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Praise for Clare Harvey:


‘Will delight all those who love a good wartime story’ Dilly Court


‘Brilliant. I was swept away by this unforgettably powerful tale of love and courage in the face of war. This beautifully written, pacy and impressively researched story binds together a group of flawed individuals in an intricate and fascinating drama, full of heart-stopping moments. Clare Harvey writes with a directness and an honesty that pins you to the page’ Kate Furnivall


‘The sense of period, the descriptive prose and the superb writing make The English Agent a real page-turner. Clare is certainly a gifted storyteller’ Ellie Dean
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For Chris, because






‘To my shame, I must admit many are the corners of my life into which I dare not peep.’


Dame Laura Knight


(from her autobiography, The Magic of a Line)







Prologue


She groped, unseeing, until her fingers connected with something soft. ‘I’ve got you,’ she said, tugging at the cloth, but there was no answer from the lumpen mass of overall-covered limbs.


Her eyes were streaming, the smoke hot-acrid in her nostrils. Coughs razored up her parched throat.


The site of the fire was further in. Through squinted lashes she could make out the orange glow at ground level. If the flames reached the gas cylinders they’d be done for, but the flames hadn’t reached the cylinders – not yet – and there was still a chance she could pull the woman to safety.


She wedged her clog against the edge of a lathe base for leverage, and heaved at the sleeve cuff she held. The body shifted an inch or two, but didn’t pull free. She yanked, harder this time, but the body was heavy as a wet sandbag, caught on something. If only she could see – but the smoke was hot-thick. She slid down onto the concrete floor. She’d have to feel her way. She could hear sirens, and shouts calling her away, but the sounds were muffled as birdsong beyond a window pane, as she focused on her task.


She crouched low, feeling her way down the length of the overalls: strap, waist button, side pocket, trouser leg – nudging and shoving at the inert form as she went – all the way down. Here it was: a foot caught up in one of the twirling gas hoses.


Her fingers twisted the looping rubber, unhooking it from the woman’s foot, tugging her leg free. At last.


The boiling air was quicksand, pooling and sucking and swallowing them up. She had to get them both out, fast. She had to get them down to the shelter, in case the fire spread and the whole thing blew.


She shuffled back, following the line of the overalls with her fingertips. She grabbed at the shoulder straps, and pushed her foot again against the lathe. She strained and wrenched, the cloth cutting into her palms.


This time the body moved, and she followed the momentum, jerking and tugging and pulling it out, along the factory floor, away from the flames. Her breath came in grunting gasps, painful, as the heat seared her lungs. There was sweat and tears in her eyes, and a metallic taste in her mouth. The woman’s head jolted awkwardly over the concrete floor, but there was no time to take care. There was no time.


Suddenly there were hands at her shoulders, shouting voices, and the woman’s body was pulled away, backwards, towards the shelter door: We’ve got her, now get inside, for God’s sake.


No, wait.


She saw the easel, the canvas pale against the orange-grey of the growing fire. The painting was so close to completion: those butter-smooth faces that had taken weeks to create. She broke free of the hands that grabbed her.


It will only take a second to get the painting.


She turned and ran back towards the flames.




Three months earlier




Chapter 1


Laura


‘What do you say, Harold?’ Laura said.


‘Hmm?’ Harold looked up from the crossword.


‘About Nottingham,’ she continued.


‘What about Nottingham?’


He hadn’t listened to a word she’d said. She’d come straight in here after the telephone call from Ken Clark to tell him all about it and he simply hadn’t listened. Laura narrowed her eyes, sucked in a breath and repeated herself: ‘They want me to do another one like “Ruby Loftus”. They loved it, Harold, and they say they want more. This time they said to have two women, to show team spirit and all that. Of course I said it would cost more – a double portrait, twice as long, six weeks’ sitting at least, I said. I asked for double and they’ve gone away to discuss figures. I suspect I won’t get double, but K will have to more than match what they gave me for the Ruby Loftus one, which would certainly keep the wolf from the door.’


Harold put down his pencil and stroked his chin, regarding her through his pebble glasses. The light from the hearth highlighted the defined lines of his head, edging his skull green-gold. How she’d love to paint him just like that, contained in firelight. If only he’d let her. Her husband had never once let her produce even so much as a sketch of him, although he’d painted her portrait when she was no older than the young waitress who was wobbling towards them through the cluttered tea room.


‘You’ve only just got back from Wales,’ Harold said. His face betrayed no emotion, features barely moving as the words emerged. And yet it felt – it always felt – like a kind of rebuke.


‘I thought you could come with me this time,’ Laura said, as the girl arrived at their table with her teetering tray. ‘Revisit some of our old haunts; what do you say?’


The tea things clattered onto the polished table: cups, saucers, teaspoons, teapot, milk jug, saccharine tablets in a condiment dish. ‘I’ll be back with the scones presently,’ the girl said, head-bobbing, fair hair escaping from the hair roll. She couldn’t be much more than fourteen, dear thing, Laura thought. Wonderful clear skin, the colour of – the colour of Sennen sand at sunset. Yes, that was it: a particular shade between oyster and ivory, overlaid with a rose wash. Delicious.


‘Thunder and lightning,’ Laura said, remembering, as the girl turned away.


‘I beg your pardon, Missus Knight?’


‘Be a dear and bring the black treacle when you come back. I like my cream tea the Cornish way.’


The girl nodded and was gone. Harold had picked up his pencil again and was staring down at the crossword.


‘Harold!’


He looked up. ‘I was just letting it brew a while. Terribly weak, the tea, recently – beginning to wonder if they’re reusing the leaves,’ he said.


‘We were discussing the Nottingham commission,’ Laura said. ‘Guns again – Royal Ordnance Factory down near the Trent somewhere – Bofors and suchlike. Remember how everyone used to say that the lace-making girls were the prettiest in England? They’ll all be on munitions now – there’ll be no shortage of faces to paint. What do you think?’


‘Does it matter what I think?’


