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July 1940. Germany’s rapid advance into Western Europe means the threat of attack is high on the British government’s agenda. British citizens are nervous following the disastrous Norwegian campaign, which has resulted in Nazi occupation. The recent withdrawal from Dunkirk still stings and the Phoney War goes on.


All eyes are on the empty skies anticipating the bombs that will soon fall.


The country is in a perilous situation.


Morale is at a low ebb.


Paranoia rubs shoulders with fear, neighbour looks askance at neighbour, fifth columnists are invisible but everywhere. The military services are overwhelmed. Winston Churchill calls nineteen meetings during the first three weeks of his premiership to discuss the imminent invasion.


It is the eleventh hour, and the stage is set for nothing short of disaster.


Yet all is not lost.


Step forward, Daphne Devine.


You are about to change the course of the War.










 


 


 


 


 


Proposal of Prosecution for the Invasion of the United Kingdom


June 1940


//////AUTHORISED PERSONNEL ONLY//////


Assessment


It is feasible to subjugate England.


Importance is attributed to gaining air superiority before commencing land invasion.


Geographically, Great Britain and Northern Ireland are made up of a smattering of islands which face the north of the Continent, largely France but also Belgium and the Netherlands.


A landing operation will eradicate the power of the mother country: England. Occupation of this, the largest country in the union, will mean there is no possibility for it to continue as a base in the war against Germany. Troops and supplies may then be convoyed across to the remaining countries and islands of Britannia.


Dover, an urban conglomeration with ports, is situated on the South Coast at the south-eastern point, across from the Pas-de-Calais in France. Here the English Channel is only thirty-two kilometres wide.


Within reach.


The Führer and Supreme Commander has decided ALL groundwork for carrying out this operation must commence with immediate effect.










2 July 1940










Chapter One


A spindly darkness advances over the skyline like a stalking horse, smothering monuments and rooftops, snuffing out light, dragging the curtain of night across the sulky sky.


Despite the dimness, the windows have been blacked out and the blinds drawn. The great room is illuminated only by a dull flickering in the hearth. Chiaroscuro shadows crawl flittingly, butterfly bruises, across the sombre faces of three silhouettes warming themselves there.


‘How do we fit your plan, sir?’


The man addressed tenses his arms like a giant crow readying to take flight. Or gird itself for a squall. ‘We need people who are not predictable in their thinking,’ he says. His voice is a baritone, deep and richly textured. It echoes through the empty room and settles on the furniture.


Stirring across the fireside, the other man fills his lungs and exchanges a glance with the young woman sitting there. Although she is a good twenty years junior to both men, she carries a certain stillness which confers upon her a solid presence. The nature of her working relationship with the man she is watching often relies on communication not based on words, so she understands from the arch of his eyes, the position of his hand, that the statement just made has both flattered and perplexed him. She inclines her head a fraction to the left to let him know that she too is not yet sure what to make of it. It is different for women – predictability. The quality, she feels, is dull and uninteresting though regularly considered a dependable trait in her sex. Evidence of sound mental balance.


‘Unlike our officers,’ the man continues. He has lowered his voice to a volume just above a whisper. Perhaps he has noticed the echo too. ‘Our British officers,’ he repeats, ‘who are gentlemen, and used to conducting war like a game of cricket. We believe the Germans are abandoning all rules. They are politically violent and murderous.’ He lets that hang in the air between them, his eyes twin searchlights gauging his guests’ response.


The young woman assumes a vacant gaze. She is able to apply it speedily, like cold cream from a pot, whenever she is scrutinised. Which is so often that she almost does it without thinking. In the opposite armchair her boss, Jonty, has done the same. Snap. She would laugh if it wasn’t so, if the situation weren’t so . . .


The man has raised his voice again, and she does not complete the thought. If she had, she might have used such a word as ‘serious’ or ‘alarming’. Either would have increased her degree of tension and she might have giggled. Inappropriately. So it is just as well.


‘The rejection of any collective notion of decency,’ he is saying, ‘at present gives the Third Reich an advantage.’


The German term makes her shudder. It is hard and aggressive. Fatal.


In his deeply upholstered chair Jonty lets out a low whistle and shakes his head.


The other man nods. ‘It is vital that we are not hampered by our innate sense of fair play and justice. There are those who cling on to their idea of a “noble war”. It no longer exists.’


‘That it’s come to this, Hugh,’ replies Jonty and strokes his moustache.


‘Agreed,’ says the man. ‘But there is no time for hand-wringing.’


The phrase makes the younger woman realise that although not quite wringing her hands, she has unconsciously let them stray to clench the hem of her skirt. She spreads her fingers and smooths out the creased fabric.


Hugh observes her, keen to dominate attention. ‘We in the Security Service need young, quick, clever minds.’


The words ‘Security Service’ both surprise and appal her. This hadn’t been mentioned before, not when they were invited to the meeting. Though invited was too generous a word for their delivery to the club. It had been more like an intervention. Or an order. Perhaps she should have worked it out, but my! the Security Service. Who would have thought? The thrill that goes through her is quickly followed by an internal voice that sounds like the disapproving instructress at the ladies’ academy she attended: You’re neither agile, nor bright, nor connected enough to be an asset to such an organisation. And then she is horrified that it’s come to this: that the Secret Service has approached the pair of them. It smacks of desperation.


