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CHAPTER ONE

Sunday, 1 March 1942

Fran Hall sat on the back seat of the bus that carried her brother Stan, his bride, Sarah, and half the wedding party. With Bert at the wheel, they were travelling from St Oswald’s Church to the wedding tea in Massingham pit village. She could see Cyril’s bus carrying the other guests just in front of them.

Fran grinned because she knew that Bert would be right fed up that he’d been slow off the mark and Cyril’s passengers would be first at the food and drink. Oh aye, she thought to herself, they’d be clustering around the buffet table like gannets.

The buses were travelling slowly, as snow had come out of nowhere just as they’d left the church. It was beginning to lie on the road. She looked through the window, seeing the flakes tumbling, then speeding up into flurries, blocking the view of the fields where sheep would be huddled in the lee of the drystone walls. The snow was blocking out Auld Hilda’s slag heap, too. It didn’t matter, for she knew exactly where their village pit was, and the pithead, and Massingham itself, all of which were as permanent as – well, Davey.

Davey who was even now sliding his arm around her, kissing her cheek and saying, ‘By, I’m right pleased Stevie finished the photos quick, so we could get on board and not end up like snowmen.’

‘Aye, but look what it’s doing, bonny lad.’ Fran nodded towards the front of the bus, where the snow was settling on the windscreen, making the wipers labour and screech. In an instant the chatter was stilled, and everyone watched, and waited. Fran grinned along with the other passengers.

Davey squeezed her closer, and then breathed, ‘Wait … Wait …’

It took a few seconds, and then she heard the clearing of Bert’s throat. Any minute. Any min—

‘You keep yourselves going, you bliddy wipers,’ Bert shouted. ‘I’ve a bliddy beer waiting at the bliddy wedding tea, you bliddy hear me?’

She cheered, along with everyone else, for here, on this bus, was her world, strong and sturdy, and aye, permanent. These were her family, friends, neighbours, fellow munitions workers, and pitmen. She pressed into Davey, aching with the need for him to stay and not return to Bletchley Park and the code-breakers. Stay. Stay. For he belonged here, with his pitman scars, his blue eyes, his soft lips. Davey kissed her and she pressed harder against him, not caring that her cracked ribs were not completely healed, nor her fractured arm. Not completely, but enough, and she was home, working at the local munitions factory, not the Scottish one to which she and Sarah had been temporarily transferred, only to be injured in an explosion.

Davey was whispering and pulling her back from the accident, to the bus, to him: ‘I do love you, Franny Hall, sister of Stan and Ben, and soon to be me missus. And as me missus, you’ll have to do as you’re told. Clean the windows, scrub the step—’

She slapped him. They smiled, and kissed. Around them the easy chattering and bursts of laughter continued. She was safe, but the memory of the pain still seeped back, the explosion … She chanted in her head: Stan had just married Davey’s sister. They were squashed together on the other side of her. Beth sat alongside Davey. Viola was jammed in next to her. So, all three bridesmaids were together.

She had given the words a rhythm and Fran continued chanting: Viola, whom they had brought back from Scotland. Viola, who was without her parents. Without half a hand. With half an ear and a scorched scalp. From that same accident.

Davey whispered, ‘Makes me feel good, pet, being home amongst them all.’

His words resonated – home amongst them all. She clung to them, finding a laugh. ‘And with me, of course?’

Davey kissed her temple. ‘Them, I said, so no, I don’t care whether you’re here or not.’

She poked him and this time they laughed together, as they had since they were small bairns, and all right, and the cries of those trapped beneath the debris had no place in this moment, and no place in her dreams. She touched his hand, so warm, rough. Davey, her Davey, was being a pest, and that’s as it had always been and she loved him for it. She dug him in the ribs. ‘Then maybe don’t come back in a month for our own wedding, eh?’

Davey grew serious, and he lifted her hand and kissed it again and again. ‘I would crawl on my knees from the south to marry you, my dearest lovely Franny. Besides, everyone would be right irate because they’d miss not having pheasant sandwiches for the wedding tea. Mr Massingham sent birds down from the Hall, didn’t he, so he’ll likely do the same for us?’

‘Oh aye, I reckon so. He’s a good man. You might have heard that the bridesmaids’ mams and the marrers have been up before dawn making them into sandwiches, but I’ve done a few spam as well. It’s them I’ve put aside for you.’

‘Best not do that for the wedding tea, or it’s out into the cold you’ll go.’

Fran laughed, pinching his hand just below a pit scar.

‘Ouch.’

‘Serves you right,’ she said, looking past him to Beth and Viola. ‘I reckon Davey thinks if he doesn’t turn up for our wedding you’d be right cross because you’d miss the tea, not because he’d left a lonely bride waiting in tears at the altar.’

Beth raised her eyebrows at Viola. Together they nodded. ‘Aye, that’d be right,’ said Beth. ‘Canna have enough wedding teas, or them with a bit of pheasant on the menu anyway.’

Viola smoothed her dress. ‘Will you wear Sarah’s dress, and will we wear these?’ She pointed at their summer frocks.

Fran raised her eyebrows. ‘Depends if we can find any more discarded curtains at Massingham Hall. There’s not enough left of the nursery ones we found for Sarah, so maybe I’ll just swan down the aisle in me pinny and little else. What d’you think, our Sarah?’

Sarah was far too busy listening to Stan’s sweet nothings to reply.

‘Come here, Franny.’ Davey eased Fran closer to him, and she kissed his hand better, but saw Beth peering past them to the bridal couple, squashed together at the end of the back seat. ‘Sarah’s going to look as though she’s been dragged through a hedge, with all this hugging.’

Viola sniggered. ‘It’s a brocade curtain, so I reckon any creases will drop out with a bit of a shake.’

Sarah heard. ‘No one’s shaking me or my dress, or I’ll set my husband on you.’ There was more laughter, this time from the seats in front of them too, the sound rippling down the bus.

‘Calm yourself,’ Fran muttered to Sarah, ‘and get back to being squashed, eh. But I reckon the wedding photos will be quite something. There’ll be you, blonde and blue-eyed, looking like a queen in your finery, wondering who these three lasses are cluttering up the place in their mams’ summer dresses. There’ll be me with hair as dark as Ben’s and Stan’s, Beth red-haired, and Viola a dark auburn, all with munitions chemicals streaked through. Howay, a line up of right beauties.’

‘What about me, I’d like to know,’ huffed Stan, ‘the bridegroom in his best bib and tucker, shiny boots, no chemical streaks, and a come-hither smile?’

Sarah laughed. ‘Don’t forget your blue pitman scars, you daft apeth.’

‘’Tis your only bib and tucker,’ called Ben, who was sitting in front of Stan.

Stan flicked the lad’s cap. ‘Enough from you, little brother.’

Viola sighed. ‘I couldn’t get over the confetti – all that colouring and cutting by the evacuees up at Massingham Hall. Must have taken an age.’