Laura tutted. ‘Don’t be like that. You could come with me. After all, it’s not as if you’ve anything else to occupy yourself with.’


She saw him stiffen, grasp the pencil and lower his gaze. She’d gone too far. She always went too far, never seemed to know how to keep it buttoned. A better wife wouldn’t hurt her husband’s pride by making reference to his lack of employment, she supposed. But she wasn’t a good wife, never had felt good enough for Harold. And in any case, was it her fault the blasted war meant all the usual portrait work he did for the great and the good had effectively dried up? And the War Artists’ Advisory Committee would never offer him work – Harold wouldn’t have accepted, even if they had.


Laura sighed and looked out of the window. The telephone wire cut through the westering sky, down towards the fields, where a herd of cows coming home was a rub of charcoal against the dun-mauve backdrop. She put out her fingertip and pulled it across the wet mist condensation on the bottom of the pane. ‘I thought you’d like to come,’ she said, turning away from the fading light to face her husband.


‘Why?’ he said, still staring down at his paper.


‘Nostalgia. A trip down memory lane – a trip down Waverley Street, Noel Street and onto the Boulevard, for that matter. Oh, Harold, remember all that?’


‘It was a very long time ago,’ Harold said, putting his newspaper and pencil on the windowsill and picking up the teapot.


‘Milk first!’ Laura said, snatching up the jug as he began to pour the tea. They ended up pouring at the same time, brown and cream liquids splashing together into beige whirlpools in their cups. A storm in a teacup, Laura thought.


They picked up their cups and lifted them to their lips at the same time. It often happened like that: years of togetherness had synchronised their movements. Years of togetherness – but so often apart, since that first time in November 1916:


‘Must you go?’ he said. And she’d had to strain to catch his voice, because of the wind and the gulls and the distant waves breaking on the shore. She didn’t reply.


He was in three-quarter profile, and she couldn’t make out his expression from where she stood. All she could see was the edge of his face: features like one of the wind-gnarled hawthorns in the Cornish hedgerows, moulded from resistance to the whipping breeze. If only she could paint him here, right now, Laura thought. He looked so solid and unyielding, a wonderful contrast to the translucent sweep of Sennen Cove, with its sequinned waves and mother-of-pearl morning skies. For a moment she began a mental composition: the crescent bay curling, and Harold in the chair, looking out to sea. She thought how she could use the two gulls and the skeins of high cloud to draw the eye around, through the silver-blue sky. And Harold himself – her eyes darted over his form, sketching him in her mind’s eye: the strong line of his chin, the plane of his brow – etched against the liquid light. How she longed to paint her husband, but how stubbornly he had always refused.


She was roused by the clop of hooves from the lane beyond the cottage. Mr Trevallion was here with the dog cart to take her to the station. To take her to the station, to chug away on the train, all the way to London, and then to change onto another train to Surrey. She wouldn’t reach Witley Camp until tonight. She wouldn’t see another Sennen morning for weeks, months maybe. ‘Mr Trevallion’s here,’ she called out, but still he didn’t turn to face her, remained staring out to sea, muffled in his coat and the tartan travel rug on his lap. His sketchbook lay unopened on the rattan table next to him, with one long, unused pencil on top.


‘Be sure he always has his sketchbook and pencil nearby,’ Laura told the girl, when she was packing her things last night. ‘We don’t know when he’ll be ready to start drawing again. We must be prepared for when he does.’ But the sketchbook had remained closed for almost two years now, and Laura was beginning to wonder if Harold would ever work again. Wondering, too, if he’d ever claw his way out of the hole he’d disappeared into and emerge as the real Harold, the talented, clever, wonderful artist she’d married.


Three steps cleared the distance between them across the frosted grass. She could taste the salt in the air, and hear the kettle whistling in the kitchen, as she leant over to say goodbye.


‘I’ll write,’ she said, feeling the sand-smooth rub of his freshly shaved cheek against hers, smelling his familiar, woody scent.


He grabbed her hand, then clutched her fingers so tight it hurt. ‘What do they think about your husband being a conchie?’


‘We’ve been over this, Harold.’


‘Why must you go off and paint soldiers?’


‘Harold, we are at war, like it or not. Nobody will pay me to paint children flying kites at the seaside or pretty women on the clifftops any more.’


‘But soldiers, Laura, training for war. If you leave now, you’re a part of that, you know, a part of that whole machine of death. You’re as much a part of it as I would have been if I’d let myself be conscripted.’ Her wedding ring cut painfully into her flesh as he grasped her hand, tighter still. ‘Don’t you see? Laura, can’t you see what you’re doing?’ She looked into his face: the strong features she’d always so admired, his serious eyes. Harold was holding her hand, looking into her eyes, and talking to her again, after all these months of silence and dislocation. Unbearable.


Dimly she heard Mr Trevallion calling her from in front of the cottage. ‘Harold, we have no money,’ she said, slowly, as if talking to a child. ‘We cannot eat your principles. We cannot put your principles on the fire to warm the cottage. We cannot use your principles to pay the maid, or to pay for your medication or the visits from Doctor Nightingale.’ She tore her hand from his. ‘I’m leaving now, Harold.’


She half-ran towards the gate. From the corner of her eye she could see the girl coming out of the back door with Harold’s hot water bottle and medicines, her yellow dress like an upside-down daffodil, swaying as she walked along the path. Ahead, in the lane, Mr Trevallion was heaving her trunk into the cart. He looked over at her and grinned his gap-toothed grin. She paused at the gate, fumbling with the latch, turning back to take one last look at her husband. But the girl was fussing with his rug, and from here all she could see was the back of his head, as the girl flurried and chafed him like a nervous pastry cook around a plate of petits fours.


She yanked the gate and pushed through, turning her back on the glorious Sennen morning.




‘Do say yes, Harold. Come with me to Nottingham and we can stay in an hotel and peek at the ghosts of our former selves, chasing helter-skelter through the Lace Market,’ Laura said now, replacing her cup in its saucer.


