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To Courtney and Cordelia,
who always do far more than their bit.




‘History is now and England.’


T.S. Eliot, Four Quartets





‘Come then: Let us to the task, to the battle, to the toil –
each to our part, each to our station, there is not a week,
nor a day, nor an hour to lose.’



WINSTON CHURCHILL, 1940


OXFORD – APRIL 2060


Colin tried the door, but it was locked. The porter, Mr Purdy, obviously hadn’t known what he was talking about when he’d said Mr Dunworthy had gone to Research. Blast it. I should have known he wasn’t here, Colin thought. Only historians prepping for assignments came to Research. Perhaps Mr Dunworthy’d told Mr Purdy he was going to do research, in which case he’d be in the Bodleian Library.


Colin went over to the Bodleian, but Mr Dunworthy wasn’t there either. I’ll have to go ask his secretary, Colin thought, loping back to Balliol. He wished Finch was still Mr Dunworthy’s secretary instead of this new person Eddritch, who would probably ask a lot of questions. Finch wouldn’t have asked any, and he’d have told him not only where Mr Dunworthy was, but what sort of mood he was in.


Colin ran up to Mr Dunworthy’s rooms first, on the off chance Mr Purdy hadn’t seen Mr Dunworthy come back in, but he wasn’t there either. Then he ran across to Beard, up the stairs, and into the outer office. ‘I need to see Mr Dunworthy,’ he said. ‘It’s important. Can you tell me where—?’


Eddritch looked at him coldly. ‘Did you have an appointment, Mr—?’


‘Templer,’ Colin said. ‘No, I—’


‘Are you an undergraduate here at Balliol?’


Colin debated saying yes, but Eddritch was the sort who would check to see if he was. ‘No, I will be next year.’


‘If you’re applying to be a student at Oxford, you need the Provost’s Office in Longwall Street.’


‘I’m not applying to be a student. I’m a friend of Mr Dunworthy’s—’


‘Oh, Mr Dunworthy has told me about you.’ He frowned. ‘I thought you were at Eton.’


‘We’re on holiday,’ Colin lied. ‘It’s vital that I see Mr Dunworthy. If you could tell me where he—’


‘What did you wish to see him about?’


My future, Colin thought. And it’s none of your business, but that obviously wouldn’t get him anywhere. ‘It’s in regard to an historical assignment. It’s urgent. If you could just tell me where he is, I—’ he began, but Eddritch had already opened the appointment book. ‘Mr Dunworthy can’t see you until the end of next week.’


Which will be too late. Blast. I need to see him now, before Polly comes back.


‘I can give you an appointment at one o’clock on the nineteenth,’ Eddritch was saying. ‘Or at half past nine on the twenty-eighth.’


What part of the word ‘urgent’ do you not understand? Colin thought. ‘Never mind,’ he said and went back downstairs and out to the gate to see if he could get any more information out of Mr Purdy. ‘Are you certain Research was where he said he was going?’ he asked the porter, and when he said yes, ‘Did he say where he was going after that?’


‘No. You might try the lab. He’s been spending a good deal of time there these past few days. Or if he’s not there, Mr Chaudhuri may know where he is.’


And if he’s not there I can ask Badri when Polly’s scheduled to come back. ‘I’ll try the lab,’ Colin said, debating whether to ask him to tell Mr Dunworthy he was looking for him if he returned. No, better not. Forewarned was forearmed. He’d have a better chance if he sprang it on him suddenly. ‘Thanks,’ he said and ran down to the High and over to the lab.


Mr Dunworthy wasn’t there. The only two people who were were Badri and a pretty tech who didn’t look any older than the girls at school. They were both bent over the console. ‘I need the coordinates for October fourth, 1950,’ Badri said. ‘And – what are you doing here, Colin? Aren’t you supposed to be at school?’


Why was everyone acting like a truant officer?


‘You haven’t been sent down, have you?’


‘No.’ Not if they don’t catch me. ‘School holiday.’


‘If you’re here to talk me into letting you go to the Crusades, the answer is no.’


‘The Crusades?’ Colin said. ‘That was years ago—’


‘Does Mr Dunworthy know you’re here?’ Badri asked.


‘Actually, I’m looking for him. The porter at Balliol told me he might be here.’


‘He was,’ the tech said. ‘You only just missed him.’


‘Do you know where he was going?’


‘No. You might try Wardrobe.’


‘Wardrobe?’ First Research and now Wardrobe. Mr Dunworthy was obviously going somewhere. ‘Where is he going? St Paul’s?’


‘Yes,’ the tech said. ‘He’s researching—’


‘Linna, I need those coordinates,’ Badri said, glaring at her. The tech nodded and went over to the other side of the lab.


‘He’s going to St Paul’s to rescue the treasures, isn’t he?’ Colin asked Badri.


‘Mr Dunworthy’s secretary should know where he is,’ Badri said and walked back to the console. ‘Why don’t you go over to Balliol and ask him?’


‘I did. He wouldn’t tell me anything.’


And Badri clearly didn’t want to either. ‘Colin,’ he said, ‘we’re very busy here.’


The tech, Linna, who’d come back with the coordinates, nodded. ‘We have three retrievals and two drops to do this afternoon.’


‘Is that what you’re doing now?’ Colin asked, walking over to look at the draped folds of the net. ‘A drop?’


Badri immediately came over and blocked his way. ‘Colin, if you’re here to attempt to—’


‘Attempt to what? You act as if I’m planning to sneak into the net or something.’


‘It wouldn’t be the first time.’


‘And if I hadn’t, Mr Dunworthy would have died, and so would Kivrin Engle.’


‘That may be the case, but it doesn’t mean you can make a habit of it.’


‘I wasn’t. All I wanted—’


‘Was to know if Mr Dunworthy was here. He’s not, and Linna and I are extremely busy,’ Badri said. ‘So if there’s nothing else—’


‘There is. I need to know when Polly Churchill’s retrieval is scheduled for.’


‘Polly Churchill?’ Badri said, immediately suspicious. ‘Why are you interested in Polly Churchill?’


‘I’ve been helping her with her prep research. For the Blitz. I need to be here when she comes through to—’ He began to say, ‘to give it to her,’ but Badri was likely to tell him to leave it instead and they’d give it to her.


‘—to tell her what I’ve found,’ he amended.


‘We haven’t scheduled her retrieval yet,’ Badri said.


‘Oh. Is she going straight to her Blitz assignment when she gets back?’


Linna shook her head. ‘We still haven’t found her a drop site—’ she began, but Badri cut her off with another glare.


‘It isn’t going to be flash-time, too, is it?’


‘No, real-time,’ Badri said. ‘Colin, we’re extremely busy.’


‘I know, I know. I’m going. If you see Mr Dunworthy, tell him I’m looking for him.’


‘Linna, see Colin out,’ Badri said, ‘and then bring me the spatial-temporal coordinates for Pearl Harbor on December sixth, 1941.’


Linna nodded and escorted Colin to the door. ‘Sorry. Badri’s been in a foul mood this past fortnight,’ she whispered. ‘Polly Churchill’s retrieval is scheduled for two o’clock Wednesday next.’


‘Thanks,’ Colin whispered back, grinned crookedly at her, and ducked out the door. Wednesday. He’d hoped it would be on the weekend so he wouldn’t have to sneak away from school again, but at least it wasn’t this Wednesday. He had over a week to talk Mr Dunworthy into letting him go somewhere. If Mr Dunworthy was going to rescue the treasures, Colin might be able to talk him into doing research in the past for him. If he was still at Wardrobe. He loped over to the Broad, down to Holywell, along the narrow street to Wardrobe, and up the stairs, hoping he hadn’t missed him again.


He hadn’t. Mr Dunworthy was standing in front of the mirror in a tweed blazer at least four sizes too large for him, and glaring at the cowering tech. ‘But the only tweed jacket we had in your size has already been taken in to fit Gerald Phipps,’ she was saying. ‘He had to have a tweed jacket because he’s going to—’


‘I know where he’s going,’ Mr Dunworthy bellowed. He suddenly noticed Colin. ‘What are you doing here?’


‘Wearing clothes that fit a good deal better than that,’ Colin said, grinning. ‘Is that how you’re planning to smuggle the treasures out of St Paul’s – under your coat?’


Mr Dunworthy shrugged out of the jacket, said, ‘Find me something in my size,’ and half threw it at the tech, who scurried off with it.


‘I think you should have kept it,’ Colin said. ‘You’d be able to fit The Light of the World and Newton’s tomb under there.’


‘Sir Isaac Newton’s tomb is in Westminster Abbey. Lord Nelson’s tomb is in St Paul’s,’ Mr Dunworthy said. ‘Which you would know if you spent more time at school, where you are supposed to be at this very moment. Why aren’t you?’


He would never buy the holiday story. ‘A water main broke,’ Colin said, ‘and they had to cancel classes for the rest of the day, so I thought I’d take the opportunity to come and see what you were up to. And a good thing, too, since you’re obviously haring off to St Paul’s.’


‘Water main,’ Mr Dunworthy said dubiously.


‘Yes. Flooded my house and half the quad. We nearly had to swim for it.’


‘Odd your housemaster didn’t mention it when Eddritch telephoned him.’


I knew I didn’t like Eddritch, Colin thought.


‘He did, however, mention your repeated absences. And the failing mark you got on your last essay.’


‘That’s because Beeson made me write it on this book, The Impending Threat of Time Travel, and it was total rubbish. It said time travel theory’s rot, and historians do affect events, that they’ve been affecting them all along, but we haven’t been able to see it yet because the space-time continuum’s been able to cancel out the changes. But it won’t be able to forever, so we need to stop sending historians to the past immediately and—’


‘I am fully acquainted with Dr Ishiwaka’s theories.’


‘Then you know it’s bollocks. All I did was say so in my essay, and Beeson gave me a failing mark! It’s totally unfair. I mean, Ishiwaka says these ridiculous things, like slippage isn’t to stop historians from going to times and places where they’ll affect events at all. He says it’s a symptom that something’s wrong, like a fever in a patient with an infection, and that the amount of slippage will grow larger as the infection gets worse, but we won’t be able to see that either, because it’s exponential or something, so there’s no proof of any of this, but we should still stop sending historians because by the time we do have proof, it’ll be too late and there won’t be any time travel. It’s total rubbish!’


Mr Dunworthy was frowning.


‘Well, don’t you think it is?’


Dunworthy didn’t answer.


‘Well, don’t you?’ Colin asked, and when he still stood there, ‘You can’t mean you believe his theory? Mr Dunworthy?’


‘What? No. As you say, Dr Ishiwaka hasn’t been able to produce convincing proof of his ideas. On the other hand, he raises some troubling questions that require investigation, not a dismissal as “total rubbish”. But you obviously didn’t come up here to debate time-travel theories with me. Or to, as you put it, see what I was up to.’ He looked shrewdly at Colin. ‘Why did you come?’


Here was where it got tricky. ‘Because I’m wasting my time studying maths and Latin. I want to be studying history, and not dry-as-dust books – the real thing. I want to go on assignment. And don’t say I’m too young. I was twelve when we went to the Black Death. And Jack Cargreaves was seventeen when he went to Mars.’


‘And Lady Jane Grey was seventeen when she was beheaded,’ Mr Dunworthy said, ‘and being a historian is even more dangerous than being a pretender to the throne. There are all sorts of risks involved, which is why historians—’


‘—have to be third-year students and at least twenty years old before they can go to the past,’ Colin recited. ‘I know all that. But I’ve already been to the past. To a ten. It can’t get more dangerous than that. And there are all sorts of assignments where someone my age—’


Mr Dunworthy wasn’t listening. He was staring at the tech, who’d come in carrying a black leather jacket covered with metallic slide fasteners. ‘What exactly is that?’ he demanded.


‘A motorcycle jacket. You said something in your size,’ she added defensively. ‘It’s from the correct historical era.’


‘Miss Moss,’ Mr Dunworthy said in the tone that always made Colin wince, ‘the entire point of a historian’s costume is that of camouflage – to keep from drawing attention to himself. To blend in. How do you expect me to do that,’ he gestured at the leather jacket, ‘dressed in that?’


‘But we have photographs of a jacket like this from 1950 …’ the tech began and then thought better of it. ‘I’ll see what else I’ve got.’ She retreated, wincing, into the workroom.


‘In tweed,’ Mr Dunworthy called after her.


‘Blending in is exactly what I’m talking about,’ Colin said. ‘There are all sorts of historical events where a seventeen-year-old would blend in perfectly.’


‘Like the Warsaw ghetto?’ Mr Dunworthy said dryly. ‘Or the Crusades?’


