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Go, passers-by

And do if you can as he did

A man’s part

In defence of liberty

Epitaph on the gravestone of IAF Squadron Leader Karun Krishna Majumdar (1923–1945) who flew reconnaissance during the Normandy landings




PART ONE

1941
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Ruby

First thing she did was check for bodies. Crawling through what used to be the front hallway, a carpet of debris crunching beneath her palms.

A faint drip-drip of liquid somewhere. ‘Hello, is anyone in here?’ Ruby edged her way further along, warden’s helmet slipped off her head, strap catching on her neck.

No answer.

Drip-drip.

Along here, the hallway was still intact, leading to a kitchen. A brass lamp lay on the wooden floor, chain handle askew, as though it had already surrendered to the enemy. Her torchlight flitted around the shell of the house as she looked for signs of life.

Ruby stood up, the orb of light cutting through the dark. Above, there was a large break in the hallway ceiling, revealing the night sky. Or at least, she thought it was sky. Maybe the black smoke from one of the neighbouring buildings? They’d all seen the oil bomb fall outside, the way it had turned and twisted in the air, wailing in deathly agony.

‘Can you hear me, Major Richardson?’ Smoke snagged at her throat. ‘Mrs Richardson? It’s Miss Thacker here.’

She felt her way along the hallway, then stood up as she reached the kitchen. Edging carefully, in case there was a hand or a foot hidden among the rubble. When had thoughts like this started coming into her head so easily? The Richardsons rarely went to shelter at King’s Cross station. Maybe they were in the basement? Ruby tried the back door in the kitchen. Jammed. She shoved harder this time. Some plaster from above came crumbling down, but the door gave way. She fought the urge to move faster because she knew better; had to be careful, in case the house fell down around you. Outside and down the steps to the basement. Ruby opened the door and something soft yielded under her foot. Please not a limb. She looked down: it was an empty pair of leather shoes. They were laid out neat and snug, side by side, like a courting couple sitting on a bench. Trust the rich to have ‘shelter shoes’. No one was here though, just a folded blanket, a spring bed, the mouldy smell of old brick.

They must be at the Tube station after all, thank God. Although, of course, Mrs Richardson wouldn’t have liked that; breathing in the recycled air of strangers. Ruby had exchanged civilities with Major Richardson on her rounds. He at least tried to spread a fine layer of politeness onto his thick slice of snobbery. Mrs Richardson, on the other hand, was all turps and vinegar. A scrawny thing, she was, with a face like a wrung-out cloth.

Ruby hurried back inside, ignoring the sting in her finger; she must have cut it when she was crawling. The staircase was still intact, save for a gap on one of the steps where the wood had fallen away. She edged her way up, torchlight scouring the gloom.

Standing on the first-floor landing, she moved the light across the ornate painting on the wall. Maybe it was all right, she thought. The Richardsons wouldn’t have taken their chances and stayed upstairs during a bombing raid. No, if they weren’t in the basement then they were likely safe elsewhere; perhaps Major Richardson was even secretly enjoying the bawdy songs in the shelter?

Once more for luck. ‘Hello, can you hear me?’

Outside Ruby could hear people shouting, trying to put the fires out down the street. But here in the gloom it was quiet, as though the bomb had blasted away the noise.

All clear.

Ruby remembered coming to inspect this house, doing her usual air-raid checks for any traitorous light that might have escaped through gaps in the blackout curtains. Dolly, the Richardson’s housekeeper who worked at the house during the day, showed her around while Mrs Richardson looked on. The main bedroom and a bathroom were on this floor, while the floor above housed two small guest bedrooms. Ruby had seen this place dressed up in all its finery: lace curtains as fine as dragonfly wings, a vomit of chintzy cushions on every soft surface, a flourish of white plaster framing the ceiling roses. Now here she was, creeping around its skeletal frame and clambering over its broken innards.

The whine of a fire engine, coming closer. She’d need to be quick if she was going to take her chance.

Ruby headed straight to the main bedroom, remembering the dressing table where Mrs Richardson probably preened in the mirror. She ran her fingers along the mahogany, the surface covered in a coating of mortar dust so fine it could be talcum powder. When she opened the black-lacquered jewellery box, it was almost empty, holding only some cheap costume jewellery. Damn it. People had grown wary: too many opportunities for looters to scavenge through the rubble.

She heard a man’s voice coming from somewhere near the entrance of the house. ‘Ruby? You still in there?’ It was Errol, back from reporting the incident at their warden post.

‘I’m coming out now,’ she called, but Ruby doubted whether Errol would have heard her over the roar of the fires down the street and the gossiping neighbours outside.

A quick scan of the drawers. She sighed. Nothing but a hairbrush, a fancy gold-cased lipstick and a jar of Pond’s Cold Cream. The jewellery box that Ruby had spotted on her rounds was nowhere to be seen.

One last thing to try. Ruby ran her hands under the drawers.

Yes, here it was.

Something had been taped smooth against the wood. She peeled it away, listening out for the shouts of the fire brigade or footsteps up the staircase. The sharp edges and smooth facets of something expensive. Ruby rammed the necklace down her brassiere, the corners digging into her cleavage, and carefully stepped downstairs. She made her way down the stairs, then clambered on hands and knees along the collapsed front hallway.