‘Laura, stop exaggerating. Never once did we play tag in the marketplace. The tales you tell make it sound as if we were street urchins together.’


‘We weren’t much more than that, Harold. I was just fourteen when you painted my portrait, remember?’


It was Harold’s turn to sigh.


Laura heard the kitchen door slam and saw the girl struggle in with the tray of scones. She had to dodge and weave through the other tables to reach them. The Petersons’ terrier, Kipper, yapped at her heels as she passed, and she had to step over Mr Jones’s awkwardly angled leg, which jutted out between the honeymooners’ table and the fireplace. The honeymooners were touching toes beneath the table and shovelling buttered crumpets into their mouths. Ravenous, poor things – the exertions of love do seem to make young people terribly hungry, Laura thought. The girl finally arrived, apologising for the delay. Laura shifted the teapot onto the windowsill, next to the ashtray, to make room for the plate of scones. ‘Not much cream, I’m afraid, Missus Knight, but I found your special treacle. Mr Peterson has been keeping it back for you,’ the girl said.


‘Marvellous! How very sweet,’ Laura said. The girl gave a flustered smile. ‘And you’re doing a wonderful job, too. What’s your name, dear?’


‘Rosie.’


‘Lovely name. It suits you. You’re new, aren’t you?’


‘Started last week, Missus Knight.’


‘I only got back today. What happened to Marjorie?’


‘Her papers came. She went to join the Wrens.’


‘Really? She’ll look awfully good in that uniform with a figure like hers, won’t she? Well, I have to say, I think you’re doing very well, Rosie. Keep it up!’


The girl thanked her and left. Laura watched her threading back towards the kitchen. Dear thing. She turned her attention back to her husband, who was already biting into a scone topped with clotted cream and black treacle – her treacle.


‘Harold, that’s my treacle. Mr Peterson has been saving it for me.’


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Laura,’ Harold said, shaking his head and reaching for his teacup.


It was stuffy in the hotel tea room, with the fire and the tightly packed clientele: small movements, small conversations, a small palette of colours: green-grey-brown, and the dull amber of the fire in the hearth. Dear Lord, where was the life in it all?


‘You still haven’t answered my question about Nottingham,’ Laura said, taking a scone and smothering it with the remains of the cream.


Harold swallowed and wiped his lips with a napkin. ‘I really don’t see why you feel the need to go through the pantomime of getting my permission, Laura. When has it ever mattered what I think?’




Chapter 2


George


‘Ey up, purple warning’s just come through, boss.’ The skinny lad placed the intercom receiver back in its cradle and reached for his helmet. George closed the doorway behind him, cutting off the light from the stairwell. He could see well enough; it was a clear night, with a gibbous moon sinking towards the western horizon. Searchlights sprang up, tickling the underbelly of the skies.


The planes were just a faraway buzz, almost drowned out by the clunk and hum of the factory below them. ‘Don’t worry about that, Alfie,’ said George, reaching out for the helmet. Distant sirens yowled like feral tomcats. He raised his voice a notch. ‘You get yourself downstairs and get some dinner down you. I hear it’s jam roly-poly for pudding.’


‘But if there’s a raid, Mr Handford?’ The lad’s eyes were large in his pale face, his still-breaking voice stumbling over the words. ‘I d-don’t mind staying until the all-clear.’


The buzz was louder, more definite now. George turned towards the sound. ‘They picked a nice night for it,’ he said, listening for the sonic trajectory. ‘Sounds like they’re headed west,’ he said. ‘Business over Derby again, I’ll wager – poor blighters. Now, you get yourself downstairs.’


‘If you’re sure?’ Alfie let go of the helmet.


‘Go on, before I change my mind.’


The young fire watcher gave a nervous smile and bobbed back down the stairwell. The door banged shut behind him. George fitted on the helmet. The strap dug in under his chin. He fiddled with it, but couldn’t loosen it, so took it off again and hung it on the hook next to the intercom. He shouldn’t be up here at all, really. He could easily send someone else up to cover Alfie’s break. The Board thought that the duty manager should be present at mealtimes, to show a friendly side to management and boost morale. But George had no need for chit-chat over lumpy custard, or – God forbid – someone suggesting a sing-along.


He walked over to the parapet and leant his hands on the rough-cool concrete, looking out over the rooftops to where the Trent curved like a silver necklace. The factory building was higher than the surrounding terraced houses, but still not high enough for a chap to do away with himself, if he were so inclined. It had crossed his mind once, George remembered, just after he’d started at the factory, with everything that happened back in ’22. But he’d been too much of a coward to follow through. Later, he’d read that death was only a certainty if one jumped from higher than one hundred and fifty feet, and the factory roof was only around half of that. If he’d jumped, he would have only half-killed himself. He’d felt just half-dead since what happened then, in any case, so it really made no difference, he thought, leaning out a little, letting the blue-black chasm shimmy below him. Here he was, still at the factory, living half a life, more than twenty years later.


The sirens stopped and the sound of the planes was louder, a dull, distant drone. He straightened up. They were definitely heading west, as if the fat-faced moon were a plughole, sucking them in. He could just make out his watch in the moonlight: five past twelve – halfway through the night shift. Halfway through his life. He took his hands off the parapet and rubbed them together. It was still cold at night, even though spring was on its way.


He breathed in the chill air, and reached into his pocket for his pipe, as the flares began to fall over Derby, lighting the way for the incoming bombers. ‘Poor blighters,’ he repeated, thinking of all the individual instances of tragedy and chance that were about to happen: loves lost and lives ruined. What was the point of loving someone, of living with them, if it could all be destroyed in a moment, like that? He exhaled and shook his head. It was better – safer – to exist alone.




Chapter 3


Violet


‘Marry me,’ he said, hoiking up her skirt.


‘Oh, give over,’ she replied, shoving the cloth back down over her thighs. But his lips were at her throat and his breath was warm and wet. The rooftops of the houses on either side almost touched above their heads – if she looked up she could see a sliver of star-specked sky between the two lines of guttering.


