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My dear Olive and Cyril,
In the brave old days of the three-decker novel authors wrote their dedications in the form of an amiable, rambling letter. This is old-fashioned but then so am I, so make no apology for reverting to the practice.


Time and again you have been lured from that overcrowded, frenetic south-eastern corner of the island in which you live and work, to this less populous, more leisurely south-western corner, seeking rest and refreshment. I invite you here again, without leaving your fireside.


This book is an expression of my thanks to you both for all the years of encouragement you have contributed, not only to me personally, but to our way of life “downalong”.


Affectionately,
R.F.D.


April, 1967
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PART ONE


THE BELEAGUERED






Chapter One


HIT AND RUN


I


The gull, canting uncertainly into the wind, rose from its ledge a hundred feet above the landslip and flew along the tideline before turning inland over the first cottages of Coombe Bay, searching for its first circling point, Smut Potter’s tall brick chimney, near the foot of the steep village street.


From the elevation of the Bluff the Valley was seen as a great gauntlet, a green and russet gauntlet of the kind falconers used centuries ago. The glove was left-handed, with the knob of the Bluff, the highest point of the coast, as the thumb. The forefinger, pointing due north, was the wooded Coombe, with its three farms showing as blood or rust stains. The less-soiled middle and third fingers were the green inroads of Shallowford Woods and the more open coppices of French Wood and Hermitage Clump. The little finger, crooked at a wide angle, was Blackberry Moor, now almost obliterated by the Royal Marine Camp and showing slate-green on the far side of the silver streak that was the River Sorrel. The back of the gauntlet, a great flattish wedge extending between the Bluff and the western crest of the moor, was not as blotched as the fingers but seamed with age, here stubble fields showing as regular brown patches, there a pantiled roof or a sheet of corrugated iron suggesting older bloodstains, blood shed when the gauntlet was warm from the hand of a Tudor falconer.


The entire Valley was there, five miles across, six miles deep, and at two hundred feet it did not look over-populated, although the gull, foraging through its fifth winter, could detect many changes since the day it had made its first circuit. The centre of Valley activity had shifted. Before the war, when men still fished off the sandbars, and families picnicked on the white sands between Coombe Bay and the landslip, it had been unnecessary to fly inland in search of food. Gutted fish were abundant near the stone quay and the flotsam of picnic parties was taken out by the tide and washed round the Bluff to Tamer’s Cove, where the sodden paper soon shredded away and strips of ham-fat and shards of crust caused squabbles among the herring gulls. But now these larders no longer existed. Nobody fished off bars that were laced with barbed wire and iron poles and picnickers were forbidden a beach reserved for the military. The younger gulls had taken to foraging further out to sea round the shores of Nun’s Island, leaving inland picking to the lazy and the handicapped.


The handicapped gull had learned to exist on these pickings ever since the blob of oil had hardened on its wing tip, causing it to fly in a curiously lopsided fashion, as though permanently battling against an offshore gale, and when it landed and spread its wings, it staggered slightly, not only because its braking power was limited, but also because its left leg had puckered and bent under the stresses of the years. For all that it had survived. Like the Valley folk below it had come to terms with its limitations and it had forced the war to show a profit, for the presence of the great camp on the western flank of the estate meant waste and waste kept the painted bins behind the cookhouse and N.A.A.F.I filled and overflowing.


The moment it became aware of the chimney of the Potter bakery it dipped, coasting down on the edge of the wind and making a clumsy landing on the wall that separated Smut Potter’s premises from the old brickyard at the bottom of his garden. Smut saw it land and grinned. Lame himself from two machine-gun bullets received in an ambush east of Valenciennes on the last day of the 1914–18 war (the ‘First War’ as they now called it), he welcomed a fellow cripple. He called, cheerfully, ‘Youm scrounging again then’ and tossed it half a pork pie that he had been munching whilst stocktaking in the store. Unfortunately for him his frugal French wife Marie saw the fragment soar through the air and came out of the kitchen screaming protests in her guttural English. The pie was only one of four dozen, surreptitiously baked from portions of a pig delivered after the blackouts were up by the genial Henry Pitts, of Hermitage, and a crate of eggs, delivered an hour later by Jumbo Bellchamber, joint master of Low Coombe, but they had cost her more than twice the price of pre-war raw materials. Even though the baking represented a net profit of something like six hundred per cent, she was not disposed to waste it on gulls, reasoning that if Smut did not want it now he could put it by until he did. For nearly a minute she stormed at him without effacing his grin and when she paused for breath he said, tolerantly, ‘Giddon with ’ee! The poor bugger’s gammy-legged like me! ’Er’s got to veed on zummat, so get back to what youm at woman and stop your ole chatter!’


Marie obeyed, as she invariably did when Smut issued an order. Honour satisfied by her protest she retreated to the steamy kitchen, while Smut watched the gull dispose of the piece of pie and fly away in the general direction of the Coombe. It flew, he thought, like a damaged fighter-plane but not one of those seen nowadays skimming south from the Polish station ten miles inland. Its speed was more that of one of the banana-crate aircraft he remembered crossing the Somme trenches in 1916. The comparison brought him satisfaction for it led him, as he returned to his stocktaking, to weigh the hideous discomforts of the last war against the unimagined profits of its successor. He remained cheerful for the rest of the morning whistling ‘Over the Rainbow’ as he checked the strategic reserves of Marie’s shelves.


The gull flew on up the deep Coombe to the nearest of the three farms built on the eastern side of the seam. Long ago, long before the gull was hatched, the old Potter homestead at Low Coombe had been a ready source of titbits for inland flying birds. The Potters of the previous generation had been a lazy, shiftless lot and their holding was habitually strewn with everything from drying washing to unscoured pigswill troughs. Nowadays it had order, for Brissot, the cork-footed French Canadian who had married one of the Potter harlots and shared the farm with his Cockney chum, Jumbo Bellchamber, was a conscientious farmer. All the gull got here was a glowering look from the plump, plodding Violet Bellchamber, née Violet Potter, who was feeding hens and paused defensively when she saw the gull hovering, so it flew on to the southern meadow of Deepdene where it saw old Francis Willoughby leaning on one of his gates and apparently feeding himself with a short tube, attached to a bulb. It seemed an odd way to take food and the gull made a sprawling landing on the handle of a plough close by in order to watch. It had no way of knowing that Francis suffered from asthma and was not eating but inhaling as he cast a lugubrious eye at his Red Devons grubbing among the kale. There was a stillness about Deepdene that was becoming more apparent as the winter passed. The gull could remember a time when this had been a noisy, bustling farm, with men calling to one another as they worked, but now there was only this silent man standing by the gate, feeding himself with a tube. No discarded scraps were visible so the gull gathered itself for flight again, took off into the wind, and circled slowly over High Coombe, the northernmost and largest farm of the cleft.


Here, by contrast, there was promise. The new man at High Coombe, a townsman with a large family, had none of the built-in prejudice of the traditional soil-grubbers against scavengers and ignored the gull when it settled on the angle of the farmhouse roof to make a brief survey. The blonde wife of the farmer was at her usual occupation, a strange one for a housewife with innumerable children. She was sitting on a canvas stool in the front patch sketching and two or three of the children were pottering about the yard, one of them clutching a jam sandwich. The farmer himself had just finished feeding the pigs so the gull watched where he dumped two buckets at the entrance to the barn and the moment he had turned his back flopped across the yard and spent a busy five minutes scooping swill from the rims. Then one of the children spotted it and shouted a welcome so that the gull, uttering one of its short, derisive laughs, took off again and drifted down the eastern sweep of the Valley and across the dense thickets of Shallowford Woods to the Mere, a long, oval lake with a smooth surface that looked forbidding in the absence of sunlight.


There were plenty of fish in the Mere but there was also competition so the gull did not descend in the vicinity of the forester’s cottage as it sometimes did in summer, when Sam Potter, the woodsman, was at work hereabouts. Sam was tolerant with gulls, not ranking them as vermin, and in its time this gull had been given scraps in and around the henhouse. Today neither Sam nor his wife Joannie was around, so the bird set course south-west, crossed the Mere and the steep escarpment of oaks, beeches, sycamores and limes and drifted down into the paddocks of the Big House where it lurched to a standstill on the iron fence and studied the landscape. In the Home Farm meadows, between house and sea, no-one was ploughing so there was no hope of worms and up here, near the house, there was no livestock to be fed apart from the two horses, Squire Craddock’s grey and one pony, and both were in the stableyard. There were, however, scraps sometimes to be found in the forecourt, for in previous seasons the gull remembered that the gravel turn-around had been a busy place, with any number of cars coming and going and sometimes large flakes of pasty dropped by talkative huntsmen when there was a meet in the forecourt. No hunters had gathered here for some time, however, and the old house sat on dreaming of the lively past, its red creeper hanging in tatters along the entire façade sadly in keeping with the winter landscape.


It was puzzling and a little disturbing to guess at what had happened over here lately. No more than half-a-dozen people seemed to inhabit the great, rambling place, the Squire, his wife, a small boy who appeared and disappeared at intervals, and two or three servants. A kind of decline had set in over the past two winters. It seemed to be waiting for something to quicken it into life again and even the old Squire himself had lost something of the spring in his step when he came out of the garden door of his library and stood on the terrace looking south to the sea. Leaves fluttered down from the ranks of avenue chestnuts and the gull, sensing failure, took off again and flew due east as far as Hermitage Farm where the ground began to dip towards the Sorrel. Here, on a long, sloping field, David Pitts was breaking soil with a chain harrow and showed no interest at all when the gull plopped into a shallow furrow and picked up a worm or two.


It was not much for such a long, circular flight but there was luck awaiting it at Periwinkle, the next farm on, where the Squire’s daughter and her husband lived in their neat little house. Their child, Jerry, who seemed to live in the open, had been collecting eggs. Stalking his progress the gull picked up half a cropful of grain before the exertions of the morning began to advertise themselves and it rose and flew low over the edge of the plateau, across French Wood, across the Sorrel to the sprawling buildings of Four Winds, then due west to the camp, the area where, of late, the main activities of the Valley seem concentrated.


