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AUTHOR’S NOTE
 

The first air passenger service between the USA and Europe was started by Pan American in the summer of 1939. It lasted only a few weeks: the service was curtailed when Hitler invaded Poland.
 

This novel is the story of an imaginary last flight, taking place a few days after war was declared. The flight, the passengers and the crew are all fictional. However, the plane itself is real.
 





 


[image: ]
 








Nostalgia Isn’t What it Used to Be


I started by writing short stories. The first was a science-fiction effort, written in the summer of 1970. I was twenty-one, and temporarily working as a night security guard at a factory in Tottenham, so I had long, empty hours to fill. The story was not very good, and it has never been published.


That September I started my first real job, as a trainee reporter on the South Wales Echo, and in my spare time continued to write stories. None of them were published. I can see now that they read more like outlines. I knew how to plot, but I had not yet learned how to draw out the full emotional drama from the tense situations I was creating.


All my short stories were rejected, but I had better luck when I tried a novel. The greater length forced me to think more about characters and their feelings. I wrote a sexy, violent thriller about drug crime. Not many people bought it, but I had a real book to hold in my hand and show my friends, plus a cheque from the publisher for £200. This was 1973, and you could take the family to Majorca for two weeks on £200.


I was on my way. It didn’t take me long to figure out that there was no easy recipe for a good novel. The books people love, and remember for years, are usually good in every way: plot, character, prose, imagery, everything. The more I found out, the more it seemed I had to learn.


In the next four years I wrote nine more books, but the bestseller I longed for still eluded me. Slowly, I learned the lesson that car chases and bedroom high jinks aren’t exciting unless the reader cares passionately about the characters in the story. In Eye of the Needle I tried to create interesting and different characters instead of just inventing tense situations. That book was my first bestseller. It won the Edgar Award for Best Novel in 1979 and was made into a good low-budget movie starring Donald Sutherland. My career was launched.


In those days the USA accounted for two-thirds of my readers, the rest of the world one-third. Today the proportions are reversed, mainly because of increasing prosperity in Europe and elsewhere. I now have hundreds of thousands of readers in places where few people could afford books forty years ago: Brazil, China, Poland, Spain.


In some countries I’ve had the same publishers all this time: Lübbe in Germany, Mondadori in Italy. Thirty years ago Pan Macmillan became my British publisher with The Pillars of the Earth. Authors change publishers if they’re dissatisfied: when we find a good one we stay.


I’ve learned to love publishers who are fizzing with ideas for innovative ways to pique the interest of book lovers. Creating an air of eager anticipation for a new book is really important. The excitement starts in the office and spreads quickly to booksellers, the media, and readers. Good publishers know how to do this, and the best do it time and time again.


For this new edition, my publishers asked me to explain why I wrote Night Over Water. I got the idea for the novel when I saw an exhibition about pre-war flying boats in the Marine Air Terminal at La Guardia Airport. I was captivated by the idea of a plane with an upstairs and downstairs, a dining room, and beds. The thought of having dinner and then going to bed, sleeping all night, and waking up still on the plane, still travelling over the Atlantic, struck me as terribly romantic. I hope you enjoy it.


Ken Follett, January 2019



  


Part One
 

England
 




  


CHAPTER ONE
 

IT WAS the most romantic plane ever made.
 

Standing on the dock at Southampton, at half-past twelve on the day war was declared, Tom Luther peered into the sky, waiting for the plane with a heart full of eagerness and dread. Under his breath he hummed a few bars of Beethoven over and over again: the first movement of the ‘Emperor’ concerto, a stirring tune, appropriately warlike.
 

There was a crowd of sightseers around him: aircraft enthusiasts with binoculars, small boys and curiosity seekers. Luther reckoned this must be the ninth time the Pan American Clipper had landed on Southampton Water, but the novelty had not worn off. The plane was so fascinating, so enchanting, that people flocked to look at it even on the day their country went to war. Beside the same dock were two magnificent ocean liners, towering over people’s heads, but the floating hotels had lost their magic: everyone was looking at the sky.
 

However, while they waited they were all talking about the war in their English accents. The children were excited by the prospect; the men spoke knowingly in low tones about tanks and artillery; the women just looked grim. Luther was an American, and he hoped his country would stay out of the war: it was none of their business. Besides, one thing you could say for the Nazis, they were tough on Communism.
 

Luther was a businessman, manufacturing wool cloth, and he had had a lot of trouble with reds in his mills at one time. He had been at their mercy: they had almost ruined him. He still felt bitter about it. His father’s menswear store had been run into the ground by Jews setting up in competition, and then Luther Woolens was threatened by the Commies – most of whom were Jews! Then Luther had met Ray Patriarca, and his life had changed. Patriarca’s people knew what to do about Communists. There were some accidents. One hothead got his hand caught in a loom. A union recruiter was killed in a hit-and-run. Two men who complained about breaches of the safety regulations got into a fight in a bar and finished up in hospital. A woman troublemaker dropped her lawsuit against

the company after her house burned down. It only took a few weeks. Since then there had been no unrest. Patriarca knew what Hitler knew: the way to deal with Communists was to crush them like cockroaches. Luther stamped his foot, still humming Beethoven.
 

A launch put out from the Imperial Airways flying-boat dock, across the estuary at Hythe, and made several passes along the splashdown zone, checking for floating debris. An eager murmur went up from the crowd: the plane must be approaching.
 

The first to spot it was a small boy with large new boots. He had no binoculars, but his eleven-year-old eyesight was better than lenses. ‘Here it comes!’ he shrilled. ‘Here comes the Clipper!’ He pointed southwest. Everyone looked that way. At first Luther could see only a vague shape that might have been a bird, but soon its outline resolved and a buzz of excitement spread through the crowd as people told one another that the boy was right.
 

Everyone called it the Clipper, but technically it was a Boeing B-314. Pan American had commissioned Boeing to build a plane capable of carrying passengers across the Atlantic Ocean in total luxury, and this was the result: enormous, majestic, unbelievably powerful, an airborne palace. The airline had taken delivery of six and ordered another six. In comfort and elegance they were equal to the fabulous ocean liners which docked at Southampton, but the ships took four or five days to cross the Atlantic whereas the Clipper could make the trip in twenty-five to thirty hours.
 

It looked like a winged whale, Luther thought as the plane came closer. It had a big blunt whale-like snout, a massive body, and a tapering rear which culminated in twin high-mounted tailfins. The huge engines were built into the wings. Below the wings was a pair of stubby sea-wings which served to stabilize the aircraft when it was in the water. The bottom of the plane had a sharp knife-edge like the hull of a fast ship.
 

Soon Luther could make out the big rectangular windows, in two irregular rows marking upper and lower decks. He had come to England on the Clipper exactly a week earlier, so he was familiar with its layout. The upper deck comprised the flight cabin and baggage holds and the lower was the passenger deck. Instead of seat rows, the passenger deck had a series of lounges with davenport couches. At mealtimes the main lounge became the dining room, and at night the couches were converted into beds.
 

Everything was done to insulate the passengers from the world and the weather outside the windows. There were thick carpets, soft lighting, velvet fabrics, soothing colours and deep upholstery. The heavy soundproofing reduced the roar of the mighty engines to a distant, reassuring hum. The Captain was calmly authoritative, the crew clean-cut and smart in their Pan American uniforms, the stewards ever-attentive. Every need was catered for: there was constant food and drink; whatever you wanted appeared as if by magic, just when you wanted it – curtained bunks at bedtime, fresh strawberries at breakfast. The world outside started to appear unreal, like a film projected on to the windows, and the interior of the aircraft seemed like the whole universe.
 

Such comfort did not come cheap. The round trip fare was $675, half the price of a small house. The passengers were royalty, movie stars, chairmen of large corporations and presidents of small countries.
 

Tom Luther was none of those things. He was rich, but he had worked hard for his money and he would not normally have squandered it on luxury. However, he had needed to familiarize himself with the plane. He had been asked to do a dangerous job for a powerful man – very powerful indeed. He would not be paid for his work, but to be owed a favour by such a man was better than money.
 

The whole thing might yet be called off: Luther was waiting for a message giving him the final go-ahead. Half the time he was eager to get on with it; the other half, he hoped he would not have to do it.
 

The plane came down at an angle, its tail lower than its nose. It was quite close now, and Luther was struck again by its tremendous size. He knew that it was 109 feet long, and 152 feet from one wing tip to the other, but the measurements were just numbers until you actually saw the goddamn thing floating through the air.
 

For a moment it looked as if it was not flying but falling, and would crash into the sea like a dropped stone and sink to the bottom. Then it seemed to hang in the air, just above the surface, as if suspended on a string, for a long moment of suspense. At last it touched the water, skipping the surface, splashing across the tops of the waves like a stone thrown skimwise, sending up small explosions of foam. But there was very little swell in the sheltered estuary, and a moment later, with an explosion of spray like the smoke from a bomb, the hull plunged into the water.
 

It cleaved the surface, ploughing a white furrow in the green, sending twin curves of spray high in the air on either side: Luther thought of a mallard coming down on a lake with spread wings and folded feet. The hull sank lower, enlarging the sail-shaped curtains of spray that flew up to left and right; then it began to tilt forward. The spray increased as the plane levelled out, submerging more and more of its belly. Then at last its nose was down. Its speed slowed suddenly, the spray diminished to a wash, and the aircraft sailed the sea like the ship it was, as calmly as if it had never dared to reach for the sky.
 

