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  CHAPTER ONE




  Shortly after the outbreak of war, Emily Head, known by everyone, including her late husband Arthur and her daughter Tory, simply as Mrs Head, returned to London after a brief

  sojourn in the marshland village of Waseminster (Anglo-Saxon for the church in the mud, according to Tory’s husband Donald), possessed of an unshakeable belief that her daughter, and

  London generally, needed her.




  Tory did her best to conceal her dismay at her mother’s return, and to hide the shock she felt to see Mrs Head looking so windswept and craggy as she stepped shakily down from a

  horse-drawn hackney (the last such vehicle to survive in London, so the cab driver claimed), clinging to her hat of bedraggled turkey plumage, parrying forth a tatty parasol, and bringing

  Tory’s short reign as matriarch of the little house in Peter Street to an end.




  In truth, Mrs Head was hardly needed. Donald had already been called up, and was receiving his basic training somewhere near Durdle Door; the children had been evacuated to a very pretty part of

  the Cotswolds, Lower Slaughter (or was it Upper? Mrs Head could never remember), and Tory might have joined them, had not her mother made her intentions known of returning to help with the battle

  on the home front. She’d said she would do all the cooking and shopping, all the cleaning and other domestic chores, while Tory got on with her war work in a gelatine factory (no one denied

  the importance of gelatine production in the war effort, though no one quite understood it either). Tory had written tactfully dissuasive letters, pointing out that with the prospect of air raids

  and gas attacks, she would be much safer staying put. Her mother had replied that she had no intention of biding her time on the Thames Marshes while London burned and, using a logic that would

  soon seem absurd, regarded the city as a sanctuary, imagining that the bombers, when they came, would pick off all the little villages one by one as they approached the capital. She would be much

  safer as one among the many millions. Furthermore, she seemed to regard the muddy shores of Waseminster Parish as an ideal landing spot for an invasion. ‘Every time there’s a knock

  at the door I wonder if it’s Adolf,’ she wrote.




  Mrs Head had been a resident of Waseminster for little more than a year and was, she confessed, beginning to think that the move had been a great mistake. Despite the fervour with which she had

  described country pursuits in her letters – ‘to see the pheasants falling as heavily as Christmas puddings is such a glorious affirmation of the superiority of man over

  nature’ – she was not a proper countrywoman, and although she had connections to the area (it had been the birthplace of her late husband, Tory’s father) she was not made to

  feel welcome. Few of Arthur’s bloodline remained in the village, and her attempts at ingratiation were met with little warmth. No one really understood why a woman who’d lived in the

  city all her life should suddenly want to live in the countryside; her friends thought it faintly treacherous, while her new neighbours regarded her with suspicion.




  ‘It is a lovely little house,’ Mrs Head remarked gratefully as she walked up the path with her hand on Tory’s arm (who was carrying her bag), as though she’d been

  debating this aspect of 17 Peter Street all the way up on the train from Kent.




  And so mother and daughter now lived alone in the house that had once been so busy and crowded, and each seemed more shocked by this fact than by the bombs that, some time after Mrs Head’s

  return, began to rain down upon the city.




  Mrs Head stuck to her word, shopping and cooking with heroic, redoubtable zeal. With the children gone, she had no other role, despite the fact that neither she nor her

  daughter had a great appetite, and Tory could obtain free meals in the factory canteen. This was just as well, because there wasn’t much in the shops for Mrs Head to buy. Good meat was soon

  scarce. But Mrs Head was a tenacious and dogged shopper, queuing for however long it took, remonstrating with shopkeepers (most of whom she believed were corrupt) and waving her ration book as a

  token of righteousness and entitlement.




  She had a particularly troubled relationship with Icarus Dando, the butcher who had supplied her with meat for more years than she cared to remember. He was an outwardly jolly sort, with yellow

  mutton chops and watery, laughter-filled eyes, but she had never liked him. His talk could get too risqué, even for a butcher, so much so that she had been reluctant to take her children

  into the shop when they were little, in case they caught one of Dando’s gristly innuendoes. He tried to soften these with displays of salty charm. He would claim to be in love with Mrs Head,

  would even serenade her, cleaver in one hand and steel in the other, handprints of blood all over his apron, as though he had been tickled by Lady Macbeth. But now that there was a war on, she

  realized she was many rungs down on his ladder of preference. There were younger mothers now, women of Tory’s generation, whom he could woo and serenade anew, and who responded with far more

  favour than she would have thought seemly.




  She had several times been told that he had no steak, and then later that evening had caught the pungent tang of a piece of rump frying in Mrs Richards’ kitchen. Mrs Richards was a

  favourite of Mr Dando.




  In fact, things had become so fraught between Mrs Head and Mr Dando that she couldn’t help feeling rather pleased when his shop was bombed out of existence one Tuesday night.




  It had been a particularly heavy raid, coming at a time when the residents of that corner of south-east London were beginning to wonder if the Germans were showing mercy for

  their humble, Thames-side district. It was hardly likely since their suburb included a barracks and a munitions factory, both wonderfully disguised as leafy forests, so it seemed to be only by

  chance that so few bombs had troubled their sturdy terraced streets and parades in the months since the raids had begun. Mrs Head and her daughter had even taken to sleeping in their own beds, and

  not bothering with the public shelter (their house was too small and crooked to have shelters of its own), since most of the raids went north of the river, towards the Royal Docks and the factory

  land surrounding them. It hardly seemed to make sense to Mrs Head. ‘How can you bomb a dock? If you’re on target, you’ll merely be making a big splash. If you’re off target,

  you’ll only be making the dock bigger.’ She was herself defiantly indifferent to aerial attack. She had once, from the top of Shooters Hill, watched an air raid over London. The bombs

  seemed to her no more than little scratches of flame. The might of the German Air Force appeared like someone throwing lighted cigarette ends at a huge black bull. The immense body of the city

  hardly seemed to notice them.