Unhurriedly, for no-one ever bothered it here, the gull patrolled the vast rectangle, giving vent to an occasional sardonic cark as though to echo the distant shouts of the drill-sergeant bellowing at recruits on the square. Smoke rose from the kitchens and as it watched the gull saw a white-overalled cook emerge from the big hut and empty slops into one of the bins. Using the angle of the cookhouse as cover, it dropped down and made its lopsided landing on an iron bracket, slithering madly until balance was restored. Then, wondering perhaps why it had not flown here direct, it began to gorge itself on offal, ignoring the staccato shouts flung into the wind by the sergeant fifty yards further west. Take-off, on a distended crop, was a slow, difficult business but when the cook came out with more waste it managed it somehow, taking advantage of a slight shift in the wind to flap south to its private crevice above the landslip. Reconnaissance over for another twenty-four hours it made its clumsy landing and perched, staring bleakly out across the shallows to the unsightly criss-cross of rusting iron that garnished the sandbanks.



II


They came in at wave-top level, driving out of the sea-mist like three starving hawks; unlike hawks they did not hover over their target but skimmed up into the wind currents that slipped between the Bluff in the east and the slope of Blackberry Moor to the west. Then they parted company, all three disappearing into low cloud but reappearing again within seconds, this time heading separately out to sea, perhaps to their base at Le Mans, perhaps further east to Orleans. In the meantime, at about five hundred feet, they had dropped six 250-pounders that erupted like six small volcanoes, casual visiting cards of a race of grey toads currently squatting on every province between Biscay and the Caucasus.


Four of the bombs fell on stubble or in hillside thickets, two on Home Farm land, two more on the lower slopes of the moor. Each dug a fifteen-foot crater, blasting every blade of grass and every shred of bracken within fifty yards but all they killed was a rabbit that had run under the lip of a heather terrace as soon as it heard the roar of the engines, a sound it had mistaken for the juggernaut approach of Farmer Pitts’ tractor. It was a different matter with the two other bombs. One scored a direct hit on Periwinkle Farm, half-way up the second fold of the moor, the other blew Harold Eveleigh to pieces seconds after he had left the ditch he was digging to relieve flooding in the yard of Four Winds and had crouched, staring skywards, against a stack halfway between his farm and the brown flood of the Sorrel.


It was odd that Harold Eveleigh should be the first civilian casualty of the Valley in World War II because, as a boy of seventeen, he had survived some of the most murderous fighting on the Western Front in World War I, emerging with no more than a flesh wound. After that he had gone to Palestine and fought Turks and had been decorated for gallantry before he was twenty. He was now forty-two, the father of a family of two boys and a girl, and one of the most dedicated farmers in the Valley, even though he did not return to the soil until he was a casualty of the 1931 Slump. A war had claimed his brother Gilbert as long ago as 1916, and now Harold had met an almost identical death, for Gilbert had died from the blast of an inexpertly-thrown grenade without even getting to France. Their mother, who dabbled in spiritualism, might have seen the finger of fate in this coincidence but she had died in the first winter of the Second War.


There was another coincidence about that hit-and-run raid of February 12th, 1942. The only other casualty in the Valley was another of the long family of Eveleighs, who was also killed outright over at Periwinkle. Rachel Craddock, née Eveleigh, had been there by chance, sharing the farm with her sister-in-law, Mary Palfrey, elder daughter of Squire Craddock. Rachel’s husband, Simon, was an infantry sergeant, serving somewhere in Britain, and he had sent Rachel to the west for safety and also to give her something to do while the war lasted. Rachel was reputedly the brainiest of the Eveleigh tribe and had an economics degree, but Valley folk said she had not made much use of it having spent a rather cheerless life campaigning for Socialism in the drab citadels of the Industrial North and Midlands. Then, when these curious activities were seen to be as profitless as Valley folk had always considered them, she came home and helped Mary and Mary’s husband Rumble Patrick, about the farm, not exactly digging for victory but at least poultry-rearing to the same end.


Now she lay under a pile of rubble a mile north of her brother’s unrecognisable corpse and everyone came running, convinced that the bomb had also killed Mary, her only child Jerry, and possibly Rumble Patrick as well. They were relieved to learn that Rachel had died alone, washing eggs at the scullery sink. They discovered this as soon as they scrambled into the yard, calling to one another through a fine rain of cob-dust, for Mary, clutching her six-year-old son, crawled from the ruins of the small barn, her dark hair powdered with dust, her overalls in ribbons. Both she and the boy were unmarked but they were shuddering from the effects of the shock. David Pitts and his wife from Hermitage, on the further slope, shouted with joy when they saw mother and child stumbling towards them but Mary only pointed distractedly to the pyramid of cob and splintered timber that had been her home since her eccentric young husband had come home from Canada and rebuilt the old Codsall smallholding with his own hands.


People began to arrive in twos and threes, all breathless, all eager to talk about their own miraculous escapes until they saw the havoc in Periwinkle Yard. Then they stopped and poked about in an aimless way, not caring to look Mary Palfrey in the face. They did not start digging for Rachel until Squire Craddock himself arrived with old Henry Pitts, some of the elderly labourers and two Land Army girls from the Home Farm. By then Mary had collapsed and she and the child were driven away in the landrover, to be put to bed at the Big House.


Squire Craddock, at sixty-two, was still an active man and so was Henry Pitts, a year or two older. Together, with the minimum of talk, they set about clearing a way through to the kitchen. They were both trench veterans and houses demolished by high explosives were not as novel to them as to their helpers. Henry said: ‘Us’ll have to come at it from the back, Maister. It’ll take us all day to get through from this side. Is ’er dead would ’ee say?’


‘She’s dead all right,’ Paul Craddock said. ‘Some of these beams are nearly two feet across. We’ll go in from the scullery yard as you suggest.’


They had cleared as far as the scullery window when reinforcements arrived from the camp on the moor and half-an-hour later Rachel Eveleigh was lifted out and laid in the hen-house, the only outbuilding that remained standing. Squire Craddock and Henry Pitts looked down at her. She was not much marked and must have died instantly. She looked, Paul Craddock thought, her severe, humourless self, a woman who had been in arms against the ordered life of industrial and rural communities ever since she took up with that studious son of Parson Horsey. That was half-a-lifetime ago – back about the time of the old King’s coronation when she was a chit of about seventeen. And then Young Horsey had been killed stretcher-bearing in Flanders and she had gone on crusading for what she called social justice, and had ultimately married another Valley misfit, his own son, Simon. Well, here was an end to all her trapesings, and she didn’t look as if she minded all that much. Her hair was as grey as his own and the eyes were old and tired. A corporal of the Marines touched his arm.


‘There’s been another incident at that big farm, sir, the one nearer the sea.’


‘Four Winds?’


‘Yes, sir. They missed the farm but killed the Gaffer. Name of Eveleigh. They were after our lot I imagine. Pretty poor shooting. The nearest was nearly a mile off target.’


Paul only heard the first part of his comment. He was thinking how persistent was the ill luck of Four Winds, the largest of the Shallowford Farms and, over three generations, the most prosperous.


When he had come here, a raw, city-bred lad seeking a purpose in life, Four Winds had been occupied by the Codsalls and within two years crazy old Martin Codsall had killed his wife Arabella with a hay knife and hanged himself. Then Codsall’s foreman, Norman Eveleigh, moved in and for a spell everything prospered, but Eveleigh’s eldest son had been killed in the war, and young Harold had run off and enlisted, and Rachel had married a conscientious objector against her father’s wishes, so that the unity of the large family was lost in a swirl of discord and anxiety, and Norman Eveleigh solaced himself with a land girl who created more scandal. Then, when that was smoothed out, Eveleigh had had a stroke and his second son Harold had come limping out of the unemployment queues and returned to the land but the curse of Four Winds could not, it seemed, be exorcised, for here was the new master dead in one of his own ditches while Fate, sparing the Four Winds’ tenants nothing, had also struck at Rachel a mile to the north.


Suddenly he felt tired and angry, his spirit at one with the lowering skies and the bleak, wintry look of the countryside. It was all so pointless this deadly game that everybody was playing all over the world, and the pattern of order and progressive change that he had been at such pains to establish twice in his lifetime was again broken up by the drift of events over which nobody, least of all himself, had the slightest control. He wanted to go back over Codsall Bridge and up to French Wood, where he had often found courage in the past among trees planted in remembrance of men killed in the 1914–18 war, but a luxury like that would have to wait. There was his son Simon to be told and brought home for the funeral, and there were Connie Eveleigh and her children to be comforted. Neither duty could be put upon anyone else for both, son and tenant, had watched him at work over the years and would look to him for reassurance. For possibly the ten-thousandth time since he had ridden into the Valley as a young man he cursed himself for having taken up such a packload of obligations.


He took a final gloomy look at the rubble, wondering how his daughter Mary would take the loss of her home, even though her life and her son’s life had been spared. Henry Pitts, still at his elbow, said, ‘Where’s The Boy, then?’ He meant Rumble Patrick, Mary’s husband, whom many of the Valley folk still called The Boy, although he was now twenty-eight and had been master here for seven years. Paul said he had gone into Whinmouth for seed and left word that he was to be contacted at once through Whinmouth police, and as he said this he remembered how Rumble Patrick’s hands, and perhaps his love for Mary, had transformed this gimcrack little farm into a pretty little home. The thought comforted him a little. ‘Good old Rumble,’ he muttered, ‘I can leave Mary to him. He’s got Potter blood in him and those Potters can survive anything.’ He turned and climbed into the station waggon, driving it back on to the old dust road and down as far as Codsall Bridge where he turned into the muddy lane leading to Four Winds.


He had expected outcry but there was none. The pitiful remains of Harold had been gathered up by some unlucky wight and covered with sacking to await the ambulance. Connie Eveleigh was alone in the parlour, sipping tea made by one of the land girls. Everybody had a frozen face and spoke in undertones but Connie wasn’t weeping, or railing against the Luftwaffe. He remembered then that she had come from the North and would know how to conduct herself, a pretty, chubby woman, not easily daunted. It was to her, rather than to her husband, that he had given the farm when they came to him penniless, for she had spoken up honestly and fearlessly, asking a favour but holding on to her pride. Harold had been a bit of a show-off but she had kept him at work and contented and would have courage to spare for the weeks ahead. She looked up hard-eyed when he came stumping in, his boots leaving a trail of cob-dust across her patterned carpet.