‘I haven’t wanted to go to the Crusades since I was twelve. That’s exactly what I’m talking about. Both you and—’ He caught himself. ‘You and everyone at school still think of me as a child,’ he said instead, ‘but I’m not. I’m nearly eighteen. And there are all sorts of assignments I could be doing. Like al-Qaeda’s second attack on New York.’


‘New—?’


‘Yes, there was a high school near the World Trade Center. I could pose as a student and see the entire thing.’


‘I am not sending you to the World Trade Center.’


‘Not to it. The school was four streets away, and none of the students got killed. No one was even injured, except for the toxins and asbestos they inhaled, and I could—’


‘I am not sending you anywhere near the World Trade Center. It’s far too dangerous. You could be killed—’


‘Well, then send me somewhere that isn’t dangerous. Send me to 1939, to the Phoney War. Or to the north of England to observe the evacuated children.’


‘I am not sending you to World War II either.’


‘You went to the Blitz, and you let Polly—’


‘Polly?’ Mr Dunworthy said alertly. ‘Polly Churchill? What does she have to do with this?’


Bollocks. ‘Nothing. Just that you let your historians go all sorts of dangerous places, and you go all sorts of dangerous places, and you won’t even let me go to the north of England, which wouldn’t be dangerous at all. The government evacuated the children there to be out of danger. I could pretend to be taking my younger brothers and sisters—’


‘I already have a historian in 1940 observing the evacuated children.’


‘But not in 1942 through 1945. I looked it up, and some of the children stayed in the country for the entire war. I could observe the effect that being separated from their parents that long had on them. And my missing school needn’t be a problem. I could do it flash-time and—’


‘Why are you so set on going to World War II? Is it because Polly Churchill’s there?’


‘I’m not set on going to World War II. I only suggested it because you didn’t want me to go anywhere dangerous. And you’re a fine one to talk about danger when you’re going to St Paul’s the night before the pinpoint bomb—’


Mr Dunworthy looked astonished. ‘The night before the pinpoint bomb? What are you talking about?’


‘You’re rescuing the treasures.’


‘Who told you I was rescuing St Paul’s treasures?’


‘No one, but it’s obvious that’s why you’re going to St Paul’s.’


‘I am not—’


‘Well, then, you’re going to go and see what’s there so you can rescue them later. I think you should take me with you. You need me. You’d have died if I hadn’t gone with you to 1349. I can pose as a university student studying Nelson’s tomb or something and make a list of all the treasures for you.’


‘I don’t know where you got this ridiculous idea, Colin. No one is going to St Paul’s to rescue anything.’


‘Then why are you going to St Paul’s?’


‘That doesn’t concern you – what is that?’ he said as the tech came in carrying a knee-length yellow satin coat embroidered with pink flowers.


‘This?’ she said. ‘Oh, it’s not for you. It’s for Kevin Boyle. He’s doing King Charles II’s court. There’s a telephone call from Research for you. Shall I tell them you’re busy?’


‘No, I’ll take it.’ He followed her into the workroom.


‘Nothing on Paternoster Row? What about Ave Maria Lane? Or Amen Corner?’ Colin heard him say, followed by a long pause, and then, ‘What about the casualties lists? Were you able to find one for the seventeenth? No, that’s what I was afraid of. Yes, well, let me know as soon as you do.’ He came back out.


‘Was that phone call about why you’re going to St Paul’s?’ Colin said. ‘Because if you need to find out something, I could go back to St Paul’s and—’


‘You are not going to St Paul’s or World War II or the World Trade Center. You are going back to school. After you’ve passed your A-levels and been admitted to Oxford and the history programme, then we’ll discuss your going to—’


‘By then, it’ll be too late,’ Colin muttered.


‘Too late?’ Mr Dunworthy said sharply. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Nothing. I’m ready to go on assignment now, that’s all.’


‘Then why did you say “By then, it will be too late”?’


‘Just that three years is ages, and by the time you let me go on assignment, all the best events will have been taken, and there won’t be anything exciting left.’


‘Like the evacuated children,’ Mr Dunworthy said. ‘Or the Phoney War. And that’s why you cut class and came all the way up here to convince me to let you go on assignment now, because you were afraid someone else might take the Phoney—’


‘What about this?’ the tech said, coming in with a belted tweed shooting jacket and knee-length knickerbockers.


‘What is that supposed to be?’ Mr Dunworthy roared.


‘A tweed jacket,’ she said innocently. ‘You said—’


‘I said I wanted to blend in—’


‘I must get back to school,’ Colin said, and made his escape.


He shouldn’t have said that about it being too late. Once Mr Dunworthy got hold of something, he was like a dog with a bone. He shouldn’t have mentioned Polly either. If he finds out why I want to go on assignment, he won’t even consider it, Colin thought, heading towards the Broad. Not that he was considering it now. Colin would have to think of some other argument to convince him. Or, failing that, some other way to get to the past. Perhaps if he could find out why Mr Dunworthy was going to St Paul’s, he could convince him he needed to take him along. The tech had said something about the jacket’s being from 1950. Why would Mr Dunworthy go to St Paul’s in 1950?


Linna would know. He turned down Catte Street and ran down to the lab but it was locked.


They can’t have closed, he thought. They said they had two drops and three retrievals to do. He knocked.


Linna opened the door a crack, looking distressed. ‘I’m sorry. You can’t come in,’ she said.


‘Why? Has something gone wrong? Nothing’s happened to Polly, has it?’


‘Polly?’ she said, looking surprised. ‘No, of course not.’


‘Has something gone wrong with one of your retrievals?’


‘No … Colin, I’m not supposed to be talking to you.’


‘I know you’re busy, but I only need to ask you a few questions. Let me in and—’


‘I can’t,’ she said and looked even more distressed. ‘You’re not allowed in the lab.’


‘Not allowed? Did Badri—?’


‘No. Mr Dunworthy rang us. He said we aren’t to allow you anywhere near the net.’




‘I said to the man who stood at the Gate of the Year, “Give me a
light that I may tread safely into the unknown.” And he replied, “Go
out into the darkness, and put your hand into the Hand of God. That
shall be to you better than light and safer than a known way.”’



KING GEORGE VI, CHRISTMAS SPEECH, 1939


WARWICKSHIRE – DECEMBER 1939


When Eileen reached the station in Backbury, the train wasn’t there. Oh, don’t let it have gone already, Eileen thought, leaning over the edge of the platform to look down the tracks, but there was no sign of it in either direction.


‘Where is it?’ Theodore asked. ‘I want to go home.’


I know you do, Eileen thought, turning to look at the little boy. You’ve told me so every fifteen seconds since I arrived at the manor. ‘The train’s not here yet.’


‘When will it come?’ Theodore asked.


‘I don’t know. Let’s go and ask the stationmaster. He’ll know.’ She picked up Theodore’s small pasteboard suitcase and gas-mask box and took his hand, and they walked down the platform to the tiny office where freight and luggage were stowed. ‘Mr Tooley!’ Eileen called, and knocked on the door.


No answer. She knocked again. ‘Mr Tooley!’


She heard a grunt and then a shuffle, and Mr Tooley opened the door, blinking as though he’d been asleep, which was very likely the case.


‘What’s all this, then?’ the old man growled.


‘I want to go home,’ Theodore said.


‘The afternoon train to London hasn’t already gone, has it?’ Eileen asked.


Mr Tooley squinted at her. ‘You’re one of the maids up at the manor, an’t ye?’ He looked down at Theodore. ‘This one of her ladyship’s evacuees?’


‘Yes, his mother sent for him. He’s to take the train to London today. We haven’t missed it, have we?’


‘Sent for him, has she? I’ll wager she said she missed her precious boy. Wants his ration book, more likely. Couldn’t even be bothered to come and get him herself.’


‘She works in an aircraft factory,’ Eileen said defensively. ‘She couldn’t arrange time off from work.’


‘Oh, they can manage it, all right, when they want to. Had two of ’em come in Wednesday on their way to Fitcham. “Taking our babies home so we can all be together for Christmas,” they said. So they could sample the drink at Fitcham’s pub, is more like it. And done a bit of drinking on the way up—’


You’re a fine one to talk, Eileen thought. She could smell the alcohol on his breath from where she stood. ‘Mr Tooley,’ she said, trying to get him back to the matter at hand, ‘when is the afternoon train for London due?’


‘There’s only the one at 11:19. They discontinued the other last week. The war, you know.’


Oh no, that meant they’d missed it, and she’d have to take Theodore all the way back to the manor.


‘But it hasn’t been through yet, and no tellin’ when it will be. It’s all these troop trains. They push the passenger trains onto a siding till they’ve gone past.’


‘I want—’ Theodore began.


‘Bad as their mothers,’ Mr Tooley said, glaring at him. ‘No manners. And her ladyship working her fingers to the bone caring for the ungrateful tykes.’


Making her servants work their fingers to the bone, you mean. Eileen only knew of two times Lady Caroline had had anything at all to do with the twenty-two children at the manor: once when they’d arrived – according to Mrs Bascombe, she’d wanted to ensure that she only got ‘nice’ ones, and had done so by going to the vicarage and choosing them herself like melons – and once when a reporter for the Daily Herald had come to do a piece on the ‘wartime sacrifices of the nobility’. The rest of the time she confined her care to issuing orders to her servants and complaining about the children making too much noise, using too much hot water, and scuffing up her polished floors.


‘It’s wonderful the way her ladyship pitches in and does her bit for the war effort,’ Mr Tooley said. ‘I know some in her place wouldn’t take in a stray kitten, let alone give a lot of slum brats a home.’


He shouldn’t have said the word ‘home’. Theodore immediately began tugging on Eileen’s coat. ‘How late do you think the train will be today, Mr Tooley?’ she asked.


‘No telling. Might be hours.’


Hours, and the afternoon was already drawing in. This time of year it began to grow dark by three and was pitch black by five. With the blackout …


‘I don’t want to wait hours,’ Theodore said. ‘I want to go home now.’


Mr Tooley snorted. ‘Don’t know when they’re well off. Now Christmas is coming, they’ll all want to go home.’ Eileen hoped not. Evacuees had begun to trickle back to London as the months of the Phoney War went by, and by the time the Blitz began, seventy-five per cent had been back in London, but she hadn’t thought it would happen so soon.


‘You want to go home now, but when the bombing starts, you’ll wish you were back here.’ Mr Tooley shook his finger at Theodore. ‘But it’ll be too late then.’ He stomped back to his office and slammed the door, but none of it had any effect on Theodore.


‘I want to go home,’ he repeated stolidly.


‘The train will be here soon,’ Eileen assured him.


‘I’ll wager it won’t,’ a little boy’s voice said. ‘It—’ and was cut off by a fierce ‘Shh.’


Eileen turned, but there was no one on the platform. She walked quickly over to the edge and looked down at the tracks. There was no one there either. ‘Binnie! Alf!’ she called. ‘Come out from under there immediately,’ and Binnie crawled out from underneath the platform, followed by her little brother, Alf. ‘Come up off those tracks. It’s dangerous. The train might come.’


‘No, it won’t,’ Alf said, balancing on a rail.


‘You don’t know that. Come up here immediately.’


The two children climbed up onto the platform. They were both filthy. Alf’s usual runny nose had produced a dirty smear, and his shirt was half out of his trousers. Eleven-year-old Binnie looked just as bedraggled, her stockings bunched, her hair ribbon untied and the ends hanging down. ‘Wipe your nose, Alf,’ Eileen said. ‘What are you doing here? Why aren’t you two in school?’


Alf wiped his nose on his sleeve and pointed at Theodore. ‘’E’s not in school.’


‘That’s beside the point. What are you doing here?’


‘We seen you goin’ by,’ Binnie said.


Alf nodded. ‘We thought you was leavin’.’


‘I didn’t,’ Binnie said. ‘I thought she was going off to meet somebody. Like Una done.’ She smiled slyly at Eileen.


‘You ain’t leavin’, are you?’ Alf asked, looking at Theodore’s suitcase.


‘We don’t want you to. You’re the only one wot’s nice to us, you are. Mrs Bascombe and Una ain’t.’


‘Una sneaks off to meet a soldier,’ Binnie said. ‘In the woods.’


Alf nodded. ‘We followed ’er on ’er half-day out.’


Binnie shot him such a deadly look that Eileen wondered if they’d been following her on her half-day as well. She’d have to make certain they were in school next week. If that were possible. The vicar, Mr Goode – a serious young man – had already been to the manor twice to discuss their repeated truancies. ‘They seem to be having difficulty adapting to life here,’ he’d said.