The bus crawled around a bend and Fran saw that though the snow was easing, it hadn’t quite stopped yet. A few flakes were still falling, and somehow it made the day even better, because everywhere was so white, clean and magical. She looked down at her hands, tinged yellow by the explosive chemicals. It was daft to have to be so secretive about what they did when half the women on this bus were walking posters that declared We’re working in munitions, helping to win the war. But all they could actually say was that they worked in a factory, making – whatever lies they came up with.

Davey covered her hands with his. ‘All right, lass?’

‘I’m always all right,’ she said.

The bus crawled around another bend, skidding on the icy road, then straightening. Fran smiled at Davey, responding to the tightening of his grip. He murmured into her hair, his breath warm on her skin, ‘It’s so grand being here, and look, the snow’s on the point of stopping, bonny lass, and there’ll be elderberry wine any minute, which’ll make you sweetness and light. Makes me think that while you’re rushing about gathering up my posh sandwiches—’

She slapped him. He laughed and continued: ‘While you’re doing that, I’ll have a bit of a word with Bert, because I noticed the front off-side tyre is bald, and could be dangerous. I’m not having me girl at risk, for I need her fit and well to look after me.’

Viola peered along at him and said, ‘You are bliddy joking. A bald tyre dangerous? And our work at the Factory isn’t, you daft pitman?’

‘And the snow’s just about stopped,’ called Beth, ‘so Bert can give over swearing at the wipers, for I reckon he still is.’

Beth’s husband, Bob, who was sitting in front of her, asked, ‘How can you tell?’

‘He nods his head when he blathers away driving us into the Factory. Have a good look – he’s doing it now. Enjoys it, I reckon. Likes any old excuse.’

They all sat back as the wipers jettisoned the last of the snow and began to sweep cleanly across the windscreen to reveal the smouldering Massingham slag heap, and the pithead standing against the grey sky. Aye, thought Fran, and that’s just as good as the magical, dancing snow. Davey was hugging her again and whispering, ‘You know, lass, since you told me over the phone about our mams nursing Ralph Massingham up at the Hall—’

She nodded as Beth cut in: ‘Aye, the pus from his pit cut got into his blood – near killed him. Right grand the mams’ proggy-makers’ co-op were, for Sophia Massingham couldn’t manage to nurse him on her own, what with the evacuees as well. Day and night them women slogged, took it in shifts – with Sophia taking her turn, mark you. Fore shift, aft shift and night shift, saved his life they did, using the sphagnum moss to suck the pus out.’

Viola pulled a face. ‘Must you keep saying pus? I’ve gone right off eating.’

The call was taken up by the next few rows.

Over the complaints, Davey took up where he’d left off. ‘Well, I reckon they performed a miracle, for it not only drew the poison, but something deeper that were making him the beggar he’s always been. He’s paid towards the booze, hasn’t he? Not his da, but the whelp? And he’s different – spent time talking to people at the church.’

Beth wagged her finger at him. ‘Don’t let the co-op hear you calling him the whelp. They got fond of him when he were poorly, and reckon the change in him could well last. Me mam said there’s just something different about him.’

‘But what I say is, can we trust the turnaround?’ Davey muttered. ‘Can the stuck-up owner’s son switch to be someone human?’

Fran couldn’t understand the change either, except that her mam could charm the worst into being angels, and Ralph had been the worst. Always a bully, right from a bairn, lording it about the village. Nothing like his da at all.

Bob dragged out his Woodbines and threw the packet to Davey. ‘Pass them along – and put your hand down, Ben.’

‘It’s not fair,’ Ben moaned.

Stan swatted him. ‘It is – you’re still a bairn.’

‘I’m twelve,’ Ben protested.

‘Aye, still a bairn,’ they all shouted.

Ben sulked as Stan lit everyone’s cigarettes.

Bert ground the gears. Near the front of the bus, Mrs Oborne broke off from her chat with Fran’s mam and yelled, ‘Been on the booze, our Bert?’

‘Chance’d be a fine bliddy thing. Even when I get to the Miners’ Club I can only have a bit, since I have to get the old besom back to the depot after.’

‘You’re not taking me to any depot, you dirty old man,’ yelled Mrs Oborne.

Davey spoke over the laughter: ‘Some things never change, thank the Lord.’

Bob had taken off his naval cap and was fanning his laughing wife. ‘Calm yourself, Beth. You and all, Viola, or you’ll do yourselves a mischief.’

Bob’s ‘Ouch’ as Beth clipped his ear was loud enough to make Sarah shout, ‘Man up, Bob, she’s only a bitty lass—’

Just then there was a screech of brakes and they were flung forwards, then back. Bert bellowed, ‘Bliddy hell, it were a cat. It ran across in front.’

‘Black one?’ boomed Mrs Oborne.

Someone who had a window seat yelled, ‘Aye, it were an’ all.’

‘That’s all right then,’ shouted Mrs Oborne, ‘for it’s good luck for us all. So come on, Bert, stop making a meal of it and get your bliddy foot down. We need to get to the victuals before Cecil’s busload eat the whole bliddy lot, for it’ll be gobs open and no holds barred.’

‘Aye, and you could do to shut yours an’ all, Tilly Oborne, or I’ll turf you off.’

The passengers were sniggering, and Bert’s tirade ended on a great guffaw as he drove on.

Sarah felt Stan so close to her they could have been just one person, and didn’t think she could be any happier. She linked her arm carefully through Fran’s strapped one, and as the bus trundled along she couldn’t hold in her joy any longer. ‘Here I am, Sarah Hall – yes, Hall, not Bedley any more.’

She stopped as those in the nearest rows turned round, smiling. ‘Aye,’ she called, not caring what anyone thought, ‘I’m the wife of Stan, one of the best hewers in the pit, and a scholarship lad who’s been to Oxford an’ all.’

Fran leaned against her. ‘Aye, Mrs Hall, my brother is one of the best.’

Sarah just grinned. ‘Well, in a month you’ll not be Fran Hall any longer, but Fran Bedley. It’s like a roundabout, isn’t it? Hall, Bedley, Bedley, Hall, and if you don’t have a black cat running in front of your bus, then you’ll share mine. Oh Franny, it’s all so wonderful.’

Stan was laughing, and Sarah kissed his cheek. He was so strong, so brave, so certain. Well, he was a pitman, so of course he was. What’s more, she was strong too, especially after the dreams – or perhaps nightmares would be a better word – had faded. Night after night they’d come, the dreams of lying beneath the debris in Scotland, only stopping when they’d left hospital and finally returned to Massingham.

Aye, Massingham, with its back-to-backs, the clop of pitmen’s boots in the early morning, and Stan, wonderful Stan, who had soothed her and put her to rights. She snatched a look at Fran, who was too pale, too short of sleep, and who still heard the cries from under the rubble. Night after night Fran dreamed it, and Sarah had told her it were just plain daft for they had not made a noise, but the lass seemed not to take it in.