Luther realized he had been holding his breath, and let it out in a long relieved sigh. He started humming again.
 

The plane taxied towards its berth, where Luther had disembarked a week ago. The dock was a specially designed raft with twin piers. In a few minutes, ropes would be attached to stanchions at the front and rear of the plane and it would be winched in, backwards, to its parking slot between the piers. Then the privileged passengers would emerge, stepping from the door on to the broad surface of the sea-wing, then on to the raft, and from there up a gangway to dry land.
 

Luther turned away, then stopped suddenly. Standing at his shoulder was someone he had not seen before: a man of about his own height, dressed in a dark grey suit and a bowler hat, like a clerk on his way to the office. Luther was about to pass on, then he looked again. The face beneath the bowler hat was not that of a clerk. The man had a high forehead, bright blue eyes, a long jaw and a thin, cruel mouth. He was older than Luther, about forty, but he was broad-shouldered and seemed fit. He looked handsome and dangerous. He stared into Luther’s eyes.
 

Luther stopped humming.
 

The man said, ‘I am Henry Faber.’
 

‘Tom Luther.’
 

‘I have a message for you.’
 

Luther’s heart skipped a beat. He tried to hide his excitement, and spoke in the same clipped tones as the other man. ‘Good. Go ahead.’
 

‘The man you’re so interested in will be on this plane on Wednesday when it leaves for New York.’
 

‘You’re sure?’
 

The man looked hard at Luther and did not answer.
 

Luther nodded grimly. So the job was on. At least the suspense was over. ‘Thank you,’ he said.
 

‘There’s more.’
 

‘I’m listening.’
 

‘The second part of the message is: Don’t let us down.’
 

Luther took a deep breath. ‘Tell them not to worry,’ he said, with more confidence than he really felt. ‘The guy may leave Southampton, but he’ll never reach New York.’
 

Imperial Airways had a flying-boat facility just across the estuary from Southampton docks. Imperial’s mechanics serviced the Clipper, supervised by the Pan American flight engineer. On this trip the engineer was Eddie Deakin.
 

It was a big job, but they had three days. After discharging its passengers at Berth 108, the Clipper taxied across to Hythe. There, in the water, it was manoeuvred on to a dolly, then it was winched up a slipway and towed, looking like a whale balanced on a baby carriage, into the enormous green hangar.
 

The transatlantic flight was a punishing task for the engines. On the longest leg, from Newfoundland to Ireland, the plane was in the air for nine hours and on the return journey, against head winds, the same route took sixteen and a half. Hour after hour the fuel flowed, the plugs sparked, the fourteen cylinders in each enormous engine pumped tirelessly up and down, and the fifteen-foot propellers chopped through clouds and rain and gales.
 

For Eddie that was the romance of engineering. It was wonderful, it was amazing that men could make engines that would work perfectly and precisely, hour after hour. There were so many things that might have gone wrong, so many moving parts that had to be precision-made and meticulously fitted together so that they would not snap, slip, get blocked or simply wear out while they carried a forty-one-ton airplane over thousands of miles.
 

By Wednesday morning the Clipper would be ready to do it again.
 




  


CHAPTER TWO
 

THE DAY war broke out was a lovely late-summer Sunday, mild and sunny.
 

A few minutes before the news was broadcast on the wireless, Margaret Oxenford was outside the sprawling brick mansion that was her family home, perspiring gently in a hat and coat, and fuming because she was forced to go to church. On the far side of the village the single bell in the church tower tolled a monotonous note.
 

Margaret hated church, but her father would not let her miss the service, even though she was nineteen and old enough to make up her own mind about religion. A year or so ago she had summoned up the nerve to tell him that she did not want to go, but he had refused to listen. Margaret had said, ‘Don’t you think it’s hypocritical for me to go to church when I don’t believe in God?’ Father had replied, ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ Defeated and angry, she had told her mother that when she was of age she would never go to church again. Mother had said, ‘That will be up to your husband, dear.’ As far as they were concerned the argument was over, but Margaret had seethed with resentment every Sunday morning since then.
 

Her sister and brother came out of the house. Elizabeth was twenty-one. She was tall and clumsy and not very pretty. Once upon a time the two sisters had known everything about one another. As girls they had been together constantly for years, for they never went to school, but got a haphazard education at home from governesses and tutors. They had always shared one another’s secrets. But lately they had grown apart. In adolescence, Elizabeth had embraced their parents’ rigid traditional values: she was ultra-conservative, fervently royalist, blind to new ideas and hostile to change. Margaret had taken the opposite path. She was a feminist and a socialist, interested in jazz music, cubist painting and free verse. Elizabeth felt Margaret was disloyal to her family in

adopting radical ideas. Margaret was irritated by her sister’s foolishness, but she was also sad that they were no longer intimate friends. She did not have many intimate friends.
 

Percy was fourteen. He was neither for nor against radical ideas, but he was naturally mischievous, and he empathized with Margaret’s rebelliousness. Fellow-sufferers under their father’s tyranny; they gave one another sympathy and support, and Margaret loved him dearly.
 

Mother and Father came out a moment later. Father was wearing a hideous orange-and-green tie. He was practically colour-blind, but Mother had probably bought it for him. Mother had red hair and sea-green eyes and pale, creamy skin, and she looked radiant in colours like orange and green. But Father had black hair going grey and a flushed complexion; on him the tie looked like a warning against something dangerous.
 

Elizabeth resembled Father, with dark hair and irregular features. Margaret had Mother’s colouring: she would have liked a scarf in the silk of Father’s tie. Percy was changing so rapidly that no one could tell whom he would eventually take after.
 

They walked down the long drive to the little village outside the gates. Father owned most of the houses and all the farmland for miles around. He had done nothing to earn such wealth: a series of marriages in the early nineteenth century had united the three most important landowning families in the county, and the resulting huge estate had been handed down intact from generation to generation.
 

They walked along the village street and across the green to the grey stone church. They entered in procession: Father and Mother first; Margaret behind with Elizabeth; and Percy bringing up the rear. The villagers in the congregation touched their forelocks as the Oxenfords made their way down the aisle to the family pew. The wealthier farmers, all of whom rented their land from Father, inclined their heads in polite bows; and the middle classes, Dr Rowan and Colonel Smythe and Sir Alfred, nodded respectfully. This ludicrous feudal ritual made Margaret cringe with embarrassment every time it happened. All men were supposed to be equal before God, weren’t they? She wanted to shout out, ‘My father is no better than any of you, and a lot worse than most!’ One of these

days perhaps she would have the courage. If she made a scene in church she might never have to go back. But she was too scared of what Father would do.
 

Just as they were entering their pew, with all eyes on them, Percy said in a loud stage whisper, ‘Nice tie, Father.’ Margaret suppressed a laugh and was seized by a fit of the giggles. She and Percy sat down quickly and hid their faces, pretending to pray, until the fit passed. After that Margaret felt better.
 

The vicar preached a sermon about the Prodigal Son. Margaret thought the silly old duffer might have chosen a topic more relevant to what was on everyone’s mind: the likelihood of war. The Prime Minister had sent Hitler an ultimatum, which the Führer had ignored, and a declaration of war was expected at any moment.
 

Margaret dreaded war. A boy she loved had died in the Spanish Civil War. It was just over a year ago, but she still cried sometimes at night. To her, war meant that thousands more girls would know the grief she had suffered. The thought was almost unbearable.
 

And yet another part of her wanted war. For years she had felt strongly about Britain’s cowardice during the Spanish war. Her country had stood by and watched while the elected socialist government was overthrown by a gang of bullies armed by Hitler and Mussolini. Hundreds of idealistic young men from all over Europe had gone to Spain to fight for democracy. But they lacked weapons, and the democratic governments of the world had refused to supply them, so the young men had lost their lives, and people such as Margaret had felt angry and helpless and ashamed. If Britain would now take a stand against the Fascists she could begin to feel proud of her country again.
 

There was another reason why her heart leaped at the prospect of war. It would surely mean the end of the narrow, suffocating life she lived with her parents. She was bored, cramped and frustrated by their unvarying rituals and their pointless social life. She longed to escape and have a life of her own, but it seemed impossible: she was under age, she had no money, and there was no kind of work that she was fit for. But, she thought eagerly, surely everything would be different in wartime?
 

She had read with fascination how in the last war women had put on trousers and gone to work in factories. Nowadays there were female branches of the army, navy and air force. Margaret dreamed of volunteering for the Auxiliary Territorial Service, the women’s army. One of the few practical skills she possessed was that she could drive. Father’s chauffeur, Digby, had taught her on the Rolls, and Ian, the boy who died, had let her ride his motorcycle. She could even handle a motor boat, for Father kept a small yacht at Nice. The ATS needed ambulance drivers and dispatch riders. She saw herself in uniform, wearing a helmet, astride a motorcycle, carrying urgent reports from one battlefield to another at top speed, with a photograph of Ian in the breast pocket of her khaki

jacket. She felt sure she could be brave, given the chance.
 

War was actually declared during the service, they found out later. There was even an air-raid warning at twenty-eight minutes past eleven, in the middle of the sermon, but it did not reach their village, and anyway it was a false alarm. So the Oxenford family walked home from church unaware that they were at war with Germany.
 

