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			Saturday


			1942 – First Day of Bombing


			That Saturday, the twenty-fifth of April, would have been Wyn’s birthday. Frances was distracted by her memory all day long, and as evening fell she grew even more restless, sitting in the front room with her mother after supper, Davy drowsing in her lap. It was well past the time that his mother, Carys, might be expected to turn up to collect him; she would just leave him with Frances – she’d done so many times before. Davy was small for his six years, but even so his weight pressed down on Frances, and he radiated heat until she began to sweat, and feel suffocated. It was impossible to think, with that and the wireless muttering, and her mother tutting as she struggled to mend a shirt by the light of a single lamp, turned down low. She refused to use the overhead lights during the blackout, even though Frances’s father had made sure of their precautions. The room began to crowd in on Frances; too hot, too close, too populous.


			She looked down at Davy’s face, drooping softly in sleep. The skin of his eyelids was pale lilac, with a waxy sheen, and Frances felt a familiar tug of dismay: he always looked so worn out.


			‘I might go out for a bit of fresh air,’ she said, shifting her position, trying to ease Davy’s weight against her thighs and ribs. Her mother, Susan, looked up sharply.


			‘What, now?’ she said, sounding worried. ‘But it’s almost bedtime.’


			‘I’m not tired.’


			‘Well, I am. And you know Davy’ll wake up as soon as you move, in spite of his medicine. You can’t just go off and leave him with me, and I bet Carys is in no fit state by now,’ she said. Frances stifled a desperate feeling, the need to escape. She struggled up out of her chair; Davy stirred, rubbing his face against her shoulder.


			‘It’s all right, go back to sleep,’ she whispered to him. ‘No, I expect you’re right about Carys; he can’t go home. I’ll take him along to the Landys,’ she told her mother. ‘They’ll be up for hours yet.’ Susan gave her a disapproving look.


			‘It’s not right, you know; passing him around, pillar to post.’


			‘I just … I can’t breathe. I have to get some air.’


			


			Davy was squirming by the time she got up the hill to the Landys, pressing his knuckles into his eyes. Frances felt his ribs, each no thicker than a pencil, fanning against her own as he yawned. ‘Hush, hush,’ she told him. ‘You’re going to sit with Mr and Mrs Landy for a while. You’ll like that, won’t you? She’ll give you a cup of cocoa, I bet.’ Davy shook his head.


			‘Stay with you,’ he said, very quietly, as Mrs Landy opened the door. She was in her housecoat, with her white hair up in rollers, but she smiled when she saw them. She and her husband had no children of their own, no grandchildren.


			‘Is it all right? Just for a couple of hours?’ said Frances.


			‘Course it’s all right,’ said Mrs Landy. ‘Come on in, my little lamb. You can let him stop here with us if it gets very late, Frances, it’s no bother.’


			‘Thank you. He’s had supper, and his dose.’


			‘Frances,’ said Davy, still groggy. He didn’t say anything else, but Frances knew it was a protest.


			‘There’s a good boy,’ she said, guiltily. As the door closed she caught a final glimpse of his face – pale, bewildered; dark shadows under his eyes as he struggled to focus them on her. Later, she would be tormented by that last look he gave her, and by the ease with which she set her guilt aside. How easily she abandoned him there.


			But it was Wyn’s birthday, and Frances needed to breathe. She climbed to the top of Beechen Cliff, high above Bath, and sat on a bench looking down at the dark city. She’d come to love the peace and solitude of the blackout. The way that, if you let your eyes get used to it and didn’t carry a torch, nobody would even know you were there. You could be completely invisible. She wasn’t the only one to make use of it – she was often aware of hushed voices in the park, the furtive movements and snatched breaths of courting couples. Frances liked the silhouettes of things against the gauzy sky, and the way sounds and scents seemed sharper. In daylight she didn’t notice the musky horse chestnut blossoms or the too-sweet lilacs, or the damp smells of grass and earth in the park. So different to the stone, soot and people smells of the streets below. She felt no danger, except perhaps the same faint frisson they all felt, every night: the possibility of a danger that seemed remote. She looked down and imagined how other people were spending their Saturday nights. All those lives, loves and arguments; all that talk, going on and on. It was a relief to step away from it.


			She thought about children, and what made a child a child. Sometimes, Davy got a look in his eye like that of an old, old man – a weary resignation to the inevitability of whatever was to come. He was only six; definitely still a child, but somehow old beyond his years. A bit like Wyn had been. Frances had been looking after him for two years, since she’d gone back to live with her parents. He’d been tiny when his mother, Carys Noyle, had first shoved him into Frances’s arms – a scrap of a boy wearing filthy, sagging shorts, scratching at an infected flea bite on his arm and stinking of long-term grime. She hadn’t wanted to look after a child – any child – but Carys was hard to say no to, and harder for Frances than for anyone. So that one-off favour was repeated, and became a routine of three or four times weekly, never with any notice beforehand. Carys took it for granted that Frances would have nothing better to do with her time.


			It was a still, clear night, the air just mild enough not to show Frances’s breath. Wyn should have turned thirty-two that day, the same age as Frances. Every year, Frances tried to imagine her as a grown woman, married, with children of her own. She tried to imagine how she would have looked, and all the things she might have done, and she wondered whether they’d have remained friends. Frances hoped so, but they’d been very different people, and friendship seemed to get more complicated for adults. She would never know. Wyn had vanished on an August day twenty-four years before, and hadn’t been seen since. She’d stayed a child of eight years old. On her birthday, Wyn haunted Frances mercilessly, cluttering her mind with echoes and half-remembered things, and a sense of loss like an ache in her bones.


			A lone plane flew over, eastwards near Sham Castle, and left a sparkle of light behind. Chandelier flares, falling with slow grace. Frances waited, and sure enough the air raid sirens set up their wailing down below. The first planes usually came over between eleven and midnight; Frances realised with a start that hours must have slipped by without her noticing. She ought to hurry home and go down into the cellar with her mother, to get backache in a deckchair and feel the air turning turgid as the hours crept by. Sleep was impossible down there, and playing I-spy in the dark had stopped being funny months ago. The prospect was as welcome as a wet weekend. Lately, Frances had stopped bothering to move when the sirens went off, and she wasn’t the only one. They’d gone off too many times – hundreds of times – and no bombs had fallen.


			Moonlight slid along Holloway, the ancient street at the foot of the hill, and found the roof of St Mary Magdalen Chapel. It lit the roof of the old leper hospital next door to it, too: a narrow box of a cottage, couched in darkness like the rest. In the blackout, there was nothing to show that it was empty. Empty of the living, anyway. It had a rough, stone-tiled roof; small, Gothic windows; and a chimney stack on one side. Frances couldn’t look at it without steeling herself first – almost daring herself; and once she had, it was hard to look away. The sight of it took her back to her childhood, abruptly, painfully. She stared at it, and didn’t notice the sound of the planes at once – they came gradually, gently overwhelming the quiet rustle of the trees. A dog started barking somewhere down on Lyncombe Hill. As the sound grew louder Frances picked out the particular, two-tone throb of German propellers, so different to the smooth roar of British ones. They’d all got used to telling the difference.


			Night after night, for months, the people of Bath had hidden away as the planes went over on their way to Bristol, to batter its docks and wharves and warehouses. Frances had watched from Beechen Cliff as the western sky lit up with explosions and anti-aircraft fire; she’d watched as people died in the neighbouring city. The odd stray bomb had been dropped around Bath by nervous pilots unsure of their location, or dumping unshed load on the way back to the continent. A barn on fire here, a crater to be gawped at there. On Good Friday the year before, four bombs had been dropped with random malice by one pilot, killing eleven people down in Dolemeads. It was hard to picture those young German pilots, cold with sweat in their cockpits, delivering death and mayhem. Frances found herself wondering what their favourite food had been when they were growing up, or what they’d wanted to be when they were twelve years old; whether they’d enjoyed their first kisses, or rubbed them away in surprised disgust. She was supposed to hate them; to not hate them was to hate England. You had to hate them, just like before, in the last war. She’d been afraid of that hatred then, and she despised it now.