‘There you are,’ said Errol, wincing as her torchlight flashed in his face. ‘Here.’ He held his rough hand out through the opening where the front door used to be.

‘Stop fussing, Errol!’ She needed to move without the jewellery falling out.

Over the last of the rubble, she scrambled through the doorway and out into the night. Charred air, acrid on her tongue. Looking out onto Regent’s Square, she tried to catch her breath. The house next door was on fire. What use was a blackout when there was still a bloody great blaze lighting up the street?

An old man was trying to stop a fireman using the stirrup pump, despite the crown of flames along the roof. Ruby couldn’t see the point herself, the furniture would be ruined whether it burned or drowned.

An ambulance was parked near the green space of the square, the iron railings that used to surround the grass stripped away for war works. Down the street, St Peter’s Church had taken a hit, but somehow the pillared tower above was still intact. For now.

A large, lumbering animal twitched its back: an older lady with a crust of blood and plaster dust along her forehead, helped away by an ambulance woman.

A few of the neighbours were milling about, talking in tones that verged on glee. They might as well as have said it out loud: ‘At least it wasn’t us.’

‘I’ll finish up here,’ said Errol. ‘You go and get yourself a brew back at the post.’ Errol, like many others, thought a nice cup of tea with lots of sugar after any kind of catastrophe was a help, but Ruby thought it was like putting a small plaster on your leg when it had turned gangrenous. She didn’t argue today, though. The jewellery cut into her skin whenever she moved and she needed to hide the necklace somewhere.

‘No one inside. Must have gone to the Tube shelter,’ she said, tucking a strand of hair that had come loose behind her ear.

‘You should have waited for us, you know?’ Errol said. His cheeks glowed raw-sausage pink in the light of the flames, and it made her think of something being boiled alive. ‘It’s all very well acting brave, but you’re just putting yourself at more risk.’

Ruby ignored him and lit a Player’s. The smoke in her lungs might as well have some company.

‘Oh look, I think that’s the Richardsons,’ he said. Further down the road some of the neighbours were gathering around the couple as they walked towards the house.

‘I better get back to the post and file a report,’ said Ruby, quickly.

‘But they’ll want to thank—’

‘I’ll check on them tomorrow,’ she said, already moving away.

The frame of the house next to the Richardson’s began to creak and crumble in the fire, drowning out Errol. He’d never understand; it was easy to be brave when you weren’t quite sure about living.




2

Kitty

Kitty was as surprised as ever to see that the India Forum was still standing. The bombers were fond of this part of London. After being caught up waiting in the queue for rations, she’d hurried through the streets of Bloomsbury as quickly as she could, the spectral white paint on lamp-posts and kerbs guiding her way as dusk gave way to night. The fall of light today took her back briefly to the countless sunsets she’d seen in Bombay, amber hues surrendering to the shadows of night.

Now, with the raids, you could never be sure from one day to the next what you would find around the corner. One of the old grey Victorian homes down the street had been bombed to the foundations, leaving behind a gap-toothed grin of houses along the road.

This building that housed the India Forum must have been impressive once upon a time, but now it was more like a palace courtesan clinging onto her glory days. There were layers of crusty paint on the window frames and the flower beds had been reincarnated as vegetable patches. Evidently someone had dug for victory and found it lacking. Kitty knew better than to linger outside the Forum. She hurried inside, away from prying Angrez eyes.

Kitty was greeted with the sight of Mandalji, standing at the foot of the wide, dishevelled staircase, his grey-speckled head bowed. From the angle she was standing at, it looked as though he was talking to himself. It wouldn’t have been the first time. But then there was another voice. ‘You’ll be fined next time, you know?’ said a young woman.

‘Ah, Keerthanaben,’ Mandalji called out to Kitty. He always called her by her real name, but it still sometimes took her by surprise. She didn’t like it; it made her think of her father.

‘This is Miss Ruby Thacker,’ said Mandalji. Then he waved his hand vaguely towards Kitty, oblivious to the mention of a fine. ‘Keerthanaben here will be able to help you.’ Before he’d even finished his sentence, he was halfway down the hall and disappearing into his office.

As she moved towards Kitty, the hallway light caught the curve of the young woman’s tin helmet and the forest of bobbled wool on her ARP uniform. ‘Yes, Miss . . .’ The warden held out her hand.

‘Mrs Akhtar. Is there something wrong?’ said Kitty. She caught herself and ironed out the hint of irritation in her voice. She could feel the pull of the work waiting for her in the library room. They were behind on the preparation for tomorrow’s big India Forum meeting as it was. Mandalji, as the president of the India Forum, always left the preparation until the last minute, in case any late news or updates came in from India, and they’d be up for hours now putting together an agenda and writing his final speeches. ‘One of your colleagues came to inspect the building a few weeks ago.’ She unbuttoned her tweed coat. ‘He said we had followed all the air-raid precautions correctly.’ Everyone found the ARP wardens annoying; ‘jobsworths’, Kitty’s neighbour called them.

‘Well, as I was telling Mr Mandal, it’s the front room,’ she said, walking towards the library, gas mask hanging in her left hand. As she passed by, Kitty caught the scent of rose and lemon, incongruous with her fusty uniform. ‘The light’s leaking out.’

