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Australia, January 1936


The dawn was hazy, dense with heat; that brooding wind blowing out from the red west. A stinker, they’d call it inside, when they woke. The homestead’s white weatherboard walls beat gold and pink, the paint sweating beneath the force of the rising sun. All around, as far as Mabel’s darting gaze could stretch, the Lucknow plantation spread: acres upon acres of grassland, scorched by summer, dotted by cattle and stockmen’s cottages, their corrugated roofs glinting in the glare. On the horizon, thick pockets of palm and gum trees rose, swaying, shuddering in the breeze. Mabel could almost hear the rustle of their dead, dry leaves, feel the rough pressure of their bark behind her back. Was Richie still somewhere out there, hidden amidst them, maybe looking towards the house, towards her?


She didn’t know. She didn’t know . . .


Beside her, in the porch, the old hammock rocked, its ropes creaking, back and forth. Mabel didn’t sit – not on that hammock, not on her packed trunk – even though her legs, swollen with pregnancy, ached. She stared down the estate’s driveway, past the barn, through the languid clouds of dust rising from the gravel, towards the timber gate. Beads of sweat dripped from her forehead, making her eyes sting. Under her damp dress, the baby kicked and turned, quickly, jerkily, like it sensed her fear.


‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered to it, her words swallowed in the instant by the beating air. She set her hand against her stomach, felt another kick. ‘Try not to worry, little thing.’ Her fingers shook. ‘We’ll be gone soon.’


They would.


The ute pulled up not long after, spinning to a halt at the gate. He’s here, little thing. He’s here. Mabel swallowed drily, watching as he jumped to the ground, ran towards her: fast, heedless of the fierce heat. He wore the same clothes he’d been in when he’d left her the night before. They were crumpled now, his shirt stained with sweat, and something rusty, something she didn’t want to see, something that looked like dried blood.


The mark grew larger the closer he drew, climbing the porch stairs, reaching for her trunk.


‘Is it . . . ?’ she asked.


‘It’s done.’ The words were sharp, breathless. ‘We need to leave. Now.’


‘Richie’s . . . ?’


‘He’s gone.’


The sob left her before she knew it was coming.


His face creased in pain. ‘Mabel, no,’ he said, abandoning the trunk, pulling her, for all their urgency, into a hug. ‘This is a good thing.’


She dug her head into his shoulder, clinging to the familiar comfort of his body. He loved her. He’d always loved her.


I chose the wrong brother, she thought.


Inside the house, a door slammed.


‘We need to go,’ he repeated.


‘I’m scared,’ she confessed.


‘You’ll be fine. You’ll forget all this . . . ’


‘I won’t.’


‘You can try,’ he said, kissing her.


‘I don’t know how.’


‘Yes, you do. You’ll manage. I know you will.’ Another kiss. ‘And the baby will never know.’









ENGLAND









Chapter One


Saturday, 1 March 1941


The milk train from Exeter St David’s to Paddington was near empty, and at a standstill on the wrong side of the Devon border, thanks to bomb damage down the line. Rose, who’d got up before dawn to catch it, was on her way to The Goring Hotel in Victoria: a twenty-fifth birthday afternoon tea with her Uncle Lionel and older brother, Joe. (It wasn’t her birthday, but since that fell on 29 February, it was as close as she was going to get to one until the next leap year in 1944. Another five minutes, and you’d have skipped the date entirely, her parents could always be relied upon to write in a card from wherever in the world they happened to be based – Ceylon, for the time being – just a fraction too impatient to arrive at your own party. Tiny, perfect, but with such a pair of lungs. The way you used them, we were sure you’d realised your blunder.) She almost felt like wailing now, not over today’s party – which she was relaxed enough about getting to, she didn’t have to be at Victoria until three – but the much-needed trip to the shops she’d planned to squeeze in first, and for which she’d risen so painfully early. She hardly relished the prospect of Oxford Street’s queues on a Saturday, but stockings, hard enough to come by in London, were as rare as bananas in Devon, and she was on her last pair. Shivering in the frozen carriage, she huddled into her coat, stared through the window, out at the fog of steam and morning mist, the sheep clustered on the icy fields, and thought longingly of her rickety bed, the warmth of her landlady’s flannel sheets, and the extra hour she might as well have stolen between them.


The farmer opposite her – her only other companion in the carriage – huffed, then, for what was surely the hundredth time, got up, peering down the train’s corridor in search of the harried conductor, who’d already informed them that he had no idea when they might be on the move again, and was now, quite sensibly, keeping well hidden. The farmer had told Rose at the start of their journey that it was imperative he wasn’t late into Reading. Imperative. He was on his way to a weekend meeting of the regional agricultural committees. He’d sounded rather proud of the fact, and Rose had suspected he’d been waiting for her to ask him more about the day’s proceedings. She hadn’t. After an endless winter working as a secretary for the Ministry of Agriculture, holed up in a tiny, oh-so-quiet office on an old dairy farm, just outside Ilfracombe, she’d rather had her fill of talk of wheat quotas, arable land allocations and livestock provisions. She only wished that when, back in October, her uncle Lionel had tentatively proposed the role to her, offering to pull strings at Whitehall to help her secure it – a place she could breathe the sea air, he’d said, find some peace after the grim events of September, come to terms with the child she’d lost, or at least move on from her dismissal from the air force (she hadn’t moved anywhere; five months in, and the thought of that horrendous disciplinary hearing still made her cheeks flame, in injustice, shame) – she’d listened to her brother’s warning that she was out of her mind to consider it.


‘It’ll be grim,’ Joe had said, the dullest of purgatories. ‘You don’t need peace, you need distractions, less time to think. Try the women’s territorial service, why don’t you?’ He’d given her a smile, half teasing, half sad. ‘I’ve heard the army let anyone in.’


She might yet give them a go. She was fairly sure her unfortunate boss – the very elderly, very sweet, very polite Honourable Hector Arden – wouldn’t stand in her way. He’d probably be glad to see her in khaki. That way he could have someone different working for him. Someone who could type, for instance. Or take dictation without having to ask him to slow down, repeat himself, just wait whilst she got the last bit right.


‘No, no,’ he’d say whenever she apologised for her ineptitude, ‘you’re doing quite splendidly. Truly. Quite, quite . . . well.’


On the bright side, she almost never had to run off for an emergency cry in the milk sheds any more. That felt like progress. Maybe there was something to be said for the sea air, after all . . .


The train juddered into motion, pulling her back to the moment. The farmer opened his mouth, to say what, she never discovered, because they creaked to a halt again. His eyes bulged at her, incredulous, quite as though this sort of thing wasn’t par for the course these days.


‘I’m sure it’ll only be another minute,’ she said, more to placate him than because she believed it.


He clenched his teeth, not believing it either.


In the end, it was another hour before they were properly on their way again. Time enough for Rose to finish the book she’d brought, be forced into risking the train’s arctic lavatories, and the farmer to scout the other carriages in search of a newspaper, return with The People, read it, and fill their own carriage with acrid smoke from a packet of Woodbines.


‘Don’t do that,’ he said, as Rose got up to open the window, ‘it’s too cold.’


‘Just for a minute,’ she said, yanking down the pane.


He stood, reaching round her to shut it again. ‘I’ll catch my death.’


She stared at him, liking him less, but was too British – with her army chaplain father and politician uncle – to do anything other than summon a tight smile and say, ‘Well, we wouldn’t want that.’


He narrowed his eyes, as though trying to decide if she was in earnest, then – obviously deeming the conundrum not worth his effort – sat, picked up his borrowed paper, and flicked ash on the floor.


