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PROLOGUE
BETONY


Mayfair, early November 1940

Betony Styles should have left the offices of Practical Modes at half-twelve sharp.

Already fifteen minutes late, she was running along Farm Street, her hat on skewed and her hairpins coming loose. She dodged a delivery boy and walked straight into a rug being beaten out of a window by a charwoman. Ash and cat hair.

Crossing Berkeley Square, she slowed down. It had rained all morning and the pavements were slippery. In the thin light of a November afternoon, the green space looked dispirited, the vegetable plots with their plank paths hungry and bare. Somewhere out towards Piccadilly, a siren was being tested, a low mechanical wail that set her teeth on edge.

She could have left on time; only, she’d knocked on her boss’s door to say she was taking her lunch hour and had found Sybil staring into space, as if she’d just received awful news. These days, it was a strong probability.

She’d asked what the matter was and Sybil had pointed to the telephone on her desk.

‘Don’t ever call a bank manager when he’s on his way out to lunch. So patronising. He wouldn’t dare speak to a man that way.’

‘I take it he said no to the loan?’

‘Not a chance, unless I can find a male guarantor.’ Before Betony could comment, Sybil had waved her away. ‘Go, darling. You’ve redone your lipstick, so you clearly have a date.’

Not a date, a meeting. With a man who could rescue her from her current predicament, and also Sybil – who was her mother’s cousin and therefore family – if he were so minded. The man was her father.

Betony was behind with her rent at the lodging house she had moved into with three companions after their last place was bombed. Sybil hadn’t been able to pay her that month. Turning into Upper Brook Street, crossing to the south side, she looked to see if there was a car outside her building. Ventnor House, its dignity dented by the sandbags in the doorway and its fine Georgian windows taped like garden trellis, gave nothing away. There was no waiting vehicle. She might have made it in time.

A second later, a motorcar pulled up. A Ministry car, its paintwork polished to mirrored black. A man in a cap was at the wheel, but the rear seats were empty. For a moment, Betony clung to the idea that the driver was delivering excuses. The meeting was postponed. Then, seeing him push back his seat and unfold a newspaper, she guessed he’d been to the newsagent’s and that her father was in the house already. It was his favourite trick – arrive early, wrong-foot the enemy.

Betony, from the moment she’d been old enough to answer back, had been the enemy.

The marble-tiled hall was littered with boxes and crates and the stair banisters were strewn with hand-me-down garments. The Women’s Voluntary Service were using the ground-floor rooms as a clothing collection point for bombed-out families. Betony wove between the boxes to the drawing room but found it empty.

‘Lord, don’t let him be in the kitchen.’

Though where else would he be?

She pushed the door open.

There he was in an immaculate suit and knife-sharp collar, seated at the scrubbed pine table with Gloria Kesgrave. Always ‘Mrs Kesgrave’ to the three younger members of the household, she was wearing one of her medieval robes. Her sleeve flaring like a bell, she poured tea from a pot held high above the cup.

‘…and Betony’s cooking improves week by week,’ Mrs Kesgrave was saying. ‘I have the pleasure of passing on a few domestic accomplishments. We are mastering béchamel sauce and would progress to hollandaise, could one get enough butter.’

Lord Styles noticed Betony in the doorway. ‘You’re late,’ he said.

‘Yes, sorry, Father. I couldn’t get away⁠—’

‘I set aside half an hour’ – he glanced at his watch – ‘which is now fifteen minutes. Shall we go somewhere private?’

With an apologetic glance at Mrs Kesgrave, Betony took her father’s tea through to the drawing room. The carved Adam fireplace was laid but wouldn’t be lit until everyone was home. She put his cup down on a small table and said, ‘Sorry it’s so cold. Take that chair; it’s the most comfortable.’

He glanced around. ‘Ventnor House… I came here once. A ball, I seem to remember, before I married your mother.’

The idea of her father, with his tall, spare frame and oiled hair, as an eligible bachelor at a ball felt so implausible, Betony lost grip of what she’d planned to say. They both sat.

Lord Styles waited, one hand on top of the other.

‘I suppose you wanted to see where I’ve fetched up,’ she said. As a former society debutante, she wasn’t supposed to ‘fetch up’ anywhere. She hadn’t wanted her father to come here at all and had asked if she might call on him at his office in the Ministry of Supply. He had agreed, only for a secretary to telephone yesterday to alter the arrangement. This was their first meeting since she’d left home. ‘I’ll come to the point,’ she said. Glacial silences had always thrown her off balance. ‘I want to ask if you might – if you could possibly⁠—’

‘Resume your allowance?’ he cut in. ‘I thought as much. You left my protection, now you’ve run out of money.’

‘No.’ Well, actually, yes. Betony had less than a shilling in her purse, but she wasn’t asking for herself. ‘I want you – please – to help Cousin Sybil.’

Lord Styles regarded his daughter with a look of faint distaste. ‘She’s sent you to beg for funds?’

‘No, she doesn’t know I’m meeting you. She’d hate it.’

‘Ha. Her magazine is going out of business and she’s grasping at straws. Inform her that I don’t throw good money after bad.’

‘But that’s the point, Father.’ Betony leaned forward. ‘We just need to get the Christmas issue onto the stands and things will be right again.’

‘Practical Modes is unviable.’ A year ago, he reminded her, he had permitted her to join its staff as the house model. A little filler before marriage. That no marriage had materialised did not make the job any more desirable. ‘And anyway, Sybil has no idea how to run a magazine.’

‘That’s not fair. It was doing well until the war. Everything’s in such short supply and paper’s gone through the roof—’ Betony gave up. Her father loathed Sybil and made no effort to hide it.

So when he slid an envelope from his pocket and held it out to her, she blinked, unsure whether she dared take it.

‘I presume you’ve spent your wages already and are short – I might have guessed you would be. This will help.’

The words stung; her heart leaped. If there was ten pounds inside, or even five, she could pay Mrs Kesgrave back for November’s rent.

Tearing into the envelope, she saw a rail ticket.

A single. To Yeovil in Somerset.

‘Join your mother at Styles Court,’ her father was saying. ‘Make yourself useful there and I’ll consider reinstating your allowance. One day, Betony, you’ll be mistress of your own home and won’t have to answer to me or your mother. But until then, please remember that I have a public position to uphold. Government business isn’t a game. To find my daughter in ramshackle lodgings with a hotchpotch of women⁠—’

‘Good women,’ she interrupted. ‘And my friends. And the mess in the hall is because the WVS gets donations faster than they can ship them out. What’s a few boxes?’

‘I made enquiries,’ he went on as if she hadn’t spoken, ‘and I’m aware that that lady in the kitchen⁠—’

‘Mrs Kesgrave.’

‘– is as far from respectable as it is possible to be. Moreover, there’s a nurse here⁠—’

‘Grace – and you don’t get more respectable than a nurse.’

‘– whose brother is in prison.’

Betony might have known her father would investigate her housemates’ backgrounds. ‘I’m not going to Somerset,’ she said steadily. Her memories of Styles Court were hiding from unhappy nursemaids and trying to find her mother in its maze of rooms. Lady Styles would give her endless, pointless jobs to do and would report to her father. A place didn’t need bars to be a prison. ‘I’m making a life in London,’ she continued and, before she could stop herself, added, ‘Somebody I love needs me too.’

She paused, giving her father time to show a flicker of interest. For him to say, ‘Someone you love… do I know him?’

Lord Styles simply waited.

‘And I’m not bailing out on Sybil,’ she continued. ‘I don’t expect you to be impressed, but she’s promoted me to junior writer. I’m still the house model, but it’s a step up. Father, if you would just help us – a loan, nothing more – I’d show you that I’m good at something. I’d make you proud.’

Lord Styles got to his feet. He hadn’t touched his tea. ‘If Cousin Sybil wants my assistance, tell her to approach me herself. I don’t negotiate with underlings, even when they’re my daughter.’

Something snapped and Betony tore the rail ticket in two. ‘I’m staying in London. Working. Earning. Living.’

Lord Styles scarcely seemed to notice the gesture. ‘Five pounds a month as a clotheshorse and would-be writer is not living,’ he said mildly.

‘Six pounds, actually.’ Sybil had agreed a pay rise. Betony just hadn’t seen it yet. Nor was she ever likely to.

‘It’s not even surviving, Betony.’ His next words showed he’d been listening all along. ‘As for the man you’re keeping company with⁠—’

‘His name is Winter Macpherson.’

‘Yes. Your mother told me. A hanger-on at the Canadian High Commission, I understand.’

Fury rippled top to toe. Insult her – she was used to it. But Winter? ‘He was an attaché, highly regarded. Now he’s in the Royal Canadian Air Force, flying Hurricanes.’

Lord Styles picked up his hat and coat and cast a brief glance towards the window where his car still waited at the kerb. ‘I’ll see myself out.’

Ignoring him, she followed, her emotions running red. So much so, she tripped over one of the WVS boxes.

Lord Styles opened the front door. Pausing on the step, he glanced back at Betony, who was rubbing her shins. ‘I cling to the hope you might one day surprise me.’

He signalled to his driver, who jumped out and hurried to open the rear door of the car.

As Lord Styles slid onto the seat, the man gave Betony a glance. She saw pity and lifted her chin, giving a bright goodbye wave. ‘You’ll have to try harder than that,’ she muttered as the car pulled away. ‘I’m not leaving London and I won’t give up on Sybil. And one day, Father, I will surprise you.’

Lord Styles would look her in the eye and admit he’d been wrong.

After all, there was a first time for everything.
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Sunday 10 November

Betony knew the area around Great Portland Street as intimately as her own reflection. It was where the dressmakers and wholesalers clustered.

Five days since that conversation with her father, and she was still angry.

She took a right, then a left, lifting a suitcase over puddles. It had been raining all day, the drizzle flecked with ice when the wind caught it. Once upon a time, she’d have taken a taxi. Now, she was walking to save the price of a bus fare. Every so often, she paused to rest. The suitcase contained her prized collection of couture dresses, coats and shoes. The nearer she got to her destination, the more it weighed.

She finally stopped outside a second-hand boutique at the top of Great Portland Street and rang a bell.

The proprietress opened up after a delay which involved her shouting down from an upper window, ‘It is Sunday. I am closed.’

Betony shouted back, ‘It’s me, Madame – Mademoiselle Styles. I’ve brought you quelque chose to look at. Très elegant things.’

Minutes later, a diminutive Frenchwoman in a black suit, a little red book tucked in her belt, was staring into the suitcase, lifting out each item in turn, murmuring names as if in prayer: Lelong. Paquin. Lanvin. Chanel.

‘You are really selling these, Betony?’

‘Yes, Madame Latour. I’m afraid I have no choice.’

After stroking every sleeve and inspecting every hem, Madame Latour offered to take the lot. She named a price.

A tenth of their worth.

Betony’s first instinct was to walk out, but she was here because she had run through every option and realised she had none. Except submit to her father and disappear into the country. ‘I think I need more than you’re offering—’ she began when the sound of a siren cut in. Another air-raid warning. London had been living with them since September, and everywhere were the scars of high explosives.

She should be used to the noise by now, but that woeful howl always made the sweat jump to her palms. It made her want to run in two directions at once, panting like a dog. Go outside and you might easily be killed as shell casings rained down. Take shelter, a direct hit would finish you. Or you might get trapped in flames or torn apart by the blast.

As if she sensed Betony’s nightmare vision, Madame Latour struck the deal.

Twenty pounds. ‘Yes?’

‘I, er, suppose⁠—’

‘Voilà.’ Betony’s hand was grasped and shaken. Madame wrote something in her little red book, unlocked a desk and peeled notes from a roll. Handing them to Betony, she said, ‘I think we had better take cover.’

It was after five when the all-clear rang out. They emerged to find day swallowed by night and smoke. The air smelled hot and tarry, and a glowing red curtain hung behind the roofs and chimney pots. Great Portland Street seemed to have escaped, but Weymouth, Hallam and Duchess Streets had all taken hits by the look of it. Within the concrete walls of the public shelter, Betony had heard little but had felt shockwaves under her feet.

Madame Latour invited her back to her flat for an hour. ‘It isn’t safe so soon after a raid. Let the smoke settle. And you left your suitcase in my shop.’

But Betony was anxious to go home. If she went back to Madame Latour’s, she might lose her nerve about selling her clothes. As it was, she had enough in her pocket to square things with Mrs Kesgrave and meet her share of bills for a few months. ‘I’ll collect the case in a day or two.’

They went their separate ways. Betony intended to cut through Portland Place but was waved back by a warden. There were fire hoses everywhere, water flowing in rivulets. Instead, she ducked west along New Cavendish Street. It was no less hard going. Glass crunched beneath her shoes where shop windows had blown out. It had been a heavy raid, targeting the very heart of London. She could imagine the people of the East End, who’d been hammered almost nightly for weeks, thankful for a breather. Only, it felt close to home.

The dust and reek of burned brick got into her throat. A handkerchief pressed to her face, she picked her way towards Cavendish Square.

A mug of hot cocoa, a slice of toast, if Mrs Kesgrave had managed to get bread. Fried potatoes otherwise. If another raid hit tonight, and it might, at least she’d spend it in Ventnor House’s well-buttressed cellar. With her friends.

It had been hard, parting with precious things, but it was also oddly satisfying to now have a clear path in life. What was that you said, Father, about me not being able to survive alone?

With hands encased in grey kidskin gloves, she patted the place where she’d tucked her money. The gloves were a small luxury from her old life. Under her winter coat, she was wearing one of the new utility suits. She’d modelled it for Practical Modes’ last issue. Ambrose, the magazine’s in-house sketcher, had drawn her wearing it and his illustration had gone on the cover.

She hadn’t realised then that October would be their last issue.

Two days ago, late on Friday afternoon, as Betony had prepared to leave for the day, Sybil had called her into the office. ‘We’re closing. As of now. I’ve done everything to avoid this moment, but I’m behind with the rent. I can’t pay the phone bill either. The money’s run out. I’m so sorry.’

Sybil had pressed the suit on Betony in place of the wages she was owed.

Betony had almost felt her father in the room: Sybil has no idea how to run a magazine.

‘It’s what happens when you lose everything.’ Sybil had turned away from Betony’s distress. ‘You end up hurting everyone around you. We did well, didn’t we, while it lasted.’

From the east side of Cavendish Square, Betony heard the sound of gushing water. There were no fire trucks near, dousing flames. Was it a ruptured pipe?

She lifted her torch, but the glass was painted over for the blackout, leaving only a small circle which showed her a rat scurrying for cover and little else. If a water main had split, the taps in central London would wheeze for days. She hoped Grace, Jess or Mrs Kesgrave had thought to fill a few buckets.

The Georgian terraces stood dark. Some were boarded up, their occupants gone. Others carried ‘Rooms to Let’ signs. So many people had been made homeless, big houses were being hurriedly sliced up into small flats.

She was passing one such when a roar overhead made her stop. It was a plane. Friend or foe? She was answered by a blinding flash as the far side of the square lit up. The explosion a moment later hurled her forward. Her torch landed somewhere with a splash. As did she, in freezing water.

Too disorientated to understand what had happened – glass shattering on every side and her own gasps in her ears – she struggled to get up. It was only as she regained her feet, water dripping off her coat, that she heard the unmistakeable hiss of a burst main. A fierce, unbroken rush. And beneath it, the faintest cry.

A frail woman’s voice, calling desperately from somewhere below.
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The wail came from the house Betony had been passing as the bomb dropped. She found her torch, miraculously still working, and limped up to the front door.

‘Hello?’ she called.

‘Down here, we’re down here!’

Betony swung her beam into the sunken area by the steps. Whoever was calling must be in the basement.

‘Wait a moment, I’m coming.’ Returning to the pavement, she fumbled with the latch of a gate. Her dripping wet coat dragged at her shoulders, so she slipped it off and hung it on a spike of the railings. Her knees and hands throbbed where they’d taken the force of her fall, blood leaching through her torn stockings.

She edged down the area steps. It had been dark at street level, but eight feet below the pavement, it was black as a coalmine. The noise of water under pressure almost drowned out her thoughts.

She pointed her meagre beam and gasped at what she saw. A flood, dirty brown, spewing up from the subsoil and already lapping at the lower steps. A basement window, sealed behind iron bars, was clear of the water by only a few inches. The water wasn’t running in from the street; it was surging up through the drains and cracks in the area wall. A water main. Split by shockwaves from the detonation, sending hundreds of gallons a minute into the lowest part of this house.

Whoever had called out must have smashed a windowpane to raise the alarm. Were they trapped behind those bars?

The voice came again, frantic now. A woman’s terror.

‘We can’t get out! Water’s coming up through the floor. It’s past my knees already – help us, please!’

Us? So not just one poor soul.

‘I’ll run back to Portland Place and fetch someone from ARP,’ Betony shouted. Air Raid Precautions would know what to do.

‘No, no. No time.’ The voice rose to a high pitch of desperation. ‘I’m already standing on a⁠—’

Whether it was chair, bench or a table, Betony didn’t catch, but she didn’t need details to understand the predicament. The urgency.

She now saw the woman, a pale face pressed to the glass, eyes frantically following the movements of Betony’s torch. A raw-knuckled hand, rimmed by a cardigan cuff, gripped a bar through a hole in the glass. The other hand cradled something white, which, for a stupid moment, Betony thought was a skittle.

Only when the woman hitched the bundle higher did she realise it was a baby. Wrapped in a shawl. Oh, dear God, she couldn’t abandon them.

Above the water’s roar, she caught the distant ding-ding of fire engines. The hope that they were heading this way surged, then died. They would know about the straggler bomb. They’d see the flames on Cavendish Square, but manpower was stretched to breaking; crews wouldn’t abandon one fire for another.

She swung her torch, to see if there was another way for the woman to escape. A door led into the basement, but the water was already halfway up and swilling beneath it. Probably pouring through the keyhole too. And if it gave way… That would be the end.

As for the rest of the house, it felt empty, the occupants gone, or safe in shelters elsewhere.

What the hell should she do? The sensible thing was still to run for a warden and pass this nightmare to someone trained for it. The woman she used to be might have done exactly that.

But she’d seen what happened when you left someone to face raids alone. At their last lodging house, the Anderson shelter in the yard had taken a direct hit – with her housemate Jess inside. Betony, Grace and two men they’d come to love had worked through the night, passing bricks and rubble to the rescue team until their arms gave out.

They’d found Jess alive, but only just.

It hadn’t been a miracle, it had been teamwork and it had shown Betony what counted. It had stripped the self-indulgence from her, revealing steel she hadn’t known was there. Putting yourself out for others was hard, but the hard thing was the right thing. Always.

‘So be it,’ she said, taking off her shoes and throwing them over the railing to land on the pavement. Her stockings were beyond help and gingerly, she put a toe into the filthy, swirling water. Freezing.

Think of those cold baths at school, she told herself. You survived those.

Gripping the handrail, she went down one careful step at a time. Icy water rose to her waist. Her utility skirt dragged at her legs. Her teeth chattered until she wedged the torch between them and pushed herself forward, hands working like oars through the flood.

‘Oh, my—’ Her foot struck something – a bucket, a coal scuttle – and she stumbled. The torch fell, disappearing instantly. She saved herself by clutching the window bars, holding herself flat against the wall.

The woman was still there, her face a blur behind broken spears of glass. She wasn’t young. Fifty, maybe?

For a moment, they stared at each other. Twin ghosts, Betony thought grimly, mirrored and drowning.

‘How high is the water now?’ she shouted.

‘Touching my shoulder blades. A minute ago, it was only up to my middle.’

Betony’s kidskin gloves squeaked as she hauled on the bars, hoping they were loose, the bricks rotten. She heaved, pushed, heaved harder. The iron didn’t move.

‘You won’t shift it; it’s concreted in,’ the woman cried, her voice tinged with panic. She sounded older than fifty. A grandmother, holding her grandchild – and herself – together with every sinew.

How to get them both out?

Betony gave a gasp as something heavy rammed her back. It felt like a chunk of pipe or a broken slab. What if the pavement side of the areaway gave way altogether?

Betony Styles, only daughter of Lord and Lady Styles, was pulled dead from under fifty tons of freezing sludge on Cavendish Square last night.

Don’t, she told herself. Not now.

‘If I can’t get these bars loose,’ she shouted, angry with whoever had daubed cement and made them immovable, ‘can you get upstairs, to the next floor?’

The reply from inside the basement was pitiful. ‘I can’t swim and the door wouldn’t open. It’s wedged. The blast.’

A sense of utter helplessness made Betony’s muscles sag. Don’t let go⁠—

She gripped harder, thinking, I was only a bystander; I didn’t ask for this. Anger swelled, unfairly directed at the woman – until screaming howls from the swaddled baby told her that the water must have reached its little feet. It reminded her that panic didn’t follow rules. The instinct to live was in all of them. If it were her down there, she’d have begged for help too.

‘Look, I’ll have to fetch a warden,’ she shouted. ‘I’ll run like mad, I promise.’

She turned her head, planning the route back to the steps. Fortunately, she could swim though she’d have to strike out like an Olympian⁠—

A scream took her eyes back to the basement window. The pale face was tipped up, the mouth seizing a last, frantic breath. The white-swaddled bundle was still pressed to the woman’s shoulder, almost fully immersed. One hand clutched the bars still but even as Betony yelled, ‘Hang on!’ it loosened. The woman and the baby slipped beneath the surface.

Oh, no, no, no.

‘Come back!’ Betony hammered against the bars. ‘Don’t die. Don’t.’ The last word was a whisper.

A moment of profound horror wrapped around her, insulating her – until she realised her own survival was no longer a given. The weight of floodwater in that tight space was creating a whirlpool that pulled at her clothes. Any chance of swimming back to the steps had gone.

The swell leached over her collar, soaking the neck of her blouse. It was pouring into the basement through the shattered window. In short order, the two levels would meet: the room below ground level would be filled to the ceiling.

She dared not release the bars in case she was dragged under. Already, foul-tasting silt was seeping into her mouth. She lifted her chin and screamed for help.

Somewhere distantly, she heard men shouting, engines droning, fire tenders clanging – but no one knew she was here.

For the first time in years, Betony prayed. ‘I’m sorry. For every mean thing. For being lazy and not doing better. If you’re listening… Though you’re probably not, why would you? I’m so⁠—’

Something bumped her ankles. It felt like the thing she’d stumbled into before. Prodding with her foot, she found a broad surface and stepped up. A tin bath, the kind you washed a baby in.

The extra inches lifted her head clear. Peering through the broken pane, she called out to the woman. There was no answer, but something was bumping against the frame. She caught a movement – a bobbing shape.

She punched out the rest of the glass, her gloves splitting and pain tearing across her palms. Reaching in, she caught the edge of something white and with her free hand, pushed and pulled at the window frame until it splintered.

She made a hole wide enough to pull the object through. A sodden, choking baby landed against her chest, one tiny, ice-cold hand seizing her collar. She clamped her arm around it, sobbing in relief, then reached in once more, touching the thing bumping the window frame.

‘Madam? I’m still here. Give me your hand.’

She knew, as she lifted the woman’s chin clear of the water, that she’d get no answer.

How many minutes passed before she realised the water had stopped rising?

A miracle, Betony told herself – though more likely some chap in a tin hat who knew which way to turn a stopcock had shut the main off at the junction.

The infant in her arms was making small noises, trying to suck.

‘Waste of time, little baby. Sorry.’

Are you an orphan now? What can be done?

A shout came from somewhere above her head. Voices and running feet had arrived on this side of the square. She tried to answer, but all that came out was a strangled rasp.

‘Anybody around who needs a hand?’

Betony managed to shout, ‘Here – down the steps,’ in a voice like a creaking bedframe.

The torchlight that found her was so blinding, she moaned and shut her eyes. She heard an exhalation, a rich ‘Blimey’, followed by shouts for assistance.

Her rescue was admirably efficient. Boards were laid across the flooded area, men formed a chain to reach her, and a rope was tied around her middle. She was half-lifted, half-dragged to solid ground – much like the family labrador that had once swum too far out on the lake at Styles Court.

Her arms clamped the one life she had saved. She was paralysed with cold.

‘Stand down, lads, we’ve got her,’ shouted one of her rescuers. ‘It’s a lady and – Christ – a baby too. We’ve got a mother and child.’

‘I’m not… I’m not—’ Betony croaked, too exhausted to explain.

Later, in the back of a stationary ambulance, wrapped in a blanket, Betony gabbled an explanation to a Red Cross medic. She’d been walking past, that was all. On her way home. No, she had no idea who the dead woman was – though someone must know.

The body would be recovered once the water was pumped out. The baby – a boy, she discovered – would be taken to hospital. ‘With luck, he hasn’t swallowed too much water.’

An ample-bosomed lady from Social Services arrived with a nurse in uniform, and Betony relinquished the child. His weight seemed to linger in her arms.

‘Well done, dear. You’d better get yourself home and straight into bed with a hot-water bottle,’ one of them – she didn’t register which – advised kindly.

Passed medically fit, Betony walked from Cavendish Square. She had given her name to a police officer; there would be an inquest into the death at some point, but that was all. No speeches, no claps on the back. Everyone here was a hero.

Nothing more for Betony to say.

Except to Madame Latour.

She would return the money the Frenchwoman had paid for her clothes and find some other way to cover her rent. All she wanted now was to walk fast through the blackout, to outpace the image of that terrified face behind the iron bars.

She was going back to Great Portland Street, through death and carnage, to get her life back.
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Betony felt she’d been out all night, though it wasn’t yet nine. What she’d taken for dawn was only a furious orange glow over the rooftops.

The smell of London burning was as familiar as her favourite perfume – the last drop in the bottle she hoarded and breathed in when she wanted to remember how life used to be. Tonight, Eau de Blitz was escaped gas, scorched paper from bombed offices over a tarry base note of boiled pitch and brick dust.

May I dab a little on your wrist, madam?

Taking a roundabout route to Madame Latour’s shop, she passed firemen with blackened faces, some leaning on railings, others winding up their hoses. They stared at her. Hardly surprising, a woman in a drenched wool suit, tattered stockings, and hair like a mop hung out of a bus window to dry.

Betony Styles, house model, lately of Practical Modes. Smells like a drain – but, strangely, doesn’t give a damn.

It took her an hour to cover the distance she’d normally walk in twenty minutes. But at last, she was standing before a shuttered shop whose gilded sign read Latour Sélect.

Betony rang the bell and hammered on the glass. Eventually, Madame Latour appeared, wrapped in coat, scarf and hat. The night temperature, with the fires extinguished, had dropped to near freezing.

It took Madame Latour several moments to recognise the person shivering on her threshold, and then to deliver the inevitable, ‘Mon Dieu – what happened to you?’

In no mood to relive her ordeal, Betony shook her head. ‘A rotten straggler bomb on Cavendish Square. I need my dresses back. I need it all.’

Madame Latour looked shocked, more, it seemed, by the request than by Betony’s brush with death. ‘Impossible. We made an agreement.’

‘Because the sirens went and you started hustling me out of the shop.’

‘I did no such thing. It is too late, Mademoiselle Styles. A deal is a deal.’

That was true, and there was no indication that Madame Latour was going to back down, having obtained the bargain of a lifetime.

‘Sell them back to me. Please, Madame. I wasn’t in my right mind when I brought them in.’

‘You seemed perfectly yourself.’

‘Well, I’m not now.’

Madame Latour clapped a hand to her mouth. ‘Not that bomb – the last one?’

‘Yes, that one.’ Betony held up her hands, showing the ripped and bloodstained gloves.

Madame Latour gave a faint scream. ‘You are hurt.’

‘I am.’ Her body felt numb but something inside her wouldn’t back down. ‘Please understand, I should never have sold my things. Clothes are all I’ve ever been good at – wearing them, talking about them, pretending they mean something.’

‘They do mean something – they mean everything.’

‘What I’m saying is, I left home and broke with my parents to make my way in fashion. My job has vanished, but I can’t let it be the end of the road.’ Betony had sworn as much while clinging to life, filthy water swirling round her.

Perhaps her determination got through, as Madame Latour sighed and said, ‘All right. Give me the money and you may take your things. And your suitcase, which is in my way.’

‘I only left it because the sirens went.’ The suitcase wasn’t hers, it was Jess’s, the quiet vicar’s daughter and the youngest member of the Ventnor House lodgers. Betony knew she shouldn’t have let it out of sight but the prospect of dragging it all the way back to Upper Brook Street was dispiriting. ‘Let’s put everything in and I’ll leave you in peace.’

‘The money first.’ Madame Latour folded her arms.

Pulling off a glove, wincing at the pain, Betony reached into the pocket where she’d tucked the notes Madame Latour had given her.

She pulled them out. What was left of them.

Twenty precious pounds resembled a pulpy, grey sausage roll. Something left overnight in a puddle.

Madame Latour recoiled. ‘I can’t take that. Ugh. It smells.’

Even as she spoke, the sodden mass broke in two, one half flopping onto Betony’s shoes, the other bending in her fingers like a Roman emperor’s thumb turned down.

Don’t cry. I won’t cry.

She left a few minutes later with Jess’s suitcase and, inside it, a single dress that Madame Latour had thrust at her. Not out of compassion, Betony was sure, but simply to be rid of her.

By the time Betony reached Upper Brook Street, the moon had vanished behind a pall of smoke. It had taken her almost two hours to navigate the backstreets, one hand to the wall because it was so dark, the other dragging the suitcase. Fires still pulsed against the sky. Warehouses stocked with cloth, paper – every kind of dry good – on floors sealed with oil went up like the Fifth of November when an incendiary struck. The rain hadn’t let up, but it was thin and useless, hissing on the flames without dousing them.

Betony fumbled for her key and gave up. Her hands hurt so badly, she could hardly feel her fingers. She rapped with the brass knocker, struck by a new fear that the house was sleeping and she’d be left outside till dawn. But the door opened so quickly it was clear someone had been waiting in the hall, listening for her.

‘Betony, thank goodness. Come in, quick. Don’t let the heat out.’

It was Jess, her soft voice making even an order sound kind, though the reference to heat was wishful thinking.

As the door shut and the light went on, Betony’s teeth began to chatter all over again. Someone had stacked the WVS boxes neatly along the staircase wall and placed a vase of red dogwood stems on the mantlepiece of the hall fireplace, which was screened off and never lit. Cold it might be in temperature, but this was the happiest home she’d ever known.

Jess took the suitcase, weighing it in her hand. ‘Feels like you had a successful mission.’

‘Quite the opposite. I was rich for about three hours, then lost the lot. I’m going to have to sponge this suit and it’ll probably shrink.’

Until that moment, Jess hadn’t properly registered Betony’s appearance. ‘Lord, what happened?’

Betony explained about the tail-end bomb. ‘Some Jerry got left behind and decided to drop one for luck. I fell over in Cavendish Square – in the gutter.’

‘That explains why you’re wet as a fish.’ Jess took her suitcase to the stairs, saying she’d take it up later or the WVS ladies would grab it. ‘But how come you lost your money?’

Betony’s face crumpled. ‘Because, like an idiot, I stuffed it in a pocket. Course, I didn’t know I was going to get soaked. But that’s not the worst part. It was awful, Jess.’

‘Great Portland Street, or parting with your clothes?’

‘The bomb. What it did – what I saw.’

What I touched.

‘Go to the cloakroom and get your things off.’ Jess took a knitted blanket from the back of the hall chair and held it out, but seeing the way Betony sagged, she said, ‘Take everything off here. There’s nobody to mind.’

When Betony had peeled down to her slip, Jess laid the blanket over her shoulders. ‘You’re in shock. It takes time to wear off. It sits inside you, like a cat deciding when to pounce, and it always chooses the worst moment.’ She steered Betony through a door and down a short passage to the kitchen, saying there should be a little warmth left in the range from supper. ‘Hot cocoa coming up and you can tell me all about it.’

Could she, Betony wondered, because her memories of the night were becoming formless, like the money she’d lost. Had she really stood in churning, ice-cold water and reached for a lifeless body?

If so, she’d better only think about the life she had saved.

She sat down at the table. The kitchen was a long room, designed for footmen and kitchen maids to move past each other without colliding – back when the house employed a large staff. Even in daylight, it was gloomy, frowning over a walled back yard that never saw sunshine. Now, at past ten o’clock, a single bulb cast a yellow glare that showed every laceration on her hands.

While Jess coaxed the old range to life and set the kettle on the hotplate, Betony eased off her shoes. Like her suit, they would need careful drying. Her gloves were beyond rescue.

Jess put out two tin mugs, humming to herself. Making cocoa was not a quick task. They’d voted some weeks ago to turn the gas off – at Grace’s urging. As a nurse, she’d seen too many burns victims pulled from houses where the pipes had been hit. They now used the coal-fired range instead. It grumbled as it warmed.

‘How are the others?’ Betony asked as she peeled off stockings that smelled of putrid floodwater.

‘We had supper in the cellar,’ Jess said. ‘Mrs Kesgrave and I. We drank tea, worried about you and Grace, and had soup and macaroni. We left you some, if you want it.’

‘No thanks.’ Betony hugged herself. No appetite. ‘Is everyone safe home now?’

Jess confirmed it, adding that Grace’s new day job was as demanding as her old one. ‘She did a ten-hour shift at the residential home, came home and bolted down her supper, then went off to Bruton Mews.’

Betony felt a twist of guilt. Bruton Street, Mayfair, was where she’d grown up. In a four-storey townhouse. By an unsettling coincidence, the garage in the mews behind – where the chauffeur used to park her father’s Rolls-Royce – was now an ARP First Aid Post, staffed by volunteers like Grace.

Grace had described it unsentimentally: burns, broken bones, bandages and pain. ‘This one goes to hospital, this one to a refuge, this one – no rush.’

‘She’ll probably sleep through an earthquake, then.’

Grace’s black stockings, blue tunic and white linen cap laid over a clotheshorse beside the range, spoke of some hurried, late-night laundry. The sight of it pushed Betony to a quiet decision.

She wouldn’t mention her ordeal in Cavendish Square. A baby saved, a woman drowned. She, praying to a God she hadn’t troubled in years for a second chance at life. Now she was safe, she could judge her performance.

I cling to the hope you might one day surprise me.

With a display of basic competence, her father might well have added.

She had failed, just as he would have expected.

Her hands were stinging now as they warmed up. A shard of glass had stabbed her between the base of her thumb and her first finger. It was exquisitely painful.

Jess was looking heavy-eyed by the time she brought their hot drinks to the table. They all got up early – Betony, Jess and Grace for work, Mrs Kesgrave to tend to her chickens – and the weeks of raids had turned a full night’s sleep into a memory.

Jess pushed the sugar bowl over. ‘Everything seems less terrible with cocoa.’

Betony was cradling her cup, doing her best to hide her wounds from Jess, when the door opened and a figure appeared, muffled in some kind of blanket.

‘Grace?’ Jess peered towards the unlit end of the room.

‘Yes, it’s me. Is Betony back?’

‘She is. Did we wake you?’

‘No.’ Grace Whelan wore men’s pyjamas, thick socks and slippers, and a tartan rug over her shoulders – Royal Stewart tartan, which, when she came into the light, clashed with the rich auburn of her hair. ‘Blasted chilblains started pounding.’ She displayed swollen fingers as she pulled out a chair and sat down.

Jess sucked through her teeth. ‘They’re the worst part of winter.’

‘You should see my toes. At Bruton Mews, we stand on freezing cold cobbles, but the wardens light the paraffin stove and I can’t resist toasting my tootsies.’ Grace swung her gaze to Betony, to the fingers cradling the cup, her blue eyes sharpening. ‘Something’s happened. The best-laid plans of mice and men⁠—’

‘Go often pear-shaped,’ Betony agreed, putting down her drink, folding her hands on her lap.

‘Gang aft awry,’ Jess corrected with a chuckle. ‘If it’s Rabbie Burns we’re abusing.’

Grace reached across the table, saying, ‘Give me your hands.’

After a hesitation, Betony complied. Grace turned them palm up.

It was Jess who murmured, ‘Oh, good God.’

Grace peered at the injuries, the raw grazes, the drying blood and said, ‘When Jess told us you’d gone to Great Portland Street, I was in a fright. I spoke to Owen at lunchtime.’ She meant Flight Lieutenant Owen Henderson, the fighter pilot who was her fiancé. ‘He phoned me from Catterick and told me that our bombers were over Berlin a couple of nights ago. We hit their radio station, their big shiny version of the BBC, and he reckoned reprisals would come. Broadcasting House is on Portland Place, isn’t it, near where you were? I kept thinking, if they aim for that⁠—’

‘I don’t think they got the BBC, but it was close,’ Betony said. ‘And, well, there was a hit on Cavendish Square. In fact, I was there and fell over.’

‘Fell over?’ Grace deftly unbuttoned the cuff of Betony’s sleeve and pushed it up, revealing a gash on the underside of her forearm. ‘God love you, you look like you’ve been juggling carving knives blindfolded.’

‘She’s also badly shocked,’ Jess put in.

Grace nodded. ‘Sorry. Bad joke. It isn’t just a graze, though, is it, Betony? You have multiple, deep lacerations. Did you clamber over glass?’

‘Mm.’ Betony tried to smile and failed. ‘Something like that.’

‘These wounds need flushing out. This one’ – Grace traced the fissure between Betony’s thumb and finger – ‘ought to be stitched.’

‘I’m not going to hospital. I can’t face going out again.’

‘All right. I can clean it and patch you up.’

‘She was soaked when she came home,’ Jess said. ‘Fell into a gutter.’

‘Jess is a snitch,’ Betony muttered.

‘Not a snitch,’ Grace said, eyes steady on hers, ‘a friend. Dirty water? Broken sewage pipe? You smell a bit, sorry to say.’

‘It was a water pipe, nothing dramatic.’

A lie repeated begins to take on the weight of truth. Betony asked herself again why she was doing it, but the answer was not hard. Telling the truth would open the door to questions, and all she felt was shame. If anyone called her brave, she might start crying, and once it began, it would pour out like that fractured water main. She had been that poor woman’s one hope, and she’d failed. A baby whose tiny fist had fastened, like a limpet, to her collar was now alone in the world.

She chewed her lip while Grace fetched the first-aid box and Jess made a salt-solution with water from the kettle.

After she’d spread a clean cloth on the table, Grace ordered Betony to roll her sleeves up as high as they’d go. Warm, salty water and a capful of surgical spirit hurt as much as Grace warned it would, but Betony refused to cry out. Pain was useful; it evened out the balance. A woman had died, and a few hours later she, Betony, was being cosseted.

‘Grace, when children lose parents in raids… when the parents are killed, or hurt, where do they go?’

Grace looked up. She was swabbing the deep cut, opening Betony’s hand so it gaped, the better to cleanse it. She seemed unsurprised by the question. Perhaps people asked nurses such things all the time. ‘The council takes care of them. Sends them to foster families, often in the country. Or to hostels if there’s no family available.’

‘What about babies?’

‘The same, or to orphanages, where they can get round-the-clock care. Newborns need it. Why?’

‘Just wondering,’ Betony said quickly. ‘Ouch. Ouch. That must be clean by now.’

‘Mm. Any other cuts?’

Betony showed her scraped knees, and Grace got to work. There was a gouge just above her elbow, from the splintered window frame when she’d pulled the baby to safety. It throbbed, but she kept it to herself. She knew what they’d ask.

How did you get that, if all you did was fall in the gutter?

She came from a family where everything of emotional value – grief, joy, weakness – was ignored. She wasn’t going to break the tradition tonight. She sat meekly while Grace bandaged her hands and wrists.

What she was going to do was visit Winter at his base in Cambridgeshire. She needed his smile, his arms, his kiss. And to stamp out the memory of her father’s disparaging words. A hanger-on at the Canadian High Commission. She shouldn’t have let the insult pass unchallenged.

She was also going to get herself a job. Tomorrow, she would visit every fashion house in London – beginning with those where her name might still carry some recognition – and ask what work they had. She must repay Mrs Kesgrave.

If she kept busy, she would not have to dwell on the events of this evening or the abrupt end of her ambitions as a fashion writer. The wound to her wrist pulsed beneath her sleeve, but that too would be better by morning. Everything would look different by then.

It had to.
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GRACE


Monday 11 November

Ten minutes past six, dawn yet to rise and the air in Upper Brook Street smelled of brimstone and burned wool. Grace quietly closed the front door of Ventnor House behind her and her toe caught on a cartridge casing.

It was the same after every raid and she resisted the urge to go back inside. Early Mass at the Jesuit church on Farm Street always felt like a duty at this hour, but once she was there, it brought comfort.

This morning, she had a burning question to weave into her prayers. In a few days, she and her fiancé would be alone together for the first time. Four walls, a bed. Just the two of them.

It didn’t help that she was inching along the ledge of complete exhaustion. Sixty-five days of raids – day and night almost without pause – was torture. Last night, as she, Jess and Betony crept upstairs hoping for a few hours’ undisturbed sleep, the sirens had started up again. Groaning in protest, they’d stumbled through their air-raid routine. Jess had headed back down to make a thermos of tea. Betony went to rouse Mrs Kesgrave. Grace had thrown blankets down the stairs in a heap.

The four women had spent the following five hours in the cellar and there’d been no point going back to bed when the all-clear came. Yesterday, Grace had poured boiling water into a milk jug instead of the teapot. For a nurse, that kind of error could be fatal.

Shining her torch with its penny-sized beam along the white lines painted on the kerb, she turned down Park Street. ‘If the Germans don’t soon run out of bombs,’ she muttered, ‘I might run out of time. Imagine dying before I’ve properly lived.’

The thought stirred the familiar, nagging worry. Owen – her Owen – was still with 54 Squadron, Spitfires. After a summer based at RAF Hornchurch, outside London, and after heavy losses, they’d been sent north to Catterick for a rest. Owen had remained behind after a flying accident and had only recently rejoined his squadron.

Rest and recuperation. The Air Ministry had a sense of humour. In his last letter, he’d said he was training the new boys and flying patrols over the Tees estuary and the North Sea, ‘When the fog lifts, which, frankly, it doesn’t much.’

Grace touched the engagement ring under her glove, for luck. Let it be foggy up there this morning. And every morning. Fog kept him on the ground.

She reached Farm Street, home to the Church of the Immaculate Conception, without stumbling over a kerb or treading on anything sharp. Inside the hushed building, candles burned for the fallen of the last war. Today was the twenty-second anniversary of the moment the guns fell silent on the French battlefields. A coming of age… yet it was all happening again. Different theatre, different weapons. A new generation of young men.

Grace slipped into a rear pew and eased her knees onto a pad. The congregation was small, but there were a few familiar caps, hats and starched veils bowed in prayer. The church stayed open for people like her: wardens, nurses, anyone who needed a moment’s peace between the sirens.

The low murmur of Latin comforted her, and she added her private prayer. Tell me if it’s sometimes right to do wrong.

When the Mass ended, she lit three candles. One for her mother, one for her brother Ricky, and one for Granny Driscoll, her mother’s dear friend. They’d perished together in a communal shelter on the Peabody Estate in Whitechapel, when the flats above took a direct hit.

Usually, the ritual soothed her, but today she felt too restless. She had a future now – Owen, plans, the sensual promise of a life together – but she knew how quickly such things could vanish. So much had already been taken from her, she hardly trusted happiness to stay.

Leaving the church and retracing her steps, walking faster now it was fully light, she turned her mind to the day ahead. First task, fold a clean cap and find hairpins. Check bag for ID papers, pack gas mask and magazine to read in her lunch break. She’d have a quick breakfast with Jess before they walked to work together: Grace to The Gables on Woburn Place, Jess to Senate House off Gower Street. Two Bloomsbury addresses, worlds apart.

By now, Jess would be in the kitchen, scraping together something from last night’s leftovers, dividing it neatly between four plates. Betony’s and Mrs Kesgrave’s would keep hot under silver domes purloined from Sir Gideon Ventnor’s sideboard.

Grace was always grateful for Jess’s domestic skills, but this morning she needed more: her friend’s clear head, her way of seeing straight through a tangle. She would seek Jess’s advice on the matter that was gnawing at her: should she go to bed with Owen or save herself for the wedding night?

Fried potatoes with crumbled pastry and a squirt of brown sauce. Not exactly highbrow cuisine, but potatoes weren’t rationed and there was a good plateful. Grace’s first tea break wouldn’t come until eleven, by which time she would have bathed seven old ladies, dressed ulcers, treated eczema, put in eyedrops, clipped toenails, spoon-fed one poor soul, and emptied more chamber pots than she cared to count. If anyone – apart from German bomber pilots – made her bare her teeth, it was those who looked at her uniform and said, ‘How lovely to be a nurse, mopping the fevered brow.’

As Jess poured tea, Grace reached into her bag and took out a letter that had arrived two days ago. It was stamped with the newest official slogan: Save paper. Save Words. Save Lives.

Inside was a card from Grace’s nephew, Matthew, thanking her for the half-crown she’d sent for his sixth birthday. His mother had ruled lines and he’d written on them, to tell Grace he’d bought a model battleship and he was going to make it all on his own. God love him. His uncle Ricky would have helped build it, the two of them absorbed for hours with glue and paintbrushes. Grace blinked away a tear and turned the card over. Grace’s sister, Imelda, had written too.

About their elder brother.

Cormac’s been moved to Pentonville Prison. It’s awful because I could visit him at Brixton without crossing the river. Now I have to go all the way to north London, and of course I have to take Liam when the other two are at school and the bus routes are all over the place. The authorities don’t care, do they? Seems there was some trouble with a cell mate.

There would be, Grace thought. Wherever Cormac Whelan went, the peace was breached. Then came the gut-punch…

The least you can do is pay him a call. Knowing his own sister handed him over to the law is like slow poison, so get your holy backside up the road and do the decent.

When Jess sat down to eat her breakfast, Grace read the message aloud.

‘It’s so hard, accepting someone you care for can be bad,’ Jess said. ‘I crossed that Rubicon with my father, remember?’

Grace remembered all too well. Jess had faced up to the fact that her father, the very upright Reverend Gresham, had conspired to have her sister locked away in an asylum. To protect his social standing. Charlotte Gresham was now recovering under the care of Owen’s mother – Grace’s future mother-in-law – but the damage ran deep with both sisters. If Jess could face that betrayal, Grace could face a no-good brother.

‘It’s not Cormac’s black-market capers I mind – though I do,’ she told Jess. ‘Or that he ducked his call-up. It’s what my brother did to you and Charlotte. He crushed your sister’s spirit.’

‘Tried to,’ Jess came back. ‘He didn’t succeed. Neither did Father.’

‘Even so… Immie told Cormac I’m to be married, and you know what he said? “If it’s that la-di-da RAF pilot, he wants her for her cooking and her…” I won’t say the word. Cormac as good as said Owen had other women. They all do, apparently. Servicemen, I mean.’

‘It’s not true and Immie should never have told you,’ Jess said, her colour high.

‘Oh, Immie won’t hear a thing against Cormac. Honestly, if he strangled a nun, she’d swear he only meant to straighten her rosary beads.’

That brought a laugh, lightening the mood. ‘You keep us afloat, Grace. Don’t ever stop seeing the funny side.’

‘I don’t think there is one with my brother. Pentonville’s godawful. Rats, fleas. Cells so small, you couldn’t swing a banjo. Even the Victorians thought it should be pulled down.’

‘I know,’ Jess agreed. ‘Dickens called it “a kind of tomb for the living”.’ She glanced at the clock. ‘Eat up. We should go in five minutes.’

Grace tucked in. She needed the calories to get her through the morning.

‘I’ve no idea if Cormac actually wants to see me,’ she said after a while. ‘What Immie says is true. He’s inside because of me. I set a trap for him.’

‘And I helped,’ Jess reminded her. ‘He walked into it because he thought he’d profit. Carrying that nasty little blade in his pocket. You’re asking me, should you go and see him? Yes. But not to apologise. And don’t go alone.’

‘Are you volunteering?’ Grace reached for bread to mop the last of the brown sauce from her plate.

‘No. Take Mrs Kesgrave, if she’ll go. What’s your real question, Grace?’

Grace felt the heat jump to her cheeks. Was she so readable? ‘How d’you know I have one?’

‘Because you keep glancing at your ring. Something’s worrying you, and it’s not your brother.’

Though she’d kept her coat on, Grace had taken off her gloves to eat and her engagement ring, a slender gold band, struck a fragile note on a work-reddened finger. Owen had presented it to her at the Savoy Hotel on the grandest night out of her life. And one of the most harrowing.

Strangely, he’d been the more nervous of the two of them. She hadn’t understood at first, as he talked too fast, trying to explain how much it mattered to have someone waiting for him – someone who believed he would come back when he climbed into the cockpit. But not just anyone. Her.

As if she, Grace Whelan of Whitechapel, would turn him down.

‘He wants us to marry as soon as we can,’ she said. ‘Before he’s redeployed, which he thinks he will be sometime after Christmas.’

‘Marry? But that’s wonderful. I’m so happy for you.’ Jess raised her teacup, and they clinked rims. ‘Finally, something to look forward to. But come on, what’s the worry?’

Grace sighed, feeling ridiculously shy. ‘To start with, church or register office? He’s C of E; I’m Catholic. There’s the question of when, since I work impossible hours and he’s never sure he can get leave. What about a dress, hat, flowers? Or do I marry in uniform, like him… And then there’s my family.’ Grace flicked the postcard so Immie’s message was hidden. ‘My only sister isn’t speaking to me and my one male relative’s banged up. Owen’s going to wonder what he’s marrying into.’

‘He already knows. Besides, Cormac won’t be there,’ Jess soothed. She picked up their plates and took them to the drainer. ‘They don’t let prisoners out for family weddings.’

‘No,’ Grace said softly. ‘Though he’s wrecked almost everything else in my life, he can’t spoil my wedding day.’ She looked at her ring again, the gold catching the low light. Now or never. ‘Jess – Owen’s invited me up to Catterick and I think – I’m not sure, but I think – he’s arranged a room for us near the base.’

‘That sounds lovely.’

‘A single room.’

‘Oh. Oh.’ Jess coloured and asked Grace how she felt about it.

‘The truth? I can’t wait. My mother would be horrified.’

‘Then it’s not a question, is it? It’s a confession.’

Grace laughed. ‘Course it’s a question. For a good Catholic girl.’

‘All right. What’s your answer?’

Grace was spared making a floundering reply because the front door opened and closed smartly. Efficient-sounding voices drifted down from the front hall. The Women’s Voluntary Service morning detail had arrived.

During a brisk forty-minute walk to Bloomsbury, Grace’s questions got answered. One after the other, in the correct order, true to Jess’s style. Only then did they part, Jess turning down Malet Street and Grace heading a block north to Woburn Place.

‘Visit your brother only when you’re ready, but make peace with your sister, for those little boys’ sakes. As for where you’ll marry, ask Owen’s mother. She’ll steer you right. And your dress, hat, gloves and train… well, you know who to ask about that, and it’s not me.’ Jess kept her most profound piece of advice till last. ‘Take some days off work and go north. As for what you do about that single room⁠—’

‘I’ve already decided,’ Grace cut in. ‘But I needed to hear myself say it.’

War did not wait for weddings. Delay and she might lose Owen before she ever belonged to him.
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BETONY


Betony could not afford another day without work. Mrs Kesgrave was being incredibly patient over the loan, but if she did not find employment soon, she’d have to leave Ventnor House – and she had nowhere else to go.

Venturing back to Great Portland Street, Betony experienced the briefest air raid since the start of the Blitz: a single plane droned overhead, a belated siren wailed and rooftop guns fired a few weary salvos. The aircraft turned tail and the all-clear sounded. Betony hoped it was a good omen.

At eleven o’clock precisely, a salvage crew clearing a bomb-damaged house stopped work and rested on their shovels. It took a moment for Betony to realise it was Armistice hour, the eleventh day of the eleventh month. She stopped too and lowered her head, two minutes’ thought for the fallen of the last war. Her mother’s two brothers, her father’s cousins. The untold millions.

No bells pealed to mark the end of the silence. They hadn’t rung since early summer, when everyone had been convinced an invasion was imminent. Next time they did, it would be because the Germans had landed or the war was over.

Meanwhile, life – and rent – must go on.

Her first port of call was a wholesaler on nearby Duchess Street.

Dingle & Co supplied ready-to-wear to the madame shops of Mayfair and Belgravia – not the latest Paris styles, but decent copies. Long before she joined Practical Modes, the owner had tried to lure Betony from the fashion wholesaler where she’d been working at the time. She’d declined, thinking herself above such small fry.

How times change, she thought, lifting the knocker.

They weren’t hiring.

‘We have a girl, and to be honest,’ the woman in charge told her, ‘you’re too…’

Not too old, surely. Betony was twenty-one. In Paris, a mannequin wasn’t considered seasoned until twenty-five.

‘Too…’

‘Oh, please say it. Tall? Short? Thin? Fat?’

‘Too posh, Miss Styles. Blame utility clothing. Blame this mania for making do. These days people want Annie-next-door, not toffee-nosed Araminta. No offence.’

‘Gosh. None taken.’

By the time she’d tried four couture houses and six wholesalers and got the same ‘No, sorry,’ Betony was worn out. Her hands were no longer simply hurting, they were making her feverish.

She badly wanted to give up, but it was now gone two o’clock, not many hours of daylight remaining. The train ticket to Yeovil – her father’s neat solution – had been torn up in front of him and later thrown on the fire. Burning it had been an almost ritualistic act: returning to Somerset was simply not an option. Silent rooms, her mother’s watchful disappointment, the small tasks assigned to keep her ‘useful’. No. London was harder, but it was hers.

In a few paces, she would pass Latour Sélect. Though she had little desire to see its owner again, she was in dire need of a sit-down. Besides, Madame Latour knew everybody. Her little red book was crammed with contacts.

By cruel fate, as Betony walked in, the proprietress was hanging up a bias-cut midnight-blue Vionnet evening gown. The dress Betony had worn when she danced in Winter’s arms on the first night they met.

It had been at the Savoy, when too many girls in her party meant they’d had to take turns to sit out. Watching the dancers through the bubbles of her champagne glass, Betony had caught sight of a dark-haired man in evening clothes suppressing a yawn at a neighbouring table. She’d laughed and mimed one of her own. Their eyes had met. He’d crossed the floor.

‘Who’s been keeping you up, ma’am?’ he’d asked in that warm Canadian accent.

‘Nobody,’ she’d replied. ‘To my great regret.’

She’d been wearing that same blue dress when he’d kissed her unforgettably during a blackout at the Café de Paris.

All that belonged to another life – gowns by Vionnet, the easy certainty that someone interesting would always cross the room towards her. It didn’t stop Betony wanting to snatch the dress from the hanger, take it home and weep over it.

Closing the door softly behind her, she said politely, ‘Good afternoon – again.’

Madame Latour turned and every inch of her stiffened. Without bothering with a greeting, she said, ‘If you’ve come for your dresses, I have to tell you⁠—’

‘I’ve come for advice, actually. Though I’m not above begging for a cup of tea.’ Fatigue came out of nowhere and Betony sank down on a chair set aside for customers.

‘I don’t drink tea.’ Madame sniffed. ‘But I suppose I could make coffee.’

‘That would be perfect.’

A cup of dark, bitter coffee was produced and a macaroon the size of a coat button. Removing her gloves so she could hold the delicate cup, Betony saw Madame Latour’s eyes flicker. Her cuts made her clumsy. She dropped her macaroon trying to get it to her lips.

‘You are hurt,’ Madame Latour remarked, before asking, ‘What kind of advice?’

Betony finally got the sweet biscuit into her mouth. Delicious, like a kiss. Gone in an instant. ‘I need a job, Madame. I’m on the prowl. Can you think of anyone?’

‘I can think of lots of people, but that isn’t quite the same.’

‘No…’ Betony looked around and saw more of her dresses. She asked rather too abruptly, ‘Could you employ me?’

‘As what?’ A dark eyebrow arched sceptically.

‘I could show clothes to clients. Parade every day at two-thirty, as they do on Avenue Matignon and the Rue de Rivoli.’ Betony slipped into a gruff, French accent. ‘“Mademoiselle Styles is wearing our most recent acquisition, from ze collection of⁠—”’

‘If my clients wanted parades,’ Madame Latour cut in, ‘they would go to Paris.’

‘And get shot? Who knows if there’ll ever be another Paris season. So why not give your ladies a taste of Paris – in London.’

Her idea seemed, momentarily, to find a foothold. Then Madame Latour shook her head. ‘My clients come in quickly and leave even faster. They don’t want to be seen buying used dresses. Besides, who wants to watch clothes being paraded when any minute, we might have to rush to an air-raid shelter that smells of old bins and pee-pee?’

Betony had no answer for that. Her idea clearly wasn’t going to fly. She had to be realistic. Explaining her predicament, she said, ‘I’ve vowed to myself I’ll be employed by the time I go home tonight.’

Psh! was Madame’s response. ‘Do you not have a young man?’

‘Yes. Flying Officer Macpherson. Winter. He’s utterly fabulous. I adore him, but he’s in Cambridgeshire.’

‘This is bad?’

‘Flat, windswept and miles away.’

‘But, still, you could marry, and then he would take care of you.’

‘We haven’t even discussed getting engaged.’ Hadn’t discussed very much at all recently. Madame Latour’s assumptions – which a few months ago she would have smiled at – set Betony’s already frayed nerves on edge. Since arriving at RAF Wittering and taking up his duties, Winter’s letters had become shorter and less regular. She was done with pretending: absence was diluting his feelings.

‘I don’t want to marry for a roof over my head,’ she said sharply, ‘or to be kept and fed, like a goldfinch in a cage. I want to marry as a woman who has done something with her life.’

‘Then join the services,’ Madame Latour said airily. ‘You will suit a uniform and you would have your roof, your meals and be paid.’

‘I’d be dreadful,’ Betony said. ‘At school, I was always in the wrong place, forgetting things, or late. They need girls who are efficient and reliable. Oh, and brave. Modelling clothes is pretty much the only thing I’ve ever done well.’

‘A great talent.’ Madame Latour wasn’t being sarcastic, which most people were when Betony explained her one marketable gift.

‘Not a talent much in demand right now. What are you thinking?’

‘Your father is rich, non? Does he not give you an allowance?’

That could be answered in one word. ‘No.’

Madame Latour’s headshake carried little sympathy, almost as if Betony were being irresponsible. ‘If I had a rich father, I would not be looking for work on Great Portland Street. He would be giving me everything I want.’

‘You haven’t met my father.’

‘No, but he is a man. With a man, all it takes is a sweet smile, then a little kiss on the cheek. I cannot understand English girls. Stiff as starch, all the charm rinsed out. I blame the suffragettes. If Lord Styles was my papa, I would go back and say I have eaten my humble pie. I would cry and look at him with… what do you call it? With eyes like the little rabbit.’

‘Scared eyes, you mean?’ Standing up to her father had felt good. Later, after he’d gone, Betony had discovered she was shaking.

‘No, like this.’ Madame Latour tilted her head and peered from beneath her lashes like a startled creature.

‘Oh… doe-eyed.’ Betony sniffed. ‘The last doe-eyed thing that stared at my father was probably emerging from a hedge in Somerset. He’d have shot it.’

‘Betony. Chérie. Always the clever answer. When do you listen or think? This is why you are sad and confused, without money or job.’

Or my dresses, Betony reflected, permitting herself one last glance at the Vionnet. She’d brought her things here on impulse. She’d waded into that sunken area on impulse. Left home the same way, come to think of it. Perhaps that was her besetting problem.

She pulled on her gloves – everyday black rayon – sucking in a breath because her hands seemed to have swelled as she sat. ‘Thank you for the coffee, Madame. And the macaroon – a miniature miracle.’