‘The other one got Rachel, didn’t it?’


‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but at least the blast killed her before the roof fell in.’


‘Two bombs, two Eveleighs,’ Connie said. ‘They don’t have much luck, do they? Thank God Mary and Jerry escaped.’


It was strange. He wasn’t thinking of the Eveleighs, or even of his own daughter and grandson, but of the original tenants, the Codsalls. Arabella Codsall had clacked at him endlessly in this very room and he had ridden over here with Martin, drunk as a fiddler, shortly before the man went off his head and committed murder. He it had been who had come here on the wings of a south-westerly gale the night his own boy Simon was born, to find Martin hanged in the barn and his wife an even worse mess than Harold Eveleigh outside. A damned unlucky farm but one that continued to fight back, as Connie was fighting now. He said, ‘How did the children take it?’


‘They don’t know yet. Bob went off with Rumble. Hughie and the girl won’t be home from school until – the camp ’bus gets in at teatime. Shall I meet it and break the news on the way over?’


‘Yes,’ he said, after a moment’s thought, ‘and I’ll send Claire over to go along with you. The Marines are getting in touch with Whinmouth police, so the elder lad will be back in an hour or so. You can rely on him, can’t you?’


‘He’s a good boy and a first-class farmer. He takes after his grandfather more than Harold. The younger one is more like Harold, full of enthusiasms that don’t last long.’


Her calmness astonished him, neither did he miss the hint of defensiveness in her praise of the elder boy. She was wondering, no doubt, if the tenancy would now pass to him. The disposal of Four Winds’ tenancy had been discussed here twice before.


‘Keep him at it, Connie,’ Paul said, ‘and don’t let him do anything damned silly, like enlist. We can’t afford to have anyone else go.’


‘The Government wouldn’t let him enlist.’


‘They should have had that much sense in the last war. Then we shouldn’t have had so many trees in French Wood, or such a hell of a struggle to get going again through the ’twenties when you were so-high.’


‘I was a bit higher than that,’ she said, with a twitch of a smile. ‘Harold and I danced the Charleston the first night we met. He was a wonderful dancer, did you know that?’


He saw now that a tear glittered under the eyelash and crossing over he laid his hand on her shoulder.


‘It was all over in a flash. He couldn’t have known a thing. He died worse deaths in France after any number of near-misses. There’s some comfort in that I suppose. He wasn’t the kind of chap who could have faced a half-life if he had been maimed.’


‘You don’t have to tell me that,’ Connie said. ‘I knew our Harold.’ And then, almost as a challenge, ‘It was a good marriage. We had a lot of fun, Squire!’ The word ‘Squire’ did not come naturally to her as it still did to the old stagers, like Henry Pitts. ‘Our Harold’, of course, was pure Lancashire. No-one in the Valley would use a possessive pronoun in that way. Musing on this, and a little fortified by her dignity and courage, he was able to get the dire results of this lunatic hit-and-run raid into perspective. It might, he supposed, have been worse. Six bombs and two deaths. If one bomb had veered a little to the west fifty Marines might have been blown to pieces in the N.A.A.F.I. on the crown of the moor.


‘There’s one thing about this picnic,’ he said, ‘we’re all in it, every last one of us, no matter where you hide!’


He did not think she needed his presence any longer and drove back along the lane, thinking better of going home to ’phone Simon. Leaving the station waggon at the foot of the approach road to Hermitage Farm he climbed the gorse track to his favourite spot on the estate, the sharp ridge crowned by the memorial copse they called French Wood, coming at it from behind, threading his way through the little glade without glancing at the plaques and sitting on a fallen birch that gave him a view of the whole Valley.


It was a long time since he had been up here and the view, so familiar in every detail, had changed during the last eighteen months. Over Periwinkle a mushroom of dust lingered like the smoke of a huge autumn bonfire and he could see the buildings of Four Winds and the straw-coloured circle that marked the place where Harold Eveleigh had died under his stack.


To the west, however, there were more noticeable changes. Blackberry Moor had once been a vast rectangle of yellow gorse, heath, heather and green or gold bracken according to the season of the year but now it was a town, row after row of huts looking like an enormous chicken farm made up of uniform hovers and here and there, alongside smaller rectangles, large buildings camouflaged green and brown, the N.A.A.F.I., S.H.Q., the gymnasium the guardhouse. Specks moved across the parade ground and a sliver of sunlight, travelling across the landscape like a fugitive, lit upon somebody’s bayonet, or a drop of moisture on the wire mesh that ran the length of the road. There had been a camp of sorts here in the First War but it was nothing like this, just an untidy huddle of bell-tents and a sagging marquee or two, where Kitchener’s volunteers drilled and shivered and swore. This camp looked permanent and he wondered, when it was all over, how the devil anyone would restore the heath to its natural state. It wouldn’t do to hunt over it for a decade or so. The place must be a labyrinth of hidden drains, slit trenches and coils of barbed wire.


He was surprised to find himself thinking of the future. For so long now there hadn’t been one, just a chequered past and a cheerless present, involving blackouts, rationing, black-market wrangles, Government forms sown with verbal man-traps, battledress, Home Guard manoeuvres, air-raid warnings and miles of dragons’ teeth along the once deserted shore as far as the Bluff. The vast camp signified all these things, a permanent reminder that freewill had blown away with the piece of paper that well-meaning ass Chamberlain had flourished after the Munich debacle. That was how it had seemed for a long time now and even the reckless mood of 1940 had departed, leaving a vacuum filled with glumness, boredom and worry.


His family were scattered. Of his four sons and two daughters only young John, the postscript, and Mary, now homeless, remained in the Valley. Stevie and Andy, the boneyard twins who had always patronised him and had gone off to make their money in scrap iron more than a decade ago, were both in the R.A.F., one at a Bomber Command airfield in Yorkshire, the other somewhere in North Africa with a fighter squadron. Simon, his eldest boy, was in Scotland, learning how to kill men with his bare hands and him getting on for forty! His daughter Karen, whom everybody called ‘Whiz’, was in India, thank God, and so was her husband, Ian. Ian had some kind of staff job and it would probably keep him alive. So much for the children, two home and four away. Some of his pre-war cronies were still around but the young ones had mostly gone. Only here and there was a son carrying on, like David, Henry’s son, at Hermitage. The rest were as far away as Alberta and Queensland, or caught up in some confused battle in Burmese jungle or North African desert. There was no continuity any more and as he sat here, looking out over the grey landscape, he realized it was continuity he had striven for for forty years, often with little success. In a way it was a kind of suspension of all natural processes, like waiting for a spring that would never come. The land looked as lifeless as Rachel Eveleigh down there in that hen-house, and in the pattern of fields and copses under his eye, nothing moved except the odd speck or two on the camp parade ground.


A Hurricane came zooming out of the blur of the woods, one of the Paxtonbury-based Polish fighters in tardy pursuit of the raiders and he realised how deeply he resented all aircraft as representing a hateful challenge to all that was predictable, slow and safe. His first wife, Grace, had been killed by a Gotha on the pavé road behind Ypres; his youngest daughter, Claire, Dairy Queen of the West, had died in one off the Dutch coast, as long ago as 1934; and now they menaced the slopes and river-bottoms of remote streams like the Sorrel. God curse the fool who had first invented them, and as he thought this he remembered how he had set his face against all mechanical gadgets right through the early morning of the machine-age, when old King Teddy had been ruling an England of three-horse ploughs and leg-o’-mutton sleeves.


Then, as always, his obstinacy reasserted itself and he stood up, dusting his breeches. It didn’t pay to brood about it. There was plenty to be done, here and elsewhere, and he had looked down on this Valley too many times and in too many contrasting moods to be fooled by the desolation of winter, even a wartime winter. The Valley had looked deceivingly cheerful from here in the summer of Dunkirk but things were far more hopeless then, with everyone waiting for the first German parachutists and only a few shotguns and rook-rifles to oppose a landing of Panzers. There had been many setbacks and more to come he wouldn’t wonder, but at least that madman who raved and frothed and bit carpets had been held, and the chances of invasion now were remote, notwithstanding this mornings escape of the battleships Gneisenau and Scharnhorst that had probably touched off this piddling little air-raid. He descended to the road, driving along it until he came to the two stone pillars that marked the drive and accelerating over the loose gravel between leafless chestnuts.


His wife Claire was awaiting him on the step and he felt better for seeing her there. At least she hadn’t changed, or not that much in all these years. She was fifty-nine but looked about forty-three and it cheered him to reflect that Claire had always had magic at her command to adapt to any fashion that found its way this far west. In what people now called the Edwardian Afternoon she had been a buxom, laughing girl, with a wasp waist and flowing hips and bosom and in the period now called The Gay ’Twenties she had changed herself into a flapper showing shapely legs half-way up the thigh and cropping her lovely, corn-coloured hair in order to be at one with her daughters. Then, during the ’thirties, she had compromised between these two extremes and it was only when she was undressing to go to bed that he realised she was steadily losing the battle against excess flesh. But now a fourth compromise had been achieved for the kind of things that put weight on her belly and buttocks were difficult to get, so that recently she had been able to make a virtue out of necessity and had begun to slim in all the right places. Through all these changes her features and characteristics had remained the same, her fresh, pink and white complexion as unblemished as a girl’s, her slightly prominent eyes reminding him of inshore water off the Coombe Bay sandbanks on a summer’s day – those two things, plus her optimism, steadfastness and strong sexual attraction for him, that persisted even now, so that there never was a time when he was not in some way stirred by her presence. She said anxiously, ‘Where on earth have you been? I phoned poor Connie and she said you left an hour ago!’


He was tempted to lie but thought better of it. ‘I had to pull myself together, old girl. I went up to French Wood,’ and was a little touched to see her smile.


‘I might have known it. Did it work?’