So he continued the entire way to Reading. With nothing else to distract her, Rose’s mind wandered, landing inevitably on her fiancé, Xander, and the nagging unknown of whether he’d turn up at the restaurant for her tea. He was a press correspondent, over from New York since the beginning of the war. She’d invited him, of course she had, but he hadn’t committed, or even mentioned his plans in the short birthday wire he’d sent the day before. (A quarter century STOP Looks like you made it STOP Here’s to a kinder year STOP) His evasiveness hurt. That wire had hurt. She was still smarting at its brevity, those words. Looks like you made it. She wasn’t even sure any more that she wanted him to come to the tea. Before September, she’d never have believed that possible. Before the baby, the two of them hadn’t been able to keep away from each other.


She missed that, she really did miss it . . .


She sighed unhappily, exhaling a frozen white cloud. The farmer ignored her. They were finally pulling into Reading station and he was on his feet, making a to-do about checking his coat, his ticket. Behind him, the smoggy platform swarmed with passengers waiting for their train, probably all the other delayed London services behind them, too. The clock above the WI’s steaming tea stand read close to noon, and although that made Rose twitch (she was going to have to seriously race for Oxford Circus if she was to stand a chance of scouring out nylons and getting to Victoria on time), the farmer at least was leaving, and, in an eleventh hour act of redemption, left his paper for her, thrown behind him on the carriage floor.


She swooped to pick it up, reclaiming her seat as others swarmed in.


‘Christ,’ said a soldier, batting the smoke, ‘someone been having a fire in here?’


They left the window open the rest of the way to Paddington: a welcome relief from the damp smell of everyone’s woollen coats, as well as the stale tobacco. And although the menacing tang of cordite joined the cocktail of scents as the fields gave way to narrow streets, strips of houses broken by rubble, smoke from the previous night’s raid, with the press of bodies it was almost warm in the carriage. For all Rose was squeezed into a corner, jammed between a woman holding a carpet bag and the desolate view outside, she was about as comfortable as she’d been all morning. Nestled in her tiny space, she read the farmer’s paper cover to cover, skimming the war news – most of which she’d listened to on the wireless the night before anyway: skirmishes in Libya, strengthening German presence in Africa, losses in the Atlantic, Britain’s back against the wall pretty much everywhere after the loss of France the year before, all of it so horribly grim – lingering over the middle pages instead, much more than she’d used to in peacetime. It had become a habit of hers, though. She loved the normality of everything printed there, the humanity of the reviews of gallery exhibitions and theatre shows, the readers’ recipes and gardening tips. She found it comforting, a reminder that, in all the fear and death, ordinary life was going on, everywhere. There was one sweet tale of a woman who’d found a photograph album of her long-dead parents in the remnants of their bombed family home. The woman had never known the album had existed, and said it was like being given her parents back, seeing their faces again. It made Rose smile, this unwitting gift delivered by Jerry. She wondered if the German bombardier would be happy too, if he knew what he’d done. Probably, she thought, thinking of the laughing pilots she’d known at her old RAF base in Surrey, and her brother, a bomber pilot himself (although thankfully currently on leave). They were none of them monsters. Just following orders. It was all about the discipline, after all, self-control.


‘Something you apparently have none of,’ her middle-aged wing commander had pronounced at her dismissal. His voice spiralled up out of nowhere. (It had a horrible habit of doing that.)


‘I have plenty,’ she’d retorted, keeping her smarting stare fixed on his by an effort of will.


The wing commander had sneered, as though her having the temerity to defend herself had confirmed everything he’d been so certain he knew about her.


‘You knew nothing,’ she told him now.


Pushing his mortifying disgust away, ready to taunt her another time, she determinedly returned to the article. Some of the recovered album’s photographs had been printed alongside the commentary: grainy pictures of the woman’s parents on their wedding day, a studio portrait of them holding her as a baby. Rose touched her fingertip to it, imagining the babe in her own arms before she could stop herself, feeling her muscles, her heart ache.


It was then, with all her old grief washing through her, making her raw, that she noticed the advertisement. It was wedged beneath the photograph, just a few lines surrounded by a black border, entirely inconspicuous, and yet, very quickly, it became all she could see.




WANTED


Companion to escort a young, orphaned child to Australia.


All expenses as well as passage covered.


_______


Interested parties to apply without delay to 32 Williams Street, Belgravia





‘Oh,’ she said, the word catching in her throat, more than it might have, had she not just been fixating on that photograph.


The woman beside her turned, like she might be about to ask what was wrong.


Rose hardly noticed. She was reading the advertisement over, wondering what could have happened to make this child an orphan (the war, probably), trying to imagine how terrified it must be, about to be sent to the other side of the world with a stranger. A stranger. She dropped her hand, resting it on her empty stomach. The poor thing.


Interested parties to apply without delay to 32 Williams Street, Belgravia. But that was so close to Victoria. And they were almost at Paddington, in surprisingly good time. She turned to the window, her pale reflection staring back at her, brow creased beneath her felt hat, thinking . . .


But no, no, what would the point be in going to see them? She had a life here. A fiancé. She couldn’t travel to Australia.


Of course she couldn’t.


This tragic little thing was really none of her affair.


Absolutely, categorically none.


She looked again at the advertisement.


How young was young? she wondered.


And where exactly was Williams Street?


‘No idea,’ said the soldier who’d commented on the smoke, ‘but someone will at Victoria. Ask one of the clerks.’


She nodded slowly. She could ask, of course.


No harm in doing that.


When she got there.


And, actually, if she gave up on her dash to Oxford Street (so tempting), she could even drop by at Williams Street before tea, perhaps arrange an appointment for later to find out more. Lionel had offered to collect her himself from Victoria and take her to The Goring, but she could just as easily walk. Maybe.


If Williams Street really was on the way . . .


*


It wasn’t. But, having caught the Tube direct from Paddington, she got to Victoria with an hour to spare, and it was close enough as to make passing by barely a diversion at all.


It started to rain as she left the station, though – not heavily, not enough to justify an umbrella (which was fortunate, since she’d left hers in Ilfracombe), but an icy drizzle that the wind made a weapon of, whipping it horizontal, stinging her cheeks, sending discarded rubbish gusting along the grimy pavements. She walked with her head bowed, holding her hat on tight as she followed the ticket clerk’s directions. She didn’t consider giving up and heading straight for The Goring, despite the grim weather. If anything, the fact that she was now so cold and wet made her all the more determined to press on. She’d come this far . . .


‘Stubborn,’ her uncle had pronounced, when she’d stopped to telephone his office at Whitehall – where he was always working, Saturday or no – using one of the station’s public booths to let him know that he shouldn’t worry about collecting her.


‘Interested,’ she’d countered.


‘Impulsive,’ he’d said, in the deep voice he always used whenever he was trying to be stern. ‘Why not wait, we can chat it through over tea?’


‘You just want to talk me out of it.’


‘I’m worried you’ll get held up,’ he’d said, not denying it. ‘You don’t want to do that. They’ve promised a wonderful spread. Mock eggs sandwiches with mock mayonnaise.’


‘Oh, that sounds lovely.’


‘Go straight there, have a glass of something. There mightn’t even be anyone in when you get to this thirty-two Williams Street.’


‘Then I’ll leave a note, tell them where I am.’


‘They’d probably prefer you sent a letter, gave them warning.’


‘The advertisement says to apply without delay.’


‘Rather rum to turn up unannounced, though, Rosie . . . ’


And so they’d gone on, him throwing up obstacles, her knocking them down, gently, realising he was only being so cautious because he cared. Loving him more than ever for that, she’d assured him that yes, she knew how far away Australia was, and no, she had no intention of getting sucked into an interview before tea, she absolutely wouldn’t make any reckless decisions either. ‘Not without talking to you first.’


