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  Chapter 1




  She was almost home when she saw a swish of blue-grey as the airman rushed towards her up Western Way. The wind lashed a strand of hair across her face. It caught on her mouth

  and she spat it out.




  He was barrelling towards her, arms outstretched, mouth wide. He was shouting something, but the wind took his words and hurled them down the street, towards London, the Thames and away.




  Then she heard him: ‘Get down! Get down!’ The airman hurled himself at her, rugby-tackling her, pinning her down.




  She began to scream, but before the sound escaped her mouth, the explosion lifted them both off the ground, tangling their limbs before throwing them back down. His knee was in her groin. The

  buttons on his uniform dug into her cheek, her breast. In her mouth, the damp-cloth-sweat smell of his clothes. The juddering weight of him on top of her and the sound: deep, loud, painful. Sudden

  and hard: her skull whipped back against the pavement. And then it was over.




  Black, and then everything concertinaed. Colours blurred and separated. She tried to breathe, couldn’t, choked, shoved at the smoke-coloured weight on top of her. A brass button grinding

  into her cheek; acrid smell in her nostrils. Cloth, hair, flesh, grit. They rolled together, slow-motion wrestlers in the settling dust. A sound in her head, bomber engines thudding like

  bluebottles buzzing inside her skull.




  Then they pulled apart, limbs dragging against each other.




  He sat up. She looked up at him. There were patches of grit and mud on his uniform and a cut on his cheekbone, spilling blood.




  ‘Are you all right?’ he mouthed. She couldn’t hear him properly, her ears still filled with that sound.




  ‘Fine, I think,’ she said, feeling the words, but not hearing them. She pushed herself into a seated position and rubbed the back of her head.




  The pavement was cracked, slabs ripped apart to reveal tree roots and dry earth. The air smelled metallic, dark, burnt.




  He staggered slightly, getting up, then he held out a hand for her. She took it and struggled upright, bare legs scraping the broken ground. As she stood, the world span, and everything

  blanched, momentarily white. There was gravel on his palm and there were little hard points of contact between their two hands, and she focused on the sharpness of it, holding his hand while the

  spinning slowed and the colours returned. The ground shifted; tarmac seeming to undulate like waves. And they stood holding hands as the world stopped turning.




  ‘You’re hurt,’ she said, pointing at the cut on his face. He put a hand up to check.




  ‘It’s nothing,’ he replied, his voice tinny and far away. He felt the wound, brushed a lock of dark Brylcreemed hair away and rubbed the dust out of his eyes, then noticed that

  his RAF cap was missing and let go of her hand as he turned to search for it. She watched him, the blue-grey figure, searching for his cap by the unravelled kerb. Her eyes followed him find it,

  pick it up, brush it off and shift it onto the correct position on his head – the missing piece of the jigsaw puzzle found and slotted in.




  There was dust up her nose and in her mouth. She wiped her lips on the sleeve of her coat, but succeeded only in pushing more grit into her mouth and leaving a smear of red on the beige wool. As

  he began to walk back towards her, brushing the dust from his jacket, she looked beyond him, at the place the bomb had struck.




  ‘Well, we were lucky, weren’t we?’ said the airman, as he drew level. ‘I don’t hold out much hope for the poor blighters at number thirty-two, though,’ he

  continued, following her gaze. She looked past him to the smoking pile. It was like a giant’s game of spillikins, a mess of sticks and rubble. She could hear the sound of the belated air-raid

  siren starting its slow wail. ‘You’re a bit shaken up, I can see that. I’m not too chipper myself, to be honest. Let’s get you home. You’ll feel better after a cup of

  tea,’ he said. He touched her lightly on the forearm. She turned to face him.




  ‘Now, where is it you live?’ he said. There were specks of gravel on his cheeks, and the livid slash of blood. His eyes were blue and round, like a child’s.




  ‘I live at number thirty-two,’ she replied.




  Looking back, she thought the day ought to have felt more important. She looked for signs – she should surely have been able to sense that something life-changing was

  about to happen? But she hadn’t. Life-changing things had been happening to everyone else since the start of the war, but not to her, not to Vanessa Tucker from number thirty-two. Everything

  that day felt so very normal.




  That afternoon, there was a new Pathé newsreel in. The hazy swirl of the smoke curled up past the flickering screen at the cinema, as the afternoon crowd sucked on Capstans and Woodbines

  in the fuggy darkness. It had the usual jaunty music and newsreader with a voice like blocks of wood being tapped against each other: tap, tap, tap-tap. The Queen had just visited the Auxiliary

  Territorial Service depot, the voice rapped out, and black-and-white figures scurried on the screen. The Queen smiled, sweetly interested in the busy lives of the ATS, a piece of fondant icing

  among the dense fruit cake of uniforms and guns. Mary Churchill, the Prime Minister’s daughter, was there, making a wobbly curtsey and smiling a sad smile. And Vanessa thought about her

  sister, Joan, who was about to turn eighteen and was joining the ATS. She wondered if Joan would be billeted with the Prime Minister’s daughter – what a lark, if she was!




  After that, she lost interest. She had to count up her change and make sure she wasn’t even half a bob out or Mr Evans would be on at her, again, the old goat. He made no secret of the

  fact that she’d only got the job because her dad was a mason, too. And once, he touched her behind as she bent down to pick up her refreshments tray.




  All her friends thought that being an usherette must be a terrific job: getting to see the flicks for free every day. But she never got to see the whole film because of stocking-up and checking

  her change and there was always some joker who came in late and had to be shown to his seat. She wasn’t allowed to sit down, either, not in the public areas, which wasn’t easy, what

  with these blasted shoes that would always be – whatever Mum said about the leather giving with time – a size too small.




  Usually, Vanessa stayed after the matinee, had a cup of tea and a bit of bread-and-scrape in the office with Mrs Evans, because there wasn’t quite enough time to get home and back before

  the evening show. But today, she had the night off. Today, Dad was off duty and Mum had been saving her sugar ration for weeks for the cake, and they would celebrate Joan’s birthday. And

  tomorrow, Joan would be taking the train to London to join up.




  On the way home, she imagined them all, waiting for her at the table: Dad puffing on his pipe, Mum bustling about in her pinny and Joan sat next to the wireless, listening for the news,

  clutching the call-up papers that she hadn’t let out of her sight since they came in the post last week.




  Vanessa tried not to listen to the wireless, if possible. The war had been going on for so long that the best thing was to try to have a good time and forget about it, in her opinion. Having a

  good time and forgetting about it often got her into trouble, but she didn’t care.




  It was nearly dark, the winter evening creeping in like a cat, and her legs were freezing in the breeze. If she had stockings, it wouldn’t be so bad. But who had stockings any more? All

  anybody had was a line of black pencil up the back of their legs, which fooled nobody. To have stockings, you had to be really rich, or the sort of woman who wore red lipstick: fast. And she

  wasn’t fast, no matter what anyone said – it was only the once, and she hadn’t even wanted him to.