Detecting a change in her expression, Hugh leans his elbows on the chair arms so he is angled towards her. ‘We need people who are not afraid to think differently.’ He pauses, and though he does not move it seems to her that in a heartbeat he has grown darker, as if a cloud has passed over him. With emphasis, he says, ‘Wickedly even. To come up with solutions, ideas, strategies, actions which our regular operatives cannot conceive of. Our remit is wide. Our position weak.’ He fastens his gaze on Jonty for a good long minute without speaking, then on her and uses their names for the first time: ‘Jonty. Miss Devine. We must recruit laterally. And now!’


The sense of his words sinks in. Her breath catches in the back of her throat, which has suddenly grown dry.


Jonty, whom she has momentarily forgotten, wags his glass so the ice in it clinks, and she remembers where they are: a gentlemen’s club. Such an unlikely setting for so grave a conversation. And she is certainly no gentleman either. It is only possible for her to be admitted on nights like this, when the institution is closed, and so she takes a second to look at her surroundings. She won’t come here again, she is sure. The dark wood panelling the walls is broken by several Corinthian columns, an architectural homage to the statues of Greek gods, who seem tonight to listen stoically from their positions around the room. She wonders how many battles and wars they have seen declared and ended – won or lost?


Jonty raises his glass to Hugh. ‘That’s all well and good with Daphne and the like. This little filly’s as sharp as a box of tools. But I can’t possibly see’ – with his other hand, he thumbs his bony chest – ‘what this old fool can bring to the war effort.’


In return Hugh jabs his own finger. ‘Ah, well, there’s the rub. It’s not brawn we need, my friend, though God knows enlistment will have to be broadened. It’s brains, imagination.’


Jonty does not reply. Daphne supposes he is turning this over in his mind, shaping how it is that the pair of them might fit in. Hugh Devereaux is sphinxlike in his riddles. It would be easier, she thinks, if he came out and told them what he wanted. But perhaps straight talking is no longer permissible. Perhaps it is another thing to be rationed.


Hugh regards them like a priest, putting his hands together as if in prayer. ‘I am aware of your accomplishments,’ he says like a man placating, as if they had objected.


Which leads Jonty to ask, ‘Then what is it of which you speak?’


Hugh’s cheeks reflect the flames, diabolically red, blue, yellow, a little glimpse of Hell in the hearth there. ‘Illusions.’


‘Ah,’ says Jonty, and for the first time the corners of his mouth turn up. ‘Magic?’


But Hugh is quick to dismiss. ‘The Department prefers instead to use “deception, sleight of hand”.’ The delivery is sniffy and stiff.


His manner, however, intrigues Daphne; after all, he has commanded them here, so she asks, ‘Why?’


Somewhere, in one of the club’s labyrinthine corridors, a clock chimes the hour: ten. She wonders if it is significant, if she will remember this moment.


Around them the shadows darken. A stillness has crept into the air. The room itself is holding its breath, waiting for Hugh’s answer.


But what he says next is a non sequitur. ‘I’m sorry to tell you: Britain’s fortunes are at their lowest ebb since declaring war.’ The pain of conveying this news has him reaching for his cigarette case on the table beside him.


‘Hang on, old chap,’ Jonty counters, a touch of defiant patriotism in the lift of his chin. ‘What about the triumph of Dunkirk?’ He takes a cigarette from his friend’s silvery case.


Striking a match, Hugh bends to light his friend’s cigarette. Daphne has refused. Not knowing what the man thinks of girls who smoke, she errs on the side of caution.


‘Mercifully,’ Hugh says. ‘We saved the British Expeditionary Force. Though not without the great sacrifice of good men. Our tanks, guns, transport and rifles, however – all of them were abandoned there.’ The amber end of his cigarette bobs in the darkness, like a tiny detonating bomb. ‘In France.’ His forehead contracts so tightly that the furrows are visible in the gloom. ‘We left the Germans at least seventy-five thousand tons of ammunition and one hundred and sixty thousand tons of fuel. As such, we are now completely unprepared for battle.’


‘Well, I haven’t heard that,’ Jonty stutters and draws down deeply.


Daphne can smell the tobacco smoke and is glad of it. Now she wishes she had taken a cigarette.


‘It’s true, I’m afraid. Armaments from our factories are coming in at a trickle. Britain simply does not have the weapons to put up a prolonged resistance. And you are no doubt aware that German landings have been made in Guernsey and Jersey in the Channel Islands.’


‘I saw something in the paper,’ Daphne remarks. A bead of sweat has begun to form on her upper lip, though she is not over-warm. The thought of the enemy on British soil fills her with extreme anxiety.


‘It seems obvious that Adolf Hitler’s goal . . .’ Hugh begins and then stops: in the corner of the room someone has appeared with a tray of drinks. Daphne watches the glimmer of starched collar, cuffs and frilly white apron approach.


They pause while the maid decants a bottle, deposits a carafe and glasses, and do not speak again till they hear the door close behind her.


How did she know their drinks had run low, Daphne wonders.


‘Brandy?’ asks their host. Without waiting for an answer he fills three glasses. ‘It helps with the shock,’ he adds and hands them over. ‘If you are shocked. Can’t for the life of me keep up with what’s out there in the public realm and what is . . . suppressed. For morale, you understand. And none of this to go any further.’ He passes over their drinks.