‘Don’t make any reckless decisions at all,’ he’d replied, exasperated, making her laugh, in spite of herself. ‘Rosie,’ he’d said, not laughing, ‘tell me you realise that this child, however alone, can never make up for—’


‘That’s not what this is about,’ she’d said, too quickly, no longer laughing either.


He’d sighed heavily, far from convinced (for which she could hardly blame him), and had told her that if she was so miserable in Devon, he’d help her find something new, there was no need to go to such lengths, and there were other options beyond the damned army. She’d said she knew that, but needed to look into this first, she’d always wonder about the child otherwise. Then, hearing him emit another long sigh – picturing him in his panelled office, elegant as ever in a three-piece, his kind face puckered by heart-pinching concern – had entreated him to not worry.


‘Not worry?’ he’d said. ‘All I do is worry about you and your brother. That’s my job.’


‘No, you have one of those.’


‘This? The War Office? Nothing but a by-line.’


‘Does Winston know?’


‘Of course.’


‘I’m just calling by,’ she’d said. ‘Honestly . . . ’


‘Go then,’ he’d said reluctantly. ‘Hurry. You don’t want to risk missing your cake. I’ve ordered mock chocolate. The three of us can’t eat it alone.’


‘Three?’ She’d sat up straighter. ‘Xander’s coming? Did he call . . . ?’


She’d never found out. The line, with excruciating timing, had pipped, signalling an end to her pennies. ‘No,’ she’d exclaimed, rifling through her empty purse, ‘no, no, no.’


She was still kicking herself for not mentioning Xander sooner. Why hadn’t she done that?


And had he really been in touch with Lionel to say he was coming?


Part of her would love to think he had. That – after that wire, the pain of their recent, all-too-scarce meetings – he actually wanted to put himself out for her again. It would be . . . nice . . . to think that was possible. But she was wary of believing it, bruised from how many times he’d now let her down; scared of being disappointed if he did it again.


Trying to stop second-guessing it, and braced against another gust of wet wind, she pressed on, turning at the road the clerk had told her to look out for. She passed a corner public house, a church, then turned again, and again, until she came to the short, leafy enclave that was Williams Street.


It was a beautifully manicured crescent: all stuccoed townhouses, with large bay windows and polished front steps. A gentrified road, without doubt. The type where bankers and lawyers lived. She wasn’t surprised to find herself in such a place. Whilst she and Joe had spent much of their childhoods in a small Dulwich vicarage, and, after their parents had reluctantly moved abroad, between their army-funded boarding school and Lionel’s tiny bachelor flat in Parsons Green – so small, they’d had to coin toss every holiday for who got the spare bedroom, and who the sofa – she had enough school friends from this area to have expected something akin to this grandeur. The wealth didn’t intimidate her. It wasn’t that which made her pulse jump, as she carried on walking. No, it was the fact that she was, quite suddenly, here. About to become an interested party (possibly) applying without delay.


She’d been so busy rushing around – telephoning Lionel, battling the elements, worrying over Xander – that she’d given herself no pause to think. Now, though, in the solitude of the blustery street, with her heels clicking conspicuously on the wet pavement, her mind filled with how little she knew of the people she was about to barge in on (nothing, in fact, came Lionel’s voice), and the enormity of what might follow if they really did ask her to come back for a proper interview, offer her the position.


Would she take it?


Could she seriously be considering leaving everything here – for months, at least – and doing that?


On a sunnier day, she might have halted at the question, wondered at herself for coming this far without being certain of the answer – or how the practicalities would even work: what kind of notice Hector would need; how Xander might react . . .


But it wasn’t a sunnier day. The rain, if anything, was intensifying, and it really didn’t seem an appropriate moment for contemplation. Besides, she didn’t want to begin searching for reasons not to press ahead. Impulsive she might be (irrational even, chimed another voice – Xander’s this time), but she’d meant what she’d said before: she wanted to know that this child was going to be cared for. After everything she’d lost, it simply felt so very . . . right . . . that she should do that. The first right thing she’d done in months, actually.


What could be wrong about that?


Telling herself, nothing, she picked up her pace and carried on.


There was no iron left on the street – no gates, nor railings, nor bannisters down to the basement kitchens – all assuredly taken, like so much of the country’s metal, to be melted for munitions. The house numbers had clearly gone the same way. None of the black doors had anything beyond modestly painted markings to identify them.


Until number thirty-two, that was.


‘My word,’ said Rose, reaching its front steps.


This time, she did stop. Heedless of the now heavy downpour, she tipped her head back, staring. She’d never seen anything like it. Not only was the front door painted in vibrant fuchsia, but the pink was itself covered in countless, beautifully curled ‘32s’, all in gold. The house’s window frames had been painted too, and had boxes beneath them, filled not with flowers, but windmills that spun frantically, spiking the grey day with even more colour. The front path added yet another layer, resplendent in a warm yellow that seemed to glow beneath Rose’s black brogues . . .


‘It’s for Walter,’ came a low voice from the kitchen door below, making her start. ‘She did it all for him.’


Rose turned, her astonishment deepening as she saw an elderly man peering up at her, dressed in the traditional tie, tails and apron of an Edwardian butler. His eyes met hers, dark and appraising in his wrinkled, weathered face.


‘I suppose you’ve come about the advertisement,’ he said, speaking before she could gather her wits to introduce herself, or ask who Walter was (the orphaned child? she wondered). His tone was weary, resigned. It seemed she wasn’t the first person to call.


She was still trying to decide whether that was a good or bad thing when he gestured her downwards.


‘You’d better come in,’ he said. ‘I’m Lester. I’ll take you to Miss Barnes.’









Chapter Two


The kitchen Lester showed Rose into was stiflingly warm after the wintry outside, heated by a vast fire that blazed in the grate, making her skin burn beneath the several layers of clothing she’d piled on under her bedsheets that morning. It was homely, too – with a scrubbed wooden table, copper pans hanging on hooks, all of that – and immaculately tidy, in a way that put the cluttered kitchen of Rose’s landlady to shame (she loved a knick-knack, her collection of house-shaped teapots just the start of it. Nothing like a bit of Royal Doulton). But, just as with Lester, the room was dressed from a different era. Really, with its blackened range and flickering oil lamps, it might have been a set for a costume play.


‘Miss Barnes won’t be able to give you long,’ said Lester, shuffling across the flagstone floor. ‘No more than an hour or two.’


‘I’m afraid I can’t stay long myself,’ said Rose. ‘I was hoping to arrange a time for later.’


‘She won’t be able to see you later.’


‘Not at all?’


‘No.’


‘Oh,’ said Rose, deflated.


‘Tomorrow will be difficult too,’ said Lester. ‘Can you come Monday?’


‘I’m only here for the day.’


He frowned. ‘Best speak to her. Leave your wet things on the rail there, and follow me.’


Seeing nothing else for it, Rose did as she was told.


He was silent as he led her up the internal stairs, more pulling than propelling himself from step to step. She, seeing the effort it cost him, hung back, anxious not to come across as rushing him. Feeling it would be wrong to make him talk too, she contained the many questions she was itching to ask (who Miss Barnes was, whether she was the ‘she’ who’d decorated the house, how many other applicants there’d been . . .) and limited herself only to enquiring about whether Walter was the child in question, to which she got a short nod.


‘He lives here?’ she asked, once they’d overcome the final step.


‘For now,’ said Lester.


‘How old is he?’


‘Four,’ Lester replied, reaching for the landing door.