  Well, it didn’t seem like that now, with the bombing of Old Parade, where Mr Dando’s shop had been. She’d heard it fall at four o’clock in the morning. It had woken her

  out of the deep sleep she enjoyed every night, and she had opened her eyes, thinking she was back in her cottage in Waseminster, and that Major Brandish, her closest Waseminster neighbour, had

  fallen down the stairs. She was delirious enough to run to the stairs with the intention of picking him up, when she realized what the sound had actually been. A bomb. Close enough to rattle the

  windows and doors, and make every floorboard in the house wheeze. Then the horrible moment when she waited to see if it had any companions, as bombs so often did, falling in twos, threes and fours,

  sometimes fives, a street or two apart. But this bomb seemed to be alone. A stray, loosed by chance, or merely jettisoned by a plane that had only one bomb left and had let it go without a thought

  so that the crew could get home to the peat bogs of Saxony in time for breakfast. Mother and daughter had stood on the landing in the dark, having emerged from their neighbouring bedrooms, neither

  quite sure whether they should make for somewhere safer (wherever that might be), and looking in a slightly abashed way at the ceiling, as though they might see if there were any more bombs to

  come, before feeling, once more, safe. Their local bomb seemed to be the last of the night.




  ‘I hope no one I know has copped it,’ Mrs Head muttered, before they went back to bed.




  It was a neighbour, Mrs Long, who had called to tell her, breathlessly but with a peculiar hint of relish, that the shops at Old Parade, suppliers of food and other wares for

  all the households in the area, had been destroyed. Tory had already left for work so Mrs Head went alone to see the devastation, wearing her thick woollen coat and taking, out of habit, her

  shopping basket, an act which seemed unwittingly to mock the sight that greeted her. It was heartbreaking to see all those lovely little shops in ruins. And Dando’s seemed to have taken the

  full impact, as though he had been specifically targeted (perhaps by a vegetarian Luftwaffe pilot, Mrs Head chuckled sadly to herself), and his shop could hardly have been more neatly dispatched.

  It had simply disappeared, as though removed, like a book from a shelf.




  The shops either side of the butcher’s were so badly damaged they would surely have to be pulled down. The baker’s was only half there, the rest of it a scree of bricks and joists.

  The little tobacconist’s on the other side was in a similar condition. It had burnt the longer, someone joked, because of all the uncut shag. Other shops were hardly recognizable: signs had

  been blown off completely or were hanging at an angle, windows were open, as though flung to greet the day, their shredded curtains and blinds overspilling.




  By this vision of things hanging and crooked or otherwise out of place, it seemed to Mrs Head that the main purpose of bombs was not destruction, so much as the creation of disorder and

  untidiness. It was only the little area beneath the bomb itself that was ever destroyed, but it spread about it a great ring of cluttered mess that would take a huge effort of will to put right. To

  her surprise the process had already begun. Bricks filled the road in tidy heaps, as though they were bargain items. Mrs Head learnt later that this was because they had already been sorted by the

  rescue teams who had spent all morning lifting them, one by one, searching for survivors. She approached as closely as she could, right up to the rope that had been set up, and where a small gaggle

  of her shopping acquaintances had gathered.




  There was Mrs Richards, in the same turban and pearls that had, only yesterday, charmed Mr Dando into passing her some fillet steak. When Mrs Head, who had glimpsed the exchange when passing the

  window, challenged him about this he had claimed it was liver. ‘You are a tricky little spiv, Mr Dando,’ she had called through the shop doorway, then done her best to slam the door,

  not waiting for Mr Dando’s retort, ‘It was liver, love! LIVER, my lovely!’ Well, she had a right to be angry. He had sold her nothing but ox tails, trotters, cow heels and tripe

  for weeks.




  The mothers, roped off, exclaimed in surprise when one spotted what looked like victims of the explosion. At the distant end of the parade, only partly visible, bodies were arranged on the

  ground, on their backs, in fashionable but tattered clothes, stiffly raising arms to the heavens that had rained death upon them. It was a moment before anyone realized the dead were in fact shop

  mannequins, rescued from Mr Carter’s dress emporium. He emerged with some more while they were watching, a woman under each arm. Mrs Head and the other gathered housewives couldn’t help

  smiling at the spectacle: the little bald-headed chap looked like the Sheikh of Araby carting off his harem.




  ‘Do you think anyone really was – hurt?’ said Mrs Lippiatt, a sad and rather turtle-like woman, who always had trouble with her neck.




  ‘I wouldn’t have thought so,’ said Mrs Sparrow, wiping her nose aggressively. ‘I don’t think anyone lived over those shops . . .’




  ‘What about Mr Dando?’ said Mrs Richards, in her sandpapery voice.




  No one seemed quite to know where the butcher lived, or what his habits were. It was odd that he wasn’t on the scene to inspect the damage. Perhaps he’d been already and was busy

  making his arrangements, whatever they might be. There was clearly nothing that could be salvaged from his shop, so there was probably little point in staying around.




  There were lots of suitcases in the road, scattered, splayed, empty. Handbags as well, little brown leather ones, also empty. It was as if the residents of Old Parade had seen what was coming

  and had boldly made to escape, but just a minute too late. In fact the bags came from the luggage shop, Bon Voyage, whose merchandise had all been blown out through its windows. A sign was propped

  on the rubble, in dripping red: ‘Looters Will Be V. Severly Delt With.’




  ‘I think Mr Larkin must have written that,’ said Mrs Taylor. Mr Larkin was, at that moment, gathering up the apples and oranges that had fallen from his greengrocer’s.




  ‘I don’t know where we’re going to do our shopping now,’ said Mrs Pinner, who also had her shopping bag, making Mrs Head feel less foolish. ‘There isn’t a

  decent butcher’s within a mile of here.’




  ‘And if we do find one, will we be able to register?’




  ‘We’ll have to. They can’t let us starve.’




  ‘Why not? In Silvertown they were fighting each other over bags of flour . . .’




  ‘The high street must be the nearest. There’s several there. Shouldn’t be any trouble, as long as the trams are running. Otherwise it’s a two-mile walk.’




  ‘Perhaps they can deliver . . .’




  Mrs Head began making plans in her mind almost immediately. All the housewives of Peter Street, and Mark Street, and John Street, and all the tough little terraces around here, they would all be

  making for the high street, elbowing each other out of the way to get to the best butcher. The jostling for position would begin all over again. She would need to plan her campaign, practise her

  charm (her one serious failing) and, above all, strengthen her legs. A two-mile walk every day was more than she’d bargained for on returning from Waseminster.




  The conversation petered out and the housewives began to drift away, empty-handed, to their homes. Mrs Head would have been among the first to make her way back and prepare for

  the expedition to the high street, but she was transfixed by the details of the devastation. She had already noted the mannequins, the suitcases and handbags, the apples and oranges, now she began

  to notice the upper storeys of the bombed shops. The tall interior walls disclosed apparently lived-in spaces, marked by the stained zigzags of fallen staircases, and the macaroni ends of wrenched

  piping (some trickling pathetically) standing feebly out from tiled corners. Faded wallpaper, exposed to the glare of daylight for the first time, had pictures hanging on it. A wardrobe was lying

  half shattered and aslant on a heap of rubble. Thirty feet in the air, a little black fireplace was stranded in a wall, its mantelpiece (surely not) had what looked like an ornament still in

  position.




