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‘… the wicked had stayed and the good had gone …’


Elizabeth Bowen, The Heat of The Day





Late



‘Sorry, sorry, sorry.’


Charlotte has been scanning the pavements these past twenty minutes, between glances at her watch and at the posters of the new releases, and yet Elena still appears out of nowhere, in a pistachio linen dress and crocheted gloves, straw hat clutched in her hands. She’s looking flushed and irritated.


‘There you are!’ Charlotte says.


‘I am so sorry.’


She pulls El to her, holds her slight frame close, breathes in her scent: roses and lemon sherbets and cigarettes – essence-of-El. She is warm and slightly damp in Charlotte’s embrace. Charlotte lets her go, looks her over. That familiar unkempt beauty, like a scruffy Snow White. Her impish green eyes. And, today, a line between her brows.


‘What’s wrong?’


‘Just that I’m outrageously late,’ El says. ‘And after treating you so abominably, putting you off and putting you off, I wasn’t sure you’d wait.’ El claps her hat back on her head, then digs her hands into her pockets, squinting in the low September sun. ‘I’m so sorry, Lotts. Can you ever forgive me?’


‘Already have. Always will.’


‘You’re too good.’


‘Au contraire,’ Charlotte says. ‘Shall we go in? We can still catch the feature.’


El glares up at the grand frontage of Tussaud’s Cinema, as though it were to blame for the afternoon’s delays and frustrations. ‘You know, to tell you the truth, I don’t really want to spend what’s left of the day sitting in the dark.’


‘It is glorious,’ Charlotte says, touching her own hat brim the better to shade her eyes. ‘The park, then?’


‘Yes. Why not?’


Charlotte offers her arm. They walk along, linked, skirts rustling together, in the drenching honeyed sun. Omnibuses and taxis and vans rumble by; the air tastes of traffic fumes. Charlotte asks about work, about family, about any fun she might have had, and though El replies, she seems somehow out of step, at one remove. They turn into the shade of York Gate, past the cool white-columned façades, and Charlotte looks sidelong at her friend. That line between her brows hasn’t gone away.


‘D’you know who I saw recently?’ Charlotte tries.


‘No?’


‘The Astonishing Vanessa.’


El brightens. ‘Vanessa Cavendish?’


‘Is there any other Vanessa worth the mention? She was giving her Ophelia. You know, those Shakespeare matinées at the Vaudeville?’


‘Was she good?’


‘Was she good? She was heartbreaking. Beautiful. Brilliant. Everything one would expect.’


‘I’m glad for her,’ El says. ‘She’s earned it.’


They cross the road and enter Regent’s Park; the air is cooler, cleaner here. The greenness soothes the eyes.


‘I managed not to loiter round the stage door and swoon all over her,’ Charlotte says. ‘I took myself straight home, dignity intact.’


‘I’m sure she would have been pleased to see you.’


Charlotte laughs. ‘She wouldn’t have known who I was.’ Two years their senior, Vanessa Cavendish had moved through the stuffy clamour of school with the otherworldly elegance of a wading bird, intent on something no one else had even thought of looking for. ‘Do you remember what she said, when her parents wanted her to be presented as a deb, and do the season, but she was pegging away at auditions, determined to get a first job?’


El snorts.


‘I loved that,’ Charlotte says. It was a phrase too filthy and outrageous to be whispered in its entirety by the drop-jawed Lower Fifth of the day, or even said out loud now, in public, between the two of them, all grown up at twenty. Gaps had to be left. Words mouthed rather than spoken. ‘I really loved that.’


They pass the boating lake, the water glimmering.


‘Still,’ El says, ‘you should have said hello.’


‘Oh no. I don’t think so.’


‘You should,’ El insists. ‘You should have told her she was wonderful. People never mind being told they’re wonderful.’


‘She wouldn’t have known me from Adam, and I’m not sure I could have borne it.’


‘You might be surprised. You had your own glamour about you at school.’


‘Ha!’


But Elena wasn’t, it seems, joking. She adjusts her hat, becomes impatient, pulls it off again and fans her face with it. Her cheeks are pink blots in an otherwise pale and waxy face.


El had been in Paris, acquiring polish, while Charlotte had been wearing a little off in London. She’d dashed back from France when it became clear that war was coming; they’d knocked around happily for those quiet early months of the war. And then things had become suddenly hard and real. Charlotte had had the awful news about Eddie, and then El had become so busy. She has a junior post at the Ministry of Supply; by her account, it’s just a fetching-finding-and-filing kind of job, but it seems to devour her every waking moment. This is the first time Charlotte hasn’t been put off, let down, or plain stood up in months. Charlotte’s father had secured a senior position in the same department when it was formed; he, by contrast, seems to have plenty of time to do just as he pleases.


‘They’re clearly overworking you,’ Charlotte says.


El gives the kind of wry shrug that suggests a common understanding, but really Charlotte has no idea.


‘That’s what Mother says,’ El replies. ‘But then, as far as she’s concerned, any work is too much work for me. She considers me constitutionally unsuited to it.’


‘Has she told you that you’ll spoil your eyes?’


‘And my complexion.’ El lifts a gloved hand to her flushed cheek. ‘How’s yours?’


‘My complexion?’


‘Your work.’


‘Dull. Which, coincidentally, is also true of my complexion.’


‘I don’t believe you,’ El says. ‘If you’re there, it can’t be dull.’


‘No defence of my complexion then?’ Charlotte asks.


A small cheeky smile, which does Charlotte’s heart glad.


‘Believe it or not,’ Charlotte goes on, ‘some things are beyond even my capacity for nonsense. But it’s work. And a wage. And that still has a certain charm to it. It keeps the wolf from the door.’


El draws breath, but doesn’t speak. Charlotte squeezes her arm to her.


‘What is it, duck? What’s wrong?’ she gently asks.


‘Oh,’ El says. ‘I’m just out of sorts. I’m sorry; I’m not the best company.’


‘No, my dear, you absolutely always are.’


They pass the tethers of a barrage balloon; it hangs high above the park, casts a long shadow. Sheep crop the grass. In the allotments, the old fellows move from plant to plant like bees. The first leaves are on the turn.


El taps Charlotte’s forearm with her free hand. ‘Do you know what I miss most right now at this moment?’


A tug of grief. Because what Charlotte misses most right now is Eddie, and it seems Eddie hasn’t even crossed El’s mind. But Charlotte plays along, says what she’s supposed to say: ‘Oh, I love this game.’


‘What I miss most right now, at this moment, is having you come and stay the night.’


‘Just like we used to,’ Charlotte says. ‘Sweets till we’re sick, cigarettes smoked out the window, and scaring ourselves witless with ghost stories.’