Percy wanted to take a gun and go after rabbits. They could all shoot: it was a family pastime, almost an obsession. But of course Father turned down Percy’s request, for it was not done to shoot on Sundays. Percy was disappointed, but he would obey. Although he was full of devilment, he was not yet man enough to defy Father openly.
 

Margaret loved her brother’s impishness. He was the only ray of sunshine in the gloom of her life. She often wished that she could mock Father as Percy did, and laugh behind his back, but she got too cross to joke about it.
 

At home they were astonished to find a barefoot parlourmaid watering flowers in the hall. Father did not recognize her. ‘Who are you?’ he said abruptly.
 

Mother said in her soft American voice, ‘Her name is Jenkins, she started this week.’
 

The girl dropped a curtsy.
 

Father went on, ‘And where the devil are her shoes?’
 

An expression of suspicion crossed the girl’s face and she shot an accusing look at Percy. ‘Please, your lordship, it was young Lord Isley.’ Percy was the Earl of Isley. ‘He told me parlourmaids must go barefoot on Sunday out of respect.’
 

Mother sighed and Father gave an exasperated grunt. Margaret could not help giggling. This was Percy’s favourite trick: telling new servants of imaginary house rules. He could say ridiculous things with a dead straight face, and the family had such a reputation for eccentricity that people would believe anything of them.
 

Percy often made Margaret laugh, but now she was sorry for the poor parlourmaid, standing barefoot in the hall and feeling foolish.
 

‘Go and put your shoes on,’ Mother said.
 

Margaret added, ‘And never believe Lord Isley.’
 

They took off their hats and went into the morning room. Margaret pulled Percy’s hair and hissed, ‘That was a mean thing to do.’ Percy just grinned: he was incorrigible. He had once told the vicar that Father had died of a heart attack in the night, and the whole village went into mourning before they found out it was not true.
 

Father turned on the wireless, and it was then that they heard the news: Britain had declared war on Germany.
 

Margaret felt a kind of savage glee rising in her breast, like the excitement of driving too fast or climbing to the top of a tall tree. There was no longer any point in agonizing over it: there would be tragedy and bereavement, pain and grief, but now these things could not be avoided, the die was cast and the only thing to do was fight. The thought made her heart beat faster. Everything would be different. Social conventions would be abandoned, women would join in the struggle, class barriers would break down, everyone would work together. She could taste the air of freedom already. And they would be at war with the Fascists, the very people who had killed poor Ian and thousands more fine young men. Margaret did not believe she was a vindictive person, but when she thought about

fighting the Nazis she felt vengeful. The feeling was unfamiliar, frightening and thrilling.
 

Father was furious. He was already portly and red-faced, and when he got angry he always looked as if he might burst. ‘Damn Chamberlain!’ he said. ‘Damn and blast the wretched man!’
 

‘Algernon, please,’ Mother said, reproving him for his intemperate language.
 

Father had been one of the founders of the British Union of Fascists. He had been a different person then: not just younger, but slimmer, more handsome, and less irritable. He had charmed people and won their loyalty. He had written a controversial book called Mongrel Men: The Threat of Racial Pollution, about how civilization had gone downhill since white people started to interbreed with Jews, Asians, Orientals and even Negroes. He had corresponded with Adolf Hitler, who he thought to be the greatest statesman since Napoleon. There had been big house parties here every weekend, with politicians, foreign statesmen sometimes, and – on one unforgettable occasion – the King. The discussions went on far into the night, the butler bringing up more brandy from the cellar

while the footmen yawned in the hall. All through the Depression, Father had waited for the country to call him to its rescue in its hour of need, and ask him to be Prime Minister in a government of national reconstruction. But the call never came. The weekend parties got fewer and smaller; the more distinguished guests found ways to dissociate themselves publicly from the British Union of Fascists; and Father became a bitter, disappointed man. His charm went with his confidence. His good looks were ruined by resentment, boredom and drink. His intellect had never been real: Margaret had read his book and had been shocked to find that it was not just wrong, but foolish.
 

In recent years his platform had shrunk to one obsessive idea: that Britain and Germany should unite against the Soviet Union. He had advocated this in magazine articles and letters to the newspapers, and on the increasingly rare occasions when he was invited to speak at political meetings and university debating societies. He held on to the idea defiantly as events in Europe made his policy more and more unrealistic. With the declaration of war between Britain and Germany his hopes were finally dashed and Margaret found in her heart a little pity for him among all her other tumultuous emotions.
 

‘Britain and Germany will wipe one another out and leave Europe to be dominated by atheistical Communism!’ he said.
 

The reference to atheism reminded Margaret of being forced to go to church, and she said, ‘I don’t mind, I’m an atheist.’
 

Mother said, ‘You can’t be, dear, you’re Church of England.’
 

Margaret could not help laughing. Elizabeth, who was close to tears, said, ‘How can you laugh? It’s a tragedy!’
 

Elizabeth was a great admirer of the Nazis. She spoke German – they both did, thanks to a German governess who had lasted longer than most – and she had been to Berlin several times and twice dined with the Führer himself. Margaret suspected the Nazis were snobs who liked to bask in the approval of an English aristocrat.
 

Now Margaret turned to Elizabeth and said, ‘It’s time we stood up to those bullies.’
 

‘They aren’t bullies,’ Elizabeth spoke indignantly. ‘They’re proud, strong, pure-bred Aryans, and it’s a tragedy that our country is at war with them. Father’s right – the white people will wipe each other out and the world will be left to the mongrels and the Jews.’
 

Margaret had no patience with this kind of drivel. ‘There’s nothing wrong with Jews!’ she said hotly.
 

Father held a finger up in the air. ‘There’s nothing wrong with the Jew – in his place.’
 

‘Which is under the heel of the jackboot, in your – your Fascist system.’ She had been on the point of saying ‘your filthy system’ but she suddenly became scared and bit back the insult: it was dangerous to make Father too angry.
 

Elizabeth said, ‘And in your Bolshevik system the Jews rule the roost!’
 

‘I’m not a Bolshevik, I’m a socialist.’
 

Percy imitated Mother’s accent. ‘You can’t be, dear, you’re Church of England.’
 

Margaret laughed despite herself, and once again her laughter infuriated her sister. Elizabeth said bitterly, ‘You just want to destroy everything that’s fine and pure, and then laugh about it afterwards.’
 

That was hardly worth a response but Margaret still wanted to make her point. She turned to Father and said, ‘Well, I agree with you about Neville Chamberlain, anyway. He’s made our military position far worse by letting the Fascists take over Spain. Now the enemy is in the west as well as the east.’
 

‘Chamberlain did not let the Fascists take over Spain,’ Father said. ‘Britain made a non-intervention pact with Germany, Italy and France. All we did was keep our word.’
 

This was completely hypocritical, and he knew it. Margaret felt herself flush with indignation. ‘We kept our word while the Italians and the Germans broke theirs!’ she protested. ‘So the Fascists got guns and the democrats got nothing . . . but heroes.’
 

There was a moment of embarrassed silence.
 

Mother said, ‘I’m truly sorry that Ian died, dear, but he was a very bad influence on you.’
 

Suddenly Margaret wanted to cry.
 

Ian Rochdale was the best thing that ever happened to her, and the pain of his death could still make her gasp.
 

For years she had been dancing at hunt balls with empty-headed young members of the squirearchy, boys who had nothing on their minds but drinking and hunting, and she had despaired of ever meeting a man of her own age who interested her. Ian had come into her life like the light of reason and since he died she had been living in the dark.
 

He had been in his final year at Oxford. Margaret would have loved to go to university, but there was no possibility of her qualifying: she had never gone to school. However, she had read widely – there was nothing else to do! – and she was thrilled to find someone like herself, who liked talking about ideas. He was the only man who could explain things to her without condescension. Ian was the most clear-thinking person she had ever come across; he had endless patience in discussion and he was quite without intellectual vanity – he never pretended to understand when he did not. She adored him from the very start.
 

For a long time she did not think of it as love. But one day he confessed, awkwardly and with great embarrassment, uncharacteristically struggling to find the right words, finally saying, ‘I think I must have fallen in love with you – will it spoil everything?’ And then she realized joyfully that she too was in love.
 

He changed her life. It was as if she had moved to another country, where everything was different: the landscape, the weather, the people, the food. She enjoyed everything. The constraints and irritations of living with her parents came to seem minor.
 

Even after he joined the International Brigade and went to Spain to fight for the elected socialist government against the Fascist rebels, he continued to light up her life. She was proud of him because he had the courage of his convictions and was ready to risk death for the cause he believed in. Sometimes she would get a letter from him. Once he sent a poem. Then came the note that said he was dead, blown to bits by a direct hit from a shell, and Margaret felt that her life had come to an end.
 

‘A bad influence,’ she echoed bitterly. ‘Yes. He taught me to question dogma, to disbelieve lies, to hate ignorance and to despise hypocrisy. As a result, I’m hardly fit for civilized society.’
 

Father, Mother and Elizabeth all started talking at once, then stopped because none of them could be heard, and Percy spoke into the sudden silence. ‘Talking of Jews,’ he said, ‘I came across a curious picture in the cellar, in one of those old suitcases from Stamford.’ Stamford, Connecticut, was where Mother’s family lived. Percy took from his shirt pocket a creased and faded sepia photograph. ‘I did have a great-grandmother called Ruth Glencarry, didn’t I?’
 

Mother answered, ‘Yes – she was my mother’s mother. Why, dear, what have you found?’
 