‘More or less. How is Mary and the kid?’


‘Both scrubbed and sound asleep. Doctor Maureen came over and gave them something to counteract the shock. The police phoned from Whinmouth. They’re looking all over for Rumble and Connie’s boy. I didn’t know what to say to Connie, poor kid.’


‘You don’t have to worry about her,’ Paul said, ‘she’s got more guts than any woman about here! And don’t run away with the idea that it’s because she and poor old Harold weren’t close. They were, in their own kind of way.’


Her teeth came over her heavy lower lip in a way it usually did when she was about to admit a shortcoming.


‘If it had been you or Mary someone would have had a hell of a job comforting me!’


She went into the hall and he noticed she had avoided mentioning Rachel’s death, or the need to contact Simon. It wasn’t fear of making a fool of herself in front of him, and it wasn’t lack of affection for the woman who had married her stepson. It was something more fundamental and he acknowledged it to himself as they passed into the library and she poured him a tot of whisky. ‘She doesn’t give a damn about anyone except me,’ he thought, ‘and she never has.’ He said, feeling better for the whisky, ‘I shall have to wire Simon. They’ll almost certainly give him compassionate leave, no matter what he’s doing,’ and he began to move into the hall where the old-fashioned telephone was still bracketed to the wall, occupying the same place as when it was first installed in the days before Shallowford House had been a wartime convalescent home.


‘Leave it!’ she said suddenly and when he looked shocked, ‘Rumble will attend to it, it’ll give him something to occupy his mind. After all, he was closer to Rachel than any of us.’


He had forgotten. The shock of the morning’s events had made him overlook yet another coincidence about the two-minute swoop of those damned Fokker-Wulfes. Rachel Eveleigh had actually delivered the boy in the year before the First War, stumbling upon his half-witted mother in labour in the cave she sometimes occupied over the badger slope in Shallowford Woods and ever since, not unnaturally he supposed, there had been a strong bond between Rumble Patrick and the childless Rachel Eveleigh.


‘You’re right,’ he said, ‘I’ll let Rumble handle it,’ and sat down again, stretching his legs and suddenly feeling his age.


‘What was the point of it anyway?’ she asked, irritably. ‘It doesn’t make any kind of sense, does it? A woman washing eggs at a sink. A man digging a drain in his fields. Is that going to get anyone anywhere? It’s not even as if there was a terror element about it, like blitzing London or one of the ports. Do we do this kind of thing to their farms and villages?’


He explained that the Luftwaffe was aiming at the camp and that, in all probability, the German airmen had been trainees on a practice run to gain experience. She seized on the last word as though it had been a blasphemy.


‘Experience!’ she mocked. ‘You men are all the same! There isn’t one of you, English, French, German or Jap, who can think straight! Experience of what for God’s sake? Reducing human beings to pulp, in order to see how your silly machines work? Rumble rebuilt that home with his two hands and Mary made it pretty and cosy and exciting. It was like … like a doll’s house! What kind of sense is there in blowing it to smithereens like that?’


Her indignation was so typical of her, and so true to the form of her grumpy old father, Edward Derwent, once master of High Coombe, who had never had a moment’s patience with anything he could not touch, sniff, eat, or sell. ‘Derwent-commonsense’ Paul had always called it and there were times when it had stood him in good stead. She had never seen any point in the First War and for a long time he had agreed with her, but they had had many arguments about this one, for whilst he was convinced that it was just, she blamed it on the vanities and inefficiencies of male animals from Plymouth to Pekin. It need never have happened, she said, and whilst granting that it had to be won at all costs, she had no confidence that the world would be any the better for it when the rubble was cleared away. To her it was the ultimate negation of commonsense and demonstrative proof of the obsession of men with inessentials. All that mattered to a Derwent was good food, warm clothes, a roof that didn’t leak, regular harvests, and the pleasure of sharing a double bed with your partner in all these things. She had never once bothered herself about politics, having seen what they had done to her predecessor, who left a good husband and a good home to march about London breaking windows and waving banners. Her detachment sometimes irritated Paul but today it brought a gleam of humour to the sombreness of the day.


He said with a grin, ‘I might have known the violation of Mary’s chintzy little bedroom would have outraged you far more than the fact that two German battleships have got clear.’


‘Damn the battleships and damn the war! I’m terribly upset for that nice girl Connie, and for Simon as well, but for me the entire stupidity of everything that’s happening is pinpointed by some fool hundreds of miles away making a bomb to drop on a home two people built for themselves out of nothing. I daresay it’s illogical but there it is. I remember Periwinkle in the days before even you came here. It was nothing but a ratty old shack, and Rumble and Mary created it, but now it’ll never be the same for them. It’ll always be the place where somebody they liked was killed.’


‘Have some whisky yourself, old girl,’ he said tolerantly, and was crossing to the decanter when Rumble Patrick came in, having dropped Young Eveleigh at Codsall Bridge. He had been given the gist of what had happened at Periwinkle and Paul was puzzled by his phlegmatic approach to the destruction of the farm and the narrow escape of his wife and child. When Paul told him how they had found Rachel in the ruins of the scullery he shrugged. ‘I’m more upset about Harold Eveleigh,’ he said. ‘At least he still thought life was worth living.’


‘Didn’t Rachel?’


‘No. She was fed up and has been ever since Simon brought her here.’


‘She missed him that much?’


Rumble looked at him shrewdly, drawing his brows together in a way Paul remembered his father Ikey Palfrey had done, on the few occasions Ikey had wanted to say anything serious.


‘How much do you know about Simon and Rachel, Gov’nor?’


‘Practically nothing,’ Paul admitted, ‘except that they seemed to get along.’


‘Get along is about right. Like a couple of elderly workmen digging a trench. They haven’t been man and wife to one another for a long time. Rachel told me that herself, although I guessed it when Simon had his last leave.’


‘You mean they quarrelled?’


‘Not quarrelled, just parted company. Spiritually you might say. She was a pacifist.’


‘I knew she was once. She never really got over her first husband’s death in the First War but Simon was always very ‘anti’ himself.’


‘Not since he fought in Spain. He’d kill every bloody Fascist he met with a spanner, or anything handy! That was where they split. She believed in Gandhi’s theory of peaceful absorption of invaders, even Nazi invaders, and Simon thought that was damn silly. Most men and women could agree to differ on an abstract issue of that kind but they were political animals. It was in their veins – pamphlets, speeches, attitudes, ideals, the lot. They’ve spent their whole lives at it, poor devils. I can understand Simon – it’s inherited from his mother I imagine – but Rachel was a farmer’s daughter, Valley born and bred. It’s difficult to know why she was so intense.’


Paul, remembering other times, thought he did know but he was too tired to argue the point. Instead he said, ‘You can get a licence to rebuild Periwinkle. It’ll come under essential works.’


‘Let it wait,’ Rumble said, offhandedly and then, more thoughtfully, ‘Mary and the kid can stay here for the time being, can’t they?’


‘As long as you like,’ said Paul and then, a new worry suggesting itself, ‘You aren’t thinking of leaving and …’ but Rumble grinned and said, ‘Well, certainly not tonight, Gov’nor!’ and was gone, and Paul, finishing his drink, heard him run up the stairs, along the passage and open the door of the room Mary had occupied all her life until she married. He found himself thinking about the mutual attraction of these two, his hot favourites among all his sons, daughters, and in-laws. It went right back to their earliest childhood and he had watched it grow from a tiny seed and flower into the wholly satisfactory thing it had become. They were the complement of one another, Rumble a boisterous, happy-go-lucky extrovert, Mary a gentle, affectionate introvert. Of the lives and marriages resulting from his own theirs alone had been safe and predictable. Neither one of them – and he would swear to this – had ever held another man or woman in their arms, and somehow, at this moment, he was able to see through ceilings and doors into that little room of hers and know, with a sense of relief, that Rumble was already comforting her and that soon their bodies would fuse, as though anxious to replace life obliterated by the bombs. It was strange and a little indecent, he thought, that a man should find such reassurance in the physical possession of one’s own daughter but he did, relating it directly to the extreme pleasure he had always found in the body of the girl’s mother.


He poured himself some more whisky and took it over to the fireplace, kicking a log there until a splutter of blue flame devoured the sullen spiral of smoke. Fancifully he saw the shooting flame as a symbol of Rumble Patrick’s virility, and deep inside him there stirred the vague promise of a great tribe of grandchildren. He felt himself starved of grandchildren. Mary had one son but so far neither Simon nor The Pair had produced any and the baby daughter of Whiz, born in India, had been trapped there by the war. He sat on musing about his children collectively and individually, wondering why none of them save Mary seemed to belong to this great sprawling house, or professed loyalty to the fields and woods outside. He supposed everybody threw down their own roots and that those roots need not necessarily be based in soil. They might – as he suspected in the case of Simon – be anchored to ideas or, in the case of The Pair, to money and machines. He wondered whether he would ever see them congregate under this roof again and doubted it, for they seemed to have lost touch with his way of life and Claire’s. Well, for the meantime, there was nothing to do but hold on and he was good at holding on. Anyone hereabouts would vouch for that.


Outside the light began to fade over the leafless chestnuts and overhead, invisible above low cloud, one of the Paxtonbury-based Polish aircraft buzzed in from the sea.





Chapter Two


CRADDOCKS AT WAR


I


Sometimes the musings of Valley-based people like Paul had the power to travel telepathic paths, spreading like sound waves half-way across the world where they were picked up in billet and bivouac and contemplated, sentimentally or unsentimentally, depending upon the strength of the pre-war ties of those who received them. Distance had no bearing upon their interpretation. Those preoccupied with their own pursuits and surroundings could disregard them but there were others who, in peacetime, had thought of Shallowford as a dead-and-alive backwater, but were now having second thoughts about it. News from home used them as a sounding board, producing pangs of homesickness and impatience with new scenes and new faces.


Paul Craddock’s sons and his absent daughter Whiz were not of this latter group. To each of them the Valley had never been more than a jumping-off place where, years ago, they had eaten, slept, and exchanged sly jokes about their father’s dedication to the land, or their mother’s Victorian approach to their father.