‘Oh, I see.’ Kitty joined her at the library door, hoping this would be wrapped up quickly. ‘Well, I will make sure it’s fixed.’

‘It’s quite all right. Best I show you myself. It’s regulations.’ The warden pushed the door open as if she owned the place and walked in. The hinges squeaked with reluctance. Didn’t these ARP busybodies have anything better to do? They’d been so careful to follow the precautions, the last thing the India Forum needed was unwanted attention.

‘Do the lights need to be on in this room? Where d’you all usually shelter?’ Today was the day, Kitty thought: it won’t be a bomb that kills me, it will be a long, slow death by ARP interrogation.

‘Mr Mandal might have been using the library earlier, but he has gone into his office now.’ Kitty kept her voice as even as she could. ‘He usually stays there, or in one of the rooms upstairs, even after the raids begin. He prefers it to sheltering in the basement.’ So did Kitty, for that matter, taking her chances here on the ground floor rather than sitting for hours surrounded by damp bricks and the coarse smell of coal with nothing but the mice for company. She and her husband Haseeb – who was still at work – rarely went to the Underground shelter, where sleep was broken by noise and fetid human odours, or by people eyeing Haseeb, talking – loud enough that they could hear – about people taking bloody liberties or leaving space for British women and children, ‘not the bloody Italians’. Even that had long since stopped being funny.

The warden looked at her, eyes wide with – she wasn’t sure what exactly. Apathy, contempt? ‘There, you see,’ Miss Thacker said, pointing upwards as she moved across the room.

Someone at the India Forum had pinned black paper across every sash window, but a corner had come loose. How had she missed that? As a child back in Bombay she’d been scared of the dark, glad when it was warm enough to sleep on the balcony, out in the open air, but now it was light that was the enemy. The danger of a shard of candlelight, the peril of an errant bulb left on.

Just then Mandalji rushed back into the library, oblivious to either of them. ‘Where’s my pen?’ Miss Thacker gave him a bemused look as he tornadoed around the two of them, turning over papers on the large mahogany table that took up most of the floor space, scanning the edges of the bookshelves and grumbling under his breath. Kitty found the pen in its usual place, lying on one of the chairs, and handed it back to him. He nodded vaguely by way of thanks and hurried out again.

Outside, the air-raid sirens started to wail.

Across the other side of the table, Miss Thacker was taking in the art on the walls. Kitty watched her as she looked at the patchwork of the cultures and languages of India. Kitty had helped to select some of them: a Thanjavur piece from the South featuring Lord Krishna and his consort Rukhmuni, both drenched in gold foil; a Rajput painting donated by the Maharaja of Baroda, filled with doe-eyed women who looked on patiently; a photograph of a Calcutta courtyard filled with rows of saris hung on washing lines like fallen kites.

‘You’re new to the warden post?’ said Kitty, stacking the papers back into a neat pile.

‘Yes, still learning the ropes.’ Miss Thacker’s eyes moved to the mishmash of leatherbound books on the old shelves, battened to stop them falling out during bombing. As she looked down to the lowest volumes, the pale nape of her neck peeked out from her collar.

Kitty climbed onto a chair and reached towards the window, hoping that it would be enough to convince the warden to leave, but instead she stood and watched. Kitty managed to stretch up and pin the black paper back into place, then stepped back down.

The young woman’s gaze had turned towards the table, where there was a pile of the latest political pamphlets that Mandalji had written and printed, emblazoned with rousing headlines: ‘United Towards India’s Democratic Freedom!’ ‘The Compelling Case for Independence!’

‘What is it that you do here, Mrs Akhtar?’ The warden pronounced her name ‘Actor’.

‘We lobby for Indian Independence, mainly. Help Indians in England when they need it.’ Kitty didn’t elaborate further. They welcomed help from British and Indians alike here, but she knew to be wary when strangers asked questions. Indians were one thing, but Angrez were another. The India Forum was scrutinized by the authorities, everyone knew it. War or not, everyone was a potential traitor.

Kitty went and stood by the library door, hoping the warden would take the hint. Outside the ack-ack guns rattled in the distance. She swallowed her fear, wondering whether Haseeb had made it home or taken shelter elsewhere. She’d be stuck here for the night now, but at least she had work to keep her mind busy and Mandalji nearby. ‘Well, I’m sure you’ll be wanting to get back to your post, Miss Thacker. Sounds like we’re not alone.’ Kitty forced the corners of her mouth into a smile, then made a point of walking back into the hallway to hurry her unwanted guest along.

Opening the heavy front door a crack and letting in the cutting January cold, she hoped Miss Thacker would take her cue to go, but instead she held Kitty’s gaze. ‘Well, good night, Mrs Akhtar.’

‘Good night,’ Kitty said, as she watched her walk away into the darkness.

*

The next day, Kitty was glad to see that despite the cold and the recent raids, there was a good turnout for the India Forum meeting.

‘Dekho, Mrs Sucking-on-Lemons is here again,’ Haseeb whispered to Kitty, brushing his hand against hers. They looked over at Mrs Symington-Lamont, who was standing in the middle of the India Forum hallway. Kitty watched as the woman bathed Mandalji in simpering words, ignoring everyone else.