‘What about Firbank?’ Madame said as Betony dragged on her coat. ‘They are hiring.’

‘Firbank Sisters? My first ever job was there. Unsmiling clothes horse, as usual.’ They were London’s premier fashion wholesalers. Family-run. Quakers, no chit-chat, no swearing. No heating, either. Betony’s principal memory was a studio cold enough to keep milk fresh, where putting on anything in silk was like donning ice-cold fish skin. But – Fridays at six, wage packets were handed out. No excuses, nothing docked. ‘Is this fresh news?’ she asked eagerly.

‘I think so. They won a big contract but cannot get enough workers. It’s the same for all, so you might get something – but factory work… chérie, what would your father say?’

Not wishing to imagine it, Betony thanked Madame for the tip and left. She’d gone from Firbank to join Sybil at Practical Modes. Going back would be a tumble down the ladder of life, but at least she knew the drill: stand still, make no mention of last night’s fun. Hold the pose and try not to squeal when a pin missed its mark.

She hurried a short distance down Great Portland Street to a commercial building with Firbank Sisters Clothing and Textiles mapped across the front.

They were indeed hiring and Betony joined a queue of drab-coated women.

Freda, the elder of the formidable Firbank sisters – who, Betony remembered, never seemed to go home – peered hard at her when she was conducted into a basic office. ‘Your face rings a bell.’

‘It jolly well should, Miss Firbank. I was your house model for a year.’

‘Oh, yes. The girl with the title⁠—’

‘That’s it.’

‘– who used to come in late and yawn. Sorry, we don’t need you.’

The words landed harder than perhaps they were meant. Betony hadn’t realised how much she’d been hoping for a different response. Madame Latour had warned her, in a roundabout way. Always the clever answer.

‘I suppose you already have your house model?’ she said, her voice brittle.

‘No. She’s gone. We don’t need one. Next, please, Miss Kidman.’

A woman in cotton overalls attempted to usher Betony out.

‘I hear you won a big contract,’ Betony said, resisting the grip on her arm. She felt like a gull chick, clinging desperately to a cliff edge. ‘Debenham & Freebody, Peter Jones? Selfridges?’

‘Our contract is with the government,’ Miss Firbank told her. ‘WAAF uniforms.’

‘But that’s perfect! I’ve always looked good in buttons and I’ve got the legs for the utility cut.’ Betony sketched a cheery salute. ‘Keep smiling through, isn’t that what the song says?’

‘Who needs long legs and a winning smile to sell uniforms to the army? It’s about how fast we can get finished stock out the door. Please go, Miss…’

‘Styles.’

‘In the past, you couldn’t get out of here quick enough.’

That was then. ‘Please, Miss Firbank, I need a job.’ Betony couldn’t face her housemates without being able to tell them she’d found work. ‘I’ll do anything.’

Perhaps she sounded as desperate as she felt because Miss Firbank hesitated. ‘What else can you do?’

‘Anything,’ Betony repeated. Put garments on hangers, brush cotton tags off sleeves. Oh… she could answer the telephone. ‘“Firbank Sisters, who’s calling please?”’

‘Work a Singer sewing machine?’

It took Betony a moment. ‘You mean, actually sew?’

‘Obviously. We need machinists.’ Freda Firbank beckoned her out of the office to the glass wall that separated the manufacturing area from the rest. The panes were taped against blast, but Betony could see the rows of women at their treadle-operated Singers, heads bent, shoulders rounded, their machines whirring without pause. She used to watch them from her platform while pattern pieces were arranged on her. Nothing had changed. Cloth fibres hung like Thames fog beneath the silver-shaded lamps.

‘Could you take on this young woman, Miss Kidman?’ Miss Firbank asked.

Miss Kidman sized Betony up. ‘Does she know one end of a machine from the other?’

‘I, er, did sewing at school.’ Betony admitted she might be a little rusty. Best not mention the time the teacher had summoned the caretaker to wrench her blouse sleeve out of the mechanism by brute force.

‘We’ll start you on straight seams,’ Miss Firbank told her. ‘Under supervision. Hours are eight to six, Monday to Friday, half-day Saturday. Come late and you’re out. We pay by the piece.’

By each garment completed, presumably. Betony asked what that came to. ‘Just, roughly?’

Miss Firbank turned to Miss Kidman, who rattled out figures. ‘The fastest hands make three pounds a week, if it’s quality work. Most average two. Learners, about one pound ten.’

Assume six pounds a month, then. She needed three pounds for rent. Her food and fuel came to fifteen shillings a week. That left nothing. No new lipstick, no stamps for letters to Winter, not even enough to get her shoes re-heeled. Still – they wanted her and she could start tomorrow.

‘I’ll do it.’

Miss Kidman took her away to sort out the formalities and issue a list of dos and don’ts: hair in a net, nails trimmed and no hand lotion. ‘It gets onto the cloth. You’ll get given a wrap-over smock to wear, but dress warm. Woollen stockings and socks on top is my advice. And Miss Styles’ – Miss Kidman leaned in – ‘don’t mention your title. In fact, call yourself Betty.’

‘Fine. That’s what Winter calls me. He’s my⁠—’

‘I don’t need to know.’ Miss Kidman cast an experienced eye at Betony’s jacket. For her job search, she had put on a suit of glove-soft grey wool. ‘Who made that?’

‘Maison Lutzman, Paris.’

‘Leave it at home, or someone will come up behind you and have an accident with a pair of scissors. No flowing sleeves, no pussycat bows. Nothing that can get caught in a machine.’ Her gaze dropped to Betony’s hands. ‘And no gloves. You can’t sew with gloves on. Right?’

Right.

Betony walked out of the factory wanting to sing. She’d stood her ground. She had a job.

She hadn’t gone far, however, before doubts crept in. Her father would have apoplexy if he learned his daughter was working a sewing machine. So – she’d tell him that everyone was mucking in these days, keeping the wheels of industry turning.

What about Winter, though? He’d only ever known her as a social butterfly, the girl who wore beautiful clothes for a living. He’d have to be told at some point, but her most pressing worry was how she’d thread a machine and push fabric along with these blasted hands. The scrape to her elbow felt more inflamed than it had this morning. Perhaps she ought to ask Grace to take a look – and be told off for hiding it.

At home, a letter from Winter made the whole day seem brighter. Running up to her room, she tore into it. Let him be coming to London, please, please. Let him be burning to see her…

Darling Betty, I’m writing on a cold, rain-lashed day⁠—

Oh! He was inviting her to join him in the rain. To a dance at RAF Wittering. This Saturday.

I’ll try and be there to meet you at the station, could you be there by six?

Nothing would stop her. Though, wait – Cambridgeshire from London by six, after a half-day at Firbank Sisters. It struck Betony suddenly how constraining a factory job was going to be. Still, it might be doable. No – it was doable.

She went to her wardrobe and took out the dress Madame Latour had handed back.

Paquin. Long, deep-crimson silk satin, cut to make a woman feel taller. The bodice curved in tightly, stitched like an old-fashioned corset, or as if someone had drawn a V for Victory from bust to hip. The straps narrowed to nothing on her shoulders, showing every inch of collarbone.

The skirt fell in an unbroken line to pool at the hem. Look out, RAF Wittering… She’d make Winter proud.

It ought to have a matching jacket, but she’d bought it second-hand, just the dress on its own. It had still cost her dear. She’d been living at home at the time, with no bills. A short, black velvet jabot would keep the chill off.

But what about her hands…?

She spread her fingers. Juggling with carving knives, for sure. From a drawer, she pulled a pair of long black opera gloves. Against her skin and those thin shoulder straps, they’d look – well – rather dramatic. Good. She had her outfit.

Only she had no money for a ticket.

She lay down on the bed, wanting to cry. She couldn’t ask for a loan. She had nothing more to sell.

‘Make a wish,’ she muttered. ‘Cast it up to heaven and wait for the pennies to fall.’

Except wishing had its limits. Doing was more effective.

She swung her legs off the bed, crossed to the wastebin, tipped it out, fished something from the bottom and headed for the kitchen.
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Good. The range hadn’t gone out. Betony stoked the firebox, brought a little more heat into the room, and carried the brown-edged clump she’d rescued from the bin to the table. The smell took her straight back to Cavendish Square – the choking dark, that moment she’d thought she would die, and someone else had.

A cup of cold water steadied her enough to go on. If she hadn’t rolled the twenty-pound notes from Madame Latour before shoving them inside her jacket, they might be easier to separate. She tried to prise the outer layer away. It tore, attaching to her fingernail.

She needed to slow down.

She needed a blade.

Eyebrow tweezers?

No. Something finer.

Yesterday, when Grace tended to her cuts, there’d been a surgical blade in the first-aid tin sealed inside a glass tube. Taking it out, Betony began to pare away the layers.

The outer notes were beyond saving, the ink dissolved into grey-green nothing. The next layers were little better. But then – finally – a ghostly Britannia watermark appeared, and the faint promise of ‘Bank of England’.

A painstaking half-hour later, five liberated pound notes hung above the range, pegged to a length of string pulled tight. Stained, stinky, but, with luck, still legal tender.

She was washing the scalpel blade at the sink, trying to remember whose turn it was to cook tonight, when she heard, ‘Good heavens!’

Mrs Gloria Kesgrave – formerly their landlady, but now the senior presence in Ventnor House and guardian of its daily domestic order – was back from a shopping trip. A bulging net bag robbed her Russian-style coat and hat of their usual elegance. She was staring at Betony’s makeshift washing line.

‘If that’s your lingerie, it’s shrunk.’

‘They’re my pennies from heaven,’ Betony said, walking over to take the heavy bag, remembering her injuries too late. Turnips, potatoes and a couple of onions rolled across the floor. ‘Did I tell you I sold all my couture?’ she said as she stooped to pick them up, one by one. ‘All but the Paquin. Those are the proceeds, wafting on the breeze. What’s left of them, anyway.’

Mrs Kesgrave went to inspect, tilting her head to read the washed-out markings. ‘You sold your dresses? Dear one, how awful. How will you dress?’

‘It hardly matters, with Winter out of town. I’m living the song. You know, “Me and my radio, tucked up by eight”. It means I can pay the four pounds ten I owe you. And ten shillings left for a train ticket to Wittering.’

‘“Ticket to Wittering”. Sounds like one of those awful morale-boosting films they’re churning out. Where is that?’

‘Cambridgeshire. I’ll look it up on a map in Sir Gideon’s library.’ It struck Betony then that she hadn’t shared the best news. ‘As of tomorrow, I’m gainfully employed.’ She named Firbank Sisters.

‘The women’s-wear firm?’ Mrs Kesgrave looked impressed. ‘Their things end up in the best shops. House model, of course.’

‘Absolutely.’ Betony turned away to hide her discomfort. ‘I’ll go and look up Wittering – and train times while I’m at it.’

In the hall, the WVS team was folding up their trestles. It was no secret that they’d prefer to leave them out overnight, but Sir Gideon had forbidden it after Grace, coming home late from a shift, had cannoned into one in the dark. Ever since, relations between residents and volunteers had been strained.

The WVS ladies particularly resented Grace, who had made the original complaint, though none of the housemates quite met their standards. Betony, on her way to the library, conscious that she’d lied to Mrs Kesgrave, silently dared the women to comment as she passed. They waited until they thought she was out of earshot.

‘That red-headed nurse,’ she heard one say. ‘I caught her using the house telephone. Naturally, I challenged her. She claimed she was calling Sir Gideon and Lady Ventnor’s nephew. They’re engaged, if you please.’

‘Engaged?’ An incredulous sound reached Betony. ‘Has anybody informed Lady Ventnor?’

‘I wrote at once,’ the first speaker assured her colleague. ‘I know the war is lowering standards, but a boy of his class marrying into the East End? I judged it my duty, so her ladyship may put a stop to it.’

Betony hadn’t fully closed the library door and strode out again. ‘Put a stop to what?’ she demanded. ‘The right of two people to be in love? If all you have against Grace is that she comes from Whitechapel, then shame on you.’

‘That’s enough, young lady,’ said the one who had written to Lady Ventnor. ‘I don’t recall asking your opinion.’

‘Well, you’re getting it. In my view, snobbery is the vice of social climbers and ladies’ maids. Second-rate ladies’ maids.’ Betony stormed into the library and shut the door with a bang, aware she’d just uttered the most snobbish words of her life. Oh well.

After a search of the shelves, she pulled down a cloth-bound map. Its weight in her hands made her catch her breath. She stumbled to a seat at the table and laid her head on her arms, on the open map.

Mrs Kesgrave, clapping her on the shoulder, made Betony sit up with a gasp.

‘How could you sleep through the racket those WVS women made as they went? Why must they slam every door twice? I’ve come to see if you want help peeling potatoes.’

‘Peeling…’ Betony peered, vision swimming. ‘Is it my turn?’

Mrs Kesgrave inclined her head. She did the shopping and planned the meals. They all took turns to cook. ‘Vegetable pie with a potato and butter bean crust and I’m here to help.’ Coming to Betony’s side, she picked up one of her hands, turning it palm-up. ‘Ooh, these look tender. I think you should see a doctor.’

Betony dismissed the idea. A doctor would tell her to avoid work for the rest of the month. ‘They’ll get worse before they get better. Grace said so.’

‘I’m not sure she quite said that.’

Betony got up too quickly, catching Mrs Kesgrave’s arm as she swayed. ‘I’m just a bit washed out after last night. I’ll sluice myself with surgical spirit once dinner’s on.’

‘Mm.’ Mrs Kesgrave’s gaze was fixed on Betony’s forearm. The sleeve had ridden up as far the elbow. ‘I don’t like that scrape. It looks deep and the edges aren’t a nice colour. Grace must see it.’

‘Honestly, it’s fine.’ Betony pleaded with her not to make a fuss. ‘The last thing Grace needs when she staggers in at night is to put her nurse’s apron back on. If it gets any worse, I’ll pop to our old family doctor.’

And she would, Betony told herself as she returned to the kitchen. Just not yet. Not until she’d proved she could hold down an ordinary, honest job. Not until she’d earned her first week’s wages. And certainly not until she’d got herself to Wittering and danced with Winter in a red dress and black silk opera gloves.

And found a convenient blackout in which to reprise the kisses that made life worth living.
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Tuesday 12 November

Betony was to sit beside Irma, who had worked at Firbank Sisters for many years. Miss Kidman introduced them and showed Betony the machine she was to start on. A glossy, black Singer with gold tramlines, the enamel worn away around the needle bed from years of use.

An equally work-worn stool was wheeled up. Betony – Betty, as she now was within these walls – was advised to sit straight and place her feet flat on the floor. ‘Or you’ll get a backache.’

She’d been given her smock on arrival – brown cotton that tied behind, a large pocket centre front. She joked that she must look like a kangaroo. Nobody laughed and she slid onto the hard stool. This was it.

She shivered, though she’d worn her warmest things today. Knitted lisle stockings, two jumpers and a tweed skirt she’d bought years ago in the Highlands, to walk the grouse moors.

‘Right – here we go,’ she said, then remembered Miss Kidman’s advice not to speak more than necessary. Not to betray her social class here.

‘Show Irma how you will thread up,’ Miss Kidman invited. ‘She can do it in five seconds flat.’

To Betony’s relief, Miss Kidman walked away to attend to something further down the line. She inched her stool nearer and stared at the Singer as a spy might stare at a line of fiendish code.

She’d never sat in front of an industrial sewing machine, let alone threaded one up. Didn’t you pass the end of the cotton through a series of eyelets and hooks and, finally, through the eye of the needle? It was all about tension. Start with the bobbin.

Where was the blasted bobbin? She reached over the top of the machine to feel for it and silenced a gasp of pain. That morning, she’d bathed her cuts and covered them with flesh-coloured plasters. She’d dusted face powder over her palms to make the plasters blend in.

Not well enough, clearly. Irma pointed sharply at Betony’s hand on top of the machine and, in strongly accented English, asked, ‘You are fighting with knife?’

‘I had a tussle with a window. I, er, seem to have mislaid the bobbin.’

Irma wasn’t listening. She was waving an arm. ‘Miss Kidman! Miss Kidman! Here now please!’

The supervisor returned at a brisk trot. Betony hadn’t the energy to protest and allowed Irma to present her right hand the way a fishmonger might display a not-very-appetising kipper. All we’ve got left, madam, my sincere apologies.

‘Is bad,’ Irma declared. ‘So bad.’

Miss Kidman peered. ‘Good heavens, girl, you have weeping sores under those plasters.’

Betony had another go at explaining. A broken windowpane. ‘There was dirty water around and I ended up paddling. I’m fine, really.’

‘You might be,’ Miss Kidman barked. ‘Get blood on the cloth, they’ll throw the whole batch back at us. Not to mention cross-infection. Up you get. Don’t argue.’

‘All right, but I can work – truly, I can.’ Betony was conscious of a hundred pairs of eyes on her. Hard, curious, tired. And, in one or two cases, a flash of recognition.

Isn’t that the one with the title? The one who used to yawn at us through the glass?

She was almost relieved to be marched out.

‘Infected cuts,’ Miss Kidman stated to the nurse in the medical room: a sharp-faced woman in a rumpled apron that suggested her day had begun badly. ‘I’ll leave her with you.’

‘Sit,’ said the nurse. ‘Place your hands on this.’ She held out a steel tray.

Betony put her hands on top, knuckles upward.

‘Other way round.’

Betony obeyed, lacking the will to fend off another angry person. Everyone was on their mettle these days, exhausted to the point of the screaming abdabs. Endless bombing, endless sirens. Sleeping on the edge of your mattress, waiting for the next raid. Yes, she understood, but the tears sprang to her eyes. ‘I was out late, there was a raid. The all-clear went and I left the shelter but got caught⁠—’

‘I’m not interested in your nocturnal adventures.’ The nurse snapped on surgical gloves. ‘Don’t expect sympathy, because I’ve already had a woman up here who burned her hand to the sinew on a hot iron. I’ve no time for posh girls trying to cadge a day off or trying war work for fun.’

‘I’m not here for fun!’ Betony protested, her voice catching. ‘I’m here to be useful.’

‘Oh, I don’t doubt you think you’re doing your bit, but five minutes at the machines, you’ll be off to find something more to your taste. Telling everyone what a lark it was.’

‘Hardly a lark.’ Betony pressed her lips together. Maybe that was how she came across. It didn’t look as though she’d get the chance to prove them wrong.

The nurse reached for a glass bottle filled with liquid the colour of Scotch whisky.

It wasn’t whisky. Not half as much fun.

Betony almost drove her top teeth through her bottom lip when her plasters were ripped off and wads of soaked cotton wool were pressed down on her injuries. The nurse’s expression didn’t change, though her voice softened a little.

‘The edges round the cuts are proud. That’s infection.’

‘A bad one?’

‘I live in hope of meeting a good one. You should have had these looked at as soon as it happened.’

Just as Betony felt she was meeting with a little sympathy, the nurse reverted. ‘It’s inconsiderate to come into work where women are slaving to earn a crust. Pass on septic infection, you could ruin a life. Or end one. Think on that.’

Betony tried to hang on to her tears. ‘I didn’t realise. But don’t send me home. I need this job.’

The nurse sniffed. ‘Well, no point crying about it. You’re not going to be sewing any time soon. Is it just the hands? Any other cuts?’

‘Just the hands.’ Under her overalls, the wound to her elbow was pulsing. Keeping this job had become a need. She was still the seagull chick on the cliff edge with the waves raging below. ‘Other than what you’re seeing, I’m A-one fit.’

Having cleaned Betony’s wounds, the nurse applied bandages, winding them around but keeping her fingers free. Considering how cross she’d been, her movements were surprisingly gentle.

Betony’s hands now resembled turkey thighs.

She was told she could go but it was light duties only. ‘If they keep you on, you’ll have to be reassigned.’

When Betony located Miss Kidman, the supervisor looked at the bandages and repeated the nurse’s verdict.

‘You can’t machine-sew, you can’t work in the pressing room. I doubt you could even handle a broom.’

So, she was out?

‘That leaves salvage.’

Betony pictured smugglers hauling barrels of brandy up onto wild, Cornish beaches.

‘Sorting rags,’ Miss Kidman explained. ‘Flat rate, one pound, one shilling per week. Take it or leave it.’

Betony almost said leave it. It wasn’t anywhere near enough.

But her rent, her living costs. The awful shame of going back to Ventnor House defeated. Of proving her father right.

And Winter – RAF Wittering. A train ticket…

‘Rag bag it is,’ she whispered.

In a room at the back of the factory, Betony was shown to a bench and ordered to sit beside a young girl who might have dropped from one of Charles Dickens’ riper slums.

‘Hello,’ Betony whispered.

The girl threw back a wordless glance and went on with her task, picking fabric pieces from a sack held between her knees.

The woman who ran this section introduced the girl as Daisy. ‘Learn from her. We’ll get busier in the coming days. For now, it’s just the two of you. You’re Betty, yes?’

Without waiting for Betony to confirm her name, she dragged up one of ten or so hessian sacks that were slumped along a wall. It was packed with slate-blue offcuts. Pulling some out, the woman rattled through the drill.

‘If it’s big enough to cut a sleeve from, it goes on that table under the window.’ She pointed. ‘Big enough for a collar, inside pocket, facings or cuffs – that one over there.’

If the cloth was damaged but adequate to line an ammunition box – ‘Middle table.’

Anything smaller, tags and bobtails – the woman went to a wooden crate and kicked it. ‘In here, for shredding. For padding out grenades in transit.’

‘I’ll still be doing war work, then,’ Betony said, picturing rows of grenades cushioned in flock, like priceless Fabergé eggs.

‘There’s no such thing as waste with a war on. Think you can do it, Betty? It’s not exactly brain science.’

Giving a nod, Betony got to work, anchoring the sack between her knees, which involved hitching up her skirt. The hessian scratched her through her stockings. Daisy, she’d noticed at once, was wearing slacks. ‘What’s the most exciting remnant you’ve ever found?’ she asked once they were alone, determined to squeeze a word out of the girl.

Daisy heard – she looked up – but made no reply.

Betony carried a length of blue serge to the left-hand table. She repeated the action twenty, thirty times, while Daisy – clearly versed in time and motion studies – made silent piles at her feet, getting up only when necessary.

Betony preferred to keep moving. There was no heat in the room. She was longing for the first tea break, which came at eleven-fifteen. Tomorrow, she’d copy Daisy and knot up her hair in a turban. Hers kept falling over her eyes.

Stealing another glance at her colleague, Betony saw that Daisy wore fingerless woollen gloves, and her nails were worn to the quick, the edges snagged and red. The pads of her fingers were ingrained with blue-grey dye.

Even when you thought you’d fallen to a shocking new low, there was always deeper to go.

At last, the bell clanged for tea. Daisy left without a glance, leaving Betony to follow. She knew her way to the canteen. In the old days, she had sat at the directors’ table. Always a white cloth, tea served from a silver pot.

Today, it was a thick china cup, hot brown brew disgorged from an urn. She found a place to sit and kept her eyes down, ignoring the whispers as she lifted her cup to her lips with fingers poking out of her turkey-thigh bandages.

She’d get to the end of the day – the end of the week – if it killed her.
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JESS


There were no bells or klaxons in Senate House, where the Ministry of Information was headquartered. In Section C, the Censorship department, silence and routine kept everyone’s internal clock perfectly tuned – and this morning Jess clung to that routine more than usual. As the time crept towards quarter to eleven and tea break, a polite cough or two drifted up from the rows of desks, followed by the soft shuffle of papers as clerks worked to complete the tasks in front of them. There was never a rush. Haste created mistakes. Mistakes cost lives.

Heads remained bowed until each page or card was slipped back into its envelope. Then came the familiar syncopated thwack of stamps. PASSED BY CENSOR. Anything that caused unease was ‘sent upstairs’ for closer scrutiny.

Jess needed the steady work today to quiet the questions raised by the letter in her pocket. It was from Rafe, the man she loved – who loved her.

This morning, as most mornings now, Jess had walked from Upper Brook Street with Grace, who had been quieter than usual. Her thoughts on Owen, perhaps, and the fragility of their future. Or on her brother in prison. Cormac Whelan’s shadow never quite lifted. Jess wished she could do something useful for her friend, rather than simply listen and advise. She understood perfectly how uncertainty preyed on the mind.

She joined the queue for tea with two older women who worked at desks behind hers. As they inched forward, Phyllis and Rosa covered their usual subjects: the weather – drab, grey, temperature dropping – and their journeys to work. The No. 6 bus had blown a tyre on a shell casing on the Edgware Road.

While they chatted, Jess took the letter from her pocket and unfolded it, smoothing the creases as though the words might have changed since she first read them.

They had not.

Rafe, the Royal Navy officer she’d met the night the first bomb had fallen on London, had written as plainly as he dared, with more emotion than he’d normally share. He was recovering from injuries at a remote manor house on the South Downs while being trained for Naval Intelligence, and they’d been apart for six weeks. Soon he would return to active service, somewhere undisclosed. Even he did not yet know where.

Just learned I’m to sit my final assessment exam the day after tomorrow. If I flunk, I go through the whole process again. So, darling Jess, I need your prayers and your profound belief in me. I’m going slowly mad shut away here. To feel a deck under my feet again is my second-dearest wish. The dearest, I will leave you to imagine. I don’t care what ship they send me to, so long as it’s

The rest of the sentence had been blacked out. Naval censorship – indeed all military censorship – was more stringent even than the work she did here in Senate House.

Write to me, sweetheart. Your letters are my lifeline.

What frightened Jess most was not whatever had been redacted from the letter, but that it had been written four days earlier. The exam would be over and he’d either have passed or failed. If the former, he would know his destiny. If the latter, he’d need her support.

It wrenched at her, not knowing. Was her love still on solid ground, or had the war already carried him beyond reach?

In the two hours before lunchtime, bundle after bundle of civilian correspondence landed on Jess’s desk. She opened each letter with her knife and read through, word by word. She applied her black redacting pen to careless facts. To anything that might aid the enemy or damage morale. They were all trained to keep their eyes honed – inner ears pricked – for coded messages or anything hinting at sabotage. They all hoped to be the one who caught the German spy ring. Nobody had, so far.

A minute before lunch, the sirens moaned outside.

Down in the bombproof basement nobody even looked up. When the clock struck one, the section again trooped up to the canteen.

Today’s offering was macaroni cheese with cooked tomatoes – filling if a little watery. The meals were subsidised, and with tea and a piece of flapjack costing only a shilling, Jess knew she was fortunate to be working here.

Over lunch, Rosa and Phyllis discussed the weather all over again and Jess listened to Rosa unravelling the plot of a film she’d seen, which hadn’t made much sense.

‘I never know why, if someone thinks there’s an intruder in a basement, the first thing they do is go down there.’

Everyone in Section C kept conversations bland. Posters warned against loose talk and every clerk had signed the Official Secrets Act. Jess didn’t doubt that her friendship with Rafe – Lieutenant Rafael Taverner, RN, to give him his proper due – was recorded in the dossier Senate House kept on her. As was her father’s being a Church of England vicar down in Kent. And heaven knew what else. No one ever showed you your file, but supervisors dropped hints. This was a listening post, and nobody escaped its ears, or its gaze.

Ten minutes before the end of lunch hour, Jess returned to her desk to write her reply to Rafe. What to say that wouldn’t compromise him? Or her, for that matter.

I’m frantic to know, did you pass?

She could legitimately ask that.

Are you out of danger, have your burns healed?

That would also get through, though it might sound as though she wanted Rafe to be declared fit before he was ready. She adored him, war wounds and all.

Have they allotted you to a ship yet?

Hm… just about acceptable, though Rafe would not be at liberty to name the vessel.

Which ocean, my darling?

Definitely not.

In the end, she kept things simple:

Dearest Rafe,

I was so happy to get your letter, though it arrived late and you will already have sat your test. I hope my prayers weren’t needed, but my poor stomach is in knots. Or is that simply because I miss you so dreadfully?

I wonder whether we might meet before your plans are quite fixed. I’m sure you deserve a little leave.

I read both the books you recommended and can’t wait to dissect them with you over a cup of so-called coffee in Fitzroy Square. Ernest Hemingway deserves a prize for an unresolved ending. How are you getting on with Rebecca? Have I converted you to Mrs du Maurier?

With all my love,

Your Jess

The day unfolded to its habitual rhythm. Even the air raid that interrupted the six o’clock mass departure was predictable. It happened most days.

Jess had a choice: stay overnight on a camp bed in the canteen or make a dash for home. She decided to risk it. She was rounding the corner into Gower Street when Grace came hurrying towards her, torch angled at the pavement.

Grace was wearing her nurse’s apron and starched cap despite the drizzle. White cotton gave her a fighting chance of being seen by vehicles in the blackout, she claimed.

Seeing her housemate, Jess felt an immediate easing in her chest. Whatever direction the war might take, they had each other.

‘Like hares out of the traps.’ Grace laughed, as she fell into step with Jess. ‘I’ve spent all day getting confused old ladies out of their chairs and into the shelter room. They ask me, “Are we going anywhere nice?”’ She suggested they give the Tube a go this evening. ‘God save me, I could do with a sit-down.’

‘Let’s,’ said Jess. She could drop her reply to Rafe in the post box by the station.

They made their way to Tottenham Court Road and as they turned the corner, an orange glow seemed to rise from the rooftops. Its source looked to be the City of London and the East End.

‘Limehouse Docks copped it yesterday,’ Grace muttered. ‘My dad used to work there, before he moved to Albert Dock and got killed. In a funny way, I’m glad he’s not around to see his world getting hammered.’

‘You’ve had a tough life, Grace.’

‘Most people do, really,’ Grace answered. ‘Most women, anyway. Even Betony. Has she ever told you, she was sent away to school aged eight. Set down outside the gates, told to make her own way in.’

‘Explains a lot,’ Jess murmured, Betony’s brittle social laugh playing in her head. So different from the way she laughed when they swapped stories in front of the fire or sat together around the kitchen table. ‘Hear that noise?’ A hiss of water from somewhere meant either a ruptured main or fire crews jetting a burning building. ‘We’ll be taking our baths in a bucket again tonight. Someone said to me today, just staying in London is an act of defiance. Should we all get a medal?’

‘Definitely,’ Grace said. ‘Struck from lumps of shrapnel.’

Despite the carnage, the trains were running, and they fell onto their seats with sighs of relief.

‘And so we breathe,’ Grace gasped. ‘I always feel safe in the underground. Probably shouldn’t…’

‘We can’t be afraid all the time,’ Jess said. ‘Doesn’t your Owen say that fear’s a luxury?’

‘He does, but they all talk big.’ Grace gave a half-smile. ‘In the air, he’s never afraid – not even with a Messerschmitt on his tail spraying two thousand rounds a minute. He says it’s like being drunk on adrenaline. You feel invulnerable. Sees a pal go down in flames and it seems as though it’s happening in a dream. The grief hits later. It’s on the ground, waiting to scramble, when he gets the shimmies.’ She tapped her knees to show what she meant. ‘Don’t spread it around.’

Jess leaned closer, lowering her voice. ‘Rafe’s letter confused me. He can’t wait to get back to sea, yet last time he almost died. They dragged him out of the water where he’d been clinging to a shipmate’s body. He was burned so badly. I don’t understand how he can want it again. Yet he does.’

Grace considered this quietly, before admitting, ‘I’m not sure we can understand. We’re not men. But I thought your Rafe was going into covert ops. He’s not joining a new ship, is he?’

‘I don’t know,’ Jess said quietly. ‘I hoped he’d end up with his brother at the Admiralty. Somewhere safe, anyway. Intuition says he’s told them he’s fit and wants active service.’ A hesitation. ‘I know he loves me.’ Her voice thickened. ‘But he loves someone more.’

‘No – who?’ Grace looked stricken.

‘The sea.’

Their train stopped between Piccadilly Circus and Green Park to wait out another air raid. They finally surfaced into the smoky, firelit night after eleven. This time, there were flames to the south of Hyde Park and the air carried the bite of a recent impact. Shell casings glittered.

They headed west along Piccadilly to Dover Street, then wound their way round Berkeley Square. On Bruton Street, where Lord Styles’ London home now housed a branch of the Ministry of Supply, a shout cut through the darkness.

‘Nurse! Nurse!’

A girl warden from the Bruton Mews ARP post came running, assuming Grace was reporting for volunteer duty. ‘You’re needed.’

Grace explained, tactfully, that it was her night off.

‘It’s nobody’s night off,’ the girl said. ‘Direct hit on Sloane Square Tube station. Ambulance crews are pulling the living from under the dead. Walking wounded are coming our way.’

The Tube had been hit while they’d been safe beneath the earth. Jess felt her knees shake. The shimmies. Seeing Grace was preparing to go, she rasped, ‘Can I help?’

The ARP girl looked her up and down. All of sixteen, but with the authority of a sergeant major. ‘If you don’t faint at the sight of blood, can make tea and unroll bandages, then yes. Tag along.’

The ARP First Aid Post occupied the ground floor of the old mews garage. The double doors – which had once opened for Lord Styles’ Rolls-Royce – were buttressed by sandbags. A tarpaulin stretched over scaffolding kept the entrance dark. Following Grace and the ARP girl, Jess reeled under the glare of two battery-powered spotlights.

‘You can attend to that one. Get him sitting down.’ The girl pushed Jess towards a man with a bloody handkerchief pressed to the side of his face.

Jess coughed to gain his attention and he looked up. They stared at each other, as if both had seen a ghost.

‘Darling?’ The word slipped out before she could stop it.

‘It’s Jess, isn’t it?’

She knew at once it wasn’t Rafe. The disappointment hit hard, and she flushed with embarrassment.

It was his brother, Commander Frederick Taverner.
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The shock made Jess momentarily lose her bearings. Where was she supposed to take him? Do with him? She looked around helplessly.

The girl warden pointed. Over there.

Jess muttered an apology as she guided Commander Taverner to a bench. ‘You and Rafe look so alike, and I had a letter this morning. From him. I suppose I thought⁠—’

‘He’d manifested in front of you,’ Commander Taverner replied through stiff lips. ‘Bad luck.’

On the same bench, a nurse was suturing the hand of a frightened girl while her mother hovered close. They weren’t expecting her to do first aid – were they?

‘You were on the train at Sloane Square?’ Jess asked, playing for time. She’d catch that nurse’s eye the moment she glanced up.

‘On the platform as the bomb hit. The lucky end. I’d missed the train by a second. The bomb came down through the roof as it slid into the tunnel…’ Frederick Taverner seemed to freeze on an image. ‘A steel girder pinned down a carriage like – I remember thinking – a giant tin-opener.’

‘You were thrown off your feet?’ The leather gloves and the sleeve of his naval greatcoat were encrusted with grit.

He slowly inclined his head. ‘Onto the track. Someone helped me up. Wouldn’t have managed on my own.’ The handkerchief pressed to his face was still leaching blood. A trickle ran down his face, disappearing into his coat collar.

His left arm hung limp, and Jess wondered if it could be broken. Even with the lights bleaching his face, he seemed pale, lips bloodless.

Jess searched around for Grace, as the nurse beside her was taking her time with the little girl. Grace was crouched in front of a woman who was retching violently while keeling sideways. There were other nurses in the cramped space, and two men in surgeon’s coats, but nobody looked her way.

‘I’ll find out if I’m supposed to clean your wound or just keep you company,’ Jess said.

More patients were being brought in and even she could see that the less injured needed to be patched up and sent home.

A doctor, noticing her trying to catch his attention, briskly inspected Frederick’s wound, then indicated a stack of enamel pails. ‘Take one upstairs, get it filled.’

Upstairs meant rough wooden stairs to the former chauffeur’s quarters where volunteers were heating water over paraffin flames.

One filled her pail and another handed her a linen square and a box. ‘That’s your kit. No apron?’

‘Apron? No. I’m not a nurse.’

‘Even so, put one on.’

She took a white pinafore with a red cross on the front from a pile in a corner. When tied, the hem reached her ankles. ‘Is there a first-aid kit in here?’ she asked, meaning the box.

‘That’s it. Wash any wounds thoroughly with dilute antiseptic, then apply a sterile dressing,’ she was told. ‘Followed by a mug of sweet tea. For them, not you.’

Jess’s return drew a faint smile from Frederick Taverner.

‘That pinafore saw service in the last war,’ he said. ‘Its owner was somewhat taller than you.’

‘A lot taller,’ she agreed. She sat beside him and opened her box, finding lint, cotton wool, dressings sealed in gauzy paper and a selection of brown glass bottles. ‘Let me see what’s causing all that bleeding. First, though…’ She needed to take off his coat, she said.

‘It’s all right.’

Ah, the Taverner stubborn self-sufficiency. ‘I’ll let you take it off yourself, then.’ When he made no effort to undo even a button, she said again, ‘I need you in your shirtsleeves.’

‘Why? It’s my face that’s injured.’

‘I’m going to flush out your cut, and you don’t want water running under your collar. That’ll feel horrible. I’m also going to ask one of the doctors to look at your arm.’ It was pressed rigidly to his side.

‘My arm, why?’

‘In case you’ve broken it.’

Frederick wiggled the fingers clutching the bloody handkerchief to his face. ‘It’s fine, all right?’

‘The other arm. The left.’

‘Just do your job, Miss Gresham. Clean my face and stop trying to manage me. The sooner you finish, the sooner I can leave.’

He made it sound like an insult. It probably was.

Jess had met Frederick Taverner twice before tonight – first in the hospital where Rafe had been taken after rescuing her from under the rubble of a bombing, and again at Victoria station when Rafe had left for Intelligence training. On the first occasion, Frederick had corrected her: he was not Mr, he was Commander. She knew he blamed her for Rafe’s injuries getting reinfected, and their second meeting had gone little better. He had a way of staring straight through her, as if she wasn’t good enough for his brother.

Like so many before him, Frederick Taverner looked at Jess Gresham – quiet, pale, dark-haired, a girl who seemed younger than her years – and saw only: insignificant. Meek. Dull.

He hadn’t met her at her best, or even at her worst. Only when her spirits were bowed because Rafe was suffering or going away. Well then. He was about to witness Jess Gresham armed with a wad of cotton wool and a bottle of antiseptic.

‘Take your coat off, and if you don’t, I’ll ask my friend Grace to come and help.’

Grace had handed the fainting woman over to one of the doctors and was standing close by. In the fierce light, her hair seemed golden, her tunic blue as the Madonna’s robe. Touched by angels.

‘Nurse Whelan,’ Jess called.

Grace turned. ‘Yes?’

‘Oh, God,’ muttered Frederick Taverner. ‘It’s Nurse Jackboot.’

‘Ah. Thought I recognised you.’ Grace had once called at the Taverner flat in Westminster after Jess’s rescue from the rubble, anxious about Rafe. The state she’d found him in had made her summon an ambulance – over Frederick’s objections. ‘Looks like a nasty gash under that rag,’ she said, sitting on the bench the other side of him.

‘I don’t see how you know, since you can’t see it.’

Grace let the comment pass. ‘Would you like help, Jess?’

‘I was asking the commander to let me remove his coat,’ Jess said. ‘I don’t want to ruin it, and I think his arm may be broken.’

‘I do not have a broken arm,’ Frederick snapped.

‘Then wave it,’ Jess challenged.

He answered with a burst of Anglo-Saxon. She couldn’t understand why he was so furious with her. Shock, perhaps. Or was he afraid it was broken and he’d be forced off duty? Honestly. The world wouldn’t fall apart if he stepped back for a few days. It wasn’t as though he were a fighting man. She said as much, and this time his response really rocked her.

Not a word, but every shred of colour drained from his face.

Grace seized the moment, snatched the bloody handkerchief from his hand and began unbuttoning the greatcoat. Jess helped, releasing the last two buttons as Grace eased it from his shoulders.

Underneath, he was wearing Naval uniform, a wool tunic with gilt anchor buttons, cuffs braided with three gold bands, the middle one forming a loop. A black silk tie, white collar – one side of which was dyed scarlet from a deep split that ran from the eye socket to the hollow of his cheek. There was a second messy cut above one brow. It crossed Jess’s mind that he’d been lucky twice. Had he landed on a bolted section of rail, he could have lost his sight. The flesh around both wounds was dirty. Or it might be congealed blood and bruising.

They’d find out.

Frederick had not resisted the removal of his coat. His left arm still rested at his side, its angle strange. But hopefully not broken, else he’d be rocking with pain.

‘I’ll clean this cut,’ Jess suggested.

‘Put a few drops of acriflavine onto your swab,’ Grace said. ‘Dab, don’t rub. Make sure it’s diluted.’ Jess saw her squeeze Frederick’s arm each side above the elbow. He didn’t notice.

Not a twitch, not a flinch.

‘Commander, may I ask a question?’

It was always noticeable to Jess that when Grace was concentrating, the Irish in her voice came out most strongly.

She repeated, ‘Commander Taverner? I’m thinking you’ve got a prosthetic limb here. Did you lose your arm, sir?’

Jess, holding a wet wad of cotton wool stained yellow with antiseptic, stared at Frederick, mortified. The unwrinkled sleeve, the braided cuff, the black leather glove… now that Grace said it, it seemed almost obvious. How had she not known? She’d once asked Rafe, ‘Why is your brother in a desk job? He’s only thirty-three. Doesn’t he want to be at sea?’

Rafe’s answer had been vague, almost evasive. ‘He can’t. Something happened. It was a while back.’

She had assumed he meant a childhood accident or illness.

‘Sir?’ Grace asked again, softly. ‘If you lost your arm in the service of your country, there’s no call to hide it.’

‘It was a stupid accident. Bay of Biscay, in rough seas. Got caught between a whaler and the side of the ship.’

‘You were hunting whales?’ Jess cut in.

Frederick reacted as if her stupidity was the last straw. ‘A whaler’s the Navy’s name for a rowing boat. Clinker-built, double-ended, miserable in a headwind.’

‘Your arm,’ Grace prompted.

‘Ship’s doctor took it off: 1938, winter, blockading arms shipments to Spain’s fascists.’ Frederick turned back to Jess. Hazel eyes, shockingly similar to Rafe’s yet devoid of warmth, bored into hers. ‘Too early for service medals. So, you’re right, Miss Gresham. It’s not as if I’m a fighting man.’

She wanted desperately to apologise, but he glanced at the dripping wad of cotton wool she still hadn’t put to his skin and said, ‘Get on with it. Do your worst.’
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BETONY


Saturday 16 November

The train drew into Stamford twenty minutes late – nothing by present standards. The weather had turned wintry and the carriages were unheated. Betony’s teeth had chattered all the way from London.

Nothing could chill her excitement.

She’d pictured this moment: Winter pacing the platform, batting sleet from his sleeves, checking his watch. She had rehearsed her smile, bright and loving, emotions in check. He would swing her suitcase up in one hand and ask casually, ‘Good trip, Betty?’

And she would say something bland to hide the pain of seven weeks apart.

At some point, they would hold each other and then the feelings would flow.

Getting down from the train, she flashed her torch up and down a near-empty platform. Her beam caught a knot of men in RAF greatcoats passing through the barrier. They carried peculiarly shaped luggage. They vanished and only the porters were left.

Had she got off at the wrong station? She asked a railway employee.

‘RAF Wittering? You’re at the right stop, miss.’ The man’s glance lingered on her brass-buttoned coat and chic hat. ‘Coming to join the WAAF? Ops room, I bet.’ His tone was admiring.

‘Actually, I’m meeting a friend who’s stationed there. Canadian, tall, dark-haired – you haven’t seen him?’

He shook his head. ‘Might be out front, if he’s driven.’

Betony hurried through the barrier, wishing she’d tied something waterproof over her hat. She’d been prepared for cold, but not for icy darts that couldn’t decide if they were rain, sleet or snow. Behind her, the train pulled away, squealing and belching steam. She set down her suitcase, vanity case, gas mask – too much luggage for a dance at an airbase social club – and scanned the forecourt.

There were motorbikes, some with sidecars. Please, not that. She was too tall for a sidecar, and levering herself in and out would be excruciating, though anything would be better than standing here slowly freezing. Surely Winter hadn’t forgotten? The romantic cinema-reel of their meeting jolted, then snapped.

‘Miss Styles?’

She screwed up her eyes and made out the shape of a military lorry, half-hidden in the shadows, its headlamps hazed almost to nothing. The driver – a young WAAF in a side-cap – was calling through the open window.

She went over. ‘Hello. I’m Betony Styles. Are you my lift?’

‘Reckon I am. Flying Officer Macpherson told me to look out for someone who’d put us all to shame.’

‘I thought he’d come himself.’ Betony tried to hide her disappointment. The train journey had taken over four hours and the cuts hidden by her gloves stung fiercely. Two days earlier, she’d visited her parents’ Harley Street doctor, who’d scolded her for neglecting herself and handed her a bottle of small white tablets. Sulpha-something. ‘Three a day, and drink plenty of water.’

‘Is this on Lord Styles’ account?’ the receptionist had asked before she left.

Having already bought her train ticket and paid her debts at Ventnor House, Betony had two of her salvaged pound notes left. A moment’s struggled followed. ‘No – I’ll cover it,’ she’d said, handing one over. ‘And I’d appreciate it if this remained confidential. Not a word to my father.’

‘Winter’s a busy man,’ the WAAF was telling her airily. ‘They’ve dumped the role of entertainments officer on him. I expect he’s told you. The band he booked for tonight cancelled, so he had to find a replacement in five minutes flat.’

Betony hadn’t known and it made her wonder – what else had Winter not said? Noticing that the lorry had a canvas roof and an open back, she asked if she could sit up front.

‘You’d better,’ the driver said cheerfully, ‘unless you want to cuddle up with the substitute band.’

Betony went round to the other side, put her suitcase in the footwell, and heaved herself in, biting down on the pain. The lorry pulled out of the station yard, growling and vibrating in a way that made conversation almost impossible. Betony managed to ask, ‘How far to RAF Wittering?’ and was told, ‘Three miles ish. Ten minutes max, unless Jerry attacks. In which case – tomorrow morning.’

As they left the town, the darkness of flat countryside closed in. From the back came laughter and ripe words whenever they hit a pothole, and cigarette smoke filtered through the partition. Betony had hoped to arrive wreathed in the scent of Black Narcissus, not the band’s cigarettes. She wound the window down an inch.

Ten minutes later, almost to the second, the lorry jolted to a stop.

A sentry’s torch flared and a brisk exchange followed through the driver’s window before they were waved on. Soon after, they pulled up on a concrete apron before a row of low, dark buildings.

‘Hop out, miss,’ said her driver. ‘This is it. Wittering Riviera.’

Thanking her, Betony opened the door and peered out, hoping to see Winter striding towards her.

Nothing. Only hard standing glossed with sheet water reflecting the lorry’s lamps. She struggled out, gritting her teeth again as she retrieved her luggage. The wind tugged at her hat. With both hands full – suitcase in one, vanity case in the other – she couldn’t hang on to it and prayed the pins would hold.

She stepped in a puddle.

As her eyes adjusted, RAF Wittering revealed itself: a wild, windswept plain with runways vanishing into blackness, dim lamps marking their edges. Nissen huts leaked pinpricks of light. A control tower loomed. Crouched silhouettes slowly resolved into parked aircraft – Hurricanes, she knew from Winter’s letters, their curved fuselages reminding her of roosting birds. Some sat in bays, others outside the hangars.

This wasn’t the full strength. From Winter’s occasional throwaway comments, part of the squadron would be night flying, patrolling the coast.

Behind her, the bandsmen slithered over the tailgate, joking as their feet hit concrete.

‘Lovely weather as always.’

Betony followed them towards one of the bigger Nissen huts, where a hooded bulb cast a blue gleam over double doors. Was this where you signed in, perhaps? Only when she was in front of the doors did she see the sign: Social Club and Bar.

She’d pictured the dance taking place in the officers’ mess. In an old manor house, perhaps, with panelling and a sweeping staircase. Not corrugated iron segments bolted together, tar-paint slapped on to keep out the weather.

Still, the only thing that mattered was Winter, who must surely be inside, waiting for her.

She let the band go ahead into a lobby constructed from black-painted wooden panels. The double-bass player struggled through the makeshift doorway, snagged by a heavy curtain.

‘Ruddy blackout,’ he muttered.

Betony couldn’t offer help, and her eyes were already searching beyond him.

When she stepped inside, the place was busier than she had imagined. Two WAAFs stood on ladders stringing bunting above a small wooden stage, while others hurried back and forth with chairs and trestle tables. The air hummed with preparation, with anticipation.

And then she saw him.

Winter stood near the stage, unmistakable in his blue-grey uniform, cap set at that careful angle she knew well. Coloured bulbs struck the line of his shoulders, the confident lift of his chin.

Her heart leaped and dropped just as quickly.

He was surrounded. WAAFs in neat uniforms, civilian women in bright scarves and carefully painted lips. They all leaned towards him, laughing easily. One of them – a WAAF – rested her hand on his sleeve as though it belonged there.

Inside her gloves, Betony’s lacerations woke, sharp as her humiliation. For a heartbeat, she tasted the vile water from a ruptured pipe, felt the panic as it curled around her legs. She’d climbed out of one darkness only to land here, in another. No longer Betony Styles, house model and hopeful fashion journalist. No. A factory rag-sorter in damp shoes, holding wet luggage, watching the officer she’d travelled for hours to see laugh with women who had ten times more right to be beside him.

She might have turned tail if not for the three-mile walk back to the station. Instead, she stood paralysed, waiting to discover whether, in loving Winter Macpherson, she had made the greatest blunder of her life.

The band had made it to the stage and were hauling up their instrument cases and music stands. Winter broke away from his admiring crowd and went up to speak to them, the women watching him go as though they feared he’d vanish from sight.

So far, he hadn’t even looked in her direction. If she didn’t move now, she would lose her nerve. He invited you, she reminded herself. You were his choice. His Betty.

As far as he knew, she was still the girl who lived a charmed life and showed beautiful clothes for a living. She had meant to explain everything – her injuries, the job hunt, the dwindling money.

But the moment had come and she knew she couldn’t do it. He must not know.

She drew a breath and walked forward, unhurried, composed – the version of herself he expected.

Now they saw her.

Silence fell. Winter’s courtiers watched her face as she passed them, and then her back. She called softly, ‘Winter?’

He turned, and she thought he faltered. He was still heartbreakingly handsome, but the easy grace, the polish he carried as if by birthright, had been replaced by something colder. Had life on the front line stolen something from him?

She held her smile. ‘Well, what does a girl have to do to get a welcome at Wittering?’
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‘Betty. Hey. You made it.’ He came to her and she prepared to be pulled into his arms, but his hands rested on her shoulders and when he leaned in to kiss her, his lips brushed her cheek. ‘I hope the ride over wasn’t too uncomfortable?’

Was that it? A passionate hug, a smacking kiss would have sent a clear message to the admiring circle. That she, Betony Styles, had full claim to Flying Officer Macpherson.

Perhaps he was saving the best till later, when they’d be together in the pub room he’d booked off base. Besides, she’d been taught in deportment classes at school that being a ray of sunshine was the way to win hearts. She told Winter that she’d enjoyed her first ever ride in a military lorry. ‘And I met the band.’ A little wave acknowledged the men on the stage.

The double-bass player waved back, the others more concerned with setting up.

‘You’ve no idea how much trouble I had getting them.’ Winter glanced round anxiously as he made the comment. ‘I had an ENSA band booked, only they’ve come down with flu. This lot’s from RAF Cottesmore.’

‘Any good?’ Betony whispered.

‘God, they’d better be. They will be,’ he added as if reassuring himself. ‘They play for love more than money.’ He glanced over at a plywood bar where two women in civvies were laying out glasses. ‘And free beer.’ He noticed the luggage by her feet. ‘You want to change?’

‘Yes please. It’s the White Hart at Ufford we’re staying at, yes?’

‘That’s it and I’ll drive you there later, but you can dress up here.’

She looked around for a door marked Cloakrooms. The social club was two long Nissen huts bolted together, with a gap where the cold seeped in.

Seeing her expression, Winter told her someone would take her to WAAF quarters. ‘Marginally warmer than the ladies’ washrooms. Come on, I’ll introduce you.’ Lifting her suitcase, leaving her to bring her vanity case, he ushered her over to the group he’d abandoned, saying, ‘This is Betony, my friend from London.’

Friend?

Betony felt chill fingers stroke her heart. The last time they’d been together had been in Hill Street, at No. 34, Mrs Kesgrave’s house, with fire raging around. They’d worked side by side, frantically clearing rubble that had come down on the back-yard bomb shelter with Jess inside. Breathing smoke, an intense few hours, following an evening chequered with arguments, cold exchanges and a passionate kiss. Followed in turn by seven weeks apart with a few letters and snatched telephone calls. She’d understand his diffidence if, like her, he was sick with nerves. Except he seemed perfectly in control. Businesslike.

‘Pearl.’ He singled out the WAAF whose hand had been resting on his arm a few minutes ago. Betony took in the peaked cap and buttoned tunic, the propeller badge stitched to the sleeve. ‘Could you take Betony to get changed somewhere a bit more civilised?’

Dark eyes gave Betony a quick up and down. ‘Why does she need to change? What’s she wearing under her coat – a swimsuit?’

‘Actually, I’m wearing what I wore for work earlier.’ Ray of sunshine, Betony reminded herself. ‘I don’t want to dance in Harris tweed. Too tight round the knees.’

‘Try dancing in uniform,’ the WAAF shot back. Then, casting Winter an arch look, sighed, ‘Come on then, but you’ll have to be quick, because when the men flood in, they hog the bar.’

Betony better understood the girl’s reluctance when she realised how far it was to the women’s section. Her ears were aching from the wind, and rain was dripping off her hat, when they were stopped by a sentry at a barrier and her presence explained. Pearl led Betony into another Nissen hut. Empty, from the echoing slam of the door. A paraffin lamp lit up a bleak space with a bare wooden floor and iron beds each side of a gangway. Each bed had a single cabinet beside it and a half-height wardrobe wide enough, by Betony’s reckoning, to hold a spare uniform, raincoat and a cardigan. How did these girls dress properly?

More civilised, Winter had promised, yet it was almost as cold inside as out and the wind knocked against the curved walls as if testing the rivets.

Pearl noticed her shiver.

‘We let the stove go out because we’re either at the dance or on duty tonight. We’re saving our coal for later.’

A squat stove was perched in the middle of the floor, its flue piercing the ceiling. It must be perishing if you were in one of the furthest-away beds. And if you needed the toilet at night, how far did you have to go in the dark? Betony resolved never again to complain about the draughts in Ventnor House.

The WAAF indicated a neatly made bed. ‘This is mine. Don’t put your case on it because nothing dries in here in winter.’

Betony placed her suitcase a distance away and took off her coat, conscious that her escort was waiting to see the outfit she’d declared unfit to dance in. It was her grouse moor outfit, woollen skirt and stockings, worn with two jumpers and a scarf. She’d brought everything into work that morning so she could go direct to King’s Cross when the bell went at one o’clock. Her one nod to style was the black coat and hat, a throwback to Practical Modes days.

She opened her suitcase and placed the coat on its lid, the hat on top. She’d have to wear them back to the social club or return looking half-drowned. Shifting aside tissue paper, she removed the red evening gown reclaimed from Madame Latour.

Pearl stared. ‘What is that?’

‘Maison Paquin,’ Betony said. She’d worn red before when going out with Winter, but never a gown that showed so much shoulder and arm. Perhaps she should have rescued the midnight-blue Vionnet from Madame instead – or the black silk-jersey.

Betony laid the gown over the bedhead, conscious that her companion’s gaze clung to it like toast landing butter-side down. She undressed quickly. Instead of piling on thick underwear this morning, she’d chosen proper evening foundations: a strapless brassière, silk pants and a girdle to pull in her waist and hold up her stockings.

She rolled down the lisle stockings and replaced them with silk.

‘God on Earth,’ Pearl exhaled, staring at Betony’s legs. ‘You should see what they make us wear. Look…’ She reached into her bedside cupboard and took out a grey knitted stocking. ‘Regulation, to be worn with passion-killer drawers. We’re even supposed to dance in them.’

Pearl’s legs were shapely in light fawn rayon.

Interpreting Betony’s look, she threw the grey stocking away in disgust. ‘Would you be seen dead in these?’

Betony had put on her black opera gloves in the train, and they were hampering her movements. There was no possibility of taking them off: it had been the devil’s own work getting them over her bandages. She fumbled for her dress, telling herself that glamour always came at a price. She was intending to drop the red dress over her head and hope it fell correctly.

‘You’re not actually planning to wear that?’

Betony paused. ‘Yes – why not?’

‘Well, for one it’ll be ruined. The blokes drink the bar dry and beer gets everywhere. Floating hems get filthy, and anyway, half the boys can’t dance without treading all over you. And⁠—’

Betony sensed the real objection was coming.

‘We’ll all hate you.’

‘Hate me, why?’

‘Because you’ll be the only one in a long dress from Paris. We’re in uniform; the village girls borrow frocks off their sisters. You’ll look like Lady Muck, swanning in to hand out prizes to the rabble.’

Had it not been so cold in the Nissen hut, Betony would have blushed over her ignorance. Genuinely needing guidance, she asked, ‘What d’you suggest I wear?’

‘The things you’ve just taken off.’

Betony glanced at her skirt and jumpers. ‘But I’ve had them on all day.’ Seeing the WAAF’s jaw tighten, Betony realised she’d now put both feet in it. ‘Sorry. I suppose you can say the same.’

Pearl looked thoroughly affronted. ‘This is my best uniform. It comes out for parades and times like tonight.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Even so, nothing would induce her to return to Winter’s side in a tweed skirt covered in fabric fluff.

Betony reached into her suitcase. A useful lesson learned in those deportment classes was always to pack a second dress, even if going away for only one night.

The fall-back was dark blue chiffon, its edges bound with satin ribbon. Inspired by Chanel’s last pre-war collection, it had a drawstring neckline that showed a flash of shoulder and its full skirt dropped to just below the knee. That would keep it safe from beer puddles. Being sleeveless, her long gloves still made sense.

Only…

Black gloves with navy? Practical Modes would have said no, but would RAF Wittering notice under those coloured lights?

‘I suppose this will have to do.’

Pearl bristled. ‘Do you insult people deliberately, or does it just roll out?’

‘How have I insulted you?’ Betony was genuinely flummoxed. She’d bought the dress from Madame Latour some months ago, which was why it had survived the wardrobe cull. No dealer ever wanted to see ‘one of theirs’ coming back.

‘Because I’ve never had a dress like that and probably never will.’

‘I only have them because I work in fashion – we’re given things.’ That sounded worse, somehow. ‘I mean, I buy them at trade or second-hand. Nothing of mine is actually⁠—’

Pearl silenced Betony with a wave of the hand. ‘Are you done?’

Wishing she had a fraction of Mrs Kesgrave’s or Jess’s knack for smoothing social friction, Betony took gold kid sandals from her suitcase. She saw Pearl roll her eyes, but she’d die rather than dance in Winter’s arms in lace-ups.

When she asked if she could check her make-up, Pearl opened her wardrobe door, revealing a small square of mirror. Betony had to almost crouch to see her face. Ignoring the shuffle of bored feet behind her, she slicked her mouth and reset the pins in her hair.

Finally, she straightened up and turned. ‘Ready for parade.’

The WAAF gave a dry laugh. ‘You’ll turn heads, don’t you worry. Just don’t count on Flying Officer Macpherson looking your way all night. Hurricane pilots are every girl’s dream, and there simply aren’t enough to go round on dance night. Get used to sharing.’

‘I’m an only child; I never learned how.’ Betony said it as a joke, but the panicky feeling was back. What painful discoveries were in store tonight?