  The airman faltered. ‘Then . . . we should get you to the first-aid post,’ he began.




  ‘No,’ she said.




  The ground was still shifting, unsettled. She put out a hand – wasn’t there a lamppost here? The airman caught her arm under the elbow as she stumbled. People were pouring out of

  houses, some making weary haste to Anderson shelters, others coming towards them. Mr Goodwin tumbled out from next-door. The wall that joined his house to theirs was half-missing, ripped, obscene.

  His bed was visible through the blown-out gap, and cream wallpaper flapped like loose skin.




  Her house was gone. The sky came all the way down to the rubble. There were no chimney pots or roof diagonals, just reddening clouds and a jagged silhouette, like a boxer’s gaping mouth

  after the knockout punch. She could hear the blare of sirens, children crying, the shouts of the ARP wardens, but all muffled, as if she had cotton wool stuffed in her ears. The house itself

  – her house, where she’d lived for ever – was a silent hole amid the hubbub. Her stomach churned.




  ‘You two, don’t worry, the ambulance is on its way; they’ll get you patched up. Now move aside and let us get on with it,’ said the voice of a burly ARP warden, as he

  made shooing actions with his arms. But neither of them moved. They both stood, looking at the place where her house ought to have been.




  Other men and women were rushing up, more ARP wardens, fire officers, police, crawling like ants towards the debris of her home. She heard the ambulance draw up behind them and watched as Mr

  Goodwin was led past them. He was wearing a string vest, no shirt, and his right arm hung limp and twisted. He didn’t appear to see her as he passed. She thought, poor Mr Goodwin, he’ll

  have trouble digging his swedes with a broken arm. And then she thought of Dad and Mr Goodwin at the allotment at the weekend, talking about manure and early frost.




  The airman tried to guide her into the waiting ambulance, but she broke free and rushed towards the bombed-out house, her shoes catching and tripping her on the uneven pavement. NUMBER THIRTY-TWO said the sign on the skewwhiff gatepost. She stumbled on up the path towards where the front door should have been.




  ‘Mind yourself, love.’ A fire officer was beginning to pull out a charred joist that barred the way through to where the hallway once was. ‘Anyone in there? You’re all

  right, we’re coming for you,’ yelled the fire officer into the wreckage. Nobody answered. He turned to her. ‘This is no place for you, young lady.’




  ‘It’s her home.’ The voice of the airman came from behind; he’d caught up with her.




  ‘They’re in the kitchen,’ she said to the fire officer.




  ‘How many?’ he asked.




  ‘Three – Mum, Dad and my big sister.’ Her voice sounded matter-of-fact, as if she was telling Mrs Evans how many ices she’d sold in the interval.




  The fire officer shook his head. ‘You don’t want to see this, believe me, love.’ Then he talked over her head, to the airman. ‘Take her away and look after her. You both

  need a bit of medical attention. We’ll do our best.’




  ‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’




  She could see the fire officer look grimly at the airman. He let out a breath.




  ‘Let her stay. I’ll look after her – and I can help,’ said the airman.




  More wardens and fire officers joined them, tossing bricks aside and peering into the rubble. Through the choke of plaster dust, she worked alongside them: scrabbling, wrenching, pulling,

  swimming through the wreckage of her home. She didn’t feel the splinters, the broken glass, the bruised limbs, as she worked on, reaching out to grasp and chuck still-warm wood and broken

  bricks. The air smelled strange: hot, acrid, burnt meat. A taste of bile in her mouth, she swallowed it down. Nearby was the airman, breathing heavily, grunting as he helped lift timber and blocks

  of masonry.




  She began to pull away bits of lath from one side, away from where the men were working. Underneath, she saw fragments of terracotta, and earth, and a clump of pulverised flowers, dirty orange.

  There was the faint smell of crushed chrysanthemums as she reached across to pull out a mass of fractured wood. There were blood spatters underneath. Blood, and then flesh, like the slab at the

  butcher’s: wet and exposed. It was only by the torn scrap of floral cotton that she recognised it as Joan. The rest was a mangled pulp of meaty bones; a sticky mess where Joan’s head

  should have been: crushed, blasted, lost.




  She leant in, gulping back the nausea that was forcing its way up her throat. All that was left intact was an outstretched hand. Debris dug into her bare knees as she knelt forward, touching the

  tips of Joan’s fingers. They were perfect: oval nails buffed with the special buffer from the new manicure set, fingernails clean. Vanessa thought that Joan always had such lovely clean

  nails. And there was the engagement ring: thin gold with little sapphires and pearls. Vanessa held the hand; it wasn’t yet cold.




  ‘You’re not alone, Joanie,’ she whispered. ‘I’m here, don’t worry. It’s Vanessa. I’ll look after you.’ Plaster dust and ash fell like

  snow.




  On the shattered floorboards next to her, splaying out, lay her sister’s ID card, and ATS call-up documents, dusty and blood-spattered. Without thinking, she picked up the grit-encrusted

  papers and shoved them in her coat pocket. Then she heard the sound of a woman screaming. She let go of Joan’s hand and looked round to see who it could be, and realised the sound was coming

  from her own mouth.




  The airman rushed over, pulled her up off the floor and into him, shielding her eyes. ‘Don’t look. Don’t look,’ he said.




  The scream was replaced by a high-pitched keening, wrenching her chest open: a stabbing, tearing implosion. And then the putrid rush of vomit up her throat, as she stumbled forward, out of his

  grasp. He caught her, held her hair off her face as the bile upsurged again and again. When she finally came to a shuddering halt, he wiped her face with a clean handkerchief. She tried to stop the

  feral sounds that were coming from her throat; the effort was like swallowing acid.




  ‘Come on, now,’ the airman said, and she let herself be taken away, out of the bombed-out wreckage and onto the road. His arm felt strong and warm and she wanted to just shut her

  eyes and dissolve into him, to become part of the musty fabric of his uniform. The ambulance had already taken Mr Goodwin to hospital, so they walked a slow stumble together down Western Way

  towards the first-aid post at the town hall.




  ‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ he blurted awkwardly, as they passed the alley that led out to the allotments. She held his arm tight, wobbling and scuffing in the stupid shoes,

  gulping down the sick feeling.




  For a moment, she was outside herself, looking down on the girl with the cut-up legs and the airman with the bloodied cheek as they moved slowly down the road, past the alley and the old school

  playing fields. And it was no longer the alley where she’d been caught being a ‘dirty girl’ with George, the grocer’s boy. And it was no longer the school where she’d

  been forever asked why she couldn’t sit quietly and write neatly like her big sister Joan. It was just a street with a young woman and a young man staggering together like drunken lovers. And

  then she snapped back inside herself again, with sore feet and wounds that were beginning to sting. At the first-aid post, they were pulled apart, and she was alone.




