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Dedication

To all the men and women who worked in the ‘enigma’ that was Bletchley Park. It’s been widely acknowledged that the codebreakers brought about the ending of the war by approximately two years, thereby saving thousands of lives. The work, especially that performed by the women and girls, was mundane and tiring, the constant changing shifts causing havoc with their health. What’s more, they were rarely told any details about any event they’d played a part in, nor how vital their work was in the war effort, but now their secret is out we can thank them profusely for what they uncomplainingly achieved.

It’s also been officially recognised that the geniuses of Bletchley Park created the world’s first electronic digital computer, the forerunner to our modern computers, namely, Colossus. At appointed times a facsimile of Colossus can be seen in action at Bletchley Park, as well as the National Museum of Computing in Block H – both I can unhesitatingly recommend.
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PART ONE



   
Chapter One

1st September 1939, London

Dulcie Treadwell, firmly grasping the handles of her two carrier bags, pushed through Peter Jones’s exit onto Sloane Square, glad to be out of the stuffy department store. She glanced about her. A window cleaner on a ladder outside one of the shops whistled as he spotted her. She looked up and grinned. Two young mothers pushed their prams past her, chatting together, taking no notice of their babies howling. A bus rumbled by and a man rushed after it, grabbing the rail to haul himself onto the platform. A perfectly normal London scene. And yet a strange stillness hung in the air. A waiting. An expectation. She felt she could almost cut it with a knife.

It had been a hot, dry fortnight. Dale, as she preferred to be called, stood on the pavement, enjoying the heat of the morning sun on her face, the carrier bags brushing her legs. Anticipation fizzed through her at the thought of showing off her new dress and shoes to Jane and Rhoda at the tea dance on Sunday – her twenty-first birthday. Thrusting out her hand to grab the attention of a taxi coming towards her, she stepped into the road. Annoyingly, it sped by. So did the next one.

Dale crossed the road and made her way briskly towards Eaton Square. She became aware of a strong male voice from an open window of one of the houses she was passing. She slowed down. What was going on? She shouldn’t eavesdrop, but they ought to have shut the window. Then it dawned. Of course. It was the wireless. Probably some sports programme. She gathered her pace, but the same voice followed her from more open windows. Why had everyone got the volume up so loud? She glanced at her watch, wondering if it could be the news. Everyone listened avidly these days, still hoping war could be avoided. But if it was the news, it wasn’t the right time of day, so it must be a special announcement.

Perhaps she’d catch the last of the broadcast if she hurried. But from the next house came the sound of sobbing. Then someone inside banged the sash down. Abruptly stopping and stepping back, she felt someone from behind collide into her.

‘’Ere, mind where yer goin’,’ an irate woman’s voice reprimanded her.

‘Oh, I do beg your pardon. I heard someone crying in that house and wondered if they needed help.’

‘I think yer’d best mind yer own business, miss,’ the woman said, glaring at her, ‘’fore yer start causin’ more accidents.’ She ambled off.

Dale stared after her, then looked back at the house. She could still hear the sobbing even through the now-closed window. Dale hesitated, then shook her head. She should take that woman’s advice – it was none of her business. She strode past the next row of houses.

And then her attention was caught by the words ‘… signed by the King,’ voiced by the same wireless newsreader, followed by a few more words, then the snippet ‘… general mobilisation …’

Her pulse raced. She quickened her footsteps. She needed to get home to switch on the wireless. Find out what was happening. More snatches of the report floated down from the windows:

‘… Mr Chamberlain’s statement …’

‘… hostilities along the frontiers between Germany and Poland …’

The rest of the sentence was muffled by crackling. Her heart in her mouth, Dale began to run, trying to keep up with the newsreader before the broadcast ended.

The last words she heard before she turned into Charlwood Street rang in her ears:

‘… Great Britain and France are inflexibly determined …’

Dear God, is this the news we’ve all been dreading? A war with Germany?