There was another screech of brakes, and they braced themselves as Mrs Oborne yelled, ‘For pity’s sake, Bert, get a bliddy grip.’

‘Aye,’ came Bert’s reply, ‘and the grip’ll be round that big gob of yours. Open your eyes, lass. We’re here.’

Everyone had been too busy talking, but now they looked out of the windows and saw that they were parked behind Cecil’s bus, about twenty yards from the Miners’ Club.

‘All off the Skylark, and last one in’s a cissy,’ yelled Bert. ‘And I’ll have no more cheek from you, Tilly Oborne, or I’ll lock you in the luggage hold and your old man’ll not stop me, so you can settle back down, our Steve.’

Steve sat down with a thump, laughing. Then he was up again as his wife shouted orders to join the queue and be sharp about it.

Fran and Davey slipped into the aisle on the heels of the bridal couple, Davey’s breath warm on her neck as he said, ‘I know you’re still having them dreams, lass, but don’t fret, the dreams are your mind’s way of shifting the thoughts. Stan and I were the same in the pit when the coal came down and buggered our legs. Best to ignore them.’

Fran nodded as they shuffled forward. The coal that had fallen on Stan and Davey was a natural fall, but the explosion at the Scottish factory hadn’t been natural at all. That had been the result of a kirby grip falling into a machine on which one of the new girls was working. The metal grip had caused a spark, which had ignited the explosives in the machine. The whole lot had gone up and the ceiling had come down, and it was her – Fran Hall’s – fault. She had been too slow in calling out a warning as she walked along to take her place at the workbench, too unsure that it really had been a kirby grip she’d seen glinting in the girl’s hair.

Fran moved down the aisle. She, Fran Hall, was moving down the aisle. She could move, smile, talk, kiss the man she loved because she was alive. Four others would have been if she hadn’t waited so long, peering forward to make sure, really sure.

Fran had already told her friends and her mam that she hadn’t called the warning in time, but all of them just interrupted and wouldn’t let her say she felt so guilty. Instead, they just said it wasn’t her fault, stop going on about it. Even Viola had shouted, just as Sarah had, ‘Don’t be daft, it’s not our job – we check our marrers, not the whole bliddy shift. And no one else saw the glint. And no one screamed, or cried beneath the bricks, bonny lass. Pull yourself together.’

Her mam had said, ‘Hush, Franny, these things can happen in a munitions factory. It’s not your fault.’ But she felt it was. So, what do I do about that? she wanted to scream. Let someone tell me what to do about it, because I can’t stand the dreams, but I canna stop them – or the guilt.

Ahead of her the bridal pair were laughing at something. Davey murmured, ‘Cheer up, lass. Dreams aren’t real.’

She felt rage sweep her – for if he didn’t know her mind, who would?

‘Come on, down with you,’ he said. They had reached the bus steps and Fran eased herself onto the ground. Davey followed, slipping his arm around her waist, careful not to jog her. She looked ahead to the club, where bunting hung over the doorway, each triangle of cream wallpaper coloured red, white and blue by the evacuees. Some of the red had smeared as the snow had fallen and it looked as though it had been weeping.

Beth followed Viola along the bus and waited while the lass eased herself down the steps behind Davey and Fran. Aye, and I’d ease myself if I’d been hurt as Viola has, for it will hurt for a while yet, poor lass. Once down, Viola called after Fran and Davey, ‘Wait for us.’

Beth was about to descend with Bob close behind her, when Bert muttered, ‘Leave a spam sandwich for me, pet.’

‘No spam for you, lad. I reckon it’ll be the best for the man who drove us in the snow squall, eh?’

He smiled, tiredness dragging at his face. Well, she thought, he was about fifty, perhaps older, and drove the bus to and from the Factory, delivering and returning the shift workers at all hours, so of course he was tired. But then there was a war on, and everyone—

Bob tapped her on the shoulder. ‘Howay, lass. Let’s get going or there’ll be nowt left, and I need to be gone by midnight or I’ll turn into a pumpkin. See you in there, eh, Bert?’

‘Aye, you will, lad. Be rough at sea today, so ’tis best you’re here.’

‘In refit, so we’ll be calm as a millpond, but still busy as hell.’ They set off, reaching Viola, who had almost caught up with Fran. Ahead of them, beyond the allotment, snow lay on the hills, with just a scattering left on the shed roofs.

As they walked, Bob said to Beth, his voice low, ‘Hurry yourself along, pet, for I need to eat. Tommy’ll pick me up at midnight from the telephone box. He’s been up near the Scottish border on his motorbike and we’re to get to Grimsby and the minesweeper by dawn. But I’ll have to kill you if you tell anyone that’s where I’m headed.’

She squeezed his arm. ‘I’ll not say a word, as long as you swear to take care, eh? Besides, everyone who’s anyone knows where you’re off to, daft beggar.’

They reached the warmth and light of the Miners’ Club hall, where the food was laid out on trestle tables. The women of the Proggy Rug Co-operative, led by Mrs Bedley, Mrs Smith and Mrs Hall, were bustling about, whipping the greaseproof paper off plates of sandwiches and pouring wine into the glasses Stevie had loaned them from his pub, the Rising Sun. It always made the girls laugh that he doubled as a photographer, turning the small bedroom into a darkroom, having shoved Mildred’s sewing machine onto the landing. She had not been pleased. She still wasn’t.

Beth knew exactly where the pheasant sandwiches were, since she, Fran and Viola had helped sort out the victuals at dawn. Sid and Norm, Stan’s marrers, had been there too, putting up the bunting, which had been a grand effort, given the hangovers they both had. Sid had said, winking at her, ‘Had to commiserate with the groom over a pint or two, for it’s not every day we get to offload a marrer into the wedded state … Poor devil.’ Beth had pulled his hair, which wasn’t quite as red as hers, and his eyes were blue.

As they headed for the tables, Bob yawned, tired after his dash to get to the church, and though he’d been a bit late he’d been there to throw confetti, and Beth loved him for it. She stood on tiptoes and kissed his cheek. ‘By, I love you, lad.’

He jerked round. She said, ‘Don’t look so surprised. I’m just so pleased to see you, bonny lad.’

Fran and Sarah, standing close by, nodded. ‘Aye, Bob,’ said Sarah. ‘It’s a grand effort, and one that’s brought a big grin to our Beth’s chops.’

Bob laughed and Beth squeezed his hand. ‘We can just sit, not dance, eh?’

He shook his head. ‘Dancing’s part of a wedding. Just like the cake.’

Beth saw that the co-op had put the magnificent cardboard cake on a table in front of the stage. Underneath it was the small cake Beth’s and Sarah’s mams had made with ingredients supplied by everyone in the village who had a twist of sugar or flour to spare from their rations.

Coming to stand alongside, Viola wondered aloud, ‘The cake is so huge – is it real?’

‘Things are as real as you want them to be, Viola,’ Bob answered. ‘You can pretend them into being real, if you choose to. That’s what you need to remember.’