Simon, the eldest, had disappeared into the murk of the Northcountry after a number of false starts in life. The Pair Stevie and Andy, had followed him although, unlike Simon they had made a success of their exodus. Whiz turned her back on the Valley the day she married and had rarely visited it since. Her home now was the Service and if she thought of the Valley at all it was as a rustic backwater where there had once been some good hunting. Now it was as dead to her as Atlantis. Like Stevie and Andrew she had always lived for the present.


With Simon it was different again. He did not see his father’s patriarchal pretensions as ridiculous, or his stepmother’s devotion as naïve, but he could see neither one of them as having, in this day and age, a meaningful place in the structure of Western civilisation. They were pleasant anachronisms, clinging to a way of life that had crumbled as long ago as the summer of 1914. They had been unable to adapt to the demands of his own generation, currently facing the most dire threat since the westward surge of Attila. Possibly this was why he was able to read the wire informing him of his wife’s death without much sense of shock. It did not surprise him overmuch that, here and there in the process of total war, a civilian living in a remote agricultural area could be blotted out. He had fought in Spain and he had fought in France and in each campaign he had seen dwellings reduced to rubble and women and children reduced to pulp. Such things no longer horrified him, they only fed his hatred of a system that had accepted a policy of drift through the ’thirties and braced itself when it was all but too late. He had been a professional hater of privilege since his youth and now he was a dedicated hater of Fascism who found himself temporarily allied to bankers, merchants and other former enemies. He had compassion, too much of it perhaps, but he could no longer waste it on an individual, not even when that individual was the tight-lipped woman who had been his wife and comrade in the long prelude to this cacophony. Thus he was able to ride out the shock of the news they brought him when he came in dripping from the grenade range on that winter’s afternoon. Anyone watching him might have assumed him to be reading a posting signal. His reactions were limited to a blink or two and a swallow of saliva. Then, very abruptly, he left the mess and went out into the thin, pattering rain to the cookhouse where his chief crony, Sergeant Rawlinson, was serving tea to recruits.


He called through the hatch, ‘Rawley! You got a minute?’ and Rawlinson’s red face appeared at the opening.


Their friendship was stronger than most wartime friendships for both, having served in the International Brigade, had special entries against their names in the green, confidential files of the unit. They were not exactly suspect but were what a regular officer might describe as ‘Men with strong Leftist sympathies’. The rankers had a much simpler way of putting it: they called them ‘Bolshies’ but now that Russia had joined the Allies the term had lost some of its opprobrium.


It was strange that a man like Simon Craddock, whose mother had been killed driving an ambulance in 1917, whose father, veteran of two wars, owned thirteen hundred English acres, and who himself was a 1939 volunteer, should be regarded so warily but there it was. This was Britain and this was the British way of assessing loyalty to the crown.


Both Simon and Sergeant Rawlinson knew about the entry on their documents but neither resented it. In the six years that had passed between now and the day they had sailed for Spain so much had happened that political confusion could be forgiven. The war had made them tolerant towards every sect and party in Europe except the Nazi Party. They had even lost much of their resentment for Italian Fascists after the mass surrenders in North Africa.


Rawlinson emerged from the kitchen carrying two pint mugs of tea and set them down on an empty table near the pot-bellied stove. Simon’s battledress began to steam. Without comment he handed the telegram to Rawlinson who read it, handed it back, and looked down at the stained table top.


‘Bastards!’ he said, and waited for endorsement.


Simon lifted his shoulders. He had inherited his mother’s political fanaticism and his father’s obstinacy but few of their physical characteristics. At thirty-eight he was spare and loose-jointed. He had narrow, thoughtful features and what his father would have called ‘an authentic Cassius look’ produced by dark hair, deepset eyes and prominent cheek-bones. He did not share his friend’s blanket assessment of the German nation.


‘It probably happens regularly over there, Rawley. If it hasn’t already it will as soon as Bomber Command steps up its offensive.’


‘Fair enough,’ Rawlinson said, ‘but they began it. Bastards! Every bloody one of them! You’ll be putting in for compassionate?’


‘I don’t know, I shall want to think about it.’


Rawlinson, once a Lancashire shoeshop clerk, whistled through teeth, shocked because the rich panoply of death had been built into his personality from earliest childhood. In the back streets of Burnley, with a father and two brothers on the dole, a good funeral was about all one ever got in the way of ceremony or spectacle.


‘You’ll have to go! You can’t let your wife be buried by strangers!’


‘There won’t be a stranger present,’ Simon told him. ‘The entire bloody Valley will be there. She was born on one of the farms and it will be the best-attended funeral in local history. My entry passes out on Friday and some of them need watching. It would take me all of three days to get there and back and I daresay the adj. would insist on me taking a week to sort things out. That’s the usual drill. What sense is there to it when I’m up to my neck in work here? They got Rachel. OK.’


Rawlinson regarded him warily. He admired Simon Craddock but he had never understood him, and that despite sharing bivouacs in Spain with other volunteers from what he still regarded as The Upper Crust.


‘I don’t get it,’ he muttered. ‘You implied it was six of one and half-a-dozen of the other, didn’t you?’


‘No I didn’t, Rawley. It’s a question of time, don’t you see? If we don’t get this bloody war finished in a couple of years Europe will fall apart at the seams, win or lose. The dead can’t help one way or the other.’


Fanaticism of any kind impressed Rawlinson but he was still unconvinced. ‘If it was my missus I’d want to be there. OK, so it’s cant, all that cock they say over an open grave. But she’s your missus and she was one of us! You owe her that much! Just to be there!’ When Simon did not reply but quietly sipped his tea, he added, ‘How long you been married?’


‘More than ten years.’


‘You hit it off, didn’t you?’


‘At first, and even when we split over this business we still respected one another. I saw her point of view but I don’t think she ever saw mine, not after Spain anyhow. She thought we had all been marching up a wrong turning so she packed in. Just like that. She went right back to the Sermon on the Mount. Love conquers all! But she didn’t know the first damn thing about love as most women understand it. We haven’t even slept together since I got survivor’s leave after Dunkirk. No, Rawley, she wasn’t one of us. It was a different kind of love she meant. Leper-colonies, the Untouchables, prison and hospital visiting.’


Rawlinson pondered on whether or not this put a different complexion on things but decided that it didn’t. ‘She was your missus,’ he repeated, obstinately, ‘and they’ll all expect you to go.’ A note of irritation entered Rawlinson’s voice. ‘Dammit, you don’t want to go, do you? You just don’t want to go! Now why not?’


It wasn’t an easy question. He felt about Rachel the way he felt about Rawlinson. They were partners in an expanding business that had gone through some very bad times in the ’twenties and ’thirties but was now on the mend. They thought of that business as progress, social justice, self-determination for minorities and equality of opportunity but now all the old battle-cries had been amalgamated into one and was on the lips of many former enemies, including Big Business, the Conservative Party, and that old whipping boy the Bourgeoisie. Rachel had dropped out and he was surprised, even a little ashamed, at his lack of reaction to news of her death. Just that one stab under the ribs and then nothing but a kind of nostalgia for the early years of their marriage when they had shared platforms at so many ill-attended meetings in so many hopeless campaigns, when they went calling on indifferent electors with their leaflets and torrents of words, and then home to bed to furnished rooms where the beds were lumpy, wardrobe drawers stuck half-way out, and the linoleum was cold to bare feet. Had there ever been any ecstasy? He couldn’t be sure after all this time. All he remembered was the clip clop of her sensible brogues on cobbles, rain streaming down her unpowdered cheeks and stray tendrils of hair hanging limply over the collar of a cheap, off-the-peg coat. In a way he was glad she was out of it. Her spirit, mortally injured by the assaults of the First War, had been too sickly to challenge its successor. She was worn out and used up, not physically perhaps but mentally. Too many doors had been slammed in her face. Too many of her leaflets had found their way to the lavatory and on September 3rd, 1939, she had turned her face to the wall.


He made his decision as he swallowed the rest of his tea. ‘I’m going to put a call through,’ he said briefly and Rawley watched him hunch his shoulders against the rain and recross the parade ground to the sergeants’ mess. ‘Queer bugger, Crad!’ he murmured aloud. ‘Queer, but Christ Almighty, tough! Tougher than anyone in this bloody outfit!’


II


The telephone rang in the hall an hour or so after they had returned to the Big House from the funeral. Claire Craddock, answering it, told herself that it was Simon ringing to ask who had been there, how many wreaths had been sent and from whom. She had been as shocked as Rawlinson by his refusal to ask for compassionate leave to attend but when she received his letter on the morning of the funeral, and had had time to think about it, she understood better than any of them. The relationship between them had always been easy and comfortable, perhaps because, in the days after his mother had abandoned him and Claire had taken her place at Shallowford, she had always made very certain that he wasn’t left out in the cold. Simon, a sensitive child, had recognised and appreciated her good intentions, and as he grew from a lonely child into a lonely young man it was Claire who had more of his confidence than his father, or his noisy half-brothers. She had never taken his marriage to that Eveleigh girl very seriously, recognising it for what it was, an attempt on the part of a young war widow to find her way back into the mainstream of life, but she had always respected the woman they had just laid in the Eveleigh patch at Coombe Bay churchyard. If she had little capacity for love, as Claire had practised it all her life, she had plenty of loyalty and had helped Simon through some difficult times, particularly when he returned from Franco’s prison weighing six stones.


The call, however, was not a conventional enquiry from Simon but a terse request from Stephen, technically the senior of the twins (‘by ninety seconds’, as Claire always put it) and Stevie was ringing from Yorkshire asking for his sister-in-law’s last address. She knew at once he meant the address of his twin-brother’s wife, Margaret, and that his call had nothing to do with the funeral of his other sister-in-law, Rachel, or the wreath that had somehow gone astray. Her twin sons and their wives had always operated as a foursome, ever since their marriages in the early ’thirties and long before that Stevie and Andy had seldom been seen apart, having gone to school together, skylarked through the ’twenties together, and finally, to their father’s unspeakable disgust, gone back into the scrap business together. They had also prospered together and had made, she suspected, quite a pile of money before rushing into the R.A.F. at the outbreak of war. She had admired them for this, despite Paul’s rumblings to the contrary. They were both young men obsessed with flashy sports cars, golf, old-boy talk, jars of wallop and polkadot scarves, so that they seemed to her tailor-made for the R.A.F. and would have moped behind desks for the duration, despite their mastery of modern business techniques and their innumerable shady contacts in the world of scrap metal. Now, at last, they were separated. Stevie was on a conversion course to heavy aircraft in Yorkshire, and Andy, if anything the more dashing of the two, was in Egypt with his fighter squadron, whence he wrote illegible letters reminding her of the letters she had once had from him at school.