Her fingers felt thick as bananas as she fumbled to unlock the front door. She rushed into the sitting room, threw her bags down and switched on the wireless. Foot tapping with impatience, she waited a full half minute as it warmed up. But all that was playing was some light music. She’d missed it. Damn! The next news wouldn’t be until one o’clock. But surely Mother would have heard it. She’d probably be in the kitchen listening to the wireless while she was preparing lunch.

But she wasn’t there.

‘Mother, where are you?’ Dale called.

And then she heard a muffled sound from above – like someone groaning in pain. She took the stairs two at a time, almost slipping on the rug outside her mother’s bedroom. Without knocking, she flung open the door – took a step back. Her mother was bent over her dressing-table, her head buried in her hands, sobbing hysterically.

It must have been the news bulletin. Her mother had been through the trauma of the Great War only twenty years ago. The shock of a new war would be even worse for her generation. Dale rushed to her side, then gently prised her mother’s hands away from her face. ‘Did you hear the whole thing?’

Her mother raised her head, her eyes red with weeping.

‘Where have you been all this time?’

‘I went shopping,’ Dale said. ‘You knew that.’

‘You shouldn’t have left me – today of all days … the most terrible news.’

‘I know,’ Dale said. ‘I heard snatches of it from open windows as I walked from Sloane Square.’

Patricia Treadwell shook her head. ‘What are you talking about?’

It was Dale’s turn to be puzzled. ‘From what I could catch, I think the Germans must have invaded Poland, which means we now have to declare war on Germany.’ She gazed at her.

‘It’s not that at all.’ Her mother’s expression was dull. ‘I haven’t switched the wireless on ever since that letter came this morning.’

Dale’s stomach gave a sickening lurch.

‘What letter? Who from?’

‘From your father.’ Her mother fished out a handkerchief and blew her nose. ‘I don’t know where to begin. It’s all so dreadful.’

‘Just say it.’ Dale’s patience was beginning to wear thin. Then a frightening thought struck her. ‘Has he had an accident?’

The words choked in her throat. Her father had only recently gone to Scotland – he was rather vague on exactly where, or how long he’d be gone. All he’d said was he was going to join a team who were experimenting on tracking weather by radio. Apparently, it was all rather hush-hush, but a vital development if there was to be another war. Although Dale had no idea what he was hinting at, she was secretly proud of him.

Her mother stared at her for a few moments with unfocused eyes. Then she shook her head. ‘No. No, nothing like that. I wish it were.’

‘What is it, then?’

Patricia Treadwell set her teeth in her lower lip. ‘He’s not coming home when we expected him.’

Mother tended to be overly emotional and even erratic, Dale reminded herself, especially since she’d been going through what her friends called in an undertone ‘the change’, where apparently women of a certain age succumbed to mood swings.

‘Does he have to stay longer in Scotland for his work?’

Patricia shook her head again. ‘No.’ The word seemed to come from deep down within her.

‘Is he ill?’

‘He’s far from ill.’ Her mother’s voice was harsh.

‘Then what—’

‘He wants a divorce!’

She couldn’t have heard right. Dale stared at her mother. She could see her mother’s chest rise and fall … hear the hiss of her jagged breath as she struggled to get her words out.

‘Wh-what did you say?’

‘You heard,’ Patricia replied, bitterly. ‘He’s met someone in Scotland and asking me if I’ll divorce him. Well—’ she glared at Dale ‘—he’s got another think coming if he thinks I’ll let him go to some floozie.’ She blinked rapidly.

Dale’s mouth went dry. Shockwaves rushed from her throat to her stomach. Was it true that her beloved father really had met another woman? It didn’t seem possible. He’d only been up there a couple of months. Mother could be difficult, heaven knew, but she and Dad seemed to rub along – well, mostly anyway. But all this time Dad must have been needing more from his wife. But a divorce …

She swallowed hard. A divorce was so final. Surely he’d want to discuss something so important – so devastating it would change all their lives – by coming home first and talking to his wife before making such a decision. But no, he’d simply written her a letter. No wonder Mother was in such a state. She must feel wickedly betrayed. And so do I, Dale thought bitterly.