Winter was with a knot of fellow pilots by the bar, tankard in hand. The club had filled since she’d left to change and the noise bouncing off tin walls brought Betony to a dead stop. As she gathered her wits, she took in the scene. Bright splashes of colour from the off-base girls stood out against a sea of slate blue. Make-do skirts and dresses, cardigans knotted round middles, lips rouged to shades of cherry. Woolworth’s brand. Or beetroot, the real thing from a field.

Rather to her own surprise, all she could think was, What could Practical Modes do for these girls?

The band was playing, but nobody was dancing yet.

She threaded her way towards Winter, who, so far, had not seen her. She wasn’t the only woman trying to edge near him and, despite Pearl’s warning, her competitive spirit rose. Get used to sharing? She’d lend a frock, even a lipstick. Perfume, if asked nicely. But her man? Hell would freeze first.

Finding a gap, she sauntered towards him, enjoying the way the other pilots let her through. A whistle, a ‘wow’.

‘You didn’t tell us your London friend was a film star,’ one man said admiringly.

Betony turned her smile towards the comment, then trained it back on Winter. The full headlamps.

‘It’s cold outside,’ she whispered.

‘Warm in here, though. By ten you’ll be begging for us to open the non-existent windows.’ Winter drew her close and she savoured the gentle collision of their bodies, her silk against his rough serge. ‘You look gorgeous, Betty. I forgot how much. Have I seen that dress before?’

‘Don’t think so, but you might have noticed it on page five.’

‘Page five of…?’

‘Practical Modes. My job, Winter. Former job.’ She’d already shared the news of the journal’s demise.

‘Yeah, I was sad to hear that. How’s Sybil?’

‘Inconsolable. It was my job and her baby.’

‘This war keeps finding ways to hurt good people.’ A shadow crossed Winter’s face. She’d seen it on her arrival. Was base life getting him down, or something more? The stripped-down conditions might bite hard at a man who had held a post at the Canadian High Commission and lived in a flat on Lancaster Gate. If he was finding it tough, she’d do her best to cheer him up.

She knew he’d booked a double room at the White Hart because she’d telephoned and winkled the information from the landlord.

She slipped her arm through his. Let there be no doubt.

With a thin smile, he asked, ‘Did Pearl show you the WAAFs’ luxury quarters?’

‘She took me to an unadorned icebox, if that’s what you mean. Surely, the RAF can do better for its women?’

It wasn’t Winter who answered, but an officer with three bands of braid on his cuff. ‘We’re all in the same boat, you know. Accommodation blocks will come in time, but Nissen huts are safer, even if they’re not so pretty. Curved roofs deflect blasts. Did you know that?’

‘Not until now.’ Betony fluttered her lashes, deciding that every man who saw her would spend the next week reminding Winter what a prize he had. Not some ‘friend from London’ but a dish, a catch. Looks and a heart too. ‘Perhaps the girls could use more coal? Honestly, I nearly froze, changing my dress.’

The officer looked slightly rattled. A faint blush? ‘I’ll, um, mention it to the quartermaster.’

‘Good, but you’re not being like a Nissen hut roof, are you?’

The officer looked foxed. ‘You mean – leaky?’

‘Deflecting.’

Laughter broke out, and Betony thought, This feels good. Not just being the centre of an admiring circle, but being found… what? Amusing. Entertaining. No wonder Grace leaned on humour.

Winter squeezed her arm. ‘Leave the squadron leader alone, Betty. He’s a country boy, not used to your wiles. What are you drinking? No champagne, I’m afraid.’

‘So…’

‘Beer, beer or beer.’

She’d never much liked the taste of bitter. ‘Not even a cherry brandy?’

‘Probably not. We can run to cider. Stores gets a few bottles down from Suffolk.’

‘Will I like it?’

‘It’s sparkly and I’ll pour it into a stemmed glass.’

‘Then I’ll love it.’

He left her to go to the bar, and he was served at once. Height helped, and so did the diplomatic training. His absence gave the squadron leader a moment in which to ask, ‘Did I hear right, you’re a fashion model in London?’

The lie slipped out. ‘Absolutely. In fact, I’ve come hot foot from the studio, parading the latest utility wear. Straight lines, square shoulders and a flash of knee.’

‘That so?’ The squadron leader glanced down at Betony’s chiffon hem. He’d be disappointed, she thought. This dress had been designed for a world that hadn’t yet heard of austerity and ‘no waste’ cutting. Her knees were modestly covered.

Winter came with her cider – in a pint glass.

‘Sorry, they haven’t brought the smart ones over.’

‘Cheers.’ She took her first sip. The taste was less refined than the champagne and wine she preferred, but it was sharply pleasant. She took a deeper gulp, then touched rims with Winter. For a moment, she pictured three bands of braid on his cuff, then pulled away from the thought. Rank didn’t matter. He did. His survival counted more than anything. More, even, than whether he still loved her.

‘Your lady was telling me of her glamorous life in the big city,’ the squadron leader told Winter.

‘Oh?’ Winter looked at her, a slight pucker between his brows. ‘Does that mean you and Sybil, and what’s his name… the artist…’

‘Ambrose.’

‘You’re back in business?’

‘Erm…’ Betony had learned already how one little white lie forced her into another. ‘No, but it’s a lovely idea. I’m back modelling at Firbank Sisters. It’s a wholesale fashion house. Where I started, actually.’

‘I’m glad you’re sticking it out in London.’ Winter put an arm around her waist. ‘Keeping beauty on the page and to hell with the Blitz. It makes me feel what I’m doing here has real purpose.’

‘Amen to that,’ said his squadron leader, with a solemn nod. ‘Must go and say hello to someone.’ He picked up Betony’s gloved hand – the left as she was holding her cider in the other – and dropped a kiss on it. His grip was firm, and for a moment, everything swam. It was all she could do not to drop her glass.

‘Are you feeling faint?’ Winter looked concerned.

She told him she was fine and blamed the cider.

The crowd around them was thinning, the single men searching for partners as the music changed into a rhythm designed to get couples onto the floor. Seizing the moment, Betony told Winter how much she’d missed him.

She waited for him to say the same.

All he said was, ‘Sure, it’s been a hell of a few weeks.’

The band leader came to the mic. ‘Ladies and gents, we’ve been keeping the floor warm for you with a few quiet numbers. Are you ready to set it on fire?’

‘Come on.’ Winter put their drinks on the side and led her to the floor in front of the stage. The band struck up ‘One O’Clock Jump’. Under snaking blue and amber lightbulbs, their instruments looked tarnished: nothing like the shiny brass array Betony was used to at the Café de Paris or the Savoy. They weren’t young either and she had the impression they’d shaved in the dark as they scrambled into their uniforms. Which they might have done, of course, being Winter’s eleventh-hour choice.

Winter was looking past her, to the stage, and she read his thoughts. If this night was a flop, they’d all blame him.

Except they wouldn’t, she knew perfectly well. Worried he might be, but he’d fitted right in here.

‘They sound all right,’ she whispered. ‘One O’Clock Jump’ was doing its job of filling the floor.

Betony loved dancing, but tonight she had to force her legs to move to the driving four-to-the-bar. The saxophone swooned, the trumpet soared. Winter swung her and she almost kept going, recovering her footing and grasping his sleeve.

She laughed, a sharp choke of a sound. ‘What’s in that cider?’

While the band kept the rhythm going, their leader stepped back up to the mic and introduced himself in an ashtray croak of a voice. ‘Hello, Wittering. We’re the Base Boys, all the way from sunny RAF Cottesmore, here to get you dancing and falling in love. If it’s love, hold your partner tight. If it’s falling you want, talk to the barmaids.’

That drew a laugh.

The bandleader continued: ‘By day, we spend our time squirting grease into Faireys.’

A cheer.

Betony blinked up at Winter, unsure if she’d heard right.

‘Fairey Battle bombers,’ Winter murmured. ‘Cottesmore’s part of Bomber Command and these men are ground crew.’

She misheard. ‘They’re grounded?’

‘Ground crew. Mechanics. The squadrons couldn’t fly without them.’

‘…And next year’ – the bandleader lowered his voice to a seductive growl – ‘we’ll be squirting grease into our Wellingtons.’

That drew a huge laugh.

‘Wellington bombers,’ Winter muttered in her ear. ‘They’re replacing the Faireys in a few months.’

‘Sorry you have to explain the jokes. What a bore.’

‘Happy to do so. You must have your in-jokes at work. Firbank’s, did you say?’

‘Er, yes. And course we do.’ Betony envisaged Daisy, fellow rag-sorter. Thin as an alley cat, and with as much conversation. Betony had only ever seen her colleague whisper to the woman who supervised them. ‘Every day’s a hoot.’

‘Something you should know about us here, Betty, we grab every chance to laugh. Even if it’s not funny. It’s the antidote.’

‘Antidote to…?’

‘Reality.’ Winter drew her in. Betony felt the press of his chest, the steady rhythm of his breathing, the warmth of him. She was dancing with her arms looped lightly over his shoulders, which spared her hands. The creak of the plywood floor and voices calling orders three deep at the bar faded. For a moment, it was just the two of them moving together.

Finally, he delivered the words she’d been holding her breath for.

‘I’ve missed you,’ he said into her hair. Then came the pause that told her a ‘but’ was waiting in the wings. Only it never came, so she said the words she’d practised on the train.

‘I’d love it if we could be together more.’

‘Don’t see how, unless you joined up,’ he said after a moment. ‘I’m not suggesting you do, either, and who knows where they’d post you. This life wouldn’t suit you, Betty. It’s pretty tough.’

Tougher than Firbank Sisters and the interminable offcuts? Probably, if she thought of Pearl’s gripe about having to dance in uniform. Grey knitted stockings and flannelette drawers. And the freezing Nissen hut. No thank you. There was only one life that would suit her, the one containing Winter Macpherson. Had the hint landed anywhere near its target?

If it had, Winter had neatly stepped over it. They danced to the end of the number, then through ‘Wrappin’ It Up’, which went even faster.

Just as Betony was wondering if she could keep going, the squadron leader tapped Winter on the arm.

‘I’m about to head back to the crew room, Macpherson,’ he shouted, ‘but I can’t leave without one dance with your London charmer. Any objection?’

Winter stepped back and Betony found herself in a steely grip. The squadron leader steered her to the other side of the floor.

‘I wanted a quick chat,’ he said with a smile, ‘and I hope you’ll overlook my two left feet.’

‘So long as they don’t tread on mine.’ Being handed over like a parcel wasn’t to her taste, though she suspected the squadron leader’s request had been more of a command.

They danced a kind of waltz, out of time with the band, and traded a few words about the crowded floor, the terrible weather. Winter already had a WAAF in his arms. Betony couldn’t tell if it was Pearl or some other. They did all look similar in their uniforms.

‘He tells me you’re a good friend, but you’re not officially a unit,’ the squadron leader said. He was reddish-haired, with a moustache a shade darker and young, despite his rank and the responsibility that must rest on his shoulders. Blue eyes. An honest face, she thought.

Shame about the left feet and the fact that he was holding her right hand in a standard waltz grip and so hard, she wasn’t sure how much more she could take.

‘I suppose not,’ she muttered. Assuming that by ‘unit’ he meant ‘engaged’.

‘Good. Can’t have one lady keeping Winter all to herself. There’d be a riot.’

‘Oh, then it isn’t me you find irresistible,’ she said in the arch tone that usually got her through tricky moments. It didn’t mask the sting of his words. ‘You’re keeping the peace, Squadron Leader?’

He glanced towards the girls gathered at the edge of the floor, eyes locked on Winter and said, ‘I am, in my way.’

Winter spun his partner and Betony caught the flash of an upturned face. Pearl.

Betony’s smile held. ‘I’m listening, but I reserve the right to ignore your orders.’

The trumpeter struck up Glenn Miller’s ‘Pennsylvania 6-5000’. The squadron leader managed to turn this one into a waltz too and trod twice on her sandalled foot. He took his leave afterwards, explaining he was on the roster tonight.

His departure brought a shift in the atmosphere. Voices grew rowdier, the dancing more daring. Elsewhere on the base, duty crews were sitting in wait for the order to scramble. Ready to fly out into the darkness to intercept the enemy. Winter’s words came back to her: we grab every chance to laugh.

Despite Pearl’s comment that Hurricane pilots were in short supply, Betony found herself swept into the arms of one after another. They were so eager, these boys, she hadn’t the heart to refuse though she could feel her cuts bleeding under her bandages, and the only man she wanted to be with was the one who had stepped back so readily. The band played continuously, stopping only to mop their brows. Her partners were good-humoured, admiring and talkative, and well refreshed from the bar. They kept buying her drinks and, after a while, cider mixed with the pills she’d been prescribed muted the pain.

A pilot officer told her between turns, ‘We like Winter. We were glad he stayed on when his squadron pulled out. He’s a darn good instructor. He’ll be missed if they send him to Digby or up north.’

Seeing her expression, her partner explained.

‘Squadrons get rotated all the time. Redeployed, sent off for a rest. Nothing’s static. There’s always the stuff you don’t see coming.’

Betony guessed his meaning. Truth often lay in the things people did not say. ‘Have you known Winter long?’ she asked. Speaking his name kept him close while he danced his way round every woman in the place.

‘A while,’ her partner answered. ‘We both ended up here with No. 1 Squadron. Bit of night-flying, training the youngsters… Winter’s not bad at the entertainments lark, either.’ He gave a crooked smile. ‘He’s stuck here for the foreseeable, so I hope you like flat fields and a wind that cuts your ears off.’

‘I love it.’

‘Ha. Doubt Winter would say the same. Night patrols are cold and we fly half blind. He’s itching to be back on day ops – face-to-face fighting and a decent night’s sleep. Still, the Canadians are coming. He’ll be among his own again.’

The words landed hard. Day ops. Looking the enemy in the eye. ‘Why would anyone want to fight when they have the chance not to?’ she asked shakily.

‘That’s a lady’s question, with respect.’

Her partner caught the shift in her face.

‘Look – none of us like too much time to think. We prefer to be doing. For Winter… it’s been worse since the business with poor Lawson.’

‘Lawson?’

A sharp shake of the head signified – no tales out of school.

The tune ended, and someone else was waiting to sweep her back onto the floor. From fragments of conversation, she was building a picture of Winter’s life here. He was liked. Night flying was irksome because it was unpredictable and wrecked your sleep. He might be staying on at Wittering, as Canadian squadrons were due to arrive. Or he might be sent elsewhere. In other words, anything could happen. And who was poor Lawson?

At around ten, a buffet was served. Cheese sandwiches and sausage rolls. These people must be hungry, Betony thought, seeing the rush to the table. The bar had disappeared behind a crowd four lines deep.

As the band returned to the stage, Winter appeared at her side at last, claiming her with a hand at the small of her back.

The bandleader lined up the next tune: ‘Everyone know “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes”?’ He coughed theatrically. Betony had noticed the musicians nipping outside. ‘When I sing it, it gets in your ears too.’

‘What time does the White Hart lock their doors?’ she asked as Winter guided her into a slow dance. He’d probably have to stay to the bitter end, but, for her part, she’d happily slip away with him now.

‘They chuck out the drinkers by eleven,’ he told her, ‘but guests can come in later. It’s only five minutes’ drive.’

‘Good, because I don’t want to find the doors locked and have to sleep in the coal shed.’

‘We won’t let that happen. And, look, if I can’t get away, there’ll be a lorry going that way about eleven-thirty. A few of the WAAFs lodge in the village.’

‘You said you’d take me.’ She made no effort to hide her disappointment. A double room was waiting and he was telling her he might have to stay behind? She was on the verge of snapping, They don’t have you doing the washing up, do they? She caught it back and looked into his eyes. ‘I hate sleeping alone in a double bed.’

His expression altered. The flicker she craved, pupils darkening, his hold tightening.

‘You’ll come back with me?’ She tilted her head, smiling.

The shutters came down.

‘It wouldn’t be right,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t just lie beside you, Betty. And if there were consequences…’ He trailed off.

‘Aren’t there always?’

‘Not what I meant, and you know it. I couldn’t leave you in a bad situation.’

Her heart gave a twist. ‘It wouldn’t have to be bad if we…’ got engaged. She couldn’t finish, and ‘get married’ felt like a taboo. All she could think was – Grace hasn’t had to tiptoe around like this. Owen Henderson’s a pilot. Spitfires. Even more high-risk than Hurricanes and he asked Grace to marry him after two weeks. She and Winter had been seeing each other long enough for a proposal to be expected, if not overdue. She borrowed a phrase from his squadron leader. ‘If we became a unit.’

She willed him to smile, to say, ‘Now that’s not a bad idea, Betty.’ Instead, when he spoke, she wondered if he’d heard something else entirely.

‘Most nights it’s patrols,’ he said. ‘Fighting exhaustion and praying you’re not outpaced by a Heinkel. Shooting one down feels like triumph… until it feels horrible. That’s someone’s son, father or husband… but mostly it’s just relief. When you get back and count the planes coming in and there’s one missing, or several… I’ve seen too much of that. I don’t want to cause more.’

‘How would us being together cause anything bad?’

‘Because I need every corner of my mind on the job, Betty. I can’t risk a slip.’

Is this about poor Lawson? she wondered, not knowing how to ask. ‘All that,’ she said, ‘and meanwhile, you organise the dances and the bands.’

‘That’s right. I laugh through the days.’

Laugh, dance and flirt. Her gaze sought and found Pearl, who was sitting out this dance. Watching them. At least, Betony felt she was, though it was hard to be sure in subdued lighting, Pearl’s eyes shaded by the peak of her cap.

A commotion flared up by the bar, good-natured from the sound of it. Winter stopped dancing to look.

‘Should have watered the beer,’ he muttered.

Two young pilots had clambered onto the shoulders of two others with the intention of galloping down the room. They were shouting at everyone to place bets. It ended quickly. The ‘horses’ staggered under the weight and one rider seized a string of coloured bulbs and pulled it down. A tinkle of glass, boos from everyone, then darkness swallowed the room.

Betony’s breath caught. They were a hundred miles from London, but a blackout was a blackout. The first intense kiss that had turned her knees to mashed potato and sealed her desire for Winter had taken place when the lights failed in the Café de Paris.

The band flowed into something slower, and under the cover of the music, the laughing and squealing, she rose on tiptoe and said into Winter’s ear, ‘Damn the consequences. I’m grown up. London’s dangerous, and who knows, I might end up one of your heartaches. If I do, I want to have lived first.’

He didn’t resist. His mouth found hers, gentler than before but pulsing with hunger. For an instant, she thought – I have him back. My man.

Then, over the sultry strains of ‘Black Velvet’, a bell began to clang. Corrugated walls couldn’t keep out the sound and the band stopped. Everything seemed to pause before there was a stampede towards the doors, the sound of chairs tipping over and people colliding in the darkness.

Winter said, ‘Wait here,’ but Betony gripped his arm, stumbling after him out into the rain. She made out the dark forms of parked Hurricanes, and shadows sprinting towards them. Moments afterwards, engines coughed into life. Searchlights speared the night, and one aircraft lifted, then another, then two more.

Enemy planes must have been picked up, coming in.

Winter stood rigid, rain plastering his cap and shoulders, and his face stricken in the glare.

She stared at him, trying to decipher his emotions. Was he afraid for the men vanishing into the night sky, seeing dangers her mind couldn’t compass? Then the truth struck. He wanted to be with them, not stuck here beside her. This man was a fighter, an officer, claimed by his squadron and by the war. The Winter she had fallen for in London, ardent and hers alone, was gone.
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In the end, Winter took her to her billet for the night, rather than consign her to WAAF transport. Another pilot in his squadron allowed him to use his car when he didn’t need it. After stowing her suitcase on the back seat, Winter helped her in. During their last dance, Betony had almost collapsed in his arms.

He steered through tar-black lanes, the hooded headlamps of the Riley just bright enough to keep them out of the ditches. Any other time, she’d have been ecstatic to sit beside him on a slow drive, but now she was frantic to get to her room and get her gloves off.

The White Hart at Ufford was the local for RAF Wittering. When Winter pulled up outside a shuttered, unlit building, Betony feared they’d arrived too late, and she’d be forced to beg floor space in the WAAF quarters. Those women would probably enjoy letting her. She’d practically glued herself to Winter at the end, giving him no choice but to dance the last two dances with her. From the moment the lights blacked out, she’d kept a grip on him. The way she used to do with her handbag, in the crowd at the races. No woman was going to snatch him off her at the last minute.

She let Winter help her out of the car because her legs wanted to give way. Even so, she stumbled and he caught her elbow.

It took everything not to yelp.

‘Betty, you need to take it easy. You were necking cider like water.’

‘I discovered I liked it.’

‘Well, good, but the landlord’s a friend and I don’t want him thinking I’m bringing you in drunk for my wicked purposes.’

‘Perhaps you are.’ She could have added, And I wouldn’t mind one bit but he got in first.

‘I never had to ply you with liquor,’ he said curtly. ‘You always matched me glass for glass – and usually more.’ He knocked on the pub’s front door before discovering it had been left open for them.

The gust of warmth as she walked in behind him went some way to assuaging the chill in her heart. The main bar was empty, logs smouldering in the fireplace. Betony would have liked to stand there for a moment, but Winter took her through to a taproom which smelled of beer and paraffin lamps.

‘Anybody in?’ Winter called. ‘Bill, you there?’

‘Coming right up,’ was followed by heavy footsteps. An iron latch lifted and a burly man with grizzled sideburns bent deep to pass through the doorway. ‘Winter?’ He sketched a sharp salute. Ironic, but not entirely. ‘Can’t sell you a drink, it’s after hours. And this is?’ He’d noticed Betony.

Winter introduced her. ‘I’ve booked a room for her.’

‘Ah, so this is Miss Styles. We’ve placed you in the Ivory Suite. A double, is that right?’ The landlord shot Winter a conspiratorial glance. ‘Any luggage to take up?’

Winter said he’d fetch it from the car. ‘Betony’s all in; it’s been a long day for her. Would you show her up and I’ll follow.’

Betony followed the landlord up creaking oak stairs. She gripped the banister with fingers that felt like claws, unsure if she should blame the cider, her pills or what the doctor had termed ‘a low-grade fever’ for her wobbly legs.

The suite was named for its décor, cream-coloured walls and whitewashed beams. There was a vase of ivory silk roses on a blanket chest. The bed, a compact double, was spread with a matching satin coverlet. The perfect setting for a first night with Winter.

Or a rehearsal for a honeymoon.

That felt ragingly unlikely. She had the strongest feeling he’d have put her in a taxi tonight, had there been such a thing. And that snub outside, over her drinking. He’d never judged her before. There’d been a time, in London, when she’d only had to glance at him through her lashes and he’d catch her to him, desperate to kiss her.

The landlord left and she made a tentative effort to ease the glove from her left hand. It had stuck. She’d bled through the bandages and now it had dried.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, she began to roll the black silk, but when she reached the place where she’d gouged herself on a ragged splinter, it felt like taking the skin off a sausage. A sausage with nerve endings. She hissed under her breath.

She ought to find the bathroom and soak it off. But where was the bathroom? And what if Winter was waiting for her when she came back in with wet gloves? Just do it now.

Ouch. Ouch.

A bead of sweat slid down her temple. Shouldn’t she have taken her last pill of the day? One at breakfast, one on the train… she’d missed the evening dose. And the doctor had said: ‘Find a routine, drink lots of water. And no alcohol until I sign you off.’

He’d better never find out about tonight.

‘Come on, give a little,’ she whispered to the stubborn silk.

She’d heard the landlord stumping back down the stairs and assumed he and Winter were talking man-to-man. So, when knuckles tapped on her door, she gave a violent start and ripped the glove clean off the wound. Her howl of pain lasted until the back of her head hit the bed cover. She writhed, her knees in the air, grinding her teeth.

‘Jesus, Betty, what the hell?’ Winter came to her, levered her up and then swore. ‘There’s blood on the bed. What have you done?’

She couldn’t speak.

‘It’s your arm. Did you do it just now?’ When she still didn’t answer, Winter drew the glove off the ends of her fingers and she heard him suck in a breath. ‘You’re smothered in bandages. Did you put your arm in a machine, or something?’

‘Glass,’ she managed to say.

‘What glass, when?’

The bomb, the baby, the broken window. The body in the water. Only the fire and ambulance crews knew what she had tried and failed to do. She could tell him now except that, after the reference to her drinking – for which read her general frivolity – she doubted he’d believe a word of it.

‘I was modelling,’ she improvised, tugging out memories. ‘A wedding gown. Parachute silk, yards of it. Did a twirl, caught my feet and plunged into a free-standing mirror.’

‘For real?’

‘For real.’

‘You goose, Betty.’

‘For putting my hands out to stop myself rather than my head? Mm. Should have thought about that.’

‘Too right. Your head could probably take it. You’re meant to be the one in the safe profession. Got a hanky?’

She muttered, ‘Handbag.’

He found one and used it to staunch the bleeding. Telling her to hold it against the wound while he went to search for towels and a first-aid kit, he left the room. And, she supposed, to explain the blood on the coverlet.

When he came back and found her shivering, he pulled a spare blanket from the chest and laid it over her shoulders.

She asked him about the bloodstains.

‘Bill says, don’t worry, the laundry will have seen worse.’

She gave a distressed snort. ‘That’s no comfort.’

‘Sh. Let me look.’ Laying towels over her knees and the bed, he gently lifted her arm and peered at her wounds. ‘How the hell did a mirror do this?’

‘The frame split.’

‘Sounds like you crashed through it like a moose through a porch door.’

‘Seems I did. Ouch.’

He cleaned the blood away with warm water into which he’d dropped a capful of disinfectant and patted her lacerations with clean lint. ‘The one by your elbow is infected, if I’m any judge. Shown it to Grace?’

She assured him she had. ‘And a doctor. I’m on M&Bs.’ May & Baker tablets. ‘Check my handbag – tell me how many there are. I can’t remember if I’ve taken my day’s allowance.’

He did so, emptying the pills out on the dresser. ‘There’s twenty-three.’

She screwed up her face, working out the numbers. ‘Then I need to take one now.’

He fetched a glass of water and told her to put out her tongue, dropping a pill onto it. ‘Sulphonamides? Don’t they knock you for six? I’m pretty sure you’re not meant to drink while you’re on them.’

She swallowed it. When he sat down beside her, she leaned against his shoulder and closed her eyes to avoid answering.

The closeness didn’t last long. He eased himself away, returning the first-aid kit to wherever he’d got it and came back with a pint glass of water. ‘Drink this.’ Leaning down, he smoothed a damp strand of fair hair from her brow and then kissed her in the same place. ‘What time’s your train tomorrow?’

‘Er, just after ten.’ She hoped he’d suggest joining her for breakfast. She’d given up any thought of him staying over with her.

‘Right, I’ll be here at nine-thirty. Half an hour’s plenty of time to get you to the station on a Sunday. Now sleep, Betty.’

That order was hard to follow. She couldn’t close her lids over her hot, dry eyes and spent much of the night gazing up into the darkness. Eventually, she fell asleep, only to be jerked awake by the roar of planes almost over the roof.

The night patrol, coming back.

All of them?

After that, she slipped in and out of hectic dreaming. Quasi-nightmares of rising water and sightless eyes in sunken sockets. Winter dancing with Pearl in a parachute silk wedding dress, Pearl throwing her bouquet at Betony with a hard smile.

She was woken from muggy, sweating sleep by a tap at the door. A woman’s voice.

‘It’s the landlady. Breakfast finishes in a few minutes, Miss Styles. Come down if you want some.’

Breakfast, not a chance.

Betony swallowed an M&B tablet with the water left in the glass, dressed in her tweed skirt and jumpers, her movements slow, then edged down the stairs. Last night’s lies seemed to slink down with her.

That nonsense about the mirror… allowing Winter to mark her down as a giddy nonentity. That had to change.

At the foot of the stairs, she was greeted by a woman in a suit and high-neck blouse.

‘Good, you’re up. We can do you fried tomatoes and scrambled eggs. Real eggs, as we’re in the country.’

Betony’s stomach rose. ‘Please don’t trouble.’ She asked for coffee. ‘And the time, please.’ Her watch had stopped overnight.

The woman told her it was five to ten.

How had that happened? Winter was supposed to be here by now.

The landlady looked nonplussed, until realisation dawned. ‘You mean Mr Macpherson. Was he giving you a lift to the station?’

Betony nodded. He couldn’t have forgotten her, after his tender concern last night. ‘Could I borrow the phone?’

The landlady pointed. ‘Down there. I’ll take your coffee through to the lounge bar. Not real coffee, I’m afraid.’

The corridor was cold, or perhaps she was just locked in a shiver. The receiver felt heavy. Betony fumbled pennies into the slot as the operator connected her to RAF Wittering. The line rang, giving her a moment in which to rehearse her confession to Winter. I lied, I’m not a model. There’s no work these days because they don’t want stuck-up blondes. And I didn’t crash into a mirror⁠—

A clipped, young voice came on the line. ‘RAF Wittering, switchboard. Who are you calling please?’

Picturing another judgemental girl in uniform, Betony stumbled over, ‘Flying Officer Winter Macpherson.’

‘I’ll put you through to the crew room. That’s the most likely place, but…’

‘But?’

‘Hold the line.’

Betony waited, her heart bumping, hoping Winter was on his way in the borrowed car, clipping the edges off corners in his haste to get to her. He’d had a long night too, and he could have overslept as well.

The switchboard operator came back. ‘Sorry, I can’t put you through.’

Good. ‘He’s left, then?’

‘That’s right. B Flight was called out a few minutes ago.’

Called out? ‘I thought he was on night patrols.’

‘Radar picked something up over the Wash. Fighters go up whenever they’re needed.’

‘You’re saying enemy planes have been spotted?’

‘I can’t share operational information, miss. Just that his flight was scrambled.’

Down the line, Betony heard a bell clanging, doors slamming, the muffled thrum of engines. ‘He’s in danger, isn’t he?’

‘No more than usual,’ the operator answered blandly. ‘It’s what they’re trained to do. Don’t worry.’ Her voice warmed slightly. ‘They know how to look after themselves.’

‘Yes. Thank you.’ Called out – to face what?

As Betony replaced the receiver, a tremor ran through the building, followed by the stupefying roar of planes right overhead. She raced outside, staring up at the dark smudges stirring the low cloud.

B Flight? The noise felt impossible for such narrow, sylph-like shapes.

A relief to the ears when they faded from view.

The dread of a lesser number returning.

Her lies, her failures, going with him whether he knew it or not. All she could do was hurl her love after him, into the grey, uncaring day.
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GRACE


Monday 18 November

Grace caught the whistle of a kettle on the stove as she came down Ventnor House’s grand staircase at a few minutes after six. Jess was up already, getting the breakfast on.

She went carefully, her work bag and gas mask over one shoulder and an oversized parcel gripped to her chest.

Owen’s mother had pressed the parcel on her the night before, when Grace had gone there for dinner. Primrose Henderson’s rambling villa in Ealing had been its usual cheerful chaos. Lodgers and guests – including Jess’s elder sister, Charlotte, recuperating from her ordeal at the hands of her father and Cormac Whelan – all sharing simple food. Afterwards, singing round the piano in three languages. As Grace had reluctantly got up to leave, Primrose had asked when she next meant to see Owen.

‘Soon, I hope,’ Grace had answered, adding that she’d secured some leave at the end of the month. Four days. Just enough time to get to North Yorkshire and back with two clear days alone with Owen.

‘He’s got leave too?’ Primrose’s eyes had brightened in a way Grace failed to read until too late.

‘Yes, so long as nothing urgent crops up. He’s found me a room in a farmhouse near the base. D’you know, I’ve never been further north than Hampstead Heath.’

She ached to see Owen again. North, south, wherever. It didn’t matter. Grace was explaining that she’d be working over Christmas in exchange for these few days’ leave, when Primrose had excused herself.

She had returned with a parcel and Bradshaw’s railway directory. ‘You know,’ she’d said, beaming, ‘I’m owed some time off too. I’ve half a mind to come with you.’

Grace had held back the wail of dismay. ‘That… that would be lovely.’

‘Splendid! I’ll look up the best trains for us. Won’t it be fun. We’ll have hours to get to know each other properly. Oh – and these.’ The enormous parcel had landed in Grace’s arms. ‘Just some coats and jackets I’ve dug out for your WVS ladies.’

Grace had thanked Primrose profusely to disguise her frantic disappointment.

She loved Primrose, but her plans for her reunion with Owen were detailed and intensely private. They had more to do with new silk underwear and a bottle of perfume bought from a fellow nurse than with keeping a future mother-in-law happy. Owen hadn’t exactly said so in his letter, but he’d implied that their room was on the ground floor, with its own door. Just a short walk from the base.

The night had ended with farewells to Primrose’s lodgers: the Polish refugee doctor, the genteel sisters bombed out of Bloomsbury, the earnest young teachers who wrote poetry together in the attic – and finally dear Charlotte, looking so much better under Primrose’s care. Betony, Jess and Mrs Kesgrave had found Charlotte collapsed in a freezing rented room, malnourished and dangerously ill. All but broken. She had followed her dream of becoming a journalist only to learn how easily talent and naivety could be exploited by those with power.

Grace had promised Jess a full report on her sister’s health, and to pass on Charlotte’s love in return.

Juggling too many thoughts, Grace misjudged the last stair. She saved herself by grabbing the banisters but the parcel from Owen’s mother flew from her grasp and burst open, spilling tweed, corduroy and checked flannel.

‘Get a grip, Whelan,’ she muttered, scooping up the coats and jackets, and laying them, one by one, over the banisters. The WVS women could find them and wonder.

The last item she picked up was a dark green blazer with a faded crest on the breast pocket. It showed a boat with oars and ‘CRC’ in dull gold. Croydon something College? Owen had gone to a grammar school in Croydon.

She pressed the collar to her face. Wardrobe air but something else – almond, rosemary. Or was she imagining his hair oil because she missed him so sharply?

She hurried back upstairs, taking the blazer. The WVS weren’t having it. Some poor boy would only get teased for wearing the badge of a place he’d never set foot in.

She hung it in her wardrobe, stroking the sleeve one last time.

In the kitchen, Jess was putting poached eggs on slices of toast.

‘The chickens are laying again, then,’ Grace said appreciatively.

‘A perfect four this morning.’ Jess pulled out chairs and began pouring tea. ‘I can’t look at a fresh egg without feeling for everyone forced to eat the dried stuff.’

‘Then don’t look,’ Grace advised. She passed on Charlotte’s messages, adding, ‘She’ll try and get over and see us all as soon as she can. She said I’m to hug you from her, only can I have a gulp of tea first?’

‘You’d better.’ Jess wanted to know everything about Grace’s dinner party last night – who was there, what they ate. Did Charlotte join them, was she getting on with the other house guests?

‘She joined us for a while, and I checked she was eating. I wouldn’t say her appetite is what it should be, but acute bronchitis can linger. She’s in the best place, and she’s writing. Not just her column, but stories too. That home suits her. Music, poetry and talk. The danger is of her getting too much stimulation, but Primrose is very firm. She sends Charlotte to bed the moment she sees her drooping.’

‘She’s lovely, your Mrs Henderson,’ Jess said.

‘The best. I just wish…’ Grace felt heat rising in her cheeks and mentioned her trip to Catterick. ‘Owen and I have both got leave, only…’

Bradshaw’s directory and Primrose’s plan to join in.

‘What can I do?’

‘Do? Nothing. Of course she wants to come,’ was Jess’s reply. ‘Her son, her only child, is living on a knife-edge, and she only has letters and the occasional phone call. She wants to hold him, mess up his hair and kiss him on the side of the face, the way mothers do.’

‘I know, I know.’ Grace felt suddenly awful. Ashamed. Mean. ‘I just wanted Owen to myself for a little while. Nobody watching or interrupting⁠—’

‘Or taking his attention off you. Grace, I do understand, but when you’re married and all this is over, you’ll have oceans of time. They say,’ Jess added, a shade mischievously, ‘the greatest enemy of a long marriage is too much time.’

‘I’ll worry about that when it happens.’ Grace described her new underwear. Silk-satin in a sea-green shade that went perfectly with her hair and skin. ‘I couldn’t face undressing in front of him in my everyday undies. One of the women at work sold me her Shocking – she’d only used it a couple of times.’

Her what? Jess looked startled.

‘Perfume by Schiaparelli. From Paris before the war. It’s travel-size, but you only need a tiny, tiny drop…’

‘For what?’ Jess asked.

‘To send a man wild,’ Grace whispered, though the nearest living creatures were Mrs Kesgrave’s chickens in the coop in the back yard. ‘Something in it makes men want to… you know… Anyway, the first time with Owen has to be perfect.’

Jess blushed while she absorbed the information. ‘Wouldn’t it be better to be a little less wild? As I understand it, first times are rarely perfect. And do you really want it to happen in a stranger’s bedroom, in a farmhouse, him slipping in under cover of night?’

‘Well, yes,’ Grace blurted out. ‘The “cover of night” part. Like a highwayman or a pirate.’

‘You read too much Peg’s Paper. It won’t be very romantic if he falls over something and the farmer comes running in with a pitchfork. And, Grace, rushing in headlong isn’t the best idea.’ Jess screwed up her face in a way that reminded Grace of someone taking the cap off smelling salts.

She knew what was coming and spoke first. ‘Look, I know the facts of life and so does Owen. How to prevent a baby. I mean, prevent one being conceived.’

‘Do you?’ Jess held Grace’s eyes, her own dark and wide, radiating a simplicity that was impossible to defy.

‘Course I do. And I’ve read Marie Stopes’ book three times. “What to do and what not to do”. I’ve done the homework.’

Jess got up, glancing at the kitchen clock. Time for a second cup of tea, just about. ‘Charlotte read Stopes too. It didn’t protect her.’

‘It’s not the same,’ Grace said. ‘I’m a nurse. We get taught things girls like your sister discover for themselves. Charlotte was seduced. I’m engaged to Owen, who loves me. He’d never leave me in trouble.’

‘Not intentionally.’

A silence tucked itself between them. Grace had come wanting advice, but there was always the flip side. Like salt in a stew. A pinch was perfect. Too much made it hard to swallow.

She finished her second cup of tea while washing the dishes, Jess drying. When Jess said she’d better fetch her coat, Grace remembered – rather too brightly – that she needed to get into work early. ‘There’s a new resident coming. I’ll see you this evening, maybe.’

Jess gave a nod and left the kitchen, but something lingered. A shadow that followed Grace all the way to The Gables on Woburn Place and kept pace with her through the day.

He’d never leave me in trouble.

Not intentionally.

When her work allowed, she turned a niggling thought over in her mind.

Do I trust him? She didn’t trust many people.

She certainly didn’t trust this war.

But Owen?

Yes. Emphatically. In fact, more than she trusted herself.

It was late in the day; Grace was handing over to the night shift and cradling a last cup of tea when it struck her, an idea as unsettling as tin plates crashing out of a cupboard. ‘Oh, my Lord. I can’t believe I did that.’

Her colleague looked alarmed. ‘Did what, Grace?’

‘Moaned to my friend about having to visit my fiancé with his mother in tow, when she doesn’t even know if her man is still on land or on the high seas. Or what they’re asking him to do.’

‘He’s in the Navy?’

‘Mm. Only it’s… more complicated.’ Grace tried to summon an explanation that didn’t breach national security and failed. Even Jess had been at a loss to say exactly what mission First Lieutenant Rafe Taverner was being deployed on. She set down her cup. She had walked out on Jess that morning. Snubbed her, really, because she hadn’t liked the advice she’d been given.

Time to make things right.
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JESS


Everybody knew the signs: at half-five on the dot, Miss Cartwright would leave her post to report the day’s activities to the section chief. At a few minutes before official leaving time, she would return to stand on a raised platform and lift her spectacles away from her nose, as if counting heads.

Clerks would lower their eyes to whatever document lay in front of them.

‘Volunteers please, to take the evening shift,’ Miss Cartwright would call out across the rows of desks.

When she had first started working in Censorship, with nowhere to go at night and hunger gnawing, Jess had been the first to volunteer. A night shift assured you a free dinner and the comfort of a bombproof basement. It had helped Jess through her darkest days after she had stumbled to London from the provinces, financially and emotionally unprepared. Things were different now she had her own room at Ventnor House. She earned well. Her housemates were her friends. There were the chickens to check up on each morning and the cooking rota to stick to. Tonight was her turn.

Even so, she wasn’t going straight home. There was something she’d been putting off, a source of simmering guilt.

She kept her eyes lowered when Miss Cartwright’s gaze passed along her row.

She was going to make a polite call on Rafe’s brother, Frederick.

On the dot of half past six, Jess joined the line to collect her coat. Ordinarily, she’d have lingered to chat or tidy her hair at the mirror. Grace rarely emerged from work before twenty to seven, and they liked it when their paths converged on the corner of Malet Street.

But Grace had left that morning without a goodbye and Jess knew better than to force her company where it wasn’t wanted. Had she burst Grace’s romantic bubble? She wouldn’t have done so for the world, but it didn’t stop her fearing her friend was dicing with danger. Throwing her heart at a windmill’s sails, risking she’d then find herself alone, a fatherless baby growing inside her.

Dear as Grace was to her, Jess had no time to linger. She’d waited days for Rafe to answer her last letter and nothing had come. Not knowing what was happening was driving her distracted. Frederick Taverner might have had news of his brother’s whereabouts through channels she could never reach. There was no guarantee he’d tell her, but she had to try.

She stepped into the early-dark. A thick fog had fallen, and as she set off towards Tottenham Court Road, she let her fingers scrape the sides of buildings so as not to end up on the road. She was careful to avoid the metal gratings over cellars. They’d been known to drop without warning. A chemical tang hung in the air from last night’s bombing and fires flickered somewhere behind the fog – as if someone had set light to wood shavings and left them to smoulder.

In her coat pocket was a small brown-paper packet. A peace offering for Frederick Taverner. It was almost a week since she’d patched him up and she should have visited sooner. She was, in truth, more than a little afraid of him. The way he’d sat rigid in the First Aid Post while she’d done her hesitant, amateur best with his head wound. He’d watched her with tight-lipped concentration that conceded nothing to pain – or to her. It was odd, uncanny, that her first meeting with Rafe had also been over torn skin and seared flesh. Rafe too had endured her ministrations without a sound, though his injuries had been far worse: flash-burn from a bombed ship, then a ceiling falling on him in the first bomb of the Blitz. He had borne it all with the same stubborn refusal to make a fuss.

Brothers who didn’t give in or share their weaknesses. That sort of pride could look like rudeness, even arrogance.

Taking the Tube to Westminster via Charing Cross, cutting across Parliament Square with the cold nipping at her ankles, she pondered the likeness between them. Perhaps their guardedness was a kind of armour.

Worth bearing in mind, she told herself, as she made her way to Tufton Street, where Rafe had lived with Frederick before leaving London. Rows of Georgian façades all had their fanlights painted matte black. Frederick lived in a mansion block called Westerfield Court. Jess had never visited, but she knew the name.

She found it after walking past a couple of times, an edifice of brick and Portland stone, the name carved above the entrance.

In the lobby, she gave her name to the porter. ‘Commander Taverner, please, if he’s at home.’

‘He’s in, miss. Flat 6B. I saw him go past an hour back. He’s not been out much. Doesn’t like having that bandage across his forehead.’

‘I don’t blame him.’ The bandage had been Jess’s handiwork. Well, partly. Grace had finished it off for her after Frederick had barked, Did Jess imagine she was repairing an Egyptian mummy? He would appreciate being able to see where he was going.

Jess got in a lift that smelled of cigars. Rafe had told her that Westerfield Court was a bachelor pad for MPs, military brass and unmarried senior civil servants.

She got out on the first floor and drew a sustaining breath in front of 6B.

A note was pinned to the door: ‘Knock and walk in’.

So, she did.

She followed the sounds of a gramophone record, recognising an aria from Tosca. ‘Vissi d’arte’. Jess paused and the music found the rawest corner of her soul.

I lived for art, I lived for love… Why, why, O Lord, do you reward me thus?

Could be my song, Jess thought. She’d offered her uncomplicated devotion to Rafe, only to find her heart lashed to the rails of a ship heading into cold salt water, no safe harbour in sight.

An officer’s greatcoat on the hallstand, a cap on the peg next to it, reminded her of something Rafe had told her about his family. ‘Frederick and I are the fourth generation of seafarers. Men of my family slide from our cradles into Dartmouth Naval College.’

A vicar’s daughter, she knew how family traditions were woven into the fabric of life.

Frederick Taverner sat in the living room, the empty left sleeve of his jumper tucked into his waistband. He’d replaced the bandage with a square of gauze and plaster, while the cut to his cheek stood out as a naked red slash. The fingers of his right hand curved around a tumbler of amber liquid. Probably whisky. His eyes were closed and the music had stripped away the harsh cynicism.

The record revolved under the silver needle. I gave my song to the stars, to the heavens.

On another chair, wearing naval uniform, gilt buttons undone, the collar and tie loose, sat Rafe.

The floor beneath Jess’s feet seemed to tip.

His eyes were closed too. He’d given himself up to the music as a wounded man might to anaesthetic. His burns were less visible now, as if the skin had finally won its battle against flame. It bore down on her that while she’d been on the rack, imagining every kind of fate for him, he’d been only a few miles away.

Why hadn’t he replied to her letter?

The aria ended and the gramophone needle jumped. Both brothers opened their eyes. Frederick saw her first, and the armour plating slammed back into place.

‘How long have you been standing there?’ he demanded.

Rafe looked at her, and she saw something shift in his face.

Guilt. Pain. And something else entirely…

Caught me.


15




Frederick left them together, muttering that his daily had left supper on the stove, and she’d be upset if he didn’t eat it.

Jess waited until she heard a door close before saying, ‘Hello, Rafe,’ and asking coldly, ‘when did you get back to London?’

He’d stood up the moment he saw her but hadn’t made a move. He did so now, approaching and taking her hands in his. She let him pull her close, but his kisses were brief, one on each cheek. ‘About two hours ago.’

‘And came straight here.’

He inclined his head. ‘It’s my home.’

Other than that brief flash of self-consciousness when he’d first seen her, he had made no apology, offered no excuses.

Her distress wasn’t that he’d come to Tufton Street – after all, where else would he stay? It was the sneaking feeling of being excluded. There was a phone at Ventnor House and a letter always got through. Fact was, he hadn’t called and hadn’t written.

Once, Jess would have let it pass, but through her job and from living with three very different women, she’d gained confidence. You couldn’t live cheek by jowl with Betony, Grace or Mrs Kesgrave without learning how to stand up for yourself. ‘Was I ever to know?’

He didn’t answer at once, giving her time to study him and absorb the change wrought by a month-and-a-half’s absence. The Rafe who had left London had possessed a wiry physique. Tall and strong but without visible bulk. Now he’d become more muscular, his jaw sharper. In a letter written in his first week – before they’d dried up – he’d described training sessions. Morning runs, whatever the weather. He’d been spared the unarmed combat training, the instructors giving him some leeway as he recovered from his injuries. But, clearly, the regime at the Naval Intelligence School had been demanding.

The expression in his eyes – she never could look into them without searching for the green among the brown – was harder than she remembered. As if the onset of winter had chilled something inside him.

She repeated her question. ‘Was I ever to know?’

‘No. I wish you hadn’t come.’

Jess stepped back, and for a moment she couldn’t breathe. ‘You said…’ He’d winded her. She tried again. ‘You said once, how you searched London for me because you wanted to know I was safe. Twice, when I needed you, you were there. You rescued me. When you were in hospital, you told Frederick that you loved me. That he would too, one day. Was it all a lie?’

‘I don’t know.’ His shrug was more brutal than a blow. ‘Things have changed, Jess. I’ve changed.’

She nodded, and the tears came. The silence that followed was so packed with hurt and loss, she feared her eardrums would burst. Covering her mouth to flatten the sobs forcing their way out, she stammered, ‘This is it, then? You want me to go.’

He touched her arm and she snapped, ‘Don’t. I wish I hadn’t come. Leave me alone.’

Cruel even in his rejection, he reached for her hand again, but she yanked it away and stumbled to the doorway. It crossed her mind that the porter would see her leaving, a mess of tears, and it stalled her. She had to know…

‘Did you pass your test?’

‘I did.’

‘What next then, Rafe? Do they have a task for you?’

‘Yes. A car is coming in an hour to drive me to the coast.’

So, it was a shipboard mission. She wouldn’t ask more. He wouldn’t tell her even if she did. ‘Then goodbye. And good luck, Rafe. I’ll think of you, even when you’ve forgotten me.’

She stumbled away, the door of the flat, which she’d left ajar, her single target. All she wanted was to be out in the fog, anonymous, and gather the shreds of her dignity.

‘Wait.’

It was Frederick, stepping out of his kitchen. She smelled something savoury, heard the hiss of a gas flame. He put his arm across the passageway.

‘Go back in. Talk.’

‘No point.’ She tried to push past. The music was playing again, the same aria. But louder. Much louder.

Jess heard Frederick swear and he must have reached into his kitchen for a tea towel because he was mopping her face. None too gently.

‘Go back and ask him…’ Frederick put his lips to her ear and whispered the rest. With a firm nod, he sent her back towards the lounge.

Rafe was standing over the gramophone, head bent as if he was dragging the soaring notes into his mind. Jess leaned past him and lifted the needle off the disc. In the sudden quiet, he spun around, furious, until he saw it was her. Something shifted behind his eyes. A wave of pain. Of despair.

‘Thought you’d gone.’

‘Hoped, you mean,’ she said, aware of the tears drying on her cheeks, her skin roughed up and stinging. ‘Your brother turned me around. He’s given me a question to ask.’

‘I can’t tell you where I’m going, Jess,’ Rafe said through clenched teeth. ‘It’s classified.’

‘That’s not the question and I’ve signed the Official Secrets Act too. Don’t speak to me as if I’m stupid. The question is this. Rafe Taverner, what are you so bloody afraid of?’
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Neither of them spoke for a long moment.

‘I am afraid,’ Rafe said at last. ‘I never was before. All the ships I’ve sailed on… When I was transferred to the Basilisk, I was the happiest I’d been in years. She felt invincible. I got that wrong.’ He touched his cheekbone where the skin was healing to a different colour and texture. ‘I am walking towards something I can’t predict or avoid. And the worst is—’ He broke off.

Jess waited, emotion a ligature around her throat. She wouldn’t interrupt him for anything.

‘The worst is, I can’t bear for you to see me like this.’

‘Like what? A mortal, human man – the Rafe I love?’

‘A weakling, Jess. It was better you remembered me as the man who wasn’t scared of anything.’

The admission seemed to empty the room of anger. Jess reached for him, and this time he did not hold back. They clung to each other. Footsteps from the kitchen made them tense until they realised they were moving away. They heard the front door click shut.

After a minute, Rafe looked down at Jess. ‘I’m sorry. You were right to turn around.’

‘Your brother wouldn’t let me run off.’

‘He’s not bad.’ Rafe smiled faintly. ‘Most of the time. Jess, darling, would you let me hold you properly? Just until the car comes. I promise I won’t⁠—’

‘Sh.’ Putting her finger to his mouth, she briefly thought of the advice she’d offered Grace: don’t rush in, don’t throw your heart at a windmill’s sails and find yourself alone. ‘I’d love that.’

She let him lead her to his bedroom. A suitcase lay ready on the bed. He lifted it off and took her in his arms. They sank down on the narrow mattress, lips fused. The car would come far too soon. Neither of them pretended otherwise.
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BETONY


She was late. Badly late.

Betony slunk into Firbank Sisters with the numb certainty that nothing she did mattered now. Winter was slipping away from her and she didn’t know how to prevent it. She buttoned her brown smock, blinking at the stab of pain in her fingers, and wondered if yesterday had been like this too. Shapeless, pointless, impossible to remember.

It didn’t help that the journey back on Sunday had taken hours, her train stopping at endless blacked-out rural stations where nobody ever seemed to get on or off. It had given her time to replay every minute with Winter until she’d concluded, with corrosive certainty, that his feelings had faded. He had been gentle, solicitous, in their final minutes together in the pub bedroom. But not in the way that had once filled her with the confidence of being loved and desired. Whether she had lost him to another woman or simply to the all-consuming gravity of his duty, she couldn’t decide.

A new name was troubling her: Jack Lawson. One of the pilots she’d danced with had tossed it out like a lit firework, then seemed startled by his own words. The landlord at the White Hart had mentioned the same name as he drove her to the station. Poor Jack.

‘We were all cut up about it. Nobody more than Winter.’

She’d asked what that meant. The landlord’s expression had shut down instantly.

‘Ask Winter,’ he’d said, and then, in a voice so bleak it made her shudder, ‘Though it might be best you don’t.’

As she signed herself in for work, writing 8.05 rather than 8.30, Betony mulled over the fact that she had nothing to look forward to. If Winter loved her, she could endure this place. Without him… Dickensian drudgery.

She might not have to bear it much longer, of course. Miss Firbank had been clear. Turn up late, you’re out.

Betony was crossing the administrative floor, when her name rang out.

‘Miss Styles?’

It was the elder Miss Firbank herself, calling from her office doorway, eyes fixed on her. Like a dawn owl, thought Betony, spotting the mouse it has spent hours waiting for.

As Betony shuffled towards her, Miss Firbank tapped the face of her watch.

In the old days, before everything fell apart, Betony would have offered some airy apology about Tube delays and a misunderstanding with her alarm clock. Now – ‘I overslept,’ she said simply. ‘I went to visit my sweetheart in the RAF and I was nearly ten hours getting home.’ She lifted her bandaged hands. ‘And these still hurt. My doctor thinks I’m resting, and maybe I should.’

A woman marched past with cloth in her arms, a tray of bobbins perched on top. The walls here seemed to sweat purpose. Behind the gum-taped glass, busy sewing machines sounded like a bicycle race on cobbles.

‘I don’t know if any of this is worth it,’ Betony said.

Freda Firbank bristled. ‘Not worth it? A thousand uniforms a week for our armed services?’

‘My little teaspoonful of effort. What’s the point?’ It wasn’t rebellion. It wasn’t even self-pity.

Miss Firbank’s expression did not soften, but something in it shifted. A flicker of surprise that anyone had dared voice such honest thoughts? ‘Come with me.’ She beckoned Betony to follow.

Wearily, Betony wondered if she’d talked her way into getting the sack.

Miss Firbank led her up some stairs, through swing doors and along a corridor whose windows were beaded with fog. After pausing to let Betony catch up, she flung open a door, announcing, ‘The secondary cutting room.’

It was a workshop with a line of tables. Lights suspended on long wires only just cleared the heads of the men and women leaning into their work. The sacks and crates against the wall, the confetti of offcuts on the floor, told Betony exactly what went on here.

Girls in identical aprons were laying out fabric scraps across a table. Air-force blue, close-woven WAAF serge. Betony’s stomach tightened. She couldn’t see that colour without thinking of Pearl at RAF Wittering: all charm for Winter, frost for her.

Miss Firbank led her to the largest table. ‘I’m going to introduce you to Mr Tomsett, senior cutter of this section.’

A grizzled man wearing small gold spectacles nodded without lifting his eyes from the chalk line he was tracing around a stencil. It was for a sleeve; as he cut it, whiskers of cloth fell away. He took another offcut, matched the shade with a practised glance, flipped the stencil and drew out its twin.

‘Colours differ batch to batch,’ Miss Firbank said. ‘We don’t send out a tunic with mismatched sleeves. Firbank Sisters stands for quality.’ She moved to another table and, at her approach, aproned girls straightened politely. ‘Keep at it,’ Miss Firbank said. ‘This table,’ she informed Betony, ‘is the cabbage patch.’

‘Cabbage?’ Curiosity pushed past the pain and low spirits. Betony half-guessed why she’d been brought here. The bustle, the clean bite of scissors on cloth, seemed to hint at something she hadn’t yet understood.

‘Small offcuts,’ Miss Firbank said. ‘Before the war, we sold them by the bag. Now, every piece has a purpose.’ She picked up two diamond shapes clinging by a thread. ‘These will make button welts. Reinforcements so buttons don’t pop when a WAAF reaches to a high cupboard or leans across an ops-room table.’

Or dances with Winter Macpherson.

Betony nodded. ‘I see.’

‘This might be one of yours,’ Miss Firbank said, handing her the scrap.

Betony attempted a smile. ‘I’m sure I recognise it.’

Miss Firbank marched her on. ‘The unusable bits go to make shoddy. That’s reprocessed yarn. Army blankets, greatcoat linings. Nothing wasted.’ She stopped before a framed newspaper cutting and stepped aside so Betony could see.

CATASTROPHIC LOSSES IN MERCHANT SHIPPING – SS WATERSPARK SUNK WITH ALL HANDS

A blurred photograph showed a burning ship listing in open sea. The headline told the rest.

‘My cousin’s son was on board,’ Miss Firbank said. ‘And Mr Tomsett’s youngest boy.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ Betony whispered.

Miss Firbank touched the frame. ‘Every inch of wool saved here is one less that must be woven in Yorkshire. It’s one less ounce of dye from Manchester and one less fuel tanker risking torpedoes at sea. One fewer crew going to the bottom.’ Pale eyes looked directly at Betony. ‘So yes, Miss Styles – your job matters. More than your sore hands. More than your late arrival. More than your broken heart.’

Broken heart? ‘How do you⁠—’

A ghost of a smile appeared, then vanished. ‘I’ve run a factory for forty years, mostly employing women. Don’t you think I know what heartache looks like? Do not be late again.’

Betony’s throat worked. She nodded. ‘I won’t.’

Back at her sorting station, she sat straighter, suddenly imbued with a cause. Each scrap she picked up, she measured with a more educated eye.

This will make a pocket.

This, the inside of a collar.

This, if set on the bias, could be a sleeve…

Cabbage. She imagined herself telling the others round the table at dinner tonight, ‘You’ll never guess what I’ve been harvesting…’ until she remembered that everyone at Ventnor House still thought she was a model. Time to own the truth. She’d be like Grace and make it funny. Guess what! Not that her friends were laughing much at present. Grace was abstracted, Mrs Kesgrave nursing an anxiety unshared. And Jess… Jess had turned into someone else entirely. Betony couldn’t make head or tale of her.

When the men came to collect the crates and one quipped, ‘You’re keeping them busy upstairs,’ Betony practised her humour, saying, ‘We’ll slow down if you want. Say the word.’

If her work mattered, then perhaps she did too. In time, Winter might awaken to her worth. B Flight had returned safely from its Sunday recce over the North Sea; she’d called the base from Peterborough station and the switchboard girl had assured her, ‘All crew touched down safely.’

Betony hadn’t left a message. Winter must decide if he wanted to see her again. Somewhere behind the fog, the sun was shining. There was still a future. Which made it worse when a harried-looking forewoman from the secondary cutting room appeared in the doorway and barked, ‘Are you Betty Styles? Mr Tomsett wants a word.’

When Betony stared, a limp strip of slate-blue cloth between her bandaged fingers, the woman clapped her hands.

‘Now. He’s not happy.’

Her brief optimism shattered. Can’t I even get this right? The lowest form of work, and yet still, someone wanted to give her a telling-off.

Betony pushed herself up off her bench and followed the woman out.
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Mr Tomsett glanced up briefly as Betony approached. When she was only inches away, she said, ‘What have I done wrong?’

He stared at her through his small glasses. ‘Nothing.’ He jabbed a finger at a pile of fabric pieces. ‘What’s to go wrong with a few bits of rag?’

‘Nothing, I suppose. But I was told you were unhappy.’