‘Frank Timpson, what are you like?’ She pulled up his head and placed her lips on his, pressing into the soft beer-smoke-sweet taste of him. She let herself sink into the kiss. Mrs Frank Timpson – could she do it? She stroked the back of his neck, where the hairline bristled into the skin of his neck. She felt his hands snake down, unbuttoning her blouse. There was no one about. Nobody used this alley any more, not since the street at the far end had been blitzed out; it was a rubble-strewn dead-end further in.


‘I can’t do this, Frank,’ she said, pulling her mouth from his.


‘I mean it, Vi. Let me, and I’ll marry you. I’ll marry you tomorrow if you want. Just say yes.’ His breath hot against her skin, his fingers kneading and stroking. And then he slid down, the brush of cloth against cloth as he went all the way down onto one knee. His head was right by her groin, his hands pushing up her skirt, his fingers against her thighs. She let her legs relax, begin to part, as his thumbs looped under her knicker elastic and tugged them down. He pulled away from her and began to unbutton his fly.


The edge of the drainpipe bit into her back below the straps of her brassiere, and her hair snagged on the brickwork, as Frank’s body nudged and butted. Vi thought, this is it, I’m a woman now, and it hurt a bit, but it wasn’t as bad as they said. And it was all right, because she and Frank had been secretly meeting like this for months now, and he’d asked her to marry him, hadn’t he?


And in any case, everyone knew you couldn’t fall pregnant if it was your first time and you did it standing up.


I’ve lost my cherry! I’ve done it with Frank Timpson and he wants to marry me. It was a delicious secret. She thought they’d somehow be able to tell, but when she slipped into bed with Rita and May, they just complained about her cold feet, as per usual; nobody seemed to notice that she was different at all. Baby Val woke with a yowl at six in the morning, and Vi fell out of bed and down the stairs to warm her a bottle, even though she hadn’t gone to bed until past midnight and everyone kept telling her that Baby Val was too old to have a bottle in the mornings these days. Vi felt sorry for the motherless mite, sent back here when her dad got rheumatic fever last month.


Nothing had changed except her. Everything was just the same: national loaf and marge for breakfast, and weak tea with the thrice-used leaves (at least the little ones went to school with something hot inside, which was more than some others got). Ma was wheezing worse than usual, and had to be helped to the privy. One of the boys barrelled into Baby Val’s full potty before Vi had a chance to empty it, so there was that to clear up, and all. Vi wondered when the right time would be to tell them. Should she wait until it was official, she’d got a ring and that?


Ma was on her way back from the lav when the postman came; she pulled the brown envelope that poked through the slot like a paper tongue. She ripped it open and peered down at the typed sheet. ‘Thought this would come any day,’ she said, holding the paper out to Vi. ‘It’s been two weeks since your birthday already – they’ll be wanting you for war work, girl.’ She started coughing then, and Vi took the letter from her and helped her back into bed.


Vi felt the sheet of paper crackle in her pocket. The clock tower chimed the half-hour. The sun was cloud-stabbing, not quite breaking through, turning the morning street yellow-grey and bruised-looking. A poster on the bus stop opposite told her to join the ATS. Not bleeding likely, she thought, with a sudden twinge of grief, remembering her big sister, Bea.


It was a pain that the Labour Exchange was right over the other side of town, but she needed to get this out of the way as soon as. She was going to go right in there and tell them that she was engaged to be married. They couldn’t send her away for war work then, could they?


A window cleaner was soaping up the windows of the Labour Exchange, his arm sudding and wiping with the practised rhythm of a machine. Vi wondered why he hadn’t been conscripted – flat feet, bad teeth, infected lungs? He looked healthy enough to her, rubbing away at the glass like that. She began to walk along the pavement and he broke off his tune to give a lack-lustre wolf-whistle as she passed by. As she turned to give him a piece of her mind she could have sworn she saw Frank, coming down the street opposite. She could tell from his messy blond hair – he never wore a hat – and the slouchy way he walked with his hands in his pockets.


She paused with her hand on the Labour Exchange door. It was him, walking down the street opposite. Vi thought it was a happy coincidence. Frank could come into the Labour Exchange with her, and confirm their engagement, because there wasn’t even a ring yet, was there, and they might not believe her.


She was about to call out to him when she saw him stop at the doorway next to the bus stop and take a key out of his pocket. She hadn’t known he lived all the way over this side of town. He’d never said – she’d never asked, she realised – they always had other things to occupy themselves with, in the alley, after hours, when he walked her home from work.


As he got his key out, the door opened and a huge pram bumped down the front step, pushed by a dumpy woman in a floral turban and navy-blue coat. Vi hesitated: it could be his sister? That was when the bus drew up at the stop, obscuring her view.


Vi went inside the Labour Exchange and shut the door, but stopped just inside to look out of the window at the far end – the cleaner hadn’t reached that one, yet. She looked outside. Frank had disappeared, the bus was pulling away, and the woman with the pram was crossing the road towards her. Just then there was the clatter of a bucket on the pavement outside and a disembodied arm began to wipe sudsy water over the windowpane. She heard voices from outside, muffled by the glass.


‘Morning, Missus T!’


‘Morning, Jack.’


‘How’s Frank Junior doing today?’


‘I think his fever is getting worse, Jack. I’ve been up with him all night. Frank says if he won’t settle in his pram then I’m to take him to the doctor.’


‘Well, I hope he feels better soon.’


‘Lord, so do I! Good morning, Jack.’


‘Morning, Missus Timpson.’


Something gave inside Vi, then. Like an old piece of knicker elastic pulled tight until it snaps, then hanging useless-loose. She put a hand out onto the dusty windowsill, feeling it smooth and hard beneath her fingertips. Up and down the wet cloth wiped, in front of her eyes (up and down like a barmaid’s knickers, that was how the saying went, wasn’t it?).