Eileen thought they’d adapted all too well. Within two days of their having been chosen by Lady Caroline (she had clearly failed to recognise the ‘nice’ ones in their case), they’d mastered apple-stealing, bull-teasing, vegetable garden trampling, and leaving open every gate in a ten-mile radius. ‘It’s too bad this evacuation scheme doesn’t work both ways,’ Mrs Bascombe had said. ‘I’d evacuate them back to London with a luggage label round their necks in a minute. Little hooligans.’


‘Mrs Bascombe says nice girls don’t meet men in the woods,’ Binnie was saying.


‘Yes, well, nice girls don’t spy on people either,’ Eileen said. ‘And they don’t skip school.’


‘Teacher sent us ’ome,’ Binnie said. ‘Alf took ill. ’Is ’ead’s dreadful hot.’


Alf attempted to look ill. ‘You ain’t leavin’, are you, Eileen?’ he asked plaintively.


‘No,’ she said. Unfortunately. ‘Theodore is.’


Mistake. Theodore immediately piped up, ‘I want—’


‘You will,’ she said, ‘as soon as the train comes.’


‘It ain’t comin’,’ Alf said. ‘Anyway, yestiddy it didn’t.’


‘How do you know?’ Eileen demanded, but she already knew the answer: They’d skipped school yesterday, too. She marched over to the office and hammered on the door. ‘Is it true the passenger train sometimes doesn’t come at all?’ she said as soon as Mr Tooley opened the door.


‘It— What are you two doin’ here? If I catch you Hodbins again—’ He raised his fist threateningly, but Binnie and Alf had already darted down the platform, jumped off the end, and disappeared. ‘You tell them two to stop throwing rocks at the train, or I’ll have ’em up on charges,’ he shouted, his face red. ‘Criminals! They’ll end up in Wandsworth.’


Eileen was inclined to agree with him, but she couldn’t let herself be sidetracked. ‘Is it true the train didn’t come at all yesterday?’


He nodded reluctantly. ‘Trouble on the line, but they’ll likely have fixed it by now.’


‘But you don’t know for certain?’


‘No. You tell them two I’ll set the constable on ’em if they come round here again.’ He stomped back into the office.


Oh dear. They couldn’t stay here all night, not knowing whether the train would come or not. Theodore’s face was already pinched with cold, and with the blackout, station lights weren’t allowed. If the train came after dark, it might not even see them waiting and wouldn’t stop. She’d have to take him all the way back to the manor and try again tomorrow. But his ticket was for today, and she had no way to get in touch with his mother and tell her he wasn’t coming. She peered anxiously down the track, looking for a glimpse of smoke above the bare trees.


‘I’ll wager the line was out ’cause there was a train wreck,’ Binnie said, appearing from behind a pile of sleepers.


‘I’ll wager a Jerry plane flew over and dropped a bomb and the whole train blew up,’ Alf said. They clambered up onto the platform. ‘Boom! Arms and legs everywhere! And ’eads!’


‘That’s enough of that,’ Eileen said. ‘You two go back to school.’


‘We can’t,’ Binnie protested. ‘I told you, Alf’s got a fever. His ’ead’s—’


Eileen clapped her hand to Alf’s perfectly cool forehead. ‘He hasn’t any fever. Now go.’


‘We can’t,’ Alf said. ‘School’s let out.’


‘Then go home.’


At the word, Theodore’s face puckered up. ‘Here, let’s put your mittens on,’ Eileen said hastily, kneeling in front of him. ‘Did you ride on a train when you came to Backbury, Theodore?’ she asked to distract him.


‘We come on a bus,’ Binnie said. ‘Alf was sick all over the driver’s shoes.’


‘You get your ’ead cut off on a train if you stick it out the window,’ Alf said.


‘Come along, Theodore,’ Eileen said. ‘Let’s go stand out by the edge where we can see the train coming.’


‘A girl I know stood too close to the edge and fell onto the tracks,’ Binnie said, ‘and a train run right over her. Sliced her right in ’alf.’


‘Alf, Binnie, I don’t want to hear another word about trains,’ Eileen said.


‘Not even if it’s comin’?’ Binnie said and pointed down the tracks. The train was indeed bearing down on them, its massive engine wreathed in steam.


Thank goodness. ‘Here’s your train, Theodore,’ Eileen said, kneeling to button his coat. She hung his gas-mask box around his neck. ‘Your name and address and destination are on this paper.’ She tucked it in his pocket. ‘When you get to Euston, don’t leave the platform. Your mother will come out to the train to fetch you.’


‘What if she ain’t there?’ Binnie asked.


‘What if she got killed on the way?’ Alf said.


Binnie nodded. ‘Right. What if a bomb blew ’er up?’


‘Don’t listen to them,’ Eileen said, thinking, Why can’t it be the Hodbins I’m sending home? ‘They’re teasing you, Theodore. There aren’t any bombs in London.’ Yet.


‘Why’d they send us ’ere then?’ Alf said, ‘’Cept to get us away from the bombs?’ He stuck his face in Theodore’s. ‘If you go ’ome, a bomb’ll prob’ly get you.’


‘Or mustard gas,’ Binnie said, clutching her throat and pretending to choke.


Theodore looked up at Eileen. ‘I want to go home.’


‘I don’t blame you,’ Eileen said. She picked up his suitcase and walked him over to the slowing train. It was full of soldiers. They peered around the blackout curtains in the compartments, waving and grinning, and jammed the platforms at both ends of the cars, some of them half hanging out over the steps. ‘Come to see us off to the war, ducks?’ one of them called to Eileen as the car slowed to a whooshing halt in front of her. ‘Come to kiss us goodbye?’


Oh dear, I hope this isn’t a troop train. ‘Is this the passenger train to London?’ she asked hopefully.


‘It is,’ the soldier said. ‘Hop aboard, luv.’ He leaned down, one hand extended, the other clutching the side railing.


‘We’ll take good care of you,’ a beefy, red-faced soldier next to him said. ‘Won’t we, boys?’ and there was an answering chorus of hoots and whistles.


‘I’m not taking the train. This little boy is,’ she said to the first soldier. ‘I need to speak to the guard. Can you fetch him for me?’


‘Through that mob?’ he said, looking back into the car. ‘Nothing could get through that.’


Oh dear. ‘This little boy must get to London,’ she said. ‘Can you see that he arrives there safely? His mother will be at the station to meet him.’


He nodded. ‘Are you certain you don’t want to come as well, luv?’


‘Here’s his ticket,’ she said, passing it up to him. ‘His address is in his pocket. His name’s Theodore Willett.’ She handed the suitcase up. ‘All right, Theodore, up you go. This nice soldier will take care of you.’


‘No!’ Theodore shouted, turning and launching himself into her arms. ‘I don’t want to go home.’


She staggered under his weight. ‘Of course you do, Theodore. You mustn’t listen to Alf and Binnie, they were only trying to frighten you. Here, I’ll climb up the steps with you,’ she said, trying to set him on the bottom rung, but he grabbed her around the neck.


‘No! I’ll miss you.’


I’ll miss you, too,’ she said, trying to loosen his grip. ‘But just think, your mummy will be there, and your own nice bed and toys. Remember how much you’ve been wanting to go home?’


‘No.’ He buried his head in her shoulder.


‘Whyn’t you just toss ’im onto the train?’ Alf suggested helpfully.


‘No!’ Theodore sobbed.


‘Alf,’ Eileen said. ‘How would you like to be tossed into the middle of a lot of people you didn’t know to fend for yourself?’


‘I’d like it fine. I’d make ’em buy me sweets.’


I’ll wager you would, Eileen thought. But Theodore’s not as tough as you. And, at any rate, she couldn’t toss him. His hands were locked around her neck.


‘No!’ he shrieked, as she tried to pry his fingers loose. ‘I want you to go with me!’


‘I can’t, Theodore. I haven’t a ticket.’ And the soldier who’d taken Theodore’s suitcase had disappeared into the car to stow it, and there was no way to get it or the ticket back. ‘Theodore, I’m afraid you must get on the train.’


‘No!’ he screamed, right in her ear, and tightened his grip around her neck, nearly strangling her.


‘Theodore—’


‘There, that’s no way to carry on, Theodore,’ a man’s voice said, nearly in her ear, and Theodore was abruptly off her neck and in his arms. It was the vicar, Mr Goode. ‘Of course you don’t want to go, Theodore,’ he said, ‘but in a war we must all do things we don’t want to do. You must be a brave soldier, and—’


‘I’m not a soldier,’ Theodore said, aiming a kick at the vicar’s groin, which he deflected neatly by grabbing Theodore’s foot.


‘Yes, you are. When there’s a war, everyone’s a soldier.’


‘You’re not,’ Theodore said rudely.


‘Yes, I am. I’m a captain in the Home Guard.’


‘Well, she’s not,’ Theodore said, pointing at Eileen.


‘Of course she is. She’s the major-general in charge of evacuees.’ He saluted her smartly.


He’ll never buy it, Eileen thought. Nice try, Vicar, but Theodore was asking, ‘What sort of soldier am I?’


‘A sergeant,’ the vicar said. ‘In charge of going on the train.’ There was a whoosh of steam, and the train gave a lurch. ‘Time to go, Sergeant,’ he said, and handed him up into the arms of the red-faced soldier.


‘I’m counting on you to see that he reaches his mother, soldier,’ the vicar said to him.


‘I will, Vicar,’ the soldier promised.


‘I’m a soldier, too,’ Theodore informed the soldier. ‘A sergeant, so you must salute me.’


‘Is that so?’ the soldier said, smiling.


The train began to move. ‘Thank you,’ Eileen called over the clank of the wheels. ‘Goodbye, Theodore!’ She waved to him, but he was talking animatedly to the soldier. She turned to the vicar. ‘You’re a miracle-worker. I could never have got him off by myself. Thank goodness you happened to be passing.’


‘Actually, I was looking for the Hodbins. I don’t suppose you’ve seen them?’


That explained why they’d vanished. ‘What have they done now?’


‘Put a snake in the schoolmistress’s gas mask,’ he said, walking out to the edge of the platform and looking over it. ‘If you should happen to see them—’


‘I’ll see that they apologise.’ She raised her voice in case they were under the platform. ‘And that they’re punished.’


‘Oh, I shouldn’t be too hard on them,’ he said. ‘No doubt it’s difficult for them, being shipped off to a strange place, so far from home. Still, I’d best go and find them before they burn down Backbury.’ He took another searching look over the edge of the platform and left.


Eileen half expected Alf and Binnie to reappear as soon as he was out of sight, but they didn’t. She hoped Theodore would be all right. What if his mother wasn’t there to meet him, and the soldiers left him alone at the station? ‘I should have gone with him,’ she murmured.


‘Then who’d take care of us?’ Alf said, appearing out of nowhere.


‘The vicar says you put a snake in your schoolmistress’s gas mask.’


‘I never did.’


‘I’ll wager it crawled in there by itself,’ Binnie said, popping up. ‘P’raps it thought it smelled poison gas.’


‘You ain’t goin’ to tell Mrs Bascombe, are you?’ Alf asked. ‘She’ll send us to bed without our supper, and I ain’t ’alf starved.’


‘Yes, well, you should have thought of that,’ Eileen said. ‘Now, come along.’


They both stood stubbornly still. ‘We ’eard you talkin’ to them soldiers,’ Alf said.


‘Mrs Bascombe says nice girls don’t talk to soldiers,’ Binnie said. ‘We won’t tell if you don’t tell ’er what we done.’


They’ve both long since grown up and been sent to prison, Eileen told herself. Or the gallows. She looked around, half hoping the vicar would reappear to rescue her, and then said, ‘March. Now. It will be dark soon.’


‘It’s already dark,’ Alf said.


It was. While she’d been wrestling Theodore onto the train and talking to the vicar, the last of the afternoon light had faded, and it was nearly an hour’s walk to the manor, most of it through the woods. ‘’Ow’ll we find our way ’ome in the dark?’ Binnie asked. ‘Ain’t you got a pocket torch?’


‘They ain’t allowed, you noddlehead,’ Alf said. ‘The jerries’ll see the light and drop a bomb on you. Boom!’


‘I know where the vicar keeps ’is torch,’ Binnie said.


‘We are not adding burglary to your list of crimes,’ Eileen said. ‘We won’t need a torch if we walk quickly.’ She took hold of Alf’s sleeve and Binnie’s coat and propelled them past the vicarage and through the village.


‘Mr Rudman says jerries ’ide in the woods at night,’ Alf said. ‘’E says ’e found a parachute in ’is pasture. ’E says the jerries murder children.’


They’d reached the end of the village. The lane to the manor stretched ahead, already dark.