			The racket got louder. It was coming from two directions – from the east, along the River Avon from Box, and from the south, behind Frances. She lit a cigarette, carefully shielding the tiny flame of her match, and thought back, trying to work out when Davy had got his old man’s expression. That first time she’d looked after him she’d been unsure what to do with him. She’d gone back to scrubbing carrots in the lean-to scullery round the back, and had virtually forgotten he was there until she turned and saw him peering at her from around the door jamb. He had light eyes and matted blond hair, and pale skin smudged with dirt. His expression hadn’t been scared, or curious; more dogged. Quietly determined to find something to eat, she soon found out. The look of weary resignation must have come later. Frances wasn’t good with children, and at first she hadn’t known what to say to him. She’d said, ‘You all right, then?’ and, ‘You can go and play in the yard, you know’, and she’d been embarrassed, even a bit put out, when he didn’t reply.


			The planes were low, lower than she’d ever seen them; it seemed as though she might reach up and touch them. Their black shapes filled the sky – more numerous than ever before. Frances dropped her cigarette in shock, and clapped her hands over her ears as she looked up. They were like a swarm of giant insects; the sound of them went right through her chest and rattled her heart. They seemed to move too slowly, like they might drop out of the sky, and suddenly Frances realised why it was all different: they weren’t heading for Bristol, they were coming for Bath. Blameless, defenceless Bath. She sat stupefied for a moment, too stunned to move, as the planes began to dive and she heard the tell-tale whistle of incendiaries, and saw the white flashes as they went off – setting buildings on fire, lighting up the city, making a mockery of the blackout. Then came the vast, incredible thump of a high-explosive bomb. The last thought she was able to have, before the noise obliterated everything, was of little Davy Noyle, with his blond hair just like his Aunt Wyn’s.


			Frances scrambled forwards off the bench, huddling on the damp grass with her arms wrapped over her head. She couldn’t seem to fill her lungs; the air tore and shrieked around her, the ground shook, and all thought abandoned her. It was a moment of pure fear – fear that made her muscles tremble and turned her weak and stupid. She’d felt it before but not for a long, long time; not since she’d first seen the ghost in the old leper hospital. This was the same debilitating fear – a feeling of free-fall, of having seconds left in which to exist before hitting the ground. Frances shut her eyes tight, clenching her teeth until it hurt as wave after wave of planes went over, swooping low over the city, dropping bomb after bomb. It seemed to go on forever: the roar of engines, the shudder and crump of explosions. The springtime smells of grass and trees vanished into the stink of burning; smoke filled the air, and when Frances finally made herself look up she saw fires all over Bath. The gasworks were an inferno. Holloway was on fire. The road she lived on – the road her parents lived on.


			Panic jolted her up; she felt horribly exposed and, with a cry, she ran for the top of Jacob’s Ladder – steep steps that cut down the side of Beechen Cliff to the back of Alexandra Road, where her Aunt Pam lived. It was the nearest place of safety she could think of. She heard the rattle of machine-gun fire – never heard before but somehow instantly recognisable – as she flung herself down the steps, swinging between the railings, desperate for the deeper darkness of the laurels and undergrowth as fire banished the night. Frances ran blindly, out of control, and halfway down she missed a step, lurched and fell hard against the railings, turning her ankle and giving her head a whack that made white spots scud across her eyes. Another bomb dropped, nearby. It fell with a whistle that became a banshee scream, then landed with a noise that sucked in everything else, consuming it utterly, just for a second or two. It was staggering. Frances stayed where she was, gripping the railings as though they might save her, feeling like her head was being crushed. She thought of her mother, down in the cellar, and how frightened she would be; she thought of her father, out in a public shelter somewhere. She thought of ghosts. Then she didn’t think for a while, because there was nothing to do but exist.


			Sunday


			1942 – Second Day of Bombing


			The sun shone, pallid through the lingering smoke. Frances squinted up into the sky. Her head throbbed, and she felt a little drunk; her thoughts were moving with an odd, deliberate slowness, like high clouds on a hot day. She’d cut her forehead when she fell and it had bled all down her face, but she hadn’t done anything about it other than to scratch it when it itched. She had a worrying feeling that she was forgetting something important, and the sequence of the previous night wouldn’t make sense, no matter how hard she tried to order it. She knew from listening to people talk that there’d been a lull of a few hours after the first raid, and then another attack in the small hours of the morning. To Frances, it had seemed as though the bombings had gone on and on, unrelenting, for half a lifetime. She’d woken with the rising sun, still on the steps where she’d fallen, and made her way home slowly.


			Now she was helping a civil defence team clear rubble from the house at the end of Magdalen Cottages, the row of three where she and her parents lived, which had taken a direct hit from an incendiary and gone up like tinder. The roof, chimney stack and upper floor had slumped through the ground floor into the cellar; a whole house reduced to a charred heap, hissing gently with steam.


			‘Frances! Don’t just stand there like a clot, love,’ said her father, Derek, and she was so relieved to hear his voice that she didn’t mind the reprimand. The Hinckleys, an elderly couple who’d lived there since before Frances was born, were still inside somewhere. They had a Morrison table shelter in their kitchen, Frances knew, but she also knew they were both a bit doddery and had stopped getting out of bed for the air raid warnings. On the other side of the street, Paradise Row was gone – a four-storey Georgian terrace, flattened. Its absence kept drawing her eye – the fascinating, horrifying strangeness of it. Frances could see the whole of Bath through the gap – the river at the foot of the hill, the abbey, the lofty crescents to the north. Smoke was rising everywhere.


			Rousing herself, Frances took a piece of a door from her father and passed it to the lad behind her. They were trying to clear the top of the cellar steps. Not many women were digging; they were bringing out tea, or fetching water from the static tank by Magdalen Chapel, wiping their children’s faces or standing about in huddles, looking bewildered. But Frances was tall and wore slacks, and her hair was short, and people sometimes forgot to think of her as a woman.


			‘The bastards were shooting at the fire crews while they worked,’ said Derek, to nobody in particular. ‘That’s the filthy Boche for you, isn’t it?’


			‘They’ve hit Civil Defence HQ an’ all,’ said the lad behind Frances. ‘It’s bloody chaos.’


			‘The cemetery’s been hit, along to Oldfield Park,’ said a woman as she passed, pushing her pram briskly down Holloway. ‘There’s bodies all over the place! Bodies long since buried – I saw them!’ she said, urgently. ‘I saw the bones, and I had to …’ She shook her head and walked past without finishing.


			‘Well, we can’t do much to help those ’uns, can we?’ one of the men called after her, with black humour.


			‘Shh!’ said the rescuer at the front, up to his knees in the ruins of the house. He crouched down, holding up a hand for silence. ‘I swear I heard something, then,’ he said. ‘Someone’s tapping down there!’ There was a smattering of applause. ‘Come on, lads, put your backs into it.’


			But both of the Hinckleys were dead, in fact, when they were dug out an hour or so later. Mrs Hinckley’s face was so white with plaster dust, and her husband’s so black from the fire, that they could have been anybody. Frances stared at them distantly; her ears were ringing, and she kept thinking she could still hear bombs falling. She felt odd and not at all well, as though she might faint.


			‘Frances!’ She heard her mother shout. ‘Oh, Frances! Do come away, love.’


			‘Who do we report this to, then?’ asked one of the men. ‘The deaths, I mean. Who are we supposed to tell? The police?’ Derek gave him a blank look, then shook his head, confounded.


			Frances blinked, and found herself sitting on a kitchen chair at home, with her mother dipping a rag in water and dabbing at the cut on her head.


			‘Frances was out in it all night, if you can believe that,’ her mother, Susan, was saying. A breeze nudged through the glassless windows, and the front door was gone. A crack ran from the corner of the jamb to the ceiling; the linoleum floor had been swept but dust was already resettling. The abnormalities were small but nonetheless disturbing, like in a dream where everything was slightly off kilter.


			‘Front row seat, eh, Frances?’ said her aunt, Pam.


			‘Pam? Are you all right?’ said Frances. Her aunt gave her a quizzical look, and Frances felt a rush of joy at seeing her safe.


			‘Am I all right? Course I am. It’ll take more than a few fireworks to finish me off.’ Pam’s thick, grey hair was held back by a yellow scarf, and her jacket was smudged with soot. Frances glanced down at the floor and there was Dog, Pam’s wire-haired mongrel, appearing quite calm. ‘Him, too. Though you should have heard him howl as the bombs fell!’ Pam smiled briefly.


			‘I was coming to your house,’ said Frances, frowning as she attempted to marshal her thoughts. ‘I think. I was coming down Jacob’s Ladder, and I fell.’