Beth put her arm around Viola and whispered, ‘You see, the cardboard one lifts up and there’s a tiddler underneath, and I reckon my lad is wrong, for you canna make pretend into reality – you can play along for a bit, but the truth is always there, nudging for attention.’

Viola smiled as Bob wandered off just as young Ben clambered onto the stage and put a record on the gramophone player. It was a waltz. ‘Coats off,’ Ben yelled. ‘Let’s warm the place up with a bit of a dance while the mams get the urn on for tea, or a bit of the other.’

‘Watch your language, lad,’ yelled Sid.

Ben smirked. ‘First waltz for the new Mr and Mrs Hall, but no kissing. It’s disgusting and too much of a shock for a young lad. Come on, all of you, get yourselves sorted, ’tis bliddy freezing, and Sid, that’s bliddy enough from you.’

‘Language,’ shouted everyone.

Ben scowled and gestured them all to be quiet, or that was perhaps how the gesture could be interpreted. Beth muttered to Viola, ‘Thank heavens nothing changes.’

Viola looked from Beth to Fran, who had just joined them, and smiled. ‘I’m beginning to see that.’

Quietly, Fran added, ‘But let’s hope some things do.’ No one heard.

They watched now as Stan and Sarah took to the floor. Bob returned and tried to get Beth to dance. She smiled. ‘Let the newly-weds have their moment, lad.’

Bob nodded. ‘Oh aye, of course.’

They watched the bridal couple, Sarah’s brocade dress shimmering against Stan’s dark suit. It reminded Beth of her parents’ wedding photo on their mantelpiece and she murmured to Viola, ‘Howay, lass. It must be hard, both your parents gone in the Newcastle bombing, along with everything you had. At least we three still have our mams, and you must remember your home’s in Massingham with us now, so never think you’re alone. See, as long as we girls stick together, nowt can break us.’

Behind them, coats were being thrown over the chairs lining the room or hung on the pegs along the wall and on the backs of the double doors. Though the walls were painted a dull green, the usual noticeboards were festooned with bunting, creating instant cheer. At the back of the hall stood the Massingham Colliery banner, which was another splash of colour. Beth glanced at the dance floor to see Stan leading his new wife into a turn, his hair black against Sarah’s blonde chignon. With a glance at Ben, and a wink, the only kiss he gave his bride was one on the forehead, and there was as much love in that as there would have been in anything more.

At Ben’s urging, a steady flow of couples joined them. Among the first were Fran and Davey, as in love as the other two, and then Norm, Stan’s marrer, escorted Viola into a dance, holding her wounded hand as gently as if it were cut glass. Following them were Sandra Young from the top end of Leadenhall Terrace, who also worked at the Factory, and her lad, Andy.

Beth looked on, loving the sight of her friends and neighbours, and then she felt Bob’s arm slide around her.

‘You all right, lass? Must be strange to see your old boyfriend wed to your marrer?’

Beth was so startled she pulled away from him. ‘No, you daft thing, no stranger than Stan being at our wedding. You listen to me, Bob Jones – you know that I love you, deep through to me core.’

He drew her closer. ‘I know you do. But this bliddy war makes things so difficult, such a bliddy mess, and changes so many things.’ He paused, then repeated against her hair, ‘Aye, all such a mess.’

‘There’s a way to go before the war’s done with, lad, so we just have to get on with it,’ Beth whispered.

‘Oh, I know, but …’ he started to say. ‘You see …’ He stopped, and began again. ‘I look around and I’m right glad you are here in good old Massingham, with your marrers, and your family. I heard you tell Viola she’d never be alone, and neither will you, here.’

She kissed him, saying, ‘I know, and I have you, even when you’re away, and that’s enough.’

He sighed, looked around, and gave a small shrug. ‘Give us a dance, pet. Then I’ll have a chat with some of me mates from Minton pit. It seems an age ago I were there.’

Beth murmured, ‘Well it is. It was in a different world – peacetime, it’s called.’ They danced for just a moment, but then Beth saw Bert enter and groaned. ‘His sandwiches.’ She flew to the buffet and gathered up several pheasant and a couple of spam. She hurried to the hatch and passed the plate across to her mam and Sophia Massingham, Ralph’s stepmother. ‘These are for Bert. We promised.’

Sophia laughed. ‘Then he has two platefuls, for we sorted it earlier. Lucky him.’

‘Well, guard ’em both with your life,’ said Beth, ‘for if they go walkies he’ll make our lives a living misery tomorrow, tearing round corners.’

She left the two women laughing and almost banged into Ralph, who stepped to one side. ‘So sorry, Beth.’

She smiled uncertainly for Ralph never said sorry. This was a bliddy miracle.

‘It was a lovely service,’ said Ralph, and leaned in closer. ‘But did I hear a mouse? There was a definite squeak.’ He winked.

She laughed, surprised, and looked around to check that the organist, who was the Reverend Walters’ sister, was nowhere near. ‘Ah, Ralph … Sometimes there’s a problem with the organ – wind in the pipes, it’s said – resulting in a squeak.’

They both looked at one another, then burst out laughing. His mouse-coloured hair flopping over his right eye, his light brown eyes alight with amusement.

‘Well, not quite like that,’ she said, and could feel herself blushing.

Ralph nodded. ‘But something similar, no doubt?’

Beth scurried off to dance with Bob again and told him of the conversation, and when Bob had stopped laughing, he said, ‘Aye, well, the pit’s a hard taskmaster, and perhaps our whelp met his match working on the face and has had to grow up.’

Beth turned to watch Ralph, who was wandering amongst the villagers, talking, smiling, nodding, being friendly.

‘Come on, lass.’ Bob was jigging to the music of a foxtrot and she forgot all about Ralph as she danced in his arms, knowing that one day the war would be over and they’d be together every day.

‘Hang on to your hat,’ Bob murmured. ‘I’m about to sort out a turn.’

As he manoeuvred, she saw the dithering and doddery professor who had mentored Stan at Oxford. He was chatting to his old friend Reginald Massingham, who had set up the Massingham scholarship that Stan had won. But as she watched, the professor tapped Reginald on the arm and began to wend his way through the tables and the chattering groups of guests towards Ralph, who was taking his coat down from one of the pegs near the door.

What? she thought. It’s only just started. But then the lad had been ill. And he was really pale. She shrugged and turned back to Bob, kissing his cheek.




CHAPTER TWO

‘Going already?’ Professor Smythe almost whispered to Ralph Massingham. Ralph had to lean close to hear him over the music, the clatter of plates and the chatter of the guests. Smythe continued: ‘I had hoped I might have your answer before I left as to whether you are prepared to work with those of us in counter-espionage, focusing on your very own Fascist cell in particular?’

Ralph wanted to beat away ‘your very own Fascist cell’, for it made him want to vomit. Suddenly the weight of his coat over his arm felt too much. He glanced around, frightened someone might be close enough to have heard, but he should have known Smythe was much too experienced to make such a mistake. He replied, just as quietly, ‘I need a bit more time. I’m not sure I can do it.’