‘Do you think she’ll realize that Mandalji has the same level of interest in her as he does in his right shoe?’ Kitty stifled a yawn. The raids had gone on for hours last night.

Haseeb smiled.

‘Chaal,’ Kitty said to her husband. Together they showed the last of the visitors into Mandalji’s office. It was actually two rooms knocked into one and could seat up to thirty, or forty if they were feeling particularly ambitious. There were other India Forums all over the country but this one was the headquarters, and its meetings usually drew a crowd. An assortment of Indian and English people: dock workers, politicians, civil servants, students, writers, professionals, BBC Overseas programmers; even the occasional Indian prince had been known to show up. Today was no exception, the room a swathe of suits and dhotis, saris and wool coats. People took their seats on the mismatched and maltreated chairs.

Haseeb headed to the front of the room, ready to help anyone who needed assistance or to translate questions from Hindi and Urdu into English. Even here in the formal setting of the meeting, there was an urgency to his long strides, as though every step took him closer to freedom. Kitty believed in the fight just as he did, though sometimes it was hard not to wonder what impact their work was going to have in the middle of a war. She put on her spectacles, ready to take the minutes. Despite the crowd, a chill clung to the air; she tugged at the silk scarf at her neck, wishing she’d worn a sweater instead of a blouse. Mandalji stood at his lectern waiting for everyone to settle, his tall frame expanding into the space, his jaw set so firmly you’d need pliers to prise it apart.

‘Good afternoon. I am Jayant Mandal, president of the India Forum. Thank you all for coming today,’ he began in English. ‘I know it is getting difficult to travel with all the raids, but our fight for swaraj – Home Rule for India – must continue regardless.’

As Mandalji carried on his speech, Kitty heard the panelled door at the back of the room open. A young woman in a half-length fur coat and green pillbox hat came into the room, dark locks framing her face.

It took Kitty a moment before she realized: the ARP warden from the night before, clearly off duty now. Miss Thacker, that was it. She watched the woman take a seat at the back. In her civilian clothes she looked younger tonight. Funny how that stiff ARP uniform could make anyone look old. Kitty glanced down at her notebook, annoyed to see a drip of blue ink blotting her clean page.

‘Now to the order of the day,’ said Mandalji. ‘Our dear brother Shehab Hashim – a journalist by day, Indian freedom fighter by night – has been imprisoned at Canterbury for two weeks. What is his crime, you might ask?’ Mandalji took off his thick-framed glasses, looking each attendee in the eye. ‘Merely refusing to join the war effort. He came here to London to report the news, to help his home country. Now he finds himself locked up by a British government which asks Indians to fight alongside them in war, in the name of democracy, when they will not afford India the same rights. As Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru rightly say, this is most definitely an imperial war.’ Murmurs of agreement from the audience.

Kitty shifted in her seat as the crowd whispered around her. While Mandalji headed up the fight in Britain, he had close contact with Gandhi and Nehru back in India. It should not have worked, the two leaders of the Independence fight: Nehru, the Anglophile and firebrand, brought up with servants and boarding schools, and Gandhi, the middle-class lawyer turned loin-clothed ascetic. Yet somehow, they had led the country closer to freedom than ever.

‘Just like Shehab Hashim, anyone from the Commonwealth who has been in the country for more than two years will be conscripted.’ Kitty’s mouth went dry. She caught Haseeb’s eye a moment, then turned away, worried that her face would betray her concern. They had both been in England for almost two years now; they knew it was only a matter of time before he would be called up too.

‘Why should any Indian have to give their lives for the Empire’s battle?’ Mandalji continued. ‘No matter. We have weapons of our own. Those of us who are able must continue to write to Shehab’s Member of Parliament; the details will be provided after the meeting.’

Mandalji called on the attendees to donate if they could, write letters if they couldn’t. If the British government wanted to make an example of Shehab, then so would they. The India Forum would show the authorities that they couldn’t force them to fight.

Out of the corner of her eye, Kitty saw Miss Thacker lean forward, listening attentively. Kitty’s gaze collided with hers and they each smiled politely before looking away.

After the meeting ended with questions from the audience, many of the group left, hurrying home or to shelters before the blackout began. Kitty and Haseeb were usually the last to leave; luckily their flat was only a short walk away.

‘It was a good turnout today,’ said Haseeb, brushing her arm as he came over. ‘In the middle of all this.’ ‘All this’ was the way he tended to describe the bombing raids, as though he couldn’t bring himself to admit that they were in an actual war zone.

‘It shows that people are dedicated. Almost as dedicated as you.’ Kitty gave a tired smile.

She scanned the room, surprised to see that Miss Thacker hadn’t rushed off after the meeting but was instead standing in a corner sipping her drink. ‘Did you see that lady over there?’

Haseeb followed Kitty’s gaze. ‘She’s new?’ he said.

‘She’s a new ARP warden for the area.’ Kitty explained how Miss Thacker had come to the Forum the night before. Her eyes narrowed. ‘Why’s she suddenly decided she wants to help us?’

‘She’s probably bored. Or curious. Or both,’ he said, looking around the room.

‘Perhaps . . .’

‘I should go and speak to Councillor Naismith,’ Haseeb said, wandering off before she had a chance to gather her thoughts.