Jonty wolfs down half the contents of his tumbler in one gulp. Daphne, too, noticing a tremble as she takes the glass offered, swallows more than a mouthful. She waits for it to blunt her nerves and watches Hugh pour himself a large measure. Behind his spectacles the bold globes of his eyes glitter with flinty intelligence. The iris of one, she notices now, is slightly larger – no, not larger, darker – than the other. Or is it a trick of the light? She suddenly has the notion that beneath the bone of his skull there exists a huge whirring brain, the size of the universe, that is in perpetual motion, weighing, calculating, forecasting.


Without warning Hugh flicks these fascinating light and dark eyes at her, and she feels as if she has been caught out.


‘As I was saying,’ he says so softly she and Jonty lean in to hear him. His knees are close to her own. She is aware of the shortness of the gap between them. ‘It is clear that Hitler’s next move will be to mount an invasion upon these shores.’


‘We have heard,’ Jonty laments into his glass.


Daphne is not so easy with it. A shudder passes through her again.


In the grate, a log pops and splinters. Briefly the flames flare and rise higher, lighting the men’s features, deepening the wrinkles in their faces, making them look like grim, exhausted versions of the statues around them.


Might the German fleet sail up the river and march into the Houses of Parliament? Could it really be true, Daphne thinks.


‘So what is it you want from us, Hugh?’ The liquor has done the job. Jonty’s voice is steadier; now he is getting to the point.


Devereaux sinks back into his chair. ‘You see,’ he says, opening his hands. The action is sweeping and expansive, as if he is creating an invisible circle and drawing the two of them into it.


Daphne feels something imperceptible, tickly, shower down briefly from above. It is not unpleasant; it makes her feel strangely significant, something she is unused to.


Hugh is still speaking in his low, textured voice. ‘I am one of those tasked with the job of thinking up measures to counter this ghastly eventuality. We are prepared to adopt every idea that offers any prospect of helping us meet the threat. In fact, the men of action in the government are cutting red tape as we speak, readying to hurl everything we’ve got at the Nazis. And to fortify Old Blighty to the death.’ He pauses like a showman spooning out the suspense and eyes them both, his intense, mongrel pupils flicking from the man to his assistant. ‘And this point is exactly where you two enter the frame. You are who we must turn to now – practitioners skilled in using imagination to conjure sleights of hand which the Germans will fall for. Who will trump them with trickery!


‘There is something currently brewing which I have you in mind for. No details yet. But my feeling is you would be a good match, if it materialises. The Germans’ designs on our fair isle must be thwarted, you agree. At any cost.’ He pauses, then repeats for emphasis, ‘At any cost.’


The effects of this passion on Jonty, however, produce a lethargy. He yawns, though Daphne knows it is not really an expression of ennui. ‘Hugh,’ he asks, ‘don’t you have trained staff for this kind of thing?’ His posturing could be construed as nonchalance to outsiders, but both his companions know him well enough to understand it is fear well masked.


And Hugh responds without irritation. ‘Unfortunately, although we are recruiting rapidly at present – when war was declared there were less than forty officers working for the Security Service – our serving agents are overwhelmed. Reports of German spies in the kingdom must all be investigated, and we are receiving many. Not to mention the interned enemy aliens who need to be processed.’


Daphne starts. Before she can prevent the words tumbling out, she hears herself saying, ‘My mother is one of those.’


Hugh hesitates. Something changes in his face. Recognition maybe, or resolve. His jaw tenses before he says, ‘On the Isle of Man, yes. And your uncle too, I understand, on a ship bound for Canada.’ He looks at his watch. ‘Set sail today.’


Daphne’s mouth contracts into a small o of surprise. ‘I didn’t know that. Well, I mean, about Uncle Giuseppe. Mum was taken a few weeks ago . . . how did you . . .’ She trails off without finishing the question.


Hugh is ahead of her. ‘Of course, all those approached must be investigated. Circumstances and such,’ he says. ‘It would be foolish to not to check the background of a young, agile, healthy, unmarried woman of twenty-two years who was once a pupil with an exemplary academic record at the Girls’ Grammar School in Southend, a record which was marred only by three disciplinary actions. The most splendid of which was the vandalism of a netball goal.’


Daphne frowns. ‘Now listen . . .’ She wants to tell him the infraction wasn’t entirely hers. ‘That was—’


Devereaux clears his throat and grows even larger in his chair. His shadow reaches across her. ‘Though in truth, what the headmistress failed to uncover was that the damage was the result of no less than sixteen girls playing “war” in the court. A surge of attackers had resulted in congestion by the goal, which then toppled under their collective weight. The whole thing had been an accident. However, the punishment was stoically shouldered by the lone offender, “turned in” by a rival class, and who refused to surrender the names of her co-conspirators. A noble gesture, I might add, for one so young. Shows spark, however unladylike that may be.’


She opens her mouth. ‘How the devil—’


He stills her with his hand. ‘Loyal also to family. And, though there is little that can be done for your mother’s brother, Giuseppe, it would be remiss not to communicate the fact that your cooperation will count for much when officials deliberate upon your mother’s case for release.’


