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PROLOGUE



SATURDAY 19TH OCTOBER 1940


Soho, London


The alley was pitch dark. The two men, hats and overcoats wreathed in a post-pub fug of cigarettes and beer, lurched along the broken pavement, leaning on each other for support.


‘I said to her,’ slurred George, ‘I said, “You want to stop thinking of what you’ll look like blown to pieces, that’s what you want to do.” I said, “You go down the shelter if you want. I’m not getting out of bed for bleeding Hitler.” I said to her, “You’ve got too much imagination, that’s your trouble.’”


Bob belched. ‘Shouldn’t have had that last.’


‘There’s no talking to her,’ said the other. ‘Ever since they copped it three doors down, she’s been that bad with her nerves …’


‘They’re bastards, that’s what they are … Do you know something?’


‘No, what?’


‘I can’t see a bloody thing.’


‘Nor me.’


They stood together, swaying and peering hopelessly into the black void.


‘Got a torch?’ asked Bob.


‘Can’t get the batteries. Shop’s had nothing for two weeks and there’s sod-all chance elsewhere.’


‘Oh, well …’ Bob stepped forward. ‘Long as we don’t walk into a wall.’


‘No bloody walls left, after the last few nights. I heard a good one yesterday, did I tell you? There’s three blokes, all in the pub, they’ve had a few—’


‘—Like us—’


‘Well, they make this … pledge … when they get home, each man, whatever his wife tells him, he’s got to do it. The one that doesn’t, he’s got to buy the drinks. So off they go, and the next day, they meet up. The first man says, “Well, I did it.” He says, “I’ve got home, and I’m a bit … you know … I piss in the sink, and the wife says, ‘That’s right, piss all over the place.’ So I do – the table, the chairs, the curtains, the rugs—”’


‘Steady!’ George’s foot slipped, and he cannoned into Bob, who grabbed his arm.


‘Whoa! Sorry, mate. Bit slithery round here.’


‘It’s you, you daft berk, you’ve had a skinful.’


‘No, it’s the ground. Something down here, slippery … So then the next man, he says, “I did it, too – I’ve got home, and I’m the same, so I go to light a cigarette and I drop the match on the rug. And my wife, she says, ‘That’s right, burn the bloody house down.’ So I do. The whole lot, up in smoke.” Then the third man, he’s a bit quiet, so they say, “Well, what about you?” And the third man, he says, “Well, I’ve gone home, and the wife’s in bed, and I fancy a bit of the other, so I put my hand between her legs, and she says, ‘Cut it out, Sid …’”’


‘Cut it out! Cut it out … Steady the Buffs, for Christ’s sake, or we’ll both go over.’


‘It’s a good one, though. Blimey, this pavement …’


‘Just a bit of rubbish. One of the shops.’


‘Aren’t any shops. Not down here.’


‘Yes there are … aren’t there?’ They halted again. The darkness was impenetrable, like a barrier. ‘Christ, where are we?’


‘We’re bleeding lost is where we are.’


‘Amazing …’ Bob sighed. ‘We could be anywhere. Anywhere at all.’


‘Well, we’ve made a balls of this, all right. I’ll be the one who cops it tonight, I’m telling you. I promised Edna I’d be home before the next lot.’


‘You got a match?’


‘What?’


‘A match. There is something down here, an’ all …Ta.’ There was a scraping sound, followed by a brief flare of light.


‘Watch it! You nearly had my eye with that. What’s down there?’


‘Dunno. Butcher round here, is there?’


‘Not down this way, there isn’t.’


‘Well, somebody’s been and dropped their supper. Liver, by the looks of it.’ Bob staggered backwards as his companion bumped against him and slid down onto the pavement. There was a wet, slapping noise. ‘Sounds like my dog licking its bits … You all right?’


‘Christ, it’s … Oh, Christ … My hand, my hand in it, Jesus, oh Jesus …’


‘What are you talking about, your hand?’ said the other, impatiently. ‘You’ve come a cropper on a sandbag, that’s all.’


‘Sandbags … don’t … wear … nylons … God, I’m going to—’


‘Here, not on my shoes, you bastard! You finished, are you?’ Bob bent down and felt for his companion in the darkness, gagging at the stink of vomited ale. His fingertips brushed over something viscous and then felt thick material – wet, soaking – a coat pooled out over the grimy stones. His hand travelled along its length and he felt the bony lump of a hip, the slope of a thigh – chilly, doughy skin – and then the top of a stocking. ‘Sorry, love. Thought you was a sandbag. It’s just my pal, he’s—’


Footsteps. The man turned and saw a dim pool of torchlight moving towards them, dark shoes and uniform trousers behind it.


‘You the warden?’


‘Yes. What’s going on?’


‘You tell us, mate. Woman here fallen down. My pal tripped over her.’ He took a couple of steps towards the light and said in a low voice, ‘I think she must have had a few herself.’


The warden sniffed. ‘Dear oh dear. Let’s get some light on the subject.’ Watching the little beam from the warden’s torch skip over the stones, Bob had a sudden image of his children playing hopscotch in the road, of grubby knees, flashes of knicker and bunched, bouncing hair, extinguished in a gasp as the light caught the edge of a puddle of dark fluid, thick and shining. The warden stopped. ‘Blimey!’


‘That’s blood, that is.’


‘Blimey,’ repeated the warden. ‘Blimey O’Reilly.’ His torch played across the pavement, and stopped. In the centre of the pool of light lay a bloodstained metal claw. ‘Tin-opener,’ he said, flatly.


The men kept silent as the torch beam moved again, this time catching the hem of a blue coat with a pinkish tangle of bulging, glistening flesh that seemed to be slithering out from beneath it.


Bob clutched the warden’s arm. ‘What’s that?’


‘I don’t know.’