‘And so I am, but not for the reason you might think. You worked for Practical Modes, is that right? Miss Firbank mentioned it.’

Betony nodded. ‘House model and learner writer. Only we closed down.’

A flush spread into the bald forehead. ‘That’s what I want to ask. Why?’

Betony sighed. ‘We couldn’t get a printer to agree terms and our advertisers pulled out. It began when we had to print on awful paper because we were refused an official allocation⁠—’

Mr Tomsett waved the rest away. ‘Money, then.’

‘Wartime restrictions.’ And her father, behind the scenes. ‘We didn’t go bust through lack of care, I promise you. Why do you⁠—’

‘My wife,’ he said, interrupting her again. ‘Mrs Tomsett looks forward to her copy coming through the letterbox. She’s always asking, “Why they can’t bring it out every month, not every two?” Now I’m going to have to inform her there won’t be another one at all. She struggles, my Florence. Losing our son. It’s hard.’

It was almost too much. Betony could only whisper, ‘I’m sorry. Nobody more so than us staff.’

‘Hm.’ Mr Tomsett laid a steel ruler along the ragged edge of some fabric, and assuming she was being dismissed, Betony turned away but his bark of ‘One more thing’ pulled her back. ‘What do you do with your evenings, Miss Styles?’

‘My evenings?’ Mortification flooded Betony’s face. Surely, this man with his buttoned-up work coat, the spectacles pulling his brow into a frown, was not propositioning her? ‘I’m busy. Incredibly busy.’

‘With war work? Because I need an extra fire watcher. I’m sure you’ve thought about it.’

Had she? Not once. ‘I don’t know anything about fire watching⁠—’

‘You’ve got eyes and a desire to live, I presume? This factory is a tinderbox, waiting to go up.’

‘I see.’

‘And you’re tall.’ He glanced at her. ‘Won’t take you long to climb a ladder. Two nights a week, tea and sandwiches thrown in. May I write your name down?’

If Firbank Sisters could use her and a grieving man asked for her help, how could she refuse? ‘Of course.’

Mr Tomsett had one last thing to say and drew her attention to the cloth under his ruler. ‘This bit’s off grain,’ he said. ‘It won’t make a sleeve, because it won’t hang correctly and will catch light differently. Segments like these make inner facings and inside pockets, but nothing else. So don’t send them up as sleeve pieces. Understood?’

‘Perfectly,’ she said, humble again.

He invited her to feel the fabric, guiding her fingers and somehow managing not to press too hard. ‘Can you sense how the weave runs steady in one direction and gives in the other. That’s the grain talking to you. In tailoring, we go with it, not against it.’

Of course. She told Mr Tomsett of a visit she’d made to Paris, aged seventeen. She’d tagged along with Sybil, who’d been attending the collections. ‘At the House of Paquin, I watched a designer using offcuts to make sleeves. He took the thinnest strip and wound it, joining the seams with satin piping. The result looked like vine shoots climbing up the model’s arm. A whole jacket came from two metres of cloth. That’s about⁠—’

‘Three yards,’ Mr Tomsett finished for her. ‘The Ministry of Defence would have our hides if we tried anything of the sort.’

‘They might,’ she agreed, ‘but isn’t it a shame you can’t use pieces like this for civilian garments? Women would love what I just described.’

‘We’d lose our licence. We’d be hauled up for black-market practices.’ Mr Tomsett pushed his spectacles up his nose and peered at her. She could almost imagine that behind the serious gaze lay a smile. ‘But wouldn’t it make a splendid page in Practical Modes? I’d be sure to read it over Mrs Tomsett’s shoulder.’

Betony returned to her bench, unsettled by the turn of the conversation. Not about the fire watching. She’d committed herself and it would be cold and tedious. Unless there was an actual fire, of course. No – by talking about Practical Modes, the dapper man upstairs had pulled the scab off another painful wound.

Daisy, who had moved to the middle of the bench, shuffled back to her place. No word from her to show pleasure or dismay at Betony’s return; no curiosity about where she’d been.

More crates had appeared. And more arrived in the following minutes.

Lift, check the grain, allocate, add to the pile.

Other than a ten-minute tea break, Betony worked solidly until the six o’clock bell, determined to show she could take criticism and learn from it. A memory rose up of Sybil in the office on Farm Street saying, ‘There’s no option. I have to close.’ Betony and Ambrose arguing, disbelieving and, in the end, accepting. In life as in print, the editor’s word was final.

It niggled at Betony that perhaps they’d given up too easily.
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GRACE


Wednesday 20 November

Grace had not expected happiness to feel so fragile, but travelling north from London by train the previous day, through a landscape utterly foreign to her, had left her feeling like a stranger in a new country.

The morning had begun with a hard frost and a fog that blanked out hedgerows and dressed the trees in muslin. The air here was colder than London.

But by the time she and Owen reached Easby Abbey – crossing the River Swale by the bridge – the mist was dissolving under a pale winter sun. Ruined walls and arches lay open to the sky.

Owen had wanted to show her this place, share its stark beauty, the plundered stones that shone like diamond wherever the sun found moisture. He walked here often, he said, something in the way the place endured making him feel both human and strong.

Hand in hand, they strolled down towards the roofless ruins, leaving footprints in the frost. Grace paused in a doorway, pulling off a glove so she could feel its mossy texture. She wasn’t surprised Owen was drawn here. On the journey, his mother had told Grace things she didn’t know about his childhood. Both Primrose and his late father, John Henderson, had been civil engineers. Owen had followed in their footsteps, only to decide halfway through his degree that he wanted to take up architecture instead.

‘At university, he joined the RAF Reserve for fun,’ Primrose had told her heavily. ‘He had no idea at the time how soon they’d want him body and soul.’

Ambitions folded away for the duration.

In the centre of the ruins – in what must have been a refectory or dining hall – Owen was staring up in a way that suggested he was mentally refitting the oak beams of a vaulted roof, working out the span. Even at leisure, there was a tension in him, a pilot’s readiness in case this quiet day leaped into urgency. He strode around, his cap pulled low, his greatcoat moving with him and Grace felt a swell of pride. Deep tenderness and the inevitable shimmer of fear. This man loved her. Grace Whelan – not porcelain but made to last. She loved him with the same fixed ferocity.

When he turned his head sharply, she thought he was going to call to her, but his gaze pierced one of the empty arches, as if he’d heard something. All she could hear was the baaing of sheep and the weeping calls of birds.

His mother had waved them off at the farmhouse an hour ago, instructing them to ‘Have some time together without me breathing down your necks.’ When Grace had protested that they liked having her along, Primrose Henderson had answered in her quietly amused way, ‘You’re an angel, and of course I wanted to see my boy, but you two need to catch up and make plans.’ She’d glanced at the car Owen had driven over in from the airbase, with its patched paintwork and a bumper held on with wire, saying, ‘I only hope that old banger will get you there and back.’

He’d traded in his Enfield motorbike for the car, telling them that taking it apart and putting it back together again kept his brain occupied. That wasn’t the whole story, and he’d confided more to Grace as they drove away. Catterick was called a rest tour. A little training, the occasional sortie. There was a lot of time to fill.

‘Some of the chaps drink.’ Owen had given a brief lift of the shoulders. ‘Others play chess until their eyes go square. I can’t do either for long or I get twitchy.’ He’d glanced sideways at her, as if to see how she was taking this. ‘I prefer to tinker with an oily rag in my hand.’

The Austin Seven had coped, though it rattled like a tin of nails. Passing through a town and into the rolling Yorkshire countryside, she’d stopped caring if the car made the round trip or not. She hadn’t seen hills so green since leaving Ireland as a little child. Owen had kept one hand on the wheel while the other clasped hers.

‘You approve of the north? Not too silent and empty for a London gal?’

‘Maybe. The air’s so pure, my lungs are in shock.’

‘Shame. I could live here happily.’

She’d sensed a question wrapped inside the words – one she wasn’t quite ready to answer. Leave London, live here to be near him, was that what he was suggesting?

Her shaft of dismay surprised her. She’d always assumed her life would go on in London, even after marriage. As would her vocation. But, of course, marriage wasn’t just a ceremony. It was a vocation in itself.

Now, walking among the ruins, Grace felt oddly shy. She’d imagined this short holiday with Owen in every shade of detail. To the point her head had spun. Here they were, alone in a sweeping landscape. No watchers, no chaperones and no clear rules for what came next.

They came to a fallen wall whose stones lay tumbled like giant dice. Owen laid his coat over the broadest and drew her down to sit beside him.

‘I’d like us to marry before Christmas, Grace.’

Grace’s heart knocked against her ribs. The winter woollens she’d loaded on felt suddenly too heavy. ‘Before?’ she said, breathless. ‘I’d thought we’d wait till after.’

‘Why? I’ve a bit of leave but not over Christmas itself. My flight pulled the short straw. You’re working then too, aren’t you? We could do it on the twenty-first.’ He said it as if they were having a committee meeting, but his eyes betrayed him: he was braced for her to refuse and looked almost vulnerable.

She squeezed his wrist. ‘Darling, if that’s what you want – Christmas it is.’

‘I’d get down on the Friday, marry you on Saturday, and we’d have the rest of the time for a honeymoon – well, two nights at a roadhouse on the A10.’ The corner of his mouth twitched. ‘I’d need to be back up here by Christmas Eve. I know it’s cutting things fine. Hardly romantic.’

‘It’s war. A lot of couples don’t get even a night away together. Not sure about the roadhouse, though. We could take a train to Southend or Whitstable, maybe.’

A wedding in just over a month. Her mind raced ahead. Where – and who would give her away? How to feed the guests, and what about her brother Cormac?

Owen picked up her anxiety. ‘Mum suggested my old parish church in Ealing but’ – he hesitated – ‘you might prefer your own church.’

The Jesuit church on Farm Street, or St Anne’s in Whitechapel, where her mother had knelt, lips moving in prayer? Where Grace used to take Ricky on Sundays, buttoned into a too-tight suit, unruly hair greased down. Grace had not set foot inside it since leaving home in the summer. Now they were dead, Mam and Ricky, she never would go inside it again. No ghosts at her wedding. Nor did she relish explaining to Father McKee that her fiancé wasn’t of the same faith.

‘Let’s do it in a register office,’ she said abruptly. ‘Keep it plain and simple. Then we can have a lunch party afterwards, with all our friends. Yes?’

Her words brought a small miracle. Owen’s tension left him, as if she’d taken a weight he’d been carrying. ‘I’m happy so long as it’s you walking down the aisle towards me.’

‘God help any other woman trying to get ahead of me,’ she laughed. ‘It’ll be me, don’t you fret. Heaven knows what I’ll wear, and how we’ll throw a wedding breakfast together, but I know one thing. Everyone in my house will muck in to help.’

He nodded. ‘And your sister – she’ll be there, won’t she, and her boys? I want you to have your family, Grace. I don’t have much, but my uncle Gideon will surely come.’

Grace intended to ask her sister Immie to be matron of honour, and imagined her nephews – Matthew, Vincent and Liam – bringing their noise and energy. Betony, Jess and Mrs Kesgrave would be there, of course, and Jess’s sister. And any of her nursing colleagues who could get the time off. Sir Gideon Ventnor would be very welcome, but there was one person she did not wish to invite.

‘Is it possible,’ she heard herself asking, ‘not to ask Lady Ventnor?’

‘Aunt Maude?’ Owen raised her hand to kiss the back of it. ‘You don’t have to be polite. I know what she’s like, and you had the temerity to make me fall in love with you. It will never do.’

‘One of the women’s volunteer types wrote to her, letting the cat out of the bag,’ Grace said.

‘She already knew. I’d written to Uncle Gideon, telling him my news. Look, in time, she’ll come round.’

How many centuries? Grace glanced around at the ruins, imagining the once-towering masonry, shining roofs and glazed windows. ‘I’m Irish and working class. Oh, and on my last day as her nurse, I told her to her face that she’s a rude, thankless hypochondriac and a crashing snob.’

‘It was bound to happen. Mum’s suffered over the years.’ Owen put his arm round her. His expression had sobered. ‘Thing is, I’d like Uncle Gideon there. He was a lifeline to Mum and me after my dad died and I can’t imagine getting married without him.’

‘If he comes, she’ll come,’ Grace said. ‘I love your uncle too, but she’ll do her damnedest to wreck the day.’

‘We won’t let her.’ Owen spoke with confidence. ‘Anyway, Uncle Gideon wrote that her gout’s flared up and she hardly leaves her bed now. I can’t see her travelling up from Devon for a wedding she wishes wasn’t happening.’

Scant comfort, but Grace nodded, because it was easier. Maude Ventnor was fitter than she pretended, leaving her bed when it suited her, even tackling stairs if the mood took her. All Grace wanted was one day that belonged to her alone.

And that brought back into focus the question of who would walk her down the aisle – through the doors of the register office, at any rate.

‘I was thinking,’ she said too quickly, ‘of asking Dr Marek to give me away. Would you mind?’

‘Mum’s lodger – house guest, I should say.’ Owen’s eyebrows lifted. ‘I wouldn’t mind, but shouldn’t it be someone who’s known you longer than a few weeks?’

Here we go. Grace’s mind flicked to a cell in H. M. Prison Pentonville and a man with her eyes and ten times her temper. Banged up and blaming her, never mind that he’d made a career of ruining her life. From being warm, she felt her body go cold.

‘I won’t have Cormac. I’d rather not get married than—’ Feeling Owen’s arm tighten around her, she broke off. He knew where her brother was, and why. She’d hidden nothing.

Silence stretched between them, awkward now, the abbey walls seeming to close in. High above, a bird of prey wheeled in a slow circle.

Owen spoke finally. ‘Ask Dr Marek. He’ll be pleased.’ He drew her close and kissed her, the brass buttons of his tunic pressing against her ribs. It was not the polite kiss exchanged under his mother’s eye in the station car park, nor the careful ones stolen in the occasional moments alone. This was different, passion held in check and the quiet understanding that their time together was narrowing.

Grace’s body tightened with longing. The cold air, the glittering stones, blurred and dissolved.

When they broke apart, breathless, she glanced up at a niche where an incense burner might once have stood. ‘We’re going to scandalise the monks,’ she said shakily.

Owen laughed – a brief, boyish burst. ‘I bet they saw worse. Probably did worse. You’re not frightened of a mild scandal, Nurse Whelan?’

‘Not really.’ Grace smiled. ‘I can always wave my engagement ring in people’s faces. Honestly? I’m more frightened of myself than of you. I don’t want us to slip up and produce a little Owen or a little Grace.’

His laughter came again, softer this time. ‘Would it really be so terrible?’

‘It would be wonderful,’ she said, but reality was ready at her shoulder. ‘I won’t bring a baby into the world with everyone counting dates on their fingers. I won’t do that to a child.’

She stroked his jaw, feeling the faint bristle there. He was fair; his beard crept in by stealth, like sunlight rather than shadow. Oh, to be with him somewhere warm, with a bed. A couch at a pinch… safely married.

‘You’re sure?’ Owen murmured, his mouth brushing her forehead, the tenderness of it nearly her undoing.

Then, as if the sky itself had been listening, a roaring sound tore in from the direction of RAF Catterick.

They leaped to their feet, scanning the sky until they saw, against the whiteness, an arrowhead of Spitfires. Passing overhead like thrown knives, dropping away a blink later over the river valley.

Two more planes came on the tail of the others, and one swooped low over the abbey ruins. Owen waved both arms and the plane tipped and rolled, a clean barrel turn that made Grace gasp, afraid for one horrible moment that it wouldn’t right itself.

Owen laughed, shielding his eyes to track the circling Spitfire. ‘Reckon that’s Jimmy Motte. He wanted to meet you and he likes getting his way. He’s going to be my best man.’

The planes vanished, and the sounds of the sheep and the birdsong seeped back.

By the following evening, Grace was back in London, ironing a fresh tunic for work in the morning. She told the others she had a wedding to plan, and their delight went some way towards easing her misgivings. It would be all right. Those she loved would come; those she dreaded would stay away. Thirty days to obtain a licence, book the register office, send out invitations – and prepare to become Grace Mary Philomena Henderson.

What a mouthful.

She hung the pressed tunic in her wardrobe. As she did so, her hand brushed against an unfamiliar texture – coarse wool. For a moment, she frowned, then remembered. Owen’s bottle-green blazer. She drew it out and laughed softly at herself, pressing her face to the collar, breathing in the faintly masculine smell.

A small, dry rustle broke the moment.

Grace slid her fingers into the breast pocket and drew out a folded letter. She read it.

When she finished, she did not sit down. She did not cry. She stood quite still, the letter hanging from her hand, knowing with absolute certainty that the life she’d imagined would now never come to pass.
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BETONY


Saturday 23 November

A week with just one short phone call from Winter, and Betony feared her life was contracting.

That evening, she meant to tell her housemates about her change of profession.

Change of profession… her sharp drop in status, more accurately.

She ought to have gone straight home when work finished at 1 p.m., but restlessness drove her instead towards Dolphin Square where Sybil – cousin and former employer – had a flat.

Dolphin Square was thirteen red-brick blocks ranged around a central garden. Built in the thirties on a bend of the Thames, it housed diplomats, politicians, governmental aides, as well as their widows – and, never openly alluded to, their mistresses.

Thirteen blocks. There was nothing like a war to make a person superstitious. The No. 13 bus had fallen into a bomb crater on the Finchley Road only yesterday – Betony had read it in the evening paper – with thirteen people injured. Thirteen days ago, she had taken a short-cut home across Cavendish Square.

When life tipped off balance, the mind searched for causes: unlucky numbers, the ladder you walked under months before. Practical Modes closing. Winter’s near silence. It was easy to believe that once misfortune found you, it settled in and made itself at home.

Sybil’s building was called Beatty House and Betony found it easily, having visited often. The porter recognised her, even though she was wearing her oldest coat and a shawl over her hair to keep off a spitting drizzle. He greeted her, saying, ‘If it’s Miss March, she’s in. Shall I phone up, or do you want to surprise her?’

‘Call and warn her,’ Betony said.

She took the stairs. The lifts here were temperamental, a constant source of friction between residents and management. Betony climbed to the third floor, walked along a carpeted corridor and knocked at No. 42.

She had come to ask Sybil whether Practical Modes was truly beyond revival.

An air-raid siren cranked up from the direction of the river but Betony decided to ignore it. There had been false alarms all day. The Germans were now targeting Coventry, Southampton and other cities, giving London time to take a breath.

Betony knocked again, a little louder. Sybil might be in the bath, hair bundled up, singing to herself. She called, ‘Anyone in?’ and the door was yanked open, catching her with her hand in mid-air.

‘Who are you?’ The look thrown at Betony was hostile. Sybil’s long, grey plait – her signature – had gone and her hair flowed over her shoulders, lank as a mermaid’s. ‘Whatever you want, it’s a bad moment.’

‘Sybil!’ Betony slid the shawl from her head. ‘It’s me.’

‘Oh. Sorry, darling – but why are you dressed like a pedlar’s woman?’

Because she’d come straight from work, Betony said. ‘I wear things I won’t cry over if I clamber through rubble or fall over in the blackout. May I come in, or is it really a bad time?’

Sybil stepped back. ‘Since it’s you.’

As Betony crossed the threshold, Sybil caught her wrist.

‘What have you done to your hands? Escaping from locked windows?’

‘You’re not a thousand miles from the truth.’

‘Goodness – don’t tell me your father has been trying to bend you to his will?’

‘No. He knows I’m a lost cause.’ Betony sidestepped the memory of her father’s visit to Ventnor House, his cruel words about the woman in front of her. ‘I was in Cavendish Square, minding my own business when, wouldn’t you know, they bombed it.’ She attempted a shrug. ‘You know how it is.’

Sybil detected the false note. ‘I do not know how it is. Come. Sit down and tell me.’ She ushered Betony into the sitting room. Dolphin Square flats were designed for single living – compact, easy to heat. The thirty-odd cardboard boxes, taped and labelled, left little space and when Betony located a seat, she had to squeeze onto it.

One box was serving as a table, cluttered with scrawled lists, a tumbler and a part drunk bottle of whisky.

‘Black Label,’ Betony said, with mild surprise. ‘I didn’t think anyone still had it.’

‘My uncle sent me a crate from Lochinver.’ Sybil pulled up another chair. ‘He’s the only man who ever understood me.’ She watched Betony fumble with her coat buttons, then leaned across and took over, helping her out of the garment. ‘What’s up with you? I want details, not elegant lies.’

Betony gave the bare bones – a straggler bomb crashing into a house on Cavendish Square. She had been on her way home, she said. ‘An errand. Selling a few bits and bobs.’ Sybil would choke if she learned Betony had parted with her couture collection. ‘Next thing I knew, I was on the ground. Then I heard a cry and went to help.’

‘Well, of course. Who was it?’

‘I don’t really know.’ Betony gnawed her lip. ‘Someone was trapped in a cellar and the ARP and the fire crews were tied up on Great Portland Street. I got one person out.’ Betony raised her hands, letting her bandages say the rest.

Sybil stared at her. ‘Who – who did you save?’

‘Oh… a baby.’

Sybil’s expression sharpened. ‘There was a baby left in a cellar?’

‘It wasn’t alone,’ Betony said quickly. ‘It was with its mother – or grandmother. I never quite worked it out.’

‘And you saved them?’

If only she could answer with a simple ‘yes’. Betony still shrank from the memory of those last harrowing minutes as the water engulfed the basement. ‘The firemen and ARP arrived and took over. Someone patched me up. End of story.’

Sybil searched Betony’s face. ‘You saved the baby, but what about the woman?’ Her eyes, grey as her loosened hair, were startlingly large in her thin face. ‘Don’t sidestep. I won’t faint or scream but I sense you need to tell someone.’

‘She drowned, Sybil. Right in front of my eyes.’

‘Oh, darling.’ Sybil leaned across and took Betony’s hands in hers. ‘Does anyone else know?’

‘The police. A nurse. A social worker. Lots of people. Nobody close – no friends.’

‘Not your parents.’

‘No.’ Betony gasped the word. ‘And don’t you⁠—’

‘I won’t, darling.’ Sybil shook her head. ‘I understand how truly harrowing it must have been, but what’s eating you up? Your injuries – or are you punishing yourself for failing?’

Betony stared back at Sybil. Her cousin once removed, thirty years her senior, but in this moment the closest family she had.

‘I grew up with your mother,’ Sybil went on. ‘I know what Dorothy is like, just as I know what Lord Styles is capable of. You feel you ought to have done more – not because you didn’t do your absolute best, but because you’ve always been weighed and found wanting.’

It was like a punch. The truth delivered with a straight wrist. Fearful she’d break down, Betony asked if she might fetch another glass. ‘Or are you planning to drink that whisky on your own?’

Sybil stood. ‘I’ll do it. You won’t know which box the glassware’s in.’

‘Wait – you’re packing?’ Betony looked again at the boxes. ‘I assumed all this was from emptying the office.’

‘Some of it is,’ Sybil said, picking her way out of the room. ‘But I’m leaving London.’

Betony was forced to wait. She heard bumps and scrapes, and an exclamation of ‘Blasted string’, before Sybil returned with another tumbler and said, ‘I’m letting this place. These flats command a good rent and there’s a waiting list, the agent says.’

It was the worst news. If Sybil was leaving London, one more thread of her old life would break.

Betony accepted a generous measure of Johnnie Walker Black Label. She wasn’t a spirit drinker, but she needed this.

Sybil watched her lift the tumbler with both hands. ‘Like a baby with a nursery cup.’

‘Grace tells me the bandages can come off in a few days if I’m careful. My housemate, the nurse.’

‘I know who Grace is,’ Sybil said. ‘The one who pinched your Spitfire pilot off you.’

‘She didn’t and, anyway, it was never going anywhere.’ Betony ignored Sybil’s snort. ‘And since it made me realise how much I adore Winter, it was for my own good.’

‘You’ve swapped one fighter pilot for another. You must like walking a tightrope.’

Betony flinched but said nothing. One confession tonight was enough. Sybil didn’t need to know of her sorrows over Winter. ‘Why are you leaving, Sybil?’

‘I need to get away. Everywhere I go here reminds me of my failure.’

‘You haven’t failed!’

Sybil raised an eyebrow. ‘What do you call bankruptcy? Sacking both members of staff and then oneself?’ She twisted a strand of hair round her finger. ‘My parents left me a little money. I could have played safe, written for other journals or lived quietly on the interest. Instead, I bought the British rights to Practical Modes. And it worked. For five years.’

‘You were good. You are still. Sybil, there’s something I need to ask⁠—’

‘Then the war comes. We create a patriotic masthead and march on.’ Sybil gave a humourless laugh. ‘Then the paper allocation evaporates. Lux Soap pulls its advertising. The printers are bombed. All in one week.’ She met Betony’s eyes. ‘I feel as though a tank has rolled over me, and the worst of it is, it isn’t a German one. It’s one of ours. I’m off to lick my wounds in private.’

‘To your uncle in Scotland?’

Sybil shuddered. ‘He lives in a peel tower. No heating or carpets. I’m heading south, to a hotel tucked away on the Chichester Downs. Fellow escapees, parties every night, poetry readings and theatricals. Croquet on the lawn when the weather allows and absolutely no mention of the war.’

‘No mention—’ Betony gaped, the words rearranging themselves. ‘By “escapees” you don’t mean people who’ve got away from the Nazis. You mean people hiding from reality, pretending everything’s lovely.’

Sybil didn’t answer, but colour came to her cheeks.

‘Sybil, you’re not like that.’

‘I wasn’t. Things changed.’

‘It’s dishonest.’ Betony was surprised by the strength of her emotion. In the past, she might have laughed — Ooh, can I come too? — but not now. She had a brisk vision of Winter roaring overhead in his Hurricane; of Owen, now Grace’s constant worry; of Rafe, battered and still going back for more. ‘Hiding while people are giving their lives is dishonest. It’s cowardly.’

Sybil slammed her glass down on the cardboard box, slopping its contents. ‘Don’t you dare judge me. Not when your goddamned father put me here.’

How come Lord Styles had suddenly entered the conversation? ‘I know he didn’t help⁠—’

‘That’s putting it mildly. D’you know, a week ago, your father threw me a lifeline. He watched me flailing towards it, half-drowned, and just as I touched it, he swiped it away. That’s what finished me.’ Sybil raised her glass in a bitter parody of a toast and drained it. Then poured another.

Betony waited. The day her father had called at Ventnor House, he’d said, ‘If Cousin Sybil wants my assistance, tell her to approach me herself.’ It sounded as though that had happened. Betony feared the story that was coming.

‘Last Sunday, I went to Shell Mex House,’ Sybil said at last. ‘It’s full of the Ministry of Supply now. Well, you’d know that. Like the Windmill Theatre, it never closes.’ She described finding Lord Styles at his enormous desk, in immaculate collar and tie, a secretary taking notes. He’d granted Sybil ten minutes’ private chat, allowing her to explain that October’s Practical Modes had been ready for print when she was forced to abandon it, but that with help and a little luck she could still get the Christmas number out. ‘Four hundred pounds, I told your father. A loan, not a gift, to pay my suppliers and get my staff back. Yes, you, darling. Oh, and I asked him for a letter granting an allocation of decent grade paper.’

‘I hope you didn’t mention me,’ Betony muttered. Was this in any way her fault?

‘He mentioned you himself.’ Sybil’s mouth tightened. ‘He said, “I have advised my daughter to stop frittering her modest talents on a lost cause.”’

‘I hope you left at that point,’ Betony said miserably.

‘No, I showed him the dummy Christmas issue with all the ads pencilled in.’ Sybil looked around, searching for something. Whatever it was, it wasn’t to hand and she went on, ‘I assured him our regular advertisers would come back if we could guarantee better-quality print. Circulation was creeping towards a hundred thousand before the summer, I said. “We are read by women of every sort – married and unmarried, rich and poor.”’

‘The problem there is, my father’s never impressed by anything involving women.’

‘He sounded it – asked about staffing, salaries, how much paper I’d need for a forty-eight-page festive number. My heart was beating.’ Sybil gave a hard laugh. ‘He called his secretary back in and dictated a letter. Practical Modes was to have as much quality printing paper as required, at the government-controlled price.’

‘What – he said that?’

Sybil lifted her glass but didn’t drink. ‘He signed his name, then passed the letter to his secretary and told her to tear it up. Watched her do it. Then sent her out.’

‘He sent Miss Allsop out?’ Miss Allsop had been Lord Styles’ assistant for more than a decade and her loyalty was unquestionable, but she wasn’t subservient. ‘I can’t see her behaving in that insulting way.’

‘Miss Allsop wasn’t there,’ Sybil said, a little sharply. ‘He’s replaced her.’

‘That’s not possible.’

‘Then go and see for yourself.’ Sybil’s mouth tightened. ‘A Miss Matthias. A glossy brunette. Terrific legs. After she went out, your father reminded me that twenty-three years ago, I advised your mother not to marry him. “Now it’s my turn,” he said. “You have told me your dearest wish. And I am telling you that you cannot have it. You will watch me rip up your dreams, Sybil, as you once tried to do with mine. Now get out.”’

Betony couldn’t speak. Sybil’s words had taken her inside that office with its heavy furniture and commanding view of the river. She had known, before the end, how it would finish. Her father’s cruelty was never hurried; the blade was always sharpened and waiting.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said at last.

‘So am I.’ Sybil scrubbed at her eyes. ‘If he’d simply said no…’ The bottle clinked against the rim of her glass. ‘I’ve paid my creditors from the last of my nest egg. Done, finished. No more Practical Modes. Happy Christmas.’

It was that final bitter lift of the glass that cut through Betony’s helplessness.

‘No,’ she said. ‘We can’t let him win. We can still do this, Sybil. If we fight.’ She’d come with a question – would Sybil think about giving the magazine another go? It gave her courage to know that, only a week ago, Sybil had been of the same mind.

But no longer.

Sybil shook her head. ‘It’s not feasible. We’d have to have go to print in the first week of December. With no access to paper, unless by criminal means. No paper’ – her voice lifted, oddly whimsical – ‘no magazine.’

‘It makes me sad. Angry,’ Betony cried. ‘Women are working themselves to the bone to keep things going. Don’t they deserve something – a little colour, a little pleasure?’ She thought of Florence, Mr Tomsett’s wife, looking forward to her copy every two months. A glimmer of joy amid the misery of losing a son.

‘Darling, you’re preaching to the converted.’

‘Then don’t give up.’

Sybil stood and unsteadily navigated the boxes to a row of shelves. She took down two brown envelopes and a thin black book and laid them in front of Betony.

‘October’s final proofs. The dummy layout for December. These are my contacts.’ She poked the black book. ‘Advertisers, printers, paper merchants, distributors.’

Betony stared at them. ‘What are you saying, Sybil?’

‘That if you want them, they’re yours.’

‘But’ – panic replaced passion – ‘I wouldn’t know where to start.’

‘Then learn. Or don’t.’ Sybil’s voice hardened. ‘For a moment, I thought you were ready to pick up the torch. You prefer to let your father decide how this ends?’

Betony didn’t answer.

‘You were always complaining about being dismissed as a clothes horse,’ Sybil said. Not unkindly. ‘Here’s your chance to prove otherwise.’ She pushed the papers closer and gave a sad, defeated smile. ‘Do what you like with them. Take them away and burn them. Or give it a go. Succeed, or fail gloriously. I won’t judge.’

Tentatively, Betony flipped open the pages of the black book. The first name she saw was Colin Ambrose. It felt like a sign… though of what exactly, she was reluctant to imagine. ‘I’d better go. I’ll be late for dinner otherwise.’

She stood up and hugged Sybil, appalled to think it might be months before they saw each other again.

Outside, the air off the river was bitter and darkness had fallen. Betony was a little drunk too. She stood on the pavement, the fringe of her shawl fluttering around her ears. Sybil’s papers and black book were tucked beneath her arm. They were already beginning to feel like a weight she wasn’t strong enough to carry.
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GRACE


Grace read the letter through once more, though she knew it by heart. She had memorised the address too: Flat 3A, Palmerston Buildings, Shepherd’s Bush Road, W6.

17 July

Dear Owen,

I am pregnant.

The baby is due March.

Bev

On the first reading, she’d rushed to the bathroom, dizzy with the need to be sick, drinking ice-cold water from the tap and resisting the urge to rip the page up and flush it away. The past few days, she had walked around with it hidden inside her shoe. She had tried to dismiss the message, but where was the doubt?

Even Cormac had guessed. Every girl wanted a fighter pilot – why would Owen settle for her when he could have anyone?

This confusion had to end.

Grace found pen and paper and, with fingers holding all the shock and bewilderment she wouldn’t allow her face to show, began a letter of her own.

Dear Owen,

After some consideration, I am writing to say that I cannot marry you.

It is over.

Do not write back.

Grace
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BETONY


Heading straight into the kitchen at Ventnor House, Betony instinctively made for the stove. From the appetising smell, a pastry crust was cooking.

Jess, an apron tied round her middle and her dark hair pinned in a topknot, jumped and spun round as Betony closed the door behind her. As if Betony had asked, she rattled out, ‘Potato and mustard-sauce pie with carrot salad on the side.’

‘Fabulous. Are you all right?’

‘Me – perfectly. Never better.’ Jess pulled out a chair for Betony. She pulled it too energetically and it almost toppled. ‘I thought you’d be home hours ago. Where were you, and what’s that – homework?’

Betony dropped the envelopes and the contacts book on the table, thinking Jess must have had a difficult day at work as she didn’t usually talk like a telegraph machine, or ask one question after another. She hung her wet coat on the clothes horse, next to Jess’s. ‘I’m not entirely sure what these things are. Correction, I know, but I’m not sure what I’ll do with them.’

‘How mysterious. You need tea.’ Jess filled a kettle as Betony sat at the table, laying a cheek on her forearm. Her mind drifted back to Sybil’s flat, drawn there by a deep sense of loss. In the past, a visit to Cousin Sybil had always been something to look forward to: a contrast to a home where her mother was always preoccupied and her father’s shadow fell long. At Sybil’s, you could speak your thoughts and not be told ‘don’t be silly’.

Today, Betony had spoken and Sybil had taken her seriously. Too seriously.

Her cousin had always seen her potential, even when Betony had failed to live up to it. So to discover that Sybil was quitting London – and life itself, it almost felt – was more than Betony could bear. Everyone was changing. Grace – silent as the Sphinx these last days. Jess, ordinarily steady as a rock, behaving as though someone was about to burst a paper bag next to her ear.

And as for Winter… one minute of phone call, interrupted by the bell summoning him to action.

Perhaps that was at the heart of it all. They were all afraid for their men. Though even Mrs Kesgrave was being tight-lipped about something, and she wasn’t in love.

Betony accepted a cup of tea. ‘You’re an angel, Jess.’

Jess left the room to call up to the others. ‘Tea’s up, dinner in ten minutes.’ When she came back, she checked the pie, murmuring, ‘Just a shade more. Might I move your things, Betony, so I can lay up?’

‘I’ll do it.’ Betony reached for the envelopes, but cold, bandaged fingers sent them sliding. They spilled onto the floor, one splitting open.

Jess stooped to gather up all the sheets and as she put them back on the table, her gaze fell on the cover of Sybil’s Christmas mock-up. On the masthead, Practical Modes had a robin redbreast perched on the final S and a sketch of a girl dressed for a party. ‘It’s you,’ Jess said softly. ‘I’d recognise the lips and eyelashes anywhere.’ She held the art board at arm’s length and read, ‘“Ladies on the Home Front – You Shall Go to the Ball.” Gorgeous. Readers will love it.’

Betony took a more critical look. ‘I remember Ambrose sketching me in it.’ It was a cranberry-red evening gown, and she remembered Ambrose snapping at her to stand still. He’d complained about the way the light caught the bias-cut silk. He’d been in a foul mood, and not long after she’d discovered why.

Lux Soap had rung to cancel their advertising while Sybil was doing the monthly figures. Ambrose always sensed moods. The artistic temperament. Betony’s mind had been on Owen Henderson, who hadn’t phoned and, she’d begun to realise, wasn’t going to. She and Ambrose had sniped at one another, and he’d drawn her in hard, unforgiving lines – which Sybil had loathed.

At some point, he’d redone the work. It was rather wonderful: a softer, sweeter Betony, stepping over a heap of oversized Christmas baubles. The dress was hitched in one hand, the other reaching up to a sprig of bright green mistletoe.

‘Does this mean Practical Modes is back on?’ Jess asked.

Betony shook her head. ‘I was foolish enough to suggest it and Sybil doused me in cold reality.’

‘Then why have you got all this artwork?’

Betony looked at the papers. ‘She thrust them at me and I can’t stop thinking…’

Go on, Jess’s expression urged.

‘That in her heart she wants me to try.’

‘Then what’s to stop you, my dear?’

It was Mrs Kesgrave asking the question. She had come into the kitchen on light feet, wearing a regal dressing gown with the collar turned up and a matching velvet turban. Coming to the table, she took the mock-up into her own hands and appraised it.

‘From what I overheard, you feel your editor pulled the plug too early. Do I take it you’re taking the reins?’

Betony shook her head. ‘A momentary fantasy. I don’t have the experience or the business acumen. I certainly don’t have the money.’

The kitchen door slammed and Grace was in the room, showing she too had caught the tail-end of the conversation. ‘Even if you’re not rich’ – it was said in a way that seemed to invite a quarrel – ‘you must know plenty who are.’

‘I thought we’d stopped having that conversation,’ Betony barked back, then checked herself.

Grace looked dreadful. The hair, which, when loose, formed a coppery cloud, now hung limp. Her cheeks were hollow, her eyes bleary. She’d skipped dinner since coming back from her trip to Yorkshire, insisting she was going down with something. The polo neck of her sweater seemed a fraction loose. She stood regarding them with a glassy expression, while one hand plucked at her cuff.

Betony made her point again, more tactfully. ‘I’m not denying I know rich people, but most of them have left London. Those who haven’t – well, frankly, I can’t think of one who’d lend me a brass farthing. Certainly not for a madcap idea.’

‘What idea, or is it classified?’ Grace had remained by the door, as befitted someone claiming a dire cold. Odd, though. Her eyes and nose were red, but she wasn’t snuffling and her voice, though loaded with emotion, rang clear.

Oh.

‘Owen – he’s not…?’ Betony blurted.

Grace raised her hands. ‘He’s nothing. I don’t want to talk about it.’

Jess had poured her a cup of tea; it waited by her place at the table.

Grace hesitated as if choosing between two evils then abruptly crossed the room and sat down. She was shaking, as was the cup when she drank the contents down in one. Nobody spoke, Practical Modes abandoned by unspoken consensus. Jess got up to refresh the teapot, and when she sat down again and refilled their cups, still nobody had spoken. The air around them felt hammered thin.

It was Mrs Kesgrave whose reserve tore first. As if from nowhere, she said, ‘I wrote to my brother, Peter, a couple of weeks ago, and today, my letter was returned unopened.’

They all stared. Had they even known she had family? ‘Perhaps he’s moved away,’ Betony suggested.

‘That’ll be it,’ Jess chipped in. ‘The postman will have put the letter back in his bag.’

Mrs Kesgrave shook her head. ‘It had Peter’s handwriting on the front: “Return to sender”. He runs a wireless shop on the Old Kent Road and I went there a while back and peeped in. He was there, looking prosperous behind his counter. He didn’t see me.’

Peeped in? It was hard to imagine Gloria Kesgrave doing anything so furtive. Or retreating, either.

‘We fell out,’ she explained. ‘And I felt it was time to mend fences. We lost a younger brother many years ago and with all that’s going on, I rather hoped we might…’

‘Make up,’ Betony finished for her, thinking of the rift with her parents that only ever seemed to grow wider. ‘What happened?’ Seeing Jess pull a face, she apologised. ‘You don’t have to say.’

‘Nothing happened, dear one. My family stopped speaking to me when I refused to give up my profession.’ Mrs Kesgrave gave a wry half-smile. ‘Going on the stage was bad enough – but nothing to my present career.’

As far from respectable as it is possible to be. Betony remembered her father’s verdict and it riled her all over again. How dare anyone judge their Mrs K. ‘I think what you do is brave,’ she said.

Mrs Kesgrave worked as a ‘discreet correspondent’, a title she’d invented for herself and which was a tidy euphemism for acting as ‘the other woman’ in divorce cases. She would allow herself to be seen entering and leaving a hotel with the husband in the case. Nothing salacious – despite what Lord Styles seemed to think. She was paid to take the spotlight and spare the man’s wife.

‘Everyone knows what I do is a choreographed sham,’ Mrs Kesgrave said now. ‘I’m identified, I twinkle at the judge, it’s all over in twenty minutes and I collect my fee. Never to be heard of again, until the next job. I suspect my siblings like having a family scapegoat. Someone to shake their heads over. These days, they’re all mothballs and Methodism.’

She studied her hands. Nails bitten almost to the quick. ‘I’ve become sensitive, that’s the difference. Living through two wars has made me ponder the futility of life. I can’t help thinking of all those lost, the talents wasted.’ She looked up, smile gone, her face drawn under her turban, a smudge of eye pencil where she’d knuckled away a tear. ‘My brother Peter isn’t a bad man, but I feel that at some point, he became scared of being too much alive.’

Despite the heat from the stove, a chill found Betony. Was life really random and futile? Because if it was, anything could happen. Almost in a panic, she opened her mouth – then stopped.

Jess was speaking.

‘Rafe has gone,’ she was saying. ‘A car came while I was with him and took him somewhere on the east coast. He’s being sent on a mission, but couldn’t say what, or where. All he’d been told was what to pack.’ Jess’s face worked and she was breathing hard to keep her emotions inside. ‘Warm clothes, waterproofs, a hat knitted from oiled wool. He took something to write with and a torch. No books, no photos. I saw him check his pocket.’

For his ID, Betony presumed.

Jess shook her head. ‘That isn’t going with him either.’ She looked around the table, meeting each gaze in turn. Her eyes were dark enough to be called black. In some lights, violet. Her expression was soft. Usually. Betony saw something trapped there, casting a hard chill. Her next words revealed the cause.

‘He took out a little blue cardboard box and I thought⁠—’

‘A ring!’ Betony cried, snatching joy from the gloom that had fallen on them. ‘He proposed! You’re engaged.’ She sought out Jess’s left hand, which rested on the table, remnants of pastry still adhering to the edges of the nails. Every finger was bare. ‘Did he?’

‘It was the sort of box you put a ring in, you’re right,’ Jess said. ‘Sadly, he wasn’t about to slip anything gold on my finger. He was checking inside and didn’t want me to see. His hand shook and he dropped it. I swooped to pick it up, and I thought a pair of shirt buttons had fallen out. I said something stupid like, “Have you got a needle and cotton in your bag?” He held out his hand, and when I placed them in his palm, I saw they weren’t buttons. They were pills.’

‘Oh – sea sickness?’ Grace made a sympathetic noise. ‘Poor man.’

‘No, not that,’ Jess said quietly. She was pale, as if the blood had been slowly seeping from her as she talked.

Betony prompted – ‘What pills? For his burns – are they troubling him still?’

Jess didn’t answer. She’d remembered her pie and brought it to the table, then fetched the salad, glasses and a jug of water. They were sitting with food in front of them before she finished what she’d started. ‘The pills were cyanide tablets.’

They echoed the shocking word, gasping – why?

‘For him. In case he’s caught,’ Jess said.
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GRACE


Sunday 24 November

Owen telephoned Ventnor House on Sunday evening. Grace wouldn’t have taken the call, except that Jess answered and ran to summon her.

‘Quick, quick, Grace, he’s calling from a corridor and six others are queueing behind him.’

Somehow, after Jess’s devastating revelation the night before, causing her any fresh upset felt impossible. Grace spent two chilly minutes in the passage where the telephone was, enduring a conversation that – to her – was pure heartbreak.

Who is Bev – when did you see her last? Why is her letter in your old blazer? The questions pounded inside her head, unvoiced.

Owen sounded perfectly himself. A little tense, as he often was on the phone. There were always other men waiting to use it and he was anxious about spilling what he called ‘rapid-fire nonsense’ into her ear. She had posted her letter that morning, dropping it into a box at the end of the street. It would reach him by Wednesday, most likely. A little unexploded bomb primed to go off in his face.

When he said, ‘Grace, sweetheart, are you OK?’ she pretended the line was bad and she couldn’t hear him. And when the pips went at his end and she heard someone cheerfully telling him to ‘Get off the phone, Henderson, it’s my go now,’ guilty relief washed through her. Had he picked up the change in her?

It would be nothing to his reaction when he read her note.

She went up to her room and lay on her bad. She hadn’t known until now how many tears human eyes could hold. The salt burned red paths down her cheeks.

But she didn’t regret what she’d done. She’d rather tear her heart out herself than let a man do it strip by strip.

Next day, the beginning of the new working week, she slipped off early to avoid walking with Jess. Any kind of chat, even with the most gentle and tolerant person she knew, was beyond her.

It had begun raining in the night and it bounced off the pavement, soaking her shoes and stockings. The dreary trudge to The Gables felt right, somehow. She deserved to feel wretched. She focussed so hard on her work that day that the home’s matron took her aside.

‘I wish everyone was as keen and diligent as you, Nurse Whelan.’

Grace nodded, thanking her gruffly. She privately likened herself to a knitter counting stitches, keeping to a complicated pattern. Giving a bed bath, trimming the nails of a ninety-year-old, identifying a suspected broken wrist, she treated each task as if doing it for the first time.

She couldn’t stop thinking of her letter to Owen. Where it might be on its journey. At the sorting office… in a van. Heading north.

In this state, she got through to Wednesday when, after a lunch hour spent walking the puddle-filled streets of Bloomsbury, she returned for her afternoon shift and was told that a young man had telephoned for her. ‘A Flight Lieutenant Henderson. Could you call him back at once.’ The matron took Grace into her office. ‘Apparently, he sounded quite distraught, Nurse Whelan. I hope there’s no family emergency?’

Grace shook her head. ‘None I can think of. I’ll call him tonight, from home. Thank you, Matron.’

Matron tilted her head a fraction. ‘When a young serviceman in a state calls a young nurse, it isn’t usually “nothing”. I am perfectly happy to walk down the corridor for ten minutes.’

She did just that, leaving Grace to stare at the telephone on the desk as if it were an unexploded bomb.

He was distraught. Had she leaped to the wrong conclusion, giving Owen no chance to defend himself?

Yet the letter in the blazer had, in its perfect economy, left little room for misunderstanding. I am pregnant. The baby is due March. Bev.

Grace picked up the receiver, asking the operator not for RAF Catterick, but for the West London number of Primrose Henderson.

It was Dr Marek, Primrose’s Polish lodger, who picked up. ‘Grace, you are well?’

He wanted to chat, to practise his English. The man she’d planned to ask to give her away and it was all she could do not to snap at him in her distress. She managed to say, ‘Hello, Dr Marek,’ and to ask him if Mrs Henderson was in. ‘Sorry, but I don’t have much time.’

Owen’s mother came to the phone. ‘Grace dearest, how lovely. Are you wanting to chat about the wedding?’

‘No – not really. Um, I’m trying to find someone and I thought you might know.’ Grace had made the call on a wild impulse and was regretting it. ‘I wanted to invite an old friend of Owen’s to the wedding. A girl – d’you happen to know a Beverly or a Bev?’

‘Beverly?’ Grace got the impression of Primrose Henderson frowning. ‘Connected with Owen? Um… I’ve an idea there was a WAAF called Beverly Baxter who was one of his crowd at Hornchurch. Does that sound likely?’

It felt horribly plausible. Owen had been at Hornchurch all through the spring and summer.

‘D’you happen to know if she’s still there?’

Or was she sitting at home, pregnant, writing letters to her baby’s father?

Primrose had no idea. ‘You’d better give them a call. Meantime, can we get together, make lists and things? Assuming you want me involved?’

‘Course,’ Grace said through gritted teeth. ‘I’ll ring soon. Promise. I have to go.’ She put the phone down and leaned on Matron’s desk, eyes squeezed shut. Why to God had she picked up that blazer, been fool enough to look inside the pocket?

She called RAF Hornchurch.

The switchboard operator told her that, yes, ACW2 Beverly Baxter had been at the base, but was there no longer.

‘Why did she leave?’ Grace asked, beyond the point of social niceties.

‘I cannot say, but if you care to write, someone will forward a letter.’

Personal circumstances, then. Pregnant. Discharged. Wanting Owen⁠—

The thought made her feel sick all over again, and when Matron returned, Grace asked if she might leave early. ‘It’s an emergency, as you thought.’

‘Now?’

Grace faltered. Sometimes, an open door was more terrifying than a locked one. Bev had written her address at the top of the letter. Flat 3A, Palmerston Buildings, Shepherd’s Bush Road, W6. ‘Yes, I need to go now.’

At just past three, Grace was knocking on the door. A woman answered. Not young, forty-five, maybe fifty. Bev’s mother?

‘Mrs Baxter?’

‘No, dear. Mrs Armstrong.’

‘Sorry… I’m looking for someone called Bev.’

The woman’s hair was grey, but a few strands of dark auburn and a freckled complexion suggested she’d once been a redhead like Grace. ‘That’s me. Well, Beverly these days. What’s this about, dear?’

‘I… I don’t know entirely.’ Grace had primed herself to meet someone her own age. Someone attractive but fretful and conscious of her swollen belly. ‘I’m sorry but I need to ask you a question.’

Mrs Armstrong glanced over Grace’s shoulder as if she feared a trick was being played. ‘If you’re selling something, this isn’t a good moment.’

Grace knew how this must look. She wouldn’t blame Mrs Armstrong if she shut the door on her. But for the sake of her marriage, her future happiness, she had to understand why this woman might have written to Owen. ‘Please,’ she gasped. ‘I’m not selling. Or making trouble.’ She wrenched open her raincoat, revealing her nurse’s cape and the silver badge issued by Matron at The Gables. ‘My name’s Grace Whelan and I really need to talk to you.’

Mrs Armstrong studied her for a long moment, then stepped aside. ‘All right. Come in out of the wet.’

Grace crossed the threshold, her stomach tightening with the certainty that whatever she learned next would either prove she’d been right to let Owen go – or that she had ruined their lives for nothing.
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Mrs Armstrong’s front room was unpretentious and cosy, with matching armchairs pulled up to the hearth and the fireplace fitted with a three-bar electric fire. On one chair lay a folded copy of the Evening News; beside the other sat a basket of knitting. A man’s jumper in the making, grey and green stripes.

There was no sign of an adult daughter, a younger Bev who might be Owen’s secret entanglement. Nor of a baby – born or expected.

Grace was invited to make herself comfortable. Mr Armstrong was ‘out on the town’, his wife said cheerfully, explaining that he worked for the Corporation of London and, at night, volunteered with a rescue unit. ‘Not as busy at the moment, thank goodness. How d’you take your tea, dear?’

‘As it comes. Thank you.’

Left alone, Grace got up to study a photo on the dresser. It was of a woman a few years older than her. Pretty, with a wide smile, her figure already a little matronly. Could this be the letter-writer? What didn’t fit was the plump child on her knee – a girl of about four with corkscrew curls. Something about the woman’s eyes seemed familiar, though, and Grace stared harder, until the creak of a floorboard sent her scuttling back to her chair.

Mrs Armstrong came in with a tray: flowered china cups and two slivers of shop-bought Battenberg.

‘You shouldn’t,’ Grace said instinctively.

‘You’ll be helping me out,’ her hostess said. ‘I’ve a terrible sweet tooth, and you can’t afford to grow out of your clothes these days, can you? Help yourself.’

She set the tray on a table drawn up between them and blew gently across the surface of her cup. When she’d taken a sip, her gaze rested steadily on Grace.

‘So, dear, what’s this mix-up? Bev this and Beverly that?’

Grace brought out the letter. Her hands were shaking as she straightened it. She prepared to read, lost her nerve and simply handed the paper across. ‘I need to know,’ she said. ‘You see, I’m engaged to Owen – and, well, I have to know.’

Beverly Armstrong frowned at the page, then slowly read out loud: ‘“Dear Owen, I am pregnant. The baby is due March.”’ She glanced up, then down again. ‘“Bev.”’ Her voice faltered on the name. ‘Where on earth did you find this letter, Miss Whelan?’

‘In the pocket of a blazer put out for a second-hand stall. It belonged to Owen – my fiancé. He’s in the RAF.’

Mrs Armstrong’s brow furrowed. ‘Do you mind me asking how old he is?’

‘Twenty-five.’

Mrs Armstrong set her cup down and turned fully towards Grace. ‘Then this letter cannot have been written to him,’ she said. ‘Because it’s very old. The Owen it’s addressed to would be getting on for sixty.’

Grace felt the room tilt. ‘He’s twenty-five. Twenty-six next April.’ As if repetition might hold back what was coming.

She had written her own letter – the cold and final one. She thought of his frantic attempts to reach her. ‘Have I made a terrible mistake?’ she asked hoarsely. ‘Did you—’ She glanced at the page still in Mrs Armstrong’s hands. ‘Did you write that?’

Mrs Armstrong inclined her head. ‘I did. But before I say another word, you must promise me something.’ Her voice sharpened. ‘You must swear you’ll never repeat what I’m about to tell you. Not to anyone.’

‘I swear. On my mother’s soul.’

Mrs Armstrong seemed to weigh the worth of the promise before nodding. ‘It was the summer of 1913,’ she said. ‘I was also working for the Corporation of London back then. In Hammersmith. A young man joined the drawing office. Mr Henderson. His family called him John, though friends were allowed to use the name he preferred. Owen.’

John Owen Henderson. Her Owen’s father. Grace’s breath caught.

Mrs Armstrong continued. ‘At weekends and on summer evenings, he went on the Thames with a rowing club. I joined in. I didn’t even like the water. I liked him.’

‘What was the name of the club?’ Grace whispered.

‘The Corporation Rowing Club.’

CRC. As on the blazer’s crest.

‘We started walking out and I became pregnant,’ Mrs Armstrong said simply. ‘He married me. He was a good man, he did the honourable thing. Then the war came – the last one, I mean – and we were split apart.’

Grace pressed her hands over her eyes. ‘Oh God.’

‘Meantime, I met Hugh,’ Mrs Armstrong went on. ‘Hugh Armstrong. When John came home, everything had changed. We tried, but there was nothing left to try with. John went off to study in Wales and met a girl called Primrose. In the end, we did what was kindest. We divorced, so each of us could marry the person we loved.’ She gestured towards the photograph on the dresser. ‘That’s my daughter. Mine and Owen’s. John Owen, I should call him. Hugh adopted her when we married.’

Grace crossed to the dresser again. Her Owen’s half-sister. The resemblance was unmistakable now. The truth slid home with sickening ease. I have blundered.

She turned back, a final piece refusing to settle. ‘My Owen was born in 1915. If his parents only married after the war⁠—’

‘That,’ Mrs Armstrong said gently but firmly, ‘is not my story to tell.’ She reached for her teacup. ‘You have your answer. The man you love is not the man who received that letter. He hasn’t betrayed you.’ She studied Grace’s face for a long moment. ‘Tell me,’ she said quietly, ‘you haven’t already broken things off?’

Grace imagined a letter placed in a rack near the mess-room at Catterick. Her writing, Owen’s name on the front.

‘I have – and I pray to God it’s not too late to undo it.’

Night was closing in and Grace couldn’t find a phone box without someone already inside. At home, she left the front door wide open and ran, sending boxes left by the WVS team flying.

She snatched up the telephone receiver. Anyone who had called in the last twenty-four hours would have been unable to connect because she had cruelly – deliberately – left it off the hook.

Blundered. Blundered.

‘RAF Catterick, quickly, please,’ she blurted the moment the operator came on the line.

‘All lines are busy, caller. Will you wait?’

‘I’ll wait.’ It was intolerable, though it was only four or five minutes.

‘RAF Catterick, who is calling please?’

The precise diction of the switchboard operator gave Grace a moment to collect herself. ‘Flight Lieutenant Owen Henderson, if he’s on the base. It’s his fiancée. Quickly – please.’

Grace’s pulse was hammering. Let him be there. Let him come to the phone. She imagined her first words: ‘Darling, please forgive me. I wasn’t myself. I was frightened – out of my mind⁠—’

‘I’m terribly sorry, miss, but Flight Lieutenant Henderson’s squadron took off earlier on a night sortie. I cannot give details. Please try⁠—’

‘Later? Can I call later?’

‘No. Tomorrow. Goodbye.’
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BETONY


Tuesday 26 November

‘Wait until the butter is foaming.’

Mrs Kesgrave was at her shoulder, at the stove. It was Betony’s turn to cook and she was doing cauliflower cheese. The simplest dish, the hardest to ruin. Even so, she’d managed several times running, and Mrs Kesgrave was determined that, tonight, there’d be no lumpy sauce, that the cauliflower florets would be firm when pierced and not resemble grey brain in soupy water.

‘That’s it – now in goes the flour. Let it cook until it’s nice and nutty. Whisk it and carefully add the milk and water. Keep whisking, Betony; don’t give lumps a chance to form. Keep your wrist flexible – how does it feel to be free of those bindings?’

‘Liberated,’ Betony muttered, her eyes on the roux in the pan. This lunchtime, she had nipped across to Harley Street, where her doctor had overseen the removal of her bandages and the final surgical cleansing of her wounds. The cuts were still visible, but the flesh had knitted. She’d been told to keep them scrupulously clean and to wear cotton gloves for work. She must also exercise her fingers to prevent scar tissue forming. Knitting or playing the piano would be just the thing. ‘It’s thickening up nicely,’ she said.

‘Take it off the heat, then. We don’t want scorched bottoms.’ Mrs Kesgrave pointed to a chopping board. ‘Put it there and mix in the grated cheddar. A little pepper, a spoonful of mustard.’ The cauliflower was already par-cooked, waiting in the oven dish. ‘Pour it over, that’s it. Excellent. You’re learning a skill, Betony. It might not seem much, but I promise you, being able to cook for yourself is something you will never regret. Ditto your husband, when he comes into being.’

‘When.’ A letter had been waiting for her on the hall table, the Peterborough postmark instantly rousing her to a state of excited dread. Winter had written six or seven lines, hoping she was well, how was London? Godawful weather over the Fens, skies so grey it was hard to know where the land ended and the north sea began.

And then the best part:

I’m coming up to town in a little under two weeks, on a seventy-two-hour pass.

The whoop of excitement had lasted until she read:

I’ve got to remove the last of my things from my old flat so new people can move in.

It wasn’t her that he was coming to see, then.

And then the part that made rockets go off inside her:

Any chance of a room at Ventnor House on the Saturday and Sunday night?

There were spare rooms here. A choice, in fact. But Winter, sleeping here…

She looked at her hands, at scars the colour of terracotta plant pots. Something must be done.

‘Into the oven,’ Mrs Kesgrave prompted. ‘On the shelf above the potatoes. What veg are you doing?’

‘Um…’

‘I thought sliced carrot.’

‘I’m not quite ready to be peeling and slicing. Butter beans from a tin?’

‘I daresay. They’re filling, if nothing else. Shall I wield the tin opener?’

‘Would you mind?’ Betony couldn’t resist going to the table, which was covered in sheets of paper appropriated from Sir Gideon’s library. The paste-up of the Christmas Practical Modes lay to one side, but Betony was already thinking ahead – to a February 1941 issue. If she went to a paper merchant and a printer with both under her arm, they’d know she was serious.

But was she serious? It tantalised her, how much of this might be play-acting and fantasy, and how much was determination to finally do something worthwhile.

She explained this to Mrs Kesgrave, who was reaching into a cupboard for the beans. ‘Do you still think I’m biting off more than I can chew?’