			‘What on earth were you still doing up on Beechen Cliff at that hour, that’s what I’d like to know,’ said Susan. ‘A “bit of fresh air”, you said.’ Pam gave Susan a weary sort of look.


			‘Nothing much,’ said Frances. She didn’t dare remind them it had been Wyn’s birthday, not when her mother was already so fraught. ‘Just sitting and thinking. Enjoying the peace and quiet.’ Her mother made a dismissive sound.


			‘Well, the top of the cliff’s a good spot for that,’ said Pam.


			‘Please don’t encourage her, Pam,’ said Susan. ‘She put herself in terrible danger.’


			‘Encourage her? She’s a grown woman, Sue. And besides, were the folk under all the brick and steel any safer? The shelter opposite the Scala on Shaftesbury Road took a direct hit, I heard, and they’re all as dead as you like. Seventeen of them.’


			‘Pam!’ said Susan, horrified. She was pale, and looked a bit sick, and Frances wished her head would clear so she would know the right thing to say. She was still certain there was something important she’d forgotten to do.


			The three of them were quiet for a while, listening to the drip of water, to shouting voices and the racket of a generator pump. The smell of smoke and wet ash seemed to come from everywhere. Dog growled softly, then sighed and lay down across Pam’s feet. He was black and white, with legs too short for his body and a collie’s flag for a tail; the offspring of an unscheduled coupling up at Topcombe Farm. Frances had given him to Pam when her old fox terrier died, and at first Pam had refused to love him, or even to name him. ‘That dog,’ she’d said, and it had stuck. That had been back when Frances was a married woman, a farmer’s wife, instead of … whatever she was now. An outsized cuckoo, back in her parents’ nest.


			She looked around the familiar kitchen, with its flimsy cupboards, tin-topped table and ancient stove. The electricity was off, like the gas and the water. There was a frying pan abandoned on the side, holding three sad-looking slices of bread. The kitchen clock had come off the wall and was lying in pieces on the table. The face, without its hands, looked startled and bare.


			‘They’ll be back, folk are saying,’ said Susan, tightly. There was real fear in her voice; her face was pinched, her eyes too bright. The blotting had reopened the cut on Frances’s head, and was making it sting. The water in the bowl had turned pink. Frances shut her eyes, trying to put her finger on what it was she’d forgotten to do. It was maddening. ‘They’ll be back tonight,’ Susan went on, ‘and we’ll get it again. We’ve to get out of the city – they’re emptying the rest centres already; they’ve been taking people in buses. We’ll go as soon as Derek gets off duty – they’re putting people up at the Withyditch Baptist chapel, Marjorie says. We’ll not stay here to face it again, none of us.’


			‘I’m not going anywhere,’ said Pam, with a shrug. ‘Buggered if I’ll let a bunch of boys without a chest hair between them drive me out of my own home.’ Susan shot her an incredulous look.


			‘Did you hit your head as well? It isn’t a game, Pam – they mean to murder us all! You’d be mad to stay. And there’ll be no more wandering around in the middle of the night all by yourself, Frances … People talk, you know. Could be getting up to all sorts, that’s what they say about you.’ Frances drew breath to retort, but then she noticed that her mother’s hands were shaking. She reached up and took one, meshing their fingers for a moment.


			‘It’s all right, Mum,’ she said, gently. ‘Don’t take on.’


			‘It’s not all right! If I lost you …’ Susan shook her head, then sighed, and tucked a strand of ashy blond hair behind her ear. ‘Frances. If I lost you …’ She dropped the rag into the bowl and set it down on the table.


			Frances needed to think but the ache in her head made it all but impossible; her eyes slid out of focus and she saw the night sky again, lit up orange with fire and swarming with huge black flies. Bombs screamed like injured animals; hands reached down for her and she came to with a jolt, woken by her father plodding into the kitchen, clumsy with fatigue.


			‘Derek! You’re trailing the streets in with you!’ said Susan, fussing at his filthy bootprints, the fragments of plaster and ash dropping from his Air Raid Patrol uniform. Derek looked wearily at his wife.


			‘Susan, love, if I don’t get a cuppa in the next two minutes you’ll find yourself a widow,’ he said. Frances got up and turned the tap to fill the kettle, forgetting that the water was off, and that the stove was dead.


			‘There’s water in the pail,’ said Susan. ‘We’ll be fetching it from the tank up the way for the time being, I suppose.’


			‘Well, at least it’s not too far,’ said Frances, absently, feeling for her matches to light the fire, but not finding them. Somewhere halfway up Jacob’s Ladder, no doubt. But there was something else, too – something else she was missing.


			‘Are you off duty now, then? Can we leave?’ said Susan. It was not yet noon, but she seemed to expect the planes back at any moment. Derek shook his head.


			‘Off duty? No, love, not for a good long while. This is what they trained us for, after all. You girls pack up what you can comfortably carry, and go on ahead. I’ll make the house secure, then I’m to go up to Bear Flat and help guard against looters at the bank. There’s a hole in it wide enough for Ali Baba and his forty thieves, and—’


			‘Bear Flat? But … how long for?’


			‘I don’t know, love.’


			‘Sit down before you fall down, Derek,’ said Pam, giving her brother’s arm a squeeze. He nodded heavily.


			‘But they’re coming back! They’ll be coming back!’ Susan cried.


			‘And you three’ll be far away when they do,’ said Derek.


			‘Well, I won’t be,’ said Pam.


			‘What about you, Dad?’ said Frances.


			‘I’ll get to a shelter, don’t you worry, but I can’t just abandon my post now I’m actually needed, can I? How’s that head, anyway?’


			‘It’s all right, I think,’ said Frances.


			‘We’ve been very lucky, all of us. The poor Hinckleys, and that lot up the hill at Springfield …’ He shook his head.


			Frances went cold. She tried to speak but her voice got stuck in her throat. She coughed, and tried again.


			‘What?’ she said.


			‘What do you mean, what?’ said Pam.


			‘Oh …’ said Frances, her thoughts coming into sudden, terrible focus. She knew exactly what she’d been forgetting. ‘Davy …’


			‘What? Oh! Oh no,’ said Susan.


			‘I … I took him up to the Landys!’ Frances cried. She ran out of her doorless home, ignoring the calls that followed her. Pain shot through her head when she moved and she felt nauseous, horrified that she could have forgotten to ask, to check, to go and fetch him. The dreamlike veil disappeared from the day, from the world, and she saw the horrible reality of it for the first time. People were dead; homes were destroyed; more was coming. She ran on, gasping for breath as Springfield Place came into view further up the hill, where Holloway curved up and away to the south. Or at least, what remained of Springfield Place. She slowed, filling with incredulous dread.


			There was no smoke, no charred beams or blackened stone. The near end of the row, where the Landys had lived, had simply collapsed like a house of cards. Roof timbers poked up here and there, looking like snapped bones. The damage got lighter towards the far end of the row, but Frances didn’t care. She came to a halt outside number one, and a shiver poured down her spine. The place where she’d left Davy had been obliterated. She could only stare, stunned, until an ARP man with smuts in the creases of his face stopped to see if she was all right.


			‘Knew ’em, did you, love?’ he said.


			‘Where are they now?’ she asked, numbly. The man shrugged.


			‘Dunno, love, sorry. I heard they was planning on using the church crypts as mortuaries, but I don’t know. They was down in the cellar – Mr and Mrs Landy, weren’t it? They survived the blast all right, they was even talking to the rescuers for a while. But the water pipe had split and it flooded the place … drowned ’em before they could be got out, and if that ain’t a cruel twist of fate I don’t know what is. Bad business,’ he said, offering her a cigarette. Frances took it, and couldn’t hold it steady as he lit it. She shut her eyes and steeled herself. Would it be better to know the exact details? The particulars? Or better not to have a clear mental image of it? She decided that knowing was better than imagining, yet she could still hardly bring herself to ask. A terrible chill was creeping through her, and her legs felt weak. She was supposed to have been minding Davy; she was supposed to have kept him safe. Instead she’d abandoned him to go up Beechen Cliff and sit in the dark, alone with her thoughts. Davy had wanted to stay with her.


			‘And the little boy?’ she whispered.


			‘What’s that?’


			‘The little boy … was he in the cellar with Mr and Mrs Landy? Did he … drown too?’


			‘Two came out dead, that’s all I know,’ said the ARP man. ‘Are you saying there’s a third?’