The light fell on the woman’s open palm, and beside it, a little piece of blue cloth, folded over like an envelope.


The warden drew in his breath. ‘My God …’


‘What is it, mate? What you seen?’


‘Never you mind,’ said the warden, sharply. ‘Just stay back.’


The beam followed the greyish-pink flesh of a leg to a knee, streaked with blood and dirt, a nylon stocking rucked round an ankle, a high-heeled shoe lying on its side, and then traced its way across the blue coat to reveal a bloody mass of dark, clotted hair and a scarf, and then, incongruously, a fringe of shining, chestnut-brown curls and the clean, pale edge of a profile, the skin white and lustrous in the torchlight, the eyes closed and the expression almost passionate.


Greta Garbo, thought Bob, suddenly, before his eyes followed the beam down to— ‘Oh, Jesus Christ.’ He took a step back. ‘Her neck – her throat – he’s cut her throat – he’s carved her up … with a tin-opener …’ He staggered over to the opposite wall and sat down, his head in his hands.


George shuffled towards him on all fours and collapsed across his shins. He blurted, ‘It’s him again, isn’t it? He really cut it out this time, didn’t he?’ then raised his head and vomited again.


The warden ignored them both. He turned off his torch and, standing quite upright beside the body, he took off his helmet and clasped it against his chest. ‘No,’ he whispered into the darkness. ‘It can’t be …’





FIVE WEEKS EARLIER – SATURDAY 14TH SEPTEMBER



Essex


‘Are you going to let me walk you home?’ he asked.


‘Why would you want to do that?’ As if she didn’t know the answer! He was keen on her, anyone could see that.


‘So I can kiss you goodnight.’


‘Ooh …’ She leant back against the bar – you couldn’t agree too quickly, that would look fast – but her elbow hit the edge and the jolt spilt some of her drink. She looked down at her arm, which didn’t quite seem to belong to her, then edged carefully to one side. There was a puddle on the wood, and she didn’t want her sleeve in it. She put her glass down and looked at him again, hoping he hadn’t noticed the upset. ‘I’m not sure about that,’ she said.


‘Which? Walking you home or kissing you?’


She giggled. ‘Oh … you …’ Someone jostled her from behind, and she toppled forwards against his chest.


‘Careful,’ he said, and put a hand under her elbow to steady her. ‘Time to go, I think.’


Suddenly, she thought so too. Time to go. She felt uneasy – tired, and, well … peculiar. She glanced round the pub. Nothing seemed straight, somehow, not the packed bodies of airmen and girls, the heads and shoulders wreathed in cigarette smoke under the low, dark beams, the jangle of the piano, the clatter of pewter mugs, the singing and the laughter. She’d wanted to be part of it so badly, to be grown-up, but now … now she just wanted to go home.


Her friend Mona was nowhere to be seen. They were supposed to be going to the pictures, and – cross your heart and hope to die – that’s where they were going, until the car filled with blue uniforms had come barrelling up the road. Mona had whispered, ‘Pilots,’ in an awed voice, and they’d stood back to wave. Then, miraculously, the car had pulled up in a cloud of dust, the window was wound down, and they’d found themselves gazing at three – three! – of these handsome, glamorous heroes, and even Mona, who was seventeen and had been to London and knew just about everything, couldn’t think of a thing to say.


‘Come on girls, jump in!’ That was all it took. They’d exchanged glances – too good to be true – propped their bicycles against a tree, and rushed to open the door. She’d kept quiet and let Mona make the introductions, and tried not to notice – or to look as if she noticed – the warmth and pressure of the man’s leg against hers in the crowded back seat. She clenched her buttocks to try and shrink herself a bit, but it didn’t make any difference: the pressure was still there, and anyway, the car kept jolting them together. Mona accepted a cigarette, so she had to have one too, or risk being thought unsophisticated. It had made her cough a bit, but she’d managed it all right. Then she’d watched, impressed, as Mona had opened her compact with a flick of her wrist and re-done her lipstick – perfectly, in spite of the bumps – and wondered if her own makeup, applied by Mona behind the apple tree in the garden, was still in place.


Then Mona had thrown back her head and laughed and tossed her hair, so she’d done the same. The pilots had laughed right along with them, and they’d roared down the road in the sunset and everything was lovely. And then the best one, the handsomest, and, she was sure, the bravest – any girl would have welcomed his attentions – had chosen her when they’d reached the pub. Not Mona, who couldn’t keep the envy out of her eyes, but her. He singled her out, bought her a drink – drinks – and chatted to her. He’d said how nice it was to talk to a girl who wasn’t in uniform, and how pretty her eyes were, and after a while he’d started telling her private, important things, like about his sister who’d been ill but was terribly brave and never complained, and how much he missed the poor kid and how he looked forward to her letters, and then he’d apologised for boring her and she’d just gaped at him – well, she hoped she hadn’t actually gaped, because that was rude, but that’s what it felt like – but she was so delighted to be there with all of them – with him – and the whole thing was just … heaven.


All the same, she wished she were better at talking to him. She could chatter for hours at home, but here, with him, she couldn’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t sound foolish, or … She’d thought it would help, having the drink, but it hadn’t. It just tasted funny and after three of them everything started to blur – things and words. Only his face seemed still and clear, held in a sort of glow. He was so handsome, with his bright blue eyes, tanned skin and corn-coloured hair. I wish I knew his name, she thought. She’d missed it in the car. Awkward, and watching Mona for cues, she hadn’t taken it in, and she couldn’t ask him now.