‘I was thinking more gin and confidences.’


‘I’m free tonight.’


‘I can’t tonight.’


‘Tomorrow?’


‘Sorry.’


‘Oh well,’ Charlotte says, trying not to feel quite so crushed.


Still arm in arm, they follow the strains of music towards the bandstand, passing men in uniform, men in city suits; Charlotte can feel the slide of eyes over her, but doesn’t look back. And neither, she notices, does El; she’s all tucked away and inward.


Charlotte can’t quite let it go.


‘Can’t you just, you know, do less?’ she asks. ‘Change roles? If you had a word with him, I’m sure my father would—’


‘I wouldn’t dream of asking.’


‘But he’s your boss, isn’t he, more or less?’


‘It wouldn’t be appropriate. I have three or four bos­ses to go through before him. I really can’t ask him for anything.’


‘Well, just you wait till he wants something off you, then you’ll know all about it.’


El nods but doesn’t speak. Charlotte shouldn’t have brought up work again; it doesn’t help. She ushers the conversation back onto a more cheerful tack.


‘Well, we simply must find the time somehow. So long as I let Mrs Callaghan know in advance, I’m not going to get into bad odour at my digs if I’m out overnight. And as for you, you need a change. You clearly do. You’re not exactly in the pink.’


‘Just too much going on, that’s all. Sometimes I feel like my head is full of flies.’


‘You know what.’ Charlotte turns to El with sudden conviction. ‘We both have to get some proper official leave; you must be overdue; I know I am. Then we could dash up to the house in Galloway.’


‘Would that journey count as really necessary, though?’


‘I don’t see why not, if the property needs checking on, to see it’s secure and up to scratch on ARP. And if we’re up there anyway, who’d even know if we indulged in a bit of hiking and swimming and a thorough raid of the wine cellar …’


‘That,’ El says, turning to Charlotte with at last a proper smile, ‘sounds like very heaven.’


Charlotte beams. There she is. Got her back. ‘Sooner rather than later, then. We must make a proper plan. It’s only a matter of time before the old place gets rented out, or requisitioned.’


‘Yes. Let’s. Just give me a couple of days—’


‘You clear the decks, and we’ll go. Now that I’ve thought of it, I believe I shan’t be able to get through the winter without it.’


They both fall silent, move into shade. They pass the gun emplacement, where men from the Anti-Aircraft unit are working. One of them straightens up, wiping his hands on a rag. He’s just a lad, maybe not even twenty, and Charlotte has never seen him in her life, but this conjunction of uniform with a light athletic build and a certain easy vigour can catch her like this sometimes. Right in the solar plexus. It sends her staggering back to Eddie, on her doorstep in battledress, popped by to say cheerio.


‘Although,’ Charlotte says, blinking, ‘I’d understand. If you really are too busy.’


El squeezes Charlotte’s arm. ‘No, we’ll do that, Lotts. That’s what we’ll do. I promise.’


But Charlotte hears the silence underneath the words, and feels the swelling space between El’s life and hers, and knows that since it’s been this difficult to snatch an afternoon in London, then a few days in Scotland will be close to impossible.


‘I wonder, should we see if they have ices?’ Charlotte asks.


‘You, my dear, are a genius.’


Charlotte returns to Gipsy Hill in the cool evening. On Woodland Road, Mrs Suttle picks green beans in her front garden. Children pelt past, all nailed boots and flying pigtails; one of them – little Hedy Ackerman – turns to give Charlotte a wave, not looking where she’s going. Charlotte flinches; the child will surely fall and hurt herself. But Hedy turns away and runs on heedless with her friends, and Charlotte, breathing the scent of late roses from Mr Pritchard’s garden, pushes through her gate, walks up the tiled path and in through the front door.


This place is just familiar enough to be comfortable, but still strange enough to notice: the smell of malt and boiled milk and wet wool; the back window with its panes of wine-red and green and amber glass, now criss-crossed with gummed scrim; the pert but lazy progress of the grey cat along the cream-and-terracotta tiles.


Mrs Callaghan, who is settled in at the telephone, cardigan wrapped cosily round her solid self, is listening to her sister up in Liverpool, who rings weekly from a telephone box on the corner of Edith Road. The telephone set, like the hot-water geyser and the glass-fronted bookcase stocked with cloth-bound book-club classics, is a relic of Mrs Callaghan’s much-missed and often-cited Better Half, who was, Charlotte has been told, always Interested In Things.


Mrs Callaghan raises a hand in greeting, continues with her oohs and mms. Charlotte waves in reply, leans in to lift the notepad from the hall console. The notepad is scrap paper stitched together with wool, so that messages are recorded on the inside of a tea packet or flour bag, or have a strip of yellowed envelope-gum down one side. It forms, Charlotte thinks, a slowly changing collage of Mrs Callaghan’s days. There is a note for Mr Gibbons, from his sister in Southampton, telling him that all is well and not to worry – even though she’s never met the woman, Charlotte feels a stab of concern for her down there in a coastal zone – but there are no messages for Charlotte. Which is how she – on the whole, generally, most days – prefers it, so she can’t gripe about it now.


She puts the pad back, joins Mrs Callaghan in a farewell wave, and climbs the stairs, through the music playing from Mr Gibbons’ rooms, to her attic. He has lovely things, Mr Gibbons does. Lovely music, lovely clothes.


Charlotte unlocks the door with her own key, locks it behind her, drops her bag. There is still something wonderful in this. She sinks down on the edge of her bed, runs her fingers over the flowered rayon. Fifteen square feet of bare boards, sloping distempered walls, and a cast-iron fireplace where Charlotte can toast a teacake when so inclined. It still feels like a miracle, that she can pay her ten shillings a week, and have the skylight room all to herself.


She kicks off her shoes, unclips her stockings, tweaks them off, then washes them in her basin and drapes them over the back of her chair to dry. The only problem is that weekends can be long.


Get yourself married, her sister would say.


Get yourself out to Longwood, her father would say.


Charlotte shudders.


To think she could be holed up in El’s room for gin and confidences, if it weren’t for all the other things that El is busy with.


Barefoot, she climbs onto her bed to fit the blackout card over the skylight, then hops down to pull the blind and curtains over the front casement.


She will turn up someone. Do something. Tomorrow.


If only go and see Hamlet at the Vaudeville again. And this time, maybe loiter at the stage door afterwards, and tell Vanessa Cavendish she’s wonderful.


She steps into her slippers, grabs her cardigan and patters downstairs, past the now-untenanted telephone, all the way to the basement kitchen, from where she can hear the wireless muttering. A cup of Horlicks and a bit of chat off Mrs Callaghan. She can depend on that. That’s guaranteed.