There was, she thought, a curious urgency in Stevie’s voice and also an unusual reluctance to enter into a chatty conversation. He was fit, he said, and unlikely to go on ops for months. He was also missing Andy whom he referred to as ‘the old clot’, but what he wanted right now was his sister-in-law Margaret’s London address. He didn’t say why and she didn’t ask him because it would have seemed an unnecessary question. She gave the telephone number and then Stevie asked how everybody was and whether they were going to rebuild Rumble Patrick’s farm ‘after old Jerry’s flying visit’. She had begun to tell him about the current family dispute concerning Rumble’s proposed enlistment but she didn’t get the chance to finish. The pips went and Stevie snapped, ‘No more change. Carry on regardless …’ and the line went dead.


She came away slightly puzzled. He hadn’t mentioned Rachel being killed but only the farm and although, taken all round, he had sounded his brash, breezy self, she had sensed a certain tension that disturbed her a little. She decided then that he had been lying about his prospects of going on operations and this comforted her, for somehow she never worried about the twins’ chances of survival. They had already survived half-a-dozen car crashes, two light aeroplane crashes and one drowning when their home-made boat overturned in the bay. It would, she reminded herself, take more than Hitler to bring stillness to The Pair.


In one respect Claire was right. In another she was as wrong as she could be. Stevie had told her the truth regarding his prospects of going on operations. His conversion course would confine him to base area flights for some weeks but Claire’s instinct had not been at fault. The tension, conveyed over the wire, had nothing to do with flying, or his enforced separation from Andy. It was the result of a profound shock administered by his wife who had just left him, threatening never to return.


The rift between them had been widening over a period of eighteen months. The first crack showed shortly after the twins had turned their backs on money-making and enlisted in a barrage balloon unit whence, by pulling a fistful of strings, they had transferred to a fighter-pilot course completed in time to enable them to harry the Luftwaffe through the final fortnight of the Battle of Britain. Their surrender of civilian status and the break-up of their small scrap-metal empire, had been no real sacrifice on their part. Money, as such, did not interest them and never had, not since their coming-of-age when old Franz Zorndorff, their cicerone, had lured them out of the Valley and trained them as his acolytes. What they found rewarding about life was its constant movement and the element of gambling inherent in the scrap market but when something even more boisterous presented itself they were happy to abandon scrap for the duration and whoop it up in the skies over south-eastern England.


Margaret, Andy’s Welsh wife, accepted the situation, making the best of what could not be altered, but Monica, Stevie’s partner, had never ceased to regard the war as an attempt on the part of all engaged in it to thwart her personal plans for the future. She had, in fact, argued strenuously against their enlistment and when she failed to carry her point she had sulked through the phoney war period and on into the Dunkirk summer and beyond. Now, after nearly two years of camp-following, she could contain her frustration no longer and the resulant flare-up promised to drive a wedge between man and wife that could never be withdrawn. It was the near-certainty of this that had put the note of urgency into Stevie’s voice when, in a frantic attempt to find a mediator, he had remembered his brother’s wife and asked for Margaret’s address.


He did not have much hope that Margaret’s intervention would cause his wife to change her mind. The two had never been close friends although, in the whirl of foreign business trips, shopping sprees, the buying and selling of homes, and the cut-and-thrust of business life, they had half-convinced both men that their relationship was cordial. The truth was, of course, neither Stephen, nor Andrew, nor even Margaret had ever been privy to Monica’s long-term plans for herself, her husband and, if they had to come along, for the other pair.


The spoiled daughter of the most pontifical-looking cleric in Devon Monica Dearden had never, or not until now, repented her pursuit and capture of the harebrained son of a small country squire. She told herself, the first night they met at an Assembly Room dance, that, given the chance, she could make something of Stephen Craddock, and in a way she had, dragging Andy and his Welsh wife along in her wake. Under her tutelage they had ceased to roar about the countryside in sports cars that looked like angry red beetles and had bought more dignified forms of transport. She had also redressed all three of them, persuading the boys to discard their loud sports clothes and the yard of knitted scarf that trailed behind them wherever they went. As to their social life, she had made shift to sort that out to a degree, encouraging them to devote only business hours to men who could hardly read or write, who kept no banking accounts, but who, at a moment’s notice, could produce half a battleship or ten miles of disused railway line. Together as a quartette they assembled round them a group of pseudo-sophisticated people and had begun to cultivate an acquaintance with what, in the middle ’thirties, passed for art. They attended a play or two by unarrived dramatists, discussed the work of a few fashionable novelists and patronised a succession of artists whose canvases, usually covered with clocks, fishbones, detached limbs, assorted triangles and solitary eyes puzzled Stevie very much but were loudly acclaimed by Monica’s friends.


It was not Stevie’s philistinism, however, that enlarged his wife’s exasperation with him into frantic resentment and neither was their quarrel connected with her refusal to encumber herself with children. Stevie conceded that she might well be right when she declared him unfitted to be anybody’s father. The flaw in their marriage was exposed by the same pressures as those brought to bear on Simon and Rachel. Neither could view the present war from a common standpoint. Stevie saw it as a kind of nonstop rugby football match between a sporting team and opponents inclined to foul. Monica saw it as the most unmitigated bore ever contrived to try the patience of the human family. It was bad enough, she thought, to have to break off her social contacts, pretend to be rationed as regards food, clothes and petrol, and stumble about small market towns where the street lighting had never been adequate and was now non-existent. What was worse, in her eyes, was an obligation to support the role of a twentieth-century vivandière in one dreary camp after another, in order to be on hand to embrace one of the beefiest threequarters in the British team. For Monica Craddock did not see her husband and his messmates as heroes but as a mob of hairy school-prefects. To her they were not the defenders of democracy but extroverts who had opted out of the serious business of life to enjoy an unlooked-for holiday. When introduced to the twins’ group-captain on one of the Battle of Britain airfields she thought of him as a bemedalled Doctor Arnold of Rugby, impossibly stupid, impossibly priggish and self-deprecating into the bargain and as time passed she grew to hate everything about the R.A.F. She hated its silly slang and its obsession with gadgets. She hated its juvenile enthusiasms and its affected insouciance in matters of dress and deportment. Born and bred in the precincts of a Cathedral Close, her life regulated by the clamour of bells and the proprieties expected of an Archdeacon’s daughter, she had once yearned for adventure, for the bizarre and the unpredictable. In the years between marriage and the outbreak of war she had found all three in the company of Stephen and his brother. Then, against all probability, they entered the Fellowship of the Dedicated and overnight had become more catholic than the Pope, reverting to schoolboys, crumpling their caps, leaving their top tunic button undone to prove that they were numbered among the élite, growing fair, droopy moustaches and, above all, prattling endlessly of ‘prangs’ and ‘popsies’ and ‘wizard shows’. This was not the kind of adventure Monica had envisaged and the façade of these people did not deceive her for a moment. They claimed to despise those who, in their own idiom, ‘shot a line’, but to Monica the lines shot by the men (and their women) of Bomber and Fighter Commands criss-crossed the entire country so that there was no way of escaping the tangle.


She stuck it out, month after month, hoping that something would happen to make life worth living again and then, in a chintzy hotel room in the small market town near Stevie’s Yorkshire station, she suddenly ran out of patience. Either Stephen accepted the opportunity she had made for him of escaping from this life and re-entering a world where one had access to civilised diversions, or she would call a truce to the marriage at least for the duration and possibly for ever.


It was not a lighthearted decision. In her own deliberate way she had loved him ever since he had whisked her away from that dreary Cathedral Close and through the years of their rackety marriage she had been faithful to him, although she had her suspicions that the same could not be said of him. She thought of herself as modern and broad-minded, however, and was not disposed to worry about an occasional peccadillo on the part of a lusty young man if, as she had rightly assumed, he was anchored by more important ties. He had always looked to her for stability and she did not fail him after arriving at the conclusion that he was under the spell of those glittering little machines and the mystique of the comradeship he found in the mess. He needed, she felt, to be hauled outside of the magic circle and she knew, or thought she knew, exactly how this could be achieved. On the excuse of visiting her parents she made a tour of pre-war contacts, visiting two knights (both former scrap merchants), a Cabinet Minister, and a nameless millionaire allegedly responsible for the flow of aluminium into every aircraft factory in the country. The result was more encouraging than she had hoped. At the stroke of a pen and the rustle of a few papers Stephen could walk out of the R.A.F. camp in the time it took him to get his clearance chit, and become a civilian with prospects of not only making money but scooping up post-war honours. When she had things nicely arranged she went to him with her plan.


To her amazement and disgust he turned it down flat, and even laughed at her for making such a grotesque proposal.


He had never realised that the quietly-spoken Archdeacon’s daughter he had married back in 1934 could bring herself to utter the words and phrases she used with such fluency when she had recovered from the shock of being brushed aside like a child offering a bankrupt father the contents of her piggy-bank.


He had just returned from what, in his ridiculous language, he described as ‘circuits-and-bumps’, and had apparently acquitted himself well for he bawled naughty R.A.F. ditties as he soaped himself in the bath. She went in and sat on a cork-topped stool looking down at what, once again, struck her as a captain of football tubbing himself after a successful match. He did not look his age, or anywhere near his age, which she knew to be old for flying duties. He said, in the irritating fashion of his clodhopping father, ‘Hullo, old girl? Spruce yourself up. Big do tonight! Chaps from Four-One-Eleven coming over for a binge. Foregathering at The Mitre. The popsie behind the bar has laid on off-the-ration wallop!’