It would be dark outside. She didn’t want to walk by herself – she wasn’t even sure she could walk by herself – but the thought of trying to find Mona in the crush, of disengaging her from a flirtation and of being told, afterwards, that she was a spoilsport or, worse, ‘just a kid’, was disheartening. In any case, what better way to prove she wasn’t than to leave with an airman – a pilot, no less! As long as he left her at the end of the road, of course. Impressing Mona was one thing, but if her mother were to see her coming back with a man, she’d never hear the last of it. But she could take care of that when the time came. As for the goodnight kiss, well, the book she’d got said you had to leave them wanting more – it hadn’t quite put it that way, but that was what it meant. In any case, you couldn’t just let a man kiss you, or goodness knows what he’d think. And she’d be seeing him again, wouldn’t she? Surely she would. Imagine: a pilot! Woozily, she pictured her friends’ faces when she told them. Jealous and greedy at the same time. She grinned to herself.


‘You’re smiling,’ he said.


‘It’s just … nice. That’s all. Talking to you.’


‘I think I’ve done most of the talking,’ he said.


‘Listening, then. Nice listening. To you.’


She let him turn her round and steer her towards the door of the pub. It banged behind them, and suddenly they were alone in the darkness. ‘Whoo!’ she said. ‘Fresh air.’


‘Over here,’ he said. She took a few tipsy steps into the lane. The ground was uneven. She was uneven. She heard the pub door open again, and turned her head. Mistake. Now everything was uneven. She had to get home.


He took her arm and guided her towards the wall of the pub. ‘Lean against this for a minute You’ll be fine.’


She could feel the roughness of the bricks through the back of her frock. ‘I’ve had such a nice time,’ she said, ‘such a lovely time. But—’


‘Just stay still. You’ll be all right.’


‘My torch …’ she fumbled in her pocket. He put his hand on top of hers and took it out again.


‘You don’t need that,’ he said. ‘Not now.’


‘No,’ she said, ‘I want it.’


‘Leave it.’ He crowded in on her, pinning her to the wall.


‘You’re squashing me—’


‘You’re all right,’ he muttered. ‘You’ll be all right.’


This wasn’ how it was supposed to happen, she thought, muzzily. This was all wrong. ‘No …’ she squirmed and raised her arms to push him away, but he grabbed hold of them, both wrists in one hand. Then he bent slightly, she felt the other hand push up her skirt, and then his knee was between her legs, prising them apart.


‘Don’t do that,’ she whimpered. ‘Please …’


‘You’ll be all right.’ His voice was thick now, urgent, and his hand was inside the leg of her knickers, touching …


‘No!’


‘Sorry, sorry,’ he muttered. The hand was withdrawn.


She wrenched her own hands free and straightened up, smoothing her skirt, looking down, away, anywhere but at him. ‘Go away.’


‘It’s all right,’ he said, and raised his hands to her face. She tried to sidestep but lost her balance and went over on one ankle. The world seemed to tilt and spin, then he pulled her arm and jerked her upright, pushing himself against her, and before she could move his hands were at her throat. She tried to beat him away, but it was no good, and her head was pounding, bursting …


Just as suddenly, he let go. She slumped to her knees, choking and gasping, doubled over, and felt his breath as he bent towards her. She flinched away from him, but he grabbed one of her wrists, ‘Here, take this, take it,’ and pushed something into her palm. Then she heard him back away, scuffing gravel, and he turned and ran off towards the road, while she coughed and coughed and tried to get her breath.


When the racking and heaving eased up, leaving a dull pain in her neck and chest, her first thought was, they mustn’t find me on my hands and knees. She scrambled upright, using the wall for support, glad of the darkness.


Footsteps. She cringed against the wall. Was he coming back? He couldn’t be … couldn’t … No, there was a torch. He didn’t have a torch – he’d said they didn’t need … but that didn’t mean he didn’t have one himself, did it? Oh, God, please … Her stomach churned and her legs felt as if they might give out at any minute. She put her hands over her face, hunched over, and slid down against the bricks, barely registering as her dress hitched, then ripped, on something sticking out. More footsteps, the torch swung in her direction, lighting the ground in front of her, and then— A man’s voice. She opened her mouth, but no sound came out. She should make a run for it, do something, anything … Why doesn’t someone come and help me? Please, she begged, silently. Please …


‘H-hello?’


It wasn’t him. She knew it straight away. The voice was different. Lighter. More boyish. Hesitant.


‘Hello? Is anyone there?’


She tried to force some words out, but nothing came, only the panting of breath.


‘I thought I heard—’


‘Yes,’ she gasped. ‘Yes. I’m here.’


The torch swung towards her, blinding her. ‘N-no. Don’t.’


‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you. You don’t look … are you all right?’


‘Yes, fine.’ Why had she said that? Of course she wasn’t all right. ‘I’m fine,’ she repeated. ‘Just tripped over, that’s all. Wretched blackout.’ She managed a little laugh.


‘May I help you up?’


‘No, really.’ Blue uniform. Air force. Black hair. Pale face. She couldn’t see properly. Not one of those from the car, or he’d recognise her – wouldn’t he?


‘Holden-Browne. Guy Holden-Browne.’


A hand in front of her face. Her head jerked back involuntarily, banging against the wall. She blinked. The hand was still there. She took it, and it … shook. Up and down. He’s shaking my hand, she thought, astonished. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Megan.’ Then, automatically, ‘My mother’s Welsh.’ Then, in a blurt, ‘AndIthinkI’mgoingtobesick.’


He stepped away while she turned her head and vomited, and when she turned back, he was holding out a handkerchief, neatly folded. ‘Take it,’ he said. ‘Please.’


‘Thank you.’


When she’d wiped her face, he said, ‘Do you think … I mean … couldn’t you stand up?’


‘I … Yes. I think so.’


Upright again, she held out the handkerchief, but he didn’t take it. ‘You needn’t worry about that,’ he said.


Mortified – of course he wouldn’t want it back, not with that on it – she balled it up and stuffed it in her pocket. ‘Sorry. I … I’ll wash it for you.’