  At ground level groups of men in dusty clothes were hastily trying to assemble scaffolding poles and salvaged timber to shore up the teetering walls. Mrs Head moved away, across the wide, strewn

  expanse of Old Parade itself to the opposite pavement, noting the damage on this side, the gaping windows, and the deeply pocked brickwork, which had taken the full impact of shrapnel. Further

  along, firemen were still hosing water into a smouldering shopfront.




  Directly opposite where Dando’s had been was Timothy’s, a large bakery, confectioner and chocolatier, which had done rather well since opening a few years back but had suffered since

  the shortages had taken hold and had seemed, recently, to be on the point of going out of business – as much for the scarcity of its wares, Mrs Head sometimes suspected, as for its

  suspiciously continental leanings. It liked to sell what it called Austrian Apple Cake and Bavarian Gateau, as well as Swiss Pralines (slightly more acceptable).




  As she looked closely at the shopfront of Timothy’s now she could see, among the many scars and mini-craters of a building that had been exposed to a bomb blast, other matter. Yes, she was

  sure of it. There was actually a rasher of bacon stuck to the wall over the main window, perfectly flat against the brickwork, as though it had been cemented there. And then she saw another, and

  then another, fanned out across the façade, an array of streaky bacon. Then other materials that must have been flung with terrific force from the exploding butcher’s across the street

  – that thing up there, over the door, that was surely a sausage. It was flattened and burst, but it was definitely one of Mr Dando’s notoriously gristly bangers. (It was said that

  sawdust was a prime ingredient.)




  There was much else. Dollops of mince, pieces of liver, kidneys, other offal, all stuck fast. And, Mrs Head felt like raising a fist in self-vindicating triumph, there was steak. The tricky

  little victualler who had denied his shop contained an ounce of beef now had his lies stuck fast over Timothy’s for the world to see. His shop had been veritably overflowing with beefsteak.

  There must have been so much steak in Dando’s shop he probably couldn’t close his refrigerator doors for it. She turned to the busy crowds of rescuers and onlookers, ready to cry out,

  ‘I told you so! You want proof, here it is, the sins of the butcher written on the walls of the confectioner’s . . .’ She didn’t shout it. There wasn’t anyone nearby

  anyway. No one was even looking in her direction. And Mrs Head turned back to her tableau of exposed meat, and briefly wished that the bomb hadn’t thrown it so high.




  She turned her attention to ground level and saw, for the first time, what seemed to her an almost perfect leg of pork, just sitting there on the pavement. Or, rather, it was resting, tucked

  slightly behind a piece of timber (probably part of a window frame), and was off the ground and quite hidden. Furthermore, it was covered with the same layer of dust as everything else in the area

  and so was well camouflaged.




  After a moment’s thought, Mrs Head bent down, picked up the joint and put it in her shopping bag, feeling grateful that she had decided to bring that piece of equipment after all.




  Had anyone called Mrs Head a looter she would have expressed great indignation, even outrage, though the thought did cross her mind, as she hurried home, as to whether, if

  spotted, she would have been ‘v. severly delt with’ in the manner of that crudely written sign. Apart from the fact that Mr Dando was always lying about how much meat he had in stock,

  which in itself was justification for taking it when it had become available, such goods were perishable and would only spoil if they weren’t used. It could hardly be compared to stealing

  tins of food or dresses or wireless sets.




  When home she gave the meat a long, investigative sniff. She looked closely for any signs that it might have been nibbled by rats. She ran her fingers over its surface, feeling for any splinters

  of broken glass. There were none. She brushed off the little pieces of grit and ash, ran it under the kitchen tap for a full five minutes, dabbed it with a kitchen towel, then wondered what she

  should do with it.




  Cleaned up, the meat looked excellent. A lovely deep, almost purply pink, with a nice hairless skin covering a layer of snowy-white fat. It seemed to cry out, ‘Roast me, roast me.’

  Mrs Head thought of the wonderful crackling such a joint would give, and she wouldn’t have hesitated, except that it was a Wednesday. A stew would have been more appropriate for a Wednesday.

  On the other hand, the meat might not keep until Sunday. She didn’t like the thought of it lying around in her house uncooked for four days. And the look of excitement she would see on

  Tory’s face when she got home from work, to smell a joint of pork roasting in the oven, would be worth it in itself. They hadn’t had a joint for many months. Apart from that, she had

  some apples and could make a good sauce to go with it. And the cold pork would keep them in sandwiches for days.




  So, that afternoon, instead of going to stake her claim on the butchers of the distant high street, Mrs Head prepared the roast dinner of her life, using the joint of pork she had found near the

  site of a bombed butcher’s shop.




  And still no one seemed to know what had become of Mr Dando.




  

     

  




  CHAPTER TWO




  Mrs Head was a little disappointed with her daughter, in almost every way. She had not attained the beauty that had seemed possible when, as a ten-year-old, she had possessed

  the most lovely eyes. In adulthood they seemed, instead, to bulge slightly. In the same way her face, going through the mill of puberty, had been pulled out of shape. All the bones were wrong. Her

  forehead was too high, her chin too small. Such things might not have mattered, but Mrs Head was beginning to believe that all her other little failings seemed to stem from this one – the

  failure to be beautiful.




  If beautiful, she could have attracted a more worthwhile husband than the little Scottish painter and decorator she had married, without much obvious enthusiasm, in 1930, and who now had been

  missing in action for more than six months. With more beauty she could have found more appropriate, more glamorous war work than toiling in the packing department of a gelatine factory. Above all,

  she would have attracted and benefited from the attentions of the world: her teachers would have taught her more, her friends would have shared their best things with her. She would, like all

  beautiful people, have had a trust fund set up on her behalf for the world to fill with its riches. She would have had vitality.




  Instead, it seemed to Mrs Head, Tory not only lacked vitality, she seemed, at just thirty-four years old, to be spent, exhausted, defeated. Each day she looked greyer. She came home from work

  each evening red-eyed and chap-lipped and, after a silent, small dinner, would shut herself in the sitting room for most of the evening. Hardly a word passed between them on most nights.