‘Four?’ she said, overly loudly, too taken aback to conceal her surprise.


Lester turned, clearly taken aback himself, at her decibel.


‘It’s so little,’ she said, by way of explanation. It really was. Four. She’d thought maybe seven, or six at the least. Hector Arden’s granddaughter was four, for heaven’s sake, all but a baby with her round cheeks and lisping words. She often came by the office to play on Rose’s typewriter, scribble on her grandfather’s blackboard, so carefree. It was awful imagining her being ripped from her small, trusted world. Even the evacuees around the village had their friends nearby, siblings; mothers who visited whenever they could . . .


‘He’ll be five in May,’ said Lester.


‘Will he?’ Rose wasn’t convinced that made it much better. Judging by the way Lester had spoken, as defeated as ever, he wasn’t either. She found herself warming to him, for that. For the first time, she felt some hint of compassion from him for this little boy.


‘Come along.’ He opened the door, revealing a large, polished hallway. Another fire burned, lifting the gloom of the dismal day. ‘Miss Barnes will have seen you coming,’ he said, heading, much to Rose’s dismay, for yet another flight of stairs. ‘She’ll be waiting.’


It sounded rather foreboding. She’ll be waiting. Had Rose not still been struggling to come to terms with Walter’s age, she might have been more daunted. Instead, as she followed Lester, she looked around, searching for signs of the small Walter, finding them, sweetly, everywhere: a miniature pair of yellow wellington boots by the porch (he likes yellow, she thought, remembering the brick front path), a toy lion hidden in a potted plant, more animals arranged over the base of the stairs: zebras chatting to elephants, giraffes to penguins. Lester didn’t stoop to tidy the animals away, despite his meticulously kept kitchen. He stepped around them, leaving the mess just as it was for Walter, making Rose like him even more.


She liked too that a trio of Walter’s crayon drawings had been hung on the stairwell, in gilt frames of their own, right alongside obviously expensive pieces of art. Just as with the decorations outside, the animals below, it gave her a growing sense that he was treasured in this house, loved – much more than his being parcelled off to Australia suggested. The first drawing was of a park (a green line for grass, blue for the sky), the second, what appeared to be a river (another blue line), and the third, a Christmas tree (lots more green). Each had a pair of stick-people holding hands, one tall with squiggly curls, the other small, both smiling. Me and my mummy, an adult had written beneath the one of the Christmas tree, making Rose ache, by Walter Lucknow.


There were photographs on the walls as well, although none of anyone who could have been Walter, or his poor lost mummy. Rather, they were turn-of-the-century, fizzing with extravagantly dressed women, cigarette holders in hand, mouths wide in hilarity. Rose peered into their faces, trying to decide which, if any, might be Miss Barnes. You’ll never guess, they seemed to say. She thought about asking Lester, then decided just as quickly against it. He was breathing very heavily.


She was so relieved when they finally reached the landing and came to a halt outside a closed door, she almost forgot to be apprehensive about the thought of Miss Barnes behind it. It was her heart that reminded her, racing uncomfortably in her chest. She had no opportunity to steady herself, though, or even think about whether she should have stolen a moment to visit the lavatory, attempt to do something about her assuredly bedraggled appearance, because Lester knocked on the door, then opened it without pause, and, before Rose knew it, they were both crossing the threshold of an ornately decorated bedroom.


The scent was the first thing that struck her. It took her a second to place it, to filter it from the perfume of the room’s hothouse flowers, the smoke which wafted from yet another fire (where did all this coal come from?). But then she had it, and within a breath she’d forgotten the coal, the flowers too, because the harsh, clinical mix of carbolic and sickness was all she could smell. It transported her, far too evocatively, back to that hospital ward, September.


She didn’t let the memory of those hideous weeks take over, though. She’d finally learnt how not to do that. Besides, Lester spoke, drawing her attention to an elderly woman in a bath chair over by the rain-thrashed window – a woman who could only be Miss Barnes – and, to Rose’s distress, it was painfully apparent that this time it was she who was gravely ill. Not only ill. Dying. Her frail body was simply too wasted for there to be any other conclusion. Her bones jutted pitifully from beneath her dressing robe, her face was nothing but hollows, and her skeletal hands were covered in bruises: the puncture marks of needles.


Her grey eyes alone had life within them. As they moved, seeking Rose’s, Rose’s mind raced, making awful sense of Walter’s departure, the urgency of that advertisement. Interested parties to apply without delay. Miss Barnes couldn’t keep Walter, of course she couldn’t. She was running out of time . . .


‘Don’t look so alarmed,’ said Miss Barnes, making Rose realise with a start that that was exactly how she’d been looking. Miss Barnes didn’t seem offended by her expression, though. On the contrary, her eyes shone with warmth, kindness, reminding Rose that, ill as she was, she was also almost certainly the woman who’d hung Walter’s crayon drawings on her walls, decorated the entire façade of her house for him. ‘It’s like I tell Walter,’ Miss Barnes said, ‘I appear far more horrifying than I am.’


‘I’m not horrified,’ Rose said, a lie, but somehow she summoned a smile to go with it.


‘Just soaking,’ said Miss Barnes, and smiled back, making Rose glad she had. ‘I must say you look like a drowned rat.’


‘It’s a drowning kind of day,’ said Rose.


‘Yet,’ Miss Barnes said, ‘you battled through it.’


‘I did.’


‘You’re the first to call without an appointment, you know.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Rose. ‘I came to make one . . . ’


‘The young lady has plans elsewhere,’ said Lester.


‘I have to be at The Goring at three. It’s my birthday . . . ’


‘Your birthday?’ Miss Barnes’s eyes widened in surprise. Or was it hope? ‘You came on your birthday?’


‘Yes,’ said Rose. ‘But I—’


‘Your birthday,’ Miss Barnes repeated. She looked past Rose, towards Lester. ‘Well, well.’


She invited Rose to call her Vivian after that, and take a seat too. ‘By the fire, you need to dry off.’


‘I really mustn’t stay long,’ said Rose, avoiding the fire (her layers), choosing an armchair beside Miss Barnes, Vivian, instead. ‘Where’s Walter?’ she asked. ‘It’s so quiet . . . ’


‘He naps over luncheon,’ said Vivian. ‘We have a temporary nanny for him. Lester’s cousin, as it happens. Her grandchildren are eager to have her back.’


‘They’ll have her soon enough,’ said Lester, padding off – Rose hoped for a rest of his own – turning at the door to remind Vivian that her doctor was due at four.


‘I’m always less than myself after his visits,’ said Vivian to Rose, ‘otherwise I really would ask you back this evening.’ She smiled. ‘I do envy you, going to The Goring. It’s my favourite.’


‘My uncle’s, too.’


‘He has impeccable taste. They used to do the most delectable hazelnut ganache.’


‘It’s mock chocolate cake today,’ said Rose. ‘I can’t begin to think what that is.’


‘Perhaps it’s best not to know, my dear. Now, bring that clock closer so we can keep an eye on ourselves.’


She was very efficient with their limited time together. Although she became perceptibly more tired as the minutes flew by, she never stopped talking – afraid, Rose felt increasingly, sadly certain, to waste a single second – and refused all of Rose’s offers to fetch her water or tea. ‘Plenty of opportunity for that later.’


There should have been plenty of opportunity too for Rose to admit that she’d only come that day to make enquiries, be assured that Walter was going to be all right. I haven’t made my mind up that I can take him myself yet. But Vivian seemed so ready to assume that she was prepared to travel, and was so very ill, that Rose (eyeing the clock anxiously, the closer three o’clock drew) couldn’t bear to disappoint her, not in the way all the other applicants apparently had. She liked her too much.