‘Undoubtedly.’ Mrs Kesgrave came over to the table. ‘But then, so did Hannibal. And Napoleon. Or our resolute Mr Churchill. Why should you be any different?’

Betony laughed. ‘I’ll take that as encouragement. I’ve so many ideas and can’t wait to sketch them out.’ She reached for a pencil – and was stopped by the stern clearing of a throat.

Mrs Kesgrave took the pencil out of her hand. ‘Dinner is twenty minutes away. Secondly, ideas are, as some wise American once said, a dime a dozen. I applaud your spirit, but first, you need to decide how you’re going to pay for it all. Paper grows costlier by the week – if you can find it at all. And printers will want money up front, since you’re an untried customer.’

It took so little to blunt her resolve that Betony half-wondered if she’d prefer her friends to talk her out of it. ‘You don’t think I can do it.’

‘I didn’t say that.’ Mrs Kesgrave softened a fraction. ‘How about this – for every creative whim, you write down one solid, business-worthy action. Then we’ll put our heads together. For now, take your work into the dining room. The table there will be perfect. Betony?’

She’d drifted into another idea for the February issue.

‘Knives, forks and spoons. Don’t forget the salt and pepper. Someone ought to go and fetch Grace, who has been waiting by the telephone since she came in this evening.’
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GRACE


The telephone rang dead on seven. Grace was in the hall, at the window, peering past the blackout blind. Darkness suited her. It was kind to eyes that had not slept or, it seemed, blinked in days.

Rain, rain. The road outside shone like wet coal. She was smoothing the blind back in place when a single shrill note made her spin on her heel and run. She had the telephone receiver in her hand before she’d skidded to a stop.

‘Yes, hello – Owen, is it you?’

‘Miss Whelan?’

Grace hesitated, heart plummeting. ‘Yes.’

‘This is Flying Officer James Motte. Jimmy Motte.’ A pause. ‘I fly with Owen.’

Grace sank onto the chair by the phone table. ‘I know. He said.’ Why was Jimmy calling her? ‘Where’s Owen?’

‘I thought you ought to hear from someone who knows him,’ the steady voice went on. ‘Before anything official reaches you.’

Official? No, not that, please.

There came another pause. Not stretched out but deliberate. ‘Owen didn’t return last night from an operation.’

The tone was formal, like a weather report, but the words felt like a death sentence. She couldn’t speak, her breath, the lump in her throat⁠—

‘They’re calling it missing at present,’ Jimmy added. ‘That doesn’t mean the worst. North Sea sorties are always uncertain. Radios fail, weather closes in. Chaps are picked up days later. It does happen.’

Still she said nothing.

‘We were sent out to investigate a report of a surfaced U-boat,’ Jimmy Motte continued. ‘No orders to engage the enemy. It was meant to be a look-see and come home.’ His voice altered then, not breaking, but roughening, as if he’d shifted his grip on the phone. ‘Miss Whelan… Owen spoke of you. A great deal.’

Grace’s throat tightened.

‘He showed me a letter you’d written. He was upset by it. Badly.’

No judgement – just fact.

‘He didn’t sleep much after that. Kept saying there must be some mistake, that he’d misunderstood what you meant. He’d sort it out once he landed.’

She heard Jimmy draw a slow breath.

‘When a pair of Messerschmitts dropped out of cloud, he was a fraction late reacting. A second, perhaps. Long enough.’

Silence hummed on the line.

‘I’m not saying this to accuse you,’ Jimmy said, quieter now. ‘I don’t believe in that sort of thing. But I thought you should know he wasn’t himself. He loved you. Completely.’ He paused again. ‘We were all very fond of him. I was to have been his best man.’ Then, gathering himself back into regulation calm: ‘There’s nothing for you to do at present. His mother will be notified officially, but you might want to call her, prepare her. You know? If there’s any further news – any at all – I’ll see that you’re told.’ A final beat. ‘He talked about you right to the end, Miss Whelan.’

End. There it was. The word she had dreaded since Owen had put the engagement ring on her finger. Grace barely managed a ‘Thank you’, her voice so thick with grief, there was no room for words. After Jimmy Motte hung up, she walked distractedly around the hall, then into the kitchen, where Betony was laying the table for supper.

Mrs Kesgrave was taking a dish from the oven.

They exchanged long looks. Mrs Kesgrave put the dish down, pulled out a chair and Grace fell into it, burying her face in her hands.


27


BETONY


Missing in action.

A phrase that managed to be both a death knell and cause for treacherous hope.

For Betony, not asking the details tested her self-control. For a while last summer, she had loved Owen Henderson, genuinely and deeply. And would still, had he not chosen Grace instead of her.

Did Winter ever wonder about it? He’d been distinctly put out at one point, but the two men had met and got on well. Should she tell him? Perhaps not. It wasn’t really the news one pilot wanted to hear about another.

‘Anyone?’ She offered the last scrapings of cauliflower cheese to Jess and Mrs Kesgrave. Grace had retreated to her room, refusing food and company, needing to be alone.

Betony could appreciate that. The greatest metamorphosis in the life of Betony Dorothea Styles was that she had learned to love one man, as the song went, till the day she died.

Or he did.

She swallowed down the lump in her throat. ‘Can I tempt anyone to a few more butter beans?’

‘No thanks,’ Jess said in a tight, sad voice, adding, ‘not that they aren’t very nice.’

‘I poured them out of a tin into a pan. It was Mrs Kesgrave’s idea to add a splash of Worcester sauce and chopped sage. Mrs Kesgrave?’

‘I’m full, thank you, but I have room for pudding.’

‘Tinned mandarins and evaporated milk,’ Betony said. ‘Shall I get three bowls?’

‘Yes do and I’m sorry if it seems heartless to eat while Grace’s heart is breaking, but we have to keep up our strength and our spirits. And he is missing, not confirmed killed.’

‘D’you think she’ll call his mother?’ Betony asked.

‘She doesn’t need to,’ Jess said. ‘I did it.’ She turned to Mrs Kesgrave. ‘When you went upstairs with her, I called Charlotte and she fetched his mother. Poor Mrs Henderson gave this terrible cry…’

‘It’s awful,’ Betony said. ‘Just awful.’

‘Now they’ll both be waiting for the official telegram…’ Jess looked down at her plate. She hadn’t eaten much. ‘The imagination will run riot. I should know.’

‘Torture,’ Mrs Kesgrave agreed. ‘When I left Grace, she was weeping and saying, “It’s my fault. All my fault,” but how could it possibly be? She adores him. He’s her world. They’d set their wedding day. The twenty-first of December.’

Jess got up, her chair scraping. ‘I’ll do the washing up if you two want to retire to the drawing room.’ She insisted. ‘Betony, you’re not to have your hands in water for a while yet and you washed up yesterday, Mrs K. If you don’t mind’ – she gave her shy smile – ‘I’d quite like a little while alone too.’

Betony and Mrs Kesgrave retired to the dining room instead. Once they’d checked the blackouts, they switched on the light and lit a fire. Betony laid out her blank sheets. Four large squares. Cut in half, they’d make two sixteen-page dummies. February and April 1941. Practical Modes’ spring offering.

‘Do you think it’s right to be doing this, after what’s happened to Grace?’

‘I do,’ Mrs Kesgrave said firmly. ‘The wheels must keep turning or how can we help her? Food must be cooked, stockings washed. Smoky chimneys swept.’

While Mrs Kesgrave banked up the fire with coal, Betony stared at the blank paper on the table. For all her grand ideas, she hadn’t a clue how to take the next step. Not editorially, not artistically and certainly not financially.

But, conscious of Mrs Kesgrave’s resolve, Betony drew on her courage, saying, ‘I’ll also need help. From professional colleagues like Ambrose, who used to do the artwork. And someone who can write good copy. Obviously, I’d want to pay them.’

Mrs Kesgrave stood up, placing the fire tongs back on their stand. ‘Of course. But what is your point?’

‘That until I have money in the bank, I’m playing make-believe.’ Betony mentioned Madame Latour, describing the Frenchwoman’s astonishment that Miss Styles should be reduced to selling her clothes when she had a rich parent. ‘She couldn’t comprehend it. Thought there must be something wrong with me. Perhaps there is. The cold fact is, Father’s the only person who can help.’

‘You don’t think he will and there’s nothing you can do?’

‘Certainly not.’ Betony gnawed her lip. ‘I have no power over him, none whatsoever. He’s so important now – so much on the way up – he’s floated out of reach.’

‘Nothing at all you can do?’ Mrs Kesgrave repeated mildly.

Betony gave a humourless laugh. ‘If there is, I’ve never found it. The war is everything to him. Individuals – even daughters – don’t matter.’

‘Then he’s not human,’ Mrs Kesgrave said. ‘And I don’t believe that.’

Betony looked at her, inviting her to explain.

‘In my experience,’ Mrs Kesgrave went on, ‘the higher a man climbs, the more carefully he curates the story he tells about himself. Which is precisely what makes him approachable. Or, if you prefer, vulnerable.’

Betony frowned. ‘You’re saying – he wouldn’t like the world to know he’s left his daughter’ – she glanced down at her hands – ‘his injured daughter, to struggle on alone?’

‘I can’t say,’ Mrs Kesgrave answered. ‘You believe he wouldn’t care.’

‘I don’t think he would,’ Betony said quietly.

Mrs Kesgrave considered this. ‘Still, there must be some chink in that armour. Lord Styles must love something. Or someone.’ She paused before adding tentatively, ‘Your mother, perhaps?’

Betony did not reply, but something inside her shifted, as if a door she’d never meant to open creaked faintly on its hinges. She had no idea how deeply her father loved her mother. But this she did know: respectability was everything to him. So much as a hairline crack in that façade would not be tolerated.

Sybil had described a new secretary. Young, with glossy brown hair and terrific legs.

Loyal Miss Allsop out, and – what was her name? Matthews? Matthias? – in her place.

Was this her power? Her opportunity?

And if it was – did she dare use it?
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BETONY


Thursday 28 November

The rain had stopped, but the air still carried the metallic stink of ordnance. As Betony walked along Great Portland Street, dark clouds massed above the rooftops, warning of worse weather to come. Soon, December would be on them, the year drawing tight.

Last night, she had slept little, listening to the smothered sobs from Grace’s room. The broken noises of someone trying not to fall apart. It had put her own troubles into brutal perspective. Whatever she feared, it was nothing beside Grace’s loss – or the agony of waiting. She had a future dangling above her head, the apple ever so slightly beyond reach. She’d risen early, knowing she must now act on her own behalf. Firmly, decisively.

As she clocked in at the factory door, she resolved to forgo her morning tea break and hope the call box on the corner of Great Portland and Mortimer Street was still usable. Not flooded by firemen’s hoses and without a fidgety queue outside.

When the mid-morning tea bell rang, Daisy looked at her. ‘You come?’

‘Sorry, I have to make an important phone call.’

Seeing the girl’s face fall, Betony almost relented. It had taken more than two weeks to coax even a few words from her colleague and now she’d finally broken through, Betony was loath to seem unfriendly. But the call to action was stronger, and she hurried away before she could change her mind.

The red telephone box was occupied – which at least meant it was working. Betony took up a position a few paces away. There was an etiquette to queuing for a call. You stood close enough so the person inside knew not to chatter on too long, but not so close you could hear their conversation or read their lips.

Yet she did hear, because the glass panels had been blown out, probably during the raid that had almost killed her. A man had the receiver jammed to his ear, denting the moleskin collar of his coat. A collar on a camel overcoat she had seen hanging outside Sybil’s office many a time. He was speaking urgently.

Betony resisted the urge to inch forward, but nor did she step back and she heard the next words clearly.

‘I’ve said, I’ll do the first sketches for free. Pay me if you like them, but I need a job. You see, my wife is ill and— Sorry? You’re already suited? Why didn’t you say? No, no, I understand. Thank you for your—’ The final word hung in emptiness. ‘Time.’

The man stood, head bowed, for a full minute before shouldering out.

Betony hid her face in the crook of her arm, pretending to sneeze. Colin Ambrose – Sybil’s illustrator, the man who had drawn her in good times and hard – would be mortified to have been overheard. By her, of all people.

Ambrose’s familiar scent of Hungary Water and washing starch still lingered inside the box. He must be struggling to find anyone wanting a fashion illustrator. Just as nobody now wanted a model like her.

Feeling a brief, illogical, stab of guilt, Betony asked the operator to put her through to Styles Court. ‘Plimstead Courcy, near Yeovil.’

The call was answered by a woman with a soft burr to her voice.

‘Hello, Mrs Crouch. Is my mother in?’

‘She’s about, I daresay. Bide on the line, miss – I’ll bring her ladyship to you.’

Clearly, it wasn’t a case of opening a door and calling into a room. Betony had fed the coin slot three times before Lady Styles came to the phone.

‘Mummy, honestly, you could have hurried. I’ve spent ninepence staring into space.’

‘I was stirring custard, darling. Now we’re preparing the school lunches in the kitchen here, between eleven and one is the worst time to ring.’

Betony breathed an apology. ‘I didn’t know you were cooking for the school.’

‘You know how tiny it is, and with thirty evacuees arriving since the summer, its kitchen can’t cope. Obviously, someone had to step in.’ The inference being that Betony ought to have known without being told. ‘Is this a quick hello?’

‘It is.’ A quick hello and a knife thrust, though her mother must never realise. ‘I thought I’d let you know I’m still in the land of the living and check you are too.’

‘We’re right as rain, thank you – rain being the operative word. The drive is awash and you can hear the ditches from inside the house. Have you seen your father recently? When I called him last, he had the beginnings of a cold. Is he over it?’

Betony hadn’t a clue. He’d not mentioned it when they’d met, and nothing short of bubonic plague would keep him from his work. However, she took a chance, saying, ‘He’s fine.’ A silence dropped as Betony grappled with feelings of treachery. What she was about to do was unfair. It was sneaky. It was the image of Ambrose emerging from the telephone box, head bowed, that reminded her that this was not a conversation with her mother at all. It was the opening salvo against her father. ‘I was wondering, Mummy, if it would be nice to take Miss Allsop out to lunch sometime.’

‘Joan Allsop – your father’s secretary?’ Lady Styles sounded perplexed. ‘Why on earth would you?’

‘Because she’s so loyal to him and, by extension, to us. I doubt anybody does nice things for her. It wouldn’t cross Father’s mind.’

‘No, it wouldn’t,’ Lady Styles agreed, still sounding unconvinced. ‘But won’t she think it rather odd? It’s not as if you and she have much in common. She’s the woman that fashion forgot, and you parrot about nothing else.’

Was that ever true? Betony wondered. This wasn’t the moment to veer off into argument. ‘You wouldn’t have any objection if I went to Shell Mex House and asked her?’

‘None at all, so long as your father can spare her. Don’t irritate him, will you, because he’ll only call here and give me a wigging.’

‘I’ll choose my moment,’ she promised. The pips went. Betony had pennies ready to top up but slipped them back in her pocket. She had what she wanted.

By the sound of it, her mother was busy running a small village in the depths of Somerset.

Meanwhile, Lord Styles, immersed in his important war work, had found no reason to mention that he’d traded in the efficient fifty-year-old secretary who’d served him for over a decade for one with great legs and nut-brown hair.

Salvo indeed. The guns were loaded.
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On her way out of Firbank Sisters’ at a few minutes past six that evening, her gas mask and a shoulder bag weighing her down on one side, Betony heard her name being called. Mr Tomsett was striding towards her, a clipboard pressed to his chest.

‘You’re all signed up for tonight.’

‘I haven’t forgotten, Mr Tomsett.’ Her errand would take her an hour, two at most. ‘Woe betide any fires seeking to break out while I’m on watch.’

‘Ha.’ Mr Tomsett’s laugh was sharp-edged. ‘Tell that to the Luftwaffe. I need you back here by nine, not a minute later. One of the women on my list had to cry off – her mother’s caught influenza.’ He twitched a glum smile. ‘You’ll get the pleasure of my company, and Daisy’s, through the night. The good news is, you’ll learn how to deploy sand buckets. And did I mention training on the use of a stirrup pump?’

‘You did, but…’ She raised her gloved hands. ‘I can’t do much until I’m healed. Doctor’s orders. I’m happy to count time while you pump.’

‘Very funny. Oh, and they serve us breakfast at five a.m., when the canteen opens.’

Meaning I won’t get home all night.

Walking to Great Portland Street station, Betony stared idly at the vapour trails making grey smudges in the night sky. Pretty as paperchains where moonlight caught them. It was impossible to know if they’d been left by friendly aircraft or the enemy. London was still enjoying its breather, Germany’s destructive power turned towards the industrial Midlands and the big ports. It felt awful to be relieved, a fresh guilt that threaded into every other feeling as she descended to the Circle line and got on a train to Embankment.

From there, it was a short walk – too short – to the Strand and Shell Mex House, the headquarters of the Ministry of Supply.

Lord Styles’ den. His domain.

Betony gave her name to the man on the door and was sent to reception to show her identity papers.

The receptionist glanced at them. ‘Oh – Miss Styles, are you⁠—’

‘His daughter,’ she answered briskly.

‘So sorry, miss, only we have to check.’

Quite right too, she agreed, insisting her name be entered into the ledger, alongside every other visitor’s. ‘You don’t need to call up. He’s expecting me.’

‘Of course. And you needn’t write down your purpose of visit,’ the receptionist assured her.

Perfect. ‘Extort goodwill from Father, by fair means or foul’ would not fit in the space given.

The lift rose, the operator in cap and buttons standing expressionlessly beside the panel.

Somebody thoughtful had provided a mirror on one wall, allowing Betony to invent a reason for her altered appearance. Last time she’d been here, her suit would have passed muster in the sixteenth arrondissement. This evening, her coat and hat were acceptable, though somewhat Blitz-roughened. Underneath were her rag-room clothes. With luck, his office would be cold enough that she could keep her coat on.

‘Fifth floor, miss.’ The bellboy pressed a button; doors slid open. Betony stepped out into a carpeted corridor. Turn left, ten paces on. The same plant on the same plinth…

She stopped at a door with a brass plate: C. P. Styles – Director, Fuel Division.

She hesitated for a second before walking on to an anteroom and turning the handle of that door instead. Pausing on the threshold, her ears absorbed the tick-tack of cautious typing. Betony briefly wondered where Miss Allsop had been sent. Which floor was benefiting from her skills?

Walking in, she pitched in the voice of cool authority, ‘Miss Matthias?’ She gave her name. ‘I’m hoping to snatch five minutes with my father. Is he free?’

The young woman’s chin had jerked at the interruption, her hands stilling above the typewriter keys. She wore a ring on her wedding finger, though not a gold band. A dress ring with a light-coloured stone.

Betony saw emotions cross-firing in the brown eyes. Territorial instincts, mortification and something else…

Miss Matthias rose too quickly, giving a smile that looked forced. ‘You have my name right, anyway. You can’t imagine how often I’m called “Matthews”.’ She smiled wildly, then more carefully. ‘So, you’re Miss Styles – Betony, yes? Your father has mentioned you.’

Betony made no comment, asking again, was he free?

Miss Matthias glanced at the wall separating their rooms. ‘I believe Clarence is in his office.’

‘Clarence?’ Betony’s mother could not have echoed the name more chillingly.

A blush raced into the secretary’s cheeks. ‘Lord Styles, I meant to say.’ She gestured nervously at the page in her machine. ‘I’ve been typing his name all afternoon.’

‘His name’ was spoken with precision, the H consciously aspirated.

Elocution classes, thought Betony.

Miss Matthias was clearly unsettled by her slip-up. ‘I forgot myself. Please overlook it.’

‘I will.’ Betony doubted her mother would have been so accommodating.

The shocking thing about Miss Matthias was not her misuse of a name, nor her evident lack of secretarial skills, it was how young she was. She could be Betony’s sister.

With her lower half hidden by the desk, it was impossible to judge her legs, but the upper half was trim-waisted. A shapely bust was implied beneath a navy jacket, which was buttoned to reveal nothing more provocative than a white collar and a cameo brooch at the throat.

Knowing she had the high ground, but might soon lose it, Betony glanced at the desk phone. It was an internal connection and three holes on the dial showed more wear than the others.

‘How about you dial 518, tell… Clarence… that Betony’s here and is coming in now.’

She’d never before seen her father look ruffled – or so startled. As she closed the door behind her, Lord Styles set down his telephone receiver with deliberate care.

He gave her an impenetrable look and said, ‘You ought to have called ahead.’

‘Would you have taken my call?’ This was the man who had not once written to her while she was away at school. That had been Mother’s job. She had written to him, and he’d kept all her letters, calling her into his study each time she came home to go through the mistakes in spelling and construction.

He said, ‘Of course I would.’

‘Even though I’m defying you by staying in London?’ Without invitation, she pulled a seat up to a mahogany desk spread with official-looking letters, crested memoranda and an hour-by-hour diary opened at today’s date. It had a lot of white space, but she noted ‘P.M.’ at 11 o’clock. She angled the chair to sit obliquely, so he’d know that she understood what classified documents were. That she was serious. Grown-up.

She removed a notebook and pen from her bag. Peeling off her gloves would be normal etiquette, signifying the meeting was underway, but not for all the money in the world would she display the souvenirs of her reckless heroism. He would find the weakness in it, the failure, and magnify it.

She squared her shoulders and said, ‘I know Sybil came to see you and I know what you said to her.’

Lord Styles’ eyes were blue, like hers. A shade paler, many degrees colder.

He made no reply. Betony knew that tactic, was prepared for it. ‘You refused to help her keep her magazine open, and, by doing so, have broken her. I don’t suppose you care, Father, but I care and Mummy will hate it. She loves Sybil.’

‘Is this what you’ve come for, to make a subtle threat?’ Lord Styles leaned forward, his hands clasped more loosely than hers. He had big knuckles, square fingers. The ring that dug into the middle finger of his right hand carried the family crest. ‘I know women,’ he said. ‘You gossip and spread rumours, chatter and dole out your feelings, but what you don’t do is admit a social failing. Sybil will not tell your mother that she came here with her begging bowl and was sent away with her tail between her legs. If your mother finds out, it’s because you have tattled.’

Yes, Betony thought. Women shared the detail of their lives, but only to a point. Take herself. Had she told Mrs Kesgrave, Jess or Betony what had happened on Cavendish Square? Had she shared her recurring nightmare? Had Grace relayed the details of the telephone call from Owen’s friend Jimmy? No.

‘You’re right,’ she said now. ‘Men show off to other men, or bluster, or lie. Women hide. At least, they do ninety-nine per cent of the time. When pushed to the limit, that one per cent squeezes out. Sybil’s life’s work, her heart and soul, have been destroyed and you stuck knives in the carcass. I expect at some point she’ll tell Mummy. But that’s not why I’m here.’

Lord Styles began an answer.

Betony leaned forward so their knuckles, his hair-sprinkled, hers under supple leather, almost touched. She interrupted him. ‘I intend to relaunch Practical Modes.’

After a moment’s silence, he burst out laughing. ‘Relaunch a magazine, the dimwit who needed holiday-time coaching? And don’t say you didn’t. You mother still has a letter you wrote spelling your name wrong.’

‘Your memory for trivia is always perfect,’ she said coldly. ‘But hear this. I’m not the girl who couldn’t write to you without making blunders. I’m a woman and I have done things that even you would not dare. Shall I explain?’

He cut her off, getting to his feet and going to a sideboard. When he sat down again, he was holding a chequebook. He began leafing through it. ‘I suppose it’s money you’re after. Is this Sybil’s doing?’

Betony waited in silence. Her father’s gold-marbled pen moved across the paper, making sounds like a skater’s blades. She mentally armoured herself. It couldn’t be this easy.

Flourishing a signature, tearing out the cheque, he slid it across the desk. She’d resolved in the previous moments not to look at it, but curiosity got the better of her.

Pay Miss B. D. Styles the sum of –

Absolutely nothing.

The edge of her notebook cut into her palms, reminding her that she’d expected this. Father had done much the same to Sybil. It was his party trick. She opened the notebook, angry at the way her fingers shook. Something always gave you away. You got your voice under control and your knees started knocking. She said, ‘I’ve calculated some figures. May I read them?’

He didn’t say ‘Go on’, but nor did he stop her. He’d be planning his put-down, and this time, she’d be ready.

‘I worked out the quantity of paper I’ll need to get out the Christmas number. For that, I’ve budgeted two hundred pounds.’ She’d spent her lunch hour writing figures, having had another talk with Mrs Kesgrave. ‘That will allow me something in reserve for the spring issues. I’m budgeting fifty pounds for staff salaries – permanent people and freelancers – and forty pounds to rent back the office in Farm Street. The largest cost after paper is printing and distribution and, I’ll be honest, I’m not sure yet what it comes to. I’m going to say two hundred pounds. That makes four hundred and ninety pounds in all. Oh, and I’d need to reinstate the telephone line and there’s bound to be things I haven’t thought of. A round five hundred pounds would see me through.’

Lord Styles held out his hand for her notebook and gave her figures a fair study before saying, ‘Which fairy godmother will oblige?’

‘I’m not asking for anything magical. I want a loan, Father.’

‘Nobody lends money to girls.’

‘A woman. I’m a woman.’

‘Who has never held down a proper job or so much as finished a library book or a sewing project as far as I can see. I offered to pay for you to join your mother in Somerset.’

You did. She inclined her head. ‘When I left home, you stopped my allowance. The outcome? I have a job and share a house. Do you not realise that the more you punish me, the stronger I become? Did you hope I’d come crying?’

He didn’t answer directly but echoed, ‘A job?’ in a whimsical tone that was far more hurtful than anger. ‘Oh, yes, modelling clothes, struggling through the days with a hangover while you plan your next jaunt with your asinine friends.’

‘Not true.’ Her anger broke through. ‘I can’t afford to go out. My friends are in the services or they’ve left town.’ She lifted her chin, breathed in. ‘I don’t drink much these days and, as I told you before, I’m stepping out with an RAF pilot. We’re in love.’ It cost her to say that. It felt like the greatest untruth of the hour. She’d written back to Winter, saying of course he must stay at Ventnor House – and he hadn’t yet called to confirm his plans.

Lord Styles leaned towards her, the whimsical smile still lingering. ‘How long until he looks beneath the surface and realises you are a moral and intellectual lightweight? A bore, in short.’

It was the knife thrust she hadn’t seen coming. Struggling to her feet, she gripped the back of the chair. Partly for support, partly because the pain held back the wounded-child tears.

The impulse to cry out Why do you hate me so much? was curtailed by a fog-warped blare from the river. Betony recognised the klaxon of a Thames barge and imagined it approaching Charing Cross Bridge, sounding its warning: I’m coming, you can’t stop me, give way.

Just like Father. And everyone did it – gave way.

Closing her notebook, she said in a voice rippling with hurt, ‘You may torment me, but I know the man I love and I know myself. Whether we make it through has nothing to do with your miserable rating of me. It’s down to us, and the war. You have no power there.’

She saw anger cross his face, and it handed back a little courage.

‘I came here wanting a loan,’ she said, ‘and you’ve made it clear you won’t even consider it.’

‘On that we agree.’ Lord Styles looked meaningfully towards the door.

‘So, instead, I’m asking for what’s mine. You hold money in trust for me.’ Betony discovered she’d stopped trembling. How odd.

‘You mean the fund for when you marry? It’s yours only if I approve of your choice.’

‘Or if I reach thirty as a single woman. You told me so, years ago.’ It had been set aside for her by her grandmother and was considered untouchable. Only, life had changed. Future dowries now seemed as airily unreal as future plans.

‘You’re not thirty,’ her father reminded her.

‘No, miles off,’ she agreed. And who knew if she’d ever make it? ‘A bomb might hit where I work, or I might fall down a flight of steps in the blackout. Why sit on a fortune I might never live to get?’

‘It isn’t a fortune. It’s a thousand pounds to set you up in life.’

‘Or in business. I only want half of it.’

Her father snorted. ‘Run along. I need to sign off letters for despatch. Your histrionics may already have delayed the movement of crude oil from the port of Bristol.’ Lord Styles picked up his telephone receiver. To call on Miss Matthias to see her out.

‘Don’t you dare.’ Betony took the receiver from him and dropped it into the cradle, then tore the insulting cheque in half and let the pieces drop. Emboldened by her father’s astonishment, she reached for the chequebook itself. Before he could stop her, she was flipping through stubs until one stopped her short. ‘Frobisher Buildings Management Fund. Six pounds, sixteen shillings and eightpence,’ she read. ‘What’s this about?’

Her father was calling Miss Matthias on her extension, but the calm way she repeated her question seemed to change his mind. He slammed the phone down, holding his hand out for the chequebook.

She was scrutinising another stub. ‘“Rental of flat 9B Frobisher.”’ All the blocks in Sybil’s riverside square were named for famous sailors. Beatty, Drake, Raleigh. Frobisher. A contemporary of Sir Francis Drake, she seemed to recall. Something of a pirate. She tossed the chequebook onto the desk. ‘You’re paying twenty-eight pounds a month for a flat in Dolphin Square.’

‘Mind your own business.’

She knew that tone, but, oddly, he, not she, had pushed open the door to blackmail. ‘I thought you’d kept a couple of rooms in the Bruton Street house, so why d’you need a flat?’

A flat in an enclave, as Sybil liked to say, that swims with kept women – pods of them, bright-eyed and smiling.

Lord Styles showed his teeth. ‘Leave before I have someone show you off the premises.’

‘Very well.’ At the door, she paused, ashamed of what she was about to stoop to, and even more ashamed that it might just work. She mentioned the phone call to Plimstead Courcy. ‘Mother’s in good spirits, but you really must explain to her why you’re renting rooms, and why Miss Allsop is missing.’

She expected her father to manhandle her out of the door, but he didn’t move. He simply stared down at his desk, his chest rising and falling.

Don’t flinch, Betony. You have him. Curling her fingers into her palm, she said, ‘Money by the end of the week, please, Father.’

She walked slowly to the lift. And because it took a minute to arrive, she was there to see Miss Matthias scurry to Lord Styles’ door and enter without knocking.

Yes, thought Betony. She really does have the most terrific legs.
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JESS


Saturday 30 November

When Jess had first arrived in London, homeless, alone and confused, her job in Section C had quickly become a lifeline. The physical security of a bombproof basement, the repetitive work and a sense of quietly doing her bit for her country had been her anchor.

To be able to hand over her December rent-and-food money without anxiety to Mrs Kesgrave, who handled that side of things, was a bonus.

And she liked the work. Many didn’t. Opening other people’s letters, reading line by line to root out anything detrimental to national security, became boring quickly if you didn’t see it as a branch of people-watching. Character study, handwriting analysis. Detective work, just you, paper and ink. Today, volunteering away her Saturday, Jess was more than ever glad of a job that kept her mind from drifting towards Rafe, and the questions that would not leave her alone: where was he now, would he make it back – and if he didn’t, what then?

Their last hour together had been tender and exquisite. Her first time with a man. Imperfect, as her sister Charlotte had once warned her it would be, but there wasn’t a moment of it she regretted. Rafe’s joy in her, and her joy in giving him a memory to take with him.

Next time, he’d promised, it would be even better.

‘Life isn’t kind, Jess,’ had been his last words to her. ‘But love is. Done right.’ He loved her more than life and no tide, storm or enemy would stop him coming home.

The faint nausea she’d felt that morning as she brushed her teeth made that promise matter all the more.

The day began routinely, lines here and there requiring her black redacting pen. One needed an entire section scissored out, where the writer had stated that the numbers killed in the Blitz so far were ‘ten times what the public was being told’.

They collect the bodies at night and sail them down the Thames, then drop them out at sea.

Jess passed the letter up the chain for further investigation. Once, she’d have felt guilty, but not now. Rafe was on perilous work, Owen still missing, and Betony was recovering from her near miss in Cavendish Square. Reality was bleak enough without this kind of lurid exaggeration. Nobody doubted that the authorities fudged the numbers of dead, but the accusation of bodies being dumped at sea was scaremongering at its worst.

Taking a moment, Jess stretched her spine, leaning back until she heard the satisfying click of vertebrae. She then reached for her next letter, slicing it open with her censor’s blade.

And that was where the day became really interesting.

It was about as bland as a letter could be, the handwriting primary-school standard and a jumble of lower- and upper-case letters.

dear sis,

I hope you Are doing well and Managing better than me. Please write as soon as you can. no woRd still from stan. ronniE called round, stayed a bit. egGs are to be ratioNed i hear. i will so miss A Nice four-minute boiled one for my breakfast. The powdered stuff looks horrible, like sick, and i’m sure it’s no good for us either.

i’m keePing busy as i can, and of course I know we must alL make do. It’s thE not knowing thAt gets to us, isn’t it? Still, no point dwElling. I expect tHings will look differEnt come spring.

give my Love to everyone, Pet.

yours,

vi

Reaching for her notepad and pencil, Jess wrote out the capitals with no spaces between. Her training had taught her to spot anything with a whiff of code. When she’d finished, twenty-one letters stood in line. It didn’t take long to find the hidden message: I AM PREGNANT PLEASE HELP.

At moments like this, the weight of her role bore down heaviest.

Would ‘sis’ work it out and respond?

Though, quite honestly, if this Vi was married to a man in the forces and pregnant by another, what help was there?

‘Don’t go anywhere near a backstreet, that’s my advice,’ Jess muttered.

She folded the note back into its envelope and sealed it. A thud of her rubber stamp marked it PASSED BY CENSOR. Jess placed it in her out-tray.

Nothing she could do except hope Vi had a place to go and friends.

Eleven letters awaited her attention, and the clerk had arrived with a trolley piled high with more. Still, Jess sat with her hands flat on the desk. It wasn’t the first time she’d read a cry for help, nor would it be the last. War loosened rules then punished those who broke them.

Her own words to Grace came to her mind: Rushing in anywhere headlong isn’t the best idea.

And Grace’s reply – ‘I’ve read Marie Stopes’ book three times. The “What to do and what not to do”. I’ve done all the homework.’

You could do your homework and still fail the test, Jess thought soberly. You could pour the wisest advice in the world into reluctant ears and wilful hearts.

She pictured Grace handing the telephone receiver to her in the passage at Ventnor House, unable to face speaking with Owen’s mother. Grace sobbing at night in her room, terrified for Owen – and perhaps for herself.

When she saw Grace later, she would ask her, tactfully but firmly, if there was anything she wanted to say. Anything at all.

On that decision, Jess pulled her in-tray closer and opened the next letter on her pile.
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GRACE


Sunday 1 December

Someone tapping on her bedroom door woke her from a feverish doze. Was she supposed to be up?

It was impossible to guess the time by the spindle of light each side of her window curtains and she hadn’t the energy to reach for her watch. When she’d moved into Ventnor House at the beginning of October, she’d chosen one of the guestrooms rather than a main bedroom. She’d been thinking ahead. It boasted a double bed, and she’d had a strong idea it was the one Owen had used when he stayed there with his aunt and uncle.

The mere thought of it made her eyes well up. Her mind was a battlefield for every dark emotion and she was worn out.

Why had she betrayed her love, leaped to the most immediate, most unjust, conclusion on the strength of a two-line note?

Grace rolled onto her side, drawing up her knees. She already knew the answer. I grew up trusting nobody; not even love could change that. Now it might be too late.

Whoever it was tapped again, still tentative.

‘Grace, can I bring your breakfast in?’

She recognised Jess’s voice and was rousing herself to say no thank you, when Jess came in anyway. She pulled a chair up to the bed and laid a tray down on it.

‘An egg and some bacon. Enough to keep a mouse happy. Not that mice eat bacon⁠—’

‘Jess, don’t,’ Grace begged. ‘I was asleep – finally. I can’t eat.’ She winced as the bed dipped and Jess perched at the end of it. ‘I’m not hungry.’

‘D’you feel sick at all?’

‘No. I feel as though somebody has fastened a barrel hoop around my ribs and is winding it tighter every second. What time is it?’

‘Nearly ten.’

‘And it’s Sunday, yes?’

Jess got up and drew back the curtains. ‘That’s right.’

Then she didn’t have to get up at all.

The smell of bacon made her stomach rise. ‘You eat it,’ she said. ‘Honestly, I couldn’t swallow a thing.’ The underwear she’d bought for her weekend away in Yorkshire was tickling her cheek. She’d put it under her pillow in a perverse act of self-punishment. A reminder of what might have been. Before going to Catterick, she’d rubbed perfume into the seams and when she was exhausted by tossing and turning, she buried her face in the silk.

Jess sat down on the bed again. ‘Grace, I know you’re going through hell, but I’m worried about the toll it’s taking. On you, physically. I do understand mental torture, and fear. You know you can tell me anything and I won’t blab. Or lecture. I’ll listen and help in any way I can.’

Grace reached out and found Jess’s knee. She squeezed it. It was too much effort to sit up and clasp her friend’s hand. ‘The kindest thing, darling, is to let me sleep.’

‘I don’t agree. The kindest thing is to help you unburden yourself, so you can sleep.’

Grace hoped by saying nothing, she’d make Jess go away. When it seemed her friend was determined to stay, she rolled onto her side, pulling the sea-green camisole and knickers from under her pillow, pressing them against her face. ‘Did I really suppose I needed French perfume to make him want me? He was on fire at the abbey, in the cold, when we were alone. We’d have been lovers at last – but for his mother, bless her, and then a fly-past at the wrong moment.’

The reminder of Jimmy Motte circling overhead, showing off with a barrel roll, and later making that crucifying phone call, brought the tears again. Hot and fast.

‘I know it’s hard, Grace. Waiting.’

‘You don’t understand. You don’t know what I did.’

‘So, tell me.’

Grace did so in a broken, stuttering rush that somehow Jess understood.

‘You thought he’d made a fool of you, and you broke things off. Without calling him first?’

‘Worse,’ Grace wailed. ‘He called and I said nothing. I blathered on mindlessly, then told him I had to go. Judge and jury. When he got my letter, he was so churned up, he wasn’t fit to fly. You can’t do that – the speed of those planes, enemies waiting to pounce. I as good as murdered him, Jess.’

‘You did nothing of the sort. You are human, Grace. Afraid, and perhaps in your heart, you don’t believe anyone could love you. We’re not so very different.’

Grace mopped her eyes on her camisole. ‘You’re a hundred times the better woman, and anyway, it doesn’t change anything. He’s still gone.’

Kissing her on the forehead, Jess left and Grace closed her eyes, praying for sleep before the world demanded anything more of her.

She was granted that wish and the next rat-a-tat at her door folded seamlessly into a dream. Only when a different voice said, a few inches above her, ‘Grace dear, you and I must talk,’ did she open her eyes and know that she had run out of road.

Owen’s mother was wearing a soft angora cardigan and a check skirt in heather tones. Her pearls sat neatly across her top button, the morning light betraying grey strands in her short, bobbed hair. Primrose Henderson said no more and left, closing the bedroom door behind her.

Grace heard her unhurried descent of the stairs.

Five minutes later, she was on her way down too.

Voices crossing the hall below made her pause, and she was in time to see Betony striding towards the dining room. Something was happening in Betony’s world, something exciting. Grace felt bad about not showing more curiosity and suspected she was being tactfully shielded.

Behind Betony, and more slowly, came Jess and her sister, Charlotte, whose scarlet neck scarf shone against her pale throat and black hair.

Looking up, Charlotte smiled and lifted a hand. ‘I’m still taking my medicine, Nurse. Malt and cod liver oil every morning, as prescribed.’ She made a face.

‘Glad to hear it,’ Grace said, trying to sound hearty. ‘You’re looking so much better.’

‘We’re helping Betony scheme out the February issue of Practical Modes,’ Jess explained. ‘Charlotte’s here to advise. You know Betony’s absolutely set on getting it back on the stands?’

So that was what was afoot. Grace felt a wistful pang that instead of joining them in the dining room, she must turn left at the bottom of the stairs, towards the drawing room.

Primrose was taking tea with Mrs Kesgrave. A third cup waited on the tray.

‘Grace, dear, sit down. Isn’t this a lovely surprise? Tea’s hot.’ After she’d poured a cup for Grace, Mrs Kesgrave offered to leave Grace and Primrose to chat.

‘You needn’t go,’ Grace said, rather too quickly. ‘I mean, stay where it’s warm.’ Someone had lit the fire and cups dotted around the room told her that she’d missed an impromptu gathering. Charlotte needed no excuse to visit here. Primrose needed no excuse to visit either, but Grace knew this was no cosy tête-à-tête between prospective mother- and daughter-in-law.

She got her apology in first. ‘I’m so sorry I didn’t speak the other night, on the phone. I couldn’t, but Jess was there.’ She gulped her tea.

Primrose said she understood perfectly. ‘Putting awful news into words, saying it out loud, makes it only too real. It’s why every language has euphemisms. “Missing, awaiting further intelligence” gives breath to hope. When you read the words coldly, they’re saying nothing.’

‘You’ve had the official telegram?’ Grace whispered.

‘Yesterday afternoon. A delightful young man in uniform delivered it by hand.’ Primrose took a sip of her tea. ‘I don’t envy him his job.’

A silence fell, tight as a knot in shoelaces. Mrs Kesgrave broke it.

‘Mrs Henderson has come today because she understands how hard it is to speak at times like this. Fear and grief are the great silencers.’ She patted Grace’s hand. ‘I’ve already mentioned that you’re not eating and you’re sleeping badly. All this, while still doing your shifts. I’ve worried her and I won’t apologise. It can’t go on, dear one.’

‘Grace?’ Primrose spoke her name with an upward inflection, and her Welsh accent was stronger today. Perhaps, in her sorrow, she was returning to a younger, happier time. ‘I want us to make a pact.’

Grace blinked. She hadn’t expected that. ‘About what?’

‘Owen. A vow that until, and unless, we receive proof positive that he’s dead, we will go on as if he is not. Yes?’

Grace opened her mouth and shut it. She would give her lifeblood to have him safe, but unlike the women regarding her with gentle encouragement, she’d seen death up close – enough times to know how fragile hope was. ‘I can’t pretend.’

She saw the colour rinse from Primrose Henderson’s cheeks.

‘You think my son is dead.’ It was a simple statement.

‘I don’t think it,’ Grace said. ‘I simply don’t know. All I’m saying is⁠—’

‘You can’t pretend.’

After another silence, Primrose sighed.

‘You misunderstand me, dear.’ She sought Grace’s eyes, held them. Grace had discovered on first meeting Primrose that she possessed a directness that made lies or evasion impossible.

Primrose continued, ‘You imagine I’m asking you to construct a fairy tale. No. I’m asking you to extend to my son the gift of trust. To believe that even now he might be straining every sinew to return to us. Hope isn’t false feeling; it is a way of honouring another. That is all I am asking of you. I know he wants to marry you as soon as possible. I want it too because, next to him, you’re the dearest person to me. So – please – I want you to plan your wedding.’

Grace flinched. Invitations and flowers. Primrose couldn’t have driven the nail more cleanly home if she’d tried.

There would be no marriage. One letter, one misdirected assumption, and Grace had thrown away all right to a happy ending.

Fingers touched hers. ‘Grace, please?’

The soft, rolling r was her undoing. ‘Don’t,’ she rasped. ‘You say you care about me. Well, let me tell you what I’ve done. What I am. Then, I promise you from the bottom of my soul, you’ll never want to set eyes on me again. You’ll wish I was dead.’
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BETONY


Betony had been talking for at least a minute before she realised Charlotte and Jess were looking not at her, or the pages laid out on the dining table, but at the half-closed door.

A voice, almost piercing in its pitch, reached them from the drawing room.

‘I think it’s Grace.’ Jess took an anxious step towards the door.

Charlotte caught her arm. ‘Whatever’s going on, I doubt she wants an audience.’

Betony saw how Charlotte’s grip tightened, as if saying to her sister, It’s not always your job to make things better.

It gave her the confidence to make her own feelings felt. ‘Charlotte’s right. If Grace wants us to know, she’ll tell us. Meanwhile, I’m taking Mrs Kesgrave’s advice to bring some normality into our lives. That’s how we help her best.’ She went to the door, closing it, and returned to the table. The truth was, she felt utterly helpless when it came to comforting Grace: anything she said would feel like a platitude. The world was filling up with widows and young women robbed of their hope and their futures.

The Christmas mock-up of Practical Modes was her escape. The pages that would – must – become the February issue lay alongside it. Other than the masthead and date, sketched out in dark pencil, these remained blank.

Over tea a short while ago, they’d thrown a few ideas around. Betony had made notes, but other than a siren suit pattern and a front-page teaser – Spring is here and new styles are budding! – they’d come up with nothing solid. Trouble was, fresh style no longer existed.

Paris, if rumour was to be believed, was still managing something that resembled couture, but London would never hear about it. This side of the Channel, they were grinding on, making do. But as Charlotte had pointed out, it was called Practical Modes, so mode had to come into it somewhere.

Charlotte spent a few minutes reading the Christmas editorial, her expression giving little away. Only when she’d returned to the front page did she ask, ‘Whose writing is this?’

‘My editor, Sybil March’s work. Well, one part was mine. Winter gloves.’

‘That wasn’t bad, actually. “You might be suede.” Everyone loves a pun. I’m afraid your Miss March has lost her touch, though, Betony.’

‘Which bit?’

‘All of it. There’s no theme, no fun. If you’d said she’d employed Oliver Cromwell to write the copy I wouldn’t have been surprised. The artwork’s terrific, but it’s bits of this and splashes of that – like a raid on the rejects’ drawer.’

Betony sighed, incapable of arguing. The fabulous dress on the cover, the holly and the mistletoe, promised something the inner pages did not deliver. They were as sparse as the recipe for Christmas pudding made from soaked prunes and breadcrumbs.

Charlotte wasn’t letting up. ‘Here, page three, is where everyone looks when they open a magazine. It’s where you place your juiciest story. And what’s yours?’

Betony read out the headline. ‘“Give the man in your life a gift of socks in grey or tan”. Don’t be too harsh. Poor Sybil was trying to salvage a hopeless situation. She hoped MacLean’s Hosiery would take a half-page ad underneath.’

‘Did they?’

Betony had no idea. Advertising had never been her responsibility. Nor had it been Sybil’s, until she sacked the agency that did it for her, claiming their commission was too high.

‘I’m beginning to see where things went wrong.’ Charlotte sighed. ‘She got rid of the staff writers too, didn’t she, and employed you?’

Betony cringed. ‘Yes, but I was learning the ropes.’

Jess stepped in. ‘You’ve just said she was doing well. Betony has talent.’

Betony nodded her thanks. Charlotte wasn’t impressed.

‘Talent is only part of it. The London Mercury has an entire department that does nothing but sell advertising space. Without it, I wouldn’t have a job.’

‘They’re a major newspaper.’

‘It’s why they’re major, Betony. No journal survives on the cover price alone. Advertising pays for the writing, the printing, the distribution. The cover price pays my editor’s Christmas bonus.’

Betony felt gloom settling on her. ‘Are you telling me to give up? I hoped you’d help.’

‘Plain speaking is help,’ Charlotte insisted. A glance from Jess brought a softer tone. ‘I don’t want to spoil things, but I don’t want you to go under with debts either. Sybil March failed for reasons that have nothing to do with her talent or her ability to work through the night. She ran out of money.’

‘No, she ran out of paper,’ Betony hit back. ‘Her usual supplier tried to fob her off with the worst stock. The warehouse she tried next doubled the price and wanted payment up front.’

‘And the advertisers pulled their business,’ Charlotte finished patiently. ‘Dress it how you like, she ran out of money. Here is my advice, freely given.’ She rested her hands on the table, arms wide. ‘There’s no time to rewrite this Christmas issue, so run with it. Before you spend a single shilling, sit on the telephone and drum up some advertising. Fill the blanks.’ She jabbed at the empty box alongside the article about socks. ‘Call MacLean’s Hosiery and everybody else in Sybil’s contacts book.’

‘Sit on the telephone,’ Betony repeated slowly. There was no ‘we’ in Charlotte’s suggestion, only a dispiriting ‘you’. She took a breath. ‘After this one, will you write for me, Charlotte, as Miss Touchwood?’

Miss Touchwood was Charlotte’s byline every Thursday in the London Mercury’s supplement. Her writing was scathing and razor-sharp and her name on the front of Practical Modes would be worth a thousand pounds.

‘Not a chance. My editor would sue and the Board would back her,’ Charlotte said. ‘I can’t risk it now they’re finally paying me a living wage. Besides, I get so tired still. I can’t.’

‘What Charlotte’s saying’ – Jess always read people’s subtext – ‘is that she nearly died for her dream to write for the press.’

Desperation drives hard and Betony answered, ‘Will you help out, Jess?’

‘Good idea.’ Charlotte shot Jess a look that was narrow with mischief. ‘You’re every bit as good as me, or better.’

Charlotte’s lukewarm reaction left Betony feeling adrift. It didn’t help that she’d had no message from her father about her money. She pressed Jess further. ‘Could you help me on the phone? I’ve never rung a business before, let alone tried to get a hard-boiled publicity officer to take me seriously.’

‘I suppose I could.’ Jess sounded nervous too. ‘But which telephone would we use?’ They paid for their calls here at Ventnor House, but, as Jess pointed out, the WVS tribe would waste no time reporting their activities to Lady Ventnor.

‘You need an office,’ Charlotte interjected. ‘The rooms on Farm Street are the obvious place.’

Obvious – assuming the telephones hadn’t yet been cut off. And Betony had given her key back. Though somebody might have kept his… someone she needed to call, if she could summon the nerve.

‘Meanwhile, let’s nail down a theme for February.’ Charlotte made her point by rolling up her sleeves. Her forearms were marbled with bluish veins, the bones fragile. ‘I do love a blank sheet of paper.’ She lapsed into thought. ‘Spring, snowdrops, the first flush of green… it’s all been done to death. And, frankly, with a war on, your readers have weightier things on their minds.’

‘Like survival?’ Jess said. ‘Keeping warm?’

‘While being glamourous, despite all,’ Betony hedged.

‘Equally done to death,’ was Charlotte’s verdict. ‘You need a theme that appeals across the spectrum. Rich, poor, young, old. Something that offers hope while being, well, practical.’

They all stood, silently cudgelling brains.

‘Maternity,’ cried Jess. ‘“Remake your wardrobe to accommodate your changing shape”.’

Charlotte wrote the idea down. ‘I know…’ She looked up, dark eyes gleaming. ‘What comes before pregnancy?’

Jess blushed hard.

Betony laughed. ‘“Love’s sweet flame and the furnace of passion” is more Grace’s style of reading,’ she said.

‘I meant marriage,’ Charlotte replied tartly.

It was Betony’s turn to blush. ‘Course. But won’t every editor be doing spring weddings? Yours will, surely?’

‘Oh, I’ll write a column deriding the obsession with white silk, declaring its absence to be the one benefit of a wartime economy. You aren’t instructing your readers the way I am. You’re walking alongside them and what you need is a bride. Follow her every step of the way, from booking the church to hurling the bouquet, stopping only at the door of the honeymoon chamber.’

The idea was so good it could only be answered with silence. Until Jess said – ‘But who—’ She stopped. Shook her head. ‘We couldn’t. It would be cruel. It may never happen.’

‘And what is more wartime than that?’ Charlotte demanded.

None of them had heard footsteps, nor the door being opened, and they jumped when Grace’s voice cut across the room.

‘Spot on, it is cruel. And it might never happen, but I’ve promised my mother-in-law… my prospective, God-knows if, mother-in-law… that I will plan a wedding as though my fiancé were sitting in Catterick twiddling his thumbs. As if I hadn’t practically stuck a knife in his guts. Has Jess told you, Betony? No? She has my permission. And by the way, Jess…’ Grace had ignored their flinch at knife and now patted her belly. ‘I know your worries, my kind friend, and can assure you that while I’m many things, I am definitely not pregnant without a permit.’ She turned to Charlotte, her voice thoughtful. ‘Follow the wedding plans of a nurse to an RAF hero. It’s good. A winter wedding, not a spring one, but who will know? And if it doesn’t happen, if Owen is dead?’ She waited for the protests, the gasps. None came and she lifted her chin to continue, ‘If he is, you’ll print the story anyway, with the true ending. Those are my terms. You’ll take them?’ The hard blue gaze swung to Betony, who nodded slowly. ‘Good,’ said Grace. ‘Then let’s plan the real event. A Christmas wedding.’
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BETONY


Wednesday 4 December

The office at fifty-four Farm Street was icy cold and smelled damp. Sybil, now gone from London, had removed the last of her belongings and locked the door behind her.

They climbed the three flights of stairs in silence. Betony carried the post she’d gathered from the mat, Jess following behind with a plug-in electric fire. Each step felt heavy with anxious expectation. They were here for one purpose: to persuade advertisers that Practical Modes was not finished.

Ambrose, whose key had let them in, was the third in the party. Betony had finally found the courage to telephone him. His response had aligned with her expectations.

‘Far too busy. Work piling up.’

She hadn’t mentioned overhearing a certain telephone conversation.

In the end, the faint possibility of employment if this experiment succeeded had persuaded him to give them one day. ‘Just one, understood?’

In the editor’s office, there was nothing to be done but sit buttoned into coats, woollen hats pulled low, their breath forming vapour as they hunched around the desk and waited for the room to warm up. The telephone, mercifully, was still live, its bill paid through to the end of the quarter. Sybil March’s black book lay open at the list of regular advertisers.

Ambrose had brought a stack of back issues and was going through them, reading out the names of other firms worth approaching, which Jess scribbled down.

Eldora Hair Tonic for lustre and strength. They had pulled October’s ad, no reason given.

Maribel of England – fine leather handbags. Ceased advertising when they switched to manufacturing gas mask cases. Might be producing bags again now.

When they’d built a list of possibles, Jess, with the best voice and calmest manner, was put in front of the telephone. Betony read out the numbers slowly and gave the name of the advertising manager in each case. Ambrose added his own thoughts, often speaking over Betony.

Unfortunately, though she sounded lovely, Jess was anxious. She didn’t know how to close a sales call and after each minute or so of polite chat, she put down the receiver with a rueful nod.

Until Ambrose seized the phone and rang MacLean’s Hosiery.

‘The trick,’ he told them as he waited to be put through, ‘is to give them no chance to say no. It’s an art.’

For all that, he was dismissed by a receptionist before he even reached the advertising manager.

‘It’s harder than it looks,’ Betony ventured.

Ambrose thrust the phone at her. ‘Try Silkeen Stockings, then.’

To her astonishment, Betony got through and entered into a cordial conversation with the advertising buyer. Hope crept in – until she realised they were talking about next quarter’s budget.

‘Wait, please listen, this is such a wonderful opportunity. Christmas stockings, chilly legs. What more perfect⁠—’

The line went dead.

Betony stared at the receiver.

‘“Chilly legs”?’ Ambrose echoed.

‘We’re dreadful at this,’ she admitted.

An hour passed and then another. Three potential leads promised to call back, but the phone stayed silent. At twelve, Betony made tea, aware as she poured it that she’d forgotten to bring biscuits. Ambrose drank his tea without speaking. She could almost hear his hopes draining away, his long-held mistrust of her hardening.

Jess clutched her cup in both hands, fingers almost as white as the china. When the telephone shrilled, all three jumped in their seats.

Jess grabbed the receiver. ‘Hello, Jess – I mean, Miss Gresham speaking.’ A moment later, she put the phone down. ‘That was somebody down the road who saw us come in and wants to know what we’re up to.’

Betony suggested a lunch break. ‘The pub will be serving now.’

Before they could act on her idea, there was a knock from below. Ambrose got to his feet, saying, ‘A trip downstairs might stop my toes freezing.’

He came back followed by Mrs Kesgrave.

‘Red Cross parcels at the Siberian Front were never more welcome.’ He placed a large basket on the desk.

‘I thought you might like a bite to eat,’ Mrs Kesgrave said, reeling back at the sight of her own breath in the air. The electric fire had made little impression on a room left cold for almost a month. ‘Carrot and spinach flan, fresh baked, and bread-and-butter pudding.’

They groaned their appreciation.

‘How’s it going?’

‘About as badly as it can,’ Betony said as she cleared space on the desk. Mrs Kesgrave had even brought cutlery and plates. ‘Join us, please. I’ll make more tea. Ambrose and Jess will give you a debrief.’ She was glad to go to the kitchen and light the paraffin stove. ‘Fact is,’ she muttered as the water raced to the boil, ‘Father wasn’t far wrong. I’m best at being a clothes horse, with rag-sorting a close second.’

Taking in the tea, she found Mrs Kesgrave reading her list.

‘We’re nowhere near the end of it,’ Betony said quickly, wondering what Jess and Ambrose had said. ‘Lux Soap is the big one, and we’re saving our strength for it.’

‘You might be,’ Ambrose said tersely. ‘Fact is, everyone’s Christmas spending is committed and we’re nobody’s priority for the months after.’ He accepted a generous slice of flan. ‘The print industry works weeks, if not months, ahead.’

‘That doesn’t mean businesses don’t want to advertise – just that they can’t pay for it,’ Mrs Kesgrave said.

‘It’s the same thing.’ Betony was ravenous and that made her irritable. ‘No money, no ads; no ads, no money.’

Mrs Kesgrave asked Jess to pass the sugar bowl. ‘Couldn’t you offer them free advertising?’

Betony gaped. ‘I’m not a charity, Mrs K.’

‘I’m not talking about charity, dear one.’ Mrs Kesgrave stirred sugar into her cup. ‘You give your advertisers a thank you for their loyalty over the years and you get them back in the paddock, so to speak. At the same time, you offer them a great rate for February. By April, they will be customers again. That way, you get a Christmas issue on the newsstands.’

‘Genius,’ said Ambrose. ‘Absolute genius.’

Betony stared from him to Mrs Kesgrave. It sounded to her like a faster route down the drain. ‘I’d still have no money for printing and no paper either.’

‘No word from Lord Styles, I take it?’ Mrs Kesgrave knew of the visit to Shell Mex House, Betony having told her everything. A woman who spent nights in hotel rooms with adulterous men – albeit playing two-handed bridge – was unlikely to be shocked by Lord Styles installing a secretary the same age as his daughter.

‘No word and no cheque in the post. I didn’t expect it, and I wish I hadn’t done what I did. There’s no going back.’

Mrs Kesgrave spoke without looking at Betony or Jess. ‘I know what it is to have family turn their faces away. To pretend you’re someone better forgotten.’

Ambrose blinked. ‘You, madam? Forgotten?’

She explained. ‘I summoned up courage and visited Hill Street. My home, number thirty-four. I’m not meant to as it’s still cordoned off. Betony will have told you, no doubt, that we narrowly escaped a direct hit. I slipped in and gathered up a few things, including my old photographs.’ She paused. ‘It has… stirred memories.’ Visibly pulling herself together, she asked quietly, ‘Betony – have you called Lord Styles, or left the ball in his court?’

‘In his court,’ Betony admitted. ‘And he has not picked up his racket.’

‘Then it’s time you turned the screw.’ Mrs Kesgrave looked around the office, the gallery of front pages on the walls, the letters from readers and a picture of Sybil standing alongside stars of the journalistic world. ‘You can’t let him win.’ She leaned forward. ‘What else might persuade your father to do the decent thing?’

‘Nothing I can think of.’ Threatening to reveal the existence of Miss Matthias to her mother had been her one bullet, and she’d shot it.

‘Have you called Lady Styles?’

‘No, and what would it achieve, except to make Mummy miserable. Father would wriggle out of it and I’d be the villain.’

Jess agreed. ‘It would cause terrible ripples, and your mother’s done nothing wrong.’

‘Quite so,’ said Mrs Kesgrave. ‘It needs to be your father’s thumbs in the mechanism. What stood out about him and that young woman when you were there? Give me details.’