The Saturday



The problem, Charlotte supposes, is that she had only looked so far as Friday, and the flicks with El.


She could try and rustle up Janet today, but their friendship thus far has been almost entirely office-based, blooming over typing tips and Chelsea buns, and it seems daunting to barge her way into a married woman’s weekend uninvited. Especially as Mrs Janet Fuller’s husband is a vicar; weekends must be particularly busy for vicars and their wives. But it’s certainly high time Charlotte called on her godmother. It’s always fun to hear about the fun Saskia’s been having; almost better than having fun oneself, since Saskia’s is always of higher order. Saskia knows everyone, has been everywhere, has old friends and former lovers all over Europe. Charlotte, on the other hand, seems to hang on to so few people.


When she lifts the telephone, though, there’s no dial tone. She leans through Mrs Callaghan’s private parlour door.


‘Telephone’s on the fritz.’


Mrs Callaghan is sunk deep in her armchair, intricate knitting spread on her lap, her lips paused in an ‘o’ of concentration. She is a splendid knitter, Mrs Callaghan, a creator of bright and lacy confections, but only ever seems to wear the one cardigan herself, a long, dull-green matted affair, which looks like it has been grown, rather than knitted, in a damp back yard.


‘Oh dear,’ she manages to say, around the code of knit and purl running through her head. ‘Not again.’


‘I’ll try the box on the corner. Do you need me to pick anything up while I’m out?’


‘I have a hankering for plums, my dear. If you can get any.’


Charlotte steps out into the sunshine. She turns to look down the road, even though she’s going in the opposite direction. She’s been here a year, but the view still delights her. On a good day, when the air is not too thick, she can see all the way to the river, pick out the wharves and warehouses, the windows golden with sun, the dome of St Paul’s rendered by distance small as an Iced Gem. Even when the fog is dense, she can still glimpse spires and rooftops and the tips of cranes. And now, hanging above the city, there’s the great herd of barrage balloons, that catch the light and gleam silver.


It is something to see the capital laid out like this; something one would never lay eyes on from the window of a slinking Daimler or a flat in Mayfair. But people don’t come to this part of town any more, however good the views. Not her people, anyway. The Crystal Palace had become unfashionable, a place of gimcrack diversions, long before it burned to the ground. The locals carry on quite contentedly in their half-forgotten resort town on the edge of London. And Charlotte does so too, confident that she will never bump into anybody that she used to know.


The nearest telephone box is occupied by a young woman. One worn sole presses against the glass panels behind her, her free hand plays with the fraying flex. She’s clearly settled in, so Charlotte does a slow circuit of the Triangle. At the greengrocer’s, she buys seven apples to last the week and a pound of plums for Mrs Callaghan, eight pence in total, then a bar of honeysuckle-scented soap at the chemist’s for thruppence. She considers the autumn hats that have landed like migratory birds in Dolly Varden’s window; even with hard saving on her part, she won’t be able to achieve one of them this season. At Arundel ­Cycles, there’s a beautiful Claud Butler with bamboo veneer wheels, which is as far out of her reach as Vanessa Cavendish had been when handing out herbs on the stage of the Vaudeville. Jewel-coloured coats are being applied to mannequins in the window of Maney & Cummings and Charlotte really shouldn’t even look; it only makes her feel all the more hopeless and acquisitive. She buys cigarettes and spare batteries for her torch, and tries to satisfy herself with these small purchases.


At the next cluster of telephones, all the boxes are occupied, and a small queue has formed along the pavement. She walks on.


The loose end of her day trails before her; she follows it along the street and back to the tip of the Triangle. From here, the park dips down the hill, and beyond that the city fades to green; out there lies the Weald and the Downs and then the sea, and, then, Occupied France. It’s not so very far away, the skin between these worlds; it’s not so far that Eddie went.


She bites into an apple, sucks at the juice. A truck pulls up at the park gates, and a sentry checks papers. Her thoughts, though, follow Eddie’s last footsteps into blood and darkness. Only a handful of his battalion, the 1st Ox and Bucks, were to make it back, and he was not among them. In her heart, instinctively, she still does not believe it – it was not like him to have been unlucky; he’d brushed off the debris of every previous misadventure with a grin. He could be relied upon, could Eddie. Their den in the attic, their camp in the woods, ice-cold swims in the lake at Longwood or the sea in Scotland. Sneaked cigarettes and wild rides on the back of his Norton. He was indispensable. And they had both rather assumed he was immortal.


The sentry peers, takes a step towards her. Charlotte realises how this must look, her standing there, watching the come-and-go of vehicles. She raises her bitten apple in salute, and moves on. The soldiers have settled in the park like ants, taking over a large part of it, streaming in with materiel and out in search of more, making everybody uneasy. Nobody knows quite what they’re up to, and one mustn’t seem too interested; it is to be hoped the Germans won’t become interested either.


Charlotte heads towards the next clutch of telephone boxes. One, at last, stands empty. She posts her apple core into a hedge, pulls the door open. The box smells of stale smoke and the handset is greasy with pomade, but there is a dial tone. She holds the receiver away from her ear, feeds in coins and spins in the code, then El’s number. Because you never know, El might just have time to squeeze her in for morning coffee or a flit round the shops. Charlotte needn’t actually buy anything. She waits.


There’s no answer. Still no answer. She presses the button, and her coins cascade.


But she’ll try Janet, while she’s at it. And then, if that’s a bust, there’s still Saskia. She fishes out her address book.


This time, the call is answered with startling promptness, by the vicar himself. Charlotte has met him once, when he came to pick up Janet from the office. He is a surprising kind of a husband for Janet: tall, immaculate, reserved, beautifully well-spoken; whereas Janet is all anxious fuss and careful monitoring of her aitches and her els. Sometimes Janet’s manner of speaking is so cautious it’s as if she’s only just now learning how to talk. Charlotte, though, can match the man consonant for consonant. She has conson­ants to spare. A barrel full.


‘Good morning, this is Charlotte Richmond speaking. May I speak to Mrs Fuller please?’


‘Who is this?’


‘Miss Charlotte Richmond. From work.’


‘I’m sorry. Who?’


‘Charlotte Richmond. From Mrs Fuller’s work. I’d like to speak to her, if I possibly could.’ She manages not to sigh. He is, after all, a busy man; he has responsibilities. It’s a poor parish. He does a lot of good there. They both do.


‘Oh. I see. Good morning,’ he now says. ‘What can I do for you?’


She grits her teeth, drags a fingertip across a pane, leaving a streak in the dirt. ‘I’d like to speak to Janet, please.’


‘Can I ask what is this in relation to?’