‘No, it’s fine. Keep it. Or throw it away, if you like.’


‘I’m sorry,’ she repeated.


It was awful. She wished he’d go away. She wished never to see him, or any of them, ever again. She wished she were home. She wished she were dead, or anywhere except where she was. His kindness made it worse, far worse.


‘Look,’ he said. ‘You can’t go home on your own, not when you’re … you’re … not well. I’ll take you.’


‘No, honestly, I—’


‘It’s all right, really. I won’t … you know.’ He sounded embarrassed. ‘You’ll be quite safe. Please let me help you.’


‘Well, all right, then.’


She didn’t take out her torch. One was enough, and besides, she didn’t want any more light. The night was quiet, and they walked together, without touching or speaking, except for her brief directions. The vomiting and the cool air had sobered her; now all that remained was the bad taste in her mouth, the pain in her neck and chest, the memory and the horrible, mounting embarrassment of what he’d seen, what he must be thinking. By the time they reached the end of her road, her shame was overwhelming.


‘I’m fine now,’ she said, grateful that he kept his torch low, and she couldn’t see his face. ‘It’s only just down there.’


‘Are you sure? Just … you did seem very frightened, back there.’


‘Really,’ she said, impatiently. ‘It’s fine.’


‘Well, if you’re sure. You’d better take my torch.’


‘No, I’ve got one.’ She brought it out of her pocket and switched it on.


‘Well, goodnight, then.’


‘Yes. Goodnight.’


The kitchen door was ajar. She paused in the passageway long enough to call out, ‘I’m going straight up, Mum.’


‘You stopping in your room?’


‘Yes. I’m really tired. I’ll come down if there’s planes.’


She sat in front of the scarred wooden desk that served as her dressing table and examined herself in the mirror: the remains of make-up on the blotchy face, hair half down, the marks, red and livid, on her neck. She clutched a hand to her chest. The brooch, Mum’s green brooch that she’d filched from her bedroom: it was gone. Must have fallen off when … She fingered the place where she’d pinned it. No – there was a small rip in the material. As if it had been torn off. As if he’d pulled it off her dress when … But that was stupid. Why would he?


It wasn’t an expensive one, only Woolworth’s, but Mum was bound to notice. She’d have to say it had fallen off at the pictures. She stood up and took off the dress. The skirt was filthy, and there was a long rip down the back. She could say she’d had an accident with the bicycle. Fallen off. Damn. They’d left the bikes in the lane. She’d have to go back and get hers in the morning. She could say that was when she lost the brooch, too. Say she’d gone back to the place and looked, but it wasn’t there. The handkerchief, though: she’d have to get rid of it. She pulled it out of the pocket, and something else – paper – came along with it and fluttered onto the rug. A pound note.


How … ? Then she remembered: the man, he’d put something in her hand. She sat down again, in front of the mirror, and stared at herself.


He’d tried to kill her. Then he’d given her a pound. For the brooch? She could buy another one now, a replacement, so she wouldn’t have to lie about that, at least. But the bicycle, first thing – she mustn’t forget.


He’d given her a pound.


That other pilot, who’d walked her home … she hadn’t said thank you. Rude, when he’d helped her like that. Too late now, she’d never see him again. Hoped she wouldn’t, anyway.


He’d tried to have his way with her, then he’d tried to kill her. He’d tried to kill her.


She knew she’d never be able to tell anyone. Her reflection, with its dull eyes and smudged, forbidden lipstick, confirmed what her mother would think: it was her fault. She inspected her hands – grazed and dirty – and picked a bit of grit out of her knee. She’d asked for it, hadn’t she?


He’d tried to kill her, and it was her fault.





MONDAY 16TH SEPTEMBER



RAF Hornchurch, Essex


Flying Officer Jim Rushton


Look up. Blue, blue sky. Light breeze. It’s a perfect day for flying, and here we are all sprawled on armchairs, baking in full kit.


Look down. Scuffed grass beside the trench. You can see the earth. Feet in flying boots, parachute harnesses dangling. Metal catches the sun. Funny how you always notice details, before …


Look out, over the airfield. Airmen filling in craters by the runway. The grass is still dotted with red flags marking unexploded bombs from the last few raids. Huts – what’s left of them – hangars. I remember filling the sandbags when we first came here, making pens to protect the Spitfires. After we came back from France. It seems like years ago. Teddy Norton was still here then, and Stuffy – I was at RAF College with him – Felix Marshall … Bimbo Tanner … All gone, now.


Let’s see. What’s in the paper? The Queen’s private apartments were badly damaged when Buckingham Palace was bombed again yesterday. Won’t be too many more nice days like this one. It’ll be cold, soon. We’ll have to wait inside … whoever’s left, that is. The RAF had one of its greatest days in smashing the mass attacks on London. Thirty of our machines were lost, but ten pilots are safe.


I see Corky and Mathy are still arguing about tactics. Funny to see those two together – Corky’s almost taller sitting down than standing up, and Mathy’s over six feet, far too tall for a fighter pilot. God knows how he ended up inside a Spitfire. Davy with his rugger nose and ruddy cheeks, reading a book. He looks calm enough, but he hasn’t turned a page for at least twenty minutes. Czeslaw staring up at the sky. Lined face – he’s older than the rest of us, like most of the Poles: twenty-seven. Flint’s asleep – must be dreaming about flying because his eyebrows are wiggling up and down. Balchin’s next to him. He’s dozing, too, cap tipped over his eyes, arm dangling down by his side, hand very white. That’s how it’ll look when he’s dead – unless he’s burnt, of course. There’s Ginger Mannin off to the latrine, again. Miss Air Force is a blonde and only 18 years old … the Boys in Sky Blue like ’em young!


The newspaper is plunged into shade now and I can’t see the picture. A bulky shape – Flight Lieutenant Webster, the adjutant – is blocking out the sun.