‘You’re the thirteenth to call,’ Vivian said, ‘in a week.’


‘The thirteenth,’ echoed Rose, visualising the long line of others in her seat, ‘that doesn’t feel very lucky.’


‘It doesn’t, does it?’ said Vivian, with her smile that was starting to become familiar, and which Rose discovered made it a lot less difficult to picture her as one of the exuberant women in the stairwell’s photographs. ‘Most of them needed passage for their other children,’ she went on, smile dropping, ‘money to help them set up over there. Certainly none came on their birthday. There was one awful girl who was chewing something . . . ’


‘Gum?’ Rose suggested.


‘I don’t know,’ said Vivian, coughing, ‘but she wanted to be paid just for coming to perplex me. She didn’t ask about Walter, just his windmills. She couldn’t seem to understand them at all.’ She stared at Rose, kerchief to her mouth. ‘Do you understand them?’


‘I suppose I’ve been thinking they’re to try and make him happier . . . ’


‘Yes,’ said Vivian, coughing again, ‘yes, and less scared. He’s always been horribly daunted by this house, mausoleum that it is.’ Another cough. She closed her eyes, in obvious pain, and Rose sat forward, ready to insist she should fetch a drink, but Vivian drew a rattling breath and carried on, talking of how pointless modernisation would be, how she couldn’t bear anyone to plaster over her memories. ‘Lester’s just the same, you’ll have noticed his uniform, but what does that mean to poor old Walter? We’re a pair of dinosaurs to him. He never used to get off Mabel’s lap when they called.’


‘Mabel?’


‘His mother, my . . . great-niece. A darling.’ Vivian tried to smile again, but it twisted, crooked with grief. ‘She came from Australia just before Walter was born. I helped her . . . ’


‘I’m so sorry,’ said Rose.


‘Yes,’ said Vivian, and dropped her head backwards, silent for several seconds. When she spoke again, Rose could tell she was having to force herself to do it. ‘She was killed just over two months ago, on Christmas Eve.’


‘Oh,’ said Rose, picturing that crayon Christmas tree, Me and my mummy. ‘Oh no.’


‘We didn’t tell Walter until the new year. We said she’d gone away. He still thinks she was killed at the start of January. I couldn’t abide Christmas to be the time he lost her . . . ’


‘I am so sorry,’ Rose said again, and to her mortification, felt tears in her eyes. She brushed them away impatiently. This wasn’t her grief. She had no right to make it hers . . .


And she wasn’t going to ask how Mabel had died. It felt too intrusive to do that.


Vivian didn’t volunteer the information either.


‘There’s no father, I’m afraid,’ was all she said.


‘He fought?’ Rose asked.


‘In a manner.’


‘A manner?’ said Rose.


‘You’ll muddle it out,’ said Vivian, shifting her bones in her chair. ‘You seem a bright enough thing.’


Rose wondered whether Hector Arden would agree.


‘Now,’ said Vivian, with a glance at the carriage clock (to Rose’s horror, it was somehow twenty past three already, twenty past three), ‘we must get on. We have a deal still to discuss.’


She left a pause. If ever there was a moment for Rose to insist it was time for her to go, or raise the many reasons why she mightn’t be able to take the position herself (her life, Xander, and so on), that lengthening silence felt like it.


But she said nothing. Horrendous as she by now felt about the others waiting for her in the restaurant, she simply couldn’t make herself cut the interview short.


She wasn’t sure she wanted to.


And then Vivian was talking again anyway, asking her how soon she’d be able to move into Williams Street, if they pressed ahead. She’d been unwell for a long time, she said, but had recently become much worse. ‘I don’t mind for myself,’ she insisted, ‘I’m at the end of what’s been a wonderful escapade, but I’m terrified for Walter. This decision that can’t be rushed, must be rushed, and I want whoever takes him to live here first. He knows we’re looking for a new nanny, but not that he’s going away. When we tell him, he needs to feel like he’s leaving with a friend.’


‘Of course,’ said Rose, Lionel’s voice blazing in her head. Don’t make any reckless decisions. ‘I’m sure that wouldn’t be a problem.’ Are you? Lionel demanded. ‘As a secretary, I don’t have particularly big shoes to fill.’


‘That’s entirely to your credit,’ said Vivian, stifling another cough with her kerchief.


She talked on stoically, telling Rose that she wanted her to think seriously about doing this, to which Rose found herself saying she would, very seriously, and knew then that she of course already was. ‘I had a feeling when I saw you arrive,’ Vivian said, gesturing at the windmill-bordered window. ‘I watched you looking at our yellow bricks. I’m so glad I wasn’t wrong.’ She spoke of the part of Australia Walter was headed to, the large estate in Queensland Mabel had come from, and which Vivian’s own late sister had bought with her husband when they’d first moved there, back in the 1880s. ‘An old sugar plantation,’ Vivian said, ‘although they farm cattle now. My sister and I led rather different lives.’ She said her sister was long dead, and there wasn’t much of the family left any more, just her sister’s daughter, Lauren, and Lauren’s two children – Walter’s aunt and uncle – Esme and Max.


‘Mabel’s brother and sister?’ said Rose, more and more drawn in.


Vivian coughed again, which Rose took as a ‘Yes,’ and was glad that Walter was at least being sent to relatives. It felt better that way, even if they were still strangers.


‘Esme’s married herself,’ Vivian said, ‘although there are no children.’


‘And Max?’


‘No,’ said Vivian softly, ‘no. He’s only recently home. He was injured in Egypt, much better out of it . . . ’


‘A soldier?’ Rose asked.


‘Pilot.’


‘Right.’ Rose couldn’t seem to get away from them.


They talked more. Vivian wanted to know about the work Rose did for Hector, her background too, and Rose, who’d decided to stop looking at the time because it made her sweat every time she did, told her about her childhood at the vicarage in Dulwich, then how, when she was twelve, her father had been offered a post in the army, as a chaplain for the troops. ‘It meant him and Mum going overseas. Joe and I were crushed, Mum and Dad hated it too, but the army offered to pay for school for Joe and me. We’d never have been able to afford it otherwise . . . ’


‘So they went for you,’ said Vivian.


‘They went for us,’ said Rose. ‘And wrote constantly. They actually spoke about giving it all up last time they were home on leave, coming back for good. But then the war started . . . ’


‘Oh, the war,’ said Vivian wearily. ‘Have you seen them since?’


‘No.’


‘That’s hard.’


‘It is,’ said Rose. Used as she’d become to the pain of missing them, she never missed them less than she ever had. It was the same for them, she knew. ‘Lionel’s always been wonderful, though. I don’t know what Joe and I would have done without him.’ She laughed uncomfortably. ‘He doesn’t deserve me showing up so late today.’


‘I’m sure he’ll forgive you,’ said Vivian. ‘You’re the forgivable kind.’


Rose hoped she was right.


‘Now tell me about this school of yours,’ Vivian said. ‘Did you have fun?’


‘Probably too much.’


‘As it should be. Your brother too, I hope?’


‘Oh yes,’ said Rose, replaying the countless times Lionel had bemoaned yet another summons to Joe’s headmaster’s office, ‘don’t worry about that.’


‘And how did a vicar produce such naughty children?’


‘Well, he didn’t do it alone. My mother was a chorus girl.’ Truth. The story went that she’d been coerced into bulking up the parish choir one Sunday morning, had caught Rose’s father’s eye over the communion wine, and that had been that. ‘Dad says Joe and I are her fault.’


Vivian laughed, then coughed. ‘You went to university?’