  Well, perhaps things would be different this evening, Mrs Head thought, when Tory caught the whiff of a real roast dinner. It was a troublesome thing for Mrs Head, thinking of her own child in

  such poor terms, and she wondered if she was making sufficient allowances for her. She must, of course, be missing her children terribly, and was probably rather upset about Donald (whom she seemed

  to think for certain was dead), and if she wasn’t the radiant beauty Mrs Head had been expecting, it was going too far to say she was ugly. Just a quarter of an inch off the forehead, a bit

  more on the chin, a rounding-off of the face to lose that horrible squareness it had developed, and she would be quite good-looking. If only she would make the best of what she had. She

  didn’t even bother with makeup these days. And this evening, the evening of the roast-pork dinner, she arrived home, not for the first time, with her hair still in the factory-issue nets

  under her own slightly crumpled hat.




  She entered the dining room utterly indifferent to the smell that filled it, or the sound of a spitting joint that could be heard from the kitchen and, still in her chunky, too-masculine

  raincoat, flopped into an armchair by the mantelpiece, took out the newspaper that was folded under her arm and dropped it onto the dining-table beside her.




  Mrs Head told her about the bombing of Old Parade and the destruction of the shops, how terrible it had been to see all those lovely little shops blown inside out, and how

  difficult it was going to be now to do the shopping, but she, Mrs Head, was not going to be put off and she was going down to the high street first thing tomorrow and would get herself registered

  with the best butcher she could find . . .




  Tory took all this in, or at least seemed to, in a passive, disinterested way, leaning back in her chair with her eyes closed, working her head gently from side to side, as though to ease some

  tension in her neck. Having told Tory everything she could think of about the bomb, Mrs Head came to a stop, trying her best not to show frustration at her daughter’s indifference, both to

  the news and to the cooking smells she should have noticed by now. She felt, as she stood there in the middle of the room facing her seated daughter, rather like an actor who had forgotten their

  lines. Then she said, ‘Hungry?’




  ‘No, not really.’ It was the expected answer.




  ‘Oh, but you must be. I’ve got something special tonight, really special.’




  ‘Oh, yes?’ She seemed to be waiting to be told what it was.




  ‘Can’t you smell it?’




  ‘I can smell something.’




  ‘We’re having roast pork. A real treat. And I’ve made apple sauce, and roast potatoes, and we’re going to have the most marvellous gravy, well . . .’




  Tory managed a nod and a smile, as if she was, in some remote corner of her mind, surprised and pleased.




  ‘Aren’t you going to change for dinner?’ said Mrs Head, setting the table, using her cork place mats for once, and the Noah’s Ark condiment set – indicators that

  this was indeed to be a very special meal.




  ‘Into what?’ said Tory, lifting her head.




  ‘You could at least take your coat off, and take your hair out.’




  Mrs Head had worried a little about her daughter’s hygiene since she had started working at Farraway’s. Her clothes always smelt of animals, her fingernails were usually black, and

  there was often a grimy tincture to her skin, as though someone had scribbled all over her with a pencil. In the early days Mrs Head had set up the bath in the sitting room ready for her when she

  got home, but now Tory only bathed once or twice during the week, although she usually washed her hands and face at the basin. Farraway’s had a reputation locally. If you found yourself

  downwind of it, you’d better shut all your windows and doors. It seemed such a pity that her daughter should soil herself with such tawdry manufacturing. Gelatine of all things. Who needed

  gelatine now?




  ‘Can’t I change afterwards, Mama? My body feels like it’s bound with red-hot iron hoops.’




  ‘All the more reason to change, I would have thought, and to have a wash as well. At least give your hands a clean.’




  ‘I washed them at the factory,’ said Tory, as her mother entered from the kitchen, with her oven gloves on, which made her hands look as soft and bulky as a bear’s paws. The

  gloves were joined together, which made her seem like a bear in chains.




  ‘I’m just about to get it out of the oven,’ Mrs Head said, flourishing the gloves.




  Tory stood up and took off her coat, and went out into the hall to hang it up. In the hall mirror she released her hair from its netting, shook it out, was briefly appalled by the rat-tails that

  appeared at her shoulders but which she managed to knead back into the main body of her hair. She was aware that she was a little grimy, that her eyes looked tired, that her lips were pale and

  cracked, but it wasn’t as though she was going anywhere tonight. It was only her mother who had to look at her, and she felt a certain pleasure in presenting such a tired, dirty face to her,

  just to remind her of how much she was suffering in this war. She didn’t realize her mother had had exactly the same thoughts, and deliberately stooped and left her hair partially unpinned

  for the same reason.




  By the time she re-entered the dining room, the joint of roast pork was on the table, and Mrs Head was standing before it with a carving knife.




  ‘It’s at times like this you realize how much you miss men,’ said Mrs Head, immediately biting her lip, for she hadn’t really wanted to invoke the absent fathers of the

  family, deceased Arthur and missing Donald.




  ‘Why should we assume that carving is a man’s job?’ said Tory, taking her seat at the table – somewhat reluctantly, it seemed to Mrs Head. She had still shown no sign of

  appreciation for the spread that had been put out: thick gravy in a china boat that hadn’t been used for years, roast potatoes and buttered sprouts in servers under floral lids, even ringed

  napkins beside the coasters.




  ‘Well, the one who provides, I suppose, also does the carving, but then, by that logic, it’s right that I should carve, since I’m the provider this time.’




  This brought a little smile to Tory’s tired face. Mrs Head inserted the tines of a carving fork into the meat. The crackling cracked, juice bubbled up and flowed down. The knife was put

  against the roasted skin, a few cautious strokes were made, the sharpened edge moving against the hard skin, which yielded nothing. Then suddenly, with a little pressure, she was through; the skin

  had broken and the meat was coming away under the knife. With a few strokes a slice had been produced, which flopped to the side, like the page of a book turning. Mrs Head worked quickly.




  ‘Even if I say so myself,’ she remarked, delivering the first pink slice to Tory’s plate, ‘this meat is done to perfection.’




  Tory had to agree, as the excellent crackling clinked onto the plate. She was even beginning to feel quite hungry. She bent down to sniff it, in a way that her mother thought was rather rude.

  ‘So where did you get it?’ she said.




  ‘Where did I get it?’ Mrs Head hesitated, suddenly struck by the trickiness of this question, shocked that she hadn’t anticipated it. ‘Where did I get it? Well, where do

  you think I got it?’




  ‘You’ve just been telling me about how Dando’s has been completely destroyed, and how you haven’t been able to buy any meat there for days, and how there aren’t any

  other butchers for miles around, and that you’ll set off early to visit them tomorrow . . .’