Betony pictured herself walking into Miss Matthias’ office. ‘My immediate thought was, she must condition her hair with egg yolks, it was so shiny.’

‘Eggs. Outrageous. What else – did she look guilty? Afraid? Sly?’

‘Nervous. As if she’d dreaded the moment would come. She was typing a letter and I thought – she’s not long out of college. When she saw me, her hands froze⁠—’

‘What, like mine?’ Ambrose held up his hands, displaying his pale artist’s fingers.

‘Ha ha. No, in shock. She had nice nails. Oh, and a ring. With a stone that was almost see-through. Agate, quartz or something.’

‘Which finger?’

When Betony wiggled the fourth finger of her left hand, Mrs Kesgrave turned to Jess. ‘Are women civil servants permitted to wear costume jewellery?’

Jess didn’t think it was banned exactly. ‘But anything that could catch on typewriter keys or desk-edges is discouraged. Lord Styles’ private secretary might get away with it.’

‘Private secretary,’ echoed Mrs Kesgrave and looked at the phone. ‘May I?’

Betony handed her the receiver. A moment later, Mrs Kesgrave was asking the operator to put her through to the Ministry of Supply.

When she asked for Lord Styles’ office, Betony’s unease became panic. She shook her head, mouthing, ‘Don’t!’

Mrs Kesgrave mouthed back, ‘Trust me.’

The call was placed and Mrs Kesgrave said, ‘Miss Matthias? Good afternoon, I’m Gloria Kitchener of Pardiggle, Murdstone and Copperfield Solicitors, acting for Miss Betony Styles in a matter concerning her inheritance. I desire a private word with Lord Styles.’

A pause.

‘You think he won’t wish to speak with me, Miss Matthias? Or have I made a mistake and it is Mrs Matthias?’

Another pause, after which Mrs Kesgrave adopted a tone of regret.

‘If Lord Styles really isn’t available, would you kindly pass on a message? Tell him, his daughter is still awaiting the funds owed and will expect them by the end of today, delivered to fifty-four Farm Street, Mayfair. Did you write that down? Thank you, Mrs Matthias, you are most obliging.’ She put the phone down. ‘What?’ she asked. ‘What isn’t clear?’

‘All of it,’ said Betony. ‘What were you doing?’

‘Practising my craft. I do, after all, appear to have a calling for adultery.’ Mrs Kesgrave’s smile was brief and unsentimental. ‘When a young woman flouts rules and wears a chunky dress ring on the fourth finger of her left hand, you can assume she’s disguising the pale imprint of a plainer gold band. I’d say there is a Mr Matthias whom your father will wish to keep at arm’s length.’ She glanced at the clock Betony had wound that morning. ‘Twenty minutes to one. Let’s see if Lord Styles understands the message, and whether your money arrives.’

No one argued. They finished their lunch and got back to work, as if released from a kind of bondage. For the next several hours, the telephone line was rarely at rest. Empty spaces in the Christmas issue were filled with free advertisements, copy and artwork deliveries agreed, promises made and goodwill scattered like seed. Seed that might sprout green shoots in spring.

At three, as Betony drew down the blackouts, she saw a taxi pulling up.

A man in a bowler hat and greatcoat got out and crossed to their door.

She hurried down, braced against her father’s rage and spite. However, it was not Lord Styles on the step.

A man of indeterminate age – a stranger – inquired her name before handing her an envelope. ‘I must ask for your signature as proof of receipt, miss.’

Betony signed a ministry chit, using the door of No. 54 for a surface. She opened the letter as she walked back upstairs, pulling out a flimsy slip of paper.

It was a cheque drawn on Lord Styles’ personal account. Pay Miss B. D. Styles one thousand pounds.

‘He’s released it all,’ she breathed.

Betony wasn’t sure whether she wanted to laugh, or to be very scared at how easily her world had shifted.
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GRACE


In her nursing career, now entering its third year, Grace had met matrons and senior sisters who could chill the blood with a mere glance. Authority wasn’t her favourite thing: the Whelans tended to crash against it and it was with a racing pulse that she knocked on Matron’s door.

‘Come.’

Grace found Matron by her bookcase, a volume in her hands. Recognising Grace, she said, ‘Oh, Nurse Whelan, perhaps you can help. Our Mr Tinsley insists he’s got something called “lemonitis”, but I can’t see it in the nursing dictionary.’

Matron was Irish, with a strong Galway accent. In all their encounters since she’d started working here, Grace had found her to be kind and fair. So long as you attended Mass twice a week, were clean in your person and efficient in your work, you were in her good books.

‘He means laminitis, Matron. It’s a painful foot condition of horses. What some folk would call founder.’

‘He thinks he’s a horse now?’

‘Mr Tinsley used to keep a livery yard, so that’ll be why. He wanders in his mind.’

Matron snapped the book shut. ‘Is he in pain, are his feet in good shape?’

‘I’m afraid not,’ Grace said. ‘He has diabetes and ulceration in the lower legs, so we keep them well bound.’

‘No point calling in the vet, then.’

‘I’d say not yet, Matron.’

Matron invited Grace to be seated and asked what this was about. ‘You’re not leaving us, I hope. You’re one of the good ones, and your kind are gobbled up by the hospitals the minute we’ve trained you.’

Sitting down at a desk cluttered with files, Grace reminded Matron that she’d never taken her final exam. To nurse in a hospital, she’d have to start again at square one, a student lodging in a nursing block. Frankly, she’d rather go down a pit. ‘It’s not about work, Matron. I’m getting married.’

‘Married?’ Matron made a prayer shape with her hands. ‘Bless you, are you so? And who is the lucky gentleman?’

Flight Lieutenant Owen Henderson.

‘Ah, the RAF boy who was calling for you here. You made up, then. Bless you both. And where have they sent him – not far, I hope?’

Grace took a moment. None of her colleagues at The Gables knew Owen was missing, his Spitfire last seen out over the North Sea, under enemy attack. ‘He’s based at Catterick,’ she said, then quickly changed the subject. ‘We’ve set a date for the twenty-first of December. I’ve booked the register office⁠—’

‘Not your church?’ Matron stared. ‘Aren’t you living close by Farm Street… the Church of the Immaculate Conception is on your doorstep.’

Grace needed no telling and she’d expected this reaction. ‘My fiancé is Church of England,’ she said calmly. ‘And because he’s away, we can’t read the banns. I’m getting a special licence and the register office on Hanover Square serves us best.’

‘But you could have a blessing at Immaculate Conception afterwards?’

‘We could.’

Actually, why not? If Owen came back, ready to forgive, she’d accept a blessing at a Masonic temple, if he asked it of her. Not that he would… he was the last person on earth to join a secret society. She was wool-gathering, like poor old Mr Tinsley. ‘What I’m asking, Matron, is, might I book the Friday to Monday as leave? I’d be back on Christmas Eve, and work through as long as you want. Just those few days.’

Matron’s eyes softened. ‘A little honeymoon? Why not. I’ll consult with other staff, juggle the shifts, but between the two of us, you may start planning. An RAF officer. Aren’t you the lucky one?’ It was said without envy, though a sigh expressed a world of romantic longing.

The lucky one, right? Matron hadn’t witnessed Primrose Henderson’s reaction when Grace had repeated the message she had sent to Owen. If Primrose had shouted, Grace could have borne it. If she’d struck her, Grace would have understood. Instead, there had been the slow, dreadful unravelling. Disbelief, sorrow, then grief for a son betrayed.

They had parted without reconciliation, but with a pact: no surrender of hope. A wedding would be planned and if the groom were not there on the day… They would stand on the steps at Hanover Square and weep.

After that, they would walk away from each other, into their separate worlds and try to rebuild.

That evening, after her shift, Grace met Jess at the corner of Malet Street and they trudged on together. Neither said much. Grace’s error, her terrible overreaction, and the guilt she lived with was all out in the open. It said much about her friends that they had not stormed in with judgements. They cared and were held together by a single goal: to get her married. Hang reality. They were her bridal party, and the fact that Betony’s magazine would follow her progress and make her a heroine in print offered a useful framework.

They could pretend it was business, not pity.

She and Jess swapped anecdotes about their working day, until, waiting for a bus on Oxford Street, Grace said, ‘I wrote to my sister on Sunday, asking her to be my matron of honour, but I think she’s angry with me still. Mind you, she has her hands full.’

‘Of course – three little boys all on her own.’ As their bus drew up, Jess shouldered the satchel she always carried, which held everything she needed for the day, and things for unexpected night shifts. The bus was crowded and they climbed to the top deck, gripping seat backs as it jerked away.

‘I want them all there on the day,’ Grace said as they squeezed in at the back. ‘I need some family around me, the bit I’ve got left.’

‘Of course you do. And those little boys – we’ll have to find them bow ties.’

‘Because they’ll look sweet in Betony’s magazine?’

‘That too,’ Jess said. ‘But mostly for them. It’ll be a day they remember – Auntie Grace’s wedding – something to shine out when the war is long over.’

‘I hope to God they remember it for the right reasons.’ Grace looked away, conscious of breaking her pact with Owen’s mother. No defeatist thoughts. Heart high. ‘I’d love your help with invitations,’ she said. ‘You and Mrs Kesgrave have the nicest writing of any of us. I’m going to ask you all to be my bridesmaids. Would Mrs K mind being one of those, d’you think?’

Jess considered it. ‘I think she’ll like to be asked, which is the main thing. If she says no, it won’t be a rebuff. So long as you understand.’

Grace nodded. ‘I’d really like her as matron of honour, but Immie will be apoplectic if I ask someone else as well.’

‘Have you decided who else to invite?’

‘Sort of. One or two staff at work and all of Mrs Henderson’s lodgers. There’ll be some family of hers too, folk I’ve never heard of.’ Grace thought of Beverly Armstrong’s daughter, the young woman in the photograph. Owen’s half-sister. That might be an invitation too far. ‘I know who I don’t want to ask.’

‘Your brother Cormac.’

The name dropped like a tin of nails, though that wasn’t who Grace had meant. She assured Jess that there was little chance of her brother darkening her big day. ‘I was worried he’d find a way, but prisoners don’t get day-passes for weddings. I’ll send him a piece of cake after.’

‘Don’t you think it would help if you went to see him?’

‘After everything he’s done, to me, you, to Charlotte?’

‘I don’t mean for his sake, Grace, but yours. Tell me I’m wrong, but I can’t help feeling that your reaction over Owen had its roots in your relationship with your brother.’

Grace looked away and the conversation faltered.

At the door of Ventnor House, they ran into WVS ladies carrying out boxes. A vintage WW1 ambulance, converted into a mobile emergency vehicle, was parked outside. One of the women said briskly, ‘There’s a letter for one of you, on the shelf in Lady Ventnor’s drawing room.’

It reminded Grace who she categorically did not want at her wedding. Owen’s aunt. A woman with so much spite in her soul, she could have bottled it for the war effort.

The letter was for Grace, the writing on the front of it Immie’s. It had been delayed by the Censor, opened and resealed.

‘Your handiwork?’ she asked Jess, who shook her head.

‘That’s not my stamp number. 955… that’s one of the male clerks. They’re outnumbered by us women and huddle at the back of the room. I’ll leave you in peace and get dinner started.’ It was Grace’s turn tonight, but Jess always offered help.

Perching on a sofa edge, Grace tore off the censor’s tape and took out a piece of card cut from the back of something else.

Dear Grace, how are you doing? Thank you for your exciting news. Yes, I’ll come to the wedding and bring the brats, but I’m not sure about being matron of anything. I’d feel as though I ought to be wearing a liberty bodice and a hairpiece. I’ll do it if you really want, but I’m not all that bothered, to be honest.

You did go to see Cormac, didn’t you? I haven’t been able to lately, but he ought to know his sister is getting married, don’t you think? His trial is on the nineteenth, if they haven’t changed the date, so a bit of family news might cheer him up. Get yourself over, it’s closer for you than me.

Do you want to borrow my wedding dress? Only worn once, after all. It would suit you as well as it did me.

Yrs, Immie.

P.S. Liam sends a kiss. Vincent and Matthew are too old for that now, sorry.

The offer of the dress was welcome. Apple-green taffeta with princess sleeves of see-through tulle. It might need a bit of letting out on the bosom, but Jess would help with that.

Course, she must consult with Betony, editor-in-chief of everything for the foreseeable.

Walking through to the kitchen, her pleasure at the offer of a dress drained away. Cormac’s shadow had fallen.

You really owe him a visit.

No, she did not, but perhaps Jess had homed in on the truth, and she owed it to herself to pay a call at Pentonville.

Having made up her mind, she telephoned the prison and was told she could come the following afternoon.
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Thursday 5 December

Grace saw the grey walls minutes before the bus drew up on Caledonian Road. She had walked past the prison many times in the past without ever imagining she’d one day be going inside.

Stepping off the bus, she quickly realised she was part of a group heading for the same place. Tired-looking women with baskets, all turning the same way with their eyes down. After a brisk trudge, she gave her name at a gate. She was checked off on a clipboard before being led across a yard, then through a sequence of doors that slammed behind her. It was as cold inside as out, painted bricks beaded with damp.

Muffled sounds of men shouting and tin mugs clashing against bars was what she’d expected. The air smelled of Jeyes Fluid and mice. By the time she was shown into the visiting room, she wanted to retch.

She was pointed towards a small table with a chair either side, each table five feet from the next.

When Cormac was brought in, he looked thinner than she remembered. Diminished. A prison uniform added to the effect: grey serge, the jacket without lapels, the trousers a size too big.

For all that, he was smiling and his last words to her, as the police closed in to arrest him, came back with sickening clarity: ‘I don’t forget and one day, I’ll be out.’

Grace didn’t doubt either remark. But Mrs Kesgrave, who knew several solicitors and barristers professionally, had made discreet enquiries on her behalf – facts Grace clung to now. With the charges Cormac was facing – black-market offences, falsifying his identity to avoid military service – a custodial sentence was inevitable. Even on a first conviction, he could be looking at three to five years. More, if the judge chose to make an example of him.

He pulled out his chair with a swagger. ‘Well, well. A sister, and not the one I expected. How’s Immie?’

‘I don’t know exactly; we don’t get to see each other.’

‘Why’s that, then?’

Because she worked a six-day week, Grace said, and Immie had moved back to her marital home south of the river.

‘That’s a shame,’ Cormac said, folding his hands on the table in front of him. A gesture of control. ‘Families ought to stay together, times like this. What’s this about you getting married?’

He already knew, then. ‘Did Immie write and tell you?’

He leaned forward. ‘Could you not have put pen to paper yourself, Grace?’

A warder barked, ‘You – sit back.’

Grace snatched the moment to compose herself and change the subject. ‘I hear your trial’s in a couple of weeks.’

‘Two weeks, counting the days. It’s at the Old Bailey.’ He sounded proud.

Grace knew then that she shouldn’t have come. Why seek fresh proof that she was still afraid of this brother? He’d hit her numerous times, had held a razor blade to Jess’s throat. Had kept Charlotte in his thrall and so frightened, she’d run from him like a starved dog.

‘Who’s the lucky fellow, Gracie?’

‘Owen.’ No point lying, since, according to Immie, he knew anyway. ‘My fiancé – the one in the RAF.’

‘Oh… the Ventnor House lad. Well done you. Six months from now, you’ll be tucked up in a nice villa somewhere leafy, a maid answering the telephone for you.’

‘Don’t be daft. I’ll still be working six shifts a week and volunteering at the ARP post. There’s a war on, or don’t you hear it behind these walls?’

His smile shifted, becoming harder. ‘We hear, and you know what? When there’s an air raid, we’re locked in our cells. No reinforced shelter for us. If a bomb hits, the screws get out and so do the rats, but we’re left to burn.’

The thought was so horrible, it forced words she hadn’t meant to say. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Are you? So am I.’ The smile jumped back, the eyes above blue as gemstones. ‘Who’s giving you away, then?’

‘Giving me – oh, you mean at the wedding.’ She gave a brittle, unconvincing shrug. ‘I haven’t even thought about it.’

‘You have to. You can’t walk down the aisle on your own.’

There’d be no aisle, she told him. It was to be a register office wedding.

‘What? Mam would turn in her grave. So would Dad. Why not in church? Or don’t tell me, you and Pilot-boy have already⁠—’

She cut him off. ‘Owen’s not Catholic and I doubt Mam would mind, not really. She’d cry a bit, I suppose. Dad only went to Mass when she dragged him. Don’t you make a thing about it, Cormac. All that matters is that Owen and I—’ Her voice forsook her. She made herself breathe slowly. No weakness in front of this brother.

She dug a hand into her coat pocket, remembering she’d brought him some chocolate.

The warder pounced. ‘That should have been taken off you at the gate, miss.’

She burbled apologies. ‘It’s only a small bar. Check it if you like.’

‘We will, miss, don’t you worry.’

‘Sorry,’ she said again, when she and Cormac were left alone. ‘That wasn’t clever.’

‘No. This is prison, Grace. It’s what they do. You didn’t answer my question. Who’s giving you away?’

A bell clanged. Five minutes left of visiting time. He wasn’t going to let her go without saying. ‘I… I thought I’d ask Dr Marek.’ She explained – a Polish Jewish doctor, a refugee living with Owen’s mother.

‘A foreigner?’ Cormac’s mouth locked into a sneer.

‘He’s a good man and he knows Owen.’ Grace added, reassuring herself, ‘It’s a good choice.’

Cormac shook his head. ‘I should be doing it, and you know that.’

‘How, from here?’

Cormac glanced at the warder. ‘I might get off, if I get a soft judge.’ Clenching his hands like a penitent, he whined in a cringing voice, ‘Bless me if I ain’t learned my lesson, m’lud, and respectfully ask the court for leniency. One day, to see my little sister wed.’

Grace shook her head in revulsion.

Cormac twisted to lean closer without seeming to and whispered, ‘How’s Charlotte?’

This was why she should never have come.

He smiled thinly. ‘Still writing and drinking in the world through dark, tragic eyes? Grasping splinters of glass so she can learn what pain feels like?’

If that was the Charlotte he’d known, she was a stranger to Grace.

‘I’ve no idea,’ she muttered. ‘I never see her.’

‘But you know where she lives?’

She shook her head. ‘Not a clue.’

‘Her sister will know.’

‘Cormac, stop it. It’s over. She’s the past.’

The bell went. Cormac stood before Grace did.

‘I’m your best man, sis. Don’t you dare ask some snivelling doctor. Go to my place, find my best suit, get it cleaned.’

Other prisoners were filing out, wives and mothers heading for a different door. Grace wanted only to go with them, but she’d come to lay a demon to rest. There was one thing she’d wanted to know for a long time and never had the courage to ask.

Now or never.

‘Tell me, Cormac, the day of my final nursing exam, you brought your friend Frankie O’Halloran to the door. He was bleeding half to death from a stab to his thigh.’

Cormac nodded. ‘You patched him up a treat.’

‘I got drenched in blood. I missed my bus, and the exam. The one I’d trained for. They wouldn’t let me sit it another time, so I never qualified as an SRN. It stole my career, and I want to know, was it bad timing…’ She faltered, to check that she really, really wanted to know. ‘Or deliberate?’

‘What – deliberate that Frankie got a knife in the leg in the early hours?’

She was expecting some impossible-to-follow riddle, or for shrugs and evasion. When he said, ‘Yes, deliberate,’ she gasped.

‘You’re saying⁠—’

‘I put the blade in. He was being a silly bastard, the way Frankie is when he’s had a drink. We were driving back from a… from an event that went bad on us.’

A job, he meant. A robbery.

‘I had a knife and I gave him a little tickle with it. Then another. Then we came over to you, to test out your nursing skills.’

‘You knew I had my finals that day.’

Cormac smiled, taking her measure. ‘Course I knew. Mam couldn’t talk about anything else. “Our Grace, God love her, about to graduate as a nurse with a silver pin and a golden halo. Just one last test and, Cormac, you mustn’t upset her, promise me you won’t.”’

‘You did it because she asked you not to?’

‘You know why, Grace. My chances were taken, so why should you have yours? I could have gone to a good school, like you. Only, there was no money for me. No scholarship.’ He jabbed himself in the chest. ‘Cormac Whelan, factory fodder.’

‘It’s why I don’t trust any man,’ she said, pierced with sadness for him, for herself. For the whole Whelan brood, singled out for misfortune from the outset. ‘It’s why I always believe the worst of you all.’ If only she’d come when Immie first wrote, had asked her question then. She might not have tarred Owen with the same brush.

On Caledonian Road, shivering in a bitter wind, Grace told herself that these feelings were nothing new. Cormac had found her weak spot and put the blade in. She shouldn’t be frightened of him. He was behind walls, and by the day of her wedding, his trial would be over.

She went to her bus stop, joining the back of a long queue.

What if her brother got his wish and landed a soft judge – one who believed a man could mend his ways? Cormac never let an insult pass. If he got out, she wasn’t safe. As for Jess, she’d felt the kiss of his razor blade once, and next time it might not stop at a trickle of blood. Grace sent up a prayer. Make it five years. Make it six, seven – ten. Keep him locked up for as long as the law allows.
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BETONY


As Grace waited at the stop on Caledonian Road, Betony stared from a different bus window at the freight yards and brickworks of Elephant and Castle. Her destination was Camberwell Green, which sounded delightfully rustic and was anything but. She was on her way to a paper warehouse whose managing director had readily agreed to see her – after she let slip whose daughter she was.

In three days, the December issue of Practical Modes would roll off the presses. Leastways, it would if she could source enough paper for a run of sixty thousand copies.

Sixty thousand.

The number alone was terrifying.

As her bus rumbled past an iron foundry whose chimney rim glowed orange, she ran through the print specification under her breath: ‘Twelve pages. Pages one and twelve in colour, black and red. Internal pages monochrome. Saddle stitched, wire stapled, folded and trimmed. Two presses running through Sunday afternoon, overnight into Monday morning.’

She had secured that overnight slot at the Crown & Parish Print Works in Camberwell with a single telephone call. ‘Good afternoon, Miss Styles wishing to speak with your production manager. I’m calling at the recommendation of my father, Lord Styles from the Ministry of Supply.’

Heaven help her if he ever found out.

She was using her lunch hour and willing the wheels beneath her to turn faster.

‘St Giles,’ the conductress shouted down the bus. ‘Alight here for the hospital.’

Betony got out and checked her directions. Go past the hospital, look for the railings of Brunswick Park, the paper warehouse is on the other side of the street.

At just shy of half past one, she was conducted by a foreman into a cavernous space lined with deep shelving. Rolls of paper of differing grades were stacked almost to the ceiling. Her eyes blurred. How was she supposed to choose?

She was asked what quantity she was looking for. Her answer drew a slight gulp.

‘Then we’re talking tonnage, miss, not sheets.’ Her guide led her to the far end and flipped the edge of a bolt of yellowish paper. He invited Betony to feel it.

Thin, rough to the touch.

‘This is second rate, I won’t lie,’ he told her. ‘Can’t be used for prestige work – no offence – but at such short notice…’

‘So long as it’s printable and the colour won’t bleed.’ Betony had learned some terminology from the manager of the printworks she was using.

‘So long as they’re careful,’ her man said now, ‘and it doesn’t rain between now and Sunday.’

‘It won’t be left outside.’

‘Humidity, miss. Makes a big difference on the rollers. We can supply as much of this as you need.’

‘I think we have a deal.’ Saying it was like a punch in the ribs. What if she was buying the worst stock at the highest price? Being a fool of a woman. There wasn’t much choice, of course. And there was even less time. ‘Yes, we have a deal.’

The floor manager then lobbed a hand-grenade, asking to see proof of her official allocation. ‘We can’t release stock without a signed docket.’

Now the sensation was dismay and burgeoning panic. Sybil had railed against this very situation, but Betony had somehow assumed that, with money to pay up front, all would be smoothed over. Nothing for it…

‘Lord Styles’ office is still processing the document.’ She hoped the break in her voice wasn’t obvious. ‘I can send it on.’

The man scratched his head under his flat cap. ‘Not sure I can go ahead without, I’m afraid.’

Not sure was one up from ‘I’m certain’. From her bag, she drew a wallet of emergency cheques issued yesterday by Lloyds Bank. She allowed herself a moment to gaze at the name printed there: Miss B. D. Styles, Practical Modes.

‘I can pay today,’ she said, ‘and as for my credentials…’ She displayed her National Registration Card. Her mother had filled in the form for her, including her title. The Hon. Miss Betony Dorothea Styles.

The foreman inclined his head in something like a bow and said, ‘Right you are, miss. Next time, bring the docket. I’ll have the paper cut for you, and we’ll deliver – for when?’

‘Sunday morning, latest. The print run is scheduled for the afternoon. Delivery to the Crown & Parish works.’

‘Our neighbours,’ he said. ‘We can nip it over by horse and cart.’

In the manager’s office, she wrote her third ever cheque, signing her name with deliberation. Her first had gone to the typesetter; the second had been written out to the printers.

With Jess’s help – burning midnight oil on Farm Street, two typewriters battling in different rhythms – the final Christmas copy had been written, including a letter from the new editor.

Betty Styles.

Ambrose had pasted up the advertisers’ artwork. The magazine was being typeset right now: she’d collect the proofs on her way back. During tonight’s fire watching at Firbank Sisters, she’d read them through. Tomorrow, she’d return any corrections and the plates would be made. After that, there was no way back.

She got back to work almost fifty minutes late, but nobody noticed. There had been an emergency in the sewing hall: a young woman going into early labour, who hadn’t even known she was pregnant.

Poor thing, Betony thought, hurrying back to the rag room. Only as she sat down beside Daisy and passed her a bag of roasted chestnuts bought outside the Tube station did she remember that tomorrow, Winter was arriving. Having heard nothing for days, she’d assumed he’d decided to cancel. His call last night had been as much a shock as a pleasure.

Was it even a pleasure? She was desperate to see him, and terrified he’d realise it.

In London, he’d see more bomb sites than when he’d left. Fewer goods in the shops, streets stripped of autumn colour. And he would see her. Not the girl who had walked arm in arm with him through the early Blitz, light-hearted and admired. Not even the woman who had visited him at RAF Wittering. Betty Styles, editor-in-chief, staff writer and head bottle-washer at Practical Modes.

When he’d said he’d be with her around six, and could she give him supper at Ventnor House, she’d panicked. Despite her good intentions, she’d not yet told her housemates about her job in the rag-room. If Winter passed some casual comment, such as, ‘How’s the modelling?’ she’d either have to lie wholesale or make a grand confession. ‘Let’s go out,’ she’d said. ‘The Café de Paris is still open… I’ll meet you there.’

Better he should see the old Betony first before being introduced to the new one.
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JESS


It was nine o’clock, too early for bed, too late to do anything useful like sew on a button or wash her hair. Since supper, Jess had been helping Grace and Mrs Kesgrave write wedding invitation cards. Twelve would go to Primrose Henderson, for her use. A further twenty-two had names attached. For Betony, Jess and herself. One for Grace’s sister, Imelda, and one each for Grace’s little nephews. One for Rafe and one for Betony’s friend Winter.

A card for Sir Gideon and Lady Ventnor.

‘You have to, Grace,’ Mrs Kesgrave had insisted. ‘And making it last minute will seem like rudeness. Chin up. Since they’re in Devon, what’s the likelihood of them actually coming?’

Three nursing friends of Grace were on the list, but she’d decided that was enough. ‘Because we can’t feed the five thousand.’

‘Just one more,’ Jess begged, stumbling over the name.

‘You’re serious?’ Grace stared, then shrugged. ‘All right. I suppose he’ll lend solemnity to the proceedings.’ After Mrs Kesgrave had written the name in sweeping italic, Grace passed it to Jess. ‘You can deliver it in person, find out how he’s doing.’

The talk then turned to the wedding breakfast. Could anyone buy a large boiling ham these days? How to get hold of enough dried fruit to attempt a cake.

Jess excused herself and wandered into the drawing room, but, reluctant to light the fire just for herself, she put her coat on and went into the library instead. With its small window overlooking the garden, the blackout was always in place and there was an electric fire.

She turned on a lamp with a green shade and lit a candle, which she used as she moved shelf to shelf, reading the spines of the books. Sir Gideon was a dear man – he had marshalled her rescue after the bomb on Hill Street – but his book collection suggested he saw war in a rather masculine light. So many biographies of great warriors – Wellington, Napoleon, Alexander, Hannibal. For her, war was human and physical. A drumming pulse when the siren went, crawling skin when the bombs whistled down. She pressed a hand to her stomach… feeling sick because, for her, war was her man out on the ocean, a cyanide pill in his pocket.

She found what she was looking for, a map of Europe bound in a single volume. At the table, she positioned the lamp and leafed through until she found a page depicting the eastern edge of Britain and the long, bitten coastline of Scandinavia. The space between was the North Sea.

She traced a finger from ports she knew – Harwich, Grimsby, Lowestoft. She drew invisible lines east towards Scandinavia.

On their last evening, when Rafe had been drifting into sleep, she’d asked, ‘Where are you going? Really going?’

‘Fishing,’ he’d said, breathing the word against her hair.

Fishing for what? She imagined salt spray, keening winds and the giddy troughs between waves. Both Denmark and Norway were Nazi-occupied. German submarines were said to shelter in the fjords and deep harbours.

Closing the map, she sat down and rested her head between her hands. Rafe’s ‘fishing trip’ would not bring him home with a bulging catch and a story. But what, exactly, was he doing?

Not knowing was pulling her apart.

She had to know more. The bare bones would be enough and there was one person who could provide them. In the glow of the lamp, she stared at the invitation Mrs Kesgrave had written out for her.

Flight Lieutenant Owen Henderson, RAF, and Miss Grace Whelan

request the pleasure of the company of

Commander Frederick Taverner, RN

at their marriage

on Saturday 21 December 1940, at eleven o’clock

Hanover Square Register Office

As Grace had suggested, she’d deliver the card in person and ask Frederick how he was recovering from being caught in the blast at Sloane Square. He’d glare at her and try to keep her on the threshold. She would drop hints for a cup of tea and perhaps follow him into the kitchen, asking idly if he’d heard from Rafe. And then, she would gently attack his vulnerable side.

Who was she kidding? Frederick Taverner didn’t have the kind of weakness a woman could exploit. Even if he did, she was hardly the one to do it. She’d ask him straight.

He would tell her to stop being an idiot. ‘It’s classified. Even I don’t know.’

But she knew he did. That last night, after he came back from the long walk to give her and Rafe a last hour together, she’d heard him mutter, ‘Picked up a weather report from the Admiralty. Seas rising off Norway. U-boats penned up for now.’

Realising she was still there, he’d fallen silent.
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Friday 6 December

Jess had worked late, volunteering for three extra hours, and it was almost 10 p.m. when she turned into Tufton Street on her way to see Rafe’s brother. Everywhere was dark in London, but this street had a uniquely Stygian character. Designed that way, one might suppose, for residents whose work was clandestine and solitary.

Last night, she’d slept badly and thirteen hours straight at Senate House had a way of compressing both the spine and the spirits.

Her stomach felt hollow, empty and overfull at once, which she blamed on canteen food. Rice pudding cooked to stodge, cut into squares, served cold.

She walked as fast as she dared in the darkness, the invitation in her coat pocket, her breath making little ghosts in the air.

The porter at Westerfield Court recognised her and rang Frederick Taverner’s flat without asking for confirmation. There was no answer, but the commander was in, he said. ‘Likely the door’s off the latch, since we’ve had messengers in and out all evening. Never off work, even when he’s home.’

Jess climbed the stairs. She could hear wireless music through the walls and pictured other residents relaxing on their sofas, listening to the Big Band Hour.

The porter was right – Frederick’s door was off the latch. Jess found him in his sitting room. He was standing at a sideboard, bent slightly forward, one sleeve of a thick cable-knit jumper hanging loose. A roll of brown paper was on the floor at his feet, along with a ball of string.

He was swearing under his breath, precise, controlled oaths that suggested long practice. When Jess cleared her throat, he stiffened but still didn’t turn. ‘If it’s news of seas and wind speeds off the Trondheim sector,’ he said, ‘I’m listening. Anything else, keep it to yourself and help me tie this sodding parcel.’

Jess wondered if she ought to quietly sidestep out, but she left it too late and he turned around. For a fraction of a second, something crossed his face – surprise, embarrassment – before the familiar iron shutters fell back into place.

He was undeniably handsome: tall and well made, dark-haired, hazel-eyed, his wind-roughened skin giving him a severity that suited the seafarer’s jumper. Yet his emotions were held so firmly in check, it was hard to imagine him ever laughing freely. It was the composure of a man who had survived more than he wanted to remember.

Even so, she wasn’t about to apologise. Nobody made him leave his door open. ‘Me, yes. I came because⁠—’

‘I shan’t tell you anything,’ he said briskly. ‘I have no news and know nothing.’

‘Please stop lying to me, Commander Taverner. If you won’t tell me, fine. But don’t treat me as a fool – though I know you think I am.’

‘I don’t,’ he said at once. ‘What makes you say that?’ He seemed genuinely taken aback.

‘What makes me think it? Your every expression,’ she answered. ‘Your tone of voice. Your heavy reliance on sarcasm. The way you roll your eyes whenever I speak.’

There was a pause. Then he sighed, and said, ‘Bad habit and I’m aware you aren’t a fool. I’ve heard good things about you.’

She blinked. ‘Who from?’

‘Your superiors at Censorship. Someone is thinking of putting you forward for Intelligence work. They don’t do that lightly, Miss Gresham.’

‘Jess,’ she said automatically. ‘Call me Jess, and does that mean you’ve been checking up on me?’

‘Naturally. You’re involved with my brother. Course I would check you out.’

‘Then you accept that Rafe and I are a fixture?’

‘He appears to think so.’ The way he said it gave neither endorsement nor encouragement. This man must be a nightmare to work with, she thought.

‘As we’re on the brink of being family, I won’t call you Commander anymore.’

His mouth twitched, not quite a smile. ‘What will you call me?’

‘Frederick. Or Fred, if you annoy me.’

‘Very well. Jess. Remind me why you’ve come.’

She took a breath. ‘Rafe and I had a last conversation. As you know, he tried to leave without seeing me, because he couldn’t face the goodbyes.’

‘Couldn’t face your questions,’ Frederick countered.

She ignored it. ‘We agreed, if he comes back⁠—’

‘You’re going to marry,’ he said. ‘It’s hardly a cliffhanger.’

‘Do you mind?’

He shrugged. ‘Why should I? I happen to think marrying in wartime is for idiots, but you’re both over twenty-one.’

‘I’m not,’ she said. ‘I’m nineteen. Twenty in four days’ time.’

That gave him pause. Leaning across his sideboard, he lifted a decanter with one hand and poured whisky into two glasses, steadily and without any rattle of glass. Clearly, he was better at whisky than parcels.

He handed her a drink. ‘Happy birthday for Tuesday.’

They tipped glasses. She took a sip. The whisky burned, tasting odd on her tongue.

‘Your parcel,’ she said, nodding at a box in a nest of crumpled brown paper. ‘It looks important.’

‘It is.’ He followed her glance. ‘It’s for my great-aunt Beatrice. She owns the house in Colman Street where you met Rafe, I think. She’s in a nursing home now and won’t care whether I send her a knitted bonnet or a tea cosy for Christmas. But she’s a dear old thing. We used to stay with her, as boys. Happy times.’

It was the longest, softest, speech she’d ever heard from him.

He tried again with the string, bracing the parcel against his hip. It slipped. He swore.

Without thinking, Jess stepped forward and took the loose end, looping it and holding the paper steady while he tied the knot.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

‘Thank you,’ he said at last. ‘I don’t usually have visitors who stay and help.’

‘Just a stream of messengers from the Admiralty building.’ She stepped back. ‘Please tell me what you meant by the Trondheim sector.’

‘No.’ The shutters came down again. Hardly a blink.

‘Then listen to what I think it means.’ Uninvited, she sat down on the sofa.

Muttering, Frederick sat in his armchair and waited.

‘German U-boats use Trondheim as a base to move across the North Sea,’ Jess said. ‘It’s their corridor into the Atlantic. They go back for resupply and maintenance, but at the moment, they’re kept in dock by heavy seas. Once they’re out, moving in packs under the surface, the weather doesn’t matter, does it? They can torpedo any ship in their sights. We’ve lost so many… It’s vital to know where they are. How many and what class. A Navy vessel heading out to spy on them would be spotted at once. But a fishing trawler⁠—’

‘Careful, Jess.’ Frederick’s eyes fixed on her, warning.

‘A fishing trawler wouldn’t draw a second glance,’ Jess went on. ‘It would be lost among a hundred others the same. German shipping, their patrol boats – even their aircraft – would see only a rusty rig and a slow wake. A trawler could linger where a naval ship couldn’t. It could edge close to land… even venture into a fjord.’

She chose her next words cautiously.

‘I can imagine a seasoned crew on board, and perhaps one extra man – Royal Navy. Someone trained in signals and wireless work, who understands Morse and has taken a fast course in German. Such a man might intercept German transmissions. He might learn if U-boats were penned up, ready to move. God willing, he’d come home with a hold-full of mackerel and a head full of vital information.’

The silence that followed was loaded, edged with danger. She had spoken things she shouldn’t even have thought.

‘Cod and haddock,’ Frederick said.

She looked at him, caught off balance. ‘What?’

‘Wrong season for mackerel.’

So, he hadn’t contradicted her.

Their eyes met properly.

He rose and came to sit beside her on the sofa, close enough to grip her shoulder with his one living hand. Frederick did not wear his strength lightly as Rafe did. He was a man settled into his maturity.

For all that, she saw the likeness to Rafe clearly: the same green-brown, gold-flecked gaze. But where Rafe’s held warmth, Frederick’s held something harder – hunger, sadness and an anger that was not for her. When she began to speak, he put a finger to her lips.

His touch – the shock of it – brought a momentary, electrifying stillness.

‘Tell me, please tell me, that you have not been talking to anyone. All this is your thinking, yours alone.’

‘Mine alone,’ she assured him. ‘And his. Rafe slipped up after we… after we said our goodbyes.’

‘Did he.’ It was said with a deeply sardonic lift of the mouth.

‘And you slipped up too. I overheard you. I was in his room, lacing up my shoes.’

She spoke with clarity and no blush. Did this man know how she and Rafe had passed their remaining time when he’d gone out into the fog?

Perhaps, or perhaps not from the flinch that passed over his expression. A consciousness, unwelcome, swiftly rejected. ‘You heard me giving him a weather report for Norwegian waters.’

She nodded. ‘You said it bought him time. Does it buy him safety?’

Frederick shook his head. ‘I’ve had reports of heavy seas around that coast, and strong gales, so unless he got away early—’ He stopped.

She understood. Unless Rafe’s boat had completed its task and was sailing home, it was stuck in enemy territory. A crew of Englishmen, fishing illegally in Nazi-patrolled waters.

Without thinking, she lifted her glass to her lips. One inhalation of the smoky aroma and the blood drained from her head. The room tipped sideways and she was falling. Frederick caught her awkwardly, his arm firm around her.

‘Jess,’ he said urgently. ‘Jess, dear Jess.’

Her face bumped against his chest, the smell of wool and whisky. A darkness crept in at the edges of her vision.

‘I feel so dizzy,’ she whispered.

‘Lie down.’ He got up and scooped her legs up, laying them straight on the sofa. ‘I’ll fetch you some water.’

He let her rest a while, then took her home in a taxi – summoned without question by the porter. Frederick came with her, his arm around her, his jaw set.

‘You fainted,’ he said. ‘You went a very odd colour. “Parchment” describes it.’

‘I’m not used to drinking spirits. Oh, I almost forgot…’ She fumbled inside her pocket, then thrust Grace’s invitation at him.

He took it without comment. It was too dark in the taxi to read, anyway.

At the door of Ventnor House, he helped her out, formal and distant once more. He knocked on the door and it was Grace who let them in.

‘You’re the nurse, aren’t you?’ he said in his most abrupt way.

‘Guilty,’ Grace replied. ‘What have you done to her?’

‘Plied her with alcohol. I’m a fiend. Seriously, she needs to lie down and, if I’m not mistaken, she needs a chat with someone who won’t squawk in horror or tell tales.’

Jess snatched at his arm. ‘Frederick, you will tell me, the minute you know anything?’

Half out the door, he grunted that he would. ‘Now I know you were not simply lacing your shoes in my brother’s room, it makes his safe return rather more important than ever.’
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BETONY


There were two staircases leading down into the Café de Paris. At the age of seventeen, Betony had been sent on a finishing course. Not the full finishing school, but it had still left a lifetime’s worth of pointless rules engraved on her brain. When faced with divided stairs, she had been taught, unmarried girls should choose the left-hand flight. The right was for gentlemen and married women.

For married, read – socially confident, unchaperoned. Not to be stared at if they arrived alone.

Hitching up one side of her crimson Paquin gown, her black silk-gloved fingers resting on the rail, Betony took the right-hand staircase. She knew eyes were on her. She was back in her modelling days, hair swept back from her temples, uncurled because there wasn’t time for setting lotions or rollers. Mrs Kesgrave had twisted it into a low knot at the back of her neck with an antique jet comb to hold it. Over the forehead, a blonde flick was a concession to glamour. It had taken just minutes to create. Checking herself in the mirror before she left the house, Betony had approved. This new style was practical and grown-up.

Whether or not it rekindled Winter’s desire, she’d find out.

The band was nestled between the two staircases. No Snakehips Johnson tonight, but a different band. They sounded tight, swinging a version of ‘Begin the Beguine’.

Was Winter here already, or must she find a table for one…? Her fault as she’d insisted on meeting him in public. The place was packed with men in uniforms.

‘Betty?’

He moved towards her, unthreading himself from a knot of men in slate blue. As handsome as she remembered, but there were shadows under his eyes and a tension about his mouth as if he expected trouble. She knew at once that flirting with Winter Macpherson was no longer a harmless pastime.

This had to work, or it was over.

He reached out his hand, and she took it. Yes – a spark. She felt it. Had he?

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘I’ve got us a table.’

She was glad it was tucked discreetly to the side and only big enough for two. For the next few hours, he was hers alone. No WAAFs here with red lips and determined expressions.

Betony’s own lips were a quieter shade tonight: Tawny Port, crimson tempered with brown. When they were settled, she leaned in, intending to ask about his journey, but he was already signalling to a waiter.

‘I’ll try for champagne, Betty, but brace yourself for a vague vintage. I’m told it’s coming over in fishing boats from Brittany.’

‘If anyone’s making that much effort – risking that much – I’ll drink it with pleasure.’

‘Good to know.’ He looked pleased. Then, at last, he took her hands and kissed her knuckles. ‘How are you, sweetheart? Last time I held your hands, you were bleeding all over me. Scared the daylights out of me. Did you ever get to wear the wedding dress again?’

‘Wedding dress?’ She stared back at him, thinking of Grace, who was borrowing something in apple green from her sister. ‘I don’t know what⁠—’

‘You were modelling a parachute silk wedding dress. You made a spin and your foot caught in the hem.’

‘Oh, yes. Sorry. I tripped over a mirror.’

‘No.’ He laid her hands down but kept hold of them. ‘You went headfirst into the glass and put your hands out to stop yourself. It explained the cuts, the blood.’ Turning her hands, he massaged the undersides of her wrists through her gloves. ‘It doesn’t hurt so much now?’

‘The worst’s over.’

‘You must have scars.’ His eyes, light grey, dark-lashed, missing nothing.

‘I do. It’s why I’m still covering up.’ She knew she’d fouled up. Forgotten to rehearse her story. ‘Oh, here comes the champagne.’

He didn’t drop his gaze while their drinks were poured. Or when the ice bucket was placed on the cloth. ‘Why do you lie, Betty?’

‘Lie?’ Her throat jumped. ‘I don’t.’ She hoped he’d smile, shrug it off, but he continued to hold her gaze. He wasn’t letting her wriggle out of this. ‘Fine. What I do, sometimes, is make up a story for fun. Everyone laughs. Same old Betts, isn’t she a scream?’

The band played the last notes of ‘Begin the Beguine’, moving into a number with a heartbeat rhythm to draw couples onto the floor. Her own pulse was rising along with a panicky feeling that things had swung out of control.

Perhaps, if they danced, he’d stop looking at her like that. ‘Shall we?’ she asked.

‘What happened, Betty?’ He still held her hands.

Betony briefly closed her eyes. For days and days, she had kept the horror of Cavendish Square out of her mind. Only in sleep did it come back, unredacted. She didn’t want those sounds, sights or smells here at the Café, a place of laughter, music, and the ghost of her old self. ‘If I tell you,’ she said finally, because she knew he wasn’t going to give up, ‘will you promise to listen, and not ask questions.’

‘OK.’ He stretched the word out. Suspicious. Wary.

‘And most of all, don’t praise me. Not a word of hurrah. Swear it.’

‘Don’t praise you… all right.’ Clearly, he hadn’t the first idea what she meant. ‘Tell me.’

‘Let go of my hands first.’

‘So you can gesticulate as you invent a story?’

‘No, silly. I need a swig of champagne.’ She looked past him. The floor was full. ‘And to dance one dance first. You’re not to say a word till it’s over, but you can kiss me.’

‘Is that right.’

She rose, picked up her glass and drained it, then held out a hand. ‘One dance, then the unvarnished truth.’
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JESS


Jess lay on her bed, hair spread over the pillow, her body making a negligible dent in the bedspread. She stared up at the ceiling and only her fingers moved, tracing ridges in the colourful crochet-work. She’d bought the bedspread second-hand, to brighten her room and remind her of home.

When home had been safe, and welcoming.

Grace sat on the bed, knees to the side, waiting.

‘I accused Rafe of being afraid to say goodbye,’ Jess said at last. ‘He was intending to slip off and let his brother inform me. I was so angry.’ She felt a tear slide from the side of her eye. ‘That was unfair. In a single month’s training, he’d had five years of learning crammed into his head. Not to mention the enormity of what he was being sent to do.’

‘Which nobody can know,’ Grace said quickly.

‘Don’t worry. My lips are welded shut. What keeps me in a state of dread—’ Jess stopped. ‘I need to explain in a way that won’t compromise us.’ She took a moment to reset her thoughts. ‘Frederick had gone out and Rafe was edgy, a car soon to be coming to collect him. He couldn’t sit still or read, or anything. He jumped up and said, “Would you like to see my suitcase?” His way, I think, of giving me a hint without speaking.’ She described what she’d seen. Guernsey sweaters, waterproof trousers, oilskins. ‘He was already wearing thick boots, socks rolled over the top. I knew at once he was going to sea. There was no uniform.’

‘Sounds like there wouldn’t be room.’ Grace laid a hand over Jess’s, stilling the restless movement.

‘It means if he’s caught, Grace, he won’t be protected under the Geneva Convention. He’ll be a civilian. A spy.’ Jess shuddered. ‘The same for all on board.’

She understood why Grace made no reply. If Owen had been captured, his status and rank would protect him. He might become a prisoner-of-war – but not worse.

‘Let’s talk about you,’ Grace said. ‘This sickness…’

‘It’s a winter chill. Or too much stodge.’

‘Then why did Rafe’s brother deliver you home, with that cryptic comment: you lacing your shoes in his brother’s bedroom. Is that a polite term for what I’m thinking?’

‘Not at all. I had to do my shoes up.’

‘In your man’s bedroom. And now you need a chat with someone who won’t gasp in shock. Jess, come on.’

Jess turned her head to seek Grace’s eye and knew at once that she could prevaricate all night, and her friend would still be here, sitting on her bed. A line from a decoded letter jumped to her lips. ‘“I AM PREGNANT PLEASE HELP ME”.’

‘Oh, Jess, how?’

Jess gave a breathy laugh. ‘How d’you think? We made love, Grace. In his bedroom. On his bed.’

‘After you read the Morality Act out to me in full?’ Grace said sharply. ‘You fool. Him too. It’s unforgivable.’

Jess sat up, hugging her knees. ‘Actually, it’s entirely forgivable and it was my idea. My gift to him, and him to me. I wanted him to be the first, the only one. It was something for us both to hold on to, if he comes back or not.’

Grace made a sound of despair. ‘You’re not even twenty. Who knows what your future will bring? You’ve only known him a few weeks.’

‘What about you and Owen? What if he doesn’t come back?’

‘My life will be unliveable.’

‘You’ll find a way, though, somehow. There’s no difference between us, Grace.’ Jess squeezed her friend’s hand. ‘I don’t regret an instant. Making love to Rafe was gentle and blissful, and he was perfect. I was worried about his injuries; the skin on his shoulders and neck still looks so sore. He said, “Let me worry about that.” It was my doing,’ Jess repeated. ‘My choice.’

‘Right.’ Grace nodded. ‘I’ve said my piece. Now let’s run through the “Am I pregnant” checklist.’ She raised five fingers. ‘First, you miss a monthly – though that’s not proof these days as we’re none of us getting enough protein. Two – there’s nausea.’

‘And fainting,’ Jess said.

‘Hating certain smells. Tender breasts.’

‘I have that – though I do anyway at certain times of the month. Could you tell, if you felt my belly?’

‘This early? There’s nothing there to feel, Jess. You’ll have to wait, but if you are. Pregnant. We’re here. Me, Mrs K, Betony. And Charlotte will stand by you, whatever you decide.’

‘I won’t go to a backstreet woman.’

‘I’ll say. I wouldn’t let you. But it won’t be that simple. You’re not of age, and you can’t turn to your father.’

The Reverend Gresham’s stern, judging face intruded. Jess curled her fingers tight. ‘I’ll keep it. Rafe’s baby will not be taken from me.’

‘What I’m saying,’ Grace went on carefully, ‘is, if Rafe doesn’t return, you’d be a twenty-year-old unmarried mother and any doctor will inform social services. It’s a shame you’re not a year older.’

‘Charlotte is twenty-three. She can become my guardian.’

‘Mm.’ Grace sounded dubious. ‘With her medical history, and only a part-time writing job… what I’m saying…’ Her voice faltered.

‘I know what you’re saying. Rafe Taverner had damn well better make it home. Ideally before I start showing.’

‘If you’re pregnant. You might not be. But listen, if the WVS dragons downstairs so much as sniff your condition, they’ll write to Lady Ventnor before you can shout “scandal”. She’ll have us turned out, trust me. All but Betony, anyway. Lord and Lady Styles’ daughter wouldn’t be put out on the street.’

‘She’d still come with us,’ Jess said. ‘I hardly recognise her from when I first came to join you. Odd isn’t it, that she’s a model at that factory but goes to work looking as if she’s off to empty dustbins. I hope she’s having a lovely night with her beau.’

‘“Beau”?’ Grace gave a belt of laughter and sounded relieved to do so. ‘Are we doing Gone with the Wind now?’

‘Oh, let’s.’

‘“Flying Officer Macpherson,”’ Grace drawled, ‘“won’t you offer me a corn cracker before I swoon outright?”’

‘“Frankly, Miss Betony,”’ Jess countered, ‘“one more bite and we’ll both be ruined.”’

They laughed until tears came, pushing reality back where it belonged – not denied, just out of sight for a while.
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BETONY


‘One dance’ stretched into three as the band folded one number into the next. ‘Moonlight Serenade’, then ‘I Can’t Give You Anything but Love’. They moved in fluid, unforced rhythm – until a long, brash note on the saxophone set up ‘Tiger Rag’.

Winter eased his hands from her waist and led her back to their table. He took the half-drunk champagne from the bucket, wiped the base on a napkin and said, ‘Let’s leave. It’s too loud in here and I’m guessing what you’re about to tell me doesn’t need shouting.’

They walked away from the Café, down Coventry Street into Piccadilly, crossed Pall Mall and, after ten minutes with hardly a word spoken, slipped into St James’s Park. Winter wore his greatcoat, Betony her black, ankle-length one with the high collar. She’d tied a scarf over her hair to keep the cold from her ears.

The sudden intimacy of a park in darkness, the quiet broken only by the crunch of bark underfoot, gave her time to regret her promise. What if Winter didn’t quite get what she’d been through? For him, Cavendish Square might seem an everyday wartime incident. What if he listened only to point out what she’d done wrong and draw comparisons? ‘Now, someone like Pearl, she would have⁠—’

They sat beneath one of the great London planes, on a bench that was cold but dry enough.

‘OK,’ he said.

‘All right,’ she answered, and began. ‘It was the night of the tenth of November. I’d been to see a woman in Great Portland Street, about some dresses, when the siren went.’

‘Buying dresses in an air raid?’

‘Winter, you promised.’

‘Sorry. I’ll be schtum.’ He put a hand over his mouth to prove it and passed her the champagne.

She took a swig and handed it back. ‘We sheltered nearby until the all-clear. Then I headed home – leastways, I tried to. That night, the Germans were targeting the BBC. Fires everywhere, lines of buildings alight. I worked my way towards Cavendish Square⁠—’

‘Why the hell couldn’t you wait it out below ground?’ he burst out.

This was impossible. She stood up. He pulled her back down.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said at once. ‘This time I really promise.’

‘Last chance, Winter. I’d reached Cavendish Square when another plane came over. Just one. Maybe it had lost its way. It loosed a bomb on the houses opposite and I was thrown forward, flat onto the road. Did I mention, it had been raining all night.’

‘God, Betty.’

‘I hit the deck, face down in a puddle.’

‘And cut your hands badly.’

‘Not at that point. I got up, adjusted my dignity.’ She managed a thin smile, remembering how relieved she’d been that nobody had witnessed her fall. ‘That’s when I heard water. A main had burst. Basements were flooding all over the square, I learned later. At the time, I just heard a rushing sound and someone screaming for help.’

‘And you didn’t know what to do?’

She turned to him, angling herself. ‘On the contrary. I knew exactly what to do. And for the first time in my wretched life, I did it.’

She relayed the rest without drama. How she’d kicked off her shoes, hung her coat on the railings. In darkness, reeling from shock. How she waded in, skirts hitched, rising water dragging at her legs and the cold climbing her body. She spoke of a basement window, barred, of hands clawing at the other side and a terrified face, mouth pleading. Help us, please. Glass breaking, wrestling the shards out of a shattered frame as time ran out.

She ended with the baby.

‘He was so stiff and cold – he seemed to just flow into my arms. Like a little doll but alive.’ She described holding on to him, keeping his head above the flood, unable to get back to the steps, to safety. How she believed they’d both drown, until suddenly help came and hands reached down.

‘You saved him,’ Winter said at last. ‘You got him out.’

‘I’m not to be praised,’ she said harshly. ‘You promised.’

He hesitated. ‘Not even to say – “Hell, Betty, well done”? That I’m proud of you?’

‘You shouldn’t be.’ Her voice tightened. ‘Because there’s more.’

The pale face seemed to rise out of the shadows cast by the trees. Eyes pools of despair, coming up for one last accusation, before sinking back again.

‘You see, there was a woman in the basement,’ Betony said, brisk now, businesslike. ‘She was standing on something, like a table, holding the baby up, but the water… I didn’t save her. If I’d made a different choice, if I’d run straight to the fire crews and brought them back, they’d have got them both out. Instead, I waded in. Headstrong. Stupid. Thought I knew best.’ She swallowed. ‘I cannot unsee her last seconds.’

Beside her, Winter shifted. What was he thinking? Now, you see, what you should have done…

What he actually said was, ‘The baby’s all right though?’

‘I don’t know.’ She seized the champagne, filling her mouth and handed it back. ‘He was bundled away and I haven’t asked. But if anyone were to tell me I did well,’ she went on, wiping her mouth with the back of her glove, ‘I’d feel like the worst hypocrite on earth. It’s why my housemates think I stumbled over some rubble in the blackout. At work, I said I’d tussled with a window. You – you got the wedding dress and the mirror story.’

‘It kind of fitted,’ he said, ‘until now. Why did you lie?’

‘I told you. I’m ashamed of myself.’

‘Ashamed to show me who you are? Aren’t I the one person you’re meant to trust?’

He was, in theory. In practice, she still needed Winter to see her through a nicely blurred lens. The way filmmakers smeared a little Vaseline on the glass to make every complexion appear mistily perfect. She owed him more than silence, but she was still afraid of losing him if too much reality came between them.

‘Say something,’ she begged him.

He held back for a long moment, then, stripped of all levity, said, ‘If you won’t let me admire you, Betony Styles – will you let me do this?’ He took her in his arms.

He kissed her, possessively and with a gravity that told her he’d heard everything she’d said.

For the first time since Cavendish Square, Betony felt safe. The emergency alarm inside her fell silent.

‘I haven’t been entirely straight with you, either,’ Winter said quietly, once he’d pulled away.

‘No – don’t tell me⁠—’

‘No, no, sweetheart. It’s not what you think.’

‘You’ve been so cold with me. Distant. Are you about to tell me why?’

‘Distant, I guess,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Cold, never. Every time I take off, I wonder if I’ll see ground again. See you again. It’s easier not to… feel too much.’

‘You were laughing happily enough with everyone else at the base.’

‘Because I like them. But I don’t love them, not the way I love you.’ He gave a small, apologetic shrug. ‘Self-preservation.’

‘And…’ she hesitated, desperate not to break the tender, fragile, truce, ‘does Jack Lawson come into it?’

‘Jack – how d’you know about that?’

She felt him instantly recoil. Damn her impulsive mouth. ‘Two people mentioned the name. They didn’t say why.’

His voice went flat. ‘He was in the squadron. He died.’

‘And that’s it?’

‘It’s enough, isn’t it, Betty?’

She felt him withdraw – not physically, but somewhere deeper – and could almost hear a key turn. Yet she knew now, with a certainty she hadn’t possessed an hour ago, that he loved her. That steadied her even as she discovered a boundary he would not cross. There were things Winter carried alone.

She had been about to tell him about her work at Firbank Sisters – the rag room, the truth behind the fiction of the house model. But it felt like one confession too much, after everything else. He might hear only the deception.

If she could just get through the weekend, she would tell him later. Carefully. Casually.

By the way, I’ve changed my job. No more clothes, I’m doing war work.

She hadn’t told him about relaunching Practical Modes, either. She rested her head against his collar, letting him hold her, knowing the wrong version of herself would walk out of the park with him.
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Betony had made up a bed for Winter on the top floor at Ventnor House. A staircase away from where she slept. It had felt like the ‘proper’ thing to do. Of course, he didn’t have to stay there all night.

Though they’d gone out together many times, they had never shared a bed – nothing more than kisses that left her breathless and frustrated. Her visit to Wittering had been meant to change that. They were still paused, waiting for something to give.

Miraculously, they’d found a taxi on St James’s which had stopped readily at Winter’s signal.

‘It’s the only reason we wear uniform in town,’ he’d said, to lighten the tension between them again. The journey home was only ten minutes, not enough time for decisions.

Pulling the front door shut behind them, Betony suggested cocoa. ‘The stove might still have some heat in it, and I don’t know about you, I’m frozen.’

‘I’d rather have a bourbon,’ he said, ‘but if cocoa’s the only thing going…’

‘’Fraid so. But I’ve become a dab hand at it.’

‘You’re all surprises tonight, Betty.’ They shed their coats and he pulled her to him, lips on lips, but no kiss. ‘What are the house rules?’

‘About making cocoa?’

He laughed. ‘No. But I’ll spell it out if you need me to.’

‘Oh, you mean beds.’ She explained the sleeping plan, adding, ‘You have the choice.’

‘A choice,’ he said dryly, ‘between you wrapped round me or a single bed in a cold attic.’

The picture that conjured made her fingers tighten. ‘I know what I want,’ she whispered. ‘So long as you go up there at some point, so we don’t shock the others.’

‘Would they be so very shocked?’