‘You’ll be far too busy for that,’ she said, and handed him a towel and two letters. One letter bore the House of Commons imprint. He glanced at them casually and then, half-leaping out of the water, with a squint of dismay.


It was clear from his expression that he only half understood the portent of the documents. He said at length, ‘What the blazes is this, old girl? Put me in the picture, will you?’ and she said the letters, presented in the right quarters, would result in his immediate discharge to industry.


He looked at her as if she had said something obscene, saying ‘Come again?’ and when she shrugged, ‘But where did you get them? How did they arrive?’


She said, still patiently, ‘They didn’t arrive, Stevie. I did the rounds, saw the right people, and there they are!’


He was being, she thought, extraordinarily obtuse. He looked at the papers again, then at her and finally said, ‘But this is crazy! I couldn’t go along with this! What gave you the idea that I might?’


He looked very foolish squatting there naked, half in and half out of the bath, his extravagant moustache bisecting his sunburned face, his mouth slightly open. She felt like a mother who had just informed a thirteen-year-old son of the consequence of some juvenile folly, raiding a neighbour’s orchard perhaps, or breaking somebody’s greenhouse with a cricket ball. She said, quietly, ‘Well, it’s done now, so you’ll just have to make the best of it. In the end you’ll thank me for it, for at least you’ll stay alive. It’s a pity some the others haven’t got wives to take the necessary steps!’


He put the letters aside and continued to gape at her. ‘But you’re off your chump, old girl! You must be! Clean off your chump!’


It might have been the ‘old girl’ that did it. Only since he had moved into this magic circle had he reverted to the patronising form of address, borrowed from his father. In the past he had used slang phrases when addressing her but they had been more flattering. ‘Glam’ was one, and ‘Kid’ was another. She had never liked them but had put up with them for they signified nothing worse than delayed adolescence. Now she snapped, ‘For Jesus Christ’s sake stop calling me “old girl”! I’ve told you before and I’ll not tell you again! Get your silly clothes on, go and see that hearty C.O. of yours, and tell him what’s happened.’


‘But it hasn‘t happened!’ he protested, as pitifully as a boy falsely accused of cheating, ‘it hasn’t happened, and it’s bloody well not going to happen! Do you think I could crawl out by the back door while this show is still going full blast? God Almighty, I’d sooner … sooner be grounded! You’ve got a damned nerve, old girl, going to these lengths behind my back and I’ll tell you something you’ve overlooked. Those letters are only so much bumph until I apply for a discharge back to industry. Nobody can hook me back to Civvy Street without my signature on a lot more bumph, and I can’t see me letting myself in for that!’


‘Letting yourself in for what? For doing a real job of work and doing it in comfort? For living a civilised life among civilised people, instead of holing-up in places like this where you never meet anyone but a knock-kneed old waiter, a Brylcreem Boy, or one of their synthetic little wives? There’s nothing disgraceful in making armaments instead of using them, is there? God knows what might result from you being a civilian today and in your line of business! Sit and think about it a moment if you have to, but it shouldn’t take you long to weigh the money and risks you’re taking now against what those two letters represent.’


Suddenly he remembered he was naked and at a disadvantage. He draped a towel round his middle and trailed after her into the bedroom. Outside, across the patch of sky seen between the oh-so-gay curtains, a trainer plane chugged slowly from east to west. His eye followed it and when it disappeared he sat down on a mock antique chair that was too low for him.


‘Let’s get this clear, Monica,’ he said, talking slowly and carefully, like a man anxious to give an impression of sobriety. ‘I’m in for the duration, and flying for as long as I can wangle it. At thirty-plus I had a hell of a job to get this far and I’m not putting on civvies again until it’s all over. You can pull what strings you like, you won’t get me budged! A trained pilot is worth a damned sight more than a trained civvy, no matter what you hear from the civvies you’ve been touting!’


‘You mean this kind of life is to go on indefinitely? For both of us?’


‘What’s wrong with it? What’s happened to you all of a sudden?’


‘You think it is all-of-a-sudden?’


He looked at her with a degree of patience, noting the set of her mouth, the hardness of her blue eyes, and deciding that they were a bit too blue, like the inner core of an oxyacetylene flame. It struck him then that she was and always had been a woman who would go her own way regardless of ties and loyalties and at the same time he made another disconcerting discovery. She had hated every minute of the time she had spent following him round from camp to camp and he must have been blind not to have realized it months ago, when he and Andy and Andy’s wife had been living it up in the local pubs and jaunting about on fiddled petrol between operations and courses. He said quietly, ‘Can’t you begin to look at it from my point of view?’


‘No,’ she said, ‘and I’m not trying any more. Either you take advantage of this opportunity or I’m off!’


He was astonished in spite of himself. He was also incredulous. ‘You mean we split up? Just like that! For good?’


‘If necessary, yes. In your own silly language I’ve had it! Right up to here,’ and she raised a well-manicured forefinger level with her chin.


He said quietly, ‘Okay, Monica. Then that’s how it’ll have to be until you come to your senses.’


He seemed to have succeeded in surprising her for she turned pale and clenched her fists as though she would have liked to beat reason into him. Then, bracing herself, she returned to the attack. ‘Senses!’ she screamed. ‘Senses! Who’s talking about sense? You’re a grown man, or I once thought you were. Do you imagine the life we’ve been leading since 1939 makes any sense to me? Or to anyone except those bloody fools in fancy dress out there, risking their lives every day for a gesture? They’re phonies! The biggest phonies I’ve ever met, pretending they’re making the most tremendous sacrifices when real sacrifices are being made by overworked little clerks doing a day’s chores on a rasher of bloody spam and a tin of pilchards. Christ, you make me vomit, the whole damned lot of you, with your squadron scoreboards, and all that mumbo-jumbo you use to convince one another you’re a race apart. Talk about the Germans seeing themselves at Herrenvolk! You people are a damned sight worse than the Nazis. You’re steeped in self-deception without even knowing it. I could understand it in kids about nineteen, with the cradle marks still on their backsides, but you and Andy, and all those other married men in that mess over there, you’re old enough to recognise it for what it is, for something people will feed to red-nosed comedians at the end of the pier after the war. If you don’t understand this at your age you never will, so to hell with it all! I’ll give you five minutes to get your clothes on and go over to that camp with these letters. If you don’t then I’m going, and if you want to get in touch with me you can do it through my solicitors.’


He was appalled at her vehemence and protested, ‘But good God, old girl, we can’t just break up like that …’ but she cut him short with a sweep of her arm that came close to overturning the bedside light.


‘We can and damned well will,’ she said. ‘I packed a case thinking you would get a forty-eight hour pass to fix things up but if I go out of here alone I go for good, understand?’


He did not look foolish now so much as drunk and drained of the power of decision. He sat looking across at her as she dragged her night case and vanity case out of the wardrobe, flung them on the bed and then shrugged herself into her leopardskin coat. Overhead more aircraft zoomed towards the runway and downstairs a tinny gong was beaten for the evening meal. To Monica the sounds were the knell of their past and future. She said, cramming on her hat, ‘Well? You still think I’m bluffing?’


‘I don’t know what the hell to think unless you’re tight,’ he answered. ‘You’ve been talking cock ever since you came in, flapping those damn silly papers under my nose. Dammit, I’ve never thought of myself as having much upstairs, but I’ve got far more than to do what you’re asking me to do! Now for God’s sake let’s both have a drink and …’


He stopped because she had walked out and he sprang in pursuit, not realising he was naked until he reached the stairhead and saw her walk into the circle of light thrown on the first landing by the miserable 25-watt bulb. Then, feeling more deflated than he had ever felt in his life, he rushed back to the bedroom and pulled on his trousers and greatcoat, but on recrossing the threshold he stopped, recollecting that there was no main line train to York until half-past-seven and that he would have plenty of time to dress and pursue her to the station. He rang down for a large whisky that was brought up by the hotel’s sole waiter, a man who moved as if he had served drinks to officers home from the Crimea. Stevie called him ‘George’. He called all waiters George and had done, long before the R.A.F. made so free with the name.


‘When you go down hold the taxi, George,’ he said, ‘I want it to take me to the station,’ but George said, in the deferential voice he had used to address young hunting bucks who met at the pub before the airfield was built, ‘Madam took it, sir, and it can’t make the return journey to York in less than an hour. Would you like me to find out if Mr Armitage’s hack is free?’


‘No, scrub it,’ Stevie said, and finished his whisky at a gulp.


When George had creaked away he sat on the bed a long time, racking his brains over what event or chain of events could have led to such an extraordinary scene and wondering if it had anything to do with his current flirtation with a W.A.A.F. parachute-packer called Gwen. He thought not or Gwen’s name would certainly have been flung into the dispute at one point or another and besides, so far, he had not taken Gwen to bed and had not even intended to. He wondered then if Monica’s outburst had its origin in nervous strain due to the possibility of him crashing, but again he ruled a line through the supposition. Monica had been sharing living-out billets with him when he had been on daily operations and had never shown a flicker of nervousness, so that occasionally he saw other men’s wives looking at her in a curious, half-envious way, Margaret, on the other hand, had been a bag of nerves, and had once shamed Andy by bursting into tears in the middle of a flap, but now that he thought about it he had never seen Monica shed a tear on his behalf or anyone else’s, so that it followed, to some extent, that she meant what she said about being browned off with the role of camp-follower. Even so, her furious tactics, indeed, her overall strategy, continued to astound him. She must have been planning this back-door exit for weeks and it obviously hadn’t occurred to her that he would reject a discharge to industry out of hand, not from reasons of patriotism but simply because a life that kept a man at a desk whilst such things were happening was not to be thought of, not even objectively. ‘she doesn’t understand,’ he told himself, aloud, ‘and she’s never bloody well understood.’