Kitty walked over to the tea table. ‘Miss Thacker, hello.’

‘Oh, hello,’ the young woman said flatly.

On the table there were cups and saucers, sugar and milk, mismatched teapots filled with chai. Kitty poured herself a cup of the weak tea. They had to reboil the whole spices from previous batches and use powdered milk which gave it a chalky taste, but it was better than nothing. ‘Please don’t tell me we have fallen foul of another air-raid precaution?’ She aimed for amiable but landed at awkward.

Miss Thacker peered at her over the brim of her cup. ‘No.’

‘You decided to come to one of our meetings, then?’

‘I wanted to hear more about the India Forum’s efforts,’ she replied, slipping her gloved hand into her handbag and showing Kitty the pamphlet. She must have taken it from the desk the other night.

‘You’re interested in the work we do here, for Indian Independence?’ Kitty took a sip, catching her lip on a small chip in the china.

‘You seem surprised.’ Miss Thacker looked around. ‘But there seem to be all kinds of British people here, just like me.’

‘That’s true. But it’s just that these are difficult times. You must be busy with your warden work? It’s important, no?’

‘Well, so is freedom.’ Miss Thacker gave a tight smile.

Outside, it had started to rain, rattling like grains of rice on the windowpane. Less chance of a bombing raid if there was a lot of cloud, at least.

Kitty took the woman in. She wasn’t classically pretty. Her eyes were a fraction too small, her figure just a little abundant to be fashionable. But she had smooth skin, and good make-up could carry you far in youth. And more than that, there was a raw, even visceral energy to her. The fur on her coat was luxurious with a slick sheen to it, not the matted, cheap sort she sometimes saw; a smartly tailored skirt, real silk stockings. Perhaps she came from family money, although she didn’t sound as though she did. Kitty had spent enough time with her fellow Oxford chums to know the difference.

‘Has this young lady passed the test?’ said Satyajit, putting out his hand as he came towards them. ‘Hello, I am Satyajit Deol, pleased to meet you.’

‘Miss Thacker,’ she smiled politely. ‘The test?’ she said, glancing at Kitty in confusion.

Kitty didn’t know Satyajit well. He had only come to the India Forum a couple of times, months apart, because he was apparently a travelling pedlar. No one seemed to know much about him, and they were too polite to ask him why he had a Hindu first name and a Sikh surname. There was a rumour that he had a middle name, Muslim at that; unusual, almost unheard of, in a culture where names often denoted religion. Even his age was difficult to discern. Kitty suspected he was in his early twenties like her, but the dark circles around his eyes aged him a little. Not only that, but he spoke excellent English. Most of the pedlars came from poor, rural areas of India, with broken English at best, picked up on their travels.

Kitty looked at the young woman and said, ‘He’s just joking.’

‘Am I?’ he said playfully.

‘We always try to spend more time with people who are new to the meetings,’ Kitty said quickly. Why was he trying to give the game away? The whole point was to be subtle. Across the room, Haseeb was still deep in conversation with Councillor Naismith.

‘I’ve been made to feel very welcome so far,’ Miss Thacker said, encouragingly. Kitty arched her eyebrow.

‘We’ve got to make sure people are here for the right reasons too,’ said Satyajit, smoothing his tie. Satyajit dressed like a gentleman. Even though his jacket had seen better days and the tweed was a little bobbled, his handkerchief was always neatly folded in his breast pocket to a sharp point, his shoes polished to a gleam.

Miss Thacker blinked. ‘What d’you mean?’

‘Well,’ said Kitty. ‘The British authorities regard us as threats, especially with the war. So we tend to be wary . . .’ She played with the edge of the saucer with her thumb.

Miss Thacker blushed. ‘You’re trying to work out if I’m a government spy?’ She gave a laugh that wasn’t entirely convincing.

‘But of course you’re not, are you?’ Satyajit’s tone was warm but there was something darker beneath.

Miss Thacker looked at him, then at Kitty. Flashing a smile, she said, ‘No, of course not, I’m just here for the free tea.’

‘I’m not sure I believe you,’ said Satyajit with a grin, ‘the tea’s awful.’ His eyes glinted.

Miss Thacker regarded him with an unreadable expression. ‘I came here the other day on my warden rounds and thought the pamphlet on Independence was interesting,’ She finally shrugged. ‘But if you’d rather I left . . .’

‘No,’ said Satyajit, ‘of course you can stay.’ He turned to Kitty. ‘As long as you don’t object?’

She gave a tight smile of condescension.

‘So, you’re an ARP warden?’ Satyajit said.

‘Yes, that’s right, my post’s a few streets away.’

‘And you live around here too?’ he asked.

Miss Thacker explained that she lived off the Caledonian Road.

‘And where did you say you lived again, Satyajitbhai?’ said Kitty. She’d asked him once before and he had waved his hand around vaguely and muttered something about ‘the east’.

‘Hmm? Oh, my work takes me all over.’ Before Kitty had a chance to probe further, he’d already moved things on. ‘So, Miss Thacker, what did you think about the meeting?’

‘You mean all that about the conscription call for Indians?’ she said, then gave a sigh. ‘Doesn’t really surprise me. The government’s been happy enough to let the docks and the East End get the worst of the bombs on the front line.’ With all the essential goods coming in and out by the river, the Nazis had found their sweet spot for dropping firebombs.