  Years afterwards, she still remembered the smell of disinfectant and the sting as the first-aider scrubbed the grit from her knees with a brush. She remembered watching the black pencil line of

  fake stocking seam run like dark tears down her ankles. She remembered watching the blackout curtains being closed, tight against the night. She remembered looking at the burgundy smear of blood on

  her good winter coat and worrying if the stain would ever come out. And she remembered the throb in her temple and the dislocation and fatigue that pressed down, suffocating. But she didn’t

  remember feeling any grief. She didn’t remember feeling anything at all, not then.




  After being scrubbed, washed and bandaged, she saw the airman again. She was sitting on a hard wooden chair, drinking weak, sugarless tea from a chipped mug.

  ‘They’re sending me to hospital to get stitched,’ he said, coming out from behind a screen, ‘and I have to report back to my unit in the morning. But here’s my

  address.’ He handed her a scrap of paper, with scrunched-up writing in pencil. ‘Let me know how you are, won’t you?’




  She nodded, put the paper in her coat pocket, and got up. ‘I will – and thank you for everything.’




  ‘It was nothing,’ he said, his kind eyes screwing up. ‘It wasn’t enough.’ He looked like he was going to cry.




  ‘There wasn’t anything that anyone could have done,’ she said, to rescue him. He cleared his throat. She wanted to throw her arms around him, hug him and not let go. Instead,

  she held out a hand. As they shook, he paused, holding her hand for a moment longer than necessary.




  ‘I don’t even know your name – who are you?’ he said.




  ‘It’s Joan,’ the lie slid easily from her bruised lips.




  ‘What are you going to do, Joan?’ he said.




  She let go of his hand and thrust it back into her coat pocket, fingering the precious documents. There was an angry thudding in her head, and the sick-dizzy feeling tugging at her insides.




  ‘Oh, you don’t need to worry about me. I’ll be fine,’ she replied.




  ‘You’ll write, when you’re settled, let me know how you’re getting on, won’t you, Joan?’




  ‘Of course.’ She smiled, even though it hurt. ‘Just as soon as I can.’ She waved him goodbye as he left and tried to keep smiling until the door closed behind him. The

  young girl volunteer was picking up the metal bowl of disinfectant next to her chair. She looked familiar: tidy brown hair and spots on her chin.




  ‘He’s a good-looking boy,’ the girl remarked. ‘Is he your fiancé?’




  ‘No,’ she replied. ‘I only met him today.’




  After the airman had left she sat down again, drained what was left of her tea and tried to think, but everything was disjointed. Her head ached. She felt so tired. She reached

  into her pocket and pulled out the papers. First, she saw the airman’s details, in his jaggedy hedgehog writing. Her eyes could barely focus, but she saw that his name was Robin Nelson and he

  was a flight sergeant. A flight sergeant: that was a good rank, wasn’t it? Joan’s fiancé was an Able Seaman. But that was the merchant navy; she wasn’t sure how they

  compared. She folded the paper and put it away.




  Then she turned her attention to the other documents: Joan’s ID card, call-up papers and travel warrant. She brushed the grit off them and turned them over on her lap. There was a small,

  grainy photo of Joan inside the ID card. She looked at it carefully. In a photo like that, you couldn’t really tell that Joan’s hair was strawberry-blonde. In the photo, it was merely a

  shade of grey; just like her own mousey hair was in photographs. She checked through the papers again, just as Joan must have been doing when the bomb hit. She was supposed to report to the

  training camp tomorrow afternoon. The girl volunteer came back to take her mug.




  ‘You’re free to go, now,’ she said. ‘But you’re welcome to stay if you’ve got nowhere else . . .’ the girl trailed off, embarrassed concern in her

  eyes.




  ‘I’m fine,’ said Vanessa, stuffing the documents into her pocket and getting up. She winced with the effort, walking as quickly as possible to the door.




  ‘But don’t you think you should just . . .’ the volunteer girl’s voice was lost as the door slammed behind her and she went out into the winter darkness.




  At first, there was just the blackness and the sound of the wind, and she felt her way along the shop fronts like a blind person, bumping and tripping. Her limbs were heavy with the ache of

  fresh bruising and raw with the sting of disinfectant. Her head felt leaden. And still the godawful shoes chafed against the tender flesh of her feet. As her eyes became accustomed to the

  blacked-out night, she noticed a discarded chip paper floating down the street like a ghost and the barrage balloons jiggling like bosoms in the sky. If she kept on walking she’d end up at

  the police station.




  She felt her way along, tripping as she hit the kerb by Howell’s Bakery. She was almost at the police station. There it was, a paler wedge of darkness: dark blue against grey with police

  painted in bold, definite script. Then she hesitated. As she paused she saw the door underneath the sign open. An orange slice of light appeared and two figures emerged. The door quickly closed

  behind them. The wind had died down slightly and she could hear their voices, although she couldn’t make out who they were. She heard ‘Alf Tucker’ and ‘tragic’ and she

  knew they were talking about the bomb on her house. She strained to listen. ‘All of them killed?’ came the question, but she couldn’t hear the answer. Then she heard the sound of

  car doors slamming and the cough-roar as the engine revved up. She ducked into the bakery doorway, avoiding the luminous fronds of blinkered headlights as the police car sped off.




  The police station couldn’t have been more than fifty yards away, just fifty paces. But instead of carrying on, Vanessa crossed the street and doubled back on herself. There was a shortcut

  behind the Red Lion that would bring her out at the tube station.




  People stumbled and jostled against each other in their rush to get home, blind as moles, coming out of the Underground into the windy night. She pushed and dodged against the swarm until she

  reached the steps. Down she went: one-two-three; down-down-down; passing the posters telling her to dig for victory and make-do and mend . At the bottom, the light was a fuzzy yellow and the air

  smelled of diesel fumes, stale cigarette smoke and exhaustion.




  She looked up the long platform. There were bundles of clothing, blankets and cardboard boxes, where people were already settling in for the night. She heard a baby crying and a clink of bottles

  and the murmuring echo of scores of voices. Groups of people clotted the walls, rustling and muttering like birds. She couldn’t see any space for herself, so she walked on, towards the end of

  the platform, where the train tunnel formed a shocked black scream in the grimy walls. At the far end was a little space next to the wall, beside a couple with a Jack Russell dog. They were sitting

  on empty packing cases. The dog yapped as she approached. She asked if it was okay to sit next to them. The woman shrugged, the tip of her headscarf wobbling. The man looked up at her. One eye was

  milky, unseeing in his stubbled face. The dog continued to yap and he kicked it.




  She sat with her back against the wall. The platform was hard against her haunches, her legs chilled where they came into contact with the cold concrete. She raised her knees, pushing her skirt

  down over as far as she could, then she hugged her arms around them, tight. The man and the woman began to argue about money. She accused him of spending it all in the bookies. He said she ate too

  much and was a nag. The quarrel volleyed on between them.