She drew breath and tilted up her chin, watching the water run in foamy rivulets down the glass. The cheating spiv. Marry me, he’d said. And he was already married, with a sick baby, too. He must only have said it – she knew why he’d said it. She turned away from the window. There was an empty chair behind a file-covered desk. Posters for the Land Army, WAAF, ATS, and the Wrens papered the shiny cream walls. The window cleaner’s shammy squeaked against the glass behind her. There was another poster above the desk: an orange one with a painting of a blonde woman with her arms flung high into the air, making a ‘V’ shape. Come into the factories, it said.


Vi walked over to the desk and banged the silver bell that lay next to the blotter. When nobody appeared she banged it again. ‘All right, I’m coming!’ A mousey-looking woman with buck teeth appeared from a side door.


‘What pays best?’ Vi said.


‘I beg your pardon?’ the woman said, sitting down, chair scraping the lino.


‘Forces, land or industry, what pays best?’ Vi said.


The woman pulled her chin into her neck and tapped her fingertips together. ‘I think the factory girls are getting a shilling an hour, these days,’ she said.


‘Good,’ Vi nodded, pulling her registration letter from her pocket and slamming it down on the desk. ‘How soon can I start?’


‘Are you quite sure, dear?’ the woman said, looking up. ‘Because once you’ve made your decision, you don’t get a second bite of the cherry.’


‘Don’t you?’ Vi said. ‘Says who? Churchill? Who says you can’t change your mind about something, if it turns out all wrong?’


The woman sucked at her overbite and began to fill in a form. ‘Industry it is,’ she said. ‘Probably the best place for a girl like you.’




Chapter 4


Zelah


The train was late. Zelah sat down on the hard wooden bench and looked out of the waiting-room window, watching the grey jostle of figures and the swirls of smoke and hearing the muffled chug of engines, rattle of luggage trolley, occasional shout. The dehumanising mix of people and machine reminded her of starting at the gun factory. She could see past the platform to where the ironwork on the station footbridge made criss-cross patterns, like someone ticking off the days on a calendar, and remembered how it felt, that first day in Nottingham, almost two years ago already:




The sound is like a muted air raid, but contained and syncopated, a rhythmic thud-roar, just at the level where the vibrations fill her body and push out thought. How can something be so vast and be so cluttered at the same time, she thinks, looking round at the huge space, filled with gantries, cranes, pistons, and blocks of moving metal, all slick-grey and solid.


There is a metallic taste on her tongue, the air peppery-hot in her nostrils, as a man gestures to her, and leads her to an incomprehensible piece of machinery. To her it looks like a sewing machine, but much, much larger: silver-black and dangerous-looking. She puts out her right index finger and touches it: warm and smooth.


Nobody talks – voices would be shouted down by the man-made thunder of the factory floor. And it is bright-dark: long electric strips illuminate the equipment, but there is no daylight, not a single window anywhere.


Once she starts here she’ll become part of the machinery itself, Zelah thinks, a fleshy cog in the factory, not a real person at all.


It is perfect.




Now Zelah gripped the edges of the plywood sign she held in her lap. ROF hostel, it said in large, black printed lettering. As soon as the London train came in, she’d go out onto the platform and hold it high up, so the newest batch of industrial recruits could see it. Many of them would never have been away from home before. For some it might even be their first time on a train. It was important for the welfare supervisor to guide them to their new home. It was one of the reasons Zelah had been offered the role, because she’d been through it herself, and management thought she’d have an understanding of the women’s concerns. That was what Mr Simmons had said, anyway.


The lady next to her shuffled in her seat and sneezed, saying ‘I do beg my pardon’, dabbing at her nose with a monogrammed handkerchief before turning her attention back to a feature in her magazine about creative uses of dried egg. And Zelah wished she’d brought something to distract herself with: knitting or crochet or something to read – not just because of the wait, but because of the feeling she got every time she had to do a station pick-up and bring the new girls back to the ordnance factory hostel.


The waiting-room door banged open, bringing with it the smoky dampness of the platform, and a young couple, holding hands and laughing as they barged inside. They sat down opposite Zelah, chattering loudly about what a good spread there’d been at the wedding breakfast and how Aunty Enid should never have been allowed near the sherry bottle. The young man was in army uniform, and the woman in a grey coat with huge shoulder pads, and a red hat perched on top of her golden curls. She laughed at something he said, opening her red lips wide, showing off a mouthful of perfect teeth, and resting a red-nailed hand on the thigh of his khaki trousers. The gold band on her ring finger gleamed in the waiting-room lights.


The couple turned and gazed at each other. Zelah thought they were about to kiss, but the woman glanced over at Zelah, muttered ‘Not here, darling’ to the man, and pulled her hand from his knee. Zelah flushed and looked down at the sign in her lap. She shouldn’t have stared, but it was hard not to. She thought about the young couple’s wedding: the church, the flowers, the happy grief of the bride’s mother, prayer books, lace, and tiny white-edged cubes of fruit cake. She’d like to have had a wedding like that, Zelah thought, running her fingers over the roughly painted sign. But it wouldn’t happen, would it? Twenty-five wasn’t old, not really, but she’d almost given up hope of having a second chance, now.


The woman next to her sneezed again, and the pages of her magazine fluttered. Zelah checked her watch. Would the train come in time for them to make it back to the hostel for tea? Matron would be unhappy if she had to miss out her introductory chat to the girls. Matron was unhappy about a lot of things, Zelah thought, suppressing a sigh.


From out on the platform came a muted roar: the London train arriving. Zelah was at the door with her sign before any of the other passengers had even gathered up their things. Carriage doors swung open and people stepped out onto the damp platform before the train had even come to a halt. Zelah stood underneath the moon-faced clock, holding her sign up high, and putting on a smile, watching the passengers tumble-jumble towards her. She was expecting ten, this time. There had been twenty come down on the Manchester train earlier. This would bring the hostel to capacity.


There was a knot of three, who’d found and introduced themselves to each other on the train. That was good, Zelah thought, they’d settle easily if they already had friends. She asked them to wait for a moment for the others, and held her sign higher, lifted her smile wider, looking hopefully at the bobbing heads of the alighting throng. One-by-one, six other girls joined the group, some smiling nervously, others silent and wide-eyed.