Percy gave the photograph to Father and the others crowded around to look at it. It showed a street scene in an American city, probably New York, about seventy years ago. In the foreground was a Jewish man of about thirty with a black beard, dressed in rough working-men’s clothes and a hat. He stood by a handcart bearing a grinding-wheel. The cart was clearly lettered with the words ‘Reuben Fishbein – Grinder’. Beside the man stood a girl about ten years old in a shabby cotton dress and heavy boots.
 

Father asked, ‘What is this, Percy? Who are these wretched people?’
 

‘Turn it over,’ said Percy.
 

Father turned the picture over. On the back was written: ‘Ruthie Glencarry, née Fishbein, aged 10.’
 

Margaret looked at Father. He was utterly horrified.
 

Percy went on, ‘Interesting that Mother’s grandfather should marry the daughter of an itinerant Jewish knife-grinder, but they say America’s like that.’
 

‘This is impossible!’ Father said, but his voice was shaky and Margaret guessed that he thought it was all too possible.
 

Percy went on blithely, ‘Anyway, Jewishness descends through the female, so as my mother’s mother was Jewish, that makes me a Jew.’
 

Father had gone quite pale. Mother looked mystified, a slight frown creasing her brow.
 

Percy said, ‘I do hope the Germans don’t win this war. I shan’t be allowed to go to the cinema and Mother will have to sew yellow stars on all her ballgowns.’
 

This was sounding too good to be true. Margaret peered intently at the words written on the back of the picture, and the truth dawned. ‘Percy!’ she said delightedly. ‘That’s your handwriting!’
 

‘No, it’s not!’ said Percy.
 

But everyone could see that it was. Margaret laughed gleefully. Percy had found this old picture of a little Jewish girl somewhere and had faked the inscription on the back to fool Father. Father had fallen for it, too, and no wonder: it must be the ultimate nightmare of every racist to find that he has mixed ancestry. Serve him right.
 

Father said,‘Bah!’ and threw the picture down on a table.
 

Mother said, ‘Percy, really,’ in an aggrieved voice. They might have said more, but at that moment the door opened and Bates, the bad-tempered butler, said, ‘Luncheon is served, my lady.’
 

They left the morning room and crossed the hall to the small dining room. There would be overdone roast beef, as always on Sundays. Mother would have a salad: she never ate cooked food, believing that the heat destroyed the goodness.
 

Father said grace and they sat down. Bates offered Mother the smoked salmon. Smoked, pickled or otherwise preserved foods were all right, according to her theory.
 

‘Of course, there’s only one thing to be done,’ Mother said as she helped herself from the proffered plate. She spoke in the offhand tone of one who merely draws attention to the obvious. ‘We must all go and live in America until this silly war is over.’
 

There was a moment of shocked silence.
 

Margaret, horrified, burst out, ‘No!’
 

Mother said, ‘Now, I think we’ve had quite enough squabbling for one day. Please let us have lunch in peace and harmony.’
 

‘No!’ Margaret repeated. She was almost speechless with outrage. ‘You – you can’t do this, it’s – it’s—’ She wanted to rail and storm at them, to accuse them of treason and cowardice, to shout her contempt and defiance out loud, but the words would not come, and all she could say was, ‘It’s not fair!’
 

Even that was too much. Father said, ‘If you can’t hold your tongue you’d better leave us.’
 

Margaret put her napkin to her mouth to choke down a sob, pushed her chair back, stood up and fled the room.
 

They had been planning this for months, of course.
 

Percy came to Margaret’s room after lunch and told her the details. The house was to be closed up, the furniture covered with dust sheets and the servants dismissed. The estate would be left in the hands of Father’s business manager, who would collect the rents. The money would pile up in the bank: it could not be sent to America because of wartime exchange control rules. The horses would be sold, the blankets moth-balled, the silver locked away.
 

Elizabeth, Margaret and Percy were to pack one suitcase each: the rest of their belongings would be forwarded by a removal company. Father had booked tickets for all of them on the Pan American Clipper and they were to leave on Wednesday.
 

Percy was wild with excitement. He had flown once or twice before, but the Clipper was different. The plane was huge and opulent: the newspapers had been full of it when the service was inaugurated just a few weeks ago. The flight to New York took twenty-nine hours, and everyone went to bed at night over the Atlantic Ocean.
 

It was disgustingly appropriate, Margaret thought, that they should depart in cosseted luxury, when they were leaving their countrymen to deprivation, hardship and war.
 

Percy left to pack his case and Margaret lay on her bed, staring at the ceiling, bitterly disappointed, boiling with rage, crying with frustration, powerless to do anything about her fate.
 

She stayed in her room until bedtime.
 

On Monday morning, while she was still in bed, Mother came to her room. Margaret sat up and gave her a hostile stare. Mother sat at the dressing-table and looked at Margaret in the mirror. ‘Please don’t make trouble with your father over this,’ she said.
 

Margaret realized that her mother was nervous. In other circumstances this might have caused Margaret to soften her tone but she was too upset to sympathize. ‘It’s so cowardly!’ she burst out.
 

Mother paled. ‘We’re not being cowardly.’
 

‘But to run away from your country when a war begins!’
 

‘We have no choice. We have to go.’
 

Margaret was perplexed. ‘Why?’
 

Mother turned from the mirror and looked directly at her. ‘Otherwise they will put your father in prison.’
 

Margaret was taken completely by surprise. ‘How can they do that? It’s not a crime to be a Fascist.’
 

‘They have Emergency Powers. Does it matter? A sympathizer in the Home Office warned us. Father will be arrested if he’s still in Britain at the end of the week.’
 

Margaret could hardly believe that they wanted to put her father in jail like a thief. She felt foolish: she had not thought about how much difference war would make to everyday life.
 

‘But they won’t let us take any money with us,’ Mother said bitterly. ‘So much for the British sense of fair play.’
 

Money was the last thing Margaret cared about right now. Her whole life was in the balance. She felt a sudden access of bravery, and she made up her mind to tell her mother the truth. Before she had time to lose her nerve, she took a deep breath and said, ‘Mother, I don’t want to go with you.’
 

Mother displayed no surprise. Perhaps she had even expected something like this. In the mild, vague tone she used when trying to avoid an argument, she said, ‘You have to come, dear.’
 

‘They’re not going to put me in jail. I can live with Aunt Martha, or even Cousin Catherine. Won’t you talk to Father?’
 

Suddenly Mother looked uncharacteristically fierce. I gave birth to you in pain and suffering, and I’m not going to let you risk your life while I can prevent it.’
 

For a moment Margaret was taken aback by her mother’s naked emotion. Then she protested, ‘I ought to have a say in it – it’s my life!’
 

Mother sighed and reverted to her normal languorous manner. ‘It makes no difference what you and I think. Your father won’t let you stay behind, whatever we say.’
 

Her passivity annoyed Margaret, and she resolved to take action. ‘I shall ask him directly.’
 

‘I wish you wouldn’t,’ Mother said, and now there was a pleading note in her voice. ‘This is awfully hard for him as it is. He loves England, you know. In any other circumstances he’d be telephoning to the War Office trying to get a job. It’s breaking his heart.’
 

‘What about my heart?’
 

‘It’s not the same for you. You’re young, your life is in front of you. For him this is the end of all hope.’
 

‘It’s not my fault he’s a Fascist,’ Margaret retorted harshly.
 

Mother stood up. ‘I hoped you’d be kinder,’ she said quietly, and she went out.
 

Margaret felt guilty and indignant at the same time. It was so unfair! Her father had been pouring scorn on her opinions ever since she had had any, and now that events had proved him wrong she was being asked to sympathize.
 

She sighed. Her mother was beautiful, eccentric and vague. She had been born rich and determined. Her eccentricities were the result of a strong will with no education to help her discriminate between sense and nonsense. The vagueness was a strong woman’s way of coping with masculine dominance: she was not allowed to confront her husband, so the only way she could escape his control was by pretending not to understand him. Margaret loved her mother and regarded her peculiarities with a fond tolerance – but she was determined not to be like her, despite their physical resemblance. If others refused to educate her she would jolly well teach herself; and she would rather be an old spinster than marry some pig who thought he had the right to boss her around like an underhouse

parlourmaid.
 

Sometimes she longed for a different kind of relationship with her mother. She wanted to confide in her, gain her sympathy, ask her advice. They could be allies, struggling together for freedom against a world that wanted to treat them as ornaments. But Mother had given up that struggle long ago, and she wanted Margaret to do the same. It was not going to happen. Margaret was going to be herself: she was absolutely set on it. But how?
 

All day Monday she felt unable to eat. She drank endless cups of tea while the servants went about the business of closing up the house. On Tuesday, when Mother realized that Margaret was not going to pack, she told the new maid, Jenkins, to do it for her. Of course, Jenkins did not know what to pack, and Margaret had to help her; so in the end Mother got her way, as she so often did.
 

Margaret said to the girl, ‘It’s bad luck for you that we decided to close up the house the week after you started work here.’
 

‘There’ll be no shortage of work now, m’lady,’ Jenkins said. ‘Our dad says there’s no unemployment in wartime.’
 

‘What will you do – work in a factory?’
 

‘I’m going to join up. It said on the wireless that seventeen thousand women joined the ATS yesterday. There’s queues outside every town hall in the country – I seen a picture in the paper.’
 

‘Lucky you,’ Margaret said despondently. ‘The only thing I’ll be queuing for is a plane to America.’
 