  ‘Yes,’ said Mrs Head in a lingering sort of voice, ‘yes, I did say that, didn’t I?’ She was going through all the possible fabrications she could tell, and

  wondering how they compared with the truth. In the end there just wasn’t time for her to work out a story.




  ‘Well, you could say I did get it from Dando’s after all . . .’




  Tory, about to put some of the meat into her mouth, instead returned it carefully to her plate. ‘What do you mean, Mother?’




  ‘I suppose you could say I was lucky, Tory. Very lucky. Blessed, you could say.’




  Now Tory put down her knife and fork. ‘Are you trying to tell me you found this meat in the ruins of the shop?’




  ‘No, no, no,’ said Mrs Head, as though affronted. ‘No, not in his shop at all, no. It had been thrown right across to the other side of the street.’




  Tory closed her eyes and hung her head, as though having trouble comprehending the simple words her mother was speaking. She lifted her head and spoke. ‘Where exactly did you find

  it?’ She still had her eyes closed, as though dreading the answer.




  ‘Now, Tory, there is absolutely nothing wrong with this meat. I’ve thoroughly cleaned it, I inspected it very closely . . .’




  ‘You’re telling me that this meat has been lying on the pavement since the small hours of this morning?’




  ‘Tory please, be practical . . .’




  Tory stood up and moved away from the table, as though merely being near the meat could be dangerous. She stood in the middle of the room with her arms folded. ‘This is wrong in so many

  ways,’ she said, ‘I hardly know where to begin. Leave aside the question of looting for the moment. This meat has been lying in the open air since around three o’clock in the

  morning before you found it. Goodness knows what creatures could have run their rheumy snouts over it and dragged their dirty little feet across it, or sat on it with their dirty little bottoms.

  Then there is the question of what exactly this meat is. You say it is leg of pork. I wonder how you know it is even animal meat at all.’




  ‘What are you saying, Tory? Don’t be ridiculous. Of course it’s pork.’




  ‘Were there any casualties in this air raid? I heard people on the tram saying there had been some . . .’




  ‘It’s leg of pork, Tory, trust me. I have been visiting butchers’ shops for more than forty years and I know my cuts of meat. No bomb could joint a piece of meat so neatly. And

  I know how Dando cuts his pork . . .’




  Mrs Head knew that she had not succeeded in convincing her daughter of the meat’s cleanliness, its wholesomeness. And now she, too, was starting to have her doubts. It had never once

  occurred to her that the meat might not be animal at all, but the remains of some poor devil caught in the bomb blast. Trust Tory to think of this possibility. She remembered how her daughter had

  put her off black pudding. A few months ago Tory had refused to eat any when Mrs Head had brought some home. She claimed to have heard it on good authority that the Government was using human blood

  for its manufacture. It was a way of making use of the surplus that had built up at the blood banks since the outbreak of war, when everyone was queuing up to ‘give’. Her mother

  wondered how she could know these things, and presumed that the gelatine factory was privy to such information.




  ‘It’s tantamount to cannibalism,’ Tory had said.




  That was one way of looking at it. But it hadn’t stopped Mrs Head frying some up with the previous day’s mashed potato for a solitary lunch. She didn’t tell Tory she’d

  eaten it, nor that it had tasted, to her, better than normal. So good, so filling, that she’d had to lie down for an hour afterwards. It had confirmed her own feelings about herself, that she

  was a strong woman who could withstand anything.




  A black cat entered the room, its tail perpendicular, and sniffed the air eagerly. Mrs Head, still seated at the table, lifted a small slice of pork off her plate and held it out for the cat

  who, as though having a fantasy realized, darted across and grabbed the meat in its teeth, making Mrs Head laugh. ‘Sambo doesn’t care,’ she said, as the cat hurried to a corner of

  the room and ate with his back to the humans.




  Though she recognized that cats did this thing with their food, of eating defensively in corners, Tory wondered if he didn’t look a little bit ashamed. ‘The day we look to cats for

  moral guidance will be the day that civilization ends,’ she said.




  ‘They’re very practical creatures, aren’t you, Sambo?’




  He had finished his morsel and come back for more.




  ‘All animals are practical, Mother. They’re also thoughtless.’




  ‘I don’t know about that, Tory. Sometimes I look at Sambo and he seems to see right through me. And you know what they say about following a cat in an air raid.’ Both women

  contemplated him for a few moments. ‘You know how difficult it is to come by good meat, Tory, and now that Dando’s has gone, we need to make the best of what we can get. This may be the

  last piece of decent meat we see for a very long time. And you can rest assured that I would never knowingly eat someone . . .’




  Tory laughed at the statement, made so sincerely by her mother, who failed to see what was funny. The ensuing discussion grew quite heated but only served, in the end, to strengthen Tory’s

  conviction that there was something wrong about the meat. The more they spoke of cannibalism (in all but name), the more likely it seemed that the meat on the plate was human. Perhaps it was even

  Mr Dando himself. With such a possibility foremost in her mind, Tory now even found the sight of the meat repulsive, and believed that she was, indeed, very close to vomiting. At the same time she

  was so damn hungry.




  The argument had the opposite effect on her mother. The more they discussed cannibalism, the more rigid her resolve to eat the meat, even if it was only to prove how firmly she believed it was

  safe. So it was Mrs Head who took the first bite at the pork of doubtful origin. Stabbing a piece with her fork, popping it into her mouth and chewing, she was careful not to meet her

  daughter’s eye, but to glance elsewhere with as much casual indifference as to what was in her mouth as she could muster. She took another forkful, carefully selecting the biggest, juiciest

  piece of pork she could find on her plate. She chewed slowly and thoughtfully. Chewing had replaced speech in their discussion. She could say all she needed to say on the subject simply by

  chewing.




  Tory watched the spectacle, her lips set a tiny bit lopsidedly, not quite grimacing, but close to it. She sat down again and took a drink from the glass of water next to her.




  ‘It’s getting cold,’ her mother said, as she poked around on her plate for the next morsel. ‘It would be the most awful crime, in these times of scarcity, to waste good

  food like this. Absolutely criminal. And so tasty . . .’ She sprinkled some salt and pepper onto her meal. ‘If you don’t eat it, Tory, I – well, I don’t know what the

  world would think of you, if it knew . . .’