			‘What?’ Frances turned on him, heart jumping. She grabbed his sleeve. ‘A little boy was in there too – David Noyle? Did they find him? Is he alive? He’s only small – just six.’


			‘Steady on …’ The man rubbed at his chin. ‘Hold on. The rescue team went along to Hayesfield Park, I think. Come along with me, and let’s ask ’em.’


			


			The sun was dropping in the west by the time the men decided to give up. Frances’s back was aching, her hands were scraped and bruised. They’d cleared as much rubble from the Landys’ flooded cellar as they could, shoring it up with wooden beams and jacks. Mrs Landy’s pink eiderdown was hooked over the back railings, caked with dirt. Frances had helped where she could, though the men mostly wanted her out of the way. The stone walls of the cottage had disintegrated with the blast; everything and everyone was covered in the white dust. Now and then Frances thought she saw things – familiar shapes in the alien whiteness: an arm or a hand; a mop of hair; a small shoe. Her stomach dropped every time, but it was never Davy. There was no sign of him at all, and though her head was still thumping and it was hard to think clearly, Frances began to hope.


			The rescuers picked up their tools to move on, and one of them paused to pat Frances’s shoulder.


			‘If he was right under the bomb, there might well be nothing left to find,’ he said, as kindly as he could.


			‘But … the Landys were still alive after the bomb,’ she said. ‘And they’d gone down into the cellar – if they’d had Davy with them, they’d have taken him with them. We should keep looking – he might still be in there … he might still be alive in there!’


			‘No, pet, he’s not,’ said the man. ‘There’s no one else in there.’


			‘Then he might … he might have managed to get out by himself, mightn’t he? After the bomb? Or before it, even. He might have run off. He’d have been so scared when it started.’ She swallowed a sudden sob at the thought.


			‘I heard a child got thrown out of a shelter down by Stothert’s,’ said a woman Frances hadn’t noticed standing beside her. She had dust in her hair, and was shaking uncontrollably. ‘She was the only one to survive it; them that stayed in the shelter all died.’


			‘He has fits, sometimes … he loses track of where he is, and what he’s doing,’ said Frances, staring at the wreckage and trying – or trying not – to see a little boy there. ‘If he was scared, he might have tried to go home … or to find me. Don’t you see? He might be somewhere else altogether!’


			‘That’s right, he might,’ said the rescuer, in a placatory tone she didn’t like.


			‘Well, what should I do? Should I report him missing?’


			‘We’ll put it in our report,’ said the man. ‘Davy Noyle, you said?’


			‘David, yes.’


			‘Right you are. Well, I’d start with his home address, if I was you. Then at the hospitals, and maybe the rest centres, once all this has blown over. If he was thrown clear then someone might have picked him up and taken him in. Best you get on out of the city now, missus; I don’t reckon we’re in for a quiet night.’


			‘I can’t go now.’ Frances remembered the scream of falling bombs, the guttering roar of fire as it banished the night, and fear turned her stomach. She tried to ignore it.


			‘Suit yourself,’ said the rescuer, losing patience.


			Frances stayed a while longer, paralysed by the thought of having lost Davy, of having caused his death. The terrifying, unbearable irrevocability of that. Not long after Carys had first brought him round he’d started turning up at Frances’s house of his own accord – appearing silently at the back door, or waiting on the step when Frances got back from work. She always gave him a glass of milk or a biscuit and, like a stray cat, he kept coming back. She got used to his small, silent presence as she did laundry, or peeled potatoes, or just sat outside at the end of the day, smoking a cigarette. She was surprised by how quickly she began to look out for him, and stopped minding that she often smelt him before she saw him. Her mother said they should ask Carys for money.


			‘If Carys had money she wouldn’t need me to watch or feed him,’ Frances replied.


			‘If she didn’t drink like a fish, she would have money. And I don’t see why we should have an extra mouth to feed,’ Susan pointed out, but with no real rancour. ‘Besides, she’s managed to look after all her others, hasn’t she? It’s because he’s simple, and she’s bone idle. That’s all it is.’


			‘Not all her others – little Denise still lives with Owen and Maggie, don’t forget. And Davy’s not simple,’ said Frances, to which her mother tutted. Susan might complain, but she’d make Davy a jam sandwich all the same.


			Frances wasn’t sure if Davy was simple, or simply different. He was far too small and skinny for his age; his ears were too big for his head and stood out like the handles of a trophy – which was what his classmates called him. He didn’t speak much, and his attention drifted easily. His focus didn’t leap constantly to the next interesting thing, like with most children; instead he seemed quite happy to focus on nothing at all. Since he’d been prescribed phenobarbital he’d had fewer of his seizures, and Davy’s dad paid the doctor quarterly in advance for the medicine, so there was no chance of the money being spent elsewhere. The seizures ranged in severity, from his awareness shutting off for a few minutes, even as his feet kept moving, from which he returned confused and frightened, to sudden full collapses into spasms and unconsciousness. The latter had scared Frances half to death the first time she’d seen it happen, but the drug seemed to prevent them, even if it did make him groggy as a result. He had his biggest dose at bedtime, because of that.


			One sunny day, early on, Frances had heated some water in the big copper, put the tin tub out in the yard, tipped in a few inches of water and suds, and beckoned Davy over. He trusted her by then, and let her strip off his filthy clothes and drop him in. He thought it was a game. Frances took the opportunity to scrub him top to toe, but he laughed and splashed the whole time, until she was soaked. That was the first time she heard him laugh. She washed his clothes too, and while they hung to dry on the warm tiles of the outhouse roof, Davy wandered about the yard as naked as the day he was born, playing some game with twigs and pebbles that Frances couldn’t fathom. He was all ribs and vertebrae, his arms like sticks, a bit like Wyn’s had been. It had been worth the roasting Carys gave her – she couldn’t stand the implied criticism of Frances having bathed her child – to see him so jolly.


			Thinking about it now made Frances feel hollow. She made her way slowly to Beechen Cliff Place and stood outside Carys Noyle’s house at number thirty-three, waiting for the courage to go to the door. While she stayed outside, the hope remained that Davy had run home after the blast; the hope remained that she wouldn’t have to tell his mother he was gone. Her pulse ticked in the back of her throat. Beechen Cliff Place was a narrow street of terraces that led off Holloway, part of the tangle of houses at the bottom of the hill. The walls were blackened with soot, and streaks wept down from the gutters and sills. The window frames were spongy with rot, the chimney pots were cracked, and weeds grew from the roofs. The front yards were for dustbins and broken things; there was a shared backyard, criss-crossed by washing lines, with a trio of privies and a washhouse. It was always damp – water sprang out of Beechen Cliff in hundreds of places, and trickled down to the river whichever way it could. Even the rats pottering around the bins were damp, their fur dark and spiked with wet.


			Dry-mouthed, Frances took hold of herself and knocked. Fred Noyle, one of Davy’s older brothers, opened the door wearing his gas mask. Fred was twelve years old, a bony boy, all angles and awkward levers. He had his mother’s dark colouring, and through the goggles of his gas mask Frances saw his eyes alight with a strange hunger – the thrill of the young to change, and to destruction.


			‘Mum’s out the back,’ he said, the words muffled. ‘I’m off out for a gander.’ He bumped past Frances on the step, tugging his cap down over his forehead.


			‘Hang on, Fred – is your little brother around?’ said Frances.


			‘Davy?’ Fred shook his head. ‘Don’t think so. I’n’t he with you?’


			‘No,’ said Frances, heavily, to his retreating back.


			On slow feet, she made her way through to the backyard. Carys was snatching vests and socks down from the washing line and hurling them into a bundle on the ground. She glanced up as Frances approached.


			‘These’ll all have to be washed again,’ she said, without preamble. ‘Covered in bloody dust. Like I haven’t got enough to do.’ She raked strands of her greying hair back from her forehead. She’d still been Carys Hughes when Frances had first met her: Wyn’s big sister. Her hair had been a glossy brunette, the colour of black treacle; her skin had been smooth, with roses in her cheeks. Frances, at the age of six, had thought her as lovely as Snow White. Now drink had burst the capillaries in her cheeks and across her nose, and there were deep wrinkles between her eyebrows and bracketing her mouth, giving her a permanently sour expression. Carys was only forty-two, but could have been ten years older. ‘Here. Hold this,’ she said, passing Frances the peg bag. ‘I expect you’ve come to ditch Davy, have you? Come to tell me you’re too busy to watch him with all this bloody …’ She waved a hand at the smoking city below them, and the gaps in nearby streets. ‘Bloody nonsense.’ She glared at Frances.