The brazenness of it all renders her speechless. Then her mind processes, weighs and calculates the impact of Devereaux’s words.


So this is it, she thinks. The quid pro quo incentive. It changes things, of course, and she feels a surge of something close to anger.


‘We are in the process of enlisting some of the finest minds in the country to consider options,’ he says. ‘I would like you to consider yours.’


The flames are subsiding, though the coals in the grate still glow.


Jonty steals a look at his assistant. He is not sure whether he should be troubled by the pursed lips he finds there. ‘Daphne, I suggest we talk it over. Give us some time please, Hugh.’


Devereaux nods. ‘Twenty-four hours. That’s all I can offer.’ Then he throws his hands up as if surrendering and says nothing more.


Daphne knows on the outside her composure is tight, but internally a sea is roiling which she is finding difficult to calm.


A click somewhere in the darkness of the room.


Though she has seen no signal nor heard any bell ring, the maid appears once more. This time she is carrying their coats.


Everything seems to slow down and stop in this tiny frozen moment. She thinks she hears another noise: a faint scrape of metal, springs, gears changing. In her mind’s eye she sees above them, high up beyond the blacked-out glass ceiling, there in the aether amongst the cold constellations, the wheel of Fortune beginning to turn.










Chapter Two


‘Well, that wasn’t how I saw our evening panning out,’ says Jonty as they wait outside the club on the step.


‘Nor I,’ Daphne agrees.


The car that dropped them at the club has failed to materialise. They have been under the porch for ten minutes.


A creeping sense of vulnerability grows. Daphne squints down the alley into the dark city. The moon tonight is new and the fine crescent of silver lends but a futile light. The car had picked them up at twilight, but they hadn’t reached the club until the day had entirely faded. She guesses that they may be in the West End. It is hard to sustain a sense of direction these days: cars dim their headlights or don’t use them at all. Street lamps, facades, the few pedestrians that dare to brave the blackout all look as if they have been showered in soot.


‘If he doesn’t show soon, I think we should get the Underground,’ says Jonty. He stamps his feet, though the night is not cold.


‘Come on then,’ says Daphne. ‘There’s a main street up there. We’ll be able to ask where we are. Must be a Tube nearby.’


Jonty grunts and they begin to make off up the side street. It is narrow. The buildings are tall and lean into each other.


As they pass under an arch, there is a high squeal of tyres. A car is starting up ahead of them. Going at some speed by the sounds of it. Jonty appears not to have heard and is saying, ‘A bit much to take in, isn’t it?’


But Daphne has her eye on the black mass of metal coming down the alley. For a minute she thinks it will clear them, but astonishingly it swerves. A second more and it has mounted the pavement. Jonty is in its direct line.


Even before she processes what she is doing, her hand has shot out and grabbed his jacket. With a mighty yank she jerks him back, out of its way, and then turns and throws herself against him.


There is an enormous bang as the car hits the wall. The screech of steel on brick, a shower of sparks, bits of metal flying off in all directions. One piece shoots past her ear. She feels the heat it leaves behind pass over her skin like a comet’s tail. Instinctively, she braces. But the driver has regained control and steered back onto the cobbles. Instead of braking, she hears him hit the accelerator. The engine roars and she looks up just in time to see the car hurtle ahead.


‘What in damnation?’ Jonty is not happy to find himself in such an undignified mess. Though he is luckier than he realises.


Daphne gets to her feet. She has skinned her knee and the stocking on that leg has ripped open. She curses inwardly; nylons don’t come cheap these days.


‘Didn’t even stop to check us!’ says Jonty with justified outrage.


The car has reached the end of the street and turns right into darkness. Unseen, another car horn goes off. Jonty straightens himself. ‘Bloody blackout drivers.’


Daphne says nothing. She is not sure she agrees. It feels too much of a coincidence after the conversation they have had with Hugh Devereaux. Though who would want to injure Jonty and herself?


They haven’t even agreed to anything Hugh suggested. Indeed, they are still civilians right now. Though, she muses, the driver did not know that.


Should she report it to Mr Devereaux? Internally she makes a note while she is extending her hand to Jonty. He takes it and uses it to stabilise his centre of gravity, then he dusts himself down. He has come off unscathed.


‘Thank you, dearie,’ he says. ‘I hadn’t seen that coming.’ She thinks his mouth curves a wry line, but she can’t be sure. ‘Another thing,’ he says. ‘I will have to brush up on my divination techniques.’


She knows, by the way his words sound, that he is smiling.


‘You are good to me. So quick,’ he says. ‘I am lucky to . . .’ He peters out, then she discerns a faint ‘thank you’ as he swallows. ‘I’m quite all right,’ he says. ‘Are you?’


‘Yes. Grazed my knee.’ Then she sighs. ‘And ruined a stocking.’


‘Oh, Daphne,’ he says to the latter. ‘I’ll buy you another pair.’


‘People will talk,’ she says, and sends a wink which he cannot see.


‘If indeed I can find any,’ he adds.


As they are smoothing down their clothes another car approaches at a far more acceptable speed. It decelerates as it reaches them. The door opens and the driver within asks, ‘Mr Trevelyan? Miss Devine?’


They stare at him. Daphne is besieged with anxiety. Is it the same car that tried to run them down? They all look the same in the blackout.