  She tried not to listen, and focused her attention further away. Her head was still aching, a dull pain, and she swallowed down the sick feeling as it rose in waves. All along the platform other

  people were talking, playing cards, feeding babies, cleaning teeth.




  They were interrupted only twice more with the howl and rush of trains and the scuff-shove as passengers hurried past. Then the lights dimmed and the arguing couple spread out a blanket and lay

  down underneath a torn patchwork quilt. The large clock above the exit gleamed like a full moon. Slowly, its hands inched round. She hugged herself tighter, clenching and unclenching her jaw,

  waiting for sleep. Later, she heard the man heave himself towards the woman in the gloom. Their argument forgotten, they panted and groaned for an endless five minutes until the man grunted and

  lugged his body off hers. Then he began to snore.




  She could still make out the clock face and concentrated on it, willing the hands towards midnight, so that today would finally be over. She went to sleep at last, with her hands in her pockets,

  clutching Joan’s precious papers safe in her fist.




  







  Chapter 2




  At breakfast, Edith’s mother looked up languidly from The Times. ‘Bon anniversaire, darling,’ she said. ‘No butter, and Cook’s

  talking about joining the Land Army,’ she continued, taking a small bite from a triangle of toast and marmalade.




  ‘Gosh,’ said Edie, not knowing what else to say. Today, she really was eighteen. She’d had all the presents and celebrations yesterday. Her parents had decided to hold her

  birthday party a day early. It was more convenient for them. Pop had ‘some important work in town’ today, and would be staying over at his club. ‘It’s just a matter of

  expediency, doing the whole thing the day before. You don’t mind, do you?’ Mummy had said, rhetorically, while writing invitations. And today, when she really turned eighteen, it all

  felt like a bit of a damp squib.




  Now Mummy put down the paper and got up, leaving behind a scent of Pears soap and Dior. There was an ivory-handled spoon in the marmalade dish. Edie pulled it out and quickly licked it; it

  tasted vile. She poured herself a cup of tepid tea from the pot. Through the French windows she saw her mother take out a cigarette, shoulders hunched, one hand cupping the silver lighter. The

  trees shivered, their bare branches like old men’s fingers against the grey sky. The tea tasted like dirty laundry.




  Edie got up and walked across to the French windows, following her mother outside. The wind sliced through her day dress and made her eyes water.




  ‘Mummy may I?’ she held out a hand for a cigarette, just as she had held out a hand for the red and green after-dinner sweets as a child. Her mother’s cheeks sucked in as she

  inhaled. Edie noticed streaks of grey in her hair and the lines tracing her eyes and lips, like spiders’ webs. Her mother exhaled, the wind ripping the smoke away.




  ‘May I have a cigarette, please?’ Edie said in her most polite voice.




  ‘Certainly not.’




  ‘I’m eighteen now.’




  ‘Yes, so you are. Did you enjoy the party? Wasn’t it good of the Cowies to make it? Lord knows how they got the petrol.’




  ‘Thank you for the party, and for the pearl for my necklace and the dress,’ said Edie, hand still outstretched.




  ‘It all went off rather well in the end, don’t you think?’ said her mother, inhaling again. Specks of ash disintegrated in the wind. Edie dropped her hand. She’d thought

  things would be different, turning eighteen, even though she wouldn’t be presented at court, of course. But she’d hoped she might be treated as a bit more grown up, at least. She

  watched her mother and smelled the smoke that was torn from her in the breeze.




  Her mother took a final drag and flicked the cigarette butt into a flowerbed. She’s forgotten we don’t have a gardener to clear away her debris any more, thought Edie. She sighed.

  Her mother shot her a look, and then disappeared back inside. Edie followed her in, closing the door behind them.




  Mummy was already in the hallway, brushing dust off her tweed skirt and getting her coat from the hook.




  ‘I’ve promised to meet Mrs Carson to discuss what the WVS ought to plan for over Christmas,’ she said, picking up her handbag. ‘Do come along, darling.’




  ‘No, thank you,’ said Edie.




  ‘But I worry about you. What are you going to do all day on your own? Will you go and visit Marjorie? Shall I call her mother?’




  ‘I’m quite tired after last night, actually,’ said Edie. ‘Would you, send Mrs Carson my best wishes?’




  ‘Yes, of course. And you’ll be fine on your own?’ She was already halfway out of the door.




  ‘Don’t worry, Mummy, I’ll be fine. I’m eighteen, remember!’




  The front door slammed shut. Edie wandered around the house, trailing a finger along dusty windowsills, remembering last night. What could one expect from an eighteenth birthday in wartime,

  after all?




  There had been a small fruit cake, and she was allowed the tiniest glass of champagne. They danced to the gramophone, except that the music hadn’t been anything modern, like Glenn Miller.

  Marjorie had a Glenn Miller record at her house: the ‘Chattanooga Choo Choo’. They used to play it when Edie went over, trying to dance like they did in the films, until they fell over

  each other, laughing, on the Parquet floor. Marjorie’s brother Kenneth had brought the record when he came home on leave. Edie had known Kenneth for ever – well, since she had known

  Marjorie – and she’d been almost as proud as Marjorie when he joined up and got accepted as an officer in the Intelligence Corps. And the Kenneth she had always associated with conkers

  and chemistry sets suddenly became something else, and she had half hoped . . . but now Kenneth was MIA – missing in action – shot down in a plane over France, apparently. When

  she’d asked why he was in a plane over France – it wasn’t as if he were RAF or anything – nobody knew. And Marjorie had stopped asking her over to listen to Glenn Miller.

  She hadn’t even come to the party. Her mother had called at the last minute to say she had a head cold. So Edie had celebrated with some of the other girls from Queen’s College, and

  they’d danced with each other for the lack of boys – except for cross-eyed Teddy Cowie, who was only fifteen and didn’t count. All the boys had gone now. They hit eighteen and

  – pouff! – evaporated.




  Edie paused by the hallway mirror and blew on the glass. The cloud of breath condensed on contact, obliterating most of her face, leaving behind just her high eyebrows and a whispering of

  freckles on her forehead. She pulled away, drawing a heart in the condensation and writing a ‘K’ in the middle of it. Then, she hastily rubbed it out, wiping her damp fingers on her

  dress. Buck up, she told herself, sniffing and knowing that she had no right to weep. The grandfather clock ticked on, its painted sunshine face rising genially upwards, as if nothing mattered.

  Today is my birthday, she thought. I am eighteen, now. I’m not a child. And I’m bored as hell.




  She went back into the dining room and looked at the paper. It was the usual mixture of gloom and false hope. She sat down and began to leaf through. The pages were dry as dead skin and the ink

  came off on her fingertips. There on page five was Churchill’s youngest daughter, Mary. She had just finished her training with the Auxiliary Territorial Service. There was a picture of her

  at a depot in London. She was smiling in the photo, her face soft and pale as dough above the darkness of her uniform.