‘I’ve given him the best years of my life, supporting him when we were young and had no money. Taking that switchboard job in the war so he could train to be an engineer.’ She paused, her eyes flashing. ‘Do you think I wanted to do that? No. I did it for him. Gave up my own life so he could fulfil his. And how does he repay me? He goes off with another woman – I expect she’s younger than him and that makes him feel young. He says she makes him happy.’ She squeezed shut her eyes as though trying to ward off the images that were making her so upset. ‘Happy!’ Patricia spat the word. ‘Being married and having children is a responsibility – not a guaranteed path to happiness.’

‘Mother, you’re in shock.’ Dale put an arm round her trembling shoulders.

‘To think all this time he was sleeping with her and I knew nothing about it. How could he?’ She began to weep.

Dale’s insides churned as she stood helpless, dreading to hear any more intimate details. She waited until the sobbing subsided. Her mother looked up, tears still streaming down her face.

‘And if I set him free and he goes to this woman, what will everyone say?’ Without waiting for her daughter to reply, she added, ‘I’ll be the only divorced woman in the street.’

‘Who cares about the street and what people think?’

‘I do.’ Patricia threw her a furious glance. ‘Everyone will be whispering behind my back. Saying I couldn’t keep hold of my husband. Don’t you remember poor Mrs Kingsnorth in Beaufort Street? The neighbours who she always said were so friendly ended up not speaking to her and she had to move right away. And he was the one playing away, but everyone blamed her for not being able to hold on to him. She let herself go, they all said, so it was her fault in their eyes.’

‘They weren’t proper friends and the gossips aren’t worth tuppence,’ Dale said crisply. ‘And you haven’t let yourself go. You always look lovely.’

It wasn’t exactly the truth. Her mother had gained some weight and these days rarely bothered to dress up. She’d had the same hairstyle ever since Dale could remember. Maybe when she’d calmed down, Dale would suggest a trip to the hairdressers for a more up-to-date look. Not today, though. She’d get her head bitten off.

Dale handed her a fresh handkerchief. ‘Come on, Mother, dry your tears. I’ll go and make a pot of tea and you can tell me what he said.’

Dale went downstairs and put the kettle on and was setting out the tea tray when her mother appeared.

‘Go and sit down and I’ll bring this through,’ Dale said as she poured milk in the jug and put a few biscuits on a plate. She carried the tray to the sitting room where her mother sat staring out of the window. She handed Dale the envelope.

‘You can read it. I thought it was to tell me he’d finished the job and was coming home.’ Her hand flew to her mouth to stifle another sob.

‘Let me just read it before I say anything,’ Dale said, removing the two sheets of notepaper. As usual he’d just written yesterday’s date and ‘Edinburgh’. They had to use a PO Box number when they wrote to him. Part of the hush-hush, she supposed. Quickly she skimmed the contents all the while chewing her lip. Her father sounded dead serious.

‘How dare he sign “Yours”?’ Her mother’s voice rose.

‘I suppose it’s habit,’ Dale said. She could understand her mother’s fury. It was a meaningless, cruel signing off. She hardly dared look up. When she did, she was shocked. Her mother’s eyes were steel, her mouth set in a thin line.

‘Claudia.’ She lifted her eyes to the ceiling. ‘What sort of a name is that? He even said I’ve always been a good wife and mother … and faithful,’ Patricia’s voice droned on. ‘He forgot to mention that. Oh, how could I have been such a fool?’ She looked Dale in the eye. ‘By the sound of it, you won’t be able to go on any more shopping sprees. But I know one thing – I’m not selling the house. I’m not having the neighbours say I’ve been turned out of my own home.’

‘I’ll have to get a job that pays more than a junior reporter.’ Dale’s heart hammered in her ears. Was this the chance she’d been waiting for? To do something more stimulating than covering garden fêtes, children’s parties, church jumble sales … She’d tried so hard to put herself forward for the serious news, but her editor, Mr Franklin, wouldn’t hear of it.