‘Oh nothing much.’ For goodness’ sake, is he keeping the poor woman in purdah? ‘I just wondered if she’d like to meet for coffee.’


‘Coffee?’


Christ on a bike. ‘Coffee. And a walk. If she fancies it.’


‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible.’


Charlotte shifts her stance, sets her jaw. ‘Maybe if I could just speak to her—’


‘Oh, she’s not here.’


Unseen, Charlotte allows herself the indulgence of rolling her eyes.


‘She’s never here on a Saturday.’


‘I see.’


‘She’s on the church cleaning rota, and then there’s Mothers’ Union at eleven, then she has Wolf Cubs at two—’


‘Ah.’


‘She’s Akela.’


‘Akela. Right. Well, thank you very much, some other time then.’


‘Yes,’ he says uncertainly. ‘Some other time.’


Charlotte pulls a face at the receiver, dumps it back in the cradle. She picks it up again, feeds in more coins and tries Saskia’s number, but the call does not connect, so she dials the operator.


‘Could you try Chelsea 3647 for me, please. I can’t seem to get through.’


‘But, madam—’


‘Mm?’


‘Are you quite certain this call is strictly necessary?’


‘Yes,’ Charlotte says. ‘I am. It is.’


‘You see, I’m sure you’re aware, but just to bring your attention to the current guidelines. We’re under instructions to keep the lines clear in case of emergency. For vital communications.’


‘Five minutes,’ she says. ‘Two would do it. I just want to check on my godmother.’


‘I’m sorry. But the rules are there to keep everybody safe. The invasion could have started, and none of us would be any the wiser, if the lines are all clogged up with people checking on their godmothers.’


‘I see.’ Charlotte rubs the glass clear, peers out at the soft September day, in which nothing, really nothing very much is happening at all. ‘Do you think it has?’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘The invasion, has it started?’


‘It could have. That’s my point. It could have.’


‘Any invasion worth its salt, there’d be all sorts going on by this time of the morning, don’t you think? Or they’d have wasted the best part of the day. There’d be shelling. Gunfire. There’d be dispatch riders zooming past, and trucks and tanks on the roads and planes roaring overhead, parachutists falling from the sky, all that kind of thing. They’d have rung the church bells by now, wouldn’t they? That’s what they’re supposed to do, in an invasion.’


‘That,’ the operator says, ‘is beside the point. The point is that people like you, who carry on regardless of the consequences, while the rest of us exercise a modicum of restraint—’


‘All right,’ Charlotte interrupts. ‘Keep your hair on.’


She hangs up.


She shoves her remaining coins back into her purse, then pushes out of the phone box. A breeze stirs the turning leaves, bringing a first cool thread of autumn with it. She kicks a loose stone, sending it rattling along.


Some people, she thinks, are just bloody loving this war.


Charlotte has been trying to make the best of it. She settled down with the treat of the new Norman Collins, and for a while this worked perfectly well, but she now finds herself instead thinking of waterfalls, or, more particularly, of one waterfall, the one up in the woods behind the house in Galloway, and the sound it makes when it’s in spate in spring, meltwater churned to milky coffee, the sound that you can hear from all the back rooms of the house, that rushes at you when you open a window and let it in, along with the sweet wet air.


Her own skylight is propped open to let the London afternoon swirl through, all smuts and dust and fumes. She can hear traffic going past at the top of the street – vans and motorcars, the clop of horses and creaking drays and carts – and she can hear children playing, and music from someone’s wireless, and she feels pretty much content. This is not so bad, after all. This is perfectly all right. But she can also hear a waterfall, and there are no waterfalls round here.


She puts the book aside, goes to the front casement and peers out into Woodland Road. It takes a moment to work out what’s different. The grocer’s on the corner is closed, the blinds down and awning rolled in. Mr Pritchard is on his knees in his small front garden, Ilse and Hedy are playing hopscotch on the pavement, and Mrs Suttle is lugging a bulging string bag down the street. And all of that is entirely ordinary. But Mr Pritchard’s trowel is forgotten in his hand, and he’s twisted round uncomfortably to look up at the sky. And Mrs Suttle has stalled in her tracks, her mouth open. And Ilse and Hedy, who live with their aunt, Miss Beck, just down the road, are frozen at the hopscotch grid, Hedy stopped on a square, Ilse holding her pebble as she waits her turn. They are all looking up, over the tops of the houses, into the distance.


Charlotte cranes round but can’t see what they’re seeing. She leaves the casement, climbs onto the bed and shoves the skylight wide, leans out. A pigeon stares at her with an eye the colour of fire, then flaps away. The waterfall is louder here. She scans around. To the east, a swarm of insects hazes the sky. A dark central core; a shimmer of continual silvery movement around the edges. For a moment she can’t make any sense of it, doesn’t know what it is that she is seeing.


And then she knows.


She drops back into her room. She slams the window shut. And then a siren starts up, the sound catching under her ribs, squeezing her lungs. So this, after all, is it. You have to stay calm, don’t you; it’s important to stay calm. She grabs her cardigan, her coat, her bag – rummages through identity card, purse, keys, ration book, lipstick, toothbrush – her gas mask in its cardboard box, and her Norman Collins. All of this juggled and slipping, she fumbles her door and races down the stairs.


On the landing below, Mr Gibbons is pulling on his greatcoat, steel helmet dangling on its strap over his arm.


‘Oh my word,’ she says.


‘You get yourself tucked up tight now.’


A quiet kind of man, slight of build, fond of music and biscuits and good clothes, and never any trouble to anybody, he now finds himself in charge. He sets his helmet on his head and stands aside. She clatters downstairs ahead of him.


‘What about you?’


‘Up to the post,’ he says.


He opens the front door and lets in the outdoors; the sirens squeeze her tighter. The air is thick with the drone of planes.


‘Good luck,’ she says.


He touches his brim to her, his expression grim, then slips out, closing the door behind him.


Charlotte heads for the basement kitchen. Mr Gibbons has made a list, all up and down the street, of who lives where and whether there is a baby or a blind person or an invalid in the household, and where they intend to shelter in the event of an attack, so that any rescue party would know where to look, and when to stop looking, when the time comes. And now the time has come.


Mrs Callaghan is already installed in her kitchen. She’s making tea. She had taken the precaution of having the wireless moved down here, where it will be, she says, company for them. As Charlotte passes close by the walnut cabinet, the programme crackles and the voices break up.


‘Was that me?’ Charlotte asks.


‘I don’t think so.’


They both regard the electric light as it yellows and fades. In the first flurry of preparations, Mr Gibbons had pasted over the basement windows with gauze, and then painted that over with blackboard paint. He also built a sandbag wall around the area out front, and then, just to be sure, boarded over the back window entirely. He was very thorough. But it does mean that there’s no daylight here, so if the electric goes, then they’re down to a battery lamp and their torches.