  Mary Churchill had been in the year above her at finishing school. It was Pop who had suggested sending her to Queen’s College in London after taking her school-leaving certificate. Of

  course, going to Paris was out of the question these days. Queen’s College was in Harley Street, very near Pop’s office. They travelled in together every day, along with Marjorie,

  who’d also enrolled. As well as French and English literature at Queen’s, there were piano lessons and modern dance classes and the dreaded domestic science. Marjorie had had driving

  lessons, too, but Mummy had drawn the line at that. So while Marjorie crunched gears and learnt about three-point turns, Edie had extra French. She’d had a French nanny as a child, and her

  maternal grandmother was French, too. Even Madame Cavelle admitted her accent was spot on, although she never really could get to grips with Molière.




  A few times before the summer holidays, they had managed to meet up with Marjorie’s brother Kenneth, who was on pre-deployment leave. They went for tea at the Ritz, walks in Hyde Park and

  to the cinema. Once, during That Hamilton Woman, when Marjorie had to go to the loo, Kenneth sat next to her. He put his hand on Edie’s knee and then she felt his hot breath on her

  neck, under her hair. On the screen, Laurence Olivier was kissing Vivien Leigh as if he couldn’t stop. Edie slowly turned her face and felt Kenneth’s lips move up, over her cheek. They

  were so warm and soft and they were just about to connect with her lips when they heard the scuffle and jostle of Marjorie’s return. Kenneth quickly pulled away and Edie was left breathless

  in the darkness.




  ‘Golly, have I missed the best bit?’ whispered Marjorie, and Edie thought, no, it’s me who’s just missed the best bit. After that, whenever she looked at Kenneth, his

  eyes flashed, and there was an unspoken understanding between them that when he came back . . . but then he didn’t come back. And she could hardly confide in Marjorie; it would have felt like

  a betrayal.




  Edie went to her mother’s sewing basket and took out the little silver scissors that were shaped like a heron. Snip, went the scissors. Snip, snip. And Mary Churchill’s faced wavered

  and slid out from the newspaper. Edie took the rectangle of newsprint and laid it out on the table. The article talked about the recruiting office where Mary joined the ATS, and her work helping

  out alongside the men in an anti-aircraft unit. It all sounded thrilling. There was a hole in the newspaper now. But with both her parents out, there was nobody to notice, or to care. She checked

  her watch. The minute hand crawled around like an insect trapped under glass. It would be hours until Mummy got back. Edie picked up the sliver of paper and took it upstairs to her room.




  The pink dress lay discarded on the floor, a dying rose, with last night’s silk stockings like worms on the scalloped petals. She stepped over it and opened the doors to the wardrobe. On

  the top shelf was her new handbag, a present from Grandmaman Redette. The bag was boxy, patent leather: glamorous and serviceable. She snapped it open. It was lined with apricot satin, with a

  little zipped pocket on one side. Edie put the newspaper cutting in the pocket and zipped it back up.




  Over by the bed, her piggy bank sat on the bedside table, next to the lamp, and her copy of Gone with the Wind. She unstoppered the cork in the pig’s stomach and emptied the

  contents onto the eiderdown. She counted it, put the whole lot into her old brown purse and put the purse inside the handbag. There was more than enough for the train fare, and plenty to spare. She

  picked up her pocket copy of the Bible, with the green leather cover, the one she’d been given after her confirmation. She never went anywhere without it. She clicked the bag shut, and

  smiled.




  She picked up the handbag and tumbled downstairs to get her coat, fumbling with the bone buttons in the green serge, then grabbed her hat off the peg. Her parents never let her go out on her

  own. Pop said that once she turned twenty-one, she could do whatever she wanted but, until then, she had to respect Mummy’s wishes. They want to keep me locked up in childhood like a caged

  bird, she thought; they don’t want my life to change one bit, even though the whole world is changing around me.




  ‘But I’m eighteen, now, and that’s got to mean something,’ she said aloud, as she pushed open the front door. The beech trees nodded as she passed, and her shoes crunched

  on the gravel driveway.




  Edie turned right out of Victoria Station. In the newspaper article it said that Mary Churchill had joined up at the Grosvenor Gardens recruitment office. I’m only going

  to look, Edie thought. I just want to see where she joined up, and after that I might go and have a look at some of the anti-aircraft guns in Hyde Park. Just to see, that’s all. And then

  I’ll go straight home, so I’ll be back before Mummy.




  Her shoes clopped on the pavement. Buses and taxis zoomed past. Her breath made smoke clouds in the wintry air. Across the road, Grosvenor Gardens park was a slice of dusty green amid the

  greyness. A few brown leaves clung awkwardly to tree branches, fluttering madly, desperate to escape. A woman with a fur coat and a sausage dog on a red lead was walking in the other direction.

  Edie caught her eye and asked the way to the recruitment office. The dog snuffled at her feet and Edie bent over to ruffle its ears. The woman said the recruitment office was just up the street on

  the right and smiled. ‘Good luck, dear!’ she said, before yanking the little dog and walking on. She must think I’m joining up, thought Edie, feeling a mixture of pride and guilt:

  pride that she should look like the sort of girl who would want to do her patriotic duty, and guilt that she wasn’t. I’m just a Mary Churchill tourist, she thought, and then laughed a

  little to herself, because it sounded a bit ridiculous. She thought about how she’d describe the day to Marjorie, afterwards, when Marjorie was in the mood for company again, and how they

  could laugh together about the way she’d spent her eighteenth birthday as a ‘Mary Churchill tourist’.




  She walked briskly, with purpose, spine straight, chin up, chest out, just as she’d been taught in deportment classes – all those afternoons in the dusty studio with a book balanced

  on her head, trying not to catch Marjorie’s eye and giggle. She had always been very good at deportment, although French was the only thing she’d excelled at; she’d won the French

  prize for her year. Mary Churchill had won the Queen’s College French prize the previous year, she remembered. They had that in common, didn’t they? Edie sucked in a sigh. Down the

  curb, across the junction, just missing a grocer’s boy with his huge basket on the front of his bike (‘Watch your step, lady!’ he shouted, veering round her), and up again,

  alongside the high brick terrace with its important-looking balustrades. Pigeons passed in the pewter sky like tossed handkerchiefs and she worried that her hat would fly off in the stiff

  breeze.




  Finally, she was there. Stone steps led up to the double-doors with AUXILIARY TERRITORIAL SERVICE RECRUITMENT on a discreet painted sign to the right-hand side. So this

  was it; this was where Mary came to join up. She wondered if Winston or Clementine came with her, or if she came all alone, trotting along from Victoria Station, just like Edie had done?