‘I never did like you taking that job,’ her mother was saying. ‘Why don’t you become a secretary? You could get a job with someone important and earn a lot more.’

‘No, I don’t want to sit behind a typewriter all day typing up dreary reports by some ghastly boss, or worse, being forced to sit on his lap while he’s giving dictation.’

Her mother gasped. ‘Surely they don’t do things like that.’

‘Don’t they? It’s what happened to Lucy. Her boss said he’d sack her if she didn’t. She had to do what he said because she’s got three brothers and a sister to take care of since her dad walked out.’

Oh, God, I’ve said the wrong thing.

Patricia kept her eyes fixed on her daughter’s.

‘You see what happens when the man leaves home. Just like your father. Leaving us to fend for ourselves. Oh, Dulcie, I don’t know what I’m going to do.’ She broke down again, then, dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief, she looked up at Dale. ‘What were you saying about Germany when you first came in?’

‘I think they’ve already invaded Poland. Maybe there’ll be a news bulletin on the vision set.’

‘I was watching something earlier on,’ Patricia said, sniffing. ‘They were taking us on a visit to the zoo – it made a lovely change from news – and I was really enjoying seeing the animals – when suddenly the picture vanished. No sound. No nothing.’

‘I’ll try it again.’ Dale turned the knob, tapping her foot as she waited for it to warm up. ‘Hmm.’ She twiddled the tuning knob. ‘It can’t be the electricity,’ she said finally, ‘because the lamps and the wireless are working. The BBC must have switched it off for some reason. But they ought to have said something beforehand – unless the set itself has gone wrong.’ She turned it off.

‘Everything’s gone wrong today.’

‘But this is serious, Mother. If we’re in for another war it will change our lives drastically.’

‘Your father has already changed my life drastically,’ her mother flashed. ‘Don’t forget I’ll have a war and a divorce to contend with.’ She gazed at Dale and her expression became resolute. ‘Thank God I’ve still got you living at home. You’ll be such a support to me.’

Dale’s heart sank. She couldn’t leave Mother to face the future on her own. She’d have to think of something that would give her a decent living close by. But what? And with her mother so upset, how could she enjoy her special birthday with her friends at the Grosvenor Hotel the day after tomorrow at their Sunday afternoon tea dance? Could she even go?



   
Chapter Two

‘We need to keep the kitchen wireless on,’ Dale said as she ladled out the soup. ‘They’re bound to repeat the whole thing several times today.’

They didn’t have long to wait.

‘This is the BBC news special at one o’clock,’ the announcer’s voice was grave, giving an account of what had happened today with the invasion of Germany into Poland and the almost immediate bombing of Warsaw.

It was all too horrifying to be real.

‘Poor Poland,’ Dale said.

‘Yes, poor Poland,’ her mother repeated. ‘And it will be us next. We said we’d go to their rescue if Hitler marched in.’ She looked at Dale in despair, as though for the first time taking it in. ‘Haven’t they learnt anything from the last one? It’s only twenty years ago since it ended. All those young men wiped out or left with broken bodies so they’ll never find work again … leaving heartbroken families and friends. Do they really want to risk another one?’ Her voice became shrill.

Dale’s thoughts tumbled over one another.

We let the Nazis walk into Czechoslovakia six months ago without a murmur. We’ll have to honour our pact to help Poland so that will definitely mean war. Dad’s in Scotland with his other woman so it will be down to me as far as Mother’s concerned. I’ll be trapped.

‘Mother, you know Jane and I are supposed to be going to the pictures this evening,’ Dale said after the two of them had finished an unusually quiet supper and they were in the sitting room.

‘I should have thought that’s the last place you’d want to go after what’s happened today,’ Patricia Treadwell said. ‘We haven’t even got the blackout curtains up. The newsreader said they have to go up this evening.’

‘We can do it tomorrow.’

Her mother frowned. ‘Are you sure the cinemas will be open? They’re talking of closing the theatres and cinemas once it starts – which could be any moment.’