‘Well,’ the professor said, under cover of coughing into his hand, his pale blue eyes sharp as tacks, his white hair thinning in a way that Ralph had not noticed before, a million miles from the dithery professor he purported to be. For Professor Smythe was not just an academic, but a guardian of their country, or so Ralph had confirmed while talking to him in the shadow of St Oswald’s. Ralph glanced across at his father. Was he more than a businessman too?

‘I understand,’ the professor was murmuring. ‘Counter-espionage is a dicey task.’

Smythe lifted his head and his eyes were now as cold as steel as the two men exchanged looks, then stood together surveying the room. ‘Smile, lad. Look as though we’re enjoying a few pleasantries, eh?’ Smythe laughed and Ralph managed to produce the semblance of one too.

The professor continued. ‘The point is, dear old thing, you are the one who approached me outside the church – once I’d dropped a few openings, admittedly. It was apparent then how desperate you were to make amends for setting the fuse that blew out the props and caused the roof fall. Not that you intended to snaffle the Hall and Bedley fathers, of course, just halt production like the good little Fascist – or perhaps we should say Nazi? – that you are—’

Ralph cut across him, his voice harsh. ‘Like the good little one I once was, until I came to my senses.’

Smythe smiled and turned to him. ‘Do keep your voice low, Ralph. Yes, as you say, like you were, or so one might believe. May I continue?’

Ralph nodded and smiled, gesturing around the room. ‘Lovely to see everyone together.’

‘That’s better,’ Smythe replied. ‘Now, I know that the deaths were unintentional. I know that they grieve you, and I hear you when you say you have had a change of heart.’ He paused for a moment, waving towards Reginald Massingham, who was sitting at a table with the evacuees. ‘I accept that neither Fran’s nor Sarah’s father was expected to be surveying Bell Seam that morning. The overman was too damnably keen, but there we are, two men dead, a seam blocked. I accept your telling me just a few hours ago that you had to get out of the whole damned traitorous Fascist mess you have created for yourself.’

Professor Smythe’s voice was little more than a breath, but his laugh was hearty, and he patted Ralph’s arm as he raised his voice. ‘Yes, those sandwiches do look scrumptious.’

Ralph forced himself to nod and smile. ‘You really should try the pheasant. Father’s gamekeeper hung it for just long enough, and the co-op roasted it to perfection. Not that I’ve tried the sandwiches yet, but we know that whatever the co-op turn their hands to is a success. Lord, they even made me better, in more ways than one. Best tuck in, Professor, since you have a way to go, but delightful to see you, not to mention catch up on the news from Oxford. It seems so long ago.’

He looked around. It was what he found himself doing a lot now, for who knew who might be a member of Tim Swinton’s Fascist cell, which he had joined while a sixth-former at home for the holidays. Back then it had been so different from anything else, a little gang of rebels intent on opposing the Communists. So many meetings, so many taking opposing sides – until war was declared. Ralph Massingham, a fool unto himself, had somehow stayed involved, but never, ever again.

He stared at these people sitting, dancing, chatting, some on leave from fighting. God, he was a bastard, but worse, a traitor and a fool, and he had to make amends even if it killed him.

Professor Smythe was still talking and Ralph made himself listen: ‘… sandwiches, so delicious. I can hardly wait.’ Smythe lowered his voice again, though no one was in the vicinity. ‘I do hope you do decide to work with us, for I repeat, it will put me in the most dreadful bind if you don’t, dear boy. One thinks of the monitored calls from Massingham Hall to and from your handler, Tim Swinton … They prove beyond all doubt that you committed treason by virtue of your act of sabotage in time of war.

‘Now, one should, of course, choose the spam, but … Pheasant was your idea, your father tells me and what matter if it’s out of season? Reginald is quite entitled to bag what he wishes on his own land, especially when it’s off ration. God bless the man is what I say. And the beer and wine paid for by your good self. The Rising Sun’s best—’

Ralph interrupted, and he too was speaking quietly, so terribly quietly. ‘No, you don’t understand when I say I’m not sure I can do it. I mean, how can I go on being one of them, or pretending to be so, when I am …’ He looked around as he whispered, ‘I fear my loathing will show. I don’t want to be near the bastards, to be a part … The shame I feel … The kindness of the women’s co-op, the goodness of their daughters, and sons, the burden of guilt …’

Professor Smythe nodded. ‘Indeed. But what option have you? Restitution or disgrace, possible exoneration or the rope.’ He laughed, clapping his hands as a dance ended. ‘So wonderful to be young.’

Ralph followed the professor’s lead, though his mouth was dry with terror at his words. ‘Well, Professor, I should get myself onto the dance floor too, but instead I must sleep. I find I get easily whacked after this septic cut, and I am on the fore shift tomorrow.’ He waved to Mrs Hall, who smiled as she left a plate of sandwiches on one of the tables. She mimicked drinking a tankard of beer and Ralph pointed to the door. She nodded and he murmured to the professor, his voice shaking, ‘I so need to reclaim some honour. I have been mad for too long – selfish, self-pitying. My mother died, and I used it but I need to know—’

Smythe put up his hand and whispered a warning: ‘Wait.’

Davey was weaving between the tables, heading towards them with Fran, feisty Fran, daughter of Mr Hall. Mr Hall, now dead. Mr Hall, loved by Mrs Annie Hall, the co-op’s leader, whom he, Ralph Massingham, adored for her guts, her kindness. Oh God.

Fran seemed pale, and Ralph remembered hearing Annie Hall talking to Beth’s mother in his bedroom after they’d dressed the wound everyone believed was a pit injury. They had been worried about Fran blaming herself for not spotting the kirby grip sooner, blaming herself for the four deaths. They had agreed then not to let her speak of the dreams in which she heard them crying out in the rubble, or of her sense of guilt, in the belief that it would help her put it all behind her. Ralph suspected that, like him, she probably wouldn’t. What she needed, for it was what he needed, was for someone to understand, and to forgive. For him that was impossible, but not for her. She had tried to call a warning, her mother had said as she and Mrs Bedley sat knitting by his bedside, but felt she could have done it sooner.

Ralph stepped to one side as Davey shook Professor Smythe’s hand. ‘Good to see you, Prof. Thought you’d like to know young Ben’s doing some crosswords for the London magazine that commissioned mine, on your recommendation, of course. How’s your RAF son? Promoted to instructor was the last Stan heard. So, more or less out of it, I suppose?’

Professor Smythe’s face changed, just a fraction. ‘Sadly, the dear boy went back to flying sorties and failed to return. We wait for news, or rather, I wait for news, as his mother is, also sadly, no longer of this earth.’

There was silence between them, and Davey flushed. ‘Oh, I’m so—’

Fran reached forward and gripped the professor’s hand. ‘You wait, he could well be found in a prisoner-of-war camp. You just wait, d’you hear me?’ Her voice was low but fierce.