‘Mr Mandal wants to support those people as well, though,’ said Kitty, a firm tone in her voice. Mandalji was a socialist at heart, so far to the left he was practically lopsided. From the slum dwellers down by the docks to those in Bombay or Delhi, he fought for them all. ‘But there is another reason we don’t want to fight. Mahatma Gandhi and the Indian Congress have been clear, non-violence is the path to freedom. It’s what we call ahimsa.’

‘Oh yes, that’s their strategy,’ Satyajit scoffed. ‘Doesn’t mean it’s the right one.’

‘Well, Mandalji agrees—’

‘We’ve been down this non-violent route before.’ Satyajit spoke over her. ‘Yet here we are, fighting conscription into someone else’s war.’

Kitty stared at him. Why did he even bother to come to the Forum if that’s how he felt?

He smiled, addressing Miss Thacker. ‘Just try to come to the meetings with an open mind.’

Kitty found herself following suit, as though they were both in court pleading their cases to this young woman. ‘Our way has worked so far, though. We’re closer to Independence than we’ve ever been.’

Satyajit gave a cool laugh. ‘It’s working? Restrictions on our press – even before the war began. People dying for protesting against the British. Indians expected to take every lathi strike and blow against them.’

‘Lathi?’ Miss Thacker asked.

‘Bamboo sticks.’ His eyes darkened. ‘Good for building things, not so good for bones.’

Kitty found herself trying to catch Miss Thacker’s attention. The Englishwoman seemed to find this entanglement quite amusing.

‘Well, perhaps now’s not the time for this discussion,’ Kitty said, glancing at Miss Thacker. Airing Forum differences in front of strangers was never wise.

‘I should probably be going anyway,’ said Miss Thacker. ‘I’ve just finished the last of the free tea.’ There was a playful glint in her eye, waving her empty cup in the air towards Satyajit, who conceded with a good-natured nod.

The young woman gathered her coat and bag, saying her goodbyes. Kitty and Satyajit stood awkwardly together as she left.

‘Do you believe her?’ said Kitty, continuing in English. She still wasn’t sure which Indian language Satyajit spoke.

‘She hasn’t given me a reason not to,’ he said, straightening the cuffs of his jacket. ‘Besides, she could be quite useful.’

Kitty watched him walk away. Useful for what, exactly?
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Ruby

Ruby’s ARP post was practically Buckingham Palace compared to some: a metro-tiled basement in a requisitioned insurance building. Some unlucky wardens worked in nothing better than a glorified pine bus shelter.

‘Here she comes,’ said Stub, the head warden. ‘Ruby with the emerald eyes.’

‘And the diamond tongue that’ll cut through anything,’ said Errol, pulling darts off the board, his grin showing off his tea-stained teeth.

‘Evening, Stub. Errol. Left all your good jokes at home again, did you?’

‘Oooh,’ said Errol, putting on a high-pitched voice, ‘who pinched all the elastic out of your knickers, then?’

Ruby ignored him, pouring from her thermos liquid that looked and smelled more like boiled cigarette ash than coffee into a mug and warming her hands against it. She took a seat next to Stub at the small table in the middle of the basement.

‘Anything we should be aware of before we start?’ she said. Always worth checking whether the buildings were where they’d last left them.

‘It was a quiet one last night,’ said Stub, picking another card for his solitaire game.

Errol gave a laugh. ‘I’ll say. I haven’t slept so well since the ARP training lectures.’

The wireless was on low volume as usual. It had been damaged in a recent raid, and now every bloody presenter sounded like they had a fifty-a-day-smoking habit, wheezing the news out. The songs were muffled, too. On the wall there was a large map for their post, another spanning the whole of London. When the raids had first started, they’d marked all the incidents on the maps with pins, but there’d been so many now that they’d fallen behind. They barely got the details down into the scruffy logbook if they were lucky, a task usually left to Ruby.

She opened the book to check if the day wardens had left any notes for them. Gone were the long, drawn-out nights of the early months of the war, before the raids had started, with nothing to worry about except who would win at whist and when the only thing you were likely to die of was boredom.

‘You and Errol cover north of the Euston Road,’ said Stub. ‘Think you two can manage that without ballsing it up?’

Ruby rolled her eyes, though at least here at the post the men never gave you bother. She had worked in a typing pool when she’d first left school, learnt the best way to manoeuvre a pile of paper close to your chest when passing men in the office, check behind you before you bent down to pick up a pen, make sure you were never caught in the corridor on your own with Mr Simpson.

When Ruby had first arrived at the post, you could see it all over their faces. A bloody woman. Someone else to take care of while the world burned. Ruby soon put paid to that, getting stuck in with the work as well as the swearing. Then, of course, on her warden rounds, some people couldn’t imagine a woman coming to help them, even after they saw her diving into bombed buildings right alongside Stub and Errol.

‘I’ll take the easterly streets once George finally turns up,’ Stub continued. Not that George would be much use, he was all talk, usually dodging the real danger for a cup of tea.

She rubbed her hands together, taking the rough wool blanket from the back of the chair and draping it over her legs. Though she always wore a jumper under her shirt, the authorities didn’t bother to provide a warm winter coat or anything else that would stop you catching your death.