‘No, the army wouldn’t cover that. Besides,’ Rose smiled, ‘a friend helped me get a job as a receptionist at a jazz club in Soho.’


‘Wonderful,’ said Vivian, closing her eyes. ‘Wonderful. But how did you go from that to Ilfracombe?’


‘Not entirely happily,’ said Rose with an uneasy frown, and no desire to go into it.


Thankfully, Vivian didn’t ask her to. She exhaled and sank back further into her chair, spent.


‘Ring that bell for me, would you?’ she said, raising a finger at a cord to her left, seemingly too exhausted to move.


Exhaling herself, Rose did as she was asked, she assumed to let Lester know they were finished.


‘I’m still waiting for you to say you’ll come back,’ said Vivian.


‘I know you are . . . ’ began Rose.


‘But you’re being sensible and thinking,’ said Vivian, finishing her sentence for her. ‘Consideration can be overrated, you know.’


‘Can it?’ said Rose, smiling, but not for long, because she risked a look at the clock, and it was even later than she’d feared: almost four.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Vivian, following her gaze. ‘I’ve taken advantage of your better nature.’


‘You have.’


‘And I’m about to do it again. I hope I’m the forgivable kind as well.’


Rose frowned, unclear what she meant, then turned, hearing the door open behind her. It couldn’t be Lester. It was too quick. She thought maybe the doctor . . .


But it wasn’t a man at all. It was a grey-haired woman, who looked a little like Lester with her angular face, only she was smiling more. And to Rose’s surprise, she had a little boy by the hand. A little boy who had rich, glossy curls, and darkly tanned skin – much darker than one might expect from a child at the end of a British winter – and who wore a yellow knitted jumper. He was cherubic, absolutely beautiful, but so shy. He hung back, clutching a floppy rabbit, trying to hide behind Lester’s cousin’s skirt as she led him on, towards Rose.


Rose realised, as they approached, what Vivian had been talking about. I’m about to do it again. The bell had been for them, not Lester at all. She wanted me to see him, Rose thought, and although it was undeniably manipulative of her, she really didn’t care. Walter was peeking up at her uncertainly, still clinging to his nanny’s hand, and was quite the most lost-looking child she’d ever seen.


‘Hello,’ she said, and, unable to bear that she was making him so wary, got up, crouching before him, just as she did with Hector’s granddaughter. His cheeks were flushed. He smelt sweet, of laundry powder. ‘Are you Walter?’


‘Yes,’ he whispered.


‘I’m Rose, but you can call me Rosie. Everyone does.’


His eyes held hers. They were blue. Bright blue in his dark face.


‘Does everyone call you Walter?’ she asked.


‘Yes,’ he whispered again.


‘I liked your drawings on the stairs. They’re very good.’


He stared a second longer. Then he smiled. It was small, and very hesitant – heartbreakingly so – but it was a smile. ‘They’re of my mummy,’ he said.


‘I know.’ She smiled as well. She really couldn’t help herself.


Oh God, she thought, Lionel’s going to kill me.


And as for Xander . . .









Chapter Three


Xander wasn’t at the restaurant. The third Lionel had mentioned on the telephone turned out to be Sarah, Joe’s perpetually on-then-off-again girlfriend: a pretty, no-nonsense Pitman’s graduate, currently working at the Ministry of Information, with far superior typing speeds to Rose. (Would she be game for a move to Ilfracombe? Rose wondered.) Sarah kept breaking things off with Joe on the basis that he kept failing to propose to her, but couldn’t ever seem to resist his entreaties to give him another chance. He’d had nine of those now, by Rose’s count.


‘I hope you don’t mind me coming,’ Sarah said, standing to kiss Rose.


‘I hope you don’t mind me being so late,’ said Rose, fixing a smile on her face, refusing to allow Sarah, or anyone else – herself included – to realise how let down she felt by Xander’s absence. She’d dreaded facing him the whole way there, knowing that Lionel would have said something about the advertisement, and that she’d have to tell them both what she’d just agreed to, but it felt so much worse that he truly hadn’t come. Hard as she’d fought to keep her expectations low, she’d become all but convinced, on her sprint through the rain from Williams Street, that he’d be waiting. Who else could it be? she’d thought.


‘He sent you this,’ said Joe, seeing directly through her, as he’d always been able to do, and holding up the remnants of a champagne bottle. ‘This, too . . . ’ He rummaged among the detritus of empty plates to find a sealed envelope. It took him two attempts to pick it up. He was absolutely blind.


‘How much of my champagne have you drunk?’ Rose asked.


‘Almost exactly one third,’ he said.


‘And the rest,’ said Sarah.


‘There might have been some wine too,’ said Lionel, swaying around the table to hug Rose, well lubricated himself. It should at least help him take her decision on the chin. ‘Happy birthday, my darling.’


‘Thank you,’ she said, ‘and again, I’m so sorry.’


‘For being late? Or doing the interview when you promised you wouldn’t?’


‘Both. I never intended either . . . ’


‘Excellent,’ said Joe, ‘’s how all the best things happen.’


‘You’re not back flying tonight, are you?’ she said.


‘Let’s hope not,’ he said, and laughed.


Sarah didn’t. She looked like she was already regretting his ninth life. Rose could never be certain whether to really like her or not. She supposed Joe had much the same trouble, hence his lack of proposal.


‘Course he’s not flying,’ said Lionel. ‘Another week before that. Now don’t disappear, I’m going to let them know to bring more sandwiches.’


Whilst he went, Joe upended the last of the champagne into a glass for Rose, and Rose opened Xander’s note.




I couldn’t come, he wrote, not with Lionel and Joe there. I hope you understand. Swing by to see me later, kid. Miss the last train back. It’s been too long. X





She sighed, too upset to want to understand anything, and frowning at that X. She never could make out whether he meant it as an initial, or a kiss.


‘No scowling,’ said Joe, sloshing champagne as he held out her glass. His hands shook too much lately, even without alcohol. ‘Not on your almost birthday. Drink up, and tell us all about this passage down under that Lionel’s determined to talk you out of . . . ’


Lionel didn’t talk her out of anything. He made several attempts as they ate their mock eggs, then persevered through the cake (‘Prunes,’ declared Sarah, ‘lots of beetroot too,’ confirming that, so far as the ingredients were concerned, ignorance was indeed preferable to enlightenment), but Rose wasn’t having any of it.


‘If you’d been there with me,’ she said, ‘met them all, you’d understand. It’s desperate there, Lionel.’


‘That doesn’t make it your responsibility.’


‘No,’ said Rose. ‘I’ve made it that. I can’t tell you how . . . liberating . . . it feels to have chosen something again.’


‘You’re definitely going through with it, then?’ said Joe.


‘Yes, as long as I don’t mess it up with Walter when I move in.’


‘You’ll be fine.’


‘I hope so,’ said Rose. Already, she couldn’t stand the thought of letting any of them down. Walter especially. She kept reliving his tiny smile, the utter vulnerability of him, clinging to Lester’s cousin’s skirts, knowing he was going to lose her too. The way he’d clutched his rabbit, like it was a safety belt, dimples in his knuckles. His mother had given it to him, she was certain.


‘When do you start?’ asked Joe.


‘Soon,’ she said. ‘I need to talk to Hector. I told Vivian I’d wire on Monday to confirm dates . . . ’ She turned to Sarah.


‘What?’ Sarah said, fork to her mouth. ‘Why are you looking at me like that?’


‘Do you like Devon?’ Rose asked.


Sarah didn’t, and she wasn’t game for a move to Ilfracombe either (no great shock), but did, it transpired, know someone who might be.


‘Really?’ said Rose, deciding she might like her, after all.