But Jonty replies cheerfully, ‘Yes. That’s right.’


‘Orders to take you to your billets,’ says the driver.


They don’t have billets. They have homes. But the word makes them both feel as if the world is changing beneath their feet.


Jonty gets in. He seems unmoved by their close shave. Daphne however is possessed by the notion that something has ended. As she enters the car she feels as if she is crossing an invisible threshold. I’m going through the looking glass, she thinks. Just like Alice.


She is not wrong.


Out on the main street there are more cars and more people. The driver swerves to avoid a rotund man in a dark suit, worse for wear, who has tottered off the pavement. He has his shirt tails out so as to be noticed, thank goodness, otherwise the outcome might have been worse than that they have just experienced. Which makes her question again whether their near miss was purely accidental. The larger part of her gives it the benefit of the doubt, but there still lingers a disquiet she cannot extinguish.


The motion of the vehicle has caused Jonty to roll slightly into her. They pick themselves apart, without the delicacy and embarrassment that others demonstrate in similar positions. They are familiar with each other’s bodies in a way that inclines others to salacious gossip. Helping each other in and out of small, confined spaces, holding hands, reading signals from barely visible gestures – flexed muscles, eyebrow movements, fingers. All of this requires the suspension of conventional manners. While acceptable in their circles, the greater social sphere often titters over them. Daphne is viewed by several grand dames as tainted, improper, lacking decorum, while adjectives thrown around to describe her boss include ‘debonair’, ‘roguish’ and ‘dastardly’. Though the latter two, when spoken by men of his age, are laced with an awed respect. It bothers the pair not at all or very much depending on their circumstances. Tonight they do not think about it. The driver has his eyes sharpened into two black darts set firmly on the obstacle course ahead of him.


‘A bumpy ride,’ says Jonty.


His assistant is unsure if he is talking of this journey, the future or their route from stage door to Mr Devereaux’s club. She turns to Jonty and says, ‘Yes,’ and her mind goes back to before any of this happened, to the afternoon matinee, which had not been smooth either. Perhaps it was an omen? The show had been running behind. Some hold-up in the ticket booth meant they were late starting. It happened sometimes. With everybody rushing around, rearranging the timings with Smoking Chieftain and the Basset Girls, no one remembered the dove concealed for longer than intended in the lid of the pan, quietly running out of air. Poor Coco.


When Jonty – or, as he is known onstage, The Grand Mystique – tapped the empty hat with his wand, a limp Coco dropped out of the hidden compartment into the bottom of the pot with an audible clang. Not having the wherewithal to flap her wings, the bird was stunned upon impact.


Daphne did not notice this when the magician passed it over, so presented the theatre with what appeared to be a dead bird.


A small girl in the stalls began to wail.


It was awful and yet Daphne felt an uncomfortable giggle rising in her throat. She stifled it and brought down her vacant expression while The Grand Mystique, with a flash of his cloak, drew off the attention, picked up his linking rings and began his next trick.


Daphne danced to the waiting stagehand in the wings and swapped the stunned dove for her more alert twin, Bobo. As she twirled herself back to centre stage and took a bow, she released Bobo, who obediently flew up to the rafters.


The little girl in the stalls, however, was still not buying it. ‘He killed the bird!’ She pointed at The Grand Mystique. ‘The other one is dead, it is.’


A ripple of disapproval ran through the house. Several members of the audience tittered.


Fortunately, the disapproval was directed at the child, who was now being disciplined in an amplified show of parental chiding by their mother. It was one of society’s more senseless norms, Daphne thought, that a child speaking out of turn could never be right. Their behaviour was to be censured no matter if they had glimpsed the truth. A characteristic they shared with young ladies.


The Grand Mystique exhaled loudly, fluttering the ends of his moustache, and signalled they should move next to the cutting cabinet. Slicing up women pleased people.


‘With the scimitar plucked from the arms of a dying whirling dervish, I will slice my beautiful assistant in two!’


The scimitar was a saw adapted by a welder from Sheffield. But in the eighteen months Daphne had been performing, no member of the audience had yet questioned its veracity. Showgoers, like the public at large, generally saw what they were set up to see.


‘Audiences,’ Jonty had once told her, ‘are on your side, whether they know it or not. They want to be thrilled, to transcend normality, they want to be fooled, to believe. The job of the stage magician and his assistant is merely to help them on their way. All illusion is in the mind.’


The gold and red of the walls with their elaborate baroque decorations brightened hopefully.


Daphne sent her smile to a prune-lipped woman in the dress circle, then retrieved the lacquered cutting case from the wings. It smelled of enigma and polish and held a special place in her heart. The width and length of a small coffin, covered with exotic oriental motifs, this heirloom had once belonged to Jonty’s father, and before that to his father too. The art of illusion was a Trevelyan family secret: mysteries passed down from generation to generation. And performing was in their blood. It was easy to see how it became so: the glamour and greasepaint, the buzz of anticipation as the curtain went up, all of this had imprinted itself on Daphne.


She wheeled the case into the circle picked out by the spotlight.


Jonty had already selected a volunteer from the raised hands in the auditorium and invited him to the stage. The man began to make his way down the aisle.