  Edie wondered what it was like inside? Would it be full of barrel-chested sergeant majors shouting at everyone? Or would it just be a case of signing a form and leaving? She paused at the bottom

  of the steps, looking up at the large wooden doors with the polished brass knocker. As she looked, the door opened to reveal the sturdy form of a woman dressed head to foot in khaki.




  ‘Come in, come in, we’re about to begin!’ The woman bellowed, gesturing to Edie, who started to climb up the stairs. She could explain once she got there that she was only

  looking, couldn’t she?




  At the top, the large woman stepped aside and Edie was ushered into the hallway, eyes adjusting to the half-gloom. The woman closed the door behind her and looked her up and down, as if

  appraising her lung capacity and general state of health, and finding her wanting.




  ‘If you go to the desk, Sergeant Noakes will take down your details – you are here to join up, aren’t you?’




  ‘Yes, of course,’ said Edie – it just came out – and made her way across the marble floor to the wooden desk where another woman in khaki was shuffling papers.




  Sergeant Noakes, a sharp-nosed brunette, raised her eyebrows when Edie gave her date of birth. ‘Happy Birthday,’ she said, and then continued ticking items off on a checklist. Then

  she had to sit on a hard chair next to some other girls and wait for the medical. There was a pasty-faced one called Moira and a mousey one who spoke so softly that Edie never caught her name and a

  fat girl who chuckled a lot and smelled of chip fat.




  In the end, it was quite a lark. She had her medical and her eyesight test. The girl called Moira told her to put her hair up into a high bun just before they did the height measurements. The

  piled-up hair made her just about tall enough – she didn’t need to stand on tiptoes – and was passed ‘A1: fit for all duties’. After the medical, they were allowed tea

  from the urn and a plate of biscuits was passed round, and the girls let her have the last-remaining biscuit as well, on account of it being her birthday. Everyone was very sweet.




  Sergeant Noakes told her it would take around three weeks to get her call-up papers and rail warrant. Edie said she couldn’t wait.




  The train took an age. Something about an unexploded bomb near Clapham Junction. But she had her Bible to read – it was always a comfort. By the time she got home, it was

  nearing nightfall. Edie walked slowly up the road, dallying, despite the wind-chill, thinking of how she’d break the news to Mummy and Pop. They would be so proud of her, wouldn’t they?

  They would be as proud as Winston and Clementine were of Mary.




  Her house looked discouraging under the darkening sky: the rows of blank windows, two smokeless chimneys and all those thrashing beech trees. For a moment, she wasn’t so sure. Maybe she

  shouldn’t break it to Mummy straight away. After supper might be best. Perhaps she should wait until there was that contented pause before the rest of the evening began?




  As she pushed open the wrought-iron gates, she imagined Mummy telling Mrs Carson about it: ‘Oh, didn’t I mention? Edie’s joining the ATS. Yes, just like the Prime

  Minister’s daughter. Such a brave thing to do – we are terribly proud.’




  She walked up to the front door. There was a light on in the hallway, so Mummy must be home already. In fact, Edie could hear her voice. She opened the front door and went inside and there was

  Mummy, talking on the telephone, clutching the receiver as if it were a dying kitten that she was trying to revive. At the sound of the front door she looked up.




  ‘Edie! Thank goodness!’ She spoke back into the phone: ‘Officer, I’m so sorry, but that’s her now. Yes, she’s just walked in. I’m so sorry to trouble

  you. Thank you so much. Thank you.’ She replaced the receiver back in the cradle as Edie began to unbutton her coat. It was barely five and her mother had already phoned the police to report

  her missing.




  ‘Where in heaven’s name have you been, Edith?’




  ‘Out,’ said Edie.




  ‘With whom?’




  ‘With . . .’ Edie cast around for ideas, but she was a terrible liar. ‘On my own.’




  ‘Where?’




  ‘Just up to town, Mummy.’




  ‘Up to town? On your own? Mon Dieu!’ A vein appeared in Mummy’s neck and the frown deepened between her brows. ‘You went all the way to London on your

  own?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Edie. ‘I am eighteen, Mummy.’




  ‘I know you’re eighteen, for heaven sakes. But you can’t just go gadding about and not tell me. You know you should always take a friend, and leave a note, so we know

  you’re safe. You didn’t even mention it to Cook. How could you be so thoughtless? Just wait ’til your father hears about this!’




  Edie looked at her mother’s pained expression and felt a familiar mix of guilt and defiance.




  ‘I’m sorry, Mummy,’ she said. Her mother’s face began to soften. ‘But you go out alone all the time,’ she added, watching her mother’s features harden

  again.




  ‘That’s different and you know it. You’re a young girl and it’s not safe and there’s a war on, Edith.’




  ‘I know there’s a war on,’ Edie replied, slipping out of her coat.




  ‘Don’t take that tone with me, young lady. What on earth were you doing alone in London anyway?’




  ‘I went to . . .’ she looked at her mother’s face, chalk-white with anger and worry, and all the love Edie knew she ought to feel was overlaid with a thick layer of resentment.

  ‘. . . to Grosvenor Gardens,’ she replied as truthfully as she felt she could.




  ‘Well, why on earth would you want to do that?’




  Edie shrugged, swinging her coat from one finger. Her mother tutted, sighed and ran a hand over her face.




  ‘Your father spent a lot of money on your party yesterday and I put a lot of effort into organising it, and this is how you thank us? If you wanted to get out of the house you could have

  come with me. Mrs Carson was asking after you.’




  Edie said nothing. Her mother sighed again.




  ‘Well, run upstairs and get changed for dinner.’




  Edie did as she was told. When she came back downstairs the curtains had been drawn and there was a fire in the drawing room. She sat close to the fire, hugging her knees and leafing through the

  new copy of Harper’s Bazaar. On the cover was a glamorous black-haired woman wearing a red-and-black-patchwork dress, draped over a red chaise longue. She had red lipstick and she

  was reading a letter. Edie imagined it to be a love letter, like the letter she never got from Kenneth.




  Supper was a largely silent affair. The carriage clock ticked away the minutes on the mantelpiece. Mummy talked a little about the cookery lessons she was getting in anticipation of Cook leaving

  in the New Year. She said that Edie should take some cookery classes, too. Edie played with her rice pudding, making patterns in the goo with the raspberry jam. She was thinking about how to tell

  her mother about joining up.




  ‘Did you see your father when you were in town?’ said her mother suddenly. Edie replied that she hadn’t gone anywhere near his club, or his office.




  ‘I just wondered – I thought you might have . . .’ her mother’s voice trailed off and she took a large gulp of wine.




  ‘I told you. I only went to Grosvenor Gardens,’ said Edie.




  ‘I was so worried, Edie. And I thought . . .’




  ‘It won’t happen again,’ said Edie, quite truthfully.




  ‘That’s a good girl,’ said Mummy.