While the music flowed and the dancers swirled, Professor Smythe covered her hand with his own and nodded, for a moment appearing unable to speak.

Ralph noticed his father beckoning him over to the buffet table, where he was chatting to Annie Hall, who had just filled another plate with sandwiches. As Ralph reached them, Annie nodded at the coat over Ralph’s arm. ‘Glad to see you being sensible, lad, and heading home. Don’t you keep him long, Mr Massingham, he needs his rest. You nearly lost him, but you know that.’ She headed towards a different table.

‘So, Ralph, we’ve had our orders,’ his father winked, adding, ‘Nice to see our Stan and Sarah married. Heartfelt service, eh?’

‘Yes, yes, of course it was. Well, it would be with those two.’ Ralph paused. ‘But, Father, I need a word later this evening, if it’s convenient?’

Reginald Massingham studied his son, then nodded. ‘Yes, that would be good. Auberon Smythe has apprised me of your brief discussion outside the church, dearest Ralph.’

That was all, but ‘dearest Ralph’ was too kind.

Ralph walked back, skirting Smythe, who was in earnest conversation with Davey. Fran stood listening. Ralph shrugged himself into his coat and reached for the door, but paused, listening to the warmth of the music and laughter. He spun round for a last look, almost knocking into Fran, who had moved away from her fiancé and was looking at nothing – or perhaps at all the horror that consumed her – her face drawn and strained. Ralph stepped nearer.

‘The cries are a manifestation of a sense of guilt, Fran,’ he whispered. ‘You mustn’t go down that path. I heard your mother, you see, in my sickroom. You did all you could. You might think you didn’t, but you did. You tried, but it was too late. Frances Hall, the dead don’t want your sorrow, your guilt. They want you to live – for them. It was an accident. You tried to stop it. That’s what’s important. So face it, look back at it, see the truth, then give yourself permission to move forward.’

He turned and stepped towards Smythe, interrupting his chat with Davey. ‘Yes, do telephone me tomorrow, Professor. Does three o clock, after the fore shift, sound a good idea? Always good to chat about whether to return to finish my degree one day.’

Smythe hadn’t suggested three, but it felt good to take back a bit of control when Ralph’s life had been spiralling out of it for far too long.

The professor held out his hand and shook Ralph’s. ‘I will,’ he said, his eyes searching Ralph’s as if hoping to see a decision. Against his palm, Ralph felt a slip of paper. ‘The number to telephone.’

Ralph pocketed it and slipped from the hall, still fearful that he could never be one of Swinton’s people, when he so abhorred the mere thought of it, of them, of himself. Even as he dragged on his gloves and pulled up his collar against the biting wind, he knew he should – but if Tim Swinton suspected he was in opposition, he would kill Ralph’s family. It was what he had promised would be the fate of any turncoat when Ralph was recruited into Tim’s wartime group – though who his fellow members were, God knew, such was the code of secrecy.

He hesitated on the path, for Davey had interrupted just as he was about to request the family’s protection. Should he return? He shook his head at his expectation that others would sort out his problems, and walked on, deciding he’d just have to arrange a codicil to his Will paying for someone who would. So, there it was, done and dusted. All that was left was to do his duty to his country. After all, what did it matter what happened to him after that? Smythe and his merry men could hang him from the rafters, for it was what he deserved.

He walked on to Main Street, heading for home. The early evening gloom gave just enough light. The sounds of the pit workings carried on the wind, and nearer Massingham Hall he would be able to hear the owls in full voice. As he neared the phone box he heard the telephone ringing. He hesitated, chilled, fearing it would be Tim Swinton. Had someone been watching him? Was one of Tim’s group a wedding guest? He breathed deeply and hoped that it was a prearranged call from someone’s son or daughter. He looked around. No one was waiting, but there was someone just turning into a back lane. Who? The ringing continued.

He stood for a moment longer. It could be Tim, for this was one of their contact telephones, but contact was usually by arrangement. Again he looked around. No one was hurrying to take the call. He hesitated. What would happen if he left it for someone else to pick up and it was that bugger? Would Tim just put the receiver down? Or did he always know where Ralph was? Had he eyes everywhere? He waited another couple of rings, and still no one else came. He swallowed, braced himself and pulled open the door. He reached for the receiver. ‘Hello?’

‘Well, Ralphy …’ It was Tim Swinton. ‘How was the wedding tea?’

Ralph broke into a cold sweat, but managed to answer. ‘How do you think? It’s just one of those things the Massinghams have to do. I’m still not quite well. Well, not nearly well, in fact, so I’m on my way home.’

‘Yes, so I gather. Amazing that Fran Hall can still work at the Factory with that strapping on her arm.’

Ralph sighed. ‘Tough people, the Halls.’ Thinking – who the hell was reporting?

‘And a lift back from St Oswald’s with that doddery old fool Smythe, eh? So, long time, no speak. How are you after that nasty bout of septicaemia?’

Ralph sighed a second time. ‘As I said, Tim, not too good. A bit knife edge, in fact. I caught my side on the broken fence around the Factory when I attempted the break-in. I rubbed coal in it when I was shoving a tub to the main seam, to disguise it as a pit injury. It went septic.’

‘Devious sod, aren’t you? So, Ralphy, we’ll make something of you yet, for you know the penalty if you backslide.’

‘Why would I do that? I’m on the surface on the fore shift tomorrow, which I should be able to manage, and will keep my ears open.’

‘Yes, I heard that, so eyes as well as ears, eh,’ Tim said. ‘As always, I need information, any snippets, especially from the old dears who nursed you, or your delightful parents with their army of evacuees, the Factory girls, and anything swirling around the pit. Any news from anyone at all, because what seems trivial to you might mean something to me. Beth’s naval husband arrived, for instance. Based where?’

Ralph stared out at the moonlit street. Along the road was the bus stop where Bert picked up the Factory girls for their shifts. ‘Lord knows. No one talks about these things, you know …’ Of course Tim knew that, but he also knew that somehow information seeped from some people. Look at that Amelia, blabbing after a drink or two about the perimeter fence being down around the munitions factory. Yes, she had been useful, but he just hadn’t been able to subject himself to her any more. Or was it she who had given him up? He rubbed his forehead. He couldn’t remember clearly.

Tim’s voice was sharp. ‘I know no one’s supposed to talk, but you and I know they do. Surely the wife said something?’

‘Wife?’

‘For goodness’ sake, Ralph – Beth.’

Ralph’s mind raced, looking for an answer that meant nothing. ‘All I know is Bob has to return tonight.’

‘Now, the surname is Jones, isn’t it? Beth Smith became Beth Jones, so hubby is Robert Jones. You see, that’s the sort of information that can be useful if we ever find out where and what his ship is. So, stay on that, and anything like that. Remember, we’re not working alone, Ralph. What might be useless to us won’t be to others. Sharpen up, eh.’

Ralph knew damned well that Bob’s ship was a minesweeper, but that was for him to know and not for Tim to find out – not from him, at least.