‘Do they?’ Binnie asked. ‘Murder children?’


Yes, Eileen thought, thinking of the children in Warsaw, in Auschwitz. ‘There aren’t any Germans in the woods.’


‘There is so,’ Alf said. ‘You can’t see ’em ’cause they’re ’idin’, waitin’ for the invasion. Mr Rudman says ’Itler’s goin’ to invade on Christmas Day.’


Binnie nodded. ‘During the King’s speech, when no one’s expectin’ it, ’cause they’ll all be too busy laughin’ at the King st-st-stammerin’.’


And before Eileen could reprove her for being disrespectful, Alf said, ‘No, ’e ain’t. ’E’s goin’ to invade tonight.’ He pointed at the trees. ‘The jerries’ll jump outa the woods’—he lunged at Binnie—’and stab us with their bayonets!’ He demonstrated, and Binnie began kicking him.


Four months, Eileen thought, separating them. I only have to put up with them for four more months. ‘No one’s going to invade,’ she said firmly, ‘tonight or any other night.’


‘’Ow do you know?’ Alf demanded.


‘You can’t know something what ain’t ’appened yet,’ Binnie said.


‘Why ain’t ’e going to?’ Alf persisted.


Because the British Army will get away from him at Dunkirk, Eileen thought, and he’ll lose the Battle of Britain and begin bombing London to bring the British to their knees. But it won’t work. They’ll stand up to him. It’ll be their finest hour. And it will lose him the war.


‘Because I have faith in the future,’ she said, and, getting a firmer grip on Alf and Binnie, set off with them into the darkness.




‘The best laid plans …’


ROBERT BURNS, ‘TO A MOUSE’


BALLIOL COLLEGE, OXFORD – APRIL 2060


When Michael got back to his rooms from Wardrobe, Charles was there. ‘What are you doing here, Davies?’ he asked, stopping in the middle of what looked like a self-defence move, his left arm held stiffly in front of him and his right protecting his stomach. ‘I thought you were leaving this afternoon.’


‘No,’ Michael said disgustedly. He draped his dress whites over a chair. ‘My drop’s been postponed till Friday, which they could have told me before I went and got my American accent, so I wouldn’t have to run around Oxford sounding like a damned fool for four days.’


‘You always sound like a damned fool, Michael,’ Charles said, grinning. ‘Or should I be calling you by your cover name so you can get used to it? What is it, by the way? Chuck? Bob?’


Michael handed him his dog tags. ‘Lieutenant Mike Davis,’ Charles read.


‘Yeah, I’m keeping the names as close to my own as I can since the segments of this assignment are so short. What’s your name for Singapore?’


‘Oswald Beddington-Hythe.’


No wonder he’s practising self-defence, Michael thought, setting on the bed the shoes Wardrobe had issued him. ‘When are you going, Oswald?’


‘Monday. Why was your drop postponed?’


‘I don’t know. The lab’s running behind.’


Charles nodded. ‘Linna says they’re simply swamped over there. Ten drops and retrievals a day. If you ask me, there are entirely too many historians going to the past. We’ll be crashing into each other soon. I hope they postpone my drop. I’ve still got masses of things to learn. You wouldn’t know anything about foxhunting, would you?’


‘Foxhunting? I thought you were going to Singapore.’


‘I am, but a good many of the British officers there were apparently County and spent all their time discussing their foxhunting exploits.’ He picked up the dress whites Michael’d slung over the chair. ‘This is a naval uniform. What was the US Navy doing at the Battle of the Bulge?’


‘Not the Battle of the Bulge – Pearl Harbor,’ Michael said. ‘Then the second World Trade Center bombing, then the Battle of the Bulge.’


Charles looked confused. ‘I thought you were going to the evacuation of Dunkirk.’


‘I am. That’s fourth on the list, after which I do Salisbury and El Alamein.’


‘Tell me again why you’re going all these extremely dangerous places, Davies.’


‘Because that’s where heroes are, and that’s what I’m observing.’


‘But aren’t all of those events tens? And I thought Dunkirk was a divergence point. How can you—?’


‘I’m not. I’m going to Dover. And only parts of Pearl Harbor are a ten – the Arizona, the West Virginia, Wheeler Field, and the Oklahoma. I’m going to be on the New Orleans.’


‘But do you actually have to be on the boat with Lord Nelson or whoever it is? Couldn’t you observe him from a safe distance?’


‘No,’ Michael said. ‘One, the New Orleans is a ship, not a boat. Boats are what rescued the soldiers from Dunkirk. Two, observing from a safe distance is what historians were stuck doing before Ira Feldman invented time travel. Three, Lord Nelson was at Trafalgar, not Pearl Harbor, and four, I’m not studying the heroes who lead navies – and armies – and win wars. I’m studying ordinary people who you wouldn’t expect to be heroic, but who, when there’s a crisis, show extraordinary bravery and self-sacrifice. Like Jenna Geidel, who gave her life vaccinating people during the Pandemic. And the fishermen and retired boat owners and weekend sailors who rescued the British Army from Dunkirk. And Welles Crowther, the twenty-four-year-old equities trader who worked in the World Trade Center. When it was hit by terrorists, he could have got out, but instead he went back and saved ten people, and died. I’m going to observe six different sets of heroes in six different situations to try to determine what qualities they have in common.’


‘Like an aptitude for being in the wrong place at the wrong time? Or owning a boat?’


‘Circumstance is one factor,’ Michael said, refusing to be baited. ‘Also a sense of duty or responsibility, physical disregard for personal safety, adaptability—’


‘Adaptability?’


‘Yeah. One minute you’re giving a Sunday morning sermon and the next you’re helping pass five-inch shells up to the guns to shoot at Japanese Zeros.’


‘Who did that?’


‘The Reverend Howell Forgy. He was getting ready to do Sunday morning services on board the New Orleans when the Japanese attacked. They fired back, but the electricity to the ammunition hoists had been knocked out, and he’s the one who organised the gun crews – in the dark – into a human chain to pass the shells up to the deck. And he’s the one who, when one of the sailors said, “You didn’t get to finish your sermon, Reverend. Why don’t you finish it now?” answered, “Praise the Lord and pass the ammunition.”’


‘And you’re certain being fired at by Japanese Zeros isn’t a ten? I still can’t see how you persuaded Dunworthy to approve a project like that.’


‘You’re going to Singapore.’


‘Yes, but I’m coming back before the Japanese arrive. Oh, that reminds me, someone phoned for you earlier.’


‘Who was it?’


‘I don’t know. Shakira took the message. She was here teaching me to foxtrot.’


‘Foxtrot?’ Michael said. ‘I thought you had to learn about foxhunting.’


‘I need to learn both. So I can go to the club dances. The British community in Singapore held weekly dances.’ He put his arms in the self-defence positions he’d had them in when Michael came in and began stepping stiffly around the room, counting, ‘Left and-two and-three-and-four and—’


‘The British community in Singapore should have spent more time paying attention to what the Japanese were up to,’ Michael said. ‘Then they might not have been caught so completely flatfooted.’


‘Like you Americans at Pearl Harbor, Lieutenant Davis?’ Charles said, grinning.


‘You said Shakira took the message. Did she write it down?’


‘Yes. It’s there by the phone.’


Michael picked up the slip of paper and tried to read it, but the only words he could make out were ‘Michael’ and, further down, ‘to’. The rest of it was anybody’s guess. There was something that might be ‘dob’ or ‘late’ or ‘hots’, and on the next line a ‘501’ or ‘scl’. ‘I can’t decipher this,’ he said, handing it to Charles. ‘Did she say anything about what it was about?’


‘I wasn’t here. I had to run to Wardrobe to be measured for my dinner jacket, and when I got back she told me there’d been a call for you and she’d written it down.’


‘Where is she now? Did she go back to her rooms?’


‘No, she went over to Props to see if they had a recording of “Moonlight Serenade” for us to practise to.’ He took the slip of paper from Michael. ‘Here, let me try. Good Lord, she truly does have wretched handwriting. I think that’s “sch”.’ He pointed at the ‘sol’. ‘And the next word might be “change”. Schedule change?’


Schedule change. In which case the ‘dob’ might be ‘lab’. ‘They’d better not have postponed it again,’ Michael said, calling the lab. ‘Hi, Linna. Let me talk to Badri.’


‘May I ask who this is?’


‘It’s Michael Davies,’ he said impatiently.


‘Oh, Michael, I’m dreadfully sorry. I didn’t recognise you with that American accent. What is it you wanted?’


‘Somebody called me earlier and left a message. Was it you?’


‘No, but I only just came on duty. It may have been Badri. He’s doing a retrieval. I can have him phone you as soon as he’s finished.’


‘Listen, can you check to see if the time of my drop’s been changed? It was on the schedule for Friday morning at 8 a.m.’


‘I’ll check. Hang on a moment,’ she said, and there was a brief silence. ‘No, the time hasn’t been changed. Michael Davies, Friday 8 a.m.’


‘Good. Thanks, Linna.’ He hung up, relieved. ‘Whoever it was who called, it wasn’t the lab.’


Charles was still poring over the message. ‘Could it have been Dunworthy? I think this might be a D.’


The only reason Dunworthy would have called would have been to say he’d decided Pearl Harbor was too dangerous and he’d changed his mind about letting him go, in which case Michael didn’t want to talk to him. ‘That’s not a D,’ he said. ‘It’s a Q. Did Shakira say when she’d be back?’


Charles shook his head. ‘I expected her by now.’


‘And you say she’s over at Props?’


‘Or the Bodleian. She said she might try there or Research if the music archives didn’t have it.’


Which meant she could be anywhere, and if he went looking for her he was likely to miss her. He’d better stay here. He needed to check a few things anyway. He’d already done all the main research for Pearl Harbor – he knew the layout of the New Orleans’s decks, the names and ranks of the crew, and what Chaplain Forgy looked like. He’d memorised the rules of US Navy protocol, the location of every ship, and a detailed chronology of the events of December seventh. The only part he was worried about was getting onto the New Orleans. He was scheduled to go through to Waikiki at 10 p.m. on December sixth and take one of the liberty launches – which ran until midnight – out to the ship, but according to his research, Waikiki on a Saturday night had been full of drunk GIs and sailors spoiling for a fight, and an overeager shore patrol. He couldn’t afford to be in the New Orleans’s brig when the Japanese attacked Sunday morning. Maybe he should see how far away from his drop the officers’ club was and whether launches had run to and from it that night. They should have. There’d been a dance there. He could—


The phone rang. Michael leaped to answer it. ‘Hullo, Charles,’ Shakira said. ‘Sorry I’ve been so long. I haven’t been able to find any Glenn Miller. I’ve located a Benny Goodman—’


‘This isn’t Charles, it’s Michael. Where are you?’


‘You don’t sound like Michael.’


‘I just got an American L-and-A implant,’ he said. ‘Listen, when you were here, someone called for me—’


‘I wrote it all down for you,’ she said, sounding annoyed. ‘The message should be there by the phone.’


‘But what did they say?’


‘I wrote it down,’ she said, annoyed. ‘The order of your drops has been changed. You’re going to Dunkirk first. On Friday at 8 a.m.’




‘By your readiness to serve you have helped
the State in a work of great value.’



QUEEN ELIZABETH, IN A TRIBUTE
TO THOSE WHO TOOK IN EVACUEES, 1940


WARWICKSHIRE – FEBRUARY 1940


It began to rain just as Eileen was about to hang out the laundry, and she had to string up the clothesline in the ballroom, amid the portraits of Lord Edward and Lady Caroline’s ruffed and hoop-skirted ancestors, and hang the wet sheets in there, which would take twice as long. By the time she finished, the children would be home from school. She’d wanted to be gone before they arrived. Last time the Hodbins had followed her into the woods, and she’d had to postpone going to the drop for another week.


Again. The Monday before that she’d had to spend her half-day out fumigating the children’s cots for bedbugs, and the Monday before that she’d had to take Alf and Binnie over to Mr Rudman’s farm to apologise for setting his haystack ablaze. They’d claimed they’d been practising lighting signal fires in case of invasion. ‘The vicar says unless everyone does their bit we can’t win the war,’ Binnie’d said.


I have an idea the vicar would make an exception in your case, Eileen had thought. But the Hodbins weren’t the only thing preventing her from going. Ever since Christmas she’d spent what was supposed to have been her half-day out soliciting for the saving-stamps drive or working on some other project Lady Caroline had devised for ‘assisting the war effort’, which somehow never involved her doing anything, only her servants.