			‘Carys, I …’ Frances paused, swallowing hard.


			There was no good way to say what she had to say, no way to avoid it, and no way to make it sound any better than it was. For a moment, Frances wasn’t sure how to force the words out. She almost wanted to be shouted at. She was furious with herself for taking responsibility for Davy in the first place, and setting herself up to fail so profoundly – it was this exact, unbearable feeling of failure and guilt that had stopped her wanting children of her own. Their vulnerability terrified her. Yet, having ruined her marriage by refusing to have any, she’d somehow – by stealth rather than choice – ended up with a child to care for, a child to love. She hadn’t wanted this to happen; she hadn’t wanted any of it. The pain in her head was awful. ‘Carys, I’m so sorry. I took him up to Mr and Mrs Landy last night. I had to go out, so I took him up to Springfield Place.’ Something in her tone made Carys pause. She turned to face Frances, her knuckles white around a grubby shirt, gripping it hard. Frances took a breath. ‘They … they’re dead. The Landys. Their house is gone, and I … There’s no sign of Davy anywhere. I made them look … I made them look right down to the foundations of the place …’


			Frances fell silent, and Carys said nothing. She walked closer until she was near enough for Frances to smell the reek of gin that wasn’t so much on her breath as leaking from every pore of her body. An unnatural heat, like a fever, rose from her skin. Frances was a full head taller than Carys, but felt small.


			‘Well, where is he, then?’ Carys said in the end, a flicker of fear in her voice.


			‘I don’t know.’


			‘You were looking after him. So where is he?’ Carys spoke through clenched teeth.


			‘I had to go out!’ said Frances. ‘He … he should have been fine with the Landys. I couldn’t know the raid was coming. I’m so sorry, Carys … I’m so sorry. I’ll find him. I won’t stop looking till I find him, I promise, and—’


			‘You were supposed to be looking after him!’ Carys shouted, shoving Frances so that she stumbled back. ‘Is he dead? Is that what you’re saying?’


			‘No! That is, I – I don’t know. But I don’t think so … They searched and searched, and there was no sign of him – nothing at all. I think he got out, and he’s got lost. Wouldn’t that be just like him?’


			‘You think? You don’t know?’ Carys shook her head, as if struggling to follow. There was a pause. ‘I … You … Always so bloody perfect, weren’t you?’ she said, breathing fast. ‘Telling me I don’t know how to look after my own bloody kids. And now you’ve gone and bloody well lost one! Because you “had to go out”! What was so important? Got a new boyfriend, have you?’


			‘No! I …’ Frances took a breath. ‘You know what day it was, yesterday. The date, I mean. I just wanted a bit of time alone. I just needed …’


			‘What day? What are you on about?’


			‘It … it was Wyn’s birthday yesterday. You know that.’


			Wyn’s disappearance was the watershed point around which Frances’s whole life divided, into everything before, and everything afterwards. Sometimes she forgot that the same wasn’t necessarily true of everyone who’d known her. She’d thought that Carys would remember her sister’s birthday, though, since she’d been the one, at the age of ten, to pull Wyn from their mother onto the kitchen floor, but a sneer contorted Carys’s face, and Frances realised she hadn’t had a clue of the date. Her expression grew even more furious, her colour even darker.


			‘That’s your excuse? That you’re still moping about something that happened donkey’s years ago?’


			‘No, it’s no excuse. I just …’ Frances didn’t know what to say. Carys glared up at her, her mouth framing words she was too angry, for a moment, to articulate. ‘You know what Davy’s like,’ Frances said, wretchedly. ‘Losing track of where he is. And everything looks so different now … I expect he’s just wandered off somewhere, that’s all.’ Something flickered in Carys’s eyes then, but Frances couldn’t tell if it was hope, pain, guilt, or what. It didn’t last long – the anger flared again, and burnt it away.


			‘You’d better hope so, hadn’t you?’ she said. ‘And you’d better have him with you next time I set eyes on you, or I’ll …’ Carys shook her head, shoulders drooping. ‘You’d better have him with you,’ she mumbled, swaying slightly. Then she dropped her face into her hands, and sobbed. Frances watched helplessly, shocked.


			‘I’m so sorry, Carys,’ she said. She took a step forwards, holding out one hand, but Carys’s head came up in an instant, her eyes dangerous.


			‘Get out of my sight! Go and find him,’ she said. Frances fled.


			As Frances went back out to the front, Nora Hughes, Carys and Wyn’s mother, emerged from number thirty-four and came down the path in the rolling, awkward gait her arthritic hips gave her.


			‘You all right, Frances?’ She smiled in her vague way. ‘Bit of a business, isn’t it all? A few houses down in Dolemeads have gone, but Owen’s fine, thank God,’ she said. Frances nodded, feeling the slight jolt she always felt at the mention of Owen’s name. She paused, but then couldn’t face having to talk to Davy’s grandmother too, and carried on walking. ‘You all right? And your lot?’ Nora called.


			‘Yes. Thank you. I think … I think maybe Carys needs you,’ said Frances, despising her own cowardice. Mrs Hughes’s face fell, and behind her Mr Hughes came to stand in the doorway, as inscrutable and threatening as he’d ever been. Frances didn’t meet his eye. The shame was unbearable; her mistake was so huge, so terrible, she knew it could never be forgiven. Her feet faltered. Bewildered, she realised that she already knew that exact feeling; that she had felt it before. The pavement blurred in front of her, and instead of grey slabs and gravel she saw a pair of small feet in dusty shoes; a narrow back, walking away; a long pennant of blond hair, lit with sunshine. ‘Wyn,’ said Frances, but when she blinked the drab pavement was back, and Wyn’s mother was still watching her, uneasily. Nora Hughes insisted that her daughter was still alive, but she was alone in that. Frances knew differently. Though there’d never been a body or a confession, the whole world knew differently. A man had been caught, and tried, and hanged for her murder.


			Frances hurried away, back up towards Springfield Place, in case Davy had reappeared there. She didn’t know where else to go, or what else to do. The city was in chaos; she was in chaos. Her feet felt leaden. Halfway up Holloway the ground seemed to tilt and she staggered to a halt, swaying.


			‘You all right, love?’ said a voice, and a hand clasped her arm. ‘Had anything to eat today, have you? That cut could use a stitch, I reckon. Where’s home? Come and sit yourself down over here.’ Frances let herself be moved; it suddenly all seemed to be happening a long way away. When she shut her eyes the world spun, and she saw Davy’s pale face, just as she’d last seen it; she heard his mumbled words: ‘Stay with you.’ She should have kept him with her but she’d left him, and now the best she could hope was that he was lost somewhere, with strangers or all alone. She’d thrown him his first ever birthday party the year before, with a Victoria sponge cake with jam in the middle, and presents of a yo-yo and a bag of sherbet. He’d been astonished, thrilled, even though she couldn’t quite make him understand what it was all for. In about six weeks’ time he would have been seven, and she’d wanted to get him a catapult to deter his classmates from bullying him. The thought that he might have had his one and only birthday celebration caused a physical pain that shocked her. She wrapped her arms around her ribs, unable to pinpoint where it was in her body. It was everywhere.


			


			Susan Elliot slapped the palm of her hand down on the table where Frances was sitting, making it shudder on its rickety legs. A teacup wobbled. Frances looked up at her miserably.


			‘Have we any aspirin?’ she asked. ‘My head’s splitting.’


			‘What do you mean you’re not coming? You are coming. It’ll be getting dark soon, and they’ll be back! You go upstairs right now and put together some things, and then we’re setting off.’ Susan drew in a sharp breath through her nostrils, watching for her daughter’s reaction. Frances sighed, and got up. She was taller than her mother, and broader. They had never looked alike. Her mother’s hair and nails were always tidy, and she never left the house without lipstick on. ‘Go on, Frances,’ she said.


			‘How can I just go off when Davy’s out there, all by himself?’


			‘You don’t know he’s gone anywhere! He’s … he’s most likely dead, Frances. This is … it’s what’s happened. People are dead!’


			‘But he isn’t! I mean … there’s a fair chance he isn’t. And he’s likely to come home, isn’t he, if he’s lost somewhere? He’ll try to come home, and find me.’