‘You’ve got to do what the Marquess wants,’ Jenkins said.
 

‘What does your dad say about you joining up?’
 

‘I shan’t tell him – just do it.’
 

‘But what if he takes you back?’
 

‘He can’t do that. I’m eighteen. Once you’ve signed on, that’s it. Provided you’re old enough there’s nothing your parents can do about it.’
 

Margaret was startled. ‘Are you sure?’
 

‘Course. Everyone knows.’
 

‘I didn’t,’ Margaret said thoughtfully.
 

Jenkins took Margaret’s case down to the hall. They would be leaving very early on Wednesday morning. Seeing the cases lined up, Margaret realized that she was going to spend the war in Connecticut unless she did something other than sulk. Despite Mother’s plea not to make a fuss, she had to confront her father.
 

The very thought made her feel shaky. She went back to her room to steel her nerves and consider what she might say. She would have to be calm. Tears would not move him and anger would only provoke his scorn. She should appear sensible, responsible, mature. She should not be argumentative, for that would enrage him, and then he would frighten her so much that she would be unable to go on.
 

How should she begin? ‘I think I have a right to say something about my own future.’
 

No, that was no good. He would reply, ‘I am responsible for you so I must decide.’
 

Perhaps she should begin, ‘May I talk to you about going to America?’
 

He would probably say, ‘There is nothing to discuss.’
 

Her opening had to be so inoffensive that even he would not be able to rebuff it. She decided she would try, ‘Can I ask you something?’ He would have to agree to that.
 

Then what? How could she approach the subject without provoking one of his dreadful rages? She might say, ‘You were in the army in the last war, weren’t you?’ She knew he had seen action in France. Then she would ask, ‘Was Mother involved?’ She knew the answer to this, too: Mother had been a volunteer nurse in London, caring for wounded American officers. Finally she would end, ‘You both served your countries, so I know you’ll understand why I want to do the same.’ Now surely that was irresistible.
 

If only he would concede the principle, she could deal with his other objections, she felt. She could live with relatives until she joined up, which would be a matter of days. She was nineteen: many girls of that age had been working full time for six years. She was old enough to get married, drive a car, and go to jail. There was no reason why she should not be allowed to stay in England.
 

That made sense. Now all she needed was courage.
 

Father would be in his study with his business manager. Margaret left her room. On the landing outside her bedroom door she suddenly felt weak with fear. It infuriated him to be opposed. His rages were terrible and his punishments cruel. When she was eleven she had been made to stand in the corner of his study, facing the wall, for an entire day after being rude to a house-guest; he had taken away her teddy bear as a punishment for bed-wetting at the age of seven; once, in a fury, he had thrown a cat out of an upstairs window. What would he do now when she told him she wanted to stay in England and fight against the Nazis?
 

She forced herself to go down the stairs, but as she approached his study her fears grew. She visualized him getting angry, his face reddening and his eyes bulging, and she felt terrified. She tried to calm her racing pulse by asking herself whether there was really anything to be afraid of. He could no longer break her heart by taking away her teddy bear. But she knew deep down that he could still find ways of making her wish she were dead.
 

As she stood outside the study door, trembling, the housekeeper rustled across the hall in her black silk dress. Mrs Allen ruled the female staff of the household strictly, but she had always been indulgent towards the children. She was fond of the family and was upset that they were leaving: it was the end of a way of life for her. She gave Margaret a tearful smile.
 

Looking at her, Margaret was struck by a heart-stopping notion.
 

An entire plan of escape came full-blown into her head. She would borrow money from Mrs Allen, leave the house now, catch the four fifty-five train to London, stay overnight at her cousin Catherine’s flat, and join the ATS first thing in the morning. By the time Father caught up with her it would be too late.
 

It was so simple and daring that she could hardly believe it might be possible. But before she could think twice about it she found herself saying, ‘Oh, Mrs Allen, would you give me some money? I’ve got to do some last-minute shopping and I don’t want to disturb Father, he’s so busy.’
 

Mrs Allen did not hesitate. ‘Of course, my lady. How much do you need?’
 

Margaret did not know what the train fare to London was: she had never bought her own ticket. Guessing wildly, she said, ‘Oh, a pound should be enough.’ She was thinking: Am I really doing this?
 

Mrs Allen took two ten-shilling notes from her purse. She would probably have handed over her life savings if asked.
 

Margaret took the money with trembling fingers. This could be my ticket to freedom, she thought and, frightened as she was, a small flame of joyful hope flickered in her breast.
 

Mrs Allen, thinking she was upset about emigrating, squeezed her hand. ‘This is a sad day, Lady Margaret,’ she said. ‘A sad day for us all.’ Shaking her grey head dismally she disappeared into the back of the house.
 

Margaret looked around frenziedly. No one was in sight. Her heart was fluttering like a trapped bird and her breath came in shallow gasps. She knew that if she hesitated she would lose her nerve. She did not dare wait long enough to put on a coat. Clutching the money in her hand she walked out of the front door.
 

The station was two miles away in the next village. At every step along the road Margaret expected to hear Father’s Rolls-Royce purring up behind her. But how could he know what she had done? It was unlikely that anyone would notice her absence before dinner time and if they did they would assume she had gone shopping as she had told Mrs Allen. All the same, she was in a constant fever of apprehension.
 

She got to the station in plenty of time, bought her ticket – she had more than enough money – and sat in the ladies’ waiting room watching the hands of the big clock on the wall.
 

The train was late.
 

Four fifty-five came around, then five o’clock, then five past five. By this time Margaret was so frightened that she felt like giving up and returning home just to escape the tension.
 

The train came in at fourteen minutes past five, and still Father had not come.
 

Margaret boarded with her heart in her mouth.
 

She stood at the window, staring at the ticket barrier, expecting to see him arrive at the last minute to catch her.
 

At last the train moved.
 

She could hardly believe that she was getting away.
 

The train picked up speed and the first faint tremors of elation stirred in her heart. A few seconds later it was out of the station. Margaret watched the village recede, and her heart filled with triumph. She had done it – she had escaped!
 

Suddenly she felt weak-kneed. She looked around for a seat, and realized for the first time that the train was full. Every seat was taken, even in this first-class carriage, and there were soldiers sitting on the floor. She remained standing.
 

Her euphoria did not diminish even though the journey was, by normal standards, something of a nightmare. More people crowded into the carriages at each station. The train was delayed for three hours outside Reading. All the light bulbs had been removed because of the blackout, so after nightfall the train was in total darkness, except for the occasional flash of the guard’s torch as he patrolled, picking his way over passengers sitting and lying on the floor. When Margaret could stand no longer she too sat on the floor. This sort of thing did not matter any more, she told herself. Her dress would get filthy but tomorrow she would be in uniform. Everything was different: there was a war on.
 

Margaret wondered whether Father might have learned she was missing, found out that she caught the train, and driven at top speed to London to intercept her at Paddington station. It was unlikely, but possible, and her heart filled with dread as the train pulled into the station.
 

However, when at last she got off he was nowhere to be seen, and she felt another thrill of triumph. He was not omnipotent after all! She managed to find a taxi in the cavernous gloom of the station. It took her to Bayswater using only its sidelights. The driver used a torch to light her to the apartment building in which Catherine had a flat.
 

The building’s windows were all blacked out, but the hall was a blaze of light. The porter had gone off duty – it was now almost midnight – but Margaret knew her way. She went up the stairs and rang the bell.
 

There was no reply.
 

Her heart sank.
 

She rang again, but she knew it was pointless: the flat was small and the bell was loud. Catherine was not there.
 

It was hardly surprising: Catherine lived with her parents in Kent, and used the flat as a pied-à-terre. London social life had come to a halt, of course, so Catherine would have no reason to be here. Margaret had not thought of that.
 

She was not dashed, but she was disappointed. She had been looking forward to sitting down with Catherine, drinking cocoa and sharing with her the details of her great adventure. However, that would have to wait. She considered what she should do next. She had several relatives in London, but if she went to them they would telephone Father. Catherine would have been a willing co-conspirator, but she could not trust any of her other relations.
 

Then she remembered that Aunt Martha did not have a telephone.
 

She was a great-aunt, in fact; a fractious spinster of about seventy. She lived less than a mile away. She would be fast asleep by now, and it would make her furious to be wakened, but that could not be helped. The important thing was that she would have no way of alerting Father to Margaret’s whereabouts.
 

Margaret went back down the stairs and out into the street – to find herself in total darkness.
 

The blackout was quite scary. She stood outside the door and looked around, her eyes wide open and staring, seeing nothing. It gave her a queer feeling in her tummy, like being dizzy.
 

She closed her eyes and pictured the familiar street scene as it ought to be. Behind her was Ovington House where Catherine lived. Normally there would be lights in several windows and a splash of brilliance from the lamp over the door. On the corner to her left was a small church whose portico was always floodlit. The pavement was lined with lamp-posts, each of which should cast a little circle of light, and the road should be lit by the headlamps of buses, taxis and cars.
 

She opened her eyes again, and saw nothing.
 

It was unnerving. For a moment she imagined that there was nothing around her: the street had disappeared and she was in limbo, falling through a void. She felt suddenly seasick. Then she pulled herself together and visualized the route to Aunt Martha’s house.
 

I head east from here, she thought, and go left at the second turning, and Aunt Martha’s place is at the end of that block. It should be easy enough, even in the dark.
 