Zelah put her sign down, pulled her list from her pocket and double checked. Had she counted correctly? She asked their names and ticked them off. The crowds were thinning out, and the passengers for Grantham had all got on. The guard was walking along the train, helping stragglers with luggage, slamming doors shut. What if a girl had fallen asleep on the train? She checked her list. Who was missing?


The guard was just about to slam the final door when a young woman stepped off, ignoring his frown. Zelah saw the red flag wave, heard the shriek of the guard’s whistle, watched the brunette in the beige coat saunter towards them through the steam.


‘Excuse me, are you Violet Smith?’ Zelah had to shout to be heard above the sound of the train pulling out.


The girl smiled, and her left cheek dimpled. ‘Depends who’s asking,’ she said.


Violet


‘In here. The bell will go for blackout, and breakfast is at six in the canteen downstairs.’ The door to room 179 was flung open, and Vi stepped inside. She heard Matron clattering off down the corridor with the remainder of the intake. She put down her case and closed the door behind her. It was posh – like she imagined a hotel would be.


There was an electric light with a flowered shade and a switch hanging down on a little gold chain, and beyond that a window that looked out onto flat fields, brown-green and endless, stretching away towards the pale grey skies. To the left of the window was a white basin with two taps – hot and cold running water, in her own bedroom! There was a glass tumbler with a toothbrush in it and a grey flannel draped over the edge – the factory even provided wash kit? Nobody had mentioned that at the Labour Exchange. Vi blinked and let her eyes take in the rest of the room: a utility wardrobe on the other side of the window, opposite the sink, and a chest of drawers to her left, with a hairbrush on top (was that part of it too? She half-expected to open the drawers and find them stocked with brand-new cami-knickers and silk stockings). It wasn’t half bad for twenty-two shillings a week, she thought.


‘Are you Violet Smith?’ The voice came, inexplicably, from high up behind her right ear.


Vi sighed. ‘Depends who’s asking.’ She looked up and saw a triangular face peering down, catlike, from the top bunk. Bunk beds – of course – how stupid of her to think she’d have a room to herself. That explained the wash kit and the hairbrush, then. Vi, you silly mare.


‘Matron said I’d be sharing with someone called Violet Smith,’ said the dark-haired girl. ‘You must be her.’


‘Oh, must I?’ said Vi, unbuttoning her coat. ‘And who are you? Gert or Daisy?’


‘Mary McLaughlin,’ said the girl, missing the joke. ‘I came this morning.’


Funny accent, Vi thought. Irish? But she didn’t sound like the Irishmen who worked at the docks and used to come into the pub. ‘Come far?’ Vi said, heaving her suitcase onto the lower bunk and clicking it open.


‘It’s a long way from Crumlin to here, so it is,’ came the reply. The bedstead swayed and two bare feet swung down next to Vi’s face. ‘You’ll be wanting help unpacking.’ Mary thudded softly down next to her, reached into the old cardboard case and made a grab for her things. ‘Where d’you get these?’ She dangled Vi’s only pair of nylons in front of her face.


‘My fella,’ Vi replied (Frank said they’d fallen off the back of a lorry, when he’d slipped them into her gas-mask case). She watched as Mary opened the bottom drawer in the chest and chucked them in.


‘Is he a Yank?’ Mary said, plucking out Vi’s woollen vest and inspecting both sides before throwing it in with the stockings.


‘No. Not that it’s any business of yours,’ Vi said, shovelling up the remainder of her clothes in an armful, shoving them in the drawer and slamming it shut before Mary could ‘help’ any more. ‘Anyway, I’ve thrown him over,’ Vi said.


She tipped up the case to empty her remaining things: comb, rollers, Vaseline, soap, flannel and the red-beaded rosary that Ma had insisted she take.


‘Funny that they should put you in here with me,’ Mary said, reaching down and prodding the rosary as if it were something slimy, ‘what with you being one of them.’


‘One of what?’


‘A Taig.’


‘What?’


‘You’re a Catholic, aren’t you? You’d have thought they’d be worried about us being in the same room together.’ Mary straightened up. She was quite short. Vi noticed flecks of dandruff in the parting of her dark hair. ‘And I’m a Protestant,’ Mary said, narrowing her eyes and jutting her sharp little chin forward.


Vi heard the flush of the toilet from the bathroom across the way, and the sound of someone starting to sing through the thin wall between their room and next door’s. Sweet Mary Mother of Jesus, am I really going to be spending the rest of the war in this glorified chicken coop? Vi dug in her coat pocket for her fags – a whole packet of Capstan, a leaving present from her old boss at the King’s Arms. ‘Smoke?’ she said, holding out the cigarettes.


‘Sure, why not?’ They sat down on the bottom bunk together. ‘I suppose I don’t need to tell Mammy I’m sharing with a Taig,’ Mary said, holding her fag between thumb and forefinger. Vi shrugged, and took another drag, looking at her new room-mate. For such a petite thing, Mary was a little plump, she thought, the way her belly pushed out the fabric at the front of her brown woollen frock, she almost looked . . . a bell rang, a tinny drilling sound, that pushed the thought from her head. ‘Time to draw the blackouts,’ said Mary.


Later, in bed, Vi stared up at the slats of the bunk above her, and felt the bed creak and sway as Mary tossed in her sleep. It was strange to have a whole bed to herself, strange not to be annoyed with Rita’s elbows or May’s cold toes or the sound of John and David snoring on the floor. She wouldn’t have to do the pre-dawn stumble for the baby bottle, because there was no Baby Val here to worry about and no twins to bother her when she was trying to do her hair in the morning, and no Ma to yell at her for not getting the washing inside before the rain started. No angry landlord to deal with, no nagging bills to worry about, no tea to make, no front step to scrub, and no Frank Timpson in the alley, after dark.


She clenched and unclenched her fists beneath the smooth, freshly laundered sheets, feeling empty. She missed them all so much it felt as if her heart were being wrung through the Monday morning mangle. But she’d be damned if she ever let on.