‘Come, sir, come to me. That’s right.’ The Grand Mystique beckoned and spread his arms wide in welcome. It gave him the opportunity to expand his shiny emerald robe and reveal the full length of a ferocious scarlet dragon embroidered across the front. Everything had a purpose here. ‘Come test the strength of the Turk’s scimitar.’


With one hand on hip, one in the air, Daphne stepped up to the blade, feigning horror at its sharpness, then threw a red silk kerchief in the air.


With a skilled and well-practised demonstration of dexterity, The Grand Mystique whirled the heavy curved sword above his head and with a shout of triumph sliced the silk clean in two.


By this time the volunteer had arrived onstage. Daphne skipped over and extended her hand. He took it with a leer, winked at his friends in the cheap seats, and allowed himself to be led over to the illusionist.


In his late twenties, the chap was casually dressed for the theatre. He had shed his jacket and rolled up his sleeves. She wondered as she walked if Jonty had picked the right one; it was hard to see into the womblike darkness of the far stalls with the lights training down.


The Grand Mystique handed over the scimitar to the volunteer, who inspected the knife. Daphne again urged him to inspect the inside of the cabinet, which he did, employing many knocks. Level with Daphne’s chest, he winked at the audience. ‘This one’s certainly well made.’ She closed her ears and fixed on her beatific smile. Holding out her hand, she asked him to assist her into the cabinet.


With a kiss on her ring finger, the volunteer clicked his heels and, as if playing the part of a Russian courtier, performed a low, exaggerated bow. It wasn’t what they needed. If he didn’t start behaving, the audience would think he was a stooge. She felt his eyes upon her as she climbed the wooden steps, watching her intently as she lay down.


Concern wrinkled his forehead. She clasped her hands together. ‘Don’t you worry about a thing,’ she said and let her fingernail slide gently over the skin on his exposed forearm. ‘Please communicate the authenticity of the Turkish scimitar.’


With a conspiratorial grin he turned, blinking into the spotlights. ‘Oh, the sword’s real enough all right,’ he announced. Having fulfilled his obligations, the illusionist dismissed the volunteer, and he shuffled back to his seat.


The pianist in the pit moved his fingers to the lower keys. Immediately the atmosphere changed: the act had darkened.


The Grand Mystique assembled his features into a grimace.


Appreciative of the spectacle, the audience sat up straight in their seats: with a bit of luck, something horrible was about to happen.


A couple of well-dressed young ladies in the balcony covered their eyes.


With another sweep of his hands The Grand Mystique produced a box from the air. It was black and satanic, decorated with ominous occult symbols. The audience oohed and aahed. He opened it and slid his long fingers in, removing two thick and shiny chains which he wrapped around his shoulders like a snake charmer handling cobras.


When he tied her hands together Daphne winced, then the lid of the case came down with a loud bang.


Only her head from the neck upwards was visible. She poked her feet out of the other end, where they wriggled and squirmed. She did not smile.


Inside the coffin-shaped box, Daphne felt her way. She had been here before many times and was as comfortable with claustrophobia as she was with the spotlight on her shapely legs.


She made herself small.


Her calf rubbed against a lever and flicked a switch which swapped real feet for two mechanised likenesses. This added a macabre realism absent in other illusionists’ interpretations. All she had to do now was . . . she grimaced . . . hang on . . . the metal . . . the catch . . . it wasn’t there . . .


Realising the error, the assistant’s whisper rang out, louder than anticipated: ‘Just a minute now. Wait.’


The Grand Mystique, however, had not heard it, and brandished the fearsome blade over the centre of the box.


The audience began to shift in earnest. Many had come with the sole purpose of witnessing this. And yet, now that their appetites were about to be sated, the courage of some fell away.


‘Stop!’ Daphne shouted. Her head lifted up to the magician.


A woman in the front row clasped her hand to her mouth.


In the coffin box Daphne cried out, ‘Wait! I say wait—’


Unheeding, he brought the scimitar up and back behind his shoulders to lever more swing.


Daphne turned away and appealed to the audience. ‘Help!’ she screamed.


Frenzied mutterings in the dress circle. Two men in the stalls stood up in alarm.


‘No, no, no.’ Daphne’s head shook from side to side. Her hair swished back and forth.


But it was too late. The knife caught the spotlight and flashed as the magician brought it down and, with a thrust, jammed it hard into the lacquer cabinet.


Daphne let go a heart-clotting scream. A viscous scarlet liquid began to seep from the cabinet.


‘Oh God . . .’ Daphne’s voice became audibly weaker.


But her exclamation was pointless. The magician continued to force the blade through to the other side, his movements jagged, arduous, thick. With a final thrust, it burst out of the bottom of the cabinet, sending red droplets to the boards.


Daphne at once went limp.


Standing back and panting, The Grand Mystique scratched his turban and took stock. Thick, reddish-purple globules were oozing out of the cabinet, dripping down the black lacquered legs.


Now screams filled the air.


The magician seemed to falter, then mania regained him and he threw himself at the ornate cabinet and pulled the now-separated sections apart.


From the balcony a man bellowed, ‘Murderer!’


‘Where am I? Help . . . I can’t feel my legs . . .’ moaned the assistant.


Mr Peterson, the stage manager, rushed into the spotlight. Looking to the side, he gestured wildly to the wings. ‘Curtain! Quickly.’