‘Adj …’


‘Sorry.’ He moves round to stand behind me and jabs at the paper with his pipe. ‘She’s a bit of all right, isn’t she?’


I shrug. ‘I suppose so.’


Balchin pushes back his cap and blinks at him. ‘How’s … you know?’


‘Tinker?’ offers Mathy.


‘That’s not his name … Taylor, wasn’t it?’


Davy looks up from his paper and says, helpfully, ‘Soldier?’


‘Shut up, Davy,’ says Corky.


‘Sailor, then.’


‘Shut up, says Corky. ‘He means Tucker, Adj.’


‘Do I mean Tucker?’ asks Davy, in mock surprise.


‘Yes, you do. Take no notice of him, Adj.’


‘Not fair,’ says Davy. ‘I can’t help it if they all look alike.’


I can’t remember what Tucker looked like, either. Must have been his first scrap – he only arrived two days ago. Webster hasn’t said anything, but he must have shaken his head because Balchin squints at him for a moment, then grunts and pulls his cap back over his face. Pictured on the right is a Dornier crashing in flames … Bimbo Tanner in the hospital, with his melted face, eyelids gone … Webster’s saying something.


‘What?’


‘I said, you’re on five-minute stand-by.’


Ginger returns, doing up his fly, sees Webster, and says, ‘How’s Whatsisname, Adj?’


‘Bought it. Where’ve you been?’


‘Putting rouge on his nipples,’ says Davy. ‘All for your delight, Adj.’


Webster frowns, but doesn’t reply.


‘What’s wrong with that, anyway?’ Ginger nods at the field telephone.


‘Buggered.’


‘This whole airfield’s buggered,’ says Davy, irritably. ‘Craters everywhere, no bloody huts left, place crawling with dead WAAFs.’


I picture a dying Miss Air Force crawling on all fours at the bottom of a trench, dishevelled head hanging down, hair full of dust, skirt hiked up round her hips.


Davy looks at me. ‘I don’t know what you’ve got to grin about, Goldilocks,’ he says.


‘It can’t be,’ I say.


‘What can’t be what?’


‘The airfield. It can’t be crawling with them. Not if they’re dead.’


‘Jesus, Goldilocks … Stiff with dead WAAFs, then.’ Davy returns to his paper and Webster fiddles with his pipe.


After a moment, Mathy says, ‘Are they sending a replacement, Adj?’


‘If you can call him that.’ Webster shakes his head. ‘Six hours on Spits.’


Davy sighs. ‘Another bloody public school boy, no doubt. Must be a factory somewhere, turning out replacements. Hope he’s better than Tucker.’


‘This one’s called Sinclair,’ says Webster. ‘Gervase.’


‘Gervase, eh?’ says Davy. ‘He can keep Holden-Hyphen-Browne company. We don’t want him.’


Flint opens his eyes. ‘Well, you’ve got him. And you’re going to take him up this afternoon, show him the ropes.’


Oh, well … what else is in here? Messages of the Stars … Leave the petty things for others to worry about. Get out of the rut and do not hesitate to try something new.


Try something new. I’d forgotten about Saturday until I found the brooch in my pocket. Must have belonged to that kid in the pub: no other reason it could be there. I don’t know how it got in my pocket; don’t remember taking it. Might as well keep it, though. I can always find some girl who’ll want it. Give it a story, make it special. They like that sort of thing. Like that yarn I told about my sister – ought to use that line again. Makes me laugh, how they lap it up. Anyone that stupid deserves to be lied to. But that was a queer thing – one minute I wanted to throttle the life out of the silly little bitch, the next minute, I’d lost interest.


When I saw that girl in the car putting on lipstick I wanted to take it from her and do it myself, scrub it all over her mouth. She was pretty full of herself, that one.


I should have chosen her – that would have wiped the smile off her face pretty quick. Wouldn’t have been so pleased with herself after that, would she? But I thought the younger one would be better. It all started when I saw the girl using the cosmetics; I knew I wouldn’t be able to settle until I’d … But then, out there with the other one, I knew I wouldn’t be able to do anything. Didn’t like her struggling like that.


Waste of time. Not cheap, either – had to hand over a quid to keep her quiet. I thought that flying had put me off all that other business. I hadn’t so much as noticed a girl in months, then suddenly that happened. That stupid bint in the car, I’d have settled her all right. Do not hesitate to try something new, that’s what the paper said. Can’t be local, though, and WAAFs are definitely off limits. Too risky.


Bloody fool thing to do. Running low on funds, as well. I shut my eyes. A torso rears up in front of me: loose, pale breasts, pooling out to the sides. You could pull them away and they’d stretch like lumps of dough.


Hear a rustle of paper under my nose and the first thing I see are the sagging, dun-coloured dugs of Corky’s Mae West as he bends down to snatch the Daily Mirror off my lap. ‘I’m so thankful that at last I’ve found a powder that’s non-detectable, says Lady Cecilia Smiley,’ he reads in a falsetto voice. ‘I just hate detectable powder, don’t you?’


‘Can’t abide it,’ says Mathy, ‘frightful stuff.’


‘Pond’s face powder matches my skin colouring so perfectly that it might have—’


The scramble klaxon sounds, and it all falls away as if it had never existed, which, in a way, it hasn’t, because compared to this, nothing is real. It’s like being lost in a maze, and suddenly finding that all the hedges are flattened and the view is clear. Nothing between you and what you’re about to do.