‘The Bedley boy is back for the wedding. What’s he up to these days?’

‘Again, I don’t know.’ Of course he knew.

‘Then find out.’

‘I’ll keep my ears open.’ But not for you. He would report to Smythe that there were ‘others’ interested in information, and that questions had been asked about Bob Jones. But perhaps this was a chance to glean more.

‘So, you run another cell, do you?’ he asked.

Tim snapped. ‘You don’t ask the questions. You just do as you’re damned well told.’

Ralph knew he’d gone too far. There was movement outside and he peered through the taped glass. But it was only a dog sniffing at the snow in the gutter.

Tim spoke again. ‘Just listen. The priority is the Factory. We need to slow down supplies to the troops. I know the perimeter fence is up again, so it might be worth resurrecting your flirtation with Amelia. She seemed to be a fount of information, and could find out about the transportation of munitions from the Factory.’ Ralph’s heart sank. ‘But,’ Tim went on, ‘any girl will do. A few drinks, flattery, get them talking when they’re in their cups. The Factory is unfinished business, Ralph. One pathetic attempt to damage it isn’t enough, it really isn’t.’

Ralph closed his eyes, keeping his voice level. ‘All right, Teacher. I will try to do better. It’s just that I’ve been out of action.’

Tim said nothing.

‘Hello, hello?’ Ralph said.

‘Don’t just try,’ muttered Tim, ‘do better. So, I’m pleased to hear that you are being pleasant to people, which is a good move. It’ll get them onside, make them relax. They might not share information with you, but you could overhear it. Don’t forget, I have ears on the ground and will know if you slouch on the job. Information, information, information.’

There was a click as the line went dead. Ralph replaced the receiver. He pushed open the door and jumped as an old lady said, ‘Thank you. Got to ring my daughter. If I don’t, she worries, but nice to have someone who cares, eh?’

Ralph looked hard at her, examining her words. Was she who she said she was?

He forced a smile. ‘It is, really it is, good to have someone who cares.’ He could hear his father saying ‘dearest Ralph’.

He walked off along Main Street, thankful for the moonlight, though he’d know his way to Massingham Hall blindfold, after all he had been coming and going there all his life. He carried on, turning off for the road to the Hall, thinking of Tim and how that beggar’s father, a foreman at the Factory, would curl up and die if he knew who his son really was, just as Ralph had thought his own father would. He stopped. Perhaps his father didn’t know it all, just thought he did. How much had Smythe actually told him?

Well, his father would know soon enough, and would also know that Ralph was Smythe’s newest recruit.

His legs still felt weak, so the walk home seemed long. He headed along between the drystone walls, hearing Massingham Home Farm’s sheep on either side, and the lowing of the cattle higher up the slope. Farmer Thompkins was a good tenant who was pleased that his lad was working with him and not in the pit. Who could blame him? Ralph slid on a patch of ice, but steadied himself, keeping to the centre of the road. With fuel rationed, there was little chance of traffic.

On he went as the wind grew fierce, and he wished it was behind him, not fighting him every step of the way. Finally, he turned into the Massingham Hall drive, and ploughed on, head down, his homburg pulled low, his collar up. ‘Nearly there, nearly there,’ he kept repeating until he crossed in front of the porticoed house, passed under the arch into the cobbled garage yard and went down the steps to the basement kitchen. He found the key on the hook, then, making sure the blinds were drawn, switched on the light before hurrying to the range to warm himself. Home. He was home.

He hurried up the stairs to the sitting room, lighting the fire for the evening, then into the study, but the fire there was banked up from this morning. He went up the next flight of stairs to the first floor, lighting the fires in the children’s bedrooms, where they slept two to a room, except the second of the girls’ rooms, in which there were three beds. Five girls and six boys, although the girls were more than a match for the boys, especially little Eva, who could rule the world. He grinned, for ruling the world made him think of the three, no, four Factory girls, Fran, Sarah, Beth and Viola, not to mention the co-op. So was it any wonder these children were as feisty, for they were all from the same stock, Geordies one and all.

In each room, their pyjamas – sewn by the co-op and Sophia – were folded on the ends of the beds. In each room he drew back the bedclothes to get some warmth to the sheets, then went on to his parents’ room, where he did the same. For they were his parents, and Sophia was his mother, though he had never in the past accorded her that right: Sophia had been his nanny, the woman who had married his father and taken his dead mother’s place like a cuckoo – or so he’d felt. How stupid, how self-pitying, for it was Sophia’s arms that had hugged him goodnight while his mother had merely presented her cheek to receive a kiss, for to do more would disturb her clothes and hair. Of course, that was only between her jaunts abroad, which had been varied and often. But at least she had left him an inheritance.

He stopped then, looking down at his parents’ fireplace, making sure the guard was firmly in place, as he had done in all the rooms. He knew the old Ralph would never have considered it his place to light a fire for anyone.

Finally, he settled on the sofa in the sitting room, waiting for Sophia, his father and the children to return, which they did as the clock moved on to 10 p.m., all of them bundling into the hall, the children talking nineteen to the dozen. Ralph went to the door, watching, wanting to feel the energy, the life, to be part of it. ‘Everyone have a good time?’ he asked.

Eva spun round. ‘Bliddy marvellous, Mr Ralph. I had a bit of bird in me sandwich, a peasant someone said.’

Abraham pulled her pigtails. ‘Pheasant, Eva. Peasant’s a person. Best not to eat people, less’n you’re a cannibal. Makes you burp.’

Eva pulled a face. ‘Leave me plaits alone, and stop being a know-all, Abe.’

Abraham just laughed and Tommy said, ‘Well, he’s clever. Boys are.’

Melanie pushed Eva. ‘Hit him, Eva.’

‘You and whose army?’ jeered Marty.

Sophia was shooing them to the stairs. ‘That’s quite enough of that. Anyone would think you’d all been at the wine.’

Suddenly the children fell quiet, and Ralph looked across to his father, who was removing his gloves, and placing them in the drawer of the hall side table. His father grinned and raised his eyebrows, acting out lifting a glass to his lips. Ralph laughed quietly.

Sophia turned. ‘Do not in any way, shape or form think this is amusing, you two. Go back to the warmth, Ralph. You shouldn’t have walked all the way. I should have asked Alfie—’

Reginald Massingham interrupted. ‘It was I who should have driven him, but I was rather taken up with the co-operative’s discussions on how many more proggy rug hangings Briddlestone’s might want, and whether the general, Annie Hall, could negotiate an increase in the price. Such businesswomen – so sharp they could cut us all into strips and put us in their rugs.’

Ralph grinned, thinking of the co-op and their no-nonsense attitude when they had given him bed baths to cool his fever. The first time, Beth’s mother had yanked down the sheet after he’d clutched it to his chin, saying, ‘Divint be daft, young man. I’ve seen it all before a million times. And let me tell you, there’s nowt special down there.’