‘That lazy bomb’s been cleared from Ossulston Street,’ said Stub. Lazy bombs were their nickname for unexploded HEs, another delight of the blitzkrieg.

The mention of the bomb reminded her about the Richardsons. She still had that necklace, hidden away in the back of her wardrobe. Maybe for some the guilt would have taken hold, but not for Ruby. She had a rule: only take from people that had too much of everything.

‘Fancy a game?’ said Errol, pulling up a chair on the opposite side to Stub.

‘No,’ said Stub. ‘I’ll beat you and then you’ll get in a right strop and I’ll have to look at your face gawping at me, like a ruddy wet tea-towel.’

‘Suit yourself.’ Errol took a slurp of his drink, wiping the corner of his thin moustache with the back of his hand. It was the only thing he had in common with Errol Flynn but somehow the nickname had stuck. Errol the warden had about as much star presence as a ration coupon.

A man called out from upstairs. ‘I’ll go,’ Stub sighed, rubbing his hand across his rubbery face. He climbed up the steps.

Ruby pulled out the pamphlet she’d taken last week from the India Forum. It talked about the fight for swaraj – or Home Rule for India – and set out the case for a free country run by Indians. She’d never paid much attention to whatever was going on in India, even before the war. Nothing to do with her.

‘What’s that, then?’ Errol asked, speckles of tea landing on the pamphlet as he blew into his mug.

‘From the India Forum, that building over on Endsleigh Street. D’you know it?’

Stub came back down the stairs and grabbed the tools from the cupboard. ‘Got to go and help someone get into their shelter.’ The doors sometimes got jammed during raids; half the time they ended up helping people get out of them rather than into them.

‘The Indians? Keep themselves to themselves,’ Errol shrugged. ‘What do they do over there exactly?’ he said, taking the pamphlet.

‘They lobby the government for Independence. Fundraising, that kind of thing.’

‘Good luck to ’em, I say. But I don’t think much of their timing. We’re being blown to bits and that Gandhi fella with his loincloth and his mate Nehru are just stood around going on about Independence. That Indian National Congress need to wait their turn.’

Ruby stared at him, surprised by how much he knew about it all. ‘They seem to have quite a lot of support, though. The Forum, I mean.’

‘Hmm. Not that many Indians over here, mind.’

She gripped her mug, swirling the dark pool of liquid around. ‘Not just Indians, though, fair few British men were there too. A couple of wives and all.’

The telephone rang just as the air-raid sirens began their wail. Errol stood up, chair scraping along the floor, and walked over to answer it. Ruby put her mug of coffee down with a thunk, leaving a dirty half-crescent on the pine table. Time to get to work.

The traitorous moon was full that night, the skies cloudless. Easier for the enemy to find its target. They made their way along the street, waiting for their eyes to adjust to the dimness. Ruby’s fingertips scuffed along rough red brick and cool plaster as she walked the pavement. Errol pedalled slowly on his bike beside her.

Sometimes it felt as though the city was no longer theirs, as though they were the invaders, the ones who were squatting, with buildings boarded up and unfamiliar buses, brown and grey and dark like dried blood, loaned to the city from all over the country to support the hard work of the good old red double-deckers.

‘Let’s go down here,’ said Errol, when they reached the front of St Pancras Old Church. The air was tainted with sulphur from the nearby coal depot.

They carried on until they reached the basement shelter on King Street. Ruby gave him a nod and stood in the doorway, Errol perched behind her on the steps.

‘Oh, here’s Ruby. Look, and Errol too.’ They heard a familiar call from the gloom inside.

‘Evening, Mrs Fernsby,’ she said. Ruby tried to ignore the smell; stagnant water and warm bodies.

‘How are you then?’ Errol piped up from over Ruby’s shoulder.

They could see the glow from Mrs Fernsby’s cigarette now. In her other hand she held her granddaughter, who’d been born in the shelter two months before.

‘Can’t complain, love. Although this little one’s been making more of a racket than all the Luftwaffe combined,’ she said.

‘That dark fella was here, weren’t he?’ said a young man who sat in the corner. He was referring to a man from Jamaica, Gilbert, who was an ARP warden in the ward next to theirs. Some people were less than keen to take orders from anyone, let alone someone who wasn’t white. Gilbert had told Ruby he didn’t know whether he was coming or going sometimes. In some of his local shelters, Gilbert had said, they treated him like a lucky omen: ‘But at least then they listen when I tell them to get into their shelters.’

Ruby didn’t say anything as the man in the corner carried on. ‘Trying to get us to make room for more. The cheek. It’s already cramped enough as it is.’

In this part of the city, they were used to the East Enders drifting their way, with nothing in their suitcases but a few clothes and a lifetime of grief; hair aged with dust, or shock, they couldn’t always tell. People like Mrs Fernsby had become territorial about their shelters, like football fans who only care whether their own team succeeds. Although they were concerned about the other boroughs, they became blinkered. Weren’t so understanding when you helped people on the boundaries of their wardens’ post, in case it took you away from saving them. As far as they were concerned, they were definitely not ‘all in it together’.