‘Surely not without an announcement.’ Dale got to her feet.

Patricia sat in her chair, staring ahead of her. ‘I don’t know why you have to go out.’

‘If I don’t, Jane’ll think I’ve had an accident. They’re not on the phone so I can’t let her know. But after the news today I doubt we’ll want to sit in a cinema. We’ll probably just have a natter in a Lyons.’

After listening to her mother the whole afternoon about her cheating father and his mistress, Dale was desperate to get away and pour out everything to her closest friend.

Patricia, her cheeks stained with tears, looked round. ‘You’ll be the death of me, Dulcie, the way I worry about you.’

‘There’s no need to worry – I can take care of myself.’ Dale pecked her mother on the cheek and flung on a light summer jacket, then rammed on her hat. Pushing down a flicker of guilt, she said, ‘I won’t be too late but don’t wait up.’

Entering Victoria underground station, Dale bought her ticket and stood on the escalator as it took her down to the platform for her train. The platform was crowded from one end to the other with children, mostly in pairs and holding hands, their teachers keeping them in disciplined lines. For a moment she was puzzled. There were too many to be on a school outing. And then she spotted they were all carrying small suitcases and little cardboard boxes slung across their chests – the gas masks everyone was talking about. Of course. The evacuation of the children had started. Poor little kids. One of them bumped into her.

‘Say sorry to the lady.’

‘Sorry, miss.’

Dale looked at the tear-stained face. A little girl, no more than six or seven. Dale swallowed hard. Even before any announcement it looked as though they were already at war.

After changing at the Embankment for the Northern line to Leicester Square and another packed train, she was thankful to be outside and in the square, her mind still reeling at the thought of thousands of children being torn away from their parents, most of them not understanding what was happening, going who knows where.

Lost in her thoughts she walked towards Shakespeare’s statue, their usual meeting place. Moments later she heard Jane call her name. She turned to see her friend come running up, smiling. The two friends kissed and linked arms.

‘Glad you made it,’ Jane said. ‘I tried to ring you from a phone box before I started out, but the lines are jammed. Apparently, everyone’s phoning to find out what’s going on. And they’ve closed the cinemas.’ Jane’s nose wrinkled at the audacity of the cinema management.

‘I suppose it’s a new government ruling. We’re bound to get quite a few of those.’

‘It’ll be miserable if they stay shut when we’re at war.’ Jane pulled a face. ‘Oh, Dale, isn’t it awful about Poland?’

‘Dreadful. It’s hard to believe.’

‘I feel so sorry for those people.’ Jane picked up an empty cigarette packet and threw it in a nearby bin. ‘Did you know the blackout’s going to be strictly enforced as soon as the sun sets this evening?’

‘No, I didn’t. All Mother said was that we hadn’t got our blackout curtains up yet and I said we’d do them tomorrow.’ She glanced at her watch. It was five past seven and the sunlight was already fading.

‘Did you bring a torch?’ Jane asked.

‘No.’ Dale tutted in annoyance. ‘Did you?’

‘I put one in my bag when I heard about the blackout tonight but I can’t imagine how we’ll be able to find our way in the dark without proper lights. I bet there’ll be traffic accidents.’ She glanced at Dale. ‘Why don’t we get a cup of tea and have a natter, then call it a day. You haven’t brought a torch and I don’t want you to fall over.’

‘I suppose you’re right,’ Dale conceded, ‘though I was looking forward to seeing Jamaica Inn.’

‘So was I,’ Jane said. ‘But nothing’s going to be the same with the news today.’ She paused. ‘Look, there’s a Lyons.’

‘Tell you what, Jane,’ Dale said, ‘let’s have a hot chocolate. Goodness knows if we’ll still get it if we really do go to war with Germany.’

The two friends found a table by the window and Dale immediately plunged in.

‘Will you join up?’

‘Yes. In fact, I went to the recruitment office this morning.’

‘Gosh, you haven’t wasted any time. Which one?’