The velvet curtain fell, blocking the sight of grotesque dismemberment from the baying crowd and marooning The Grand Mystique front of house.


Most of the men in the audience were on their feet, blown full of outrage and passionate venom. Some were already halfway down, threatening to storm the stage.


Ushers appeared in the aisles.


‘Do something!’ shouted a woman in the dress circle.


Responding, The Grand Mystique nodded and held his hands high. ‘Stop!’ he commanded. Perhaps grateful for leadership and order in the escalating chaos, those about to engage in violent protest faltered.


A quiet hush engulfed the theatre.


‘Oh mighty Isis,’ the magician began. ‘If I ever needed real power, I beg of you, grant it me now.’


A crash of drums.


A mighty flash.


The place was filled with a bright, blinding light.


Smoke appeared and encompassed the stage.


As the clouds began to recede The Grand Mystique could be perceived, head hanging low, shoulders shaking with grief, arms outstretched, his huge emerald kimono fully extended now. The striking dragon embroidered across it shimmered.


‘Please accept my apologies . . .’ he began, his voice tremulous.


A movement, down by his knees.


‘This,’ he continued, ‘has never . . .’


A chink in the satin. A slim white hand.


Some of the audience spotted it, gasped, pointed to their neighbours.


An arm, then a torso, then a real-life and whole magician’s assistant opened the silk. Daphne stepped out and twirled her hands up high.


‘We’re sorry,’ she joined with Jonty to announce, ‘but that’s it, ladies and gentlemen – the end of the show.’


For a moment silence pooled.


Then a roar of appreciation filled the theatre to the roof.


Those already standing no longer bridled with rage. Relief gave way to delight then flipped to relief once more. A startling realisation that they’d been had transformed their passion into amused admiration. Who’d have thought the magician and his assistant might do something so unexpected and queer? Now they understood why London was atwitter with their act. What a clever, elaborate but quite vulgar joke. How had they done it?


The clapping began.


There were whistles, there were shouts and a dozen flowers thrown into a heap at the feet of the pair onstage.


Then, in the blink of an eye, the two performers nimbly disappeared.


 


In the dressing room afterwards, they had discussed the faulty lever and giving up the butcher’s blood. It was expensive now. Might they continue to have the same effect on their audience without it? They decided to leave it off for the evening performance. As it turned out, the trick had gone down just as well.


It is only now, as they roll through the dark night, that Daphne remembers she had meant to talk about Coco. They should set an alarm clock or something similar when they put the dove in the lid. But she had not got the chance, as Hugh Devereaux had turned up with a driver outside and given them no choice but to accompany him. Still, as she thinks of the poor creature, something stirs in her memory.


‘Don’t they represent something?’ she says absently to Jonty, who is biting a fingernail on his right hand.


‘What’s that?’ His eyes are baggy and lined around the edges.


‘Doves,’ she says. ‘They’re a symbol of something else. Not just magic.’ Then she remembers Noah and the ark and the bird that came back with the twig in its beak. It told Noah there was land somewhere ahead. So the bird must represent hope, she thinks.


Jonty does not ask where the non sequitur has come from. Perhaps he has been reviewing the performance himself. ‘You’re quite right there,’ he says, ‘They stand for peace.’


Daphne winces. Suddenly a suffocating dove seems not funny at all. She lapses into uncomfortable silence.


Soon they are at Jonty’s house.


‘I am full of fatigue,’ he says before he gets out of the car. ‘Can we talk about all this tomorrow?’


‘Of course,’ she says and waves goodbye.


But the conversation does not happen.


Events overtake it.


Though they do not yet know it, their decision has already been made.










 


 


 


 


 


GERMANS TORPEDO SS ARANDORA STAR


 


Without warning, in the early hours of yesterday a Nazi U-boat opened fire on British liner SS Arandora Star. The 15,500-ton vessel was just off the west coast of Ireland at the time of the attack and was struck on its starboard side. The former cruise ship was carrying hostile Germans and Italians on their way from Britain to holding camps in Canada.


The Arandora Star’s lighting system was destroyed and its engine room staff had to scramble through fire, darkness and water to get to the decks. Early reports suggest that 900 enemy aliens and as many as 100 Britons – soldiers, guards and members of the crew of 300 – are missing.










4 July 1940










Chapter Three


Daphne’s relaxed posture belies the pulse of her veins. She does not know how she feels. She does not know how she wants to feel or how she should feel. A turbulence of thoughts – the war, the meeting and now the news – blows through her head in a disordered and unpleasant stream. Up, down, up, down. Around. Her breathing comes and goes in fits and starts. She is perspiring, although it is only dawn.


Her hair is brushed to a shine and pinned up at the sides. It glides down from the crown and, at her neck, swishes about like the line of black tassels sewn into the hip of her costume. While she has inherited the colour from her mother, her father’s curls are visible in the drop of hair as it touches her back. She cannot see it but when she moves her head, reddish threads catch the light. Her lips are bare and her skin powdered sparingly. She looks the very model of a good girl. Thoroughly finished.