Errol exchanged some tips with Mrs Fernsby about the races, both liking a little flutter down the Walthamstow dogs when they could. ‘Put a shilling on Royal Aurora,’ he said with a mischievous tap of his nose. ‘But you didn’t hear it from me.’

‘Royal Aurora it is,’ said Mrs Fernsby with a wink.

Across the city, the faint but sporadic drone of bombers and gunfire continued.

‘We’d better get on,’ said Ruby. Errol nodded.

As they made it back to street level, multiple ambulance sirens began bellowing over each other in the distance, and then the silhouette of a single plane, getting closer. They looked up. ‘Is it one of ours?’ She had to raise her voice over the noise of the engine, so close it thrummed in her chest.

‘Come on,’ he shouted, mounting his bike and dashing towards a narrow alleyway.

Ruby ran behind, the sound of the engine getting louder as they ducked into the passage.

An explosion.

Crouching in the alleyway, Ruby looked up just as phosphorescent gunfire burned holes in the sky. A blaze had erupted, the sky alight with flames and flashes. It looked like the end of the world.

‘Quick,’ she said, dashing from the alleyway in time to see the bombs fall; a domino effect as the explosion from each one lit the pilot’s way for the next.

The noise of the plane ebbed away. ‘It’s heading eastwards,’ said Errol. ‘Ruby, wait until—’ Ruby ignored Errol’s shouts and ran. There was no time to wait. Those homes had families in them, she knew that, but in her panic she couldn’t remember who they were or whether they usually sheltered at the Tube station. The sky was ablaze with light now, the whirr of more planes, the shrieking hiss of bombs as they plunged onto houses down the way. Tracer bullets, flashes of red firing up into the sky.

Ruby raced down the street, her eyes following the dark shadow of another bomber as it flew over a house. The building seemed to hold its breath, then expand as the bomb exploded. So much broken glass that it chimed as it crashed onto the pavement.

Errol was there now, and they ran towards the house, blowing their whistles as they’d been taught to do in training, warning others of fire, for all the good it did. The planes seemed to have disappeared.

‘There’s no chance of getting in there,’ said Errol, when they reached the blaze. Some people had come out of their houses, huddling together in thick coats, hands over mouths, murmuring comments.

‘The house down the road, though, I think I saw a bomb fall behind it,’ said Ruby, looking at number 68. She turned towards the neighbours who were clustered in a little group. ‘Did they shelter here tonight?’ she asked, remembering the Anderson shelter in the garden. She tried to recall the family. A surly grandfather and his daughter Iris, wasn’t it?

An older woman, curlers in her hair, huddled in her nightgown, came over. ‘They had some visitors too,’ she said, breathlessly. Ruby had seen this sometimes, people bordering on euphoric from the excitement of a raid, the nerves racing through their bodies. It was almost indecent, the way they got a thrill from it.

‘What about the other side?’

The woman shook her head.

‘We could try and get in?’ Ruby said to Errol.

‘Well, it’ll be a while before any of the other services get here,’ he said, putting his hand to his chin and leaving a charcoal mark. The least of his problems. ‘All right then, let’s give it a try.’

They first checked the houses either side, knocking on doors, asking those across the street if anyone had seen the inhabitants, if they knew whether anyone was sheltering there, or in the gardens. They knocked hard at number 68. No answer.

They couldn’t see into the house because of the blacked-out windows. Usually around here people didn’t tend to lock their doors, though the reasoning had changed over the years. Before, it had been safe enough not to have to; now it made it easier for ambulance services and dispersal units to get people out.

The door wouldn’t budge. Errol took his coat and wrapped it around his hand. He smashed the small window at the top of the door, then carefully put his arm in and opened the latch.

Before they went in, their torches scanned the front room. Nothing looked like it had been disturbed. Good sign.

‘I’ll go and check upstairs,’ said Errol.

Ruby would usually look for clues as to whether anyone was there. Was the kettle on the hob, was it still warm? Was there a pram in the hallway?

But before she had a chance to think about it, she saw that the wall at the back of the house had caved in. Ruby could just make out the silhouettes of the shrubs outside because of the light from the surrounding fires. She moved closer, then lifted a torch to the bricks that remained standing. A glint, something like a thick sludge, oozing down the wall. She touched it with her hand and it congealed on her finger. The texture of jam, she thought, absentmindedly.

No.

She stepped back in shock, her foot giving way on something soft.

On the floor was a bundle wrapped up like a gift, in layers of lace. A baby. Except that it collapsed when she tried to lift it. The tiny body inside was broken. It felt damp underneath. Her first thought was that it had wet itself, but no, it wasn’t urine, it was blood.

Ruby’s throat closed up. There was a stench, metallic and sulphuric; she could almost taste it on her tongue. She retched, thinking that she mustn’t throw up here, not in this place with these poor people.

She took a deep breath, tried to calm her runaway heartbeat. She was scared to scan the area with her torch now. The beam of light never more unwelcome.

‘How’s the back of the . . .’ Errol’s voice trailed off. She couldn’t believe how glad she was to hear his voice.

An ambulance siren grew louder outside. Too late.

‘There was a baby,’ she said quietly. ‘Reenie, wasn’t it?’

‘Are you all right, Rube?’ he said. His eyes looked hollowed out in the shadows.

She felt
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