She longed for some relief: a lighted taxi, a full moon, or a helpful policeman. After a moment her wish was granted: a car came creeping along, its faint sidelights like the eyes of a cat in the heavy gloom, and suddenly she could see the line of the kerb all the way to the street corner.
 

She began to walk.
 

The car passed on, its red rear lights receding into the dark distance. Margaret thought she was still three or four steps from the corner when she stumbled down the kerb. She crossed the road and found the opposite pavement without falling over it. That encouraged her and she walked on more confidently.
 

Suddenly something hard smacked into her face with agonizing violence.
 

She cried out in pain and sudden fear. For a moment she was in a blind panic and wanted to turn and run. With an effort she calmed herself. Her hand went to her cheek and rubbed where it hurt. What on earth had happened? What was there to hit her at face level in the middle of the pavement? She reached out with both hands. She felt something almost immediately, and jerked her hands back fearfully; then she gritted her teeth and reached out again. She was touching something cold and hard and round, like an oversize pie dish floating in mid-air. Exploring it further, she felt a round column with a rectangular hole and an out-jutting top. When she realized what it was she laughed despite her sore face. She had been attacked by a pillar-box.
 

She felt her way round it, then walked on with both arms stretched out in front of her.
 

After a while she stumbled down another kerb. Regaining her balance, she felt relieved: she had reached Aunt Martha’s street. She turned left.
 

It occurred to her that Aunt Martha might not hear the doorbell. She lived alone: there was no one else to answer. If that happened, Margaret would have to make her way back to Catherine’s building and sleep in the corridor. She could cope with sleeping on the floor, but she dreaded another walk through the blackout. Perhaps she would simply curl up on Aunt Martha’s doorstep and wait for daylight.
 

Aunt Martha’s small house was at the far end of a long block. Margaret walked slowly. The city was dark but not silent. She could hear the occasional car in the distance. Dogs barked as she passed their doors and a pair of cats howled oblivious of her. Once she heard the tinkling music of a late party. A little farther on she picked up the muffled shouts of a domestic row behind the blackout curtains. She found herself longing to be inside a house with lamps and a fireplace and a teapot.
 

The block seemed longer than Margaret remembered. However, she could not possibly have gone wrong: she had turned left at the second cross-street. Nevertheless, the suspicion that she was lost grew relentlessly. Her sense of time failed her: had she been walking along this block for five minutes, twenty minutes, two hours or all night? Suddenly she was not even sure whether there were any houses near by. She could be in the middle of Hyde Park, having wandered through the entrance by blind chance. She began to feel that there were creatures all around her in the darkness, watching her with cat-like night vision, waiting for her to stumble into them so they could grab her. A scream started low in her throat and she pushed it back.
 

She made herself think. Where could she have gone wrong? She knew there was a cross-street when she stumbled down a kerb. But, she now recalled, as well as the main cross-streets there were little alleys and mews. She might have turned down one of those. By now she could have walked a mile or more in the wrong direction.
 

She tried to recall the heady feeling of excitement and triumph she had felt on the train, but it had gone, and now she just felt alone and afraid.
 

She decided to stop and stand quite still. No harm could come to her like that.
 

She stayed still for a long time: after a while she could not tell how long. Now she was afraid to move: fear had paralysed her. She thought she would stand upright until she fainted with exhaustion, or until morning.
 

Then a car appeared.
 

Its dim sidelights gave very little illumination, but by comparison with the previous pitch blackness it seemed like daylight. She saw that she was, indeed, standing in the middle of the road, and she scurried to the pavement to get out of the way of the car. She was in a square that seemed vaguely familiar. The car passed her and turned a corner, and she hurried after it, hoping to see a landmark that would tell her where she was. Reaching the corner, she saw the car at the far end of a short, narrow street of small shops, one of which was a milliner’s patronized by Mother, and she realized she was just a few yards from Marble Arch.
 

She could have wept with relief.
 

At the next corner she waited for another car to light up the way ahead; then she walked on into Mayfair.
 

A few minutes later she stood outside Claridge’s Hotel. The building was blacked out, of course, but she was able to locate the door, and she wondered whether to go in.
 

She did not think she had enough money to pay for a room, but her recollection was that people did not pay their hotel bill until they left. She could take a room for two nights, go out tomorrow as if she expected to return later, join the ATS, then phone the hotel and tell them to send the bill to Father’s lawyer.
 

She took a deep breath and pushed open the door.
 

Like most public buildings that were open at night, the hotel had rigged up a double door, like an air-lock, so that people could go in and out without the interior lights showing on the outside. Margaret let the outer door close behind her, then went through the second door and into the grateful light of the hotel foyer. She felt a tremendous surge of relief. This was normality: the nightmare was over.
 

A young night porter was dozing at the desk. Margaret coughed, and he woke up, startled and confused. Margaret said, ‘I need a room.’
 

‘At this time of night?’ the man blurted.
 

‘I got caught in the blackout,’ Margaret explained. ‘Now I can’t get home.’
 

The man began to gather his wits. ‘No luggage?’
 

‘No,’ Margaret said guiltily. Then she was struck by a thought, and added, ‘Of course not – I didn’t plan to get stranded.’
 

He looked at her rather strangely. Surely, Margaret thought, he could not refuse her? He swallowed, rubbed his face, and pretended to consult a book. What was the matter with the man? Making up his mind, he closed the book and said, ‘We’re full.’
 

‘Oh, come on, you must have something—’
 

‘You’ve had a fight with your old man, haven’t you?’ he said with a wink.
 

Margaret could hardly believe this was happening. ‘I can’t get home,’ she repeated, as the man had obviously failed to understand her the first time.
 

‘I can’t help that,’ he said. With a sudden access of wit he added, ‘Blame Hitler.’
 

He was rather young. ‘Where is your supervisor?’ she said.
 

He looked offended. ‘I’m in charge until six o’clock.’
 

Margaret looked around. ‘I’ll just have to sit in the lounge until morning,’ she said wearily.
 

‘You can’t do that!’ the porter said, looking scared. ‘A young girl alone, with no luggage, spending the night in the lounge? It’s more than my job’s worth.’
 

‘I’m not a young girl,’ she said angrily. ‘I’m Lady Margaret Oxenford.’ She hated to use her title but she was desperate.
 

However, it did no good. The porter gave her a hard, insolent look, and said, ‘Oh, yeah?’
 

Margaret was about to shout at him when she caught sight of her reflection in the glass of the door, and realized she had a black eye. On top of that her hands were filthy and her dress was torn. She recalled that she had bumped into a pillar-box and sat on the floor of a train. No wonder the porter would not give her a room. She said desperately, ‘But you can’t turn me out into the blackout!’
 

‘I can’t do anything else!’ the porter said.
 

Margaret wondered how he would react if she simply sat down and refused to move. That was what she felt like doing: she was bone tired and weak with strain. But she had been through so much that she had no energy left for a confrontation. Besides, it was late and they were alone: there was no telling what the man might do if she gave him an excuse to lay hands on her.
 

Wearily, she turned her back on him and went out, bitterly disappointed, into the night.
 

Even as she walked away from the hotel she wished she had put up more of a fight. Why was it that her intentions were always so much more fierce than her actions? Now that she had given in, she was angry enough to defy the porter. She was almost ready to turn back. But she kept on walking: it seemed easier.
 

She had nowhere to go. She would not be able to find Catherine’s building again; she had never succeeded in finding Aunt Martha’s house; she could not trust any other relatives and she was too dirty to get a hotel room.
 

She would just have to wander around until it got light. The weather was fine: there was no rain and the night air was only slightly chilly. If she kept moving she would not even feel cold. She could see where she was going now: there were plenty of traffic lights in the West End, and a car passed every minute or two. She could hear music and noise from the nightclubs, and now and again she would see people of her own class, the women in gorgeous gowns and the men wearing white-tie-and-tails, arriving home in their chauffeur-driven cars after a late party. In one street, rather curiously, she saw three other solitary women: one standing in a doorway, one leaning on a lamp-post and one sitting in a car. They were all smoking and apparently waiting for people. She wondered if they were

what Mother called Fallen Women.
 

She began to feel tired. She was still wearing the light indoor shoes she had had on when she made her escape from home. On impulse she sat down on a doorstep, took off her shoes, and rubbed her aching feet.
 

Looking up, she could make out the vague shape of the buildings on the other side of the street. Was it getting light at last? Perhaps she would find a workman’s café that opened early. She could order breakfast and wait there until the recruiting offices opened. She had eaten next to nothing for two days, and the thought of bacon and eggs made her mouth water.
 

Suddenly there was a white face hovering in the air in front of her. She let out a little cry of fright. The face came closer and she saw a youngish man in evening dress. He said, ‘Hello, beautiful.’
 

Margaret scrambled to her feet quickly. She hated drunks – they were so undignified. ‘Please go away,’ she said. She tried to sound firm but there was a tremor in her voice.
 

He staggered closer. ‘Give us a kiss, then.’
 

‘Certainly not!’ she said, horrified. She took a step back, stumbled, and dropped her shoes. Somehow the loss of her shoes made her feel helplessly vulnerable. She turned around and bent down to grope for them. He chuckled fruitily, then to her horror she felt his hand between her thighs, fumbling with painful clumsiness. She straightened up instantly, without finding her shoes, and stepped away from him. Turning to face him, she shouted, ‘Get away from me!’
 