I have spent my life waiting for this. Right from the first time – I was ten years old, and the plane was an old Avro from one of those flying circuses that used to go up and down the country. I thought it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, and I knew, straight away, that more than I’d ever wanted anything, I wanted to fly. The Avro was a rickety old crate, but I couldn’t take my eyes off it: the canvas and wires, the propeller, the struts, all seemed to glow with a special light. I loved everything about it, even the way it smelled. I stood there so long that eventually the pilot said he’d take me up for a ten-minute flip, even though I had no money to pay for it. I’ll never forget how it felt, the moment of leaving the ground and soaring through the air, up and away from all the people, watching them get smaller and smaller and knowing that I was free, no longer bound to the earth, to my family, to insignificant things. For the first time in my life, the world was marching to my drum.


When I got out of the plane, a boy I knew a little, from school, came up to me. He stood staring, and then he put his hand out and touched me, lightly, on the chest. He didn’t say anything, but I knew he wanted to see if I was changed in some way, transformed, from having been up in the sky. It was the first – I think the only – time in my life I’d really wanted to talk to anyone. I could see the excitement in his face – a reflection, I suppose, of my own – and I wanted to tell him how wonderful it was, but I couldn’t put it into words. You can’t, really, not the joy of it, the extraordinary fact of being in the air. Oh, there was the glamour and all the rest of it, and I’d read Biggles and thought it was jolly exciting, but that was at secondhand. This was real, a pure, sharp, true sensation, and it was the first time in my life I’d experienced anything like it. Anything else one did was dull by comparison, blunted – a meaningless, domestic fog of home and school.


I remember running away from the boy and into the next field and throwing myself down in the long grass so that I was hidden by the hedge. I knew then that I didn’t need to talk to anyone about it, all I needed to do was to close my eyes and re-live, over and over again, the sheer wonder of it. That was the best day of my life, and from that time on, I read everything about aeroplanes that I could find. I used to dream about them, too – or, at least, dream about flying. For some reason, there was never an actual aeroplane in the dream, just me, alone in the air, sitting in an invisible machine, but knowing it was there, and I could fly it, and being proud of that, and happy. Powerful, knowing that nothing could touch me. And every time I dreamed it, I’d wake up with a sense of rightness, a certainty I’d never known before. I’d always felt that I was different from other people, but now I knew the feeling was special – something to be proud of, not ashamed. They didn’t know what I knew. Only pilots knew, and I swore to myself that some day, I’d be one of them. I felt as if I was being kept in mothballs until then – nothing had a meaning, or a point.


I’ll never forget my first solo flight in a Spitfire. The first time up there on my own. She was frustrating at first, flying herself, leaving me behind – laughing at me, almost – daring me to control her, and for a moment I thought I couldn’t, I’d flunked it, but then there was a second, lengthened into a minute, then five, ten, when I was her master. More than that: I was part of the plane. Don’t know how I could have thought she was too small – she’s perfect. No vices: she’s all you could wish for. Exactly right.


It was a relief when the war started – finally, the chance to do what I’d been training for, although it was pretty dull at first. Because there can be no better feeling in the world: mind and body attuned to the job, entirely self-reliant. No yesterday, no tomorrow, nobody else, just the perfect clarity of each moment.


In the sky, everything is possible: I know that even if I die tomorrow – today – I shall have lived more than the people on the ground.


We start to run across the airfield, towards the planes.





MONDAY 16TH SEPTEMBER



Clapham, London


Lucy


They started at ten past eight tonight. We filled the buckets and turned off the gas and came down here to get settled – if you can call it that – and I’m in my usual place under the kitchen table. Not the most comfortable way to spend the night, but it’s better than being under the stairs with Mums. She’s in a deckchair and my sister Minnie is beside her on the cushions from the settee. She’s got her head in the cupboard and her feet stuck out in the passage, where Dad is sure to trip over them when he comes in from the garden. I wish he wouldn’t go out there because Mums gets so nervous and she keeps getting up and calling out to him to come in, but he pretends he can’t hear her. Or maybe he really can’t hear – they’re making enough racket tonight. We’re luckier than a lot of people, living here, but it’s definitely getting worse. Dad says it’s because of Clapham Junction – the Germans want to demolish our railways, if they can, and it’s a big station.


When Mums isn’t calling out for Dad, she’s fussing over the Anderson shelter. ‘We should have had it the first time when they offered. I told you, Billy, I said this would happen …’ I’m positive she didn’t say anything of the sort, but of course that’s all changed now the bombing’s started and the builder’s saying he can’t do anything for six weeks because the military have taken all the materials and he can only get a pound’s worth each month. Or something. Mums goes on and on, and I’ve got so fed up with it that I don’t listen any more.


She’s been bad since it started, but recently … I went to Bourne & Hollingsworth last week, at lunchtime, and bought a sweater. When I showed her, she said, ‘What did you buy that for? It’s bad luck.’ She meant, because it’s green. To be honest, it was more than I could afford, but I thought, if I live it’ll be a bargain, and if I die, I’ll die broke, won’t I? When I said this to Minnie she put her hand up to her mouth, and said, ‘Oh, don’t.’ I told Mums I was going upstairs to put it on, and when I came back she said, ‘Anyhow, it doesn’t suit you.’ Charming! Anyway, I don’t think the house is more likely to be hit because I’m wearing a green sweater. The Germans don’t know that, do they? I pointed this out, but it didn’t make any difference. She’s always been one for finding fault. Minnie doesn’t seem to come in for it so much, but I’ve never been able to do anything right: if I’m talking, I’m either fibbing or showing off; if I’m quiet, I must be sulking, and so on and so on … But then I have always preferred Dad to her. He’s much easier to talk to, and doesn’t criticise all the time. I try not to make it plain, but I suppose it must be – she certainly thinks that Minnie loves her much more than I do, I know that. In any case, I’m trying not to mind it too much, because we’re all tired, and that makes everyone irritable. But it’s all right for Mums – Dad’s a full-time warden now, and Minnie and I have to go off to work in the morning. She can stop in bed and have a nap, if she likes.