  After supper they went back through to the drawing room. The fire had burnt down low, so Edie put on an extra log. It was damp and smoked and hissed in the grate. She put up the fireguard and

  sat down on the hearth rug, leaning her back up against her father’s empty armchair. Mummy turned on the wireless and picked up her knitting. Edie idly leafed through the pages of

  Harper’s Bazaar once more.




  ‘Did you hear about Mary Churchill?’ Edie said in what she hoped was a casual voice.




  ‘What’s that, dear?’ Mummy had her good ear turned towards the wireless.




  ‘Mary Churchill has finished her basic training with the ATS. She’s really helping the war effort, isn’t she? It said in the paper that she might even work alongside the men

  soldiers, on the anti-aircraft guns. Doesn’t that sound thrilling?’




  ‘Well, I think it’s a scandal,’ said Mummy, looking up from the blue wool scarf she was knitting. ‘Young women should not be put in that kind of position. Manning the

  guns, whatever next? It’s not right! And have you heard some of the names those girls get called?’




  ‘But not Mary Churchill, Mummy.’




  ‘No, of course not, she’s the Prime Minister’s daughter and nobody would ever suggest that she . . . but even so . . . and the uniform is shockingly unflattering, that dreadful

  khaki.’




  ‘But if Winston Churchill is happy to let Mary do her bit for King and country—’ Edie began.




  ‘Well, we all know that Winnie is a law unto himself, darling, but I have to say, there are far more ladylike ways of supporting the war effort. We’re making bandages for the Red

  Cross tomorrow. Why don’t you come along?’




  ‘Yes, Mummy,’ said Edie dutifully.




  It was no good. She couldn’t possibly tell Mummy anything.




  On the wireless, Tommy Handley made a joke and the studio audience laughed loudly and endlessly. It felt like they’d never stop. Mummy smiled a thin smile and returned to her knitting. The

  fire crackled and spat. Edie realised that there would never be a good time to tell Mummy and Pop. She imagined the palaver, all the ‘no daughter of mine’ and ‘over my dead

  body’ and realised the sheer futility of telling them at all. She would just have to keep quiet, tell nobody – just for the next three weeks.




  







  Chapter 3




  The sound of crying followed Beatrice Smith down the street. Her skin prickled, but she tightened her jaw and continued to look ahead. She kept on walking. It was too late to

  turn back now. She caught sight of her reflection in the fishmonger’s window as she passed. I look like any other young woman, she thought. I could be anyone, anyone at all. Nobody would know

  the truth. She could still hear the baby. The fishmonger came out in his stripy apron and slapped half a dozen gurnards on the trestle table in front of the shop. He nodded at her.




  ‘Fresh from Brixham today!’ he said, loud enough for the people on the other side of the street to hear. A queue quickly began to form in front of the shop. Bea moved on. The scent

  of fish wafted up the pavement. A truck rumbled past, briefly drowning out the sound of the mewling child. At least it’s not raining, she thought.




  It had rained all day on her birthday, and almost every day since. Mrs Morley, the postmistress, came over for tea and brought lardy cake. By the time Bea had shared it out with them all, there

  was only a small piece left for her. She told herself she didn’t mind; she wasn’t hungry anyway. The sticky bread caught in her throat and made her cough and cough, until Ma hit her

  hard between her shoulders and brought her a cup of water. Her eyes stung as they all sang ‘Happy Birthday’, and Ma gave her the letter from Pa she’d kept hidden. My little

  girl, all grown up! it said, Enjoy your birthday. All my love, Pa x and there was a drawing of a bunch of flowers and a big cake and Sorry it’s not the real thing with

  an arrow pointing to them. Her eyes were still watering.




  ‘Come on now, girl,’ said Ma. ‘Your pa wouldn’t want to think of you crying on your birthday, would he?’




  ‘I’m not – it’s just the lardy cake went down the wrong way,’ she lied. She wasn’t thinking of Pa; she was thinking of Jock. Maybe Jock’s letter was

  still in the post?




  ‘Come and give the baby a cuddle,’ said her sister, Vi. ‘That’ll cheer you up.’




  ‘I’m not crying,’ said Bea, allowing herself to be led in the direction of the playpen, where Baby was sitting up, gnawing on her little fist. She put her arms out to be

  lifted, and Bea bent over, pulling up the soft bundle of warmth into her arms, smelling her plump newness.




  Later, when the others had all had their faces washed and gone to bed, she sat in the kitchen with Ma, sharing a Woodbine. Ma had just bleached the tabletop and the acrid fumes mixed with

  cigarette smoke as she inhaled.




  ‘Ma, tell me what your eighteenth birthday was like,’ she said.




  ‘When I was eighteen, you was a toddler and Charlie was on the way.’




  Charlie was the one who’d died from Scarlet Fever before he turned one. Bea couldn’t even remember him, even though her ma sometimes talked about him. But then the others came:

  Violet, May, then John and David, Rita, and after her the twins. Bea had carried and scrubbed and run errands and been responsible for as long as she could remember.




  Except for that one time.




  She passed the cigarette to Ma.




  ‘Sorry I couldn’t get you a present,’ said Ma.




  ‘It doesn’t matter, really, I know there’s no money.’




  Bea felt guilty for even having a birthday, knowing it was just something else in the long list of things her ma thought she should do properly, but failed to do at all.




  ‘Here, you finish it,’ said Ma, passing over the butt. Bea took a deep drag and watched the tip of the cigarette smoulder like hot coals.




  ‘You still haven’t heard from Jock, have you?’ said Ma.




  Bea shook her head and stubbed the cigarette out into the cracked saucer. She couldn’t look at Ma, but she heard her sigh and start talking in a low voice about how Jock probably

  wouldn’t come back, about how whatever he’d promised meant nothing unless Bea had a ring on her finger, about what Pa thought.




  Bea looked down at the tabletop, brown-grey and pitted. She looked at the peeling varnish and the dried-out wood showing through and scuffed it with her fingernail and tried not to hear what Ma

  was saying.




  ‘We’ve been so careful, everyone thinks Baby is mine,’ said Ma at last.




  Bea looked up. ‘She’s not yours, Ma, she’s mine.’




  ‘Ssh, Bea. Quiet now.’




  ‘Nobody’s listening, Ma.’




  Her ma’s voice lowered to a whisper as she continued. ‘Nobody must ever know,’ she said. ‘Your pa thinks it’s for the best,’ she said.




  ‘Jock said he’d marry me when he came back,’ Bea said, her voice sounding loud in the silent kitchen.




  Ma reached out her hand and cupped it over Bea’s. ‘He’s not coming back,’ she said. Bea looked down. The skin on her ma’s hands felt rough. It was chapped and raw

  from peeling potatoes, putting washing through the mangle, scrubbing the front step. Bea pulled her hand away.




  ‘He is. He promised,’ she said.




  ‘Listen to me, girl,’ said her ma. ‘He is not coming back.’