‘Maybe,’ said Sarah. ‘She’s from somewhere south, I’m not sure that south, but I’ll ask. She’s stuck in a munitions factory at the moment.’


‘When do you sail?’ asked Joe.


‘Vivian says next month.’


‘What about the torpedoes?’ asked Sarah.


‘She’ll go in convoy,’ said Joe. ‘It’ll be safe once they clear the Atlantic. They’ll go around the Cape, through Colombo. Yes.’ His eyes lit up. ‘You can surprise Mum and Dad.’


‘Now hang on,’ said Lionel, ‘hang on . . . ’


But Rose wasn’t hanging anywhere. ‘I’ve made up my mind,’ she said, refilling his glass. ‘I’m sorry, but I have. I’ll be back by Christmas.’


‘That should sweeten it for Xander,’ said Sarah. ‘Honestly, I think you’re mad leaving him. I could give you a list as long as my arm of girls who’d give their eye teeth to take your place.’


‘Not you, though,’ said Joe, ‘obviously.’


‘Are you going to call by?’ Sarah asked, ignoring Joe, and nodding at Xander’s card, which Rose realised too late she’d left bare on the table.


Flushing, she reached out to put it in her bag, hoping that Lionel and Joe hadn’t read it, especially the part about Xander not wanting to see them – or her staying the night, for that matter. ‘Yes, I’m going.’


‘Maybe I’ll swing by with you,’ said Joe, letting her know he for one had read everything. ‘It’ll make his day.’


‘You can help Rosie catch her last train,’ said Lionel, confirming he’d seen it all too. ‘Or perhaps I should come as well . . . ’


‘Of course you shouldn’t,’ said Sarah.


‘I don’t think they were being serious,’ said Rose.


‘You need to do something about your hair,’ said Sarah, absolutely serious. ‘You can’t let him end things.’


‘Her hair’s not that bad,’ said Joe, signalling at the waiter for another bottle.


And whilst Sarah turned her attention on him, telling him he’d had enough, Lionel picked up his chair and moved around the table, shifting her sideways, sitting next to Rose.


‘Now, I’m only going to ask this one more time,’ he said, taking her hand tipsily. ‘Are you sure about chaperoning this little chap?’


‘I am,’ she said. ‘Completely.’


He looked into her eyes, still needing, she could tell, to be convinced. She tightened her hold on his, entreating him to get there, to trust her as he’d used to trust her, and was relieved when at length he nodded, squeezing her hand back.


‘All right,’ he said gruffly. ‘Tell Hector I’ll make sure he’s not left shorthanded, even if this friend of Sarah’s can’t do it.’


‘Thank you.’


‘You have to have lots of dinners with me before you go, that’s my condition.’


‘How brutal of you.’


‘I won’t be moved,’ he said. ‘Now finish your cake. You’re far too skinny.’


Rose almost started to relax after that. She very much wanted to finish her cake, if only for Lionel. But the thought of Xander hung over her, making it difficult to stomach more than a few bites. She hated that he hadn’t come. And she hated that he still didn’t know she was going away. She kept thinking of what he’d said the last time he’d visited her in Ilfracombe, weeks ago: one of the few visits he’d made over the winter. This distance is killing us. It’s like you’ve come here to kill us. That was with her in Devon. Devon.


She pressed her fork into her crumbs, remembering the day they’d met. He’d come by the jazz club she used to work at, just before the start of the war, she’d told him she liked his accent, it made him sound like a gangster, and he’d told her to come have a drink with him, he’d talk to her more. From that moment on, it had been nothing but easy between them, carefree. They’d gone dancing every night after her shift, shocked his doormen by going back to the hotel he was lodged at, racing up to his room. He hadn’t been her first (‘Floozy,’ he’d said), just the first she’d never imagined being without . . .


She couldn’t believe how rapidly they’d unravelled from that, to this endless round of hurt they caused one another now. She knew how it had happened. They all knew how it had happened: the grief and regret, so much regret, that had done it to them. She only wished she had the faintest idea how they were meant to find their way out of it.


‘Well, it’s not going to be with you disappearing off to a sugar plantation with some stranger’s kid for the rest of the year,’ said Xander, a couple of hours later, ‘I’ll tell you that for free.’


‘They farm cattle now.’


‘I don’t actually give a damn, Rosie.’


His New Yorker accent was always stronger when he was angry. He wasn’t shouting, though. He was being very careful not to do that. They were in his hotel bar. She’d suggested they go there quite deliberately when she’d had the receptionist call him down from his room, knowing he’d have to remain on best behaviour.


The hotel was as upmarket as The Goring: a plush Mayfair establishment that was, she’d gradually pieced together, no less than he was used to. Not that he paid for it. A New York broadsheet footed his bills, which, she supposed, meant he was really very good at what he did. Or that his family owned the paper. (‘My family don’t own the paper,’ he’d laughed, back in happier times.)


Lionel had driven her over in his chauffeured staff motor, insisting it was as good as on his way home. It wasn’t, not even at a stretch.


‘Try not to argue tonight,’ he’d counselled her, as they’d hugged goodbye. ‘You’ll be the one who ends up most upset. Leave Xander’s telling-off about today for another time.’ He’d given her a long look. ‘Don’t rile him . . . .’


It had been sound advice. Generous, too, coming from him (who, after all, had done his own share of telling Xander off since September). She’d truly meant to follow it.


And yet now, faced with Xander’s barely contained rage, the unfairness that everything that was wrong between them suddenly seemed to be falling at her door, she couldn’t quite resist saying, ‘I got your wire, by the way.’


‘You didn’t like it?’


‘I loved it. The bit about me making it was wonderful.’


‘I didn’t mean it like that . . . ’


‘How did you mean it?’


‘It’s a turn of phrase, I didn’t think . . . ’


‘You’re a journalist, Xander. You think about what you write for a living.’


‘I sent it in a rush, I’m sorry. I had to file copy last minute.’


‘There are these things called cards. People send them on birthdays, not at the last minute, because the post can take a while . . . ’


‘I’m sorry. Did you get the champagne at least?’


‘Yes, thank you.’


‘Did you enjoy it?’


‘Joe drank most of it. Sarah was annoyed.’


‘Sarah’s back?’


‘Seems to be.’


‘She’s a survivor,’ said Xander, then frowned, running his hands through his brown hair. His shirt crackled with the movement. He always wore such crisp, white shirts. They suited him, with his broad chest, his strong face. So did the relaxed jumpers he wore on Sundays, the casual polos in summer. Everything suited him. Except, these days, her. ‘I don’t want to talk about Sarah,’ he said. ‘And I don’t wanna talk about Joe, who hates me . . . ’


‘He doesn’t hate you.’


‘Well, that’s swell of you to say, Rosie, but he does, and it’s kinda feeling like you do too.’


‘Xander . . . ’


‘We should be married.’ He reached across the table, taking her hands, running his thumb over the spectacular diamond he’d given her last July. (‘Look at it,’ Sarah had said, ‘look at it.’) Rose normally wore it around her neck because it was too loose, but had put it back on before coming since he hated it when she didn’t wear it. ‘We should have been married for months.’


‘I know.’ They’d had the church booked for the last weekend in September.


‘Then move back to town. Let me buy us an apartment, one with a shelter . . . ’


‘I can’t, Xander.’


‘You can . . . ’


‘I’ve promised them.’


He dropped his head, taking a deep breath, as though for strength. She watched his shoulders rise, then fall. He was still holding her hands. ‘I’m asking you to stay.’


‘I know that.’


‘But you’re still going to go?’


She nodded sorrowfully.