‘Meter?’


‘I just put a shilling in.’


The wireless stays a gritty fuzz; Mrs Callaghan switches it off. ‘We’ll try and catch the nine o’clock bulletin. Got your mask?’


Charlotte holds up the box.


‘Good. You don’t want to forget your mask. Holy terrors, them’uns. My Cedric knew fine rightly, he always said. He’d seen the worst, he had. So he knew.’


‘Where’s Lady Jane?’


‘Shot down here half an hour ago, hair all on end. She’s hid behind the washboard.’


There are some people who bustle and talk their way through fear, and Mrs Callaghan is such a one. She talks as aircraft thrum closer, as she puts the tea cosy on the pot, turns off the gas at the meter, and unfolds the deckchairs which Mr Gibbons helpfully brought in from the shed. She is outraged at the slightest thing (awful how that canvas has faded) as well as weightier issues of the day (sure, what is there to bomb down this way after all? Unless it’s them soldiers up to something in the park; she’d lay good money that it is. Why they can’t do whatever it is they’re doing somewhere there aren’t so many people is beyond her).


Charlotte, though, goes still, and quiet. When Mrs Callaghan settles herself in her deckchair, a blanket over her knees, and gets out her rosary, Charlotte just perches at the kitchen table and traces the woodgrain with a thumbnail; and when the bombs begin to fall, distant for now, but streams of them, cascades, each single one of them punching a hole right through the old life into a new and uglier one, and the lights flicker, and Mrs Callaghan whimpers, Charlotte silently takes a step aside, a step away from herself. She becomes the girl in a story that she is reading, a girl who is by turns clever and foolish and cunning and kind and occasionally downright bad, and who makes mistakes and sometimes even gets away with them, and who need not be judged so very harshly, or in truth be judged at all, because once you take that step away you can see how it all fits together, how it all makes sense, and you can forgive almost anything.


‘There’s the sighreen,’ Mrs Callaghan says. ‘All clear. Thanks be to God.’


Charlotte lifts her head like someone waking, though she had not been asleep. Here they are, still. Here they are. And she does not go all to pieces, it turns out; she can hold her nerve. Some of the old strategies are useful, after all.


‘Half past six,’ Mrs Callaghan says, peering at, then listening to, then winding her watch.


The cat emerges from behind the washboard. Mrs Callaghan clicks her tongue to call her over, smooths her fur with strokes from skull to tail-tip.


‘Turn the gas back on for us, lovie?’ Mrs Callaghan asks. ‘We’ll have a cuppa, eh? I’m parched.’


Charlotte turns on the supply, lights the gas under the kettle. The flame is feeble. It’ll take a month to boil a kettle on that.


‘I’ll go out for a bit, I think; see what’s what.’


She opens the front door on an early twilight. It feels untimely, wrong; like waking to snow in June, or to roses blooming in January. Off to the right, the sky is flushed, as though the sun has set in the north today. Her neighbours are gathering in the street, all staring off in that direction. Charlotte moves to join them. There’s a bonfire-night smell in the air. She looks towards the centre of the city.


Where the docks and wharves and warehouses had glinted in the sun and elephant balloons had hung in the air above St Paul’s, there now burns a solid mass of flame. Boiling black smoke rises, spilling across the sky, cutting out the sun. A few remaining barrage balloons writhe, wounded, and as she watches, another collapses to the earth, pulled down by the flames. And from everywhere, from near and far, comes the sound of bells. She turns to see a fire engine flash past the top of the street. Every appliance from all over the city must be racing towards the flames.


This is the end, she thinks; this must be the end of everything.


Saskia. High up in her mansion flat in Chelsea.


Janet. Just across the river, in half-rotten Battersea.


El. There’s that power station just a few streets over from her house in St John’s Wood. They might have gone for that. Oh God.


Charlotte’s thoughts spiral out from there to her colleagues in their cramped corner of the Ministry of Information. Stella, who’s always rushing off to meet her fiancé – Charlotte doesn’t even know where Stella lives; Mrs Denby who treks in and out daily from the northern suburbs which might mean she’s escaped this; but, goodness, poor Mr Jackson, the doorman at Saskia’s building … there is just so much glass in that lobby; it’s not right that an old man should be expected to guard a place like that, it doesn’t even need guarding. Her thoughts then shift to people she doesn’t exactly know, but whose lives glance against hers: the woman at the flower stall at London Bridge with her rheumy eyes; the barrel-bodied fellow behind the refreshment room counter at Victoria; and that slight young man she sometimes sees in Russell Square, who sits on his one particular bench and feeds the birds and thinks nobody notices. The idea any single one of them should just stop is not to be borne.


Her family, though; they’ll be fine. She’s confident of this. Her father and stepmother might be in the flat in Mayfair, but most likely they are out at Longwood; either way, they’ll remain unscathed. They always do. And she can’t imagine a disaster striking Francesca, not in Surrey. This is the thing about her people: whatever happens to the world around them, they are always and forever perfectly all right.


She spots Kaatje Beck standing on the pavement just outside her front gate, her arms around her nieces’ shoulders, their clothes bright blotches of colour on this grey afternoon. The girls had arrived here from Belgium mute and saucer-eyed, with not much more than the clothes they were wearing; since then, Miss Beck has managed to dress them cheerfully – though on quite what it is difficult to imagine – and teach them the bones of English, which the influence of local playmates has fleshed out beautifully. The girls had lost that fearful look. They had, Charlotte thinks, been happy here. They had been her evidence, that even when dreadful things had happened, it was still possible to get on with life, and be more or less all right.


And now this.


Miss Beck notices her approaching, turns her dark eyes away from the burning city.


‘I’m sorry,’ Charlotte says.


Miss Beck shakes her head; she doesn’t have the words.


‘How are you, girls? Are you all right?’


The girls peel pale faces from their aunt’s flanks. That look is back.


‘Don’t worry, Ilse,’ Charlotte says. ‘Hedy, don’t worry.’


Even though you fled this once already. Even though you left your parents and your family and all your friends, and everything that was familiar and loved, only for the monster to chase you here.


‘They’ve been training for this.’ Charlotte has to clear her throat. ‘It might look bad, but they’ve been training for this. So we mustn’t worry overmuch. It’ll be all right. You’ll see.’


Miss Beck squeezes the girls closer. ‘That’s right, girls. Listen to Miss Richmond. It will all come right.’


But the look she gives Charlotte is one of dread.