‘The WAAFs.’ Jane took a sip of chocolate. ‘And you? Do you think you’ll do the same?’

‘To be honest, it doesn’t really appeal,’ Dale said. ‘If there’s a war I really want to stay and report it.’ She scuffed her chair closer to the table and lowered her voice. ‘But all the while my boss refuses to let me cover anything important, I can’t see much chance. If I was a man I wouldn’t have this problem. That’s what’s so frustrating. If I can’t do that, I don’t know what on earth I’m going to do. I’m not qualified for anything.’

‘What about your German? That ought to come in jolly useful now. Maybe you could work in intelligence, or something.’

Dale grinned. ‘What – as a spy?’

‘Maybe,’ Jane chuckled. ‘Seriously, I bet there’s some kind of important war work you could do. You’ll think of something – or something will just turn up.’

‘Well, while I’m waiting, why don’t we go for seconds,’ Dale grinned as she gestured towards the two empty mugs.

As it began to get dusk, she noticed Jane glance out of the window several times.

‘We should go.’ Her friend pulled out her purse.

‘I’ll pay.’ Dale glanced at the bill. It wouldn’t break the bank but as her mother had warned her, she must start being more careful about money.

Outside, Jane said, ‘Let’s hope they won’t keep the cinemas shut for long.’ She gave Dale a brief hug and kissed her cheek. ‘And fingers crossed we don’t go to war with Germany.’

‘Yes,’ Dale said. ‘Fingers crossed.’

But she knew as she uttered the words, they were futile. The children in the Underground already being evacuated plainly told what was about to happen. It would only be a matter of weeks – maybe only days – before Chamberlain made his announcement. She just hoped it wouldn’t be the day after tomorrow.

As soon as Jane disappeared in the crowd Dale felt strangely alone, trying to take it in that they were on the brink of war. She’d heard stories from her mother about the last one and they were horrifying. Men dying from all sorts of diseases as well as injuries in mud-filled trenches. The newspapers said this war would be different and would affect civilians more. That was the frightening part. How would everyone cope? How would she cope?

Dale stood for a few minutes in a daze. As usual the square was crowded with people, probably bent on getting home now there was no entertainment. Dogs on leads barked. A mother reprimanded her toddler for trying to escape her grip. Everything appeared almost normal, but she should take Jane’s advice and go home before the city began its blackout.

And then it hit her. She might be off-duty but this was something to go down in the history books and her chance to write a serious report for the newspaper. People who hadn’t ventured out for the evening would have no idea how it would feel to witness their city suddenly plunged into blackness. And she’d be the one to tell them. At present the square was ablaze with lights, looking like fairyland, and she realised she’d always taken it for granted, just as everyone around her. How was the council planning to do it? Would they all be turned off at the same time? She must get her facts straight. Quickly she checked her handbag. Yes, there was her notebook and pencil.

Dale looked around. Where would be the best place to watch whatever was going to happen? Maybe one of the bridges? She frowned. Westminster Bridge. It would only take her twenty minutes if she hurried.

As she approached the bridge, people were already lined along the footway. She stepped onto the bridge and walked halfway along, keeping an eye open for a space, but everyone seemed to have had the same thought.

Ah, that looks promising – between that chap and the lovey-dovey couple.

‘Excuse me.’ She tapped the couple. ‘May I squeeze in?’

The couple completely ignored her, but the man on the left half turned and nodded.

‘Sure.’ He moved a fraction over.

Dale jostled into the narrow space.

‘’Ere. Mind where yer puttin’ yer feet,’ the girl from the couple said sharply.

‘I’m sorry.’ Dale smiled apologetically but even in the growing dusk she saw the girl’s eyes flash with annoyance.

‘Thank you,’ she said to the man to her left, acknowledging the few extra inches of space he’d given her.

‘Sure is a significant day,’ he said, turning his head towards her. ‘You’ve come to see the show.’ He said it as a statement rather than a question.

Nice face. And voice. Soft accent. American? Canadian?