He sat there drinking a large gin (the whisky had run out and George murmured that he was privileged to get the gin), thinking back over various aspects of their association, but although he recalled many occasions when she had seemed out of it at a party, or homesick for a place of her own, he could recall nothing that might have warned him that he was sitting on a land-mine; and the devil of it was he still hadn’t the least idea what to do about it now that it had exploded. He supposed she would write, or he would write, and she might even phone, although not in her present mood. Normally he would have carried his troubles to Andy but Andy was a thousand miles away, fiddling about over Sidi Barrani or Mersa Matruh. He had plenty of friends on the station but none who were more than casually acquainted with Monica, and then he remembered that Andy’s wife had gone back to nursing somewhere in town after his twin had been posted overseas and that Margaret, whom he had always liked for her amiability and the Celtic lilt in her voice, had known Monica intimately and might, conceivably, come up with an answer. He was a man of quick decisions both on the ground and above it and within minutes of getting Margaret’s address he was ’phoning her number. The bell seemed to ring a long time and he had almost given up hope when the burr ceased and Margaret’s voice said, ‘Who’s there, now?’


He was delighted, not only because he could now unload his troubles on someone but also because, in the sharply rising note of the last word, he could picture her, a small, kittenish woman, with a shade too much of this and that here and there, but a femininity that Monica lacked, despite her good figure and impeccable taste in clothes. He said, ‘Margy? It’s Steve. Look, I’ve got to talk to you. Somethings happened. No, not a damned thing to do with Andy, to do with me and Monica. She’s just walked out. Blew her top. Made me feel like something the cat’s brought in! No, not a row, at least, not one I started. She’s gone loco! She’s been hawking me all over the ruddy auction. She got Monteith-Parkinson and God knows who else, to fix an industrial discharge for me. And when I told her to get knotted she said it was Civvy Street or else, just like that!’


He waited, giving her time as he thought to absorb the shock, but when she spoke she seemed no more than mildly surprised and even a little amused. She said, ‘Well now, where’s she gone? Home to mother?’


‘How the hell do I know where she’s gone? She took a taxi to York and that’s all I know. She surely wouldn’t be fool enough to go back to the Archdeacon. He’s church militant and would soon send her packing if she shot the line she shot to me! The point is, why! I mean, what have I done for Christ’s sake? No, there’s no other Judy, cross my heart. If there was I could make some kind of sense out of it. Well damn it, what a bloody silly question. Of course I want her back! It’s bad enough being stuck on an F.T.U. up this ruddy desert without having to sleep at the mess. Besides, she talked as if it was for good unless I agree to go back to Civvy Street!’


‘When are you due for leave, Stevie?’


‘Not until the course is finished but I could get a crafty forty-eight if I played my cards right.’


Margaret laughed and the ripple that reached him brought some kind of sanity back into the evening. She said, reasonably, ‘Then you’d better play them, come to town and have a long talk with Auntie Margaret. You could take me out to a dinner and show. I’d love that, I’ve had no male company for months, except the odd Yank at the Embassy, and they’re so bad at it! Pawing, I mean, and working overtime at being masculine.’


‘I’ll put in for a forty-eight tomorrow. Right now I’m going to get plastered. Before I do tho’, did you ever have the idea she might fly off the handle like this?’


‘Yes,’ Margaret said, ‘I think I did, Stevie, but it isn’t the kind of thing I can discuss on the phone. Hold on – tomorrow’s Wednesday – ring this number lunch-time Friday and I’ll try and meet the train.’


He scribbled the number on the back of his identity card and rang off, already feeling a great deal better. Quarrelling didn’t come easily to him. Such disputes as had cropped up in the past had been adequately handled by Andy, the more aggressive of the two. Now that he had told somebody he could begin to relax and make some kind of attempt to come to terms with Monica’s extraordinary conduct. Whistling tunelessly he dressed, went downstairs and across the blacked-out town to The Mitre. He forgot that he hadn’t eaten and when he was roused by George at seven the next morning he had no appetite for anything except a pick-me-up laced with Worcester sauce.


III


He did not see her in the crush at the barrier and had resigned himself to waiting in a telephone kiosk queue to ring the hospital when a knot of sailors, toting enormous kit bags, moved aside to reveal her standing alone outside the buffet, legs planted astride, hands clasped behind her back, her smile asking him to join her in a parody of the military turmoil of the platform, with its aimless swirl of blue, navy-blue and khaki. To Stevie she looked like the last pre-war woman alive.


She gave him a couple of sisterly kisses but her gesture in holding on to his hand, and pressing it hard against her breast, told him at once how much she was missing Andy, and how genuinely pleased she was to see him. Stevie was not an intuitive man but there wasn’t much you could teach him about affectionate women. He was flattered to note that she had gone to some pains to dress for him, for he had expected her to be wearing a coif and one of those dramatic cloaks nurses wear when they snatch an hour or two from the wards. She had never had Monica’s taste but today he was glad of it. She was her old self, half jazzy, half svelte, with a hairstyle that was manifestly a copy of Veronica Lake’s ‘peek-a-boo’, one hazel eye almost masked by a shining husk of hair that swept across her cheek and ended defiantly under a small, dimpled chin. He said, ‘By God, Margy, it’s a joy to look at you! Barring Monica every Judy I’ve seen in three months has been a compromise between a wardress and a musical-comedy bandsman. Where do we celebrate?’


‘I’m off until six a.m. tomorrow,’ she said, ‘I swopped duties with a staff nurse. It cost me thirty bob. It took a world war to make me understand the real value of money!’


‘What the hell made you go back to nursing?’ he asked, chuckling. ‘You didn’t have to. Andy told you to keep the Birmingham flat going. It couldn’t have been the bombing or you wouldn’t have come here.’


‘I was bored and I didn’t fancy joining anything and being bawled at by one of those horse-faced daughters of the Empire. Besides, nursing was the only thing I knew. You remember how Andy abducted me from a hospital, don’t you?’


He hadn’t remembered but he did now. They had both been involved in a road crash in South Wales and Andy had been detained with a rib fracture. Later he had returned to the hospital and whisked her from under an outraged sister’s nose, and Monica had thought it all rather silly and common, until she realised how completely Andy was bewitched by this droll little Welsh girl. She got used to her however, for Andy had seen to that and so, in a less direct way, had Stephen himself, for he had never underestimated the value of her cheerfulness that offset, to a great extent, Monica’s starchiness and Andy’s occasional sulks. Until now he had never thought of her as anything more than a woman who was pretty and companionable, and he realised that this was because, without actually giving offence, Monica had always contrived to downgrade her into the shop-girl class. She said, as they hailed a taxi, ‘Don’t unload now, Stevie, wait until we’ve got a meal inside us. I’ll take you to a joint the Americans use in Soho. All the places you once knew are blitzed or closed up. It isn’t easy to eat in town nowadays, you have to know the right people and pay the right price.’


He was surprised by her newly-acquired sophistication and wondered where she had found it. Was it the company of civvies she had taken up with since Andy had sailed away, and if so, did she do more than flirt with them? He decided that it wasn’t his business and also that she was entitled to make the best of a bad job in this drab ruin of a city.


He had forgotten how heavily the Luftwaffe had plastered London in the winter of ’40–’41, and the sight of rosebay willow herb growing in clumps on piles of rubble made him wonder if Bomber Command was doing the same to Hamburg, Dusseldorf and Cologne. He doubted it for, so far, the attacks were largely experimental and the night offensive had hardly got into its stride. He said, ‘You haven’t had any bombing in a long time, have you?’ and she told him not since the big fire-bomb attack of May last year and that Londoners were very pro-Russian on that account. Then she said, squeezing his hand, ‘Don’t let’s go on talking about the old war, Stevie! I can see Monica’s point, you know, it is a fearful bore, although I don’t see why she had to take it out on you.’ She leaned forward and called through the glass panel, ‘Turn right here, then first left! It’s called “Lune de Paris”,’ she went on ‘although God knows why! It’s run by a crafty bunch of Cypriots!’ and then she sat back rather heavily somehow contriving to half sit on his knee so that he thought again, with an inward laugh, ‘She’s a sexy little bitch! I wonder if she’ll tell me a pack of lies about what she does in her off-duty moments?’ and they left the taxi and entered a café where the tables were already laid for dinner.


The food was good by wartime standards and Margaret told him that the owner had extensive black market contacts in Smithfield and who could blame him for using them? Everybody had to eat and could hardly be expected to survive on spam indefinitely. ‘You can bet they don’t down among the cornfields’ she added gaily, ‘I’ll warrant Paul and Claire and the rest of them back in the Valley go to bed on something more substantial than powdered egg and mousetrap cheese.’


‘Claire and others might,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘but I can’t see the Old Man using the black market. He’s too damned self-righteous for that!’


‘I like him,’ Margaret said, unexpectedly, ‘I always have, from the moment Andy first took me there. Did you know that?’


‘No,’ he said, pleased with the admission, ‘I don’t think I did. I suppose I thought you took the Old Man for granted like the rest of us. What is it you like about him?’


She considered. ‘His honesty and singlemindedness. That place of his, that funny little Valley, it’s the whole of him and always has been, and I can understand how a man would feel about land he owns. That’s the Celt in me I suppose, even though I’m South-Walesian and that isn’t the same any more. But my Granfer came from Merionethshire, and that’s about as far Welsh as you can get. Not a soul speaks English up there and they still look on you ruffians as invaders.’ She paused a moment and looked down at her empty plate, so that he thought she was remembering Wales but she wasn’t for when she looked up and smiled she said, ‘He knows exactly where he’s going and so does Claire and that’s rare these days, Stevie.’


It was strange hearing her talk like this about his mother and father, for he rarely gave either one of them a thought, except as a couple of affectionate, sporting old stick-in-the muds, nose-deep in the remote provinces and surrounded by a horde of chawbacons who used a lingo that was standard dialogue between a comedian and his bucolic feed posing as one of the audience. He said, suddenly, ‘Why don’t you go back there, Margy? They’d be delighted to have you for the duration!’ but she shook her head, saying ‘Ah, no! No, no! You and Andy and Monica spoiled me for that kind of thing. There’s no going back, man!’ and before he could question this curious pronouncement she asked if she could have a cognac and he watched her sip it, remembering that in pre-war days she had had to be coaxed to take a second gin and Italian. She said briskly, ‘How about that Coward show? Gaspard could get tickets. Over the odds, of course. Are you flush?’
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