He laughed again and said, ‘That’s right, go on, I like a bit of resistance.’ With surprising agility he grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her to him. His alcoholic breath blew over her face in a nauseating fog and suddenly he was kissing her mouth.
 

It was unspeakably disgusting, and she felt quite sick, but his embrace was so strong that she could hardly breathe, let alone protest. She squirmed ineffectually while he slobbered over her. Then he took one hand from her shoulder to grasp her breast. He squeezed brutally hard and she gasped with pain. But because he had let go of her shoulder she was mercifully able to half-turn away from him and start to scream.
 

She screamed loud and long.
 

She could vaguely hear him saying, in a worried voice, ‘All right, all right, don’t take on so, I didn’t mean any harm,’ but she was too scared to be reasoned with and she just carried on screaming. Faces materialized out of the darkness: a passer-by in workman’s clothes, a Fallen Woman with cigarette and handbag, and a head at a window in the house behind them. The drunk vanished into the night, and Margaret stopped screaming and began to cry. Then there was the sound of running boots, the narrow beam of a masked flashlight, and a policeman’s helmet.
 

The policeman shone his light on Margaret’s face.
 

The woman muttered, ‘She ain’t one of us, Steve.’
 

The policeman called Steve said, ‘What’s your name, girl?’
 

‘Margaret Oxenford.’
 

The man in work clothes said, ‘A toff took her for a tart, that’s what happened.’ Satisfied, he went off.
 

The policeman said, ‘Would that be Lady Margaret Oxenford?’
 

Margaret sniffed miserably and nodded.
 

The woman said, ‘I told you she weren’t one of us.’ With that she drew on her cigarette, dropped the end, trod on it and disappeared.
 

The policeman said, ‘You come with me, my Lady, you’ll be all right now.’
 

Margaret wiped her face with her sleeve. The policeman offered her his arm. She took it. He shone his torch on the pavement in front of her and they began to walk.
 

After a moment Margaret shuddered and said, ‘That frightful man.’
 

The policeman was briskly unsympathetic. ‘Can’t really blame him,’ he said cheerfully. ‘This is the most notorious street in London. It’s a fair assumption that a girl alone here at this hour is a Lady of the Night.’
 

Margaret supposed he was right, although it seemed rather unfair.
 

The familiar blue lamp of a police station appeared in the morning twilight. The policeman said, ‘You have a nice cup of tea and you’ll feel better.’
 

They went inside. Two policemen stood behind a counter, one middle-aged and stocky and the other young and thin. On each side of the hall was a plain wooden bench up against the wall. There was only one other person in the hall: a pale woman with her hair in a scarf and house slippers on her feet, sitting on one of the benches, waiting with tired patience.
 

Margaret’s rescuer directed her to the opposite bench, saying. ‘Sit yourself down there for a minute.’ Margaret did as she was told. The constable went up to the desk and spoke to the older man. ‘Sarge, that’s Lady Margaret Oxenford. Had a run-in with a drunk in Bolting Lane.’
 

‘I suppose he thought she was on the game.’
 

Margaret was struck by the variety of euphemisms for prostitution. People seemed to have a horror of calling it what it was and had to refer to it obliquely. She herself had known about it only in the vaguest possible way, indeed she had not really believed it went on, until tonight. But there had been nothing vague about the intentions of the young man in evening dress.
 

The sergeant looked over at Margaret in an interested way, then said something in a low voice that she could not hear. Steve nodded and disappeared into the back of the building.
 

Margaret realized she had left her shoes on that doorstep. Now there were holes in the feet of her stockings. She began to worry: she could hardly turn up at the recruiting station in this state. Perhaps she could go back for her shoes in daylight. But they might no longer be there. And she badly needed a wash and a clean dress, too. It would be heartbreaking to be turned down for the ATS after all this. But where could she go to tidy herself? By morning even Aunt Martha’s house would not be safe: Father might turn up there, searching for her. Surely, she thought with anguish, her whole plan was not going to fall apart because of a pair of shoes?
 

Her policeman came back with tea in a thick earthenware mug. It was weak and had too much sugar in it, but Margaret sipped it gratefully. It restored her resolve. She could overcome her problems. She would leave as soon as she had finished her tea. She would go to a poor district and find a shop selling cheap clothes – she still had a few shillings. She would buy a dress, a pair of sandals and a set of clean underwear. She would go to a public bathhouse and wash and change. Then she would be ready for the army.
 

While she was elaborating this plan, there was a noise outside the door and a group of young men burst in. They were well dressed, some in evening clothes and others in lounge suits. After a moment Margaret realized they were dragging with them an unwilling companion. One of the men started to shout at the sergeant behind the counter.
 

The sergeant interrupted him. ‘All right, all right, quieten down!’ he said in a commanding voice. ‘You’re not on the rugby field now, you know – this is a police station.’ The noise muted somewhat, but not enough for the sergeant. ‘If you don’t behave yourselves I’ll clap the lot of you in the bleedin’ cells,’ he shouted. ‘Now bloody well shut up!’
 

They became quiet and released their prisoner, who stood there looking sulky. The sergeant pointed at one of the men, a dark-haired fellow of about Margaret’s age. ‘Right – you. Tell me what all the fuss is about.’
 

The young man pointed at the prisoner. ‘This blighter took my sister to a restaurant then sneaked off without paying!’ he said indignantly. He spoke with an upper-class accent, and his face was vaguely familiar to Margaret. She hoped he would not recognize her: it would be too humiliating for people to know that she had had to be rescued by a policeman after running away from home.
 

A younger man in a striped suit added, ‘His name’s Harry Marks and he ought to be locked up.’
 

Margaret looked with interest at Harry Marks. He was a strikingly handsome man of twenty-two or twenty-three, with blond hair and regular features. Although he was rather rumpled, he wore his double-breasted dinner jacket with easy elegance. He looked around contemptuously and said, ‘These fellows are drunk.’
 

The young man in the striped suit burst out, ‘We may be drunk but he’s a cad – and a thief. Look what we found in his pocket.’ He threw something down on the counter. ‘These cufflinks were stolen earlier in the evening from Sir Simon Monkford.’
 

‘All right,’ said the sergeant. ‘So you’re accusing him of obtaining a pecuniary advantage by deception – that’s not paying his restaurant bill – and of stealing. Anything else?’
 

The wearer of the striped suit laughed scornfully and said, ‘Isn’t that enough for you?’
 

The sergeant pointed his pencil at him. ‘You remember where you bloody well are, son. You may have been born with a silver spoon in your mouth but this is a police station and if you don’t speak politely you’ll spend the rest of the night in a bleedin’ cell.’
 

The young man looked foolish and said no more.
 

The sergeant turned his attention back to the first speaker. ‘Now, can you supply all the details of both accusations? I need the name and address of the restaurant, your sister’s name and address, plus the name and address of the party that owns the cufflinks.’
 

‘Yes, I can give you all that. The restaurant—’
 

‘Good. You stay here.’ He pointed at the accused man. ‘You sit down.’ He waved his hand at the crowd of young men. ‘The rest of you can go home.’
 

They all looked rather nonplussed. Their great adventure had ended in anticlimax. For a moment none of them moved.
 

The sergeant said, ‘Go on, bugger off, the lot of you!’
 

Margaret had never heard so much swearing in one day.
 

The young men moved off, muttering. The boy in the striped suit said, ‘You bring a thief to justice and you get treated as if you were a criminal yourself!’ But he was passing through the door before he finished the sentence.
 

The sergeant began to question the dark-haired boy, making notes. Harry Marks stood beside him for a moment, then turned away impatiently. He spotted Margaret, threw her a sunny grin, and sat down next to her. He said, ‘All right, girl? What you doing here, then, this time o’ night?’
 

Margaret was bewildered. He was quite transformed. His haughty manner and refined speech had gone, and he spoke with the same accent as the sergeant. For a moment she was too surprised to reply.
 

Harry threw an appraising glance at the doorway, as if he might be thinking of making a dash for it; then he looked back at the desk and saw the younger policeman, who had not yet said a word, staring at him watchfully. He seemed to give up the idea of escape. He turned back to Margaret. ‘Who give you that black eye – your old man?’
 

Margaret found her voice and said, ‘I got lost in the blackout and bumped into a pillar-box.’
 

It was his turn to be surprised. He had taken her for a working-class girl. Now, hearing her accent, he realized his mistake. Without a blink he reverted to his former persona. ‘I say, what jolly bad luck!’
 

Margaret was fascinated. Which was his real self? He smelled of cologne. His hair was well cut, if a fraction too long. He wore a midnight-blue evening suit in the fashion set by Edward VIII, with silk socks and patent-leather shoes. His jewellery was very good: diamond studs in his shirt-front with matching cufflinks, a gold wristwatch with a black crocodile strap, and a signet ring on the little finger of his left hand. His hands were large and strong-looking, but his fingernails were perfectly clean.
 

In a low voice she said, ‘Did you really leave the restaurant without paying?’
 

He looked at her appraisingly, then seemed to reach a decision. ‘Actually, I did,’ he said in a conspiratorial tone.
 

‘But why?’
 

‘Because, if I’d listened for one more minute to Rebecca Maugham-Flint talking about her blasted horses, I should have been unable to resist the urge to take her by the throat and strangle her.’
 

Margaret giggled. She knew Rebecca Maugham-Flint, who was a large, plain girl, the daughter of a general, with her father’s hearty manner and parade-ground voice. ‘I can just imagine it,’ she said. It would be hard to think of a more unsuitable dinner companion for the attractive Mr Marks.
 