‘Yes,’ Dale agreed. ‘Though I’m not certain I’d call it a show. More like the beginning of a nightmare.’

‘You’re right, unfortunately.’ He peered over the side of the bridge. ‘But it’ll be quite something to tell the folks back home – the night all the lights went out in London.’

She couldn’t think of an answer that wouldn’t sound trite. Instead, she merely nodded in agreement and took out her notebook. She wrote the date and time, then waited.

People were talking and gesturing but the man next to her stood quietly, his right shoulder almost touching hers. The courting couple on the other side were kissing as though there was no tomorrow, murmuring endearments whenever they stopped for breath. For some reason it irritated her. Were they really that uninterested? Then it struck her that maybe for them there would be no tomorrow. The young man could be called up and who knew what would happen to him? Maybe no tomorrow for herself either, Dale thought grimly, craning her head towards the sky as though any minute now the Luftwaffe would appear and strike them all. How ridiculous she was being. Shifting her feet a little further to the left to give the courting couple more room, to her embarrassment she felt the man’s presence even more acutely. He was going to think she was sidling up to him. She quickly bent her head to her notebook and jotted down some notes.

The sun began to dip over the Thames. Nothing happened. Dale felt the first chill through her summer jacket and shivered.

‘Aren’t those lights flickering in the distance?’

He’d spoken so softly she’d had to tilt her head closer to hear him. He lightly patted her arm and pointed.

‘I don’t see anything.’ She was aware now that her shoulder was pressing against his. She fancied she could feel the warmth of him. She couldn’t move. It would look too obvious – as though he would think she was aware of the contact. Or worse, that she’d even manoeuvred it on purpose.

Concentrate, Dale. You’re here to write a report so your readers can picture the way it happened – just as you’re about to witness.

The waiting was interminable. She dreaded London being plunged into darkness, yet nothing could stop it. There was no sound from anyone on the bridge except the couple next to her, cutting into the mood with their chatter. Idly, she wondered what an American was doing in England on the brink of war.

As though he knew she was thinking of him he turned to her. Their eyes held for long seconds. Dale looked towards the river again, thankful for the brim of her hat so he couldn’t see the sudden heat rushing to her face.

‘Here it goes,’ he said.

Mesmerised, she watched as the first brightly lit area was snuffed out. Then another. And another. And yet another. One by one, bit by bit, London was falling into an inky hole.

‘Only one part left now,’ the man said quietly.

Dale drew in a sharp breath.

‘That’s it, then.’ He said the words flatly and Dale was sure he had the same empty feeling that she did.

Those historic moments had taken less than two minutes.

‘I was wondering how they were going to do it.’ Dale rubbed her eyelids, hardly believing she’d witnessed something so depressing. She’d had no idea she’d feel quite this upset, but it was horrible. Her beloved city would be submerged in a blackout every night for heaven knows how long. Maybe years if the last war was anything to go by. There wasn’t even a streetlamp left to illuminate the bridge, just pinpricks of light on the boats on the Thames, and behind her the already dimmed headlights of motorcars and taxis and buses. Thank goodness it wasn’t yet completely dark. She tried to swallow but her mouth was too dry.

Tears pricked the back of her eyes. Then without warning they began to fall down her cheeks.

‘It’s a rotten business,’ he said, turning to face her. ‘Do you feel as bad as I do?’

She sniffed, then brushed the tears with her gloved hand, hoping he couldn’t see enough to notice.

‘Please don’t cry.’ His voice was warm now with concern. ‘Next thing you know, you’ll have me crying, too.’

She couldn’t help smiling as he pressed a handkerchief in her hand.

‘Thank you. That’s very kind of you.’ She wiped her eyes and without thinking, put it in her jacket pocket.

‘I was wondering—’ there was a hesitation, then he cleared his throat ‘—if perhaps you’d like a drink. I know I could do with one.’

He stood about the same height as herself in heels, yet he seemed taller.

She hesitated. It appeared to be a genuinely friendly invitation, but she was conscious of her mother waiting for her at home.