I’ve been thinking about Frank today, a lot. I do enjoy our time together, and I like talking to him, even though he makes me feel an awful idiot sometimes. He doesn’t mean to, it’s just that he knows so much about politics and everything, and I don’t. And I don’t mind if he kisses me, or … I suppose that’s the problem – I don’t want him to kiss me, particularly, I just don’t mind when he does. When we had our picnic on Sunday, I was wearing a short-sleeved dress and he remarked on my freckles. We were side by side on the grass, lying on our stomachs, and I said, ‘Oh, they come out in the sun,’ and he said, ‘Perhaps if I look hard enough I’ll catch one in the act,’ then pounced on my arm and pretended he had, and laughed a lot.


It was nice, but I didn’t feel … oh, I don’t know. Just that I was laughing right along with him, but I didn’t feel part of it, somehow. It wasn’t like that, more as if he were my brother – or at least how I suppose it would be if I had a brother. He said to me afterwards, ‘You don’t respond much.’ I said, ‘What do you mean?’ and he said, ‘Well, you don’t wriggle about much.’ He meant when he kisses me and all that. I thought, I don’t get the urge to wriggle, that’s the problem. Perhaps it’s because he’s too familiar, somehow. I don’t mean in the sense that he’s not a gentleman, because he is, but because he’s always been there. His family used to live in Albion Avenue, which is only a few streets away. We went to different schools; he was at Larkhall – the Larkhall Lunatics, we used to call them – but he’s always been around the place, at the tennis club, and … I don’t know. Everywhere. His parents moved to Gloucester a few years ago, but his mother still writes to Mums, and there’s a sort of cosiness about the whole thing that makes me feel as if I’m being pushed into a convenient little box before I’ve had a chance at life.


I ought to worry about Frank joining the army, but the fact is, I don’t. I’d mind if he was killed – I’d mind if anyone was killed – but I don’t think I’d be heartbroken. At least, I would for his family, but not for myself. The fact that I can even think this shows I can’t be in love with him, but I know that, anyway. It’s horrible of me to lie here thinking about it in such a cold way, but I don’t see what else I can do. I’m certain he’s going to propose to me before he leaves, and I’m dreading it. I know it would please Mums no end if I said yes, but I can’t. It wouldn’t be honest, or right.


When I look at some of the older women at work, who’ve spent all their days toiling away in offices, typing and tea-making, thinking of spending my entire life like that is almost enough to make me want to fly straight into Frank’s arms. I can hardly pretend that working for a company that makes stationery, as I do, is a noble calling, or even very exciting, but then you see some poor woman with five kids and the drudgery of endless housework, and you think, what a terrible thing. It seems unfair if that’s all you can expect, but then it’s a man’s world, isn’t it?


Perhaps I’d feel differently about all this if I lost my virginity. I don’t mean with Frank, because I’m sure he wouldn’t – at least, not unless we were married, because he’s so decent and that’s one of the reasons Mums likes him so much – I mean with somebody else. I can’t deny that I’m curious, but honestly! I can’t imagine Minnie ever having a thought like that, and as for Mums … perhaps there’s something wrong with me.


It’s like the thing that happened a couple of years ago. That’s how I think of it, ‘the thing’ – when I let myself think of it, that is. I can never recall exactly how it happened, which is odd, and makes me wonder if it did happen at all, even though I’m pretty sure I didn’t dream it. It was at a picnic with lots of people, and we must have been playing hide-and-seek, or something childish like that, just larking around, really. I dashed off behind one of the trees, and one of the boys was following me, and then I must have tripped over, because I suddenly found myself on the grass, and he fell on top of me and pinned me down and kissed me. I don’t remember his name, if I ever knew it, and I suppose it was all pretty innocent, really, but what’s stayed with me is the sensation: fear and thrill at the same time, and how much I liked it. And it was all the better, somehow, because I hadn’t courted it, it just happened. It’s all rather hard to explain, really, and even thinking about it makes me want to hide my face, even though it’s dark and I’m on my own.


Dear, oh dear … Poor old Frank. But one can’t think about the future at all, really. It seems so incredible that these air-raids are happening and quite impossible to believe they’ll ever stop. Even that sense of excitement you get, almost pleasure, of being right in the middle of it – I don’t mean when it’s happening, but after – like when I was running an errand for Miss Henderson at work the morning after Holborn got it: heaps of broken bricks and plaster where the buildings had been, and glass and twisted pipes, demolition workers everywhere with picks, or sawing at beams, and some smoking, even though there was a powerful smell of gas. It made me feel exhilarated to see these men at work, and all the Londoners going about their business and carrying on, and just as I was thinking this one of the rescue men said, ‘You’re pleased with yourself, aren’t you?’ which made me feel dreadful, because there I was indulging in a purple patch when people were dead or wounded. And of course the other thing, which is natural, I suppose, is that although you’d never rejoice if a bomb brought down death or destruction on someone else, you can’t help feeling jolly glad to have escaped it yourself.


Actually, that isn’t quite true, it isn’t just afterwards – I do mean while it’s happening, because it is exciting. The fires, anyway. Those first weeks, when it was the docks and nowhere near us, Dad and I went out to watch, and there was something extraordinary about it. It was terrible for all the people, of course, but the whole sky was a fiery orange with the roofs against it like silhouettes and not real houses at all, like the reddest, most violent sunset you ever saw, except in the east and not in the west, and then there was a great mushroom of smoke. I could feel the excitement welling inside me, and I think Dad must have felt it, too, because he put his arm round me – unusual enough, because he doesn’t go in for all that – and I could feel him shaking, but only a little, and his voice was very firm and clear.


‘All right, Smiler?’ he said.


I found it hard to speak, but I managed to whisper that I thought so.


He said, ‘I never thought it would come, but now it has, we mustn’t worry. It’ll take them a hell of a time to knock it all down.’