Constable Steve appeared and picked up her empty mug. ‘Feeling better, Lady Margaret?’
 

Out of the corner of her eye she saw Harry Marks react to her title. ‘Much better, thank you,’ she said. For a moment she had forgotten her own troubles in talking to Harry, but now she remembered all she had to do. ‘You’ve been so kind,’ she went on. ‘Now I’m going to leave you to get on with more important things.’
 

‘No need for you to rush off,’ the constable said. ‘Your father, the Marquess, is on his way to fetch you.’
 

Margaret’s heart stopped. How could this be? She had been so convinced that she was safe – she had underestimated her father! Now she was as frightened as she had been walking along the road to the railway station. He was after her, on his way here at this very minute! She felt shaky. ‘How does he know where I am?’ she said in a high, strained voice.
 

The young policeman looked proud. ‘Your description was circulated late yesterday evening, and I read it when I come on duty. I never recognized you in the blackout, but I remembered the name. The instruction is to inform the Marquess immediately. As soon as I brought you in here, I rung him up on the telephone.’
 

Margaret stood up, her heart fluttering wildly. ‘I shan’t wait for him,’ she said. ‘It’s light now.’
 

The policeman looked anxious. ‘Just a minute,’ he said nervously. He turned to the desk. ‘Sarge, the lady doesn’t want to wait for her father.’
 

Harry Marks said to Margaret, ‘They can’t make you stay – running away from home isn’t a crime at your age. If you want to go, just walk out.’
 

Margaret was terrified that they would find some excuse to detain her.
 

The sergeant got off his seat and came around the counter. ‘He’s quite right,’ the sergeant said. ‘You can go any time you like.’
 

‘Oh, thank you,’ Margaret said gratefully.
 

The sergeant smiled. ‘But you’ve got no shoes, and there’s holes in your stockings. If you must leave before your father gets here, at least let us call a taxi.’
 

Margaret thought for a moment. They had phoned Father as soon as she arrived at the police station, but that was less than an hour ago. Father could not possibly get here for another hour or more. ‘All right,’ she said to the kindly sergeant. ‘Thank you.’
 

He opened a door off the hall. ‘You’ll be more comfortable in here, while you wait for the taxi.’ He switched on the light.
 

Margaret would have preferred to stay and talk to the fascinating Harry Marks, but she did not want to refuse the sergeant’s kindness, especially after he had given in to her. ‘Thank you,’ she said again.
 

As she walked to the door she heard Harry say, ‘More fool you.’
 

She stepped into the little room. There were some cheap chairs and a bench, a naked bulb hanging from the ceiling, and a barred window. She could not imagine why the sergeant thought this more comfortable than the hallway. She turned to tell him so.
 

The door closed in her face. A presentiment of ruin filled her heart with dread. She lunged at the door and grabbed the handle. As she did so her sudden fear was confirmed and she heard a key turn in the lock. She rattled the handle furiously. The door would not open.
 

She slumped in despair with her head against the wood.
 

From outside she heard a low laugh, then Harry’s voice, muffled but comprehensible, saying, ‘You bastard.’
 

The sergeant’s voice was now anything but kindly. ‘You shut your hole,’ he said crudely.
 

‘You’ve got no right, you know that.’
 

‘Her father’s a bloody marquess, and that’s all the right I need.’
 

No more was said.
 

Margaret realized bitterly that she had lost. Her great escape had failed. She had been betrayed by the very people she thought were helping her. For a little while she had been free, but now it was over. She would not be joining the ATS today, she thought miserably, she would be boarding the Pan American Clipper and flying to New York, running away from the war. After all she had been through her fate was unchanged. It seemed so desperately unfair.
 

After a long moment she turned from the door and walked the few steps to the window. She could see an empty yard and a brick wall. She stood there, defeated and helpless, looking through the bars at the brightening daylight, waiting for her father.
 

Eddie Deakin gave the Pan American Clipper a final once-over. The four Wright Cyclone 1500-horsepower engines gleamed with oil. Each engine was as high as a man. All fifty-six spark plugs had been replaced. On impulse, Eddie took a feeler from his overalls pocket and slid it into an engine mount between the rubber and the metal to test the bond. The pounding vibration of the long flight put a terrific strain on the adhesive. But Eddie’s feeler would not go in even a quarter of an inch. The mounts were holding.
 

He closed the hatch and climbed down the ladder. While the plane was being eased back into the water he would change out of his overalls, get cleaned up, and put on his black Pan American flight uniform.
 

The sun was shining as he left the dock and strolled up the hill towards the hotel where the crew stayed during the layover. He was proud of the plane and the job he did. The Clipper crews were an élite, the best men the airline had, for the new transatlantic service was the most prestigious route. All his life he would be able to say he had flown the Atlantic in the early days.
 

However, he was planning to give it up soon. He was thirty years old, he had been married for a year, and Carol-Ann was pregnant. Flying was all right for a single man but he was not going to spend his life away from his wife and children. He had been saving money and he had almost enough to start a business. He had an option on a site near Bangor, Maine, that would make a perfect airfield. He would service planes and sell fuel, and eventually have an aircraft for charter. Secretly he dreamed that one day he might have an airline of his own, like the pioneering Juan Trippe, founder of Pan American.
 

He entered the grounds of the Langdown Lawn Hotel. It was a piece of luck for Pan American crew that there was such a pleasant hotel a mile or so from the Imperial Airways complex. The place was a typical English country house, run by a gracious couple who charmed everyone and served tea on the lawn on sunny afternoons.
 

He went inside. In the hall he ran into his assistant engineer, Desmond Finn – known, inevitably, as Mickey. Mickey reminded Eddie of the Jimmy Olsen character in the Superman comics: he was a happy-go-lucky type with a big toothy grin and a propensity to hero-worship Eddie, who found such adoration embarrassing. He was speaking into the telephone and now, when he saw Eddie, he said, ‘Oh, wait, you’re lucky, he just walked in.’ He handed the earpiece to Eddie and said, ‘A phone call for you.’ Then he went upstairs, politely leaving Eddie alone.
 

Eddie spoke into the phone. ‘Hello?’
 

‘Is this Edward Deakin?’
 

Eddie frowned. The voice was unfamiliar, and nobody called him Edward. He said, ‘Yes, I’m Eddie Deakin. Who are you?’
 

‘Wait, I have your wife on the line.’
 

Eddie’s heart lurched. Why was Carol-Ann calling him from the States? Something was wrong.
 

A moment later he heard her voice. ‘Eddie?’
 

‘Hi, honey, what’s up?’
 

She burst into tears.
 

A whole series of awful explanations came to mind: the house had burned down, someone had died, she had hurt herself in some kind of accident, she had suffered a miscarriage—
 

‘Carol-Ann, calm down, are you all right?’
 

She spoke through sobs. ‘I’m – not – hurt—’
 

‘What, then?’ he said fearfully. ‘What’s happened? Try to tell me, babe.’
 

‘These men – came to the house.’
 

Eddie went cold with dread. ‘What men? What did they do?’
 

‘They made me get into a car.’
 

‘Jesus God, who are they?’ The anger was like a pain in his chest and he had to fight for breath. ‘Did they hurt you?’
 

‘I’m all right . . . but Eddie, I’m so scared.’
 

He did not know what to say next. Too many questions came to his lips. Men had gone to his house and forced Carol-Ann to get into a car! What was happening? Finally he said, ‘But why?’
 

‘They won’t tell me.’
 

‘What did they say?’
 

‘Eddie, you have to do what they want, that’s all I know.’
 

Even in his anger and fear, Eddie heard Pop say Never sign a blank cheque. All the same he did not hesitate. ‘I’ll do it, but what—’
 

‘Promise!’
 

‘I promise!’
 

‘Thank God.’
 

‘When did this happen?’
 

‘A couple of hours ago.’
 

‘Where are you now?’
 

‘We’re in a house not far—’ Her speech turned into a shocked cry.
 

‘Carol-Ann! What’s happening? Are you okay?’
 

There was no response. Furious, frightened and impotent, Eddie squeezed the phone until his knuckles turned white.
 

Then the original male voice returned. ‘Listen to me very carefully, Edward.’
 

‘No, you listen to me, shitheel,’ Eddie raged. ‘If you hurt her I’ll kill you, I swear to God, I’ll track you down if it takes as long as I live and when I find you, you punk, I’ll tear your head off your neck with my hands, now do you read me loud and clear?’
 

There was a moment’s hesitation, as if the man at the other end of the line had not expected such a tirade. Then he said, ‘Don’t act tough, you’re too far away.’ He sounded a little shook, but he was right: Eddie could do nothing. The man went on: ‘Just pay attention.’
 

Eddie held his tongue with an effort.
 

‘You’ll get your instructions on the plane from a man called Tom Luther.’
 

On the plane! What did that mean? Would this Tom Luther be a passenger, or what? Eddie said, ‘But what do you want me to do?’
 

‘Shut up. Luther will tell you. And you’d better follow his orders to the letter if you want to see your wife again.’
 

‘How do I know—’
 

‘And one more thing. Don’t call the police. It won’t do you any good. But if you do call them, I’ll fuck her just to be mean.’
 

‘You bastard, I’ll—’
 

The line went dead.
 




  


CHAPTER THREE
 

HARRY MARKS was the luckiest man alive.
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