‘Mrs Kesgrave wouldn’t bat an eye, but Grace is a devout Catholic and Jess… well, Jess is innocent. A child in some ways. I’d feel awkward.’

‘Got it. You tell me where to go, Betty, and I’ll go. I’m in your hands tonight.’

The way he said it made her knees go weak.

‘Let’s get warm first,’ she said, leading him to the kitchen – and stopped short.

Mrs Kesgrave sat at the table in her velvet dressing gown, a candle burning and an upturned box of photographs in front of her. She was studying one intently. Realising she wasn’t alone, she looked up. Tears glimmered on her cheeks.

‘Oh dear, is it so horribly late?’ she gasped.

Winter bent his wrist and flicked his cuff. ‘It’s nearly two a.m. You want to be alone, ma’am?’

‘Under no circumstances. If it’s cocoa time, make me a cup, Betony.’ Mrs Kesgrave began collecting up the pictures. Some were shots from her time on stage, actors in costume and full make-up. There seemed to be family photos too. Little girls in white on a lawn. A matriarch in black silk, a gentleman in a bowler. ‘I did something illegal today,’ Mrs Kesgrave said as Betony went to the cupboard and fetched three cups. ‘I broke into my poor bombed house again, despite the powers that be daubing “Keep Out” on the door. My home on Hill Street,’ she explained for Winter’s benefit. ‘But you know, of course. I worry that by the time they decide it’s safe to go back in, all my lovely things will be ruined. I’ve made up my mind. I’m going to salvage everything, bit by bit.’

‘Good for you,’ Winter said. ‘Only, get a tin hat and paint ARP on it. Then, if you’re caught, you can say you’re carrying out an inspection.’

‘What an ingenious idea.’ Mrs Kesgrave had a photograph in her hand. She laid it on top of the rest, saying, ‘You caught me indulging in a dangerous pastime. Nostalgia.’

Betony, having put the kettle on the heat, leaned against the warm stove. Winter and Mrs Kesgrave liked each other, though they’d only met briefly, and she could trust them to manage their own conversation.

‘Who’s the young man in the picture?’ Winter asked.

Mrs Kesgrave passed it over. ‘My brother Benjamin. Taken when he was sixteen.’

Winter held the photo away from him, into the candlelight. ‘Is he in uniform?’

‘Yes, London Regiment, Royal Fusiliers. He joined up in 1914 and died at the First Battle of Ypres two months later.’

‘My God, I’m so sorry,’ breathed Winter. ‘Sixteen?’

‘Actually, on his seventeenth birthday.’ Mrs Kesgrave held out her hand to take the picture back. ‘I can hardly believe it’s over a quarter of a century ago and that if he’d lived, he’d have been middle-aged. Going grey like my brother Peter. I had two brothers and four sisters, but Benjy was always my favourite. The baby.’

‘Have they all cut ties with you?’ Betony asked. That Mrs Kesgrave had a pack of siblings was something she was having to get used to.

‘All, sadly. I’ve written to each in turn, suggesting we raise a memorial to Benjy. Not a word back – as if he never existed. He laid down his life for his country,’ Mrs Kesgrave said fiercely. ‘The least we can do is remember him as a family.’

Winter cast a look at Betony. A troubled look. ‘What’s their excuse?’

‘I am a divorcée, Mr Macpherson,’ Mrs Kesgrave said in her plainest voice. ‘Persona non grata. And you know my profession, how I skate along the risqué edge of life. Or perhaps you don’t. The upshot is, my saintly brethren have disowned me.’

Betony went and draped gloved arms around Mrs Kesgrave in a hug. ‘You have us. We don’t stand in judgement.’

‘Indeed, you do not.’

When the cocoa was made, Mrs Kesgrave picked up her box, saying on a yawn, ‘I’ll take mine upstairs, dear ones, and leave you in peace.’

Winter leaped up to open the kitchen door. He had been silent for the last minutes, but detained Mrs Kesgrave, saying, almost angrily, ‘Why was your brother allowed to join up so young?’

‘At sixteen? It happened. Recruiting officers didn’t always ask and if a lad was nearly seventeen, they’d wave him through.’

‘Pushing them on while they’re still boys to make up the numbers. It’s as good as murder.’

Betony looked sharply at Winter. That had come from a deep place.

‘It’s also the past, Mr Macpherson,’ Mrs Kesgrave said quietly. ‘I have learned to leave it be, most of the time.’ She asked brightly, ‘How was the Café de Paris?’

‘Chock-a, as always,’ Betony said. ‘We didn’t stay long.’

‘It was almost too bright,’ Winter said, still sounding agitated. ‘Maybe I’ve become a country boy, dazzled by shiny objects.’

‘That’s life for you,’ Mrs Kesgrave said, gathering her velvet skirts around her. ‘We grow out of things. A day comes and we shake the tin and realise the sound it gives off is hollow. We have to grow more serious, as Betony is discovering. You must be so proud of what she’s doing for Practical Modes, Mr Macpherson. Well, goodnight.’ She kissed two fingers, waved them and left.

Winter turned slowly towards Betony.

‘Practical Modes – what the hell, Betty? What have you not told me now?’
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Her alarm went off at half past six the next morning. Betony lay still for a moment, then reached out and silenced it. Briefly, she absorbed the reality that she was alone in her bed and had been all night.

Getting up, she took a dress from the wardrobe. Held it up. Put it back. Too good for Firbank Sisters. She lifted her tweed skirt from the chair where it was folded with her brown ribbed stockings. Too dowdy for the day ahead, which she still hoped included lunch with Winter. How to plan for anything after the way they’d separated last night?

In a heated moment, she’d repeated the lie about being Firbank’s house model. What had possessed her?

She’d been explaining to him – badly – how the collapse of Practical Modes had left Sybil in tatters, and a perfectly viable magazine languishing on the shelf.

‘Even though I have my job at Firbank’s,’ she’d said – and there the lie had slipped out – ‘it seemed such a shame to let it go.’

She’d also told him about Sybil leaving London, and how she’d finished the Christmas issue in late-night stints at Farm Street, with Jess’s help, Ambrose rushing out drawings while wearing fingerless mittens, coat and bobble hat.

‘Like Bob Cratchit before Scrooge found his heart.’

Not a smile from Winter.

‘We got it done and it will be on sale this time next week, God willing. I pulled in advertisers, negotiated the printing. Bought the paper, a whole cartload.’

Until then, he’d been staring into the candleflame, and she hadn’t been certain he was really listening. ‘Bought, how?’ he asked.

‘My father advanced some. It was money put in trust.’

His head had shot up. ‘You’ve always said your father doesn’t care about you. Why ask him and not come to me?’

She answered slowly, selecting words. ‘You and I had stopped talking and, gosh, I couldn’t burden you with my piffling concerns while you’re dealing with life and death.’

He’d looked away and she felt a moment being lost. It was past three o’clock, they were both dog-tired, but when she held out her hand, saying, ‘Shall we go upstairs?’ he’d shaken his head.

‘I’ll stay down here a while.’

She’d left then, taking her cold cocoa with her. After the way he’d kissed her, this sudden icy brush-off was bewildering. She’d lied to him, confessed, and then more evasions had come to light. She hadn’t deliberately kept him in the dark about Practical Modes, but perhaps it looked like it from where he stood. And she understand what he meant about asking her father. It was thoroughly hypocritical. He didn’t yet know that she’d blackmailed Lord Styles.

He must have come upstairs at some point because she’d woken and tiptoed up to check. Putting her ear to the bedroom door, she’d heard his steady breathing.

She’d crept back down again.

Now it was morning and her head felt as if someone had struck it hard with a tin tray.

She took a garment off a hanger. Something of Sybil’s, rescued from the office. Dark grey, beautifully cut. And they fitted like a dream.

Betony had never worn slacks before.

She put on both her jumpers and buckled a belt tightly round her waist. Worn with shoes you could leap a puddle in and a brimmed hat set at a tilt, she decided she looked rather chic.

Accidentally chic, the best kind.

Before setting off, she left a note in front of Winter’s door.

Lunch, Lyons at Piccadilly 1.15?

She didn’t sign it Love Betony but put a single X.

Over potted meat sandwiches and tea, she’d tell him everything, beginning with how deeply she loved him.

Daisy always beat Betony into the rag room, and since starting her fire watching duties, Betony understood why.

Daisy was not her real name. It was Dobka. She and a girl who swept the floors in the secondary cutting room – her cousin Ribka – had rooms here in the factory. They had come from Warsaw early in 1939. They were both seventeen.

The Misses Firbank had sponsored them and given them jobs. It explained their lack of English and, Betony suspected, the guarded acceptance of friendship.

Seeing Betony walk in wearing slacks, Daisy gasped and pointed at her own trousered legs. ‘Mister Tomsett.’

‘You’re saying I look like him? These are Chanel, I’ll have you know. A bit dated, but I cannot imagine why I never wore them before. Why should men have the freedom to stride out and jump off buses without hitching up a hem?’

If Daisy understood, she gave no hint. She shook her head and pointed at the sacks against the wall.

‘Today colour change. You must have eyes like a hawk.’

Hoping it might mean relief from endless misty blue, Betony discovered that the new consignment differed only minutely in shade from all the others. Even so, it was vital not to mix them up.

At least it gave her hands something to do – the fussy picking out of pieces and holding them up to the light – while her mind ticked over hers and Winter’s last conversation, squeezing meaning from every word and inflection. The unarguable fact was that while she’d been trying desperately to prove she hadn’t changed one bit, she’d been quietly loading a basket with surprises. Mrs Kesgrave’s accidental revelation last night had thrust the whole basket into his hands at once.

Glancing at Daisy with her headscarf and lowered eyes, a pool of blue fibre forming around her feet, Betony knew exactly why she hadn’t come clean about this work, or her ambitions for a magazine that had already failed once. The truth was simple. She felt shamed by her drop in status, and afraid people would laugh at her.

She put down the strip of fabric she was inspecting. ‘Daisy – Dobka⁠—’

Beside her, the girl stiffened. She didn’t look up or answer.

‘May I ask you a question?’ Betony said gently.

The headscarf dipped. Permission.

‘What did you do before here, for a living?’

‘For work?’ Brown eyes lifted to meet hers. ‘I am teacher. Learning to be teacher.’

Betony hoped her shock didn’t show. ‘And – do you mind being here?’ Sorting dregs, earning a pittance, she might have added.

Daisy frowned as she silently translated the question. ‘I miss home, my family. I am afraid…’ She placed her hand on her heart. ‘But glad for this. I am safe.’

No lecture or sermon could have struck deeper. How dare she be ashamed of this work, Betony railed at herself, with everything she had? And how dare anyone belittle her – or Daisy, or Ribka with her broom? From now on, she would treat this job as if it were of national importance. ‘Thank you, Daisy,’ she said.

She vowed to tell Winter everything, and then her housemates. If any judged her…

Except they wouldn’t, would they? The shame was all cooked up in her own head.

She’d tell Winter over lunch, before they ordered their tea and sandwiches.

When the bell for the mid-morning break sounded, Betony let Daisy go ahead. When she heard footsteps, she assumed it was her colleague returning and said over her shoulder, ‘I’m coming, but I’ve only got a few bits left in my sack. Might as well get it done. Could you get me my usual. Tea and a garibaldi.’

A taller shadow than Daisy’s fell over her.

‘Betty?’

She looked up in shock. Winter.

‘I thought I’d come and see the face of the factory modelling the dresses. When they sent me down here, I thought they were joking.’

Winter looked at her knees in their trousers, blue with threads, at the scrap of RAF serge in her hands. The same shade as his uniform.

He looked at the barred window, then at the sacks with their bulging bellies. ‘Tell me they’re joking.’
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Betony strode out of Firbank Sisters.

She knew Winter was close behind. She’d heard his tread, matching hers.

She walked out of the factory yard and into the street. Winter fell into step beside her, alert and tense. She kept walking, and only when she reached Madame Latour’s dress agency did she stop and turn on him.

‘You want the truth?’ she said. Her voice surprised her. Hoarse from emotion and her fast exit, but otherwise steady. ‘Every single shred? All right. I didn’t tell you I’d gone down in the world because I didn’t want this.’ She lifted a hand in a curt gesture at his face. ‘I knew you’d judge me.’

He flinched, as if her words had sharp edges. ‘What judgement? I came to see you, to explain, to apologise. You left a note with an X on it like a—’ He broke off, jaw tightening as he seemed to fight through interleaved emotions. ‘Like someone dashing off with a friendly wave, not the lover I thought she was.’

‘We aren’t lovers, Winter. Are we?’ He had no inkling how she’d agonised over her sign-off on the note, adding a coded kiss because doubt had engulfed her all over again. ‘And I was in a flurry to leave. I’m not allowed to be late for work.’

‘Which brings us to the nub. Last night, you told me you were the house model, and I find you in a back room, sorting rags. Tell me what you expect my face to do.’

‘I was going to tell you everything over… in neutral space. You stole a march… or were you just a tiny bit suspicious of me, and checking me out?’

He wasn’t going to deny it, she realised with a pang. He simply repeated, ‘Last night, you looked me in the eye and said you were modelling.’

‘At Firbank Sisters. Half true. Otherwise, how would you have known where to come?’ She was cornered, bargaining like a child with its hand in the jam pot. ‘I used to model here and I tried to get back…’ She glanced at her hands, turning them over to review the scars that ran into the webbing between her fingers. ‘Nobody wanted me for my looks, so I got work as a seamstress. Only when they saw my injuries, they wouldn’t let me do even that.’

For a flicker, something softened in his eyes, then the steel returned. ‘You lied to them as well?’

Betony stared. ‘I needed a job.’

‘Let me guess, you wore gloves and hoped it would all be right by morning.’

A dull laugh escaped her. ‘How well you know me.’

‘Point is,’ he said, ‘I don’t. Is this what you do, Betty? Lie when the truth is too inconvenient?’

It was ‘inconvenient’ that stung most. Did he imagine that her life over the last weeks had been a trail of minor hiccups? She hit back – ‘That’s rich from someone who was in diplomatic service.’

‘Don’t confuse politics with life,’ he said, pushing his cap back off his brow, revealing the flush of anger. ‘When two people make promises to each other, even implicit ones, lying corrodes. It can’t work.’

Something boiled over inside her. It always came to this. She in the wrong, idiotic Betony, the one who’d better grovel and explain, or run for the exit before it got too hurtful. What about him, his coldness towards her at RAF Wittering? The brisk notes he’d sent, as if a page of writing was too much effort. ‘I lied to you because I didn’t see you as somebody who’d have a clue what my life has become. When Sybil closed the magazine, I was given a suit in lieu of wages. I trudged these streets.’ A wave implied the wholesalers, makers and suppliers of London’s dress quarter. ‘Only Firbank Sisters gave me a second look, and yes, I hid the fact that I’d cut my hands to ribbons. I put on gloves and got on with it. That isn’t lying, Winter.’

‘It is, Betty.’

‘It’s also surviving.’

He looked past her, down the street, as if planning his escape. From her. He turned back to her. ‘By making the world believe what you want it to believe, me included.’

‘No,’ she said, and her voice softened as resentment burned itself out. ‘By slashing a path through a jungle I was never brought up to understand. You may not like what I am, but I don’t think I can go back.’

They stood there, she shivering despite the two jumpers, he shielded by coat, uniform and fury. Betony checked her watch. Tea break was over. Daisy would be stumping back to their bench, wondering why she’d not arrived to claim her tea and garibaldi.

‘Last night,’ Winter said, and his tone was quieter and more dangerous, ‘you told me what happened in Cavendish Square, changing your story, weeks after. You told me you’d taken charge of your magazine, with money from a family trust – only after Mrs Kesgrave let the cat out of the bag. You’re telling me now that you found yourself the worst job in London⁠—’

‘Not the worst. Not by a long shot.’

‘Because I walked in on you. I can’t do this, Betty. I’m sorry. I hate being lied to. Whether you call it survival, or being sparing with the truth, it’s unbearable.’

‘I see.’ The way he was looking at her – that was beyond unbearable. ‘I suppose this is the end.’ She heard the rawness in her voice, the slide towards sobs, or begging, and she pulled herself straighter. ‘My father always looks at me as though I’m a failed experiment. My mother, if she looks at me at all, seems vaguely astonished that I exist. Now you. I’m glad I’ve seen it. I’d have hated to walk into those cold waters when it was too late. It’s the loneliest thing.’

‘Betty, don’t.’ The words came out more anguished than any so far.

‘Don’t what – don’t mention it, don’t demean myself? You want truth, I’m sending you away with some.’ She was tipping into anger, a clean and familiar emotion. ‘When I came down to see you at Wittering, I was made perfectly aware you wished I was a hundred miles off. You didn’t bother to disguise it.’

Winter’s eyes flashed. ‘Hey – that’s not true.’

‘Isn’t it?’ She went right up to him. ‘You stood in that Nissen hut, stiff as a post, while girls hung on your every utterance and you let them. That WAAF, Pearl⁠—’

He blinked, seeming confused. ‘Pearl’s a colleague; we see each other around⁠—’

‘Oh, come off it, Flying Officer Macpherson.’ The old Betony, sharp-tongued and reckless, rose up and took over. ‘All those girls were eating you up with their eyes. If they thought it would earn them a second glance, they’d throw their undergarments over the nose of your plane. Pearl had the nerve to tell me to keep my hands off you.’

Winter’s jaw tightened. ‘That’s untrue and, frankly, unbecoming of you.’

‘Conduct unbecoming. How very military.’ Betony’s laugh was thin. ‘That’s me all over. You don’t want to admit that you’ve got a new life, a new set of admirers and I’m not the one anymore. Easier to blame me and call me a liar than to say the truth. Be a man, Winter. Say it.’

A row of factories, warehouses and shopfronts seemed to lean in, listening.

Winter spoke slowly. Warily. ‘That’s not how I feel. When you came to base, it was a bad time. I wasn’t… I wasn’t in the greatest shape.’

‘You looked pretty good to us girls.’

‘Stop it. Let me try to explain⁠—’

‘No.’ She lifted her palms. ‘I’m sick to death of living as though my every choice and action is some kind of moral failure. I was a pretty useless specimen until recently, I grant you. But now? Look at these hands. Not at the scars. Look properly. These hands are putting everything I have into forging a life I can be proud of. And yes, I’m sorting through rags for a pound a week.’ Her voice dropped. ‘Seconds. Rejects doing a useful job, even if no one notices. I’m sorry I lied but try to understand why. And tell me straight, why did I walk into an icy blast at Wittering, instead of into your arms?’

Winter’s gaze had gone to her hands and it stayed there. When, finally, he looked up again, his eyes held pain she hadn’t expected.

‘You’re wearing slacks,’ he said roughly. ‘Your hair’s different. Your voice. Everything. And that’s… good. I like this new Betty.’

‘And d’you know what? So do I.’ She shouted it, not caring that people passing paused and stared.

‘OK,’ he nodded, hearing her. ‘But… I cannot be the man who has to unwrap every sentence his girl speaks to be sure she’s not feeding him a line.’ He swallowed, and nodded, confirming his own thoughts. ‘I can’t live with lies.’

Something in Betony gave way. This wasn’t only about her. Something inside him was catching too, like a wound stitched too tight. Her lies pulled at it, but there were other causes as well. Things he wouldn’t reveal. She’d lost him. ‘Then go,’ she said.

He stared as if he hadn’t expected to hear her say it.

‘Go,’ she repeated, more quietly. ‘You say you like the woman I’ve become, but the reality is, you don’t know her because even I don’t know her fully yet. There might be more surprises to come, and worse than losing you is the thought of you one day turning to me and saying I tricked you. So please, just leave.’

For a heartbeat, they were very close. Sparks, but also grief and longing with nowhere to go. Somehow, her hands drifted to his elbows, his to her waist. All it needed was a breath, a moment.

A bus drew up, brakes squealing, and the moment shattered. Two lads on the top deck hammered against the glass, making exaggerated kissing gestures in their direction.

Winter looked away first. ‘I guess I’ll be off, then.’

She stepped back. ‘Be good. Be safe.’

For a second, she thought he might say more, but he gave a faint nod, as if to a stranger, and turned away.

Betony watched him go, a grey coat, a slate-blue cap, a head held high.

She went back into Firbank Sisters and the rag room greeted her with a drift of fibre and the smell of damp hessian.

Daisy looked up and immediately held out something.

A cup of cold tea, a garibaldi biscuit in the saucer.

Betony struggled to keep back the tears. She forced her mouth to smile. ‘Thank you, what a girl.’ She drained the tea in one and sat down, reached into the gaping mouth of a sack. ‘Eyes like a hawk, wasn’t it?’
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Firbank Sisters had been locked since two o’clock and was closed now for the weekend. As darkness fell, Betony settled herself as comfortably as she could on an upturned crate in a room where bales of cloth were stacked to the ceiling. This was considered the most vulnerable area of the factory.

She’d volunteered for extra fire watch duty: six hours of shining her torch along corridors and stairwells, punctuated by vigils alongside colleagues whose limbs ached just as badly, their hearts and eyelids just as heavy. She listened to the creak of settling joists and the faint scuffle of mice. Somebody should bring a gramophone in, she thought. Only, of course, they had to listen out for fire too. The whistle of something crashing into a wall or the roof.

Mr Tomsett sat on another crate, a paperback novel held up to his eyes, pointing his torch over the top edge. Daisy sat cross-legged on a sack of remnants, watching her cousin brewing coffee over a paraffin stove. Ribka had a metal pot into which she’d spooned a version of coffee. Black rye and roast chicory. The belly of the pot was bubbling and gurgling. They’d drink it with condensed milk.

No sirens had sounded yet.

Betony had to wrest her mind from the final fracture with Winter, which kept replaying like a stuck newsreel.

‘All ready,’ said Ribka, lifting the pot off the flame and pouring strong, dark liquor into tin mugs.

The first time she’d been given Polish-style coffee, Betony had reeled. It was so strong and bitter. But with a spoonful of condensed milk, it was very drinkable, though you had to watch out you didn’t finish on a mouthful of grounds that always sank to the bottom.

Coffee drunk, and half an hour before they were due to split off on another circular patrol, Betony cast around for something to do. She ought to keep a novel in her bag. Though it would be rather unfair on the cousins, who might feel excluded.

They were murmuring together in their own language. Voices muted, so even the mice were undisturbed. On impulse, Betony reached for a length of blackout cloth and swathed it round her hips, knotting it with a twist against the side seam of her slacks.

The room they were in was long and not unlike a couture salon, if one ignored the bolts of cloth and the smell of paraffin. The walkway between the shelves could be a catwalk…

Lifting her chin, she shifted her weight and stepped out, heel first, toe last.

‘Mesdames, monsieur,’ she announced, in her best French, ‘Mademoiselle Betty porte ce soir notre robe du soir signature – our signature evening gown, Cause Perdue or “Hopeless Case”.’

Dobka clapped, delighted.

‘A staple,’ Betony went on, strutting down her imaginary catwalk, ‘for every woman whose life combines glamour, seduction and a nose for keen pricing.’

Reaching a point where her voice no longer carried, she half-turned, one shoulder angled forward, eyes half-lidded. The look was glacial, bored, illuminated by a torch beneath her chin. She pivoted neatly on the ball of her foot.

‘Comme ça,’ she said, flicking the imaginary hem clear behind her. ‘Always kick it back, mesdemoiselles, otherwise’ – she performed an undignified lurch – ‘you land flat on your visage.’

Mr Tomsett lowered his book to watch. As she paraded back towards him, he cleared his throat.

‘Elegant sleeve detail,’ he said solemnly. ‘The upper part of the dress entirely absent, in order to save valuable cloth for the war effort.’

Ribka, who spoke English better than her cousin, laughed outright. ‘In the rag room, you are wasting, Betty.’

‘Wasting away amongst the waste.’ Betony finished with a pirouette, stopping with one hand on her hip, chin tipped skyward. She gave them a smile that belonged to another life entirely.

‘Coffee again?’ Ribka lifted the pot.

‘I should say so. I sense we’re in for a long, dull night.’

Betony was wrong. She and Mr Tomsett were on the second-floor stairs when the air-raid siren began.

After a quick tour of the cutting rooms – swept clean to reduce the risk of fire spreading – they made their way to the top of the building. At the foot of a ladder, Betony handed her coat to Mr Tomsett and pulled her woolly hat down low, putting a tin hat over the top and knotting the ties under her chin. With a fire beater in one hand, she climbed up towards a hatch.

This was why he’d wanted her, of course. She was slim, fit and unmarried. Nobody to make a dreadful fuss if she fell to her death. Or so she told herself darkly each time she wriggled out through the hatch and slithered down the roof tiles to stand on the narrow parapet. She was wearing three jumpers as the last thing you wanted was a coat hem flapping round your ankles.

From the safety of the room below, Mr Tomsett shouted, ‘Are you there? All well?’

‘Fine. Feet planted. Good view of the moon.’ Then, for her own amusement, she added, ‘Backside cold. Not looking down.’

Sand buckets lined the roof’s edge, filled and ready.

Since volunteering for this, Betony had discovered she had a decent head for heights – unlike Mr Tomsett, who suffered terribly with vertigo. But she’d never get used to hearing a wailing siren unmuffled by buildings the way it was at ground level. This high up, with the wind worrying the roof tiles, it came at her sideways – thinner, sharper – seeming to stop only to start up again.

She located St Paul’s, its dome metallic blue in the moonlight. Behind it, on the dark horizon, searchlights began their synchronised dance, crossing and darting. Incoming German planes liked to sweep around the Kent coast and track the River Medway. Tonight, under a bright, waxing moon, the Medway and the Thames would be like silver paths, a shining gift to navigators and bomb aimers. If the BBC was in their sights again, or Oxford Street, or the guns in Hyde Park, she’d have a front-row view, and probably no eardrums at the end of it. They were forbidden to seek shelter while on duty, unless they were directly in the line of attack.

Last time she’d been up here during a raid, she’d prayed and hugged herself. Tonight, she found she didn’t really care.

So long as it was quick.

Though, wouldn’t it be a shame if she never got to pick the first copy of the Christmas Practical Modes off the press?

She sang a few bars of ‘Begin the Beguine’, letting her voice slide up and down with the siren’s wail, then laughed, calling it ‘A Duet with London’s Loudest Trumpet’. Sharp sounds from the street below drew her to look over the parapet into the pitch-black sea of Great Portland Street. As the siren dipped and faltered, she heard a man’s voice clearly. Not the words but the tone. A challenge. A warning.

Thieves, she thought. Low life loves an air raid.

The night janitor on duty carried a stick with a steel ferrule.

She returned to her position, back against the roof slope, watching the searchlights. They seemed choreographed, those from the Kentish approaches handing on to those on the London suburbs, then the south bank of the Thames. And now the near ones, in Hyde and Regent’s Parks. These were too bright to look at except through the fingers.

The guns barked, ack-ack fire exploding, briefly illuminating heavy aircraft. An explosion, one hit, burning debris splaying and falling. Though precisely where, she couldn’t say. The grind of aeroplane engines swept in gradually, so you were hearing it without knowing when it began. All around St Paul’s, fire-bursts popped up. Dazzlingly white, then orange as flames took hold on roofs.

These were incendiaries, dropped onto random targets. About the size of Mrs Kesgrave’s thermos flask and packed with material that ignited on impact. This was what fire watching was for, because the brigades could never put them all out. The shouting down below had stopped.

Thieves wouldn’t enter an occupied building. There were easier pickings.

She thought she heard Mr Tomsett calling and, angling towards the hatch, shouted, ‘What’s up?’

He seemed to be arguing with someone. Another man. He was saying, ‘You can’t go out there⁠—’

Betony tensed but stayed where she was. Her eyes, her vigilance, might spell the difference between the factory opening its doors in the morning or going up in flames.

A whistling sound drove out every thought. Betony crouched, covering her ears, and a moment later, a slamming crash sent a shockwave through her. At one end of the roof, intense white flame spat upward, blinding her momentarily.

She didn’t hesitate. Getting to her feet, grabbing a sand bucket in each hand, the fire beater under one arm, she yelled, ‘Impact. Incendiary. Mr Tomsett, more sand, get the stirrup pump ready.’ She had to trust he’d heard as she ran towards the flames, head low, knees bent. Like a thief. She felt the heat before she reached it.

The incendiary had set dead leaves alight in one corner of the parapet, and to a section of gutter where years of bird droppings and dead matter had gathered. Dropping the sand bucket, she beat at the fire but only managed to spread it as the leaves scattered.

A flurry of them blew up on the wind, catching her jumper. She screamed, beat the flames off, smelling the reek of burned wool.

Try sand, idiot. Getting as close as possible, she emptied one bucket out onto the main blaze, smothering it instantly. The guttering was still alight, flames moving along like a lit fuse. She knew if the fire got under the tiles, into the roof space, it would find dry timber and tar paper.

Whether she got off the roof and to safety was a matter of chance.

Her heart beating a frantic alarm, she emptied the second bucket, a handful at a time, into the guttering where the fire had not yet reached. Turning to fetch more sand, she saw someone had anticipated her. He was coming, a bucket in each hand. Mr Tomsett had conquered his fears?

It wasn’t Mr Tomsett. It was a taller and broader figure, striding towards her without apparent fear of the narrow channel or the hundred-foot drop below.

‘Winter? What⁠—’

He reached her, put his buckets down, held her waist so he could move around her and, straight into her ear, told her to go get the last bucket.

When she returned with it, moving fast, to hell with caution, he was using the end of her fire beater to gouge the burning rubbish from the guttering, smothering it with sand where it fell.

‘You do that, I’ll sand,’ she shouted.

Within minutes, all flames were out. For a moment, they stood staring at the fizzling, smoky mess on the parapet.

Then, without a word, they pressed close to each other, hand in hand, their backs to the roof and watched the raid to its end. There was a serene moment before the all-clear, broken only by the distant crash of buildings ablaze and falling. Fires pitted the night south of the river, and along the East End docks on this side. They could feel the heat from a brazier glow much closer by. A bomb in Langham Place, Betony reckoned.

Winter opened his coat to share it with her. She laced her arms around his waist and laid her head against his shoulder.

‘You don’t do things by halves, do you?’ he murmured against her cheek.

‘I’ve never been so frightened,’ she said, lifting her face so she could see his expression. ‘When those flames were licking along that gutter…’

Yet now, her heart felt light.

When Mr Tomsett cautiously poked his head through the hatch to look left and right, he saw two people – two daredevils – standing against the parapet with the sky alight above them, kissing as though they had this moment and tomorrow was only half-promised.
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Sunday 8 December

Betony never set an alarm for Sunday mornings, considering it uncivilised. This morning was an exception, yet she was awake long before it rang.

Still half asleep, she wondered at the source of the warmth to her right. When her toes brushed bare skin and muscle, and another foot shifted in response, she opened her eyes and smiled.

Winter lay beside her, one arm flung carelessly across the pillow, breathing slow and deep.

Last night – in the early hours – everything had changed.

They had come back to Ventnor House almost without speaking, nerves still jangling. In her room, sitting chastely each side of her bed, he’d finally unburdened himself. He’d told her the story of Jack Lawson.

Winter had been the lad’s flying instructor. Lawson’s papers had given his age as eighteen, but to Winter he’d seemed younger. ‘He was one of those earnest “got-to-fly” kids who think it’s as easy as riding a bike fast downhill. Until it isn’t.’

‘So, not a good pilot?’

‘He was fine when everything went to plan. But give him an emergency, sudden bad weather or a mechanical glitch, he’d freeze. I had to take over many times. I checked his paperwork again. It seemed fine, even saying he’d flown civilian aircraft for a year. I wrote a report, recommending more flying hours. More cockpit training at ground level. I was told, OK, we’ve got you. Understood.’

Betony had said nothing, remembering how she’d asked Winter to, please, just listen. Now it was her turn.

‘One day, we had a near miss at ten thousand feet. That told me Lawson wasn’t only a danger to himself, but to the rest of us. This time, I went to the wing commander, saying he must ground Lawson. He agreed, but it went higher and we were overruled. Lawson was passed to make his first solo flight. It looked wobbly to me, but he got down all right. He turned nineteen – apparently – and on his first operational sortie, he lost the others, got disorientated and – I’m speculating – panicked. Came down in a field in flames.’

Was this the pain that twisted him inside, that he couldn’t share? ‘You blame yourself?’

Their fingers had met across the bed covers and she had felt the squeeze, the flinch. ‘I trained him as well as I could.’

A voice inside warned her – Don’t push at the door. But push she would. So much hung on this. ‘Then what is crucifying you, Winter?’

‘The wing commander had come up to me the day before saying, “Lawson’s on the board for tomorrow.” Flying a sortie with B Flight if the call came. It was my chance to dig in and say, “Are you mad?”’

‘I’m guessing you didn’t.’

‘I was one of the few Canadians at RAF Wittering. Still am. I thought, they won’t want some foreigner telling them how to run their show. And Lawson’s got to go face the enemy some time.’

Twenty-four hours later, he was dead. Neither of them said it.

‘And a few days after,’ Winter went on, ‘it turned out he was seventeen. He’d never flown so much as a kite before joining up.’

‘How—’

‘He’d used someone else’s papers. Lied about his age.’

Lied. Maybe that explained Winter’s intolerance of deceit. And his emotion at the photograph of Mrs Kesgrave’s brother, who’d died as a soldier on his seventeenth birthday.

‘What makes me so angry,’ Winter had said, ‘is that I told them he was too green. They all pretended to listen, then ignored the warning. Makes me want to spit.’

‘You blame them?’

‘Sure. But not half as much as the face I see in the mirror each morning when I shave.’

‘Oh, Winter – why? You just said, you trained him as well as you could. You did everything possible to keep him on the ground.’

‘Until the moment I chose diplomacy over duty. I should have made a big, fat fuss. Gone to see the group captain or the air commodore. Afterwards, I found it hard to talk about anything that mattered. Even us. I should have told you, Betty, I know I should.’

They could have gone on talking, churning it over, but if the night on Firbank Sisters’ roof had taught Betony anything, it was that actions meant everything and words were clutter.

In her bed, words weren’t needed. What followed was hesitant in places, urgent in others, and utterly unmistakable. She loved him, every inch, with no need to explain or escape.

But – the day was calling. The biggest day of her professional life. She was sliding out of bed when a hand curled around her waist.

‘Where’s the fire, sweetheart?’

‘Poor joke.’ But she pulled the covers back over her and leaned over him, her lips finding a broad chest shaded with dark hairs, the skin tasting a little salty. Her hair, falling loose, masked their kiss.

‘Stay with me for ever, Betty,’ he whispered. ‘I need you.’

At eight, they were washed, dressed, ready. While they’d been making love and sleeping, the presses at the Crown & Parish Print Works had been running. The Christmas issue of Practical Modes would be all but complete, stacked in towers, tied with string, awaiting the distributor’s van.

The print manager had promised to set aside the first few copies. One for her, one for the contributors, including Sybil… if Betony could ever discover which remote hotel her cousin had run off to.

Meanwhile, she couldn’t wait to see and touch what she’d created.

Sunday buses were sporadic and so they took the Tube to Elephant and Castle and then walked the rest of the way. Winter had chosen not to wear uniform, saying London beat the hell out of it. He’d wear old civvies and doubted anyone would ask him why he wasn’t in the services. ‘Because nobody in real life would cut their hair this short.’

They turned into St Giles Road, their pace quickening. Betony had been listening hard for the last few minutes, convinced she’d hear the thunder of rollers and feel the heat of presses that had worked through the night.

There was nothing.

No vibration as they entered Crown & Parish Print Works. No smells of hot ink. Just the blank Sunday quiet of a business that had dozed off the day before and wasn’t ready to wake.

A car, a boxy black Humber, was drawn up at the kerb. A driver sat at the wheel, reading a newspaper.

Waiting for his passenger to return.

Betony read the number plate and her heart, which had enjoyed a brief, weightless respite, faltered.

‘Winter,’ she said in a voice pulled thin, ‘you’re about to meet my father.’
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They stood letting the quiet confirm itself. Betony felt the faith drain from her as Winter followed her gaze back to the car, assessing its high polish and the outline of the driver’s cap.

‘Official transport, I guess.’ He folded her hand in his. ‘Buckle up,’ he said. ‘Let’s go in.’

On previous visits, she’d followed a painted arrow to a side door, but today, it was fastened by a sturdy bolt and chain and so they approached the one fronting the street.

Winter gave a couple of hard knocks and it opened so quickly, somebody must have seen their arrival. The print manager stood there in a cotton-drill coat, cigarettes in his top pocket and his hip pockets weighed down with pencils and folded dockets.

Betony had dealt with him before, and he’d been helpful, inviting her to call him Alf. Since their last meeting, anxiety had taken root between his brows.

‘I was hoping you’d arrive early, Miss Styles.’

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I… we… the trains,’ she finished limply.

Alf sized Winter up fast. You going to be any help, mate? Because we need some.

Inside the building, Betony asked why the presses weren’t running. Last time she’d been here, they’d been printing pamphlets for the Ministry of Food. Know Your Onions. They’d not been able to hold a conversation with four presses churning, except in one soundproofed office. Today the silence felt strangely oppressive.

It was to the office he conducted them.

A man was standing with his back to the room, staring incuriously through the street-front window. It explained how the door was opened so promptly.

Betony took a breath and linked her hands behind her back. ‘Good morning, Father.’

Four or five seconds elapsed before Lord Styles turned. He was wearing the clothes that had been part of his personality as long as she could remember. The ones he wore when she dreamed about him. Worsted weave, a faint pinstripe, the cut held fast in a previous decade. Starched collar, and a black tie almost hidden by a white silk scarf. A silk top hat, the nap perfectly brushed, had been placed on the print manager’s desk. It was Sunday and, unlike her, Lord Styles had been to church.

She expected recrimination, but he simply looked. At her, then at Winter. ‘And who is this?’

Betony made introductions. Flying Officer Macpherson. ‘My…’ She stumbled over how to describe the man she’d shared her bed with, quite incapable of stating ‘lover’. ‘Friend.’

‘Is that so.’ Lord Styles’ eyes tracked coldly over Winter, who wore clothes he used for cycling between his lodgings in Ufford and the airbase. Attire unlikely to impress a peer of the realm.

But Lord Styles made it clear that his interest in Betony’s ‘friend’ was minimal to none.

‘Despite my absolute injunction to the contrary, you jumped the queue for paper under wartime restrictions,’ he said mildly, as if she’d inadvertently picked up the wrong teacup. ‘You have booked print time at a press under government contract, which crosses from impudence to illegality.’

By the door, Alf’s face fell. Betony knew then that her actions would bring punishment on more than herself. It had always been like this. Her father could hone anger from ice or make ice from anger. She’d been spared this while away at school, but since leaving education, she’d had to find an escape route. Romance. Dancing. Champagne. Hangovers.

Winter, standing so close she could feel his breathing, spoke first. ‘I guess we’re to understand, sir, that you’ve halted the presses.’

‘I have.’

Winter turned to the print-room manager. ‘Did anything get printed?’

Alf glanced at Lord Styles, then nodded. ‘We started the machines last night, after the all-clear.’

‘Early hours, then,’ Winter said.

‘We snatched a break, then set up Miss Styles’ run.’

‘What time did you arrive, sir?’ Winter asked her father.

Betony was not astonished that Winter should be able to stand his ground. A man who flew against the Luftwaffe was unlikely to be intimidated by civilian authority, and as a Canadian, her father’s title would have limited impact. He’d learned his craft in diplomacy and he could handle himself. What surprised her was the amusement in his voice. Like a splash of brandy in the coffee.

Lord Styles heard it too. A muscle moved in his cheek. ‘Kindly allow me a moment with my daughter.’ He motioned to the door, meaning, Get out.

‘Sir, when your intention is to hurt and scare Betty, you’re talking to me too.’

To know that for the first time in her life, she had an ally against her father gave her strength. ‘You came to shut me down, Father, yes?’ She couldn’t match Winter’s amusement, but at least her voice had firmed up. ‘You traipsed out on a Sunday. Didn’t even send a lackey.’

He acknowledged as much. ‘It was imperative to ensure somebody bearing my name did not abuse her position. You have cited my authority on two occasions, to acquire paper and to hoodwink this fellow.’ He flicked a gesture at the manager, then noticed what she was wearing. He recoiled. ‘Good God. You’re in slacks.’

‘I am. As for using your name, I had no choice. You sent me my money – thank you for that – then withheld your consent for me to do my job.’

‘Your job. That’s another thing… your job. I’ve been making enquiries⁠—’

‘I sort rags, Father. At Firbank Sisters. I work six days, and I’ve volunteered for fire watching.’ I’m not useless, she wanted to add and hoped it wasn’t necessary.

‘Fire watching? Yes. I can easily imagine you staring moonily into the flames.’

Betony heard Winter catch his breath. Now, perhaps, he really understood what she’d always had to deal with. But it was the print manager who spoke.

‘With respect, sir, my wife does fire watching and I can tell you, it can be dangerous work.’

‘I’m sure it is, my man, but you can be certain the ladies let the men take the risks.’

This wasn’t the battle Betony wanted to fight at this moment, and she said, ‘Never mind that now. Denying me this print run deprives thousands of hard-working, anxious women the enjoyment of a little light reading. Why would you do that?’

‘Because it’s drivel. On top of which, you shame me by taking the grubbiest job in London. Deliberately done, of course. You will pay your dues here – every penny, in full – and pack your bags. I’ll see that your notice is handed in at that factory and you will join your mother in Somerset.’

‘I’m twenty-one, Father. It’s pointless ordering me around.’

Lord Styles picked up his hat and walked to the door, where he paused for one last look. ‘Where do you fly from?’ he asked Winter.

‘Wittering, sir.’

‘American?’

Winter left a clear second before answering. ‘Canadian.’

‘Ha.’ Lord Styles addressed the print-room manager. ‘The copies of Everyday Modes already printed – they are to be burned. A vanity project dressed up as wartime necessity… one more misstep, my man, I’ll have you arrested.’

After he’d gone, Betony said bitterly, ‘He couldn’t even get the name right.’

Alf crept away, and Betony imagined the imminent crackle of a bonfire.

Winter turned her so they stood face to face. ‘You can’t ask that man out there to put his livelihood on the line. Or risk arrest.’

‘No, of course not.’

‘Seems there’s only one option, in that case,’ Winter went on.

She already knew. ‘Give up. Be like Sybil. Accept defeat and run away.’

‘Jeez, Betty, where’s the woman who took on an incendiary fire a hundred feet off the ground?’

She shivered at the memory. ‘I’d rather have a dozen incendiaries than my father. You can’t cover him with sand and hope he goes out. He never backs down.’

‘How come you got a cheque for a thousand pounds?’

‘Because…’ She made a face. No more lies. ‘I… I blackmailed him. Not in so many words,’ she added quickly, ‘but I discovered something about him. Something my mother mustn’t learn… and Mrs Kesgrave made a phone call, saying – suggesting – it might just leak out.’

He gave a faint smile. ‘Why doesn’t that surprise me? Your Mrs K is an amazing lady.’ Serious again, he said in a low voice, ‘If blackmail worked before, won’t it work again?’

‘I’m out of ammunition,’ she said wearily. ‘You might have noticed, my father hasn’t many weak spots.’

‘No? What about the great big target in the middle of his chest?’

She stepped back, the better to read him. ‘What target? You’re making it up.’

He was not, he insisted. Hanging around with diplomats, smoothing the wrinkles out of red carpets for two years, he’d learned to pick up on nuances. A vocal shift or the way a person’s fingers unconsciously curl and uncurl. ‘As they did when he said, “The grubbiest job in London”.’

‘Oh, that. He doesn’t mind on my behalf. I could be shovelling out sewers, up to my waist, and he wouldn’t care⁠—’

‘That’s my point. He cares. I’d say, a little too much.’
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Before the war, the Ministry of Supply’s offices would have been all but deserted on a Sunday. Today, the reception desk was busy with telephone calls and messengers bringing documents. Betony and Winter, taking the lift to Lord Styles’ floor, were crammed in with six others.

On level five, Betony paused outside the room where she’d met Miss Matthias. Putting a finger to her lips, she leaned close and listened. Someone was there, typing, and the repeated hitting of a single key suggested a solid line being placed at the bottom of a memorandum.

She went in, Winter following. ‘Miss Matthias – I’m here to see my father and if he’s not— Oh.’

A woman in a pink knitted suit stared at them both in astonishment.

Betony cried, ‘Miss Allsop!’ Unchanged from when Betony had seen her several months ago. Grey hair in a bun, parted down the middle like a Brontë. Same tortoiseshell spectacles suspended on a chain. ‘You’re back!’

‘Indeed, I am, Miss Styles. Lord Styles isn’t here at present.’ Miss Allsop peered at Betony. ‘Goodness, you’re wearing⁠—’

‘Slacks, I know. When did you get back?’ It was enough to make her doubt her grip on reality. ‘Where’s Miss Matthias?’

Miss Allsop pursed her lips, clearly deciding how much might be appropriate. ‘Relocated to an office in the north. Tyneside. Lord Styles is taking luncheon at the Carlton Club and will go on to a meeting at the Prime Minister’s residence at Chequers, so I don’t expect him back today. Can your business wait till tomorrow?’

‘No,’ said Betony, glancing at Winter. ‘It really cannot.’ She outlined the life-or-death predicament. ‘I did a wrong thing, buying paper stock without permission, but it’s not just for me. Practical Modes isn’t frivolous nonsense. I mean, it can be at times, but what’s wrong with that anyway? And knowing how to unpick a pair of socks to reclaim the wool is of national importance.’

To her surprise, Miss Allsop admitted to being one of her readers. ‘A little taste of Paris flair without the price tag peps me up.’ Perhaps fearing she’d revealed too much, she cleared her throat. ‘You’re hoping your father might relent and allow the printing to go ahead?’

Betony shook her head. Both she and Miss Allsop knew that was nigh on impossible. ‘I’m hoping to force his hand.’

Winter stepped forward to explain. ‘Betty is planning a letter to The Times. “The quiet heroism of ordinary work”. How a girl of her upbringing takes pride in doing the most menial tasks. Sorting rags, for example. She hopes to inspire others.’

‘Inspire,’ Miss Allsop echoed dubiously. ‘I really don’t think Lord Styles would approve. And if it really is rag sorting, he’d much rather people didn’t know.’

‘Which is rather the point,’ said Winter.

Understanding dawned on Miss Allsop’s face. ‘That’s what you mean by forcing his hand. You won’t actually send the letter…’

‘Unless he makes me,’ Betony said. ‘Will you tell him?’

‘No.’ Miss Allsop took the memorandum from her machine and rolled in a fresh sheet. ‘I will type it – if you care to dictate. A carbon copy will be placed on his desk for Monday.’

‘Too late,’ Winter cut in. ‘We need his go-ahead today.’

Miss Allsop’s mouth tightened again, revealing a modest application of lipstick to match her suit. ‘Lord Styles’ driver is downstairs in the canteen and won’t be leaving quite yet. We could type it now and I could include it with other papers being taken to the Carlton Club.’

Betony and Winter exchanged glances.

‘What’s to lose?’ Winter said.

‘Everything,’ Betony replied. ‘But yes, Miss Allsop. Thank you. Begin, “Dear Sir, my name is Betony Styles and during the week, I sit in a basement room⁠—”’

‘With respect.’ Miss Allsop had not touched the keys. ‘Why not begin like this.’ She hit the keys, speaking out loud as she went. ‘“Dear Sir, when asked by our government to do our bit, who among us can cherry-pick the nicest jobs?”’ She glanced up, her eyes merry, and Betony wondered how long this loyal assistant had waited for a moment like this. ‘“The upper classes, of course. But what if we were all equal, jobs handed out in a lottery…”’ She broke off, saying, ‘If anything will bring your father to the negotiating table, Miss Styles, it will be his daughter breaking rank, and expressing notions of equality.’

Hoping she was right, Betony and Winter returned to the printing works, prepared to wait.
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It was around eight o’clock when Lord Styles came to the printworks, his driver behind him. He stood in front of the double swing doors, feet planted, wearing his overcoat and his top hat – though that wasn’t on quite straight. Luncheon at the Carlton and an afternoon at Chequers had made inroads into the glacial restraint.

He took in the stacked magazines, folded and stitched, ready to go. He counted the presses, their rollers dark with ink, primed to finish the task they’d started. The staff were there, waiting.

He turned to Betony, contempt broadened into loathing. The unspoken threat would once have terrified her. Lord Styles singled out the manager, Alf, and demanded unsteadily, ‘Why are these magazines still here, when I told you to burn them?’

Alf was shaking, Betony saw, but angry too. ‘Why?’ he answered. ‘Because only a bloody idiot would light a bonfire when every fire crew is putting out blazes from last night.’

‘Don’t you dare, my man. I gave you an order.’

‘You don’t give orders round here, mate,’ a voice shouted from the sidelines.

The press room was thick with shadows, lights over the presses but darkness leaking from every corner.

Lord Styles spun round and barked an order to his driver. Fetch a policeman. Fetch two. ‘This man’ – he pointed at Alf – ‘is to be arrested for misuse of paper under Defence Regulations, the obstruction of lawful government contracts and not doing as he’s blasted well told⁠—’

‘Father, please,’ Betony cried. ‘Just stop it. Stop. I’ll go home, I’ll give up. You can win but leave these men alone.’ To her dismay, she saw that her father’s driver had walked out. This night wasn’t surely going to end with arrests and police cells. ‘Please. All they’re doing is their jobs.’

‘Ah – yes, jobs “handed out by lottery for the advancement of egalitarian ideals”. Did you write that, or is it this fellow’s influence?’ Lord Styles glowered at Winter. He didn’t wait for a reply. ‘You realise that spouting subversive twaddle could bring a charge of treason?’

‘Yes.’ The absurdity of this situation was edging past her fear. ‘And in France, I could be arrested for wearing trousers. And you could be disciplined for swigging too much brandy on duty. Shall we call it evens?’

‘You are implying that I’m drunk?’ Lord Styles came towards her, hands held out as if they itched to feel her throat. Winter got in between them.

‘Back off. I don’t want to put my future father-in-law on the floor, but I will.’

‘Father-in— what?’ Lord Styles checked momentarily before giving a savage guffaw. ‘You’re taking her on? A girl who can’t spell her own name and thinks fire watching means cowering behind the men? My daughter has never done a useful thing in her life.’

Betony felt Winter go rigid beside her. He kept his temper. ‘Sir, that is not true. D’you know what Betony did a month back, in Cavendish Square⁠—’

‘Winter, no.’ Betony jerked his sleeve. ‘No. Promise me – no.’

‘He ought to know.’ A muscle ticked in his jaw. ‘He can’t get away with thinking or talking this way. I won’t let it stand.’

‘All I ever wanted’ – Lord Styles spoke over Winter, his voice breaking until he pulled it back to its habitual monotone – ‘was a son. Tall, short, ugly or stupid, I’d have taken what came. A son would keep my title alive. And all I got was a skinny, self-absorbed, simpering girl.’

Winter shifted his weight forward and Betony believed for a second that he would hit her father, but he turned away, chin raised as if he sensed something.

She sniffed. Smoke? ‘Winter, what is it?’

‘Can’t you hear? Air raid.’

Only then did she realise that the sirens had gone off. They’d already reached the high, oscillating pitch.

The sound came first – a tearing roar that punched the breath from their lungs – followed by a concussion so violent the ground seemed to heave sideways. Windows burst inward in a hail of glass. Someone shouted. Someone screamed. Betony realised it was her.

‘Down!’ Winter had her on the ground before the second impact landed and the building convulsed. One arm locked around her shoulders, he forced her flat, as dust and debris rained from the ceiling.

She smelled the stench of burning before she saw it. Smoke curled along the far wall where paper was stacked, cut and ready. An incendiary must have crashed through the skylight.

Winter was already moving; so were the other men.

‘Stay here,’ Winter shouted over his shoulder.

‘Sand,’ she snapped, scrambling up. ‘Where’s the sand?’

It was Alf who pulled her through gathering smoke to where at least a dozen red sand buckets were lined up. ‘You,’ he bawled at Lord Styles, ‘come and help. Don’t stand there like a wet weekend in Bognor.’

Betony raced to where Winter and the other men were bashing out the fire with a motley range of tools – metal plates from earlier print jobs, a dustbin lid. One man was using his donkey jacket. She put down the sand buckets, running for more.

Her father just stood. Shocked, minus his hat. He looked panicked and forlorn, and somehow smaller than she’d ever realised before.

Bombs rained down and only by a miracle missing the Crown & Parish Print Works. They’d put out the fire on this floor, but as they wiped the soot from their faces, another incendiary came through the hole left by the first, exploding in blinding white heat and it was the same frenzy of sand and beating again.

The raid lasted until after midnight. They all sat around the presses, taking some comfort from the bolted-down bulk of the machines. Winter kept his arm round Betony and whispered a stream of nonsense into her ear.

She didn’t look at her father until the all-clear sounded, and then it was only to say, ‘I wonder if your car is still in one piece.’

A fire crew came in, spared, their chief said, from putting out the fires at the hospital across the way. ‘Everyone all right, any rogue sparks to report?’

Lord Styles’ driver returned, sheepish, having found a place to shelter. He was obliged to report that Lord Styles’ official black Humber was not in good shape.

‘Not by any stretch, milord.’

Policemen arrived with ARP wardens who flashed their torches around. ‘Practical Modes,’ Betony heard one of them say as his beam landed on one of the stacks she’d tied up earlier. ‘My missus might like that.’

Betony detached herself from Winter’s arms and approached, her legs so shaky it was like walking on ball bearings. ‘I’ll sign a copy if you like.’

The man – a police constable with old-fashioned sideburns and bushy eyebrows – peered at her, then at the cover. ‘Is that you, miss?’

‘The very same.’

‘Well I never. I will take a copy. The missus will be made up – wait a minute.’ He shone his torch at Betony. ‘Don’t I know you?’

‘I’ve no idea,’ she said, anxiously seeking Winter, who came to her side. Lord Styles followed.

‘I know this young lady,’ the policeman repeated.

Betony felt a dash of panic. What had she done… and when? In her wilder days, she’d broken a few laws. Pinching flowers from window boxes. And probably worse.

Lord Styles clearly had the same thoughts. ‘If you recognise my daughter as being involved in some infraction, I have to tell you that I have no intention⁠—’

He got no further as one of the ARP wardens said triumphantly, ‘I’ve got it. The tenth of November. Cavendish Square.’

She froze.

The man’s expression softened and he jabbed one of the younger policemen in the ribs. ‘You remember, you came along too. This lady got in the water and pulled a baby out of a flooded basement. We had to drag her out, drowned rat, she was. Blood everywhere, nearly lost her fingers.’

‘Please—’ But they weren’t listening and now she recognised the young bobby because he’d taken her statement while she sat in a van, having her hands bound.

The warden turned to her father. ‘Is this your daughter, sir?’

‘Unfortunately.’

The man laughed. Thought the toff was making a joke. ‘You must be damn proud. Damn proud.’

Winter asked, ‘What happened to the baby?’

‘His gran was drowned, but he’s all right, doing well. Actually’ – it was the young policeman speaking, showing he was youthful enough to blush – ‘me and my wife have asked to adopt him.’

Betony swallowed down aching sobs. Lord Styles stood very still.

When the adrenaline ebbed and the sounds outside were of crashing masonry, fire bells and shouting, Alf came to her, soot-streaked and hard-jawed.

‘We can still run,’ he said. ‘These presses can survive anything. We’ll have to shift the broken glass but…’ He looked at Lord Styles. ‘Sir? I reckon your girl deserves a good turn, given all.’

Lord Styles brushed ash off his sleeve and looked around. For his hat, Betony realised. She found it, batted it clean and handed it to him.

‘Women from here to Liverpool love Practical Modes,’ she said. ‘But it’s up to you, Father.’

There was a long pause. Then, with visible reluctance, Lord Styles nodded at the print manager. ‘Do it.’

The presses began. The sound rose tentatively at first, as if the machines expected a retraction, a bark of ‘Turn them off!’ But soon the floor was vibrating, heat building, ink flowing. Copy after copy of Practical Modes with Betony on the cover came off the presses, straight to the stitching machine, into piles.

Betony handed one to her father, still warm. Lord Styles studied the front, then turned a page. He wasn’t reading, he was measuring. Judging. At last, he looked up.

‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Not bad.’

An acknowledgement and it had taken him twenty-one years to give it.

Winter watched her, and when she met his eyes, he smiled. Coming over, he said, ‘I have to be on a train in a few hours. Back on duty midday tomorrow.’

She could already feel the shutters coming down, but this time, she wasn’t afraid. On impulse, she handed him a copy of the magazine. ‘Give it to Pearl with my…’ She nearly said ‘compliments’, but that felt like the old Betony. Brittle, a touch sarcastic. ‘With my best wishes,’ she said.
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GRACE


At Ventnor House, Grace was having rag-rolls put in her hair. Mrs Kesgrave stood behind her, following instructions from a magazine open on the table: the article promised ‘Simple wedding-day hair’.

This was the first try-out, though the result would not be seen until morning when the curlers were removed.

Jess appeared at the drawing-room door. ‘Phone call for you, Grace. A Flight Lieutenant Motte, from⁠—’

Grace was out of her seat, sending the curler flying from Mrs Kesgrave’s hand. Jess had left the telephone receiver on its side and even before she’d pressed it to her face, Grace was demanding breathlessly, ‘Is there news?’

‘Yes, of sorts, but—’ Jimmy Motte’s tone should have been warning, but Grace ploughed on.

‘Has he made contact?’

‘No, Miss Whelan. A section of his aircraft has been found washed up off Shetland.’

Shetland… wasn’t that off the coast of Scotland? Far beyond the mainland. ‘What was he doing there?’ She knew, even as she asked it, that the question was naïve. Spitfires covered distance fast.

‘With the strength of the wind that day,’ Jimmy said, ‘he may have been carried much further north than he realised. The patrol was scattered first by enemy attack, then by bad weather off the Icelandic coast.’

‘Iceland?’ That was impossibly far north.

‘It happens, even to experienced pilots.’

‘And?’ She waited. It seemed to take for ever.

‘He likely lost his bearings and either ran out of fuel or took damage. The tides have brought some wreckage in. In all likelihood, he came down in the sea.’

‘But not shot down?’ By a German plane while his mind was distracted, his heart broken.

‘We can’t say. Over wintry seas, in bad weather⁠—’

‘You’re saying he couldn’t have survived.’

‘We don’t know,’ Jimmy said quietly. ‘But it’s the rational conclusion. I’m very sorry.’

Grace tried to breathe through the sensation of her ribs being pulled apart. ‘His mother,’ she managed. ‘Have they⁠—’

‘The squadron leader has spoken to her already. But call her, will you, Miss Whelan. I know it’s what Owen would have wanted.’

With hardly a goodbye, Grace set the receiver down and dialled 100. She stammered out Primrose Henderson’s number and, as the phone rang, leaned against the passage wall, her chest heaving, her throat tight.

When Owen’s mother came on the line, Grace blurted, ‘You know, then. They told you?’

‘About the wreckage on the island beach? It’s good news, isn’t it?’

That his plane broke up in the sea? Didn’t Primrose understand?

‘It was part of the nose cone, and there was no sign of smoke or fire. It means he went down cleanly, Grace. He didn’t burn.’

‘I see.’ An odd serenity came over her. Clean. No burning. Owen had once told her that if a plane dropped fast enough, a pilot would pass out. He might not have realised he was dying. Might not have suffered.

So yes. All right. Good news.

Primrose was speaking all this time, saying she’d bring something over, ‘So you can see what you think. Will next Sunday suit or shall I come before that?’