			‘I know you want to think he might, Frances, but he’s gone. And in any case, he’s not yours! This isn’t his home, and he’s not your boy, is he?’


			‘What does that matter, Mum? I was supposed to be looking after him! And if I had been, he wouldn’t be lost now. I’ve promised Carys I’ll find him.’


			‘Well, perhaps you shouldn’t have. And he’s not mine to worry about, Frances, you are. You were barely with it when those kind people brought you back just now! Now, go upstairs and get your things. I’ve packed your brother’s letters, and all the other papers. You just need clothes and your hairbrush and the like. And you’ll want a book to read, no doubt.’ Susan stood and straightened the chairs, pushing them tight beneath the table, refusing to look at her daughter.


			‘Mum, please. I can’t go.’


			Frances pictured the bombs and madness of the night before, the fires and the deafening noise. The thought of it all happening again was terrifying; the oncoming night was like something creeping up on her in a childhood nightmare, and the urge to run for safety was powerful, but Frances knew she wouldn’t be able live with herself if she did. She got up and went to the foot of the stairs, which were littered with the remains of the stairwell ceiling. Plaster and powder and splinters of lath. ‘I’ll pack my things and go and stay with Pam tonight,’ she said. ‘Then I can keep checking the places Davy might be. Once I’ve found him, I’ll come out to South Stoke.’ In the kitchen, her mother’s silence rang.


			As she left the house later, Frances halted at the top of the front steps. A stream of people were walking up Holloway in silence. They carried their children on their hips, and suitcases, bundles of clothing and blankets; some were struggling to push loaded prams and handcarts up the hill. Old and young, men and women, slack faces and unbrushed hair. A strange, quiet procession of the scared and dispossessed, trudging out of the city. It was an eerie sight, and as Frances walked down Holloway she was the only one going against the flow. On Calton Road she passed a huge bomb crater in which a group of people were cooking a makeshift Sunday roast. Their frantic jollity looked, to Frances, a bit mad. Two women were peeling potatoes into a pan over a brazier, while children explored the ruins and an old woman turned a charred rabbit on an improvised spit. A Sally Army trolley was doling out cups of stewed tea, and everyone was smiling, up to their knees in the remains of their homes.


			‘Jerry’ll not see us downhearted,’ a man was telling a reporter. ‘Hitler’ll learn, Bath folk’s made of sterner stuff.’ He had a crust of dried spit and ash in the corners of his mouth, and his eyes weren’t quite focused. Frances wondered what would happen when all this strangeness and fear and odd elation passed, and it was just another weary slog of a day for people who had lost every last thing they possessed. She wondered how things could ever be put right.


			Pam lived in a cottage called Woodlands, which was dug into the side of Beechen Cliff, above Alexandra Road. There was no road to it, just a steep flight of stone steps covered in moss and campanula, and it gazed northwards over the smoking expanse of Bath. The blackened shell of St Andrew’s church, over a mile away on Julian Road, was clearly visible. Woodlands was a double-fronted house, more spacious than many, with a steep, terraced front garden where Pam grew vegetables and towering sunflowers. She had lived there alone since her friend Cecily had died, on New Year’s Day in 1930. Cecily simply didn’t wake up that morning, staying cold and peaceful on her pillows with Pam beside her, dumbstruck by grief. Woodlands had been Cecily’s, and now it was Pam’s, and she was very selective about with whom she would share it. She got by with the little money Cecily had left her, and by working four shifts a week in Woolworth’s, selling goldfish, toffees, and bobby pins to Bath’s schoolgirls.


			There were plants on every window sill inside Woodlands – African violets, waxy begonias, peppery geraniums. Dead flies lay scattered between the pots. The tongue-and-groove wainscoting was painted in shades of green and grey. Frances followed Dog’s clicking toenails across the parquet of the sitting room and into the kitchen. It was a room she’d always loved, with quarry tiles on the floor, a deep sink with a brass tap that dripped, a coal-fired stove, and wall lamps with fluted glass shades. Frances had sat for countless teas at the scrubbed wooden table over the years – gorging herself on whatever Pam had baked. Currant buns, or coconut macaroons, or cheese scones, always with real butter instead of margarine, except now because of the war. She’d often taken Wyn with her, who’d reacted with awestruck delight every time. Wyn had always been hungry. One summer’s day she literally ate herself sick there – Frances remembered the rhubarb being high, and the buddleia alive with red admirals, as Wyn threw up in the privy.


			Pam was out in the narrow backyard, wrestling with one of the tall poles between which her radio aerial was strung. It had sagged to one side, and Frances dropped her bag by the door to go and help.


			‘Can’t get the bugger in deep enough,’ Pam muttered.


			‘Let me have a go.’ Frances gripped the pole, leant her weight on it and felt it sink.


			‘That’s the ticket, well done.’


			‘I’ve come to stay, Pam. If that’s all right?’


			‘Course it is. Did she calm down? Your mum?’ said Pam. Frances shook her head, brushing off her hands. ‘Well, it’s hard on her, but I don’t blame you for staying put. Come on, let’s get the kettle on. It’s been a while since I had a house guest, but I remember it’s supposed to start with tea.’


			They sat on a bench on the front terrace to drink their tea, as the sun began to drop, blooming gold through the drifting smoke. High above them the sky was a clear green-blue. Frances stared down into the twisting streets. It was impossible to follow a specific one, there were too many of them; too many buildings, on too many different levels. How would she ever find one small boy, in all of that? How could she even begin? In just a couple of hours’ time he was due his phenobarbital, and she had no idea how quickly the effects of him missing a dose might manifest. She felt impatient, desperate to act. Carys had sent her away before there’d been any mention of an organised search for Davy, but she assumed they would be looking, too – Carys and Mrs Hughes, and young Fred. Looking, and no doubt feeling the same despair that she was.


			‘Do you think they’ll be back again? The bombers, I mean,’ she said. Pam shrugged, turning her unlovely face to the sky, where the light softened it.


			‘They know where we are now, and so much for the blackout. And they know we’ve no defences. Miserable bastards.’ She studied Frances for a moment. ‘It all seems so ridiculous, doesn’t it? I know I should take it very seriously, but how can I when all I want to do is knock their heads together? All these bloody men. What will you do? Can I convince you to stay here with me, and come down into the cellar?’


			‘No. I should be out looking now, I know I should, but … I don’t know where to start. And I think he’s more likely to come and find me, isn’t he? He’ll make his way home, or to our house. I’m sure of it.’ Frances let herself believe it; she let herself imagine him safe and well, just for a moment. A brief respite from the fear.


			‘Yes, possibly,’ said Pam, sounding unconvinced. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. ‘Strange little lad, that Davy Noyle. He always made me think of a story I was told as a child, of a changeling. Half human, half woodland creature or fairy, or something like that. And such a tiny scrap of a thing.’ She patted her lap, and Dog hopped up onto it.


			‘He’s strange enough to have run away somewhere, and got lost,’ said Frances, quietly, thinking that Davy had never seen a woodland until the first time she took him up Smallcombe Vale. ‘He’ll make his way back. I just need to make sure he can find me.’


			‘So you’ll go back down to Holloway?’ said Pam, and Frances nodded. ‘And if the bombers do come back? You’ll come back here, or go into the cellar at your parents’ house? I’m going to need your word on it, Frances. If you’re blown to bits they’ll hold me to blame.’


			‘Of course they—’


			‘They will hold me to blame, and I’ll hold myself to blame as well. You can stay here for as long as you like, but if the sirens go off, you get yourself to a safe place. The last thing I need is a real reason for Susan to scold me for the rest of my life. Do you promise?’


			‘I promise.’


			


			They had a supper of corned beef sandwiches, and shared a bottle of beer, then Frances borrowed some matches from her aunt and dug a torch out of the cupboard under the stairs. The batteries were nearly flat so she stuck them in the oven to revive them, and went to change into warmer clothes. Her stomach was uneasy, full of butterflies. She left Pam fiddling with the dial of her wireless as It’s That Man Again disappeared into static, but at least she’d have an early warning if the planes did come back. Her set was one of the ‘magic eye’ kind, and whenever aircraft approached the needle went wild, jerking to and fro. Frances went back down the steep steps to Alexandra Road, and along to where Calton Road joined Holloway, feeling better for doing something, for moving, for acting.