Laura


In the darkness the unsynchronised bomber engines sounded from either side of the Malvern Hills. Laura stood outside the hotel with some of the other guests, smoking and holding muttered conversations, as if they were waiting for a show to start. And in a sense they were, Laura thought. Harold had already made his excuses and gone upstairs. Laura imagined him, head hidden under the covers, long body a rigid lump, willing it all to stop.


She inhaled smoke and cool night air, watching as the searchlights sprang up like wigwams. The lights wavered upwards and it felt as if they were under a huge black-and-white tent, like a monochrome circus top. She could make out the twinkle of a companion’s earring, the dark mauve of a loosened tie, as the searchlights played across the sky.


Laura had things she needed to get on with: she had to write to K, for starters, accept the Nottingham job, think about packing. But not just yet – it could wait until morning. There was time to watch the night raid first.


The German bombers’ engines were getting louder, now, but the guests continued their anodyne chatter. They were discussing cats: some admired their looks, the way they hunted vermin; others hated their arrogance, the killing of songbirds. Laura exhaled, spewing smoke across their silly words. Then, ‘I killed a man once,’ said Mr Peterson, standing next to her on the terrace. Laura turned towards him as he spoke. Behind him, in the distance, brilliant clusters of light hung and slowly dropped to reveal a target on the ground below. ‘The Dardanelles,’ he continued. ‘I was doing a recce for my unit, coming out of a hollow in some uneven ground, and I found myself staring into two very black eyes. Then the training kicked in, and I shot him. I remember he had a long black beard. I often wonder, did he have a family? I should like to have said sorry, told them I had no choice . . .’ His voice trailed off at the first thud-crash.


The show had begun: the flare of flames, crackle of flack, splayed searchlights, boom of the anti-aircraft guns. Nobody spoke now, enraptured by the spectacle unfolding below. And Laura had a memory, of the upstairs room at Ethel Villas: Mother waking her up in the middle of the night, dragging her over to the window and lifting the heavy sash – she couldn’t have been more than six or seven years old – Look, Laura, look! Look at the colours! Aren’t they glorious? – In the distance, orange flames licked the navy sky and smoke blanked out the starlight. Years later, when she mentioned it to Harold, he recalled a catastrophic factory fire at the time – he would have been about eleven or twelve, he said, and read about it in his father’s newspaper. It must have been the same one, Laura thought. Yet mother had never mentioned the ruination or the loss of life, just the colours, the beautiful fury of it.


There was a gasp from the huddle of guests. The ack-ack guns had caught a plane. It came screaming, twisting down and down. Everyone clapped, some even cheered. Laura had had enough of it. She ran inside, storming upstairs, banging open the bedroom door, flicking on the light: everything a sudden white-yellow, Harold a hump under the eiderdown.


‘I’m not going, Harold,’ she said, slamming the door behind her. ‘It’s unbearable. I’m not going to paint anything more of these murder machines, or the business of war, no matter how much they offer me. I’m not going to Nottingham. I’m going to stay here with you. Harold – Harold?’


Why didn’t he answer?


She went over to the bed and pulled back the covers. He was lying on one side, sweat plastering his white hair oil-grey against his scalp, skin strangely pale, eyes wide and unseeing.


‘Harold?’




Chapter 5


Zelah




‘Tickets, please.’


Zelah looks up, surprised she’s heard him. Ever since that night everything has been a muffled jumble – she’d wondered if she’d ever get her hearing back – but that part of her was recovering, at least. She takes her ticket from her coat pocket. There is nothing else in there, not even a hanky.


The inspector’s black trousers make an ‘A’ shape, as he steadies his bulk against the sway of the railway carriage. The woman with the baby in the blue shawl can’t find her ticket. The inspector tuts and shakes his jowls, his scowling chops the same grey-red as the ploughed Devon fields that race past in the half-light outside the train windows. It is jam-packed already, and they’ve only just passed Newton Abbot. Luckily she got on at Plymouth, lucky to get a seat.


Luck clings to me like a curse, she thinks.


She can hear again, but everything is still overlaid with a metallic buzz, as if the sound comes through layers of wire mesh. The inspector turns his attention to the three sleeping sailors at the far end, who nudge each other into brief wakefulness and wave travel warrants, before lolling back against the plush. The man with the bandaged head lowers his copy of The Times long enough to hand over two tickets. His birdlike wife continues to worry at her knitting.


The man raises The Times again: Hundreds feared dead in direct hit on Plymouth shelter, says the headline. One lucky survivor cheats death. Zelah shudders and looks away. The baby starts to mewl, and the mother’s face is pale and pinched as she rocks it against herself.


The inspector holds out his hand for Zelah’s ticket, rolls his eyes down at her as he checks the destination, and clips it. He is saying something. To her damaged ears his words sound like wasps spitting from his fleshy lips. She strains to hear. He says she has to change at Derby, something about a UXB on the line near Birmingham.


Zelah says thank you and he nods and lumbers out of the compartment. The baby’s foot kicks her side as it squirms against its mother. There is no room on the seat for Zelah to move away.


At Teignmouth more people pour into the train. A troop of soldiers fill the corridor. An old woman with a checked shawl gets on last. The soldiers part like a khaki sea to let her through. Zelah pushes herself up from her seat and opens the carriage door. ‘There’s space in here,’ she says, her voice sounding muzzy and strange. The woman says something, but Zelah can’t hear, so she just gestures to her empty seat, and holds the door open. The woman’s face creases into a smile. As she enters the compartment she shakes her grey curls at the baby’s mother, and Zelah sees the mother hand her baby over to be dandled and cosseted.