  Bea shook her head, biting her lip. ‘But he said—’




  ‘Lads say all sorts of things, girl.’




  ‘Not him, not Jock. He’s coming back, I know it. He loves me. He will love Baby. He wants us all to be together as a family. He’s a good man, Ma.’




  ‘Bea, you have to face it, he’s not coming back. It’s been months. I’m not saying he doesn’t care, but he might be—’




  ‘He’s not dead. I would know, I would have felt it. He is not dead. He’s coming back. He loves me and he’s going to love Baby and he is coming back!’ Bea ended with

  a shout.




  She knew it was coming. Nobody shouted at Ma and got away with it in this family. She waited for the slap, watched as Ma leant across, lurched towards her. It was harder than she expected and

  Bea reeled backwards, cheek stinging.




  ‘You shut your mouth, you little slut. Do you want the whole neighbourhood to know?’ Ma hissed.




  ‘I don’t bloody care who knows,’ said Bea.




  ‘Shh, keep your voice down. You won’t get another man if you let on she’s yours.’




  ‘I don’t want another man. I want Jock. And he wants me, he said so.’




  Ma said nothing, just shook her head, frowning. Rain spattered against the kitchen window. They stared at each other across the table.




  ‘People are going to start asking about the christening. They’re going to expect us to get Baby christened when your pa’s home at Christmas. Baby is only six years younger than

  the twins, and everyone seems to know about my last one,’ said Ma. There was barely a quiver in her voice as she referred to the stillborn baby she’d had less than a year ago. Bea had

  helped then, seen the slithery cord wrapped tight, watched as the grim-faced midwife shook her head and said, ‘Sorry so sorry for your loss, Mrs Smith.’




  ‘I’m not yet forty, so who’s to know any different?’ said Ma.




  I’ll know, Bea thought. I’ll know that Baby is mine, mine and Jock’s. I’ll know that she’s my daughter, not my little sister and that my whole life is a lie.




  ‘Look at Pa,’ her ma continued. ‘This war hasn’t been all bad. It’s an ill wind that blows nobody any good – he’s a sergeant now. A sergeant, think of

  that, Bea. What I’m trying to say is, don’t throw your life away before it’s even bloody started; don’t end up like me.’




  ‘What’s so wrong with your life?’ said Bea.




  Ma pushed herself out of the chair and stood up. Above the fireplace was an old brown teapot with a broken spout. Inside were ration coupons, elastic bands and change for the gas meter. Ma

  dipped in her hand and brought something out, then passed it to Bea. Bea took the small square of card and looked at it. It was a photo, yellowed with age, of a young woman with a garland of

  flowers in her hair. The woman had wide eyes, full lips and a beautiful smile.




  ‘That was me,’ said Ma. ‘That’s how I was when I met your pa. He loves me and I love him, but you could say we loved each other a bit too much, and now here I am, like

  this.’




  Bea looked at her mother. She was just Ma, wasn’t she? Ma, with the torn apron and capable hands. But now she looked again, and saw the tired eyes, greying hair and the cheeks hollowed out

  from years of going without so that the children could have their fill. There was nothing left of the smiling girl in the sepia photograph.




  ‘But Baby is mine,’ said Bea, holding the photo out for her ma to take. Ma put out her hand and for a moment they both froze: Ma standing, Bea sitting, their only point of connection

  the old picture caught between their fingertips.




  ‘It’s your eighteenth birthday. I’m giving you a better future,’ said Ma.




  That was three weeks ago. Now Bea turned left into Station Road and quickened her pace. On the wall next to the post office was a billboard with a red-and-blue picture of a

  woman’s face, looking up expectantly, a smile on her glossy lips. There was a big arrow underneath the woman’s face. ATS, it said: the women’s Auxiliary

  Territorial Service, recruiting now. Ma had told her the ATS was for good girls, better than working in a munitions factory, like she’d had to. And when Mrs Morley had said something about

  Bea getting ideas above her station, Ma had silenced her with a look.




  The rain-washed streets looked clean in the morning sunshine. Bea suddenly noticed that the sound of the baby crying had stopped and all she could hear was the rush of the London train coming

  into the station. She shifted the cardboard suitcase into her other hand and broke into a run. She almost didn’t make it. The guard was about to blow his whistle, just raising his arm with

  the red flag, and she thought, well, maybe it’s just not meant to be, but then a carriage door opened, right next to the guard and a voice yelled, ‘Come on in, we’ve got room for

  a little one!’




  The guard stopped, his cheeks already puffed, ready to blow, as Bea staggered across the platform, her little cardboard case banging against her leg. The guard, frowning, offered no help. She

  lugged it up the step and it was caught and pulled inside the carriage. The door slammed behind her. She was met by scores of faces, a wedge of khaki, the train rammed with soldiers.




  ‘Got yourself a live one, Taff!’ called a Cockney voice, snickering.




  ‘Take no notice of him. Come over here, love. We know how to treat a girl, don’t we, boys?’ A different accent: more laughter. Bea looked hurriedly about her.




  ‘Make some space for the lady, will you?’ came a calmer voice from nearby. ‘Why don’t you just perch here for now?’ She looked up at the face that matched the

  voice: a long nose, droopy eyes. He was shoving her case up against the window. ‘You’re lucky we saw you coming. This is the last train to London today,’ he said. His voice was

  surprisingly low, as if it bubbled up right from the pit of his stomach. Bea nodded and smiled her thanks – she was still too out of breath to talk – and sat on the top of the case,

  pulling in all her limbs to keep them from touching any of the mass of green surrounding her.




  With a screech and a heave the train pulled away from the station. She watched through the window as the town slowly shrank and disappeared, until all that was left were the littered railway

  sidings and the empty sky. She thought of Baby and tried not to cry. Was she really doing the right thing?




  A better future, Ma said. A better future for her would mean a better future for Baby. And of course, there was the money. You’ll get her back, said her little sister, Vi. Lots of mothers

  sent their children away to be evacuated. What’s the difference? In a way this is better; at least she’ll be with family – she’ll be safe here with us. Vi’s words went

  over and over in her head, endlessly repeating themselves to the rhythm of the train: clickety-clack, you’ll get her back, clickety-clack, you’ll get her back.




  Bea swayed and bumped against the side of the carriage corridor. The air was dense with the smell of sweat, smoke and the scent of wet clothes. She looked across through the glass windows into

  the compartment. Inside, men were sprawled like toddlers, lolling heads and rubber limbs, faces flushed with sleep.




  ‘On your way to London then?’ asked the soldier who’d helped her with her case. She looked at him. He didn’t look at all like Jock. Jock was shorter, stockier. This man

  was all gangly and dishevelled, like a daddy-long-legs stuck behind a window pane.




  She agreed that she was on her way to London. She knew that he was just trying to make conversation, but chit-chat was the last thing on her mind.
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