’ve left the toys and books where you put them. I wasn’t sure what you wanted me to do with them, but I can pop up and put them out if that would help?’

         ‘No, no, no. I’ll do it when I’ve finished here. I’ve been looking forward to it. Now, dear, what would you like for your breakfast? The hens have been good to us today. I think they must be as excited as we are.’

         ‘I’m really not very hungry, Florrie. Some toast will do, but I’ll make it. You’ve got enough to get through.’

         ‘Nonsense, dear. It’s all under control, and you need something more substantial than toast.’ She took the bread knife out of Lillian’s hand and cut two thick slices from the middle of the loaf, then broke an egg into a pan on the stove and added some bacon. ‘It’ll be just like it was when we were younger, sharing a bedroom again,’ she said, and Lillian realised with a start that Florrie actually thought that this was something to be welcomed. ‘Do you remember how we used to creep into Mummy and Daddy’s room when we thought they were too busy to notice? And that time they caught us going through Rosie’s things? Daddy was so angry, but I still don’t see what harm we were doing. It seemed such a shame to have all those beautiful toys hidden away like that, and they spoilt her dreadfully.’ She paused with her spatula suspended over the frying pan, staring out into the garden while the fat from the bacon spattered her hand, and Lillian wondered for the thousandth time how two people could have such different defences against the same memory. ‘We’ll have some fun again now,’ Florrie said, shaking herself back to the present and arranging the unwanted food lovingly on a plate. ‘I’m looking forward to the company, aren’t you?’

         ‘Yes, I suppose so.’

         Lillian reached out to take the breakfast, if only to change the subject to some harmless niceties about her sister’s cooking, but Florrie looked intently at her. ‘Sometimes I hear you, dear, pacing up and down in the middle of the night. You can always talk to me if you need to. You do know that, don’t you?’

         ‘Of course I do, but it’s nothing to worry about. I’m a light sleeper, that’s all – I always have been. If you’re concerned that I’ll disturb you while we’re sharing, though …’

         Florrie waved the suggestion away dismissively. ‘Nonsense, dear. I’m happy to have you. Neither of us needs to be alone at a time like this.’ That was a matter of opinion, Lillian thought, but she kept her silence, hoping to distract her sister with an appreciation of the hens’ efforts on their behalf. ‘I just want you to know that I’m here for you, that’s all I’ll say,’ Florrie continued, beginning to shell a colander of peas. Her silence was thoughtful, casting doubt on the truth of the last few words, and Lillian found herself waiting anxiously to see what line the conversation would take. ‘Mummy would have been so proud of us, wouldn’t she? Doing this, and giving a home to someone who needs it. Making a family again.’

         Exasperated, Lillian put down her knife and fork. ‘Florrie, you mustn’t become too attached. Who knows what will happen next in the world? Things are so uncertain at the moment, and any child we take might not be with us for long. They might not like us, and they might be unhappy here, no matter how hard you try. If we’re going to do this, I don’t want you to be hurt by it.’

         ‘I’m not stupid, Lillian – and I was the one who dealt with the authorities about it, if you remember, so I know what’s expected of us.’ Florrie’s temper flared suddenly, as it always did when she thought her siblings were treating her as the baby of the family, but it subsided just as quickly. ‘It feels like a chance to put things right, though, doesn’t it? Don’t you believe that?’

         ‘No. I believe we’re doing our duty, just like everyone else, and if I had any choice in the matter, I’d bar the door until Hilary Lampton had found a home for every one of her blessed evacuees.’ The idea that their mother was smiling beatifically down while they took care of someone else’s child angered her with its irony, although perhaps shamed would have been a more accurate word; shame, tinged with another emotion that felt very much like fear. ‘We’re doing our bit, Florrie, nothing more. Please don’t try to turn this into some sort of miraculous redemption – and anyway, how could we even begin to make up for what …’ Lillian tailed off, seeing the expression of pain on her sister’s face and reluctant to compound it with common sense. ‘What time are we due at the school?’ she asked, trying to sound less fatalistic than she felt.

         ‘Eleven thirty onwards, but Edmund needs the car this morning, so I’ve warned Mrs Lampton that we might be a little late getting there.’

         ‘What’s Ned up to that’s so urgent?’

         ‘Oh, I don’t know. He didn’t say, but he’s promised to be back here to pick us up by quarter to.’

         Lillian hesitated before introducing another red flag, but it really couldn’t be left unsaid. ‘We are going to be careful, aren’t we, Florrie? Ned and a child in the house … He’s so set in his ways.’

         It was as if she hadn’t spoken. ‘Fifteen minutes will give us plenty of time, and we might even be there before they are,’ Florrie continued. ‘It would be nice to see the bus arrive. I imagine they’ll be so excited. Now, dear, if you’ve finished, would you be a love and go and fetch some more apples? I didn’t pick nearly enough yesterday.’

         ‘Of course. I’ll do it now.’

         ‘And you might want to tidy the orchard up a bit while you’re down there. I thought it would be a nice place to play while the weather lasts, but there are lots of windfalls that I haven’t had time to collect, and we don’t want anyone to get stung. There’s a trug on the terrace you can use.’

         Lillian changed into the communal wellington boots that were always left on the mat, and went out into the garden, glad to feel the air on her face after the heat of the kitchen. The ivy that covered the back of the house was dense with flies, which rose in a noisy, buzzing swarm as she closed the door behind her. A new September sun was gathering its strength for the day, but the grass was still wet underfoot, and frogs leapt for cover in the borders as she made her way over the lawn to the little group of apple trees that her family had always rather grandly referred to as the orchard. The garden was narrow but long, sloping down to a thicket of woodland, and eventually to the stream that separated their property from the neighbouring fields. As Florrie said, it had once been a magical place to play.

         The air smelt sweet with the scent of rotting apples, their bruised and hollow shells now home to the sleepy, dangerous wasps of late summer. She stooped to collect the fallen fruit, stopping every now and then to rest her aching back, feeling every minute of her fifty-nine years. One day, the house would be too much for them, and then what would they do? A jay’s wing feather, barred with blue and white, drew her eye – a marker, just like in the old days – and she tried to remember whether the bird was good luck or bad. The other markers were long gone, suddenly not as innocent as they once had seemed, but the names were still fresh to her: Prudence; Maisie; Violet; Matilda, each mourned but soon forgotten as the next one came along. It had all seemed so harmless at the time. Phoebe hadn’t been given a marker, of course, but there was never any question of her grave being forgotten. As if it were yesterday, Lillian saw her brother’s dirt-streaked face as he forced the spade deep into the sodden ground, lifting it again and again as the rain poured down, sobbing uncontrollably like the child he still was until that day. Somehow in her mind the memory had become fused with an image of Richard, the wet, dark earth filling his mouth as he lay dying on the battlefield – all of her horrors rolled into one endless, deafening scream of pain. Well-intentioned they might have been, but – as much as she loved them – the men in her life had all let her down.
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