He cursed. ‘Rosie . . . ’


‘I need to do it, for me as much as anyone. I think it will help . . . ’


‘So you keep saying.’


‘I’ll only be gone a few months, no different to if I was still in the air force and got posted overseas. And you could be sent anywhere, any time. You’re always saying that.’


‘Sent, though, Rosie. Sent. You’re asking to go.’


‘You see, you are good with words,’ she said, trying for a joke, although she didn’t know why. Nothing had ever felt less amusing. ‘Take more care with my wires in future.’


‘You still want wires from me?’


‘Yes, I still want wires from you,’ she said. Then, thinking of Sarah’s words earlier, you can’t let him end things, ‘Do you still want to send them?’


‘Of course I still want to send them.’


‘Good,’ she said, relieved.


She was sure she was relieved.


He filled his cheeks with another long breath, and expelled it. ‘Will you stay tonight?’


She hesitated. There wasn’t any practical reason why she shouldn’t. She didn’t have plans for the following day, and could probably even stay another – she was owed leave, and there was no urgency to her speaking to Hector any more, not now Lionel had promised he’d take care of things with her replacement; she could wire Vivian first thing Monday morning, tell her she’d be back as soon as everything was tied up. She was looking forward to doing that. Already she couldn’t wait to be on the other side of her move to Williams Street, getting to know Walter. She knew her own mind about that.


Spending the night with Xander, though . . .


‘Stay,’ he said, softer now, imploring, ‘please stay.’


She looked down at their hands, still entwined on the table. She wanted to be able to say yes. In so many ways it would be wonderful to go upstairs with him, lie in his arms, not trawl across rainy London again for a cold, dark train ride home. But they hadn’t been together like that for months, not since she’d come out of hospital, no longer carrying their tiny, unformed child. (No one had let her see it. ‘You don’t want to,’ they’d told her coldly, ‘and it’s already gone to the incinerator.’) Her dismissal from the air force had come straight after. She’d fled to the promised peace of Devon, still so weak from the sepsis, her body no longer feeling like hers after all the pain, the doctors treating it like a specimen . . .


‘Rosie?’


‘I have to go back,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry.’


He smiled humourlessly, pushing her hands away. ‘Have it your way, sweetheart, you always do.’


‘That’s not fair,’ she said, stung.


‘Isn’t it?’ he said, and, to her disbelief, stood, slamming his chair back, striding from the bar.


People everywhere turned, martinis in hand, staring, obviously wondering what Rose could have done to make such a smart, handsome man behave like that. She set her jaw, burning cheeks working in humiliation – anger, too, at herself as well as Xander, because she was so sick of being this disappointing. She refused to cry, though, in front of everyone. She reached under the table, fumbling for her bag, her hat.


She was still down there when she became aware she’d stopped being alone. She looked up, eyes stinging . . .


‘Come on,’ Xander said heavily, ‘it’s late, there might be a raid. I don’t want to make your uncle and brother even madder by letting you go out alone. I’ll take you.’









Chapter Four


He stayed with her as far as Paddington. They were painfully silent with one another for the bleak, wet walk to the underground, then again on the crammed Tube journey. As they stood pressed together in the stale carriage – looking everywhere but at each other, their bodies rigid with forced intimacy – she reflected miserably that they always got to this point in the end: when neither of them knew what else to say.


Their goodbye on the platform at Paddington was stilted, stiff. They stood inches apart, both freezing, the train steaming beside them, neither of them mentioning what had passed in the bar, even though it was all she, for one, was thinking about. He told her to have a safe journey home, and she said he should do the same.


‘I could come see you in Devon before you leave,’ he said.


‘You don’t have to,’ she said, knowing he wouldn’t anyway. He’d been only three times since she’d moved, despite promising to come many, many more. She’d lost count of the trips she’d made to the station to meet him – make-up done, a nice dress on – only to watch the train he was meant to have caught slowly empty, before giving up, heading back for a hug from her landlady, Enid, then a wire from him the next day with some excuse as to why he’d let her down again. Work, normally; the impossible length of the journey. She wished he’d just admit he preferred to spend his weekends with his foreign correspondent set: people who made him laugh, and were happy, and didn’t remind him – just by failing so badly at forgetting – of all they’d lost.


‘This has been a terrible night,’ he said.


‘Yes,’ she agreed.


‘Another one.’ He sighed. ‘God, Rosie, I miss who you used to be.’


It was hardly the first time he’d said it.


It still landed like a slap in the face.


I miss me as well, she wanted to say. I miss me so much. You were part of this happening to me too, don’t forget.


But she didn’t, because she felt perilously close to falling apart as it was, and she knew that if she spoke those words, they’d push her over the edge – they always did – and she couldn’t let that happen, not in the middle of a packed concourse, not with hours ahead on the train still to get through.


He dragged his hand wearily around his jaw. ‘Maybe you’re right,’ he said. ‘Maybe this time away will be . . . good . . . for you. Better, anyway, for us.’


‘Yes,’ she choked, and felt no triumph that he’d given in so quickly, within the space of only one, short evening. Only sadness. Perversely, she wished he’d fought a bit longer to keep her with him, a bit harder.


He’d never been going to do that, though. She realised that. He – who sent champagne rather than himself to uncomfortable afternoon teas, and avoided trip after trip to see her – liked easy, not difficult. It was why he’d never be able to bear it if she did as he asked, moved to London. I miss who you used to be. Neither of them could cope with being together, the way things were. She supposed if they could, she’d have thought a deal harder about going to Williams Street in the first place.


The conductor blew his whistle.


‘You’d better go,’ Xander said.


She nodded. She still couldn’t trust herself to speak.


He frowned.


They didn’t touch.


He told her to take care, that he’d see her soon, then, without a happy birthday, he turned, leaving her alone for the second time that night.


Only this time, he didn’t come back.


‘Were you all right getting home?’ Sarah asked, when she telephoned Rose at the office on Monday morning.


‘Not really,’ said Rose, keeping her voice low so that Hector – mercifully slightly deaf, but less than a couple of yards away at his own paper-strewn desk – wouldn’t hear. ‘There were no seats left by the time I got on the train, so I had to stand all the way to Reading.’ She’d bashed her knee against a stack of trunks, tearing the skin, ruining her last pair of good stockings; the pain had made it even harder to hold herself together. ‘We were delayed again. The last bus had left by the time I got to Barnstaple.’


‘I don’t know where Barnstaple is.’


‘Twelve miles from my billet. I had to hitch a ride half the way, then walk the rest.’ It had been raining. Hard. ‘I kept thinking something was going to jump out at me.’


‘Well, I won’t say you brought it on yourself.’


‘I think you just did.’


‘Have you heard from Xander since?’


‘Another wire,’ said Rose, glancing at it on her desk.




Hated leaving STOP You make me feel such a criminal STOP Have spoken to New York and asked to go away myself STOP Could use a change of this old scene STOP Let me know when you get back to town so we can try at something nicer to remember STOP Even domestics must get the odd night off STOP





‘You should see him,’ said Sarah. ‘Don’t leave it like this. Remember how happy you used to be.’


Rose laughed shortly. ‘Remember is all either of us do.’ Increasingly, it felt like the only thing left keeping them together. ‘I’m hoping when I come back, it’ll be better . . . ’


‘Hmm,’ said Sarah sceptically. ‘And have you told Hector you’re going?’


‘Yes, this morning.’


‘How did he take it?’


‘Better than Xander,’ said Rose, glancing at him scribbling. ‘He’s excited, writing a reference to send to Vivian, and a whole list of requirements for Lionel. Your friend mightn’t make the grade.’
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