In truth, she never rises at this hour. And so when she appears in the kitchen Mrs Thomas, her landlady, is flustered. The older woman rarely grabs ten minutes to read the morning paper, though today she sits on a hard stool by the fire. Despite offers from her husband it has never been upholstered. Mrs Thomas prefers it that way. She does not want to be more comfortable. It is, she says, perfect for a housewife mindful of her duties.


Mr Thomas had been fed and watered and dispatched to the paper shop to open up and sort the news before the sun peeped over the chimneys of terraced houses across the road.


Mrs Thomas flushes, feeling she has let herself down. ‘Oh, it was just a breather,’ she says, and folds the paper away.


Daphne makes a movement with her hand as if she is patting the side of an invisible horse. ‘Stay.’ She is pleased to see her at ease. Mrs Thomas is always in a state of perpetual motion: washing the stove, scrubbing steps, cleaning the house from the top rafters to the cellar, stirring pots, clipping recipes from the National Food Campaign. She follows their advice and is thrifty, keeping all food scraps. Over the way, past Borough Market, her cousin belongs to a Pig Club. Sometimes Daphne helps her take the pails of waste to the corner on a Friday morning, where they are picked up by the pigswill man from the allotments. If they are lucky some bacon may come of it.


Mrs Thomas transfers her weight to her knees and pushes up awkwardly. She rubs her back as she rises and winces. ‘Rheumatism.’


‘Oh, please don’t,’ Daphne protests. ‘I can fix myself something.’


The landlady is having none of it. ‘You sit yourself down.’


Normally, Daphne would insist on helping, but this morning her mind is not level. She pulls out a chair at the table by the window. It overlooks a small yard and outhouse. Alfie, the ginger tom, is stretching out on the roof of the coal bunker, enjoying the early sun. He stares at her, twitches his whiskers and blinks. Unimpressed, he looks away.


Her fingers smooth down the chequered tablecloth and tidy the crumbs left by Mr Thomas, straighten the knife by the butter dish. Mrs Thomas bustles in and sets down a pot of stewed tea and a plate of bread and butter. Tension hunches her shoulders, accentuating the dowager’s hump that has been emerging since November. ‘Any news, dear?’


Daphne does not want to answer, to use words, maybe the wrong ones. She knows that everything which originates as thought can be born into actuality once articulated. The Aramaeans understood this with their ‘Abracadabra’ – which, Jonty taught, translated to ‘I create as I speak’. Language, she understands, has a magic of its own. Sometimes it is how real fear begins. She shakes her head.


Biting her lip, Mrs Thomas retreats into the kitchen.


Sleep was woven with the most unusual images: sailors, regarding her through drowning eyes, pushed Uncle Giuseppe, with his jug ears and hair still black, down beneath the cold green waves. While in the sky above them chattering witches, straight out of Grimm’s fairy tales, bending spiky noses to spindly fingers, flew on broomsticks. Werewolves. There had been werewolves too, slowly metamorphosing, fangs dripping gore as they howled.


Mrs Thomas coughs beside her and holds out the last of the jam to sweeten what she thinks will inevitably be a bitter pill for her lodger.


Information has been hard to come by. Daphne’s father has called the port authorities in Liverpool. The switchboards are constantly jammed. With nothing useful to occupy his mind, he has boarded a train heading north, intending to reach the Isle of Man and locate her mother, Carabella, at the internment camp. She, Daphne thinks, will be beside herself with worry about Uncle Giuseppe.


Her father has promised to alert her as soon as he hears anything. It is a strange limbo to live in.


She had been relieved to the point of collapse when Jonty arrived at the house last night. On hearing the radio reports of the Arandora he had hailed a cab and made his way to Southwark where, he told his assistant, there was now no choice.


‘My dear. Although I was reluctant,’ he said, ‘to give up our liberties – we still have a good run left at the Oriental Theatre – Hugh assures me an arrangement can be made. I am aware of your mother’s situation. Every ambition we once harboured must now be turned towards getting her out of that camp. You heard what Hugh said. Your, our, cooperation may vouch for the good character of your family.’ He affected a yawn. ‘The seas are perilous. The Germans had their own on that ship, you know. Their own people! Just as Hugh said, no scruples. I would never forgive myself if . . .’ He abandoned his affected lethargy and drummed his fingers on the table. His back hunched, eyes reaching over her shoulder into the past. She knew he was thinking of his wife, buried less than two years since. A warm woman with turquoise eyes, Mrs Trevelyan caused Jonty to both glow and visibly relax whenever he was in her presence. Though he remained haunted by his last image of her, at their cosy fireside, gripped by a severe headache but insisting he should not cancel the matinee to stay with her. ‘The show must go on, Dear One. Of course it must.’ He found her there, cold, on his return. She had suffered a brain aneurism. The doctors insisted that there was nothing he could have done. Guilt refused to hear it and hung like a dead albatross across his shoulders. She could almost see its weight across his posture. It flapped as he said, ‘We cannot permit your mother to be sent off like your poor uncle. We simply can’t. There is too much death and disaster around us already. Further calamities must be stopped at any cost.’


She recognised those last three words. Mr Devereaux had also used them. Jonty had repeated them on purpose and she understood his choice. There were so many things to consider before they agreed. It was not just a matter of liberties, there were financial impediments to consider too. And yet he was here. She took his hand and brought it to her lips and kissed it. ‘Are you sure, Jonty?’
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