Back in the house, Charlotte lifts the telephone receiver. The line is dead, of course. She hangs it up, goes down to the basement and Mrs Callaghan, and accepts a cup of tea, which is not as hot nor strong as one might wish, but she is grateful for it.


‘Is this from your ration?’


Mrs Callaghan wafts the concern away, but Charlotte spoons some of her leaves into Mrs Callaghan’s tin.


‘What should we do?’ Mrs Callaghan wants to know. ‘What do you think we should do?’


Where does one start? The chaos up there in the city is too vast to take in, too overwhelming to imagine. One couldn’t make any difference to it. There will also be smaller pockets of harm all over town, but where to go, and what to do when one gets there? Charlotte has read the leaflets and been to the training sessions, but that’s very much what to do when a bomb lands on your doorstep or someone nearby has a broken arm, and that’s not the case right now. Nothing has really happened here. Anyway, it’s long been established that Charlotte is not in any way useful. If she tried to help, she would only get in the way, and so the best thing for her to do is nothing, and so that is what she does. It doesn’t feel good. It doesn’t feel right, when so many people are in such desperate trouble, and so many others are racing to help them.


She goes with Mrs Callaghan, though, keeping her company as they reclaim the rest of the house. She eases the doors open and peers in cautiously; she half expects the rooms beyond to be wiped out and nothing left but a fizzing void, like a radio tuned to static. But everything is, disconcertingly, just as they had left it. After that, Mrs Callaghan tries to settle to her knitting, but instead frets about her sister, and that her sister might be fretting about her, and can’t decide whether it would be all right to go out looking for a working telephone, in the hopes of getting through to the box on Edith Road in Liverpool and some kind soul fetching her sister, or if that would be unhelpful to the War Effort. And what if their own line gets fixed while she’s out, and her sister rings up then, and they miss each other? And so Mrs Callaghan stays put and slips stitches and frets about this moral and logistical complexity and sniffs and dabs her nose.


Mr Gibbons does not come home. And soon, after everything, this Saturday takes on a wet Sunday feel: one cannot go out, one cannot settle to anything, one cannot be of any use, and the prospect of tomorrow promises no relief from the outrage and the grief and the worry and the ennui.


Charlotte retires early to her room but doesn’t try to sleep. Sleep is not her friend these days; she doesn’t feel easy in its company. It takes French leave at night, then ambushes her out of nowhere on the Tube or in the cinema, dragging her down to places that she doesn’t want to go. Instead, she opens her skylight and leans out again among the chimney pots and pigeons. The birds coo and flap, hundreds of them crowding together; they must’ve fled here from the flames. The air reeks of burning; it’s getting dark, but above the city, the sky is coral.


What use blackout now, she thinks. And where were the guns when they needed them?


You see them everywhere, driven round on trailers, set up on flat rooftops; they’d walked past the Regent’s Park AA emplacement just yesterday. And yet she didn’t hear a single shot fired in defence. They must have their reasons; you don’t really know what else might be going on. The RAF will be up there, harrying the raiders, and the gunners can’t risk hitting our boys; maybe falling shells are considered too much of a danger to the population below. But if that’s the case, they should have thought of it already; why bother setting up all these guns if they can’t risk firing them? Was it just to reassure us? To make us think we are defended? So we don’t all run away from London? So we don’t all huddle in the Underground and refuse ever to come out again?


Charlotte rubs at her arms; they’re rough with goosebumps. The hair stands on the back of her neck. That faint thrum in the air, the tingle in the skin. The waterfall again, where there is no waterfall.


No, dear God, please, no.


She stares so hard that the sky seems to break apart, become at once liquid and granular, twisting and spinning like curdled milk in coffee. She can see nothing. But then a siren, distant, winds itself up into a wail, and another joins it, and another, and another, the fear tightening on her with each step closer to where she stands, leaning out her roof window, staring at the sky.


They’re coming back. Already. It’s about to start all over again.


She ducks back down inside her room, slams the window shut, grabs her things and races down the stairs. She catches Mrs Callaghan just turning off the hissing wireless.


‘The programme’s interrupted,’ Mrs Callaghan says, with false brightness. ‘Though I spect we shall catch the midnight news instead.’





And Sunday



Charlotte lurches awake. Silence. Sunshine in her face. She presses her eyes, remembers dragging herself back upstairs to bed in the dark, after the all-clear sounded around five. She didn’t even put the blackout up last night.


She checks her watch; it’s nearly eleven now. Sleep had coshed her, but was mercifully dreamless. Perhaps after a day like that, the dreams had fled, knowing themselves outgunned.


She washes and dresses quickly – her bluebell-blue skirt, her good silk blouse, her summer coat. She lifts the telephone on her way past; it’s still dead. She’s not surprised. There are far more urgent problems today than a faulty domestic line, or a damaged suburban exchange.


A blue tit picks insects off Mr Pritchard’s roses as Charlotte passes, heading for the bus stop. She’s going to do the rounds. The Hartwells first, to see El. The scenes play out in her head, of relief and hugs and cups of tea. This then explodes into smoking ruins, blood and broken bodies. She waves these visions away; all will be well. All must be well. The Hartwells are a constant; they must tick on forever undisturbed. When she’s checked on El, she’ll go down to Chelsea and call on Saskia; it’s been far too long already. Somewhere along the route, she’ll find a working telephone and have a quick word with Janet. Or at least be informed as to what’s keeping Janet from having a quick word with her. The important thing is to know that she’s all right, and will be back in the office on Monday. And after that, Charlotte will be really brave and ring up her father, and let him inform her how marvellously well they are managing, and how ridiculous it is that everybody else is going to pieces. And Francesca. She’ll have to call Francesca, and hear about the trouble she’s having with staff; a chronic complaint that’s become acute since all the little treasures have found themselves jobs in factories, or enlisted.


And on Monday, she’ll buy a bunch of whatever’s looking fresh on the flower stand, and a bun from the café man, then she’ll wander through Russell Square, just to be sure that the boy has come back again to feed the birds. She’ll go into work one way and back the other, to be certain of them all.


There are still buses, so the world has not ended after all. Only a handful of passengers are dotted about the lower deck. Charlotte makes her way to the back. The city reels past her window. Through the grey-green fog of mesh, it looks murky, seasick, but still recognisable; Michaelmas daisies and chrysanthemums brightening front gardens, the trees turning towards autumn; smartly painted front doors and polished windows. Then there’s a stream of ash-faced figures pushing laden prams and handcarts along the pavement. But these are images from France, Belgium, Holland; they’re supposed to be in black and white, not in London and in colour. Charlotte lights a cigarette. Her hands are trembling.