			The lilacs were still in blossom; pigeons still roosted on rooftops, feathers puffed out. There was no sign of the group who’d been making Sunday dinner in the ruins; they’d vanished completely, leaving a deep hush in their wake. Frances wondered if everybody had gone – if she had the city to herself. A huge wave of loneliness engulfed her at the thought of being left behind to face the danger and her own terrible mistake all by herself. But then a door slammed and Frances heard a baby crying. A Home Guard officer strode past her, showing no sign of noticing her. Plenty of people had stayed behind, in fact, and were now holding their collective breath, hoping to escape whatever was coming. Frances’s heart was beating too hard, and she found that she was holding her breath, too.


			‘You get yourself home, love. Sharpish like,’ said a special constable, as he passed.


			‘I am home,’ she told him.


			Frances went around to the back of her parents’ house first of all, thinking of the time she’d found Davy tucked away in the privy one morning after a night of heavy rain. Carys hadn’t come home, and he’d had nothing to eat, so he’d come to find Frances. Life had already taught him to expect to be shut out, forgotten about, and the unfairness of that had enraged Frances. There was no sign of him in the backyard this time, though, so she went indoors. The house was gloomy inside, nearly dark, so she lit the gas lamp in the lean-to, and carried it into the kitchen. There was nothing to see at first, and as she paused to listen, nothing but silence. But then she noticed that the floor-level doors of the dresser were ajar, and the biscuit tin was down from the shelf, and empty. She caught her breath. ‘Davy? Davy!’ she called, her heart surging up. She ran into each of their four rooms, checking behind every door and under all the beds, but didn’t find him. Back in the kitchen she crouched down and angled the light until she could make out shapes and marks in the dust on the floor. They were so disordered it was hard to say who or what had made them, or when. But over by the abandoned biscuit tin there was a scuff on the cupboard door, as though someone had kicked it, or climbed up, and on the floor below was a single small, perfect footprint. Frances stared at it, and she smiled. He was alive – he had made it out of the Landys’ place, and come looking for her. Relief made her dizzy for a moment.


			But even if Davy had been there, he wasn’t there any longer. Frances turned out the lamp and hurried away, unnerved by the silent emptiness of the house. She carried on up Holloway, eyes darting eagerly into every shadow, certain that she would see him at any moment. She pictured him sitting on the front steps of the Landys’ house – steps that now led nowhere – with his chin on his knees, looking up as she approached. Or perhaps perched on the window sill of the plumber’s shop opposite, staring, bewildered, at the ruins. Far too small for his age, dressed in threadbare trousers and hand-me-down boots without laces, watching the world with eyes as grey and lustrous as wet stone. Hope made these imaginings as clear as day; Frances convinced herself, utterly, that she would see him. So when she reached the ruins of Springfield Place and he wasn’t there after all, she was crushed. Tears flooded her eyes but she rubbed them away. He was alive; he hadn’t died with the Landys, she had proof of it. So she would find him. She checked all around, scraping her shins as she picked through the rubble, calling for him, over and over. Then she sat herself down on the plumber’s window sill to begin her vigil. The plumber had pinned a hastily scribbled sign on his door. Got a leaking pipe? Form an orderly queue!


			Frances tried to keep watching, but she’d barely slept for thirty-six hours, and fatigue ached behind her eyes. She drifted into sketchy sleep for a while, with her head tipped back against a broken shutter and her shoulder wedged into the embrasure. Her dreams were hurried and disjointed, and when the air raid siren woke her she was stiff and cold, and uncertain where she was. It was pitch dark, and she realised she’d forgotten to bring Pam’s torch – she’d left the batteries in the oven, where Pam would find them when the stink of melting tar filled the house. She stood up, cursing herself. Fear sank heavily into the pit of her stomach. It was one thing to walk blindly in the dark when she would have known the way blindfolded, quite another to do it when there was rubble and craters and broken glass everywhere. And a little boy, still lost, who knew only too well how to blend into shadow.


			‘Christ,’ Frances swore, trying to think clearly as her fear mounted and she started to shake. She could hear the planes already, getting louder – they’d almost beaten the sirens. ‘Davy! Are you there?’ she called, crossing to the ruins on unsteady legs. ‘Come along, Davy – it’s all right,’ she said, but there was no reply. The sky began to buzz, the ground vibrated; the stars above vanished as flares bloomed, and then she saw the deeper black of the planes, swooping down towards the river. They moved so smoothly; as quick and sure as birds.


			Seconds later the explosions began, seeming louder than before, closer; none the less terrifying for being expected. Panic grabbed Frances and she ran down Holloway, thinking to keep her promise to Pam, but a wall of sound and burning air cut her off – a huge wave, knocking her off her feet and sending her sprawling to the ground. She lay winded and bewildered for a moment, as fire blossomed somewhere to her left; she felt its heat and light on her face and for a second she was grateful to be able to see. Then bullets began to pepper the road, shattering roof tiles and hitting the stone slabs of the pavement with a zinging, popping sound, until the din of a plane drowned them out, roaring in Frances’s head. Scrambling up, electrified by fear, she turned and ran back up Holloway. A spectral echo of the flames danced across her vision, confusing her; she felt chips of stone fly up and cut her legs, and waited to feel a bullet hit her in the back.


			‘Over here, love! Come on, quick!’ a man’s voice shouted. Frances ran towards him and hands reached for her, pulling her into the shadow of a large doorway. ‘Hang on!’ the man said. She felt bodies close around her, more people sheltering there. She smelled their breath, laden with cigarettes and fear, and felt the rough fabric of army uniforms. For a while they stood in silence, and Frances tried to catch her breath, to steady her heart. Then the ground heaved, and her ears popped; there was a shower of earth and debris, and a man grunted, loosening his grip on her. Another toppled sideways without a sound, and the smell of blood joined all the others.


			‘Fuck!’ someone cried, his voice shaking. ‘Jesus fucking Christ!’ Frances stayed where she was, not knowing whether she could have moved if she’d wanted to. Her body felt numb, wooden. She pressed her back hard against the door and shut her eyes, and the hours crept slowly by, seeming to take an eternity. She tried to picture herself a hundred miles away, in another place altogether.


			


			In the morning, Frances sat in the kitchen at Woodlands and tried to stop shivering. She had the same feeling of disconnection as after the first night, the same sense that her head was not quite attached to her body, made worse by the muffled ringing in her ears. She was adrift in unreality, unable to get back to herself. There were small, stinging shrapnel cuts up her legs to the thigh. Pam put yet another cup of tea down beside her.


			‘Were you trying to get hurt? Is that it? Trying to … to punish yourself for leaving Davy with the Landys?’ she said.


			‘I don’t know. No,’ said Frances. ‘I just fell asleep waiting for him to appear, and then … then there wasn’t time …’


			‘Rubbish,’ Pam muttered. Fresh fires were burning all over the city; the stink of smoke and ash was worse than ever, and every few minutes came the rumble of a building being pulled down, or coming down of its own accord. Woodlands hadn’t lost a single roof tile. Frances felt a wheeze in her lungs, and she coughed. She was deafened, yet every small sound made her flinch. ‘I don’t know what to say to you, Frances. Thank God you’re all right.’ Pam sighed again. ‘I wish to God Cecily was here. She’d know what to say,’ she said.


			‘I hope … I hope Mum and Dad are all right,’ said Frances.


			‘So do I.’ Pam looked worried. ‘My brother’s got good sense. He’ll have found a safe place; and your mum’s a long way out of it. I’m sure we don’t need to worry too much. I’m sure Derek will send word soon.’


			Frances took a sip of tea that tasted of dust. Everything tasted of dust.


			‘The men I was with … they were from the Gloucester Regiment,’ she said. ‘They only got here yesterday, to help out after Saturday night. The one who died, he … he …’ Frances shook her head. She wondered if the dead man had been the one who’d spotted her, called her over and pulled her into the doorway of Magdalen Chapel, where he’d been sheltering with two comrades. He had probably saved her life. The blast up in Magdalen Gardens had sent debris from the previous night flying. She hadn’t been harmed, and neither had one of the trio of soldiers. Another had sustained a minor injury, but the dead man’s head had been severed clean away. Frances was confounded by that. It seemed ludicrous that fate could point the finger that way, at some but not at others. The sight of his body slumped on the pavement, as the sun rose, was one she would never, ever forget – he’d lain in a nimbus of clotted blood, sticky and dark. Frances hadn’t known a human body could hold so much blood. She’d squeezed the shoulder of the uninjured man when he started to cry, and realised that she was at least a decade older than him. At least a decade older than the dead boy, too. She’d felt old, and tired, and frightened to realise that the fate of the country – of the world – was in the hands of children. ‘But Davy’s alive – he’d been at our house, looking for me, and for food.’