‘Sorry – I wasn’t… Bring what, Primrose?’

‘My wedding veil. I’ve looked it out and Charlotte helped me wash it and make a little mend. It’s a tad outdated of course, but the finest silk net. I’m not saying you must wear it, but I’d like you to see it.’

‘Primrose, don’t you understand? If he’s not coming back, there’s no marriage. No dress, no veil.’ Grace had pledged to maintain her faith in a happy ending until this coming Thursday. Why that day? Because the day after was Friday the thirteenth and bad news on that date would keep a memory recurring as long as she lived. ‘Please don’t. Come to visit, but don’t bring a veil.’

Primrose seemed not to hear. ‘Did your sister send the dress? Green taffeta, I think you said. You’ll look adorable. Owen always said you were born to wear green⁠—’

‘Primrose, please, please. His plane went down in Icelandic waters in winter. It broke into pieces. He’s dead. Owen is dead. Don’t pretend, I can’t bear it⁠—’

The phone was taken from her, and somebody else took her in a kind but firm embrace. It was Jess who concluded the call with Primrose Henderson.

‘Why don’t you bring the veil on the wedding morning,’ Jess said. ‘There’ll be plenty of time to try it. Or post it, if you wish. You will? Perfect. Yes, we’ll look after Grace. Don’t you worry.’

Grace, sobbing uncontrollably, was aware of Mrs Kesgrave breathing Shh against her scalp, against the hair rolled up in tight scallops. ‘Why can’t she understand?’

‘Of course she understands,’ Jess said as they steered Grace back to the drawing room. Pulled a chair close to the fire and sat her down. ‘She just can’t accept it. Her mind and heart are not ready. Give her time. She has good friends around her.’

‘He’s dead, Jess.’

‘Until there’s a body, you cannot know.’

‘I don’t want her to come. What will I say to her?’

‘Nothing, except to be kind. And patient. Losing a fiancé is dreadful, Grace, but losing a child is unendurable.’
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JESS


Tuesday 10 December

To her surprise, it was Betony who had remembered that today was her birthday. Jess came down to find breakfast ready, a boiled egg waiting for her, dyed pink with food colouring.

There was a hand-made card, signed by her housemates.

‘Happy twentieth,’ Betony said, leaning in briefly. ‘Pink eggs for all of us.’

Mrs Kesgrave had also made a special effort, searching out a precious copy of Wuthering Heights. A second edition, bought years earlier from an antiquarian bookseller, because she had wanted the novel as close as possible to the hand that had written it.

‘I can’t,’ Jess breathed.

‘Of course you can. Like all my books, it carries the smoky tang of a survivor. You’ll remember Hill Street whenever you open it.’

Grace gave her a bag of treacle toffee, confessing it had been passed on to her by a patient. ‘It’s banned at The Gables as a danger to teeth, real or false. You don’t mind?’

‘We’ll share it,’ said Jess, touching Grace’s wrist, marvelling as she often did with Grace that, even now, she could think of other people.

At work when her section supervisor told her to report upstairs to Mr Brinkworth’s office, Jess allowed herself to hope she might be in line for promotion. Or a pay rise.

She pushed open the door and stopped dead.

Her head of section was talking to Frederick Taverner.

She forgot her manners: ‘What are you doing here, what’s happened?’

Frederick got to his feet. He wore the uniform that was now so familiar, his greatcoat over the chair. His inspection lasted long enough for her to imagine he was searching for some alteration in her. Then his expression closed and a polite, impersonal smile appeared.

‘I’m afraid I’m not bringing birthday congratulations. Brinkworth has been kind enough to release you for an hour because I need to speak with you. Not here – not in the building.’

With a glance at her superior, whose expression was one of terrifying gravity, Jess whispered, ‘I’ll get my coat. Shall I see you outside on Malet Street?’

‘Yes, that’s where my car is waiting. Don’t be long.’

Malet Street was all blurred edges and dripping gutters, the air cold enough to sting the lungs. Jess pulled her coat tighter as she stepped out. There was news. Frederick Taverner would not call for any other reason.

He was waiting by the kerb. An official-looking car idled, engine murmuring, a few yards further down. Frederick glanced at her face, which she guessed was pale between her upturned coat collar and the brim of her hat.

‘Where are we going?’ she asked. She could have demanded he tell her at once whatever he’d come to say, but she was afraid.

He opened the rear door of the car and then got in beside her. The interior was warm, smelling of leather. The sudden change in temperature oddly made her shiver harder.

‘There’s a café on Fitzroy Square,’ she said, thinking he might appreciate the comfort of coffee.

Without answering, Frederick leaned forward to the driver. ‘We’re not in a hurry. Circle around – anywhere, so long as we end up back here.’

He slid the glass partition shut and they were enclosed.

The car moved off. Torrington Place, then Gordon Square, then Tavistock Square – Bloomsbury laid out like a stage set, its terraces greyed by a mist unlikely to shift all day.

‘Frederick? My stomach’s hurting.’ Jess flinched at the nervous pitch of her voice.

Without a word, he took a letter from inside his greatcoat. It was sealed, white paper, Frederick written on the front. Nothing more.

She knew the writing. ‘When⁠—’

‘The minute before he left. I’m to open it if he doesn’t return.’

A chill ran through her. ‘You’re going to open it now? Because you know something. It’s why you came⁠—’

‘It’s not.’ He reached out to calm her and his hand fell on her thigh. He instantly pulled back. ‘I want to give you the option of seeing what’s inside.’

‘Do you know?’

‘No. Other than that it concerns you. It’s Rafe’s wishes, should he not return. I will open it if you ask me.’

She shut her eyes, feeling the sly creep of nausea. It came and went these last days, teasing her, forcing her into a constant game of am I, aren’t I? She put her hands to her face. ‘If you know something, tell me.’

‘Jess. Come on.’

‘All right,’ she said. He’d offered her a choice. ‘I don’t want to know.’ She shifted to look directly at his profile. So like Rafe, yet also utterly different. Leaner, harsher, a healing scar on the forehead, another from eye to cheek. The wounds she’d helped treat. He wasn’t annoyed with her, she realised, but frozen in grief. Different from hers, but as deep. ‘Frederick? I won’t cry, if that’s what you’re worried about. But I know you’ve learned more about the fishing trip.’

When he finally spoke, his voice was low, level. ‘We’ve had signals from Rafe.’

Her heart leaped traitorously and before she could stop herself, repeated, ‘Signals? From his location?’

‘Yes.’

Alive, then. She flattened her next question: When’s he coming back? because Frederick would not have brought her here, sealed in the soundproof shell of his car, if the news were simple. ‘Do you have a fix on his position?’

‘Yes, but I’m not telling you.’

‘Trondheim, Norway.’

‘I said I’m not telling you. I will say that it’s the area we’d hoped for, and he’s sent coherent intelligence. Mission successful.’

‘They’re coming home.’

She willed Frederick Taverner to nod and say, ‘Absolutely, full steam ahead for the English coast,’ or some such. She knew he wouldn’t from the way he moved his good hand as if releasing something he’d been gripping. The prosthetic hand in its black leather glove reminded her that Frederick had once been a naval officer. He wouldn’t always have been this guarded and cold. What linked them was that he loved his brother. A fragile connection, but unbreakable.

‘Tell me what his situation is,’ she amended.

‘The weather’s been atrocious. Gales, heavy seas. Dense fog.’ He glanced at the car window. ‘Makes London look like someone left a kettle boiling. On the good side, it’s kept the U-boats bottled up, a blessing for our shipping. It’s done the same to everything else that floats.’

‘Including Rafe’s trawler.’

‘Including that. Time is not his friend, Jess. The longer they stay anchored in some bay or cove, the more likely somebody will spot them. German planes patrol that coast relentlessly.’

She nodded once. She had promised she wouldn’t collapse under the weight of bad news. ‘When was the last signal?’

He looked at her and, for a moment, she could almost believe he was impressed. It was the right question. One he could answer.

‘Saturday, eighteen hundred hours.’

Two whole days ago. ‘Why are you only telling me now?’

Now he wasn’t so impressed. ‘Because I don’t sit in front of a wireless transmitter in Naval Intelligence. That’s someone else’s job, transcribing Morse code. I’m in the chain, Jess, but many links away. I was told this morning at zero seven hundred hours.’

She swallowed. ‘Sorry. You promised me news when you had some. So thank you.’

The car turned sharply into Russell Square. Jess, unprepared, was thrown sideways. Her shoulder struck Frederick’s arm – the living arm – and for an instant she was held there, the tilt pinning her against him. He released her without comment when they straightened up.

‘Sorry,’ she said again.

‘No harm done,’ he replied, already withdrawing, as though the moment hadn’t occurred.

‘You can say for sure he was alive on Saturday. But nothing since.’

‘Nothing since.’

Closing her eyes, she saw Rafe, her lover. Delighted by each other, even if shocked by their audacity. His mouth had quirked as he looked down at her, and he’d said, ‘You are a puzzle, Jessica Gresham. The best sort. Unsolvable.’

They’d made love again on that last night, hurriedly, conscious that Frederick might come back at any moment and even as they lay in each other’s arms, a car was heading out from its underground garage, fuelled for a journey to the coast.

It made her think of Grace, grieving for Owen. She told Frederick about it, adding, ‘He may have crash-landed in the sea between Scotland and Iceland. In bad conditions, they seem to think.’

‘Sorry to hear it,’ Frederick said gravely. ‘Poor lad. We always think we can beat nature and the weather, but it’s always a least two days ahead of us.’

‘Rafe knows that. He’s a good sailor.’

‘Yes. He’s good.’

‘He knows his craft, and the crew⁠—’

‘Jess.’ He had gripped her wrist so tightly, she gasped. The restraint he’d held since Mr Brinkworth’s office was gone. ‘Don’t weave false hope. My brother knew how dangerous things would get – better even than me. The reason we’re circling Bloomsbury is so that when the news comes – and I’m afraid it will – it doesn’t knock you off your feet. You need to be prepared, not least if you’re⁠—’

It was her turn to shush him. Grace had told her that speculation was unhelpful for the first few weeks. No point raising that spectre.

Letting go of her hand, Frederick asked again if she would like to read Rafe’s letter. ‘I could have kept you in the dark, but though I know little about you, I suspected you’d hate my brother and me having a secret. It’s my name on the front, but it’s your letter, Jess.’

‘I understand, but it’s still no.’ Grace had made a pact with heartbreak over Owen, but Jess couldn’t do the same. ‘Don’t think I’m weak—’ She broke off. A keening cry was building and she couldn’t afford to let it surface.

To her relief, Frederick leaned forward and rapped on the glass. The driver drew up to the kerb and looked back.

Drawing the glass aside, Frederick said, ‘You can take us back.’

A few minutes later, Jess got out and Frederick joined her on the pavement. To her astonishment, he pulled her against him.

‘The minute I know,’ he said, his voice vibrating against the brim of her hat, ‘I’ll come.’
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GRACE


Thursday 19 December

The Old Bailey did not lend itself to hope. To sit in the public gallery, praying that the person called next would be locked up for the next decade – God willing – made her a monster. An unnatural sister. But Grace wished it all the same. The possibility of Cormac wheedling a pardon, being granted the freedom to invade her home and sanctuary, was unimaginable.

Grace wasn’t sure how she was holding herself together. The days since the twelfth of December – the date she’d set as the end of hope for Owen’s return – had been a blur of sleepless nights and fumbled attempts at normal life. No telephone call. No telegram. No letter. The prospect of Cormac at large again, and no Owen to stand beside her, was more than she could face.

Of course, she had plenty to be thankful for, with Jess seated on one side of her and Mrs Kesgrave on the other. A clerk had advised that The King versus Cormac Whelan was scheduled as the first hearing of the afternoon. They’d been sitting here for half an hour.

At last, the benches below filled. The judge returned. Counsel rose, a clerk droned out names and charges. Cormac came in between two warders. She heard Jess give a gasp and whispered, ‘I know. He’s changed. Prison does that.’

He was thinner than when she’d seen him in Pentonville but even from this distance, she could see he’d slicked his hair close to his scalp. To heighten the impression of meek conformity? If so, it wasn’t quite working. Even in prison clothes he was still handsome, and she felt the interest rippling along the gallery. He had presence, you couldn’t deny it, and she felt a sharp, unwelcome pity.

If life had tilted half an inch differently, Cormac might have stood somewhere else entirely now. A clerk. A teacher. Or, likely, in uniform. But life had not tilted for Cormac. He had tilted it.

The prosecution outlined the charges. The defence replied with all the correct words: remorse, no previous convictions. A twin brother and mother both recently, tragically, killed by a bomb. Cormac himself was invited to speak. He kept his voice steady, the Irish ironed out of it. He wished to be better, he said. He wished, above all, to stop being a burden on his country. His sister, a fine girl, a nurse, was about to tie the knot with an Air Force pilot and he longed, more than anything, to be able to be there and give her away.

‘No,’ Grace hissed. Heads turned quickly towards her. Including Cormac’s.

He slowly raised his hand to his temple. A kind of salute… mockery? Or just smoothing back a strand of Brylcreemed hair.

Jess squeezed her hand.

‘Five years,’ Mrs Kesgrave muttered fiercely. ‘Give him five and let the girls rebuild their lives in peace.’

The judge consulted briefly with a man in khaki. Grace had noticed him when she first sat down. It seemed the war was seeping into every corner of life.

The judge had made his decision. Given all the facts, he intoned, the serious nature of the charges, a custodial sentence would normally be handed down without question. However, under the particular circumstances of these times, he was awarding the defendant a conditional discharge. A suspended sentence rather than a custodial one.

‘Bless you, milord, thank you,’ Cormac gasped. ‘You won’t regret it.’

‘It’s not right,’ Grace cried out, half-rising. Mrs Kesgrave and Jess pulled her back down.

Looking direct at her, Cormac punched the air.

The judge called for order. The gavel had not yet fallen and it seemed Mr Whelan had misunderstood his sentence. His discharge was on the condition he enlist in an infantry regiment. He would be removed from here to a training depot, under escort by military police. Immediately.

The gavel crashed down.

Grace didn’t believe what she’d heard.

Nor, it seemed, did Cormac, who stared open-mouthed at the judge. Men in khaki moved towards him. For a moment, he looked ready to bolt. Then the strength went out of him and his head sagged forward.

‘Let’s go,’ Mrs Kesgrave urged. ‘No point seeing any more.’

‘What just happened?’ Grace asked when they were outside.

‘They’ve swept the problem into the army,’ Jess said. The infantry were being shipped to North Africa now, everyone knew that. Rommel, Mussolini, desert fighting. It was no soft option. It might, indeed, be a death sentence.

When a prison van rumbled by, black tape making star patterns across its headlamps, Grace felt a moment’s tearing sorrow. If things had been different, in two days’ time she would have been marrying Owen, off on a brief honeymoon without taint or shadow. That wasn’t going to be. But at least her brother could no longer torment her. It brought a certain release.

At home, Mrs Kesgrave suggested hot tea and shortbread. She’d made some that morning. ‘I predicted we’d need a pep-up. And there’s something I want to mention.’

Sitting in court, she said, had prompted her to settle another matter – her family. The brothers and sisters who had written her out of their lives because her divorce and her career threatened their brittle respectability.

‘I have given them their chance and now I shall flip the tables. I’ve decided to fund a plaque for our brother Benjamin in the garden of the school he attended. I shall invite local dignitaries. My siblings may come, or not. And if anyone reporting the event should mention my profession – well, it is time the world learned what a discreet correspondent is. After which, I shall write my memoir.’

The others stared, uncertain how to react. Mrs Kesgrave gently moved the conversation on.

‘Jess, dear, brew up. Grace, fetch the biscuit tin.’

When they were seated, Mrs Kesgrave plunged a piece of shortbread into her tea. One, two, three – out.

‘Dunking a biscuit,’ she said, ‘and navigating life as a single woman are matters of precision and managed risk.’ She took a bite. ‘Whatever life brings us, dear ones, we have all earned the right to be the people we are.’
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JESS


Saturday 21 December

It was the shortest day and it was also Grace’s wedding morning. Jess had heard her moving about before it was light and traipsing downstairs, undoubtedly off to early Mass. With no word still of Owen’s fate, Grace would need prayer to get her through the next twenty-four hours. The kindest thing would have been to send her away. To the seaside, maybe, and let this day come and go without fuss.

Grace was enduring it for Primrose’s sake. For the mother of the man she loved. She ought to get a medal, Jess thought as she went slowly downstairs.

The kettle was still warm on the stove and she made fresh tea. Plates and covered bowls on the kitchen surfaces stood ready for the lunch that would be served later. Guests could not be uninvited. They would have to be hospitable. It was going to be hard for them all.

Dawn rose in a brownish fog, another cheerless winter day, but it brought Grace back. Jess heard the front door and went out in time to see her friend taking off her coat.

‘I’ve made more tea,’ she said.

‘In a minute.’ Grace wove past the trestle tables set up for the lunch and went towards the stairs, where she paused. ‘There’s something I need to do. Primrose’s veil. I must…’ She made a fluid gesture that meant, put it on. ‘It’ll be the first thing she asks.’

The veil had arrived in a package light as thistledown.

‘Would you like⁠—’

‘No, thanks, Jess,’ Grace cut in. ‘Let me do this on my own.’

In the kitchen, Jess made tea as tears rolled down her cheeks. She didn’t try to stop them. She was crying for herself, for Grace, for Owen, for Rafe. Sobs built and, putting her cup down, she hunched over the stove, gripping its edge. Let it out, better now than later.

The door clicked open and she heard a cough. Polite, deep. Winter had arrived last night, his presence a comfort because he knew how to be practical and didn’t shower them with pity. He’d put out all the tables and chairs. Betony had made up his bed on the top floor, which fooled nobody.

At least two people were happy.

‘Won’t be a mo.’ Grabbing a tea towel, she rubbed her eyes and turned with an excuse ready. These dark, foggy mornings, they pull me down.

The words died on her lips. It wasn’t Winter Macpherson standing rigidly on the kitchen step. It was Frederick Taverner.

She made tea for him, manners racing in to fill the shock. She took both cups to the table, inviting him to sit. ‘Sugar in the bowl.’ And when he shook his head, she said, ‘You’ve heard.’

‘Yes.’ He swallowed. ‘A telegraph came into the naval wireless station at Orford Ness. Doesn’t matter where that is. They woke me to tell me.’

She waited, her breath sticking to her lungs.

‘I’ll try to repeat exactly what they said.’ He made a face, the kind that accompanies careful thought. ‘“Trawler Aileen believed homeward bound sighted adrift and towed to home port.”’

‘Adrift?’

‘“Reported attacked by enemy aircraft, approximate position fifty-eight forty north, three ten east⁠—”’

‘Frederick, they’re just numbers!’

‘North Sea, Jess, off the top of Scotland, on the run home from Norway. No wireless response when spotted by coastal patrol. Vessel showed severe structural damage and when boarded’ – he drew on some resource and continued – ‘five crew and one of ours found dead.’

Ours. ‘Rafe, then.’

He nodded.

She sat absolutely still because the room seemed to shiver. Everything blurred. She heard Frederick say her name, but her gaze remained straight ahead. She had prepared herself for this, yet nothing could ready her for the brutal finality. Rafe, dead.

She would never see him again, never hold him. Never tell him – her hand fell to her stomach. ‘You think he died in the attack?’

‘It’s almost certain.’

‘And not by’ – her mind’s eye went to button-size white pills – ‘not by poison.’

‘You mean cyanide? It was still on him, in the box.’ Frederick placed his hand on hers. It was very warm. Or was it hers that was icy? ‘Jess, Rafe died doing what he did best – on active duty – which means… well, it means a lot.’

‘He’s still dead,’ she said thickly.

Frederick let a silence fall, saying after a while, ‘In time, I will wonder how many lives he’s saved, how many ships’ crews won’t be lost because of his courage. Tens, hundreds? It means his⁠—’

‘Don’t say his death is worthwhile,’ she hissed, wrenching her hand away. ‘I couldn’t bear it.’

‘I was going to say it makes his life worthwhile. And, Jess, he loved you.’

If he’d not said that she could have sat ramrod-straight until he left. Now, she dissolved, her chin sinking down, sobs clawing at her. Frederick came to stand behind her, putting his arm around her. She let her head fall against him and they stayed like that until her crying subsided.

He gave her a handkerchief.

She dried her tears. ‘It’s Grace’s wedding today. They mustn’t know. It would make things even worse for her. I didn’t imagine I’d ever say that. Why is life so cruel?’

‘I don’t know. Just that it is.’ He asked, ‘Do you still want me to come? I’ll stay away if you want.’

‘No – come, or they’ll suspect something. And it will help. I don’t know why, but it will.’

He reached into his breast pocket, taking out a letter.

‘I haven’t opened it,’ he said. ‘Though I think I know what it says. Until later, Jess.’
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GRACE


It should have been the happiest morning of her life. Ventnor House was dressed in holly and ivy scavenged from Mayfair parks. Coloured paper flowers added a splash of brightness. Primrose had sent over tablecloths, glassware and silver. Food would be put out in the hall; guests would gather in the drawing room. The fire was laid. In just over four hours, Grace was due at Hanover Square Register Office.

She wouldn’t go, but still, she’d better get these rag-rolls out of her hair.

Leaving her bedroom, she went downstairs and saw Betony emerging from the kitchen. The blonde hair was a beehive of curling papers and Betony was still in her dressing gown. To Grace’s eye, she looked like a woman denied sleep – blissfully so.

‘I know I’m no cook,’ Betony whispered when she saw Grace. She closed the kitchen door behind her. ‘Jess doesn’t want help with the sausage rolls. She waved me away but I think she’s been crying.’

Grace recalled the sound of a car engine a short while back. ‘I hope it’s not news of Rafe.’

‘She didn’t say anything.’ Betony bit her lip. ‘She would have, wouldn’t she?’

‘Only if she wanted us to know.’

‘Oh Lord.’ As if refusing to let more bad news take hold, Betony shook herself. ‘How was the veil? Mrs Kesgrave said it had come.’

It was on her dressing table, still in its brown paper, Grace confessed. ‘I was going to unwrap it earlier, but I just couldn’t.’ She’d do it now, she said, before Primrose arrived. That way, she could pronounce it lovely, perhaps a trifle long, and hopefully avoid further mention of it.

Betony offered to come up with her and help pin it on.

Grace thanked her. ‘Best I do it alone.’

‘You as well? What’s up with me, do I still smell of printing ink and burned sand?’

‘You’re fine, Betony. Honestly. Go and find Winter and be happy.’

‘He’s gone out. I made him put on his uniform and walk to Shepherd Market. They’ve got torch batteries at the hardware store. Mine have died.’

Grace, who had turned around and was now halfway up the stairs, paused and asked, ‘Why in his uniform?’

‘So, when he also asks for razor blades, they’re likely to give him some from under the counter. Can’t have our servicemen using blunt ones.’ Betony extended a leg between the edges of her dressing gown. There was a plaster just below her kneecap. ‘Nor should lady editors.’

Smiling faintly, Grace continued upstairs. It was extraordinary how everyone was keeping things going. Baking, polishing the cutlery, curling their hair. Shaving their legs.

How she wished things were different. Or had she gone past the point of wishing? Her heart felt lead-lined, her body slow.

Entering her bedroom, she heard someone rap at the front door. Pushing aside the blackouts at her window, she was in time to see an RAF blue shoulder disappearing into the house. She hoped Winter’s trip had been successful, that good looks and silver wings had persuaded the gloomy old man at the hardware store to spare a precious razor or two.

Leaving the window, Grace’s eyes went to Immie’s dress. Its colour zinged against the wall’s off-white paint. She went over and stroked the apple-green skirt, lifting the hem where Mrs Kesgrave had embroidered daisies to disguise a mark.

Slowly, Grace took off the layers she’d put on for Mass. From under her pillow, she took the camisole, suspenders and knickers and put them on, then a pair of champagne-coloured stockings. She dropped a matching silk-satin shift over her head. She might as well do this properly.

Finally, she took the dress off its hanger, bashing out the skirt so the taffeta squeaked.

She shivered as it went on. She did up the side buttons, plumped up the sleeves, but without a full-length mirror, she couldn’t really see how it looked. Betony had a good mirror in her room.

Finally releasing the veil from its packaging, she draped it over her arm and went out. On the landing, she paused. Voices in the hall, Winter’s the clearest. He hadn’t made it to the shop, by the sound of it.

‘… got as far as Berkeley Square.’

‘… couldn’t you find a telephone box and call?’ Betony sounded overwrought.

Come on, thought Grace. It’s only torch batteries.

In Betony’s room, she couldn’t resist a smile at the strewn clothes, the covers sliding off on one side of the bed. Removing a black opera glove that was draped over the mirror, Grace inspected herself through narrowed eyes. Immie’s dress was good. The neckline made the most of her figure: a dash of cleavage, a hint of shoulder. Sleeves of puffed organza made the dress feel special. Celebratory.

And the cruellest thing of all? ‘You look knockout, sweetheart.’

She pushed her feet into the shoes Betony was lending her. Kidskin, somewhere between ivory and fawn. She took out her curlers, dropping them on the dressing table, and brushed out her hair. The dress brought out the golden glints and made her eyes seem intensely blue.

The moment of truth…

A tear slid from her eye as she lifted the veil and gossamer silk lace fell over her shoulders, almost to the floor. It must be from the early 1920s, the last word in fashion when women wore their hair in short bobs. It should be anchored with a circlet of flowers.

Using hair slides from Betony’s dressing table, Grace pinned the veil on top of her head, bringing the fabric forward until the effect was strangely nun-like. Memories of Easby Abbey. Sitting in the cold with Owen. ‘We’re going to scandalise the monks.’ Another tear inched down her cheek.

Someone was coming up the stairs.

If it was the lovers, they’d get a shock finding her in their room in full wedding garb. No time to take anything off, so she called out, ‘I’m in here. You can be the first to see.’

The bride that will never be.

Grace stared at herself through a mist of tears. The door behind her opened and a figure slipped in, reflected in the mirror.

It wasn’t Winter.

He wasn’t wearing uniform.

Grace froze as arms came around her and a rough chin rested on the exposed dip between neck and shoulder. Lips grazed her flesh.

‘My darling?’

‘Owen.’ She pulled the veil aside and stared at their reflection. Her face, transfixed in disbelief. His, unshaven and weather-bitten, his arms knotted around her. He wore clothes she didn’t recognise.

She said his name again, then went rigid. After what she’d done, it would only be seconds before he pushed her away. She spoke, her breath shallow and fast. ‘That letter. You must hate me. You’d be so angry and hurt. Jimmy – your friend – said what it did to you and I wished I could have died. I won’t blame you if you never forgive me.’ She lifted her eyes to him, hardly able to see him through the tears. ‘Just know that I never stopped loving you.’

‘Grace.’ He lifted a hand. Sh. ‘You’re right. I didn’t understand. At first, I thought one of the lads in the squadron was hoaxing me. But the writing. The postmark. It had to be you. I was so hurt.’ The way he shook his head said everything. Rejection, unbearable confusion. Anger too. ‘But it’s all right. Betony explained – some of it anyway. It’s all right,’ he repeated. ‘I love you. More, if that’s possible. I haven’t slept; I had to get here and hope I wasn’t too late.’

They fell against each other, Grace holding him as if she was rescuing him from the waves. Or clinging to him so as not to go under. They stood locked together until they heard feet on the stairs. The whole household was on its way up, by the sound of it.

‘You’ve seen me in my wedding dress,’ Grace mumbled as they faced the door, hand in hand.

‘And I’m wearing clothes I borrowed from an Icelandic patrol boat captain.’ Owen plucked at the heavy trousers, worn with boots and a jumper that looked as if it had spent years being cured by salt winds. ‘I’m going to marry you in them too.’ He gripped her hand, hard. ‘If the wedding’s still on.’
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In five minutes, they would set off for Hanover Square.

A party was now gathered.

Among the letters on the table in the hall was one from Sir Gideon Ventnor, informing Grace that, as Lady Ventnor was indisposed, neither of them would be making the journey to London. He’d enclosed a generous cheque. Grace would have loved Owen’s uncle to be there, but Devon was a long trek from London these days. And Lady Ventnor’s absence was an undoubted blessing.

Another absentee was Jimmy Motte, Owen’s intended best man. Owen had wired his group captain from Thurso in the far north of Scotland where he’d been brought ashore and had been granted twenty-four hours’ compassionate leave. There had been no time for Jimmy to swap rotas.

Winter offered; Owen accepted.

Dr Marek was delighted to give Grace away. He also unwittingly saved her from a separate dilemma, by suggesting a twist on the tradition.

‘Not only the father figure to give you to your man, but mother too.’

Grace thought he knew. Her mother was dead. She said so and he shook his head.

‘Mrs Kesgrave, dear Gloria. Will she not walk on your other side?’

‘My sister, Immie, is supposed to be my matron of honour.’

Dr Marek looked around. ‘But she is not here.’

True. Immie was always complaining about the buses and how hard it was to get three unruly boys washed, dressed and out of the door. There was a chance she wouldn’t make it. ‘I’ll ask Mrs K,’ Grace said. ‘I can’t think of anything I’d like more than the two of you.’

Everyone fell into their roles. No one minded that the groom had seen the bride before she came to him. It was wartime. As Winter had said, ‘Situation normal. There are no rules.’

Since Owen’s return, everything that could go right would go right.

Except – even as Grace thought it – a cacophony broke out and a moment later, three little boys in shorts and waistcoats, their socks round their ankles, tumbled through the door shouting, ‘Auntie Grace, Auntie Grace, the bus broke down on the Charing Cross Road!’

Behind them came her sister, Immie, hollering, ‘What are you, a troop of heathens? I swear blind Grace is your mother and I’m the blessed aunt!’

At twenty minutes to twelve at Hanover Square Register Office, Grace Whelan said ‘I do’ to Flight Lieutenant Owen Henderson. Flying Officer Winter Macpherson handed over the ring, a gold band borrowed from Mrs Kesgrave.

The registrar pronounced them man and wife. Everyone clapped and cheered. Some lowered their heads to hide tears. Others wept openly.

Betony, modest in dark blue, Jess and Charlotte also in blue, Mrs Kesgrave in her favourite mauve, and Immie unmissable in a suit of yellow and lime green check, stepped aside as Grace and Owen turned to face the gathering.

Family, colleagues and dear friends, half the chairs in the room empty. A very wartime wedding.

Colin Ambrose was sketching furiously.

Commander Frederick Taverner, immaculate in uniform, had slipped in at the back at some point and it was he who prevented three violently excited little boys from rushing out ahead of Grace and Owen. He blocked the door and said to the elder two, ‘I’ll show you how to stand to attention and give a proper naval salute to the bride and groom. Ready?’
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JESS


Jess slipped into Sir Gideon’s library after she and the rest of the party returned to Ventnor House.

She made sure nobody saw her.

Turning on the reading lamp, she ran her finger under the seal of the letter Frederick had given her.

She was good at that. Highly trained in the art of opening correspondence without botching it. The next part was the hardest thing in her life.

To read, to absorb, to honour words without scrutinising them for code. Or hidden meaning.

Without crying.

Frederick.

God, this is hard. You know how the next days or weeks might go. Odds aren’t great, are they? I want to say two things, and the first you’ll hate. The second you will at least half-expect. You were a terrific brother. You stepped in when Dad wouldn’t listen. You kicked my backside into the Navy and then completely ignored me. Absolutely the right thing to do. But your name shone a path, and I only ever hoped to be someone you could be proud of. And now there’s Jess. Look after her. I mean, really look after her. Protect her and hold her. I am glad I can go from here because you are there.

Rafe

Jess allowed herself ten minutes, then joined the crowd in the drawing room. Everyone was eating, balancing a plate and a glass. The Shepherd and Flock on Farm Street had supplied beer and Winter had extracted a crate of champagne from old friends at the Canadian High Commission. Everyone looked so happy, except those for whom happiness was not a strong enough word.

Primrose was a woman remade. Grace and Owen were talking to a group of guests, their shoulders pressed together, green organza and Icelandic wool. Ambrose, still making sketches for the magazine, could be heard murmuring, ‘Who could ever make this up?’

Jess looked around for Frederick. His intervention with Immie’s boys had worked rather too well, landing him with three little shadows who could not be shaken off. He might have found it too much. She could hear the boys now, thundering around upstairs. They’d been forbidden to go beyond the hall, but you’d never have known it.

Perhaps Frederick had slipped away for a moment’s quiet. She hoped he hadn’t left altogether, though it wasn’t impossible. Living was doable, she’d discovered, so long as you could step away when the tears flowed. She turned towards the window – and saw him there.

He spoke first. ‘Why aren’t you eating?’

‘I’m not hungry. I feel a bit queasy.’

‘Uh-huh?’

‘Don’t ask,’ she answered. It wasn’t the moment to tell him, but there was little doubt now. Sick in the mornings. And so tired in the afternoons. Place a cup of coffee anywhere near, she had to run for the sink. Grace had worked out that it would be an August birth.

‘The worst month. Hot as hell, and the poor kid will be the youngest in its class by miles,’ Grace had joked, but her eyes had been as solemn as church.

Charlotte’s had been the same when Jess had confided the news to her sister.

‘What will you do?’

‘Go through with it.’ Jess hadn’t entertained a moment’s doubt at any point.

‘Then what?’

‘Live with you, under your legal guardianship.’

‘If it were up to me – but, darling, I’m not your next of kin. Father is.’

‘He won’t help me.’

‘No, but he’ll intervene.’ Charlotte had heard from an old friend at home that the Reverend Ian Gresham was to marry his parish secretary, Miss Hillingdon. That meant not just one authoritarian, God-fearing traditionalist looming over their lives, but two. ‘You know what it will mean.’

Intervention dressed up as moral duty.

Even if they could be kept at bay, Charlotte continued, an unmarried mothers’ home was a near-certainty. ‘Once you’ve given birth, they’ll try and separate you and the baby.’

Not the baby. Hers and Rafe’s.

Jess lifted her face. Frederick was waiting. She said, ‘I’m carrying Rafe’s child.’ Her voice did not tremble. ‘If you’re about to call me a fool, save it. I stepped willingly into this situation.’

‘I wasn’t about to call you a fool.’ He touched her wrist. ‘Let’s go somewhere private.’

They crossed the hall where the tables were laid with the finest feast rationing would allow. The cake, a cut-and-come-again sponge made with a scattering of sultanas and cherries, sat under a white box decorated with ribbons. It awaited the toasts, the groom’s and the best man’s speech.

‘Somewhere private’ was the library again, the door firmly shut.

Frederick asked if she’d read Rafe’s letter. She opened a drawer where she’d hidden it between a pair of old desk diaries and held it out to him.

‘I don’t need it. I just need to know—’ As he often did, Frederick Taverner stopped the moment something other than a cold fact stepped onto his tongue. ‘What I mean is, Rafe was clearly concerned that⁠—’

‘Oh, stop it.’

Frederick looked down, the inert hand in its glove resting on the library table, the other curling and uncurling. It reminded Jess of Immie’s eldest, Matthew, when his mother gave him a blasting.

Jess said, ‘I know what Rafe meant. I know what he wanted. Now I need to know what you want. Don’t give me co-ordinates, Commander. I need words. I need the truth.’

For some time, neither spoke, neither moved. And then Frederick held out his hand for her to take. ‘If it’s enough,’ he said, ‘take it. It will never falter or flinch. You have my solemn word.’

Rafe’s smile came back to her, the way it lifted his injured face in defiance of the pain that never left him. His last words to her had been his goodbye.

Life isn’t kind, Jess, but love is. Done right.

‘You are not him,’ she said to Frederick. ‘And I don’t want you to be. But his child needs more than his memory and my tears. He or she needs a name – and someone standing between us and the world.’ She took the offered hand in both of hers. ‘And I won’t falter either, Frederick.’

‘Then I’ll try to make you happy,’ he said quietly. And more firmly, ‘I will keep you safe. That I can promise.’ He pulled her to him. They stood in stillness until a shriek from the hall broke the moment.

Grace’s sister was on the warpath.

‘Matthew and Vincent, get your grubby hands off your auntie’s cake or, as God’s my witness, I’ll cut you both into slices and send you to jail in a box.’
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BETONY


Three months later

Betony was at the offices on Farm Street, ears hurting. Not from noise but from the silence of the telephone. Twice now she’d picked up the receiver, listening for the hum of a live line, before replacing it. The phone worked. She knew it did.

The thousand pounds her father had sent had shrunk to two hundred. Watching it vanish into rent, overheads, Ambrose’s salary and her own – now she’d given up Firbank Sisters – was sobering.

The April 1941 issue was ready – apart from the spaces that must be filled with paid advertising.

February’s magazine, its cover showing Grace and Owen cutting their cake in a drawing by Ambrose, had flown off the newsstands.

‘Even the war can’t dampen romance. Weddings are springing up everywhere!’ went the strapline. Not the sharpest bit of journalism ever, but for a magazine wanting broad appeal, it was better to be clear than clever. Letters had flooded in, wishing the couple well.

Readers loved the mix of high fashion, make-do and practical advice that Betony had created. But she didn’t need to be told again that cover price did not meet the cost of production.

‘We sold out our Christmas issue too,’ she’d told the advertising buyer at Lux Soap just an hour ago. ‘Every copy sold, and I’m still getting letters from readers who missed out.’

Lux wanted to advertise with her. The hitch was that they, along with all the others, had got used to getting space at half price or for free. Nobody was keen for a return to market rates. Lux had promised a decision by mid-afternoon.

It was after one. Was that mid-afternoon?

Ambrose would know, but he was on his lunch break. ‘If mid-afternoon is between lunch and tea’ – Betony counted on her fingers – ‘it comes at two o’clock.’

She could breathe. She was standing in front of the long mirror that had been her habitual place when all she’d been here was the house model. The clothes horse. Ambrose used to joke they ought to shift it to a different corner so she didn’t wear out the carpet.

Betony wasn’t admiring herself; she was planning. Once again, she was wearing Sybil’s grey Chanel trousers, a little shiny at the knees and seat these days. They had inspired ideas for a double-page spread: ‘No slacking – unless you want to give the men a run for their money!’ Was the world ready? She’d adopted a comfortable style of dressing: trousers, a woollen shirt and a knitted waistcoat, belted around the middle. Winter, on his last leave, had laughed and told her she looked like RAF ground crew heading out to the pub.

He came to London less frequently as he was no longer involved in training and reconnaissance. These days it was regular night sorties and what he called, worryingly, ‘dusk interceptions’.

When he couldn’t get to London, she went to Wittering. So often, the ticket collector at Stamford nodded her through before she reached the barrier. She liked Stamford. It was where she had become Mrs Winter Macpherson – though the name on her chequebook remained Miss B. D. Styles.

Like Grace and Jess, Betony now lived two lives. Married women and working ones. In her case and Grace’s, it meant moving each day between shifts and deadlines, and the constant dread of a letter, a telephone call or a telegram.

‘Right, this won’t buy the baby a buttered parsnip.’ Betony clapped her hands. She could use the next few minutes calling the typesetters and scribble a few ideas for a June issue.

‘Why are you wearing my slacks?’

The question, shot out in cut-crystal, made her spin around. She knew who had spoken, but it could not be⁠—

But it was. ‘Sybil! My goodness, you’re⁠—’

Totally altered.

The long grey hair that, at their last meeting, had been dull and unbrushed, was cut short. Oddly, it made Sybil look younger. She was wearing make-up again. Victory-red lips and pencilled brows.

A skirt suit in black, a gold brooch on the lapel and a rolled copy of something in the crook of her arm.

Practical Modes?

‘I’ve been wondering about you for months,’ Betony said, afraid her old mentor would go through her efforts line by line, pointing out the weaknesses. ‘I wondered how you were doing at that hotel⁠—’

‘The one near Chichester? Ugh, ghastly.’ Sybil pulled a face. ‘What else could it be – a bunch of scaredy-cats putting on unfunny reviews and drinking themselves silly, whining that we should never have gone to war. If only we had talked to Herr Hitler… I put up with them for a week.’

‘Then where have you been?’

‘Scotland, Lochinver. With my uncle, imbibing Edwardian philosophy while doing a little writing and painting. There came a moment when I realised how much I missed this place and my magazine.’ Sybil glanced around at the walls, which Betony and Ambrose had repainted. Yellow, the only colour they could find.

Betony’s heart plummeted. Sybil missed her office. Her magazine.

‘That’s brought you back, then. You want⁠—’

‘This has brought me back.’ Sybil took the publication from under her arm and flipped it straight. ‘“Make this Christmas a cracker with our easy-to-follow instructions”,’ she read. ‘Whose idea was it to show readers how to make their own crackers?’

‘Mine,’ Betony said in a dull voice. ‘Course, we couldn’t provide the bang. But we came up with jokes for people to use.’ Would Sybil have noticed the embarrassing layout error on the opposite page? The advertising copy for Silkeen Stockings had been placed under the banner of the Royal Air Force Benevolent Fund.

‘They glide on smoothly to caress your legs’ had taken on a very different meaning.

Thankfully, only a few people had minded. Most had found it hilarious.

‘Crackers – inspired,’ said Sybil. She walked up and cupped Betony’s face between cold hands. ‘You have changed. Blossomed. I’ll be honest, I didn’t think you’d do it, but you proved you can.’

Betony’s mind ran ahead. If Sybil’s praise was a cover for reawakened ambition, then they’d have a battle. She’d risked too much, poured too much of herself into this dream, to give it up. ‘If you’ve come to take over, I’m not going quietly.’

‘Take over? Lord, no. I couldn’t if I wanted to. Darling, being editor was wonderful— until it nearly destroyed me. However, I’m not ready to hang up my boots. I was rather hoping you’ll give me a job.’

Betony blinked. A job, Sybil March, ex-editor? ‘What as?’

‘What do you most need?’ Sybil glanced towards her old office. ‘I’ll tell you first, I’m only going to work four days a week. A three-day weekend is non-negotiable. And I don’t want to do the books either.’

‘I have a bookkeeper who comes in three times a week.’ Betony made a fast calculation, a faster decision. ‘Would you write?’

‘Absolutely. And make tea.’

‘And…’ Betony looked at her watch. It was two minutes to two. Any moment… ‘Would you consider being our advertising manager? Only, I’m not very good at asking for money.’

‘That’s not what I heard.’ Sybil walked into the office, pulled a second chair out from the wall and placed it next to Betony’s. ‘I had a chat with your mother the other day, a one-minute call. Sounds like you tied your father over a barrel and tickled his toes. Wicked.’

The telephone rang. Betony started, a jolt of adrenaline cutting through her. ‘It’ll be Lux Soap. They want the whole back page – but they can’t have it at a discount. I’ve got to be grown-up about it and so have they.’

‘Got it.’ Sybil picked up the telephone and with a conspiratorial wink over the receiver said in her measured way, ‘Practical Modes publicity office, Miss March speaking. Ah, Mr Wharton, such a pleasure. I’m so glad you called as I’ve just had Silkeen Stockings on the phone, begging for the back of the April edition. Yes, the whole page. I’m stalling them. Stalling hard. Shall we talk?’

Betony left her to it and, on a whim, went downstairs to the street. Standing in the doorway, she was taken back to another afternoon. It had been November, and she’d set off from this same door at a run, terrified she’d be late for a meeting with her father.

She felt a painful affection for that girl – but she preferred the woman she’d become. Betty Styles, Editor. Smiling to herself, she sat down on the step and lifted her face to the sky. London in spring was always her favourite time.

***

If you loved The Wartime Lodging House series, don’t miss Natalie Meg Evans’ utterly heartbreaking WW2 novel, The Paris Inheritance.

Get it here or keep reading for an exclusive extract.


THE PARIS INHERITANCE
AN UTTERLY HEARTBREAKING AND ADDICTIVE WW2 HISTORICAL NOVEL


A family heirloom, handmade in Paris. A wartime sacrifice that changed everything. And a secret kept for generations.


PROLOGUE


France, wartime, winter

‘It’s a boy?’ She holds out her arms for the tiny, naked form wrapped in a strip of towel. This human miracle writhes inside its cocoon, eyes tight shut from the sudden contact with daylight.

Emotion pours into her, warm syrup straight into her veins. ‘Of all days to enter this world, why this one?’ When the minute-old focus fixes on her as if she were the light, she knows she will do anything to protect this life. She drops the lightest kiss on a wrinkled brow that smells vaguely of the sea. The eyes are the colour of water under a shaded sky.

When the Catholic sister who has attended the birth asks what name is to be given, she hesitates. The doctor, who came late, also awaits her reply. When she puts forward the one she’s chosen, they look horrified. Such a name is impossible, they won’t permit it! The sister says sternly, ‘We must also agree what’s to be done for the baby’s care. This is no time for self-indulgence.’

‘It’s already decided,’ she says, breathlessly. ‘I will keep him.’ No hesitation in her reply this time. Nothing will separate them. Her war baby, her winter miracle, born into a perilous existence. She will do anything – anything – to keep this precious gift safe from every conceivable harm.

When the time comes for her to leave, he goes with her, carried on her back. All her possessions fit into one bag. Pinned to the front of her coat is his inheritance: a silver brooch shaped like a dove in flight. It has only modest value but in a world at war, it represents faith in better times and most important of all, indelible proof of who he is.


CHAPTER 1
HOPE


Lazurac, the Gers region, south-west France, Thursday 12 June 2014

It was the planter that first caught her eye.

Vintage planks, artfully distressed with ‘Oranges d’Espagne’ stencilled on the side. Exactly what she was looking for, except it was full of art prints, the kind you find on the walls of chain-motel bedrooms. She rifled through, wondering if she could buy the box and leave the pictures. Where was Ash? Her partner was better than her when it came to asking for what he wanted. Not that she should be wanting this box at all. They’d agreed, no unnecessary spending until their income started rolling in.

Only, she’d spent the last month up a ladder, painting window frames to save employing a professional. A small reward was not unreasonable… and the box would look perfect on the terrace where their guests would sip their evening drinks. If Ash agreed, she’d make the stallholder an offer.

Ah, there he was, pressed into the shadows of a stone fountain. His phone was jammed to his ear and he looked agitated, though Hope put this down to the angle of the sun. Lazurac’s Thursday flea market had moved to its summertime schedule, mid-afternoon until late, and the day was drifting to its close. The stallholders would be packing up soon. After waiting in vain for Ash to finish his call, she continued to sort through the pictures, aware that she, in her turn, was being watched.

The stall’s owner came to stand beside her.

‘Can I help?’ It was asked in French, with a local Gascon accent. Hope met dark eyes, heavy with eyeliner. Not overly friendly. ‘They’re all one price,’ the stallholder added. She was mid-forties, more than a decade Hope’s senior, but dressed younger in layered, multi-coloured grunge. ‘I’ll do three for the price of two,’ she offered.

‘OK…’ Hope could offer to take a couple, if the crate was thrown in as well. Only, she couldn’t sneak them home without Ash noticing and he’d made such a big thing about them reining in their spending.

How long was he going to be on that call? One sandalled foot was resting on the lip of the fountain, and he was grinding the stone in a stressed way. Hope felt a chilly apprehension. Late last night as they’d drunk peppermint tea on their candle-lit terrace, his phone had lit up.

She’d asked, ‘Who’s that at this hour?’

He’d swooped on it, saying, ‘Nobody,’ and turned the phone face down. But not quick enough. Who was DeeCee?

More curtly than she intended, she told the stallholder she’d carry on looking. The woman shrugged and left her to it. Hope rifled through the prints until her fingers encountered a textured surface. Intrigued, she lifted it out. Her breath caught.

It was an unframed portrait in oils of a young woman, but it was no chocolate-box image. Beneath savagely cropped hair, green eyes screamed out untranslatable emotion. Hope held it at arm’s length, bizarrely fearful that the woman’s pain might jump across. The face was sensitively done but the rest, the clothes and the background, was painted in a loose, Impressionist style. The subject wore a print summer dress with a turned-down collar and squared shoulders.

1940s? The style shouted ‘wartime’. Hope’s interest was piqued. As a former art student, a studier of technique, she’d been particularly drawn to mid-twentieth-century art. When her eye fell on an object on the lower right-hand side of the picture, critical detachment evaporated.

‘Oh, my God.’

Hope could not accept what she was seeing.

It was a brooch, pinned below the second button of the dress. A bird in profile, its wings raised in flight. Hope felt a sensation like a balloon expanding inside her chest. Expanding then bursting. Disbelief flooded to her fingertips as she searched around for Ash. She urgently needed a second opinion – a calm, flat, dampening voice telling her she was seeing things. But Ash was no longer by the fountain.

‘You like this?’ The stallholder was back and must be hoping for a last-minute sale. A sweet, musky scent seeped from the woman’s clothes which Hope realised, with her newly sharpened awareness, were all restored vintage.

‘I’m not sure.’ She wasn’t hedging her bets or trying to haggle as the woman’s irritated tsst implied. No. She wanted this painting with animal intensity. At the same time, she didn’t want it. It was too… she grasped for the right words… too ardent. Too unhinged. With her own supposedly stable world showing its first faint cracks, it felt too much.

‘It’s a local artist, dead now,’ the stallholder was saying. ‘I’ll give it you for twenty euros, Madame.’ No attempt at coaxing. Clearly, she just wanted to go home. ‘So?’

Later, Hope didn’t remember taking out the money or saying no, she didn’t need it wrapped. Thank you. A binbag would be fine. She must have done and said it all while completely forgetting about the orange box that she’d marked down as a perfect outdoor planter.

She hurried away with the picture, terrified that someone would tell her it hadn’t been for sale, that she must hand it back.

She spotted Ash just then on the far side of the market. She shouted and waved, but he seemed to be moving further away. That’s when she heard someone calling, ‘Madame? Madame, please, wait.’

A man with rope-coloured dreadlocks was bearing down on her. He had a rugby player’s build and stubble a shade darker than the dreads. ‘Madame!’ He looked wild and sounded frantic.

She knew intuitively that he wanted the picture and so she ran, flat shoes and low-waisted linen trousers helping her getaway. Her car was parked on a side street and she was driving away – heart hammering – when she saw the same man in her driver’s mirror. He looked furious.

God. It was only an old picture!

A minicab pulled out in front of her, making her jam on her brakes. Jeez, that was close! Woah – was that Ash in the back? She waved frantically, sounded her horn.

It brought his head up and their eyes met. It might have been the layers of window glass between them causing distortion, but to Hope, his expression was of controlled blankness. He turned his head away.

At the next junction, she lost sight of him.


CHAPTER 2


Drawing up outside their house on Rue du Cathédrale, expecting to catch up with Ash paying off his taxi, she found an empty cobbled parking bay. Reversing her Renault into its space, she grabbed the binbag with the picture inside. Going through the side gate and around the back of the house, she kicked aside a mat, revealing the kitchen door key. Calling Ash’s name as she entered, assuming he’d beaten her home, she went upstairs, taking them two at a time. ‘Ash?’

Her voice echoed. In the bedroom, she liberated the portrait, propping it against the pillows of their bed. She stared at it, taking a moment to renew her acquaintance with those tortured eyes, then pulled out a drawer. Socks, tights, silk scarves, an empty perfume bottle, became a tangled mass as she searched for what she wanted. She forgot Ash temporarily, and the near-miss with the cab.

Got it.

‘It’ was a small box that had once held staples. Opening it, she extracted something from a bed of cotton wool, holding it between finger and thumb. A brooch, a dove captured in flight. Throwing the window shutters wide to let in as much light as possible, she took it over to the bed. Removed from the glare of sunlight, the painting showed new detail. The stricken eyes had looked intensely green in the market but actually, they were composed from tiny dashes of black, grey and yellow ochre. The painting style was loose to the point of carelessness. In places, the canvas peered through but nothing about this portrait suggested detachment. Somebody’s heart and soul had poured into it.

Sitting on the bed to get closer, Hope held the brooch from the box against the painted one on the portrait.

There was no doubting it, they were the same. A dove in profile, wings raised, facing left. Its single eye was a disc of pewter-grey enamel. The end of its beak was broken, both on the picture and in reality, in exactly the same place. She wasn’t imagining it. The only discrepancy was that on the painting, the eye was rimmed with gold, but Hope could trace a circular groove on hers where the gilding had been lost. The bird’s upraised wings, body and tail feathers were silver, inset with bright-coloured enamel. Her father had given it to her a few months before he died.

She recalled his words as he passed it to her: ‘It’s called “the Grey Eyed Dove” and it was my mother’s. It’s all I have of her because we were separated in the war.’

Was she looking at a portrait of her grandmother? There could not be two such brooches in the world, but how could she be seeing it on a portrait bought at a flea market for twenty euros? And why had that apparition with the dreadlocks pounded after her? Her lungs still ached from sprinting away from him, just as her heart still knocked from the emergency stop at the junction.

Ash… the look he’d thrown her. What was taking him so long? He’d be fascinated by this picture when he got over his irritation. He had a sister and two brothers, and both sets of grandparents were alive and present in his life. He found it astonishing that Hope had no family. No siblings, parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles or cousins. That she knew of.

She unwound her legs and got off the bed, thinking, I need to call him. A thudding at the front door told her she’d missed the moment. He was back, and not happy.

Putting the portrait in the wardrobe and slipping the brooch into her pocket, she went downstairs thinking that her first question ought to be – who were you calling for such a big, fat lump of time?

Or she could apologise, take the flak, so they wouldn’t end up having a rotten evening. Hope pulled open the solid front door and her planned words evaporated on her lips. It was the man from the market.

* * *

Keep reading here!
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A LETTER FROM NATALIE


To my dear readers,

Thank you so much for reading The Lady at the Lodging House. If you enjoyed it, and want to keep up to date with all my latest releases, just sign up at the following link. Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time.

Sign up here!

This novel brings to a close a three-book journey that began with Grace, continued with Jess and now finds its culmination in Betony’s story. Three very different young women who, amid the danger of the London Blitz, found not only love and courage but also the sustaining power of close female friendship.

Nor must we forget the redoubtable Gloria Kesgrave, the fourth lodger at Ventnor House in Mayfair. Mrs Kesgrave’s story is less tumultuous than that of her younger friends, but she has withstood the trauma of losing her home. With life in flux, she has glanced back into the past and resolved to set unfinished business to rest. And to pen her memoir. I must admit, I’d give a lot to be her ghost-writer.

The period between September 1940 and May 1941 – the Blitz – tested ordinary people in an extraordinary way. We talk about the Blitz spirit, perhaps without fully grasping how frightening and downright exhausting it was for those who remained in the capital. Terror, uncertainty, food rationing, sleepless nights… quiet courage, reliance and humour carried people through. Hardly a person endured it without discovering strengths they didn’t know they possessed.

In this highly charged atmosphere, it was easy to fall in love. Easy, and dangerous.

Not every life story ends neatly or perfectly, especially in wartime, but I hope you were able to share in Betony’s triumphs. She began as the scared child of a domineering parent but awakened to her own worth, and the realisation that her upper class status was the least important part of who she was. Initially, she longed for the security of marriage and love as a refuge and finished as a self-defined businesswoman for whom marriage is part of a fuller, stronger identity.

Writing this book was a rollercoaster for me because even the most carefully planned story must remain open to the painful and the unthinkable when war is the backdrop.   

It has been a privilege to spend time in the lodgers’ company and an even greater one to share these characters with you.

As for what comes next, my mind is wide open. I may return to London or cross the Channel back to France – or venture somewhere entirely new. Whatever the setting, you can be certain I will be searching for another story shaped by strong women, human endeavour, love and courage. You will be the first to hear when that story takes form.

Thank you for reading and caring, and for keeping these characters alive beyond the final page.

With warmest wishes,

Natalie Meg Evans

Suffolk, 2026

www.blythe-evans.com
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THE GIRL WITH THE YELLOW STAR


“We have to wear the yellow star! It’s the rules!” the little girl sobs. But her mother presses a desperate finger to her mouth. “Darling, today is different. We are going to leave our stars behind and go on a long journey. We must be very, very quiet, and pray nobody finds us until we are safe in England…”

Cornwall, England, 1943. When her husband is killed fighting in the Navy, grief-stricken Gwenna Devoran tries to fill the void in her life by offering shelter to two Jewish refugees in her farmhouse high on the Cornish cliffs. But at the train station, ten-year-old Lotti is waiting all alone in her neat red coat.

Lotti’s mother died protecting her on the journey. Now Gwenna is all this little girl has. Traumatised Lotti won’t speak a word: and when an order comes for German prisoners-of-war to work the farm she’s in more danger than ever. What will happen if the Germans find out Lotti is Jewish?

When Gwenna overhears Lotti chattering happily to German captain Max Reiner, showing him her teddy bear, her heart stops. Shocked to hear Lotti finally speak, Gwenna is terrified for the little girl she’s grown to love. But perhaps she can she trust the kindness in this German officer’s gentle voice and bright blue eyes…

As Lotti heals a little more each day, Gwenna risks everything to spend more time with Max, certain he doesn’t believe in the Nazi cause. But then a rumour starts in the village: Max himself fired the torpedo that killed Gwenna’s husband.

Devastated, Gwenna’s heart is torn between loyalty to her country, the memory of her husband, and love for the little girl she secretly hopes could become her own. With Max desperate to prove his innocence, does she dare to trust him? And should she fight for the three of them to become a family – or will the war tear them all apart?

An absolutely heartbreaking, gripping and beautiful story about how love shines brightly even in the darkest times, and the incredible sacrifices people make in wartime. Fans of The Nightingale, All the Light We Cannot See and The Tattooist of Auschwitz won’t be able to put this down.

Get it here!


THE DRESS THIEF


A modern tale of desire and deception set in the world of 1930s Parisian haute couture – perfect for fans of The Perfume Collector or The Paris Wife.

Alix Gower has a dream: to join the ranks of Coco Chanel to become a designer in the high-stakes world of Parisian haute couture.

But Alix also has a secret: she supports her family by stealing designs to create bootlegs for the foreign market. A hidden sketchbook and two minutes inside Hermès is all she needs to create a perfect replica to be whisked off to production in New York.

Then Alix is given her big break - a chance to finally realize her dream in one of the most prominent Parisian fashion houses - but at the price of copying the breakthrough Spring Collection. Knowing this could be her only opportunity, Alix accepts the arrangement.

But when a mystery from her past resurfaces and a chance meeting has her falling into the arms of a handsome English war reporter, Alix learns that the slightest misstep - or misplaced trust - could be all it takes for her life to begin falling apart at the seams.

Get it here!


THE MILLINER’S SECRET


London, 1937. A talented young woman travels to Paris with a stranger. The promise of an exciting career as a milliner beckons, but she is about to fall in love with the enemy…

Londoner Cora Masson has reinvented herself as Coralie de Lirac, fabricating an aristocratic background to launch herself as a fashionable milliner. When the Nazis invade, the influence of a high-ranking lover, Dietrich, saves her business. But while Coralie retains her position as designer to a style-hungry elite, Paris is approaching its darkest hour.

Faced with the cruel reality of war and love, Coralie must make a difficult choice – protect herself or find the courage to fight for her friends, her freedom and everything she believes in.

A breathtakingly beautiful and evocative tale for readers of The Book Thief, One Lavender Ribbon, and Suite Francaise.

‘Fresh and exuberant and full of authentic detail.’ Rosanna Ley

Get it here!
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Dear Reader,

We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.

Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness.

The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time, and a worryingly high number do not have a single book at home.

Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:

	Reading to children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference 

	Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them! 

	Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations 

	Encourage them to listen to audiobooks 

	Support school libraries 

	Give books as gifts 




There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our websites: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk and www.JoinRaisingReaders.com.

Thank you for reading.
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