The bus turns abruptly; this is not the usual route. Here, the net curtains stir in the breeze, and the front gardens sparkle with glass, and all the leaves and flowers have been ripped away. Then another turn, and another. The light fades from the day, and the smell finds her. The smell of dark places, broken drains, plaster dust, and burning. A constable stands in the road, directing them down another side street; ashes fall on him like snow.


Charlotte looks out on a wilderness of broken brick. Two women, each with a bushel basket on their hip, pick through the rubble. The way they move reminds Charlotte of farmworkers on the estate in Galloway, when they’re gathering in the freshly-dug potatoes. The nearer woman lifts something from the ground; it’s pale, but gleams gold. She drops it into the basket, shakes her fingers out. It’s only then that Charlotte realises what she’s witnessed. They are gathering up bodies. Or rather, bits of bodies. That was a severed hand, still wearing a gold ring. Then the bus lurches on, and they peel dizzyingly out across a bridge into open sky, over water. Below her, barges drift at odd angles, smouldering. Then they are back in the hot darkness of the far bank, and Charlotte takes another drag of her cigarette, and thinks: We are done for, all of us. We are destroyed. All it took was just one day.


But El’s part of London, it turns out, is not yet at war. It’s an ordinary Sunday morning here. The Hartwell house is a peppermint, smooth and fresh. Not a crack in the stucco, not a single broken pane. And it’s occupied and awake: smoke coils from the chimney pots and the drawing-room curtains are open. Charlotte hadn’t realised how much fear she’d held at bay; she’s now limp with relief.


She rings the bell, settles back, waiting under the protection of the portico. All will be well. All is always well when she is here. The first time, she was twelve years old, fetched from school along with Elena at the start of the autumn half term holiday; Mrs Hartwell had driven her cracking four-speed Wolseley Hornet herself. The place had looked like a doll’s house after Longwood; all up and down and no sideways; as though the front might open up to show all the tiny furniture and fittings and the servants on the stairs.


And Mrs Hartwell was so very present; inviting one close for a tête-à-tête or whisking one on towards the next delight, as though the whole of life were one whirling dance. The buzz of friends; the children’s friends as well as the parents’. Older brother Clive bringing the whole rugby team back after practice, kitbags dumped in the hallway; ‘Tea please if you would, Lily’. Poor Lily, having to ­rustle up tea for fifteen, twenty if the reserves came too. El ­noodling away at the piano, or at her clarinet. Mr Hartwell, an older father, genially handed out sixpences, and could even, Charlotte was shocked to discover, be teased. These parents asked questions, they listened to replies; you could say what you thought and they didn’t laugh. And when the time had come for Charlotte to go home, the Daimler idling in the street, Mr Parkin staring dead ahead in the driver’s seat, Charlotte had been wrapped in Mrs Hartwell’s fragrant embrace, had had a kiss bestowed upon her forehead, and had gone as stiff as a broom. She had felt those arms around her and the warm print on her skin all the way home. Longwood, with its dog-legged corridors and pinched windows and rooms opening off rooms, was cold. In the winter drawing room, her mother had offered a cool cheek and had hoped that Charlotte had not picked up any bad habits, and her father had spun the ice in his glass and added, ‘Or fleas.’


Charlotte had smiled at the joke. She’d said, ‘They were all very nice, in fact.’


Her father had raised his eyebrows, made no further comment.


‘They make their own money, darling,’ her mother had explained. ‘They can’t be very nice.’


Now, though, the front door of the Hartwell house is cracked open and the maid appears, a solid aproned presence on the threshold.


‘Morning, Lily. Is the family at home?’


Lily gives a not-really-necessary bob. ‘No, miss, I’m afraid not.’


‘They’re out, are they?’


‘Same as yourself, miss. Out and about.’


Charlotte supposes it makes sense. With many of the phone lines down, much of London’s unbombed population will be chasing around the city to see how their friends are holding up, only to find they’re off doing the same.


‘But everyone’s well, Lily? Everyone’s safe. That’s the main thing.’


‘As you say, miss. Shall I take a message?’


‘Not to worry. I’ll ring up later. When I can.’


‘Good morning, then, miss.’ Lily is already closing the door. There’s the sound of her hard shoes on the tiles.


Charlotte lopes down the steps, but pauses under the tree; its branches reach up towards El’s window. The blackout is still in place, even though everybody’s up and out; Lily will catch it for that.


But it is a relief to know that all is well, and that the house will continue to tick on, with Mrs Hartwell the turning cog at the centre of it all; that Lily will go on running up and down the stairs; that Mr Hartwell will snore of an afternoon with crumbs strewn down his waistcoat; that Clive will still drop his kitbag and expect tea for twenty; and that El will spin around that so familiar room, while beneath her whirling feet still lies their secret cache of sweets and cigarettes, of gin and confidences. That’s good enough for now.


Charlotte sways along in the brown soup of the Underground, and then climbs up into the daylight at Walham Green and heads along the Fulham Road. One of the wonderful things about her godmother Saskia is her cap­acity for living beautifully: if there is orange pekoe tea to be had in England, Saskia will have charmed some into her caddy; if almond thins are still being baked in these trying times, Saskia will have a dozen laid out in a translucent fan on a plate hand-painted by a friend. And there will be some new enthusiasm, purchase, or girl – there always is – just as there’ll always be sunshine on warm parquet, gorgeous clothes, portraits, masks, maquettes, and objets trouvés – all the joyous clutter that clouds around her godmother.


Charlotte spins in through the revolving doors. Mr Jackson has embellished his usual livery with an ARP band; a helmet hangs with the keys behind his desk. The floor-to-ceiling windows have all been pasted with gauze, but still she doesn’t like it. The old fellow shouldn’t have to stand here, in mausoleum gloom, just waiting for it to explode around him.


‘Very glad to see you, miss.’


‘You too, Mr Jackson. Still standing, I see! Good good good.’


There’s a congratulatory feel to the encounter. She’d like to shake his hand, but they do look sore; swollen joints stretch his gloves.


‘Well I shall just pop up to Lady Bowers then, if I may.’ Now it comes to it, she feels quite giddy at the prospect. She shouldn’t wait for a disaster to prod her into this.


‘I do believe she’s in, her and her companion. Though the lift is broke, I’m sorry to say.’


Charlotte thanks him, races up the stairs. A new girl, then. She does like to meet the new girls. It will be interesting to see who Saskia’s beguiled into her bed this time; she favours the heavy-limbed daughters of good families, and has cut a swathe through them across half of Europe. There had been a story, not completely understood by Charlotte as a child – though she had known from her father’s arch tone and her mother’s silence that it was one of those bright, sharp-edged things that he’d bring out to cause discomfort – that Saskia, when she was young, had fallen head over heels for a brainy grammar-school type, who had in the end preferred bad food and hard sums at one of the Oxford women’s colleges, to larking about in London with Saskia and the fast set, and that this had left Saskia bereft. Which, if true, went some way towards explaining Saskia’s subsequent profligacy of the heart.