Zelah goes out into the corridor. The soldiers shift to give her space, and she wedges herself between two of them as the train pulls out of the station. Like them, she rests her exhausted face against the cool glass window, looking through the smutted pane across the sweep of estuary, smooth as pewter. She can’t see the sun, yet, but evidence of sunrise is all across the southern skies, towards the Dorset coast and beyond: orange-red rising up from the horizon into the grey-sopped morning clouds. Behind them, down the tracks to the west, the night still claws. It was blue-black and freezing when she waited on the platform at Plymouth. Whatever is left of the city would be coming to life now, she supposes. Whatever is left. She blinks, and lets Plymouth go, erased like yesterday’s sums on the blackboard.


She can feel the heft of the soldiers’ torsos on either side of her. They sway and judder as one, caught in the motion of the train as it curves inland, away from the sea and northwards, towards her new life.




‘Tickets, please!’ Zelah blinked her eyes open. No, she wasn’t on the train from Plymouth. That was two years ago now. This was a different train – a different life. She must have drifted off, lulled by the warmth and rhythmic rattle of it. She fumbled in her coat pocket and pulled out the two tickets, for herself and the young woman opposite who was biting her lip and looking out through the smeared carriage window.


‘This’ll be you, m’duck.’ The skinny ticket inspector passed back the tickets and nodded out towards the dripping greyness. Zelah thanked her and put the tickets away as the train began to slow.


‘We’re nearly there,’ Zelah said to the young woman who frowned and pulled her coat across her body without doing up the buttons.


‘I don’t know why we’re here. The nurse said it was just my glands,’ the girl said, crossly.


‘Come on,’ Zelah said, flicking her head in the direction of the carriage door. ‘Or we’ll miss it.’


The woman narrowed her eyes, but she got up as the train ground to a halt. Zelah opened the carriage window and leant out to grab the handle, her sleeve soaked in seconds from the downpour. She got out and held the door open for Mary McLaughlin. ‘But the nurse said it was just my glands,’ Mary repeated as she stepped off the train.


‘I’m afraid Dr Gibbs has another opinion and – well – here we are,’ Zelah said, slamming the train door behind them. ‘Attenborough’ said the sign above the platform. (‘I’ll get the girl booked into the one at Attenborough village,’ Dr Gibbs had said, frowning over her spectacles. ‘Of course they’re terrifically busy these days, what with the ATS girls stationed in Chetwynd Barracks . . .’ She raised knowing brows before continuing, ‘But it’s better than the alternatives.’) The guard blew his whistle and the train juddered noisily away towards Derby.


So here they were. Dr Gibbs said Cloud House was in the middle of the village, just a couple of hundred yards up the road from the station. Zelah squinted into the rain and struggled to unfurl her umbrella. ‘Squash in with me, or you’ll be drenched,’ she said, and they began to walk up the road together, huddled under the flapping brolly, neither in a particular rush to reach their destination, despite the weather.


‘Sorry,’ said Mary, accidentally splashing her with puddle water.


‘It’s fine,’ Zelah said.


‘No, it’s sodding well not!’ Mary suddenly stopped. ‘He said my hand would look prettier with a ring on my finger, and I thought he meant—’ She burst into huge, heaving sobs.


Zelah struggled to get her arms round Mary and hold on to the slippery umbrella handle. ‘There, there,’ she said, patting ineffectually, as Mary shuddered against her raincoat. Bareheaded, the girl’s black curls barely reached Zelah’s chin. It was like hugging a child. Poor thing. She hadn’t even known she was pregnant. It was only when Zelah measured her for her overalls and discovered she was a size thirteen – rather large for a girl of her height – that she’d asked Nurse to take a look at her. Nurse said, with a snap of her fingers and a cursory glance, that it was nothing more than her glands. Whatever that meant. Luckily Dr Gibbs happened to have her weekly surgery that day, took one look at Mary and said she’d eat her hat if that little chit had any kind of a thyroid complaint. So now here they were, on the way to the Home for Unmarried Mothers, in the pouring rain.


‘You’ll feel better once we get there,’ Zelah said.


‘How?’ Mary’s voice snuffled against her chest. ‘How will I feel better?’


‘Well, at least you’ll be in the dry,’ Zelah said. Mary pulled herself away from Zelah and they began to walk again.


Mary sniffed and wiped her nose on the sleeve of her coat. ‘Mammy will kill me,’ she said.


‘She doesn’t need to know,’ Zelah said.


‘But surely they’ll tell her.’


‘Not if I tell them not to.’


‘You can do that?’


‘My job is your welfare,’ Zelah said.


‘But what about the money? If I’m not sending me wages home, she’ll know something, she’ll ask. Lord, the shame of it.’


They’d reached the village now, a scattering of turn-of-the-century villas, and a grey church crouched like a giant toad behind the rowan trees. And here was Cloud House: a symmetrical three-storey red-brick edifice, with the square front garden turned over to vegetables and a paved pathway from the gate to the front door. There were net curtains at every window.


Zelah paused at the gate. ‘You haven’t said what your plan is, Mary.’


‘I don’t have a plan, Miss Fitzlord.’


‘You don’t intend to keep your baby? Your mother wouldn’t want to help?’


Sometimes they did, Zelah knew. Some mothers would pass off the illegitimate baby as merely a younger sibling, brazen it out.


‘Mammy will kill me,’ Mary repeated.


‘So you will definitely be giving up your child for adoption?’ Zelah said. She had to be sure, before they went in. There would no doubt be paperwork, forms to sign and so forth. ‘Mary?’


The girl just nodded, staring down at the puddled pavement.


‘And what are your plans for afterwards?’


‘Afterwards?’ Mary said, looking up at her.


‘After they’ve found a home for the baby, what will you do?’


‘I can’t go home.’ Panic in her sharp little eyes. ‘Mammy will kill me.’


‘Do you – would you like to come back to work?’


‘Can I?’


‘I don’t see why not.’ Zelah stared past the girl to the blank façade of Cloud House in the sheeting rain, imagining how the well-meaning ladies inside would make Mary feel as if her life was over before it had even begun. The girl was one of the night shift. She hadn’t had to deal with the night-shift boss to date – although she’d heard all about him, of course. ‘I’ll ask Mr Handford to keep your job open, if you’d like.’
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