If I don’t go through to Oxford soon, they’ll think something’s happened and send a retrieval team after me, Eileen thought. She needed to at least tell the lab why she hadn’t checked in, and perhaps persuade them to open the drop more often than one day a week. ‘Which means I need to finish hanging these wretched sheets before the Hodbins get home,’ she said aloud to the portrait of an earlier Lady Caroline and her spaniels, and bent to take another sheet out of the basket.


The kitchen maid, Una, was standing in the door. ‘Who was you talking to?’ she asked, peering between the hanging lines.


‘Myself,’ Eileen said. ‘It’s the first sign of going mad.’


‘Oh,’ Una said. ‘Mrs Bascombe wants you.’


What now? I’ll never get away. She hastily hung up the last sheet and hurried down the back stairs to the kitchen.


Mrs Bascombe was cracking eggs into a bowl. ‘Put on a fresh apron,’ she said. ‘Her ladyship wants you.’


‘But today’s my half-day out,’ Eileen protested.


‘Yes, well, you can leave after. Her ladyship’s in the drawing room.’


In the upstairs drawing room? That meant someone had come to take their child home. They’d been steadily shedding evacuees since Christmas. If many more departed, she’d have no one left to observe. Which was another reason she needed to go to Oxford today, to see if she could persuade Mr Dunworthy into sending her somewhere else. Or cutting this assignment short and letting her go and do the assignment she truly wanted: VE-Day. Eileen hurriedly tied on a fresh apron and started out of the kitchen.


‘Wait,’ Mrs Bascombe said. ‘Take her ladyship’s nerve tablets with you. Dr Stuart brought them round.’


The tablets were aspirin, which Eileen doubted would do much for Lady Caroline’s ‘nerves’, which in any case seemed to be mostly an excuse for insisting the evacuees be kept quiet. Eileen took the box from Mrs Bascombe and hurried to the drawing room, wondering whose parents were here. She hoped not the Magruders: Barbara, Peggy, and Ewan were the only three well-behaved children left. All the other children had been hopelessly corrupted by Alf and Binnie.


Perhaps it’s their mother, she thought, brightening, but it wasn’t, nor was it the Magruders. It was the vicar, and she would have been glad to see him except that he’d probably come because the Hodbins had committed some new crime.


‘You asked for me, ma’am?’ Eileen said.


‘Yes, Ellen,’ Lady Caroline said. ‘Have you ever driven a motor car?’


Oh no, they stole the vicar’s car and wrecked it, Eileen thought. ‘Driven, ma’am?’ she said cautiously.


‘Yes. Mr Goode and I have been discussing Civil Defence preparations, particularly the need for ambulance drivers.’


The vicar nodded. ‘In the event of a bombing incident or invasion—’


‘—we will need trained drivers,’ Lady Caroline finished. ‘Do you know how to drive, Ellen?’


Except for chauffeurs, servants in 1940 hadn’t had occasion to drive, so it hadn’t been part of her prep. ‘No, ma’am, I’m afraid I never learned.’


‘Then you shall. I’ve offered Mr Goode the use of my Bentley to aid the war effort. Mr Goode, you may give Ellen her first lesson this afternoon.’


‘This afternoon?’ Eileen blurted out, unable to keep the dismay out of her voice, and then bit her lip. Nineteen-forties maids didn’t talk back.


‘Is that inconvenient for you?’ the vicar asked her. ‘I could just as easily begin the lessons tomorrow, Lady Caroline.’


‘Absolutely not, Mr Goode. Backbury may come under attack at any time.’ She turned to Eileen. ‘When it comes to the war, we must all be prepared to make sacrifices. The vicar will give you your lesson as soon as we’ve finished here. And then you’ll stay to tea, won’t you, Vicar? Ellen, tell Mrs Bascombe that Mr Goode is staying to tea. And tell her she and Mr Samuels will have their lessons after tea. You may go.’


‘Yes, ma’am.’ Eileen curtseyed and ran back down to the kitchen. Now she really needed to go to the drop. It was one thing to not know how to drive, and another thing to be completely unfamiliar with 1940s motor cars. She needed to get some advance prep. She wondered if she should try to make it to the drop and back before the lesson. If she knew Lady Caroline, they’d be at least an hour. But if they weren’t … Perhaps I can get Mrs Bascombe to have her lesson first, she thought.


She found her putting cakes into the oven. ‘The children just came in,’ Mrs Bascombe said. ‘I’ve sent them up to the nursery to take off their coats. What did her ladyship want?’


‘The vicar’s going to teach us all to drive. And Lady Caroline said to tell you he’s staying to tea.’


‘Drive?’ Mrs Bascombe said.


‘Yes. So that we can drive an ambulance in case of a bombing incident.’


‘Or in case James is called up and she hasn’t anyone to drive her to all her meetings.’


Eileen hadn’t thought of that. She might very well be worried that her chauffeur would be called up. The butler and both footmen had been last month, and Samuels, the elderly gardener, was now manning the front door.


‘Well, she’s not getting me in any motor car,’ Mrs Bascombe said, ‘bombing incident or no bombing incident.’


Which meant Eileen couldn’t exchange with her. It would have to be Samuels.


‘When are we to find the time for these lessons? We’ve too much to do as it is. Where are you going?’ Mrs Bascombe demanded.


‘To see Mr Samuels. The vicar’s to give me my first lesson this afternoon, but as it’s my half-day out, I thought perhaps I could exchange with him.’


‘No, the Home Guard’s meeting this afternoon.’


‘But it’s important,’ Eileen said. ‘Couldn’t he miss—?’


Mrs Bascombe looked shrewdly at her. ‘Why are you so eager to have your half-day out today? You’re not meeting a soldier, are you? Binnie said she saw you flirting with a soldier at the railway station.’


Binnie, you little traitor. After I kept our bargain and didn’t tell Mrs Bascombe about the snake. ‘I wasn’t flirting, I was giving the soldier instructions for delivering Theodore Willett to his mother.’


Mrs Bascombe looked unconvinced. ‘Young girls can’t be too careful, especially in times like these. Soldiers turning girls’ heads, talking them into meeting them in the woods, promising to marry them—’


There was a loud thump overhead, followed by a shriek and a sound like a herd of rhinoceri. ‘What are those wretched children doing now? You’d best go and see. It sounds like they’re in the ballroom.’


They were. And the thumps had apparently been the sheet-filled clotheslines coming down. A huddle of children cowered in a corner, menaced by two sheet-draped ghosts with outspread arms. ‘Alf, Binnie, take those off immediately,’ Eileen said.


‘They told us they was Nazis,’ Jimmy said defensively, which didn’t explain the sheets.


‘They said Germans kill little children,’ five-year-old Barbara said. ‘They chased us.’


The damage seemed to be confined to the sheets, thank goodness, though the portrait of Lady Caroline’s hoop-skirted ancestor was hanging crookedly. ‘We told them we weren’t allowed to play in here,’ eight-year-old Peggy said virtuously, ‘but they wouldn’t listen.’


Alf and Binnie were still freeing themselves from the wet, clinging folds of sheet.


‘Do the Germans?’ Barbara asked, tugging on Eileen’s skirt. ‘Kill little children?’


‘No.’


Alf’s head emerged from the sheet. ‘They do so. When they invade, they’re going to kill Princess Elizabeth and Margaret Rose. They’re going to cut their ’eads right off.’


‘Are they?’ Barbara asked fearfully.


‘No,’ Eileen said. ‘Outside.’


‘But it’s rainin’,’ Alf said.


‘You should have thought of that before. You can play in the stables.’ She herded them all outside and went back up to the ballroom. She straightened the portrait of Lady Caroline’s ancestor, rehung the lines, then began picking the sheets up off the floor. They’d all have to be washed again, and so would the dust sheets covering the furniture.


I wonder how badly it would affect history if I throttled the Hodbins, she thought. Theoretically, historians weren’t able to do anything that would alter events. Slippage kept that from happening. But surely in this instance, it would make an exception. History would so clearly be a better place without them. She stooped to pick up another trampled sheet.


‘Begging your pardon, miss,’ Una said from the door, ‘but her ladyship wants to see you in the drawing room.’


Eileen thrust the wet sheets into Una’s arms and ran down to change into her pinafore again and then race back upstairs to the drawing room. Mr and Mrs Magruder were there. ‘They’ve come for … er … their children,’ said Lady Caroline, who obviously had no idea what the children’s names were.


‘For Barbara, Peggy, and Ewan, ma’am?’ Eileen said.


‘Yes.’


‘We missed them so,’ Mrs Magruder said to Eileen. ‘Our house has been quiet as a tomb without them.’ At the phrase ‘quiet as a tomb’, Lady Caroline looked pained. She must have heard the children.


‘And now that Hitler’s coming to his senses and realising Europe won’t stand for his nonsense,’ Mr Magruder said, ‘there’s no reason not to have them with us. Not that we don’t appreciate all you’ve done for them, your ladyship, taking them in and loving them like your own.’


‘I was more than glad to do it,’ Lady Caroline said. ‘Ellen, go and pack Peggy’s and … the other children’s things and bring them here to the drawing room.’


‘Yes, ma’am,’ Eileen said, curtseying, and walked quickly along the corridor to the ballroom. If she could find Una, she could have her get the Magruder children’s things ready while she went to the drop. Please let her still be in the ballroom.


She was, still holding the damp wad of sheets. ‘Una, pack the Magruders’ things,’ she said. ‘I’m going out to fetch the children,’ and fled, but when she ran outside, the vicar was standing there, next to Lady Caroline’s Bentley.


‘Vicar, I’m sorry, but I can’t have my lesson now,’ she said. ‘The Magruders are here to fetch Peggy and Ewan and—’


‘I know,’ he said. ‘I’ve already spoken to Mrs Bascombe and arranged for you to have your lesson tomorrow.’


I love you, she thought.


‘Una will have hers today.’


Oh, you poor man, but at least she was free to go. ‘Thank you, Vicar,’ she said fervently, and walked quickly across the lawn in the misty drizzle towards the stables, then ducked behind the hothouse and ran out to the road and set off along it, hurrying so she wouldn’t be overtaken by Una and the vicar in the Bentley.


Before she’d gone a quarter of a mile, it began to rain harder, but that was actually a good thing. Even the inquisitive Hodbins wouldn’t try to track her down in this downpour. She turned off into the woods and hurried along the muddy path to the ash tree.


Please don’t let me have just missed it opening, she thought. The drop only opened once an hour, and in another hour it would be dark. The drop was far enough into the woods that its shimmer couldn’t be seen from the road, but with the blackout, any light was suspect, and the Home Guard, for lack of anything better to do, sometimes patrolled the woods, looking for German parachutists. If they or the Hodbins—


She caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of her eye. She turned quickly, straining to catch a glimpse of Alf’s cap or Binnie’s hair ribbon.


‘What are you doing here?’ a man’s voice said from behind her, and she nearly jumped out of her skin. She whirled around. There was a faint shimmer next to the ash tree. Through it she could see the net, and Badri at the console. ‘You’re not supposed to go through till the tenth,’ he was saying. ‘Weren’t you notified that your drop had been rescheduled?’


‘That’s why I’m here,’ another man’s voice said angrily as the shimmer grew brighter. ‘I demand to know why it’s been postponed. I—’


‘This will have to wait,’ Badri said. ‘I’m in the middle of a retrieval—’


Eileen walked through the shimmer and into the lab.




‘At the time, we didn’t know that it was a vital battle …
We didn’t know we were quite so close to defeat, either.’


SQUADRON LEADER JAMES H. ‘GINGER’ LACEY,
ON THE BATTLE OF BRITAIN


OXFORD – APRIL 2060


‘They’re sending you to Dunkirk?’ Charles asked when Michael got off the phone. ‘What happened to Pearl Harbor?’


‘That’s what I’d like to know,’ Michael said. He stormed over to the lab to confront Badri.


Linna met him at the door. ‘He’s preparing to send someone through. Can I be of help?’


‘Yes. You can tell me why the hell you changed the order of my drops! I can’t go to the Dunkirk evacuation with an American accent. I’m supposed to be a reporter for the London Daily Herald. You’ve got to—’


‘I think you’d better speak to Badri,’ Linna said. ‘If you’ll wait here—’ and walked quickly over to Badri. He was busily typing figures into the console, glancing up at the screens, typing again. A young man Michael didn’t know stood behind him watching, obviously the historian who was going to be sent through. He was dressed in threadbare tweed flannels and wire-rimmed spectacles. A 1930s Cambridge don, Michael thought.


Linna leaned over Badri briefly and came back. ‘He said it will be at least another half-hour,’ she reported. ‘If you don’t want to wait, he can ring you up at—’


‘I’ll wait.’