  The likelihood of the roast dinner containing human meat was very, very slight. No one lived over those shops, she was sure, and certainly not Mr Dando (she hadn’t seen the fallen

  wardrobe, of course, or the pictures on the wall, or the ornament on the stranded mantelpiece). And there wouldn’t have been anyone out in the street at that time of night during a raid.

  Which could only mean that the meat was stock from the butcher’s shop, thrust forth by the bomb blast. But then – it was very unlikely that Dando’s was so richly stocked with meat

  that there was much to keep overnight. Surely any meat that came in was gone within minutes.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ said Tory, picking up her fork, ‘I’m sure you know best.’ She was giving the meat the benefit of the doubt. Besides, it was producing the most

  appealing, tempting smell. Human meat, surely, would not give off such savouriness. She picked up a piece on her fork, opened her mouth and filled it.




  Mrs Head was very pleased. If she herself had any doubts about the food that had entered her digestive tract, if she discerned the faintest unwholesome taint to what was now slowly progressing

  through her gut, it seemed instantly dispelled the moment Tory joined her in her meal. This was because she sincerely believed that Tory would not, for a moment, have considered eating the pork if

  there had been any doubt in her mind that it might be human flesh. She was good in that way. Had Mrs Head been told that she had eaten human meat, she would merely have felt that an unfortunate

  misunderstanding had occurred. She might have felt uncomfortable, even a little nauseous, but that would have passed once the digestive process had reached its discreet conclusion. Tory, on the

  other hand, would have believed that her soul had been indelibly stained. She was not, as far as her mother knew, a particularly religious person (if she was, it certainly wasn‘t her

  parents’ doing) and yet she seemed to have an almost spiritual understanding of right and wrong. She had what her father had called a sound moral foundation. He should have known, of course,

  because, at six years old, Tory had reported him to the police for breaking a promise to take her kite-flying. This was something for her mother to be proud of, but it irked her sometimes because

  she was often made to feel bad in the radiant light of her daughter’s goodness.




  But Tory didn’t eat much. If she was to be a cannibal (so she seemed to imply with her leftovers), she wasn’t going to be a greedy cannibal. By contrast Mrs Head was again made to

  feel a little bit bad by finishing her portion entirely and wiping up the juices with some bread.




  

     

  




  CHAPTER THREE




  The rest of the evening followed a well-established pattern, though Tory couldn’t rid herself of the lingering suspicion that she had been transformed in some irrevocable

  way. It was a similar feeling to the aftershock of being kissed for the first time (Clarence Dundry, chief teller at her father’s bank, on the common after a tea of kidneys and lemonade at

  the English Rose Tea Rooms). She would look at her face in the mirror and say, ‘Tory Head has been kissed by a man,’ and wonder why the face looking back at her was the same face that

  had always looked back at her, and not a different one, a woman’s one. Now she might look in the mirror and say, ‘Tory Pace has eaten human flesh and no longer deserves to live amongst

  civilized people,’ but again it would have been the same tired face that had looked back at her for the last ten years. The tired, drawn face of the mother-of-three and wife-to-one.




  She changed her clothes and brushed her hair, then went into the living room to write some letters at the escritoire. She wrote letters nearly every day, usually to the children, a separate

  letter each. This torrent of postage was met with a trickle in reply, but she didn’t expect much more. At first they had written brave, unhappy letters from the Cotswolds. Paulette, her older

  daughter, had written, ‘Do not worry about us, Mother. I have devised a machine for disarming ogres. It uses trick chocolate . . .’




  Tom, her studious eldest, had written, ‘We are very sorry that Father is dead, but we doubt he would have wanted to be part of a world like the one that is taking shape around us .

  . .’




  This letter had alarmed Tory. While she herself had decided that Donald was no longer alive, she couldn’t remember passing this belief on to the children. And they seemed to have accepted

  it so matter-of-factly, or at least Tom had. But then none of them had been particularly close to their father, or had appeared especially fond of him.




  She tried hard to imagine her son. It had become difficult. She didn’t have any recent photographs. She remembered him more by his actions than his appearance: she could picture him

  changing the wheel of his bike, or mixing things in a test tube from his chemistry set, or plotting the passage of sunlight across the living room, or sitting in a corner of the kitchen with his

  face hidden behind a big, serious book. The only feature she could recall with certainty was his spectacles, because they were so black and heavy-framed. She tried to imagine him explaining the

  death of their father to the two girls, in his matter-of-fact way. She imagined that they had sat under a haystack, the girls sobbing while Tom spoke: ‘There’s no point in crying, you

  know. There’s a war on and people have to die. That’s the whole point of a war . . .’




  She sometimes wondered why she bothered writing to her clever son at all. He clearly found her letters unsatisfying. She was reading his most recent one to her, which began




  

    

      Dear Mama,




      I refer you to your letter dated 16–1–41, in which you tell us about your work at Farraway’s Gelatine Factory. Your most recent letter (dated

      21–3–41) repeats a lot of this information. There is really little point in writing to us unless you have something new to tell.




      I have bought a magnifying glass.




      Yours sincerely




      Tom


    


  




  He seemed to think he was writing on behalf of the girls as well. They rarely wrote, and when they did, the results were even briefer. Albertina, her youngest, had once written her the

  following:




  

    

      

        

          Dra Mama,




          I cant think of anything to rite




          Your truly




          Albertina


        


      


    


  




  ‘At least she’s honest,’ Mrs Head had said, and it had amused Tory, seeing the sweated labour evident in every crooked down-stroke. In fact it had moved her to tears, the

  simple, contradictory honesty of her little girl’s letter, so painstakingly rendered in clumsy pencil. But this evening she felt Albertina’s sentiments acutely as her own. She

  couldn’t think of anything to write. The bombing of the butcher’s shop was not something that she thought they would like to hear about, although perhaps it would do them good,

  occasionally, to be reminded of why they’d been evacuated in the first place. She played over to herself the words that were actually struggling for expression: ‘Mrs Head and I had

  the most gorgeous roast dinner this evening. The only problem was that we couldn’t be sure the meat was not human, perhaps even a portion of Mr Dando’s leg, which made it rather

  difficult to enjoy . . .’




  She emerged from the sitting room an hour later, defeated and nauseous, and sat in the armchair opposite her mother at the fireplace. Her mother was, unusually, reading the paper that Tory had

  brought home that evening. Mrs Head did very little reading, even of newspapers. She was a woman who liked to be always doing things, and she didn’t regard reading as an activity. Somewhat

  reluctantly, Tory picked up her knitting. She was in the middle of making a stripy bobble hat for Albertina, but it wasn’t going well. Tory was not a natural knitter, unlike her mother, and

  she’d several times already had to unravel the thing and start again. Knitting within visual range of her mother was always a risk since it invited commentary.