Even now it made him laugh, just as he had laughed then. Mrs Smith had hummed as she washed him, while Mrs Hall came along after, drying. Mrs Bedley, not to be left out, had ordered, ‘Turn over.’ He had submitted and turned, thinking of England, as the joke said.

He realised then that his father was pointing to his study. Ralph followed, and now he wished he’d had more than just a measly sip of elderberry wine, for his heart was beating too fast, sweat was rolling down his back and his hands were trembling. He filled his mind with trivia, telling himself he should have taken the poker to the banked-up fire after all, and at least added a lump or two of coal.

‘Sit yourself down, Ralph.’ His father was leaning back in his armchair to the left of the fireplace. ‘So kind of you to light the sitting-room fire. Did you manage to do the same in the children’s rooms?’

Ralph lowered himself into the opposite armchair. ‘Oh yes, and yours. The fireguards are up.’ He could feel the beating of his heart right up to his ears now, because here they both were, and he had to tell his father that he was a traitor. A traitor to whom Professor Smythe had offered restitution. His father had said he knew, but how could he know it all?

His father’s cigar ash was more than an inch long and seemed about to fall, but just in time Reginald tapped it into the ashtray balanced on the arm of his chair, saying, ‘I drove the little blighters home with my cigar newly lit and they coughed all the way, just to make the point that it wasn’t to their liking.’

It was so unexpected that Ralph burst out laughing, and it broke the fear, because his father was saying now, ‘I suppose you don’t remember how you used to be the same. Sometimes I’d sit you on my knee and you’d steer the old Rolls-Royce down the drive. You hated the smell of the cigar smoke, so one day I didn’t light it and as we reached the bottom of the slope you said, “Daddy, I do after all like it when you smoke. The smell is safety.” Perhaps one day the evacuees will think the same. Some are rather like you, Ralph. Melanie, Eva and Marty are without parents, and two others without a mother. The bombing, of course – it brought down their terraced houses. They were all pulled out – well, obviously – whereupon the rescue team called, “Who claims these bairns?” Answer came there none.’

He inhaled, withdrew his cigar and looked at the glowing tip. ‘I understand that you felt abandoned when your mother died and I married Sophia. I am so sorry, because into the vacuum of abandonment crept other things, and it was I who created that vacuum. I should have been here for you more often, not away on business. I should have convinced your mother to remain in Massingham more often. I should have waited longer before marrying Sophia. So many things I did, and others I did not do. So many things you have done that you should not have done. If for no other reason than that, I understand, and my dearest boy, I am here to help you.’

It was the banked-up fire his father looked at, its ash, its grey embers, as he continued: ‘It’s most extraordinary, isn’t it, Ralph, how one can bank up a fire in the late morning and yet here we are, ten o’clock at night, still feeling a vestige of heat. I wonder …’ He placed his cigar in the ashtray, reached forward, took up the poker and, with deft sure strokes, pierced the embers and ash to create air holes.

He propped the poker against the coal scuttle, then picked up the bellows and gently squeezed, once, then twice. Slowly the embers brightened. ‘There,’ he said, ‘you see. It appeared dead, but in reality the embers, when helped, came back to life.’

He looked at Ralph. ‘A bit like people. They can be subsumed by something that ultimately renders them grey and defeated. They just need help to allow them to live and thrive again.’

They looked at one another and after a long moment Ralph whispered, ‘You really know it all, don’t you?’

His father nodded. ‘As much as you have told Auberon. Is there more?’

Ralph told him all of it. The lies about the British Union of Fascists uniform that his father had found hanging in Ralph’s wardrobe just before returning to school. He had said he was keeping it for someone else and would return it. Now he explained it had been his. While Reginald absorbed this news, Ralph wondered what he’d—Then he remembered exactly what he’d done with it – hidden it with a load of stuff he’d outgrown in a trunk in the attic. But who’d look? Surely no one. He’d sort it out, after he’d spoken to his father. No, that wasn’t right, for what could he do with it at night? He’d have to do it tomorrow instead, bring himself to touch it, take it out without anyone seeing, and turn it into ashes.

Ralph came back to the present with a start as his father said, ‘Carry on.’ He was adding kindling and coal, so that the flames leapt and curled. On and on, Ralph talked – of Tim Swinton, once a lad from the backstreets of Sledgeford, but now in charge of a Fascist cell, and also in charge of Ralph Massingham.

His father’s grip tightened on his cigar, which he had been about to lift to his mouth.

Ralph continued describing his act of sabotage that had killed Fran and Sarah’s fathers. Reginald merely nodded. Ah, so he knew. Ralph drove on, and ended with the deliberately failed attempt to break into the munitions complex, and the sadness he had felt when Mr Swinton had asked at the wedding if he knew where his son was and he had lied and said no.

‘But of course it wasn’t quite a lie, for I don’t know where he is, but I do know what he is. But how could I tell Mr Swinton that?’ Ralph drew out a packet of Player’s, offering them to his father, who declined, waving his cigar at him. Ralph lit one for himself, blowing the smoke up towards the ceiling, but, smelling the cigar realised it was indeed the scent of safety.

‘There you are, Father. You have a traitor for a son, and Professor Smythe has offered me a chance to make some of it right, but only some, for I have the deaths of two good men to bear. For a while I was scared that I couldn’t pretend, couldn’t carry on with Tim as though I don’t hate myself, and him, and the whole damnable ideology.’

His father was still staring at the fire and Ralph, too, watched the flames as they licked the coal. He added a few more lumps, replaced the tongs and resumed his seat. Together they watched the coal as it eventually glowed red-hot. Ralph said, ‘Daddy, you didn’t fail me. I failed myself. I was all that was wrong in a son, and I am most heartily sorry.’

His father threw his cigar onto the fire. ‘No, you are my son. I love you, Sophia loves you. You have been misguided. But I should have realised when I found that damned uniform. You were a boy, and boys do stupid things. There were Communist meetings too, and many went to both to see what was what. Such a shame you didn’t—’

He stopped, shook his head. ‘No, we must draw a line and it must be put right, but only you can do that, though I will be there beside you all the way, Ralph.’ He paused. ‘Sophia will know nothing of this.’ It was not a question, but a command.

Ralph nodded, unable to speak, because he was not alone, though he deserved to be. No, his father was with him. He threw the remains of his cigarette into the fire, as the gulping sobs came. He heard the door open, but his father said softly, ‘Not now, my dear.’ The door closed again and then Ralph heard his father rise and felt his arm around his shoulders as Reginald sat on the arm of the chair. Ralph leaned into him, and his father said, ‘Hush, my lad, hush, I’m here.’

Eventually, Ralph dragged his handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his face, still leaning against the rock that was his father. ‘I need to make a phone call, Father. I’ll just have to be good enough.’

He stood, told his father the details of Tim’s telephone call to the box on Main Street, then made his way to the desk, drawing from his trouser pocket Auberon’s telephone number. His father said, ‘Auberon is in Newcastle and will
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