‘Would you like to sit down?’ she asked, and before he could say no, the telephone rang, and she went to answer it. ‘No, sir, he’s sending someone through right now,’ he heard her say to the person on the other end. ‘No, sir, not yet. He’s going through to Oxford.’


Well, he’d been close. He wondered what he was researching in Oxford in the 1930s. The Inklings? The admission of women to the university?


‘No, sir, it’s just a recon and prep,’ Linna said, into the phone. ‘Phipps doesn’t leave for his assignment till the end of next week.’


A recon and prep? Those were only used for especially complicated or dangerous assignments. He looked interestedly over at Phipps, who’d moved to the net. What could he be observing in 1930s Oxford that was that complicated? It couldn’t be anything dangerous – he looked too pale and spindly.


‘No, sir, he’s only going to one temporal location,’ Linna said into the phone. A pause while she consulted her console. ‘No, sir. His only other assignment was to 1666.’


‘Stand in the centre,’ Badri said, and Phipps stepped under the draped folds and stood on the positioning marks, pushing his spectacles up on his nose.


‘You want a list of all the historians currently on assignment and scheduled to go this week and next?’ Linna asked the person on the telephone. ‘Spatial locations or just temporal?’ A pause. ‘Historian, assignment, dates.’ She scribbled it down, he hoped more legibly than Shakira had with the note she’d left him. ‘Yes, sir, I’ll get that for you straightaway. Do you wish to remain on the line?’ she asked, and he must have said yes, because she laid the receiver down and scurried over to Badri, who was still getting Phipps into position, then over to an auxiliary terminal.


‘All set?’ Badri said to Phipps.


Phipps reached into his tweed jacket, checked something in the inside pocket, then nodded. ‘You’re not sending me through on a Saturday, are you?’ he asked. ‘If there’s slippage, that will put me there on a Sunday, and—’


‘No, a Wednesday,’ Badri said. ‘August seventh.’


‘August seventh?’ Phipps asked Badri.


‘That’s right,’ Linna said, ‘1536,’ and Michael looked over at her, confused, but she was back at the phone, reading off a printout. ‘London, the trial of Anne Boleyn—’


‘Yes, the seventh,’ Badri said to Phipps. ‘The drop will open every half-hour. Move a bit to the right.’ He motioned with his hand. ‘A bit more.’ Phipps shambled obediently to the right. ‘A bit to the left. Good. Now hold that.’ He walked back over to the console and hit several keys, and the folds of the net began to lower around Phipps. ‘I need you to note the amount of temporal slippage on the drop.’


‘October tenth 1940,’ Linna said into the phone, ‘to December eighteenth—’


‘Why?’ Phipps asked. ‘You’re not expecting more slippage than usual on this drop, are you?’


‘Don’t move,’ Badri said.


‘There shouldn’t be any slippage. I’m not going anywhere near—’


‘Cairo, Egypt,’ Linna said into the phone.


‘Ready?’ Badri asked Phipps.


Phipps said, ‘No, I want to know—’ and was gone in a shimmer of light.


Badri came over to Michael. ‘I assume you received my message?’


‘Yeah,’ Michael said. ‘What the hell’s going on?’


‘There’s no need to swear,’ Badri said mildly.


‘That’s what you think! You can’t change my schedule at the last minute like this. I’ve already done the research for Pearl Harbor. I’ve already got my costume and papers and money and had an implant done so I sound like an American.’


‘It can’t be helped. Here’s the new order of your drops.’ Badri handed him a printout.


‘Dunkirk evacuation,’ he read out loud, ‘Pearl Harbor, El Alamein, Battle of the Bulge, second World Trade Center attack, beginning of the Pandemic in Salisbury— You’ve changed all of them?’ Michael shouted. ‘You can’t just move them around like this! They were in the order I gave you for a reason. Look,’ he said, shoving the list under Badri’s nose, ‘Pearl Harbor and the World Trade Center and the Battle of the Bulge are all American. I scheduled them together so I could get one L-and-A implant. Which I’ve already had! How am I supposed to be a London Daily Herald war correspondent reporting on the evacuation from Dunkirk with this accent?’


‘I apologise for that,’ Badri said. ‘We attempted to contact you before the implant. I’m afraid you’ll have to have it reversed.’


‘Reversed? And then what the hell do I do about Pearl Harbor? I’m supposed to be an American Navy lieutenant. You’ve got these alternating, for God’s sake – British, American, British! This isn’t an ordinary mission where I’m there for a year. I’m only going to be in each of these places a few days. I can’t afford to spend it faking an accent and worrying about what to call things.’


‘I understand,’ Badri said placatingly, ‘but—’


The door opened and a burly young man charged in. ‘I want to speak to you,’ he said to Badri and marched him over to the far corner of the lab. ‘What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing moving my drop up?’ Michael heard him say, so apparently he wasn’t the only one whose mission they’d been messing with.


He looked over at Linna. She was still on the phone. ‘—to February sixth, 1942,’ she read from the printout.


‘How the bloody hell do you expect me to be ready by Monday morning?’ the burly guy shouted.


‘Denys Atherton,’ Linna droned on, ‘March first, 1944—’


‘I understand your vexation,’ Badri said.


‘My vexation?’ the young man exploded.


Go ahead, Michael thought. Hit him. Do it for both of us, but he didn’t. He stormed out, banging the door behind him so violently that Linna jumped. ‘—to June fifth, 1944,’ she said into the phone.


Jesus, how many historians did they have going to World War II right now? Charles was right. They were going to start crashing into each other. He wondered if that was why they’d changed the order of his drops. But if that was the case, they’d have sent him to Salisbury or the World Trade Center.


Badri came back over to Michael. ‘Can’t you pose as an American reporter?’


‘It isn’t just the accent. It’s the prep. I can’t be ready in three days. I don’t have any clothes or papers and I’ve only done the general research, not the—’


‘We’re aware you’ll need time for additional prep,’ Badri said placatingly, ‘so we’ve moved the drop to Saturday—’


‘You’ve given me one extra day? I’ll need at least two weeks. And now I suppose you can’t do that either.’


‘No, no, of course we can reschedule,’ Badri said, turning to the console, ‘but you’ll have to go with lab availability, and we’re extremely heavily booked. Let me see,’ he peered at the screen, ‘the fourteenth might work … no … it will be at least three weeks. I think you’d do better to shorten the prep time with implants. The lab can arrange for you to—’


‘I’ve already had my limit. You’re only allowed three, and an L-and-A counts as two. And I had “Historical Events—1941”, which will come in really handy at Dunkirk.’


‘There’s no need for sarcasm,’ Badri said. ‘The lab can arrange for a waiver so you can have an additional—’


‘I don’t want a waiver. I want you to change the order back the way it was.’


‘I’m afraid that’s impossible. And the next open date we have is May twenty-third, which will throw your other drops later. There’s a possibility we might be able to work you in sooner if there’s a cancellation, but—’


The screen began blinking. ‘Sorry. This will have to wait.’


‘It can’t. I—’


‘Linna,’ Badri said, ignoring him. ‘Retrieval.’


The beeping became more insistent, and a faint shimmer appeared within the folds of the net. It brightened and spread, and Gerald Phipps was standing in the gauzy folds, pushing his spectacles up on his nose.


‘I told you there wouldn’t be any slippage,’ he said.


‘None at all?’ Badri asked.


‘Nearly. Twenty-two minutes. It only took me two hours to arrange everything. I posted the letters, made my trunk call, took the—’


‘What about your return?’ Badri asked. ‘Did the drop open on time?’


‘Not the first time, but there were boats on the river. They very likely kept it from opening.’ He walked over to the console. ‘When do I go through for my assignment?’


‘Friday at half past ten,’ Badri said, and he must not have changed his drop because Phipps nodded, said, ‘I’ll be here,’ and started for the door.


‘I’m still waiting for you to tell me why you can’t change my drop back to Pearl Harbor,’ Michael said before Badri could turn to the console.


‘You must be sent in the authorised order—’


‘I beg your pardon, Badri,’ Linna interrupted. She was back on the phone. ‘What was the slippage on Phipps’s drop?’


‘Twenty-two minutes,’ Badri said.


‘Twenty-two minutes,’ she repeated into the phone.


‘Okay, I’ll make you a deal,’ Michael said. ‘I’ll go to Dunkirk, and in exchange you send me to Pearl Harbor and the other sections I need the American accent for, and then to Salisbury and North Africa. Deal?’


Badri shook his head. ‘I can only send historians in the authorised order.’


‘Who did this authorising?’


‘Badri,’ Linna called, ‘did Phipps’s return drop open on schedule?’


‘I’ll be there in a moment, Linna,’ Badri said, and the beeping started up again. ‘I have another historian coming through, Mr Davies. Either you can go on Saturday, or I can postpone your drop to May twenty-third, which will move your Pearl Harbor drop to’ – he turned to the console – ‘the second of August, and your El Alamein drop to the twelfth of November.’


At which rate it would take him two years to finish his project. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’ll be ready by Saturday.’ Somehow.


He went straight to Props to tell them he needed a press card, a passport, and whatever other papers an American in England in 1940 needed, and that he had to have them by Thursday morning. When they told him that wasn’t possible, he told them to take it up with Dunworthy and went over to Wardrobe, where he was told they couldn’t measure him for a reporter’s costume until he’d returned the dress whites, and went back to his rooms to begin the impossible task of memorising everything necessary for the assignment.


He didn’t even know where to begin. He needed to find out who the civilian heroes of the evacuation had been, the names of their boats, when they’d arrived back in Dover, where the docks were and how to get access to them, where they’d gone after they got to Dover, where the train station was. And the hospital, in case the hero’d been injured. The list went on and on. And that was just so he could do his interviews. He also needed tons of background information on the evacuation and the war in general. And on local customs.


That was one good thing about having to be an American. It would give him an excuse for not knowing things. But he would still need to know what had happened during the months leading up to Dunkirk, especially since he was supposed to be a reporter.


First things first. He called up ‘Heroes of Dunkirk’ and got to work, hoping Charles and Shakira wouldn’t suddenly arrive to practise the foxtrot.


They didn’t, but Linna called. ‘Don’t tell me,’ he said. ‘You changed the order again.’


‘No, you’re still scheduled for the evacuation of Dunkirk, but we’re having difficulty finding a drop site. Every one we’ve tried is indicating probable slippage of from five to twelve days, and Badri was wondering if—’


‘No, I can’t miss part of it, if that’s what you’re suggesting. The entire evacuation only lasted nine days. I have to be there by May twenty-sixth.’


‘Yes, we know that. We were just wondering if you had any suggestions for a site. You know the events in Dover better than we do. Badri thought you might be able to suggest a location that might work.’


Nowhere near the docks obviously. And not the main part of town. It would be swarming with officers from the Admiralty and the Small Vessels Pool. ‘Have you tried the beach?’ he asked.


‘Yes. No luck.’


‘Try the beaches north and south of town,’ he suggested, though he doubted that would work either with so many boats around. And England had been expecting to be invaded; the beaches were likely to be fortified. Or mined. ‘Try something on the outskirts of Dover, and I’ll hitch a ride in to the docks. There’ll be plenty of cars headed that way.’ And if it was a military vehicle, it might solve his problem of how to get onto the docks.


But Badri called back two hours later to say that none of those had worked. ‘We need to go further afield. I need a list from you of nearby villages and other possible sites,’ Badri said, which meant Mike had to spend the rest of the day in the Bodleian, poring over maps of 1940 England – looking for secluded spots within walking distance of Dover – instead of what he should be doing. At six he took the list to the lab, handed it to Badri (who was being shouted at by a guy in a doublet and tights whose schedule had been changed), and went back to the Bodleian to work on his heroes.


There were almost too many to choose from. In reality, every one of the solicitors and City bankers and other weekend sailors had been a hero to take their unarmed pleasure yachts and sailboats and skiffs into enemy fire, many of them making multiple trips.


But some had performed acts of extraordinary bravery – the badly injured petty officer who’d held off six Messerschmitts with a machine-gun while the troops boarded; the accountant who’d ferried load after load of soldiers out to the Jutland under heavy fire; George Crowther, who’d given up his chance at rescue to stay and help the ship’s surgeon on the Bideford; the retired Charles Lightoller, who, not content with already having been a hero on the Titanic, had taken his weekend cruiser over and brought back one hundred and thirty soldiers.


But not all of them had come back to Dover. Some had gone to Ramsgate instead; some had come back on a different boat than the one they took over – Sub-Lieutenant Chodzko had gone over on the Little Ann and come home on the Yorkshire Lass – and one fishing boat captain had had three boats shot out from under him. And some hadn’t come back at all. And for the ones who had returned to Dover, there were almost no details about which pier they’d docked at or when. Which meant he’d better have a bunch of backup heroes in case he couldn’t find the ones he wanted to interview.