  But this evening Mrs Head seemed unusually quiet. The pair of them sat there in a silence interrupted only by the curious noises their respective digestive systems gave, alimentary howls and

  cat-calls, as that evening’s meal was, apparently with some difficulty, processed. It was as though two forest animals were calling to each other in the dark, little yelps and shrieks from

  Mrs Head’s intestines answered by gorilla-yodels and perversely masculine grumbles from Tory’s petite insides. Suddenly a new voice was added, as Mrs Head spoke.




  ‘There we are,’ she said, turning the pages of the newspaper to face her daughter. ‘What did I tell you?’ She pointed to a news item that described the safe return home

  of several prisoners of war after a daring escape from a German camp. ‘I expect Donald is at this very moment digging some sort of tunnel, like those fellows did.’




  ‘Donald is dead, Mother. I would be wearing mourning if it was available on rationing.’




  ‘Quite right that it isn’t,’ said Mrs Head, who hadn’t worn black when her Arthur had died, even though it had happened long before clothing coupons came in.

  ‘It’s extravagant, illogical and unchristian. Why should you want to draw attention to yourself and demand sympathy? But that ignores the main fact that your husband, as we’re all

  sure, apart from you for some unknown reason, is not dead.’




  Tory didn’t speak, but struggled with a stitch instead.




  ‘Why do you insist on believing this nonsense, Tory? I think it’s criminal. You’ve even convinced the children when there isn’t a shred of evidence—’




  ‘It’s been six months, Mother,’ her daughter snapped, ‘six months since he was declared missing in action . . .’




  ‘But it can take a long time before news comes through. That’s what the letter said. It can take months . . .’ But even she had to concede, privately, that the chances of

  Donald being alive were small. The losses in North Africa had been heavy, and the Germans had shown little mercy. She wished it was otherwise, since she dreaded the thought of her daughter becoming

  a widow – it was a role she cherished for herself alone. At the same time she couldn’t help secretly (or so she hoped) nursing feelings of blazing self-righteousness and supreme

  vindication when her son-in-law was declared missing in action after only three months in the Army. She wondered why on earth anyone, let alone those who should have known better, would think he

  might serve any useful purpose as a fighting soldier. She was up visiting from Waseminster the very day his call-up papers came, and she couldn’t quite believe it.




  ‘What would the Army want with you?’ she’d said.




  Donald had given her one of his disgruntled tomcat looks, thinking she was being sarcastic before realizing she was genuinely puzzled. ‘It’s conscription,’ he explained.

  ‘Everybody has to go.’




  ‘But surely they mean every able-bodied man . . .’




  Jokingly, Donald had rolled up his right sleeve and flexed his biceps, displaying the little white muscle that suddenly appeared there, like a boiled egg. ‘You’re forgetting

  I’m from Glasgae,’ he said, exaggerating his nearly lost Gorbals accent. ‘We were slaughtering Visigoths while you lot were still treading grapes with the Gauls.’




  Mrs Head suspected different periods of history were mixed up in that little put-down, but didn’t feel able to question Donald’s scholarship. He was a very bookish chap. ‘Well,

  it’s a long road,’ she said, ‘that leads from wallpapering the pantries of Plumstead Common to the battlefields of the Eastern Front, whenever there may be one . . .’

  She’d been rather pleased with that retort, and afterwards she couldn’t stop giggling at the picture in her mind, of Donald running on his silly little legs to paste rolls of wallpaper

  over the approaching German tanks. ‘God help us,’ she half whispered to herself.




  He had sent regular letters but wasn’t allowed to say where he was, though they guessed, from his continual references to sand, heat, scorpions, camels and pyramids, that

  he was somewhere in North Africa.




  

    

      Then the letter from the Army Records Office arrived.




      Dear Sir or Madam,




      I regret to have to inform you that a report has been received from the War Office to the effect that


    


  




  

    

      	

        

          

            No.


          


        


      



      	

        (54769)


      

    




    

      	

        

          

            Rank


          


        


      



      	

        (Pte)


      

    




    

      	

        

          

            Name


          


        


      



      	

        Pace, Donald Midlothian


      

    




    

      	

        

          

            Was posted


          


        


      



      	

        “missing”


      

    




    

      	

        

          

            on the


          


        


      



      	

        (date unknown)


      

    


  




  

    

      The report that he is missing does not necessarily mean that he has been killed, as he may be a prisoner of war or temporarily separated from his regiment. Official reports

      that men are prisoners of war take some time to reach this country, and if he has been captured by the enemy it is probable that unofficial news will reach you first. In that case I am to ask

      you to forward any postcard or letter received at once to this office, and it will be returned to you as soon as possible.




      Should any further information be received it will be at once communicated to you.




      

        

          I am,




          Sir or Madam,




          Your obedient servant,




          H. J. Hiscock




          Officer in charge of Records


        


      


    


  




  ‘They do not take prisoners in the desert,’ had been Tory’s first remark, after she and her mother, shoulder to shoulder, had read the letter together. She had made up her mind

  that quickly, and hadn’t altered her position since.




  ‘It’s unpatriotic of you,’ Mrs Head now said to her daughter, ‘to suppose that your husband is dead.’




  ‘Patriotism has got nothing to do with it,’ said Tory, quietly, without looking up from her knitting.




  ‘Well, I don’t like to say this, Tory, but in my opinion you seem too ready to believe the worst where Donald is concerned. Any other wife would be clinging to the hope that he had

  survived as a prisoner of war, but you almost seem to want him to have been killed.’




  This made Tory look up in alarm. About to remonstrate angrily, she checked herself, then looked down again at her needles. There were tears forming, her mother was pleased to note. One or two

  had dropped into her wool.




  ‘It’s not that I don’t want to believe that he’s alive,’ she said. ‘It’s just that I don’t really think Donald is much of a survivor.’




  Donald was physically tough, in his small, wiry way, but he tended to keel over when confronted with an obstacle. She remembered a bossy, needle-nosed spinster who’d refused to pay him

  when he’d spent a fortnight brightening up her gloomy little parlour. After a few doorstep arguments he had just thrown in the towel, said, ‘Have it your own way’, and gone on to

  the next job. It had shocked her that he should give up so quickly. She even went round to the spinster’s house herself to try to reason with her. It was a particularly lean time and they

  needed every penny. How Donald had laughed when she, too, came home empty-handed. ‘I told you. No point in wasting energy with someone like that.’ She supposed he thought the same when

  confronted with enemy divisions.