‘I’m sorry, I really can’t,’ she said. ‘Someone’s expecting me.’

‘Oh.’ His brow furrowed. ‘Then I’m sorry, too. He’s a lucky guy.’

She wouldn’t correct him. But he did sound truly disappointed. Would another hour really hurt?

‘Dale Treadwell,’ she said, impulsively.

‘Does that mean—?’

‘Yes, but just a quick cup of tea and it’ll have to be on the way home. Maybe a Lyons Corner House. There’s one near here.’ She paused and looked at him. ‘I think I’d better know who I’m having this cup of tea with.’

‘Glenn Reeves, at your service, ma’am.’ He tipped his hat. ‘You’re sure you wouldn’t like something a little stronger than tea?’

‘I won’t tonight, thank you.’ She stopped. Damn! He must think she was angling for him to ask her out again. Flushing with annoyance at herself, she stole him a glance.

But though his eyes flickered he simply said, ‘Okay,’ and crooked his arm, inviting her to slip her hand through the space.

How badly she wanted to take his arm. But she pretended not to have noticed the gesture as they walked back along the bridge. She wouldn’t give him any hint that this was anything more than a polite acceptance on her part, having shared such a moment. Resolutely keeping her head bent, she tried to feel where her feet were stepping, inwardly cursing for not bringing her torch.

As they were about to cross the road her foot twisted on the edge of the pavement. Dear God, she was going to fall over! But immediately, Glenn grabbed her and pulled her back.

‘Are you okay?’

‘Yes. I don’t know what happened. I know this area so well.’

‘Walking and driving in the dusk is just as dangerous as the dark, and now we’ve got no lighting it’s impossible. Here … take hold of my arm.’ When she hesitated, he chuckled. ‘I won’t bite, you know.’

‘I should think not.’ The words sounded stiff, which she hadn’t meant.

Inside the café it was very different. Blackout blinds were already down and table lamps cast a soft glow, making the room feel cheerful and cosy. Waitresses, affectionately known as Nippies, rushed to and fro, juggling trays of food and drinks to the many hungry customers, who were talking non-stop. One of the waitresses smiled as she sailed by, the tray held above her head.

‘Table over there.’ She nodded to one almost in the centre of the crowded room. ‘Someone’ll be with you shortly.’

It wasn’t the best spot for a quiet chat, Dale thought, as she led the way, but it would do.

Glenn helped her off with her jacket and removed his hat, hooking the items on a nearby coat stand. He turned to her. ‘I was wondering … would you think me too fresh if I asked you take your hat off, too, so I can see your face properly?’

She did as he asked, flushing a little at his last words.

‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like something to go with your tea?’ he asked as he joined her at the table and a Nippy handed her a menu and hovered with her order pad.

‘I know you can’t stay long,’ Glenn said, ‘but perhaps you could be tempted with one of those sweet rolls – I believe y’all call them buns – with real butter. This fake stuff’s not for me.’

‘What, you don’t like marge?’ Dale chuckled.

He grimaced. ‘So that’s what it’s called.’

‘Would that be two currant buns then, sir?’ the waitress asked, with a hint of impatience.

Glenn looked up. ‘Oh, pardon me, ma’am.’ He turned to Dale. ‘You’re sure you couldn’t eat something a little more substantial?’

‘I had supper already, though I couldn’t eat much after hearing about Poland.’

The waitress gave a discreet cough.

‘I believe it will be just the two buns with real butter, and tea for the lady and a beer for me.’

‘Another war’s been on the cards for a long time,’ Glenn said when the waitress disappeared. ‘Trouble is, Chamberlain believed Hitler’s signature was a genuine sign that he wanted peace. But he’s never come across anyone like Hitler before. I guess no one has.’

For the first time she could study him properly under the lights. Corn-coloured hair, a generous mouth that quirked at the corners and startling blue eyes that questioned hers. She gave a mental jolt. It was as though she almost recognised him. And then he smiled.

What a beautiful smile … and