It took him all night. As soon as Wardrobe opened in the morning, he took his dress whites back and had them measure him for whatever the hell it was American World War II reporters wore, and then went back to Balliol to start in on the Dover research. Charles, attired in tennis whites, was just coming out the door. ‘The lab phoned. You’re to ring them back.’


‘Did they say if they’d found a drop site?’


‘No. I’m off to prep for Singapore. The colonials spent all their time playing tennis.’ He waved his racket at Michael and left.


Michael called the lab.


‘I can’t find anything within a five-mile radius of Dover that will open before June sixth,’ Badri said. ‘I’m going to try London. You could take the train to Dover.’


And what if you can’t find a drop site in London either? Mike wondered. That would mean the problem wasn’t just finding a spot where nobody would see him come through – it was the evacuation itself. History was full of divergence points nobody could get anywhere near – from Archduke Ferdinand’s assassination to the battle of Trafalgar. Events so critical and so volatile that the introduction of a single variable – such as a time traveller – could change the outcome. And alter the entire course of history.


He’d known Dunkirk was one of them; Oxford had been trying and failing to get to it for years. But he hadn’t expected Dover to be one. If it was, there went one whole chunk of his assignment. On the other hand, it would mean he could go to Pearl Harbor, which he was actually ready for. And if Dover wasn’t a divergence point, this delay gave him more time to prep. And more things he needed to learn. Such as which London station the trains to Dover left from and when. And he still had the overview of the evacuation to do. And the war. And everything else. In three days. On no sleep.


He wished he wasn’t limited to a single implant. He could use half a dozen. He narrowed it down to the events of 1940, the events in Dunkirk and a list of the small craft that had participated, decided he’d pick when he got to Research, and went over there.


The tech shook her head. ‘If you’re going as a reporter, you’ll need to know how to use a 1940s telephone. To file your stories,’ she said. ‘And a typewriter.’


Michael wasn’t going to file any stories. All he was going to do was interview people, but if he did end up in a situation where he had to type something, that kind of ignorance could blow his cover, and there’d been Nazi spies in England in 1940. He didn’t want to spend the evacuation in jail.


He went over to Props and borrowed a typewriter to see if he could fake it, but he couldn’t even figure out how to get the paper in it. He went back to Research, talked the tech into putting an abridged version of typewriter skills and Dunkirk events in the same subliminal, had it, and dragged back to his rooms to get some sleep and then memorise everything else.


Charles was there, attired in a dinner jacket and practising putting on the carpet. ‘Don’t tell me,’ Mike said. ‘The colonials spent all their time playing golf.’


‘Yes,’ Charles said, lining up his putt. ‘That is, when they weren’t taking telephone messages for their roommates.’


‘The lab called?’


‘No, Props. They said to tell you they can’t have your papers ready till next Tuesday.’


‘Next Tuesday?’ Mike bellowed. He called, told them in no uncertain terms that he had to have them by Friday at the latest, and slammed down the phone. It rang again immediately.


It was Linna. ‘Good news,’ she said. ‘We’ve found you a drop site.’


Which meant Dover wasn’t a divergence point after all. Thank God.


‘Where is it?’ he asked. ‘In London?’


‘No, it’s just north of Dover, six miles from the docks. But there’s a problem. Mr Dunworthy wanted to move one of the retrieval times up, so we gave them your Saturday slot.’


Great, Michael thought. This’ll give me a couple of extra days. I’ll be able to memorise that list of small craft. And get some more sleep. ‘What day did you move it back to?’


‘Not back,’ she said, ‘forward. You go through Thursday afternoon – tomorrow – at half past three.’




TO THE TRENCHES →



SIGN IN LONDON, 1940


OXFORD – APRIL 2060


‘In two days?’ Eileen said, looking over Linna’s shoulder at her console in the lab. She’d gone to see Mr Dunworthy as soon as she came through from Backbury and then come back to the lab to schedule her return. ‘But I need to learn to drive. What about next week?’


Linna called up another schedule. ‘No, I’m sorry, we haven’t anything then either.’


‘But I can’t possibly learn to drive in two days. What about the week after next?’


Linna shook her head. ‘That’s even worse. We’re totally swamped. Mr Dunworthy’s ordered all these schedule changes—’


‘Were they ones historians requested?’ Eileen asked. Perhaps if she asked Mr Dunworthy—


‘No,’ Linna said, ‘and they’re all absolutely furious, which is something else the lab’s had to deal with. I’ve done nothing but—’ The telephone rang. ‘Sorry.’ She crossed the lab to answer the phone next to the console. ‘Hullo? Yes, I know you were scheduled to go to the Reign of Terror first—’


The door of the lab opened and Gerald Phipps came in. Oh no, Eileen thought, just what I need. Gerald was the most tiresome person she knew. ‘Where’s Badri?’ he demanded.


‘He’s not here,’ Eileen said, ‘and Linna’s on the phone.’


‘I suppose they’ve changed your date of departure as well,’ he said, waving a printout at her. ‘Is this for that silly VE Day assignment you’re always on about?’


No, I’m not going to VE Day. Not unless I can persuade Mr Dunworthy to change his mind. Which seemed unlikely. When she went to see him, he’d refused not only to let her go, but to even listen to her worries about her evacuees all returning to London.


‘No,’ she said stiffly to Gerald. ‘I’m observing World War II evacuees.’


He laughed. ‘Are that and VE Day the most exciting assignments you could think of?’ he asked, and for a moment she actually wished Alf and Binnie were there to set him on fire.


‘The lab rescheduled your departure date?’ she asked to change the subject.


‘Yes,’ he said, glancing impatiently over at Linna, who was still on the phone.


‘No, I know you were supposed to do the storming of the Bastille first—’ Linna said.


‘But it can’t be changed,’ Gerald said. ‘I’ve already been through and made all the arrangements. And got my costume from Wardrobe. If my arrival’s changed from August, I’ll need a whole new suit of clothes. I’m certain when I explain the circumstances, they’ll change it back. This isn’t an ordinary assignment where one can waltz in anytime. It was difficult enough getting it set up in the first place.’ He launched into a long explanation of where he was going and the preparations he’d made.


Eileen only half listened. It was obvious he’d pounce on Linna the moment she got off the phone, and by the time he finished shouting at her and Eileen got to speak to her, Linna would be in no mood to move another departure date. And in the meantime, her two days were ticking away, and she hadn’t even been to Oriel yet to sign up for lessons with Transport. ‘I think I’d best come back later,’ she interrupted Gerald to say, and started for the door.


‘Oh, but I thought we could get together after this, and I could—’


Tell me more about your assignment? No, thank you. ‘I’m afraid I can’t. I’m going back almost immediately.’


‘Oh, too bad. I say, will you still be there in August? I could take the train up to – where is it you are?’


‘Warwickshire.’


‘Up to Warwickshire some weekend to brighten your existence with tales of my derring-do.’


I can imagine. ‘No, I’m afraid I come back at the beginning of May.’ Thank goodness. She waved to Linna and walked quickly out of the lab before he could propose anything else. First the Hodbins and now Gerald, she thought, stopping outside the door to put on her coat and gloves.


But this wasn’t February, it was April, and a lovely day. Linna’d said rain was forecast for late this afternoon, but for now it was warm. She took her coat off as she walked. That was the most difficult thing about time travel, remembering where and when one was. She’d forgotten she wasn’t still a servant and called Linna ‘ma’am’ twice, and now she kept looking nervously behind her to make certain Alf and Binnie weren’t following her. She reached the High, stepped into the street, and was nearly hit by a bicycle whizzing past.


You’re in Oxford, she told herself, stepping hastily back up on the kerb, not Backbury. She crossed the street, looking both ways this time, and started along the sunlit High, suddenly jubilant. You’re in Oxford. There’s no blackout, no rationing, no Lady Caroline, no Hodbins—


‘Merope!’ someone shouted. She turned around. It was Polly Churchill. ‘I’ve been calling to you all the way down the street,’ Polly said breathlessly as she caught up to her. ‘Didn’t you hear me?’


‘No … I mean, yes … I mean, I didn’t realise you were calling me at first. I’ve been trying so hard to think of myself as Eileen O’Reilly these last months, I don’t even recognise my own name anymore. I had to have an Irish name because of my posing as a maid—’


‘And your red hair,’ Polly said.


‘Yes, and Eileen is all anyone’s called me in months. I’ve practically forgotten my name is Merope, though I suppose that’s better than forgetting one’s cover name, which is what I kept doing the first week I was in Backbury, and on my very first assignment! How do you manage to remember your cover names?’


‘I’m lucky. Unlike your Christian name, mine’s been around for a good part of history, and I can always use it or one of its many nicknames. I can sometimes even use my last name. When I can’t – Churchill’s not really an option for World War II – I use Shakespeare.’


‘Polly Shakespeare?’


‘No,’ Polly said, laughing, ‘names from Shakespeare. I had the plays implanted when I did that sixteenth-century assignment, and they’re full of names. Especially the history plays, though for the Blitz it’s going to be Twelfth Night. I’ll be Polly Sebastian.’


‘I thought you’d already gone to the Blitz.’


‘No, not yet. The lab’s had difficulty finding me a drop site that met all of Mr Dunworthy’s requirements. He’s such a fusspot. So since it’s a multitime project, I did one of the other parts first. I only just got back yesterday.’


Eileen nodded. She remembered Polly having said something about observing the World War I Zeppelin attacks on London.


‘I’m on my way to Balliol to report in to Mr Dunworthy,’ Polly said. ‘Is that where you’re going?’


‘No, I must go to Oriel.’


‘Oh good, then we’re going the same direction.’ She took Eileen’s arm. ‘We can walk part of the way together and catch up on things. So you’ve been in Backbury observing evacuees—’


‘Yes, and I have a question,’ Eileen said earnestly. ‘You’ve had loads of assignments. How do you keep from getting them all mixed together? It’s not only the names. I’m already getting confused as to where I am and when.’


‘You’ve got to forget you’ve ever been anywhere or anyone else and focus completely on the situation at hand. It’s like acting. Or being a spy. You’ve got to shut out everything and be Eileen O’Reilly. Thinking about other assignments only ruins your concentration on the task at hand.’


‘Even if you’re doing a multitime assignment?’


‘Especially if you’re doing a multitime assignment. Focus entirely on the part or the assignment until it’s over, and then shut that out and go on to the next. Why are you going to Oriel?’


‘For driving lessons.’


‘Driving lessons? You’re not planning to drive to VE Day, are you? You’ll never get through. The crowds—’


‘This isn’t for VE Day. If only it were. Mr Dunworthy refuses to send me.’


‘But you—’ Polly said and stopped, frowning.


‘Had my heart set on going? That doesn’t matter two pins to Mr Dunworthy. I met with him this morning, and he told me VE Day was already part of another assignment, and having two historians in the same temporal and spatial location was too dangerous, which is ridiculous. It isn’t as if we’d run into each other – there were thousands of people in Trafalgar Square on VE Day. And even if we did, what does he think we’d do? Shout, “Oh, my, another time traveller!” or something? I don’t suppose you know whose assignment he was talking about, Polly? I thought I might be able to persuade them to switch if they haven’t already gone. Who else is doing World War II?’


‘What?’ Polly said blankly. She clearly hadn’t heard a word Merope’d said.


‘I said, who else has an assignment in World War II?’


‘Oh,’ Polly said. ‘Rob Cotton, and I believe Michael Davies does.’


‘Do you know what he’s observing?’


‘No, why?’


‘I want to know who’s going to VE Day.’


‘Oh. I think he said something about Pearl Harbor.’


‘When was Pearl Harbor?’


‘The seventh of December, 1941. If it’s not VE Day, where are you going that you need to learn how to drive?’


‘Back to Warwickshire and the manor. I still have months to go on my assignment.’


‘I wish I could have months. Mr Dunworthy’s only allowing me to go to the Blitz for a few weeks. But I thought you were a maid. Servants didn’t usually drive, did they?’


‘No, Lady Caroline’s insisting the staff learn so we can drive an ambulance if there’s an incident.’


‘But Backbury wasn’t bombed, was it?’


‘No, but Lady Caroline’s determined to do her bit – or, rather, to make her staff do it for her. She’s also made us learn to administer first aid and put out incendiaries. Next week she’ll have us all learning to fire an anti-aircraft gun.’


‘You sound better prepared for the Blitz than I am. I should have done my prep in Backbury.’