  Sometimes there came to her mind a picture of Donald as a skeleton, picked clean and bleached white, drowning in sand.




  ‘Well, I think that’s a rather pitiful thing to think about your own husband . . .’




  ‘I don’t want to talk about it, Mama.’




  And so they didn’t. They said very little for the rest of the evening.




  They went to bed without wishing each other goodnight, feeling hungry and unloved.




  

     

  




  CHAPTER FOUR




  Mrs Head set off early next morning for her journey to the high street, which she decided to walk, despite there being trams available, just to see if she could do it. She

  chose a special hat for the occasion, determined to make an early impression on the distant butchers, in the manner of Mrs Richards, and so bedecked herself in a turquoise toque garnished with

  osprey feathers, forgetting how down at heel the high street had become in recent years, and not realizing how jarringly she would stand out among the grey crowds there. She was pleased to see that

  there were many butchers in the high street. In fact, there seemed to be more than she would have thought necessary. She found it easy to register with the one she considered the most promising

  (from the relative abundance of red meat in his window), and was able to buy some fatty little chump chops and streaky bacon that very morning. Perhaps the bombing of Dando’s, she thought to

  herself as she made the long walk back, was to be a blessing in disguise.




  She was quite unprepared for the shock that was to greet her on her return. Opening the front door she found a letter on the mat, realizing even before she picked it up that it was a powerfully

  official communication. The blue envelope bore German writing in one corner that, just by virtue of its dark, prickly typeface, looked threatening. It made her hesitate as she stooped to pick it

  up, and in the end she lifted the envelope carefully, as though it was a piece of broken glass.




  Kriegsgefangenenpost was written across the top. She knew that this meant it was a letter from a prisoner of war. And there was Donald’s handwriting, overshadowed and cowering, it

  seemed, beneath the rubber stamps of officials and censors. STALAG-VII-C. A red crown with the word ‘passed’ underneath. A German eagle. Hands from both sides of the war had touched

  this envelope, had read its contents. Enemies had co-operated in its journey across Europe. It thrilled Mrs Head a little, and she became breathless.




  ‘So the little Scotchman painter and decorator is alive after all,’ she gasped to herself, as she hurried with the letter into the kitchen, ‘wiling away his days in a

  prisoner-of-war camp.’ She giggled nervously. ‘Well, he could have written sooner.’




  She fought the temptation to open the letter, unable to understand whether the soaring feelings of excitement she was experiencing were for the knowledge that Donald was alive and that her

  daughter was no longer a widow, or that she could tell her daughter how wrong and mean-spirited she had been all this time in assuming Donald to be dead. She became so excited about the letter that

  she was wondering whether she should go down to the factory and give it to her there, but she was tired enough after her shopping expedition to feel that the longer trip would be too much for

  her.




  She told Mrs Wilson next door, when she went out into the yard to hang up some washing, and then she told Mrs Allen on the other side.




  ‘Tory’s Donald is alive,’ she told them, with an air of pride, forgetting those scornful remarks she had made to her neighbour shortly after he was declared missing in action,

  that she’d never supposed he would last long in the Army anyway, that he would be among the first to be killed or captured, the puny little Scotchman. Now she proclaimed him as a hero to her

  neighbours. The truth was that the news Donald was still alive lifted her heart far more than she would have expected. Dead he was rather a disgrace, but captured – that meant there might

  still be a chance for her family to distinguish itself in the war effort.




  ‘Have you opened it?’ said Mrs Wilson.




  ‘No, of course not. It’s addressed to Tory.’




  ‘He’ll be asking for food. That’s what they all ask for. Mrs Adams’s son’s a PoW, and the first thing they write about is to ask for a food parcel. Bovril, Oxo

  cubes, ointment, chocolate, cocoa, tea, all that sort of stuff. You can claim extra rations if you’ve got a PoW in the family.’




  But Donald didn’t ask for any of these things. When Tory finally came home, a little later than usual, she took the envelope down from the mantelpiece where it had been propped all day,

  watched by Mrs Head with the same inert concentration as the china spaniels that sat obediently at either end of the mantelpiece. She didn’t register as quickly as her mother that she was

  holding a letter from her husband, and pored for some time over the peculiar markings on the envelope, looking across for explanation.




  ‘There! Aren’t you ashamed of yourself? You said he was dead all this time – well, dead men don’t write letters.’




  The letter suddenly felt heavy in Tory’s hands, as though it had been written on sheets of lead. That was when she began shaking – it seemed to take all her effort to keep the

  envelope from dropping out of her grasp.




  She couldn’t say anything.




  ‘Aren’t you going to open it, child?’ Her mother liked nothing better than sending Tory back to her infancy.




  ‘I can’t.’ She meant this literally: her fingers couldn’t find an edge to pull. After a few moments she held the letter out, still shakily, towards her mother.

  ‘Can’t you do it for me?’




  ‘Child, surely you can open a letter from your husband.’




  Tory took a moment to re-examine the front of the envelope.




  ‘This is dated December . . .’




  ‘Well, just be thankful it got here at all – who knows what obstacles that little piece of paper has had to overcome to get here? Now open it . . .’




  ‘I can’t,’ Tory repeated. ‘I’m shaking too much.’ She didn’t want to say what she was really thinking: that a letter so old was no proof that her

  husband was alive, that he could have died since. Eventually Mrs Head took the letter and tore it open. Glancing to check that it was indeed from Donald, she held forth the extracted sheet of blue

  paper, covered with awkward, square-looking handwriting, for her daughter to read.




  ‘Please,’ said Tory, ‘you read it.’




  Mrs Head feigned reluctance to do this, but secretly she was delighted to be the first reader of Donald’s letter. She had long since recovered from the shock of knowing that Donald was

  alive and, as the afternoon had drawn on, had even become a little bored by the fact, but now the opportunity of a little performance, to be the herald of important news – she relished the

  prospect.




  ‘Very well, Tory. Why don’t you sit down and prepare yourself? Would you like a cup of tea first?’




  ‘No,’ said Tory, as she sat on one of the stiff, wheelbacked dining-chairs. ‘Just read it.’




  There was a little moment of fuss as Mrs Head hunted down her spectacles. Then, with Tory nervously seated, she held the letter before her, cleared her throat, and began. ‘My Dearest

  Darling Sweetheart Tory . . .’
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