‘Mums doesn’t like you to say hell.’


He said, ‘You wash your mouth out, young lady.’


I said, ‘Well, you said it first,’ and he gave my shoulder a squeeze.


We went inside after that, because we knew Mums would be worried, and I sat and thought about all those poor little houses and the people inside, and I felt ashamed.


I look in the mirror sometimes and wonder who it is that’s staring back, but it must be me because there’s no one else there. I suppose it looks like me: twenty-one, pale skin, wavy brown hair, blue eyes – and it doesn’t look half bad. Minnie looks like it, too. We’re both tall and slim, but other than that we both favour Mums’s side of the family, not Dad’s – he’s lanky and beaky, like Frank. Dad’s always saying it’s a good job we don’t take after him, because of his big nose. I think it’s a lovely nose, but I’ve got to admit it would look pretty funny on a girl. But it’s strange, looking at your own face and not feeling any connection with it at all. Maybe it’s from not having enough sleep – three whole weeks of interrupted nights is enough to give anyone the jitters. Even if the warning doesn’t go, you’re waiting for it. You see people all over the place with that strained, listening expression, flinching even if it’s just a bus or a car in the next street. Either that, or they’re yawning.


I know I’m not the only one: when Vi came into the office this morning she was admiring my swagger coat – a blue wool – saying it was very smart and then, quite suddenly, she began to sob, and couldn’t stop. Miss Henderson came in and told her to go home for the day, which was kind, and then she asked me was I all right, and I said yes, but I know exactly how Vi felt. Last week I was walking down the corridor with some papers and I suddenly thought, I may be killed tonight, and it was as if everything around me had just dissolved and the walls weren’t there any more and I was standing on thin air. I made a dash for the WC and went into a cubicle and just sat there. I put my hands on the walls either side so that both my palms were against the tiles, and then I took my shoes off so I could feel the floor under my stocking feet, and that made me feel a bit better because it was solid. I must have been in there quite a while because Miss H came banging on the door – ‘Miss Armitage! Are you in there?’ – and I pulled the chain so she’d think I’d just been spending a penny, but I’m sure she knew. She didn’t ask, though, and I was glad because I’m determined I shan’t make a fool of myself.


The sirens went at five o’clock, just as we were about to leave – very annoying. Some people had already started for home and had to come back and go into the shelter, which is horribly stuffy. The raid lasted an hour, me sitting on a hard bench because I hadn’t remembered my cushion, and I spent most of it occupied with my knitting. The new people from the accounts department came down. One of them, Mr Bridges – he’s about thirty, I suppose – looks like Gary Cooper. No wonder all the girls have been talking about him. Kept finding myself looking at him – hope nobody noticed. Once or twice I caught him looking in my direction, though I don’t suppose that means anything. But he is so handsome – one of the best-looking men I’ve ever seen!


The All-Clear came just after six, then a long walk round to the station because most of the Strand was roped off – a time bomb, I think – yellow Diversion signs everywhere, and of course there was a great crowd waiting for the train and long delays. Dozens of bodies on the platform, as usual – I almost stepped in someone’s dinner – and the smell of so much humanity is vile. They don’t look especially dirty, but perhaps they only wash the bits that show. And then in the morning they have to go straight off to work in the same clothes, poor things.


By the time I got home, eight o’clock, I had the most terrible headache, but just as I’d got into the bath, off went Moaning Minnie – the siren, not my sister, who never seems to complain about anything – so that was that. It would be so nice to enjoy a leisurely bath instead of having to hurry over it. I’ve heard of one woman who was bombed and sent flying through the window, bath and all! Imagine … But it always seems to happen at the most inconvenient times; mostly during dinner and tea. Dad says it’s Hitler trying to put us off our grub, but he won’t succeed – not at our house, anyway.


Woke at quarter past two from a kind of stupor and suddenly felt as if I was suffocating. There was a lull, so I tiptoed out into the garden and stood looking up at the sky. Full moon – not beautiful any more, just a worry, because it means that they can see us all the better. I wondered what would happen if all the gas was blown up and the water mains and sewers, and everyone got ill. How on earth would we manage? The thought terrified me, so I tried to keep the jitters at bay by thinking of Frank – not terribly successful, unfortunately. He said on Sunday that men like wars because they are naturally fighting animals, and I suppose there is some truth in that (found myself wondering what kind of fighting animal Frank would be, which was not at all in the spirit of the conversation, and decided on a stork because of his beaky nose and long legs). Then, suddenly and quite unaccountably, I found myself thinking of Mr Bridges, which improved matters. Or at least it did until a loud explosion sent me scuttling back inside. I tried to sleep under the table without much success, woke up again at four o’clock feeling miserable and shivery, and crawled upstairs to sleep in my own bed. I heard planes again at around five, but was far too tired to do anything about it.


Half past seven now. I feel irritable and exhausted, but the prospect of seeing him when I get to work cheers me up no end …





MONDAY 16TH SEPTEMBER



Soho, London


Rene


Nice to take the weight off my feet. I hate these public shelters, but they won’t let me use the basement where I live, so I came here to Soho Square, which is better than nothing, specially now they’ve put the light in and given us somewhere to sit. I’d go down one of the tube stations, but if anything happened you’d be buried alive, and it’s full of germs, not to mention the snores echoing all up and down the tunnels, and the smell. But it’s all a bit too close for comfort, tonight. With the guns, though, you feel they’re doing something, at least. More bloody racket, but it makes you feel safer. And I’ve done well this week. We was worried at first, all us girls, when the raids started, that the men wouldn’t come, but it seems to have picked up. And the blackout doesn’t matter – just flash your torch on your face and they know you’re there. ‘’Course, it’s all short-time now, with the bombing, but it’s good business, so I’m not complaining.
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