The building is undamaged by the raids, but the loss of younger staff is showing; the stair carpet is trailed with dirt and the brass bannister is smudged and dull. It’s only three floors up, but by the time Charlotte gets to Saskia’s door she has to stop and catch her breath. It’s a tad concerning.


She hears voices coming from inside the flat. Definitely home, then. She brushes down her coat, then raises a hand to knock.


The tone, though. She hesitates. It’s not quite an argument, but the tone is not quite nice. There’s a low, insistent, anxious murmur – this is Saskia’s voice, but not Saskia as Charlotte has ever heard her before – which the other cuts across. The words are inaudible, but their tenor is clear: forceful, admonishing. Saskia counters, louder now. The other voice barks back.


Charlotte’s hand drops away from the door. She should go. Take herself across the river and see how welcome she might be at the Fuller house on their busiest day of the week … But she wants to see Saskia; she hasn’t seen Saskia in an age. She wants orange pekoe tea, almond thins, and accounts of Saskia’s glamourous fun; so she makes a radio play of her arrival, shifting her weight from foot to foot, clearing her throat, flapping her coat around. The voices stop dead. She raps on the door.


Movement, footsteps, and the door sneaks open. A pinched face, sallow skin, a sharp, officious air. Charlotte instinctively steps back.


‘Can I help you?’ the woman asks.


‘Uh, good …’ Charlotte peers at her watch. ‘Afternoon. Yes. Is Lady Bowers at home?’


‘We’re not expecting visitors.’


We? That’s a tad proprietorial, from a new girl. ‘I won’t stay a moment. I came to see Saskia.’


The woman cocks her head. ‘Pertaining to what?’


‘Pertaining to how she’s getting on, after last night.’ Ridiculous. Charlotte calls past the woman, into the flat: ‘I may come in, mayn’t I, Sas? I don’t bite, do I?’


A voice calls from inside the room: ‘Oh is that you, ­Lottie dear?’


‘Certainly is!’


‘Come on in, my darling, come on in. Don’t mind Mary; she doesn’t bite either.’


The woman pulls her face out of its scowl and manages to match Charlotte’s shallow smile. She opens the door.


The bones of the apartment are just as Charlotte remembers them; the white floor-length curtains, the amber sheen of the parquet, the low occasional tables and the yellow brocade chairs angled towards the rosy bars of the electric fire. Beyond that, everything is changed. Dust spins in shafts of light. The room smells stale. The remains of breakfast are lying out on the sideboard – or perhaps several breakfasts, and maybe lunches, teas and dinners too. Other surfaces are clustered with cups and glasses; the ashtrays overflow with lipsticked stubs. It’s the same place, but the place is not the same; it is as though Charlotte’s fairy godmother – now rising unsteadily from one of the brocade chairs – has herself fallen under some kind of spell.


‘Charlotte, my darling.’


Her voice is unchanged, rich and warm. Her face, though, seems to be suffering from the same malaise as the apartment – the structures still sound, but the surface seedy and neglected. Her eyes are dull, her skin has coarsened, and her make-up is creased and clotted; it was clearly not applied today.


Charlotte, moving towards her godmother, is at the same time monitoring her own performance, trying not to let the shock show. Because this is not like Saskia; she likes a drink, but stone-solid drunk by lunchtime? No.


Saskia lays her long white arms around Charlotte’s neck and pulls her close. She inhales the smell of her godmother’s stale perfume, cigarettes and booze, and sour skin. Charlotte fights the urge to push away.


‘So you’ve come all this way just to see little old me?’


‘Wanted to make sure you’re still alive.’


‘Very good of you, dearest. So few people bother. Well, as you see, we are scraping by, scraping by. Here, let me look at you …’


Held at arm’s length now, the two women consider each other. Charlotte maintains a smile as Saskia’s eyes explore her face, and a greyed hand comes up to cup her cheek.


‘Beautiful, my darling. The very spit of your dear mother.’


People say this; Charlotte doesn’t see it.


‘Come, sit, sit.’ Saskia waves Charlotte towards the couch and returns to her own seat; she retrieves her glass, smudged and warm-looking, from the clutter.


The new girl, Mary, stands just inside the door; she watches everything.


‘Tell me, darling,’ Saskia asks, ‘where have you been hiding yourself all this time?’


‘Under a stone.’


‘Very wise, very wise. Safest place for you.’


‘The shelters can get a tad frowsty, don’t you find?’


‘Oh, this old city is just altogether too full now, I should say.’


‘Do you think? It seems to me half-empty nowadays.’


Saskia widens her beautiful bloodshot eyes. ‘Oh yes, our people. Our people have gone. But, darling, the others; they just keep pouring in.’


‘Ah.’


‘And we’re not even interning them anymore, did you know that? All these soi-disant refugees. All they have to do is say they’re Jews and they’re let go anywhere they please. It seems we’re too polite to even ship them off to Canada any more. Did you hear?’


‘After the Arandora Star was sunk, Sas. You can’t just push people off in boats across the Atlantic. Not now it’s full of wolves.’


‘But we’ll still send our children, the poor mites.’


‘Their parents have the choice, I believe.’


‘Well, it’s all very vexing, I say. Who even really knows who anybody is any more?’


‘I’d say the bombing’s more of an immediate worry.’


‘Ah, but how do they know where to bomb?’ Mary interjects. ‘The enemy’s intelligence seems to be excellent, don’t you think? Almost prescient. It’s like they know.’


‘Oh I dare say they do know. A decent map – what would that have cost before the war? Three shillings? Any sense and they’d have stocked up on them when they were first hatching their plans. And then there’s the Thames. What a giveaway. Good luck blacking that out.’


The new girl makes a moue, dismissive. Rattled, Charlotte’s thoughts stretch back to earlier that summer, when she’d been in the first throes of grief over Eddie. Saskia had scooped her up and brushed her down and blown her nose and taken her out for tea at Fortnum’s, a silver vase of white freesias on the table, and Saskia entirely herself, her concern profound, her support unyielding, even though she herself was clearly wracked with grief for that darling foolish boy. Drinking, yes, but by then it was teatime, and that was just a solicitous coupe de champagne to soften the jagged edges. Nobody got drunk. There was none of this jarring disagreement. Saskia seems so changed since then. These have been strange times, and they’ve affected people in strange ways, but this is stranger than most. Charlotte blames – look at her there, leaning in the doorway pouting like an adolescent – the skinny, awkward, why-is-Saskia-with-her-anyway girl.
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