			‘Can you really be sure it was him, Frances? All sorts of looting has been going on …’


			‘This wasn’t looting; a child had been in and looked in the cupboards for food. Nothing else had been touched, or moved. It was him, Pam, I know it was. But … all those bombs … I’ll go round the hospitals this morning. And the rest centres.’


			‘The hospitals will be chaos.’


			‘I know. Could I have a bath, do you think?’ said Frances.


			‘Course. Good idea,’ said Pam.


			They stood up and then paused, exchanging a look when they heard heavy, hurried footsteps coming up the path, and the sound of a man trying to catch his breath. Dog growled.


			‘Oh,’ said Pam, reaching out to grasp Frances’s hand. ‘Is that Derek? It could be Derek.’


			‘Well, it can’t be bad news. Not that quickly,’ said Frances, wishing she was sure about that. The footsteps ended with a hurried knocking at the back door.


			‘Come in, for goodness’ sake, whoever you are,’ Pam called. A tall man took a few uneven steps into the kitchen. He was rangy, not yet forty, dark-haired and unshaven, with a long, crooked nose and tired blue eyes. Sweat had made rings under the arms of his shirt, and he was filthy with dust and smuts. Frances knew him at once – Owen Hughes, Wyn’s and Carys’s brother. The air in her lungs seemed to swell at the sight of him.


			‘I’m looking for Frances,’ he said, fighting for breath, chest heaving like bellows. ‘Is she here?’ Frances stepped into his line of sight, and dismissed the brief notion that he might have brought news of Davy. She suddenly felt very, very calm. The kind of calm that came before a violent storm.


			‘I’m here,’ she said, seeing two people at once, standing there in Pam’s kitchen – a grown man, and the lanky boy he’d been when she’d first known him. Owen steadied himself; he took a breath but didn’t speak at once, and Frances’s heart beat harder, until it almost hurt. Somehow, she knew exactly why he’d come. She’d been waiting for it for years and years.


			‘We’ve found her, Frances,’ he said, without blinking. ‘We’ve found Wyn.’


			1915


			The first time she ever saw Bronwyn Hughes, Frances had just turned six, which Wyn wouldn’t for another five months. Frances had been concentrating on scrunching up her toes inside her boots, as tightly as the space allowed, then stretching them out again. They itched and ached as she did it, and it was a bit like pressing on a bruise – painful but also irresistible. Her mother said the scrunching would help her not to get chilblains, but by the end of the day her toes would be burning red, and would throb horribly when she was made to sit with them in Epsom salts for twenty minutes before tea. The schoolroom had a coal burner and a couple of big radiators that ticked and hissed but gave off little heat; Frances’s feet got frozen on the short walk from home to school, and stayed frozen all day as her shoes leached damp into her stockings. She was supposed to go directly to school in the mornings, and directly home again at the end of the day, but she liked to take a meandering route and peer at the broken cobwebs between the railings, swinging with drops of water. She marvelled at how the crust of ice on a puddle could be so thin it was thinner than the thinnest glass, and perfectly clear no matter how dirty the puddle; and the way the jackdaws along the rooftops puffed out their feathers, and gave off tiny belches of steam when they cawed.


			The schoolroom smelled strongly of wet wool, wet hair and wet wood. Their teacher, Miss Bertram, wore a thick felt jacket with a scarf wound round and round her neck. She sucked Formamint throat lozenges that made her breath smell like pickling liquid, and had chapped cheeks and a drip at the end of her nose that she blotted at continually – with her cuff when her handkerchief was sodden. She was a kind but slightly watery teacher. Her fiancé was on the Western Front, Frances’s mother had told her. Frances knew that was to do with the war, and pictured the Western Front as a big ship, full of all the brothers and cousins and fiancés who had disappeared from Bath’s streets. She knew boats were dangerous; she knew they could sink. And some of the men who came back to be treated in Bath’s hospitals hardly had any faces left at all – they went out for walks, sometimes, in their bright blue suits – so Frances didn’t blame Miss Bertram for being weepy about it. She wouldn’t have wanted to marry a man with no face either.


			Frances sat at the end of a row, quite near the tall windows that reached right up to the ceiling. Her wooden desk was smooth from years of being leaned across, and blotched with ink here and there. When it was arithmetic, which Frances hated, she began to see shapes in the blotches: a whale, a paw print, a dog with pointed ears and a very small body. She knew she ought to pay attention, because the horror of being asked to go up and solve the sum on the board was a constant threat, but it was difficult because she often didn’t realise she wasn’t paying attention until it was pointed out to her. So she was scrunching her toes and staring at a duck on her desk, which even had some pencil shavings for feet, when there was a knock at the door and a tiny blonde girl entered, wearing clothes far too big for her and boots that wouldn’t stay on her feet, the heels scuffing along the floor.


			‘Ah, yes. Girls, this is Bronwyn Hughes, who has come to join us. Let’s all bid her a good morning, shall we?’ said Miss Bertram.


			‘Good morning, Bronwyn,’ twenty-four girls’ voices chimed obediently, dragging out the ‘morning’, hesitating slightly over the unfamiliar name.


			Frances looked at the newcomer’s long, fair hair, her grey eyes and protruding upper lip, and guessed that even though she was smaller than the rest of them, she wasn’t that much younger. There was something knowing and confident in her face that made her look older, in fact. She didn’t flinch, or hang back, or look at the floor, as Frances would have done in front of that many curious strangers. Bronwyn’s eyes swept the room, sizing up her new classmates. When Miss Bertram touched her on the shoulder and suggested she take the empty desk towards the back, Bronwyn gave her a smile that revealed her upper teeth poking out over the lower. She looked a bit goofy, but somehow it didn’t make her any less pretty. Then Bronwyn looked directly at Frances, and caught Frances studying her. Frances looked away hurriedly, and fiddled with the dog-eared corner of her copybook. She wished she could be bold, like the new girl. Bold and pretty, and small, instead of shy and too tall. Bronwyn marched to her new desk with a quick, peculiar gait, as though she might break into a run at any moment.


			In the yard at lunchtime, where the frost had all melted and the girls were reassembling after going home to eat, Bronwyn began to make new friends.


			‘Everyone calls me Wyn, by the way,’ she said, as though it ought to have been obvious. There was no question of her being teased or interrogated by the bigger girls, as any other new starter might have been; she was far too assured. She asked the questions, in fact – demanding to know how strict Miss Bertram was, and whether she used the cane or the slipper, and how often; boasting that she’d been caned three times at her old school, for various daring acts of rebellion, and that she’d had to move schools when her dad had got into a fight with the headmaster. Frances expected to be overlooked. The shy girls usually were – they huddled together at the edge of things, safe in numbers and happy to watch without the pressure of joining in. But as the bell was rung for them to go back inside, Wyn marched over to Frances, and looked up. Frances was a good head taller, and her wrists, ankles and knees were twice the circumference of the new girl’s.


			‘Why are you so tall?’ said Wyn. There was no aggression in the question, particularly, just a frank demand for information. Up close, Frances saw that the corners of Wyn’s mouth were cracked and sore, her fingernails were bitten right off, and blue veins showed through the white skin at her temples.


			‘I don’t know,’ she replied, nervously.


			‘Have you always drunk the cabbage water? My mum says I have to drink it to make me grow, but it tastes like farts, so I won’t. Do you drink it, though?’


			‘No,’ Frances lied. Her mother regularly made her and her brother Keith drink the water in which she’d cooked their vegetables, cooled and strained. Frances shut her eyes and gulped it down, but she wasn’t going to admit that when Wyn had just said it tasted like farts.


			‘You’re shy, aren’t you? I knew a shy girl in my last school. She was called Betty, and she used to cry when she had to stand up and do her reading. Is that what you do?’


			‘No,’ said Frances, though she’d felt close to tears many times. Never with reading though.


			‘Good. I always thought it was so silly when she cried over that.’ Wyn studied her for a bit longer, then shrugged one skinny shoulder and moved on. And for the rest of the day Frances had the uncertain but pleasing feeling of having been measured in some way, and found not completely wanting.
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