‘No, you shouldn’t have,’ Eileen said. ‘You’d have had to deal with the Horrible Hodbins.’


‘What are Horrible Hodbins? Some sort of weaponry?’


‘That’s exactly what they are. A deadly secret weapon. They’re the worst children in history.’ She told Polly about the haystack fire and trying to put Theodore on the train and about Alf and Binnie’s painting white stripes on Mr Rudman’s Black Angus cows, ‘“So’s ’e can see ’em in the blackout.”’


‘It’s a pity they couldn’t have been evacuated to Berlin instead of Backbury,’ Eileen said. ‘Two weeks of coping with Alf and Binnie, and Hitler would be begging to surrender.’ They’d reached King Edward Street. ‘I’d love to stay and chat, but I must get to Transport. You don’t know when it closes, do you, Polly?’


‘No. What automobile are you planning to learn on? A Daimler?’


‘No, a Bentley. That’s what Lady Caroline – or, rather, her chauffeur – drives. Why?’


‘Nothing. I was going to warn you about the Daimler’s gearbox, that’s all – one has to yank the gear stick very hard to shift into reverse gear – but you’re not going to be driving an actual ambulance, so it doesn’t matter. Does Transport have a period Bentley?’


‘I don’t know, I haven’t been there yet. I only came through this morning.’


‘Do you have your driving authorisation form?’


‘Driving authorisation?’ Eileen said blankly.


‘Yes. You must get it from Props before you go to Oriel.’


‘You mean I’ve got to go all the way back to Queen’s—?’


‘No, I mean you’ve got to go to Balliol and get approval from Mr Dunworthy, and then you must go to Props.’


‘But that will take all afternoon,’ Eileen protested, ‘and I only have two days. I’ll never learn to drive in one day.’


‘I don’t understand. I thought the vicar was going to teach you to drive.’


‘He is, but I’ve never even been in a 1940s automobile. I’ve got to learn how to open the door and switch on the ignition and—’


‘Oh, I can easily teach you that in an hour or two. Come with me to Balliol. You can get your approval, and then I’ll go with you and show you the ropes. And I’ll speak to Mr Dunworthy about letting you do VE Day.’


‘It won’t do any good,’ Eileen said glumly. ‘I’ve already tried, and you know how he is when he’s made his mind up—’


‘True,’ Polly said almost to herself. ‘But he must change his mind sometimes if …’


‘Polly!’ They both turned and looked back. Seventeen-year-old sandy-haired Colin Templer came racing up to them with a sheaf of printouts. ‘I’ve been looking for you everywhere, Polly,’ he said breathlessly. ‘Hullo, Merope.’ He turned back to Polly. ‘I finished the list of bombed Underground stations.’


‘Colin’s been helping me with my Blitz prep,’ Polly explained to Eileen.


Colin nodded. ‘Here.’ He handed Polly several of the printouts. ‘This list is by station, but some of them were hit more than once.’


Polly looked through the pages. ‘Waterloo …’ she murmured, ‘… St Paul’s … Marble Arch …’


Colin nodded again. ‘It was hit on the seventeenth of September. There were over forty casualties.’


I hope they don’t plan to stand here and go through the entire list, Eileen thought, looking at her watch. It was already half past three. Even if they could get in to see Mr Dunworthy immediately, they’d be at Balliol at least an hour, and if Transport closed at five—


‘… Liverpool Street,’ Polly said, ‘… Cannon Street … Blackfriars. Good Lord, this is every tube station in London!’


‘No, only half,’ Colin said, ‘and most of them only had minor damage.’ He handed her another set of pages. ‘I also listed the dates so you’d know when not to be in them. I know Mr Dunworthy doesn’t want you in the ones that were hit at all, but they’re only dangerous for that day, and how are you going to get anywhere if you can’t go to Victoria or Bank?’


‘A man after my own heart,’ Polly said and grinned at him. ‘Don’t tell Mr Dunworthy I said that.’


He looked horrified. ‘You know I wouldn’t, Polly.’


Hmm, Eileen thought.


‘Is the list of air-raid and all-clear siren times here?’ Polly asked, leafing through the pages. ‘I haven’t finished it yet,’ he said, ‘but here’s the list of London landmarks that were damaged.’ He handed her the rest of the pages. ‘Did you know they bombed Madame Tussaud’s Waxworks? And did you know it knocked the statue of Churchill over and took off Wellington’s ear, but neither Hitler nor Mussolini got so much as a scratch? I call that unfair.’


‘Yes, well, they got theirs later,’ Polly said, looking through the pages. ‘Thank you, Colin. You’ve no idea how much help you’ve been.’


He reddened. ‘I’ll have the list of siren times to you in an hour or two. Where will you be?’


‘Balliol.’


He dashed off.


‘Thank you again, Colin! You’re marvellous!’ she called after him. ‘Sorry,’ she said to Eileen as they started walking again. ‘He’s been a wonderful assistant. All this would have taken me weeks.’


‘Yes, well, it’s amazing what a motivation love can be.’


‘Love?’ Polly shook her head. ‘It’s not me he’s in love with, it’s time travel. He’s constantly after Mr Dunworthy to waive the age requirement and let him do an assignment now.’


‘And what does Mr Dunworthy say?’


‘You can imagine.’


‘Being in love with time travel may explain why he’s helping you with your prep,’ Eileen said, ‘but it doesn’t explain why he blushes whenever you look at him. Or the way he says your name. Face it, Polly, he’s head over heels.’


‘But he’s a child!’


‘He’s what? Seventeen? In 1940, seventeen-year-olds are lying about their age and joining up and getting killed by the Germans. And what does age have to do with anything? One of the evacuees at the manor when I first arrived wanted to marry me, and he was only three.’


‘Oh dear, do you truly think—?’ Polly looked back up the street. ‘Perhaps I’d better not ask him to help me with any more research.’


‘No, that would be cruel. He’s trying to please and impress you. I think you should let him. You’re only going to be here – how long?’


‘Two weeks, if the lab can find me a drop site. I expected them to have found one by the time I got back, but they still haven’t.’


‘But they’ll find you one eventually, and then you’ll go to the Blitz – is this one real-time or flash-time?’


‘Real-time.’


‘And you’ll be gone how long?’


‘Six weeks.’


‘Which is an eternity for a seventeen-year-old. By the time you come back, he’ll have fallen in love with someone his own age and forgotten all about you.’


‘I don’t know, I was gone nearly that long last time …’ she said thoughtfully. ‘And just because someone’s young, it doesn’t mean their attachment’s not serious. On my last assignment—’ She bit off whatever she had been going to say and said brightly, ‘I think it’s much more likely he’s trying to impress me with his research skills so that I’ll help him convince Mr Dunworthy to let him go to the Crusades.’


‘The Crusades? That’s even more dangerous than the Blitz, isn’t it?’


‘Far more dangerous, particularly when one knows where and when all the Blitz’s bombs will be falling, which I will. And it’s less dangerous than— Sorry, I’ve been doing all the talking. I want to hear about your assignment.’


‘There’s nothing much to tell. It’s mostly washing up and dealing with children and irate farmers. I’d hoped I might meet the actor Michael Caine – he was evacuated when he was six – but I haven’t, and— I just thought of something. You might meet Agatha Christie. She was in London during the Blitz.’


‘Agatha Christie?’


‘The twentieth-century mystery novelist. She wrote these marvellous books about murders involving spinsters and clergymen and retired colonels. I used them for my prep – they’re full of details about servants and manor houses. And during the war she worked in a hospital, and you’re going to be an ambulance driver. She—’


‘I’m not going to be an ambulance driver. I’m going to be something far more dangerous – a shopgirl in an Oxford Street department store.’


‘That’s more dangerous than driving an ambulance?’


‘Definitely. Oxford Street was bombed five times, and more than half its department stores were at least partly damaged.’


‘You’re not going to work in one of those, are you?’


‘No, of course not. Mr Dunworthy won’t even allow me to work in Peter Robinson, though it wasn’t hit till the end of the Blitz. I can understand why he wouldn’t let me …’


Eileen nodded absently, listening to the bells of Christ Church tolling the hours. Four o’clock. They’d stood there talking to Colin longer than she’d thought. Perhaps instead of going with Polly, she should go to Oriel and find out when Transport closed.


‘… John Lewis and Company …’ Polly was saying.


Or she could ask Polly to ask Mr Dunworthy to ring Props and approve the lessons over the phone for her.


‘… Padgett’s or Selfridge’s …’


I could go to Props, Eileen thought, pick up the authorisation form, go to Oriel, and have Polly meet me there.


‘But I daren’t dare push too hard,’ Polly said, ‘or he may cancel it altogether. He’s thought this entire assignment was too dangerous from the beginning, and when he finds out—’ She stopped, frowning again.


‘Finds out what?’ Eileen asked.


Polly paused. ‘How many tube stations were hit,’ she said finally, and Eileen had the feeling that hadn’t been what she’d intended to say. ‘I’m going to be spending my nights sleeping in the Underground stations.’


‘The Underground stations?’


‘Yes, there weren’t enough shelters when the Blitz began, and the ones they had weren’t particularly safe, so people began sleeping in the tube stations. I’m going to camp out there nights to observe the shelterers,’ she said, and Eileen must have been looking as worried as she felt because Polly added, ‘It’s perfectly safe.’


‘Provided you don’t stay in one of the ones that were hit,’ Eileen said dryly. They reached Balliol’s gate. ‘Polly, I’m not going to go in with you.’ She told her her plan, then stepped up to the porter’s lodge.


‘Mr Purdy, do you know how late Transport stays open?’


‘I’ve got their hours here somewhere,’ the porter said, shuffling through papers. ‘Six o’clock.’


Oh, good, there’d be time. ‘Is Mr Dunworthy in his office?’


‘I believe so,’ Mr Purdy said. ‘I only just came on duty, but Mr McCaffey said Mr Davies came through an hour ago looking for him, and he’s still here, so I assume he found him.’


‘Michael Davies?’


Mr Purdy nodded. ‘Miss Churchill, you have a message from Colin Templer. He said to tell you he’s looking for you and—’


‘He found me,’ Polly said, ‘but thank you. Eileen, I’ll tell Mr Dunworthy to ring you at Props—’


She shook her head. ‘I’m coming with you.’


‘But I thought you were going over to Props.’


‘I am, but first I want to ask Michael if he’s doing VE Day, and if he is, if he’ll swap assignments with me. Or he may know who is.’ She started across the quad with Polly in her wake.


Michael was sitting on the steps of Beard, tapping his foot. ‘Are you waiting to see Mr Dunworthy, too?’ Polly asked.


‘Yes,’ he said impatiently. ‘I’ve been waiting for an hour and forty-five minutes. I can’t believe this. First he louses up my assignment, and now—’


‘What’s your assignment?’ Eileen asked.


‘It was Pearl Harbor, which is why I sound like a damned American—’


‘I thought you sounded odd,’ Eileen said.


‘Yes, well, I’ll really sound odd in Dover. I’m doing the evacuation of Dunkirk. With less than three days’ prep. That’s why I’m here – to see if he’ll move it back—’


‘But—’ Eileen said confused. ‘They evacuated children from Dunkirk?’


‘No. Soldiers. The entire British Expeditionary Force, as a matter of fact. Three hundred thousand men in nine days flat. Didn’t you attend any of your first-year history lectures?’


‘Yes,’ she said defensively, ‘but I didn’t decide on World War II till last year.’ She hesitated. ‘The evacuation of Dunkirk is in World War II, isn’t it?’


Michael laughed. ‘Yes. May twenty-sixth to June fourth, 1940.’


‘Oh, that’s why I don’t know about it—’


‘But Dunkirk was one of the major turning points of the war,’ Polly interrupted. ‘Isn’t it a divergence point?’


‘Yes.’


‘Then how can you—?’


‘I’m not. I’m observing the organising of the rescue in Dover and then the boats as they come back with the soldiers.’


‘You said you were supposed to go to Pearl Harbor,’ Polly said sharply. ‘Why did Mr Dunworthy cancel it?’


‘He didn’t,’ Michael said. ‘He just switched the order around. I’m doing several different events.’


‘Is one of them VE Day?’ Eileen asked.


‘No. I’m observing heroes, so it’s all crises – Pearl Harbor, the World Trade Center—’


‘Are any of them near VE Day?’ Eileen asked. ‘In time, I mean?’


‘No, the Battle of the Bulge is the closest. It was in December of 1944.’


‘How long will you be there for that?’ she asked.


‘Two weeks.’


Then he wasn’t the one doing VE Day. ‘Do you know of any historians who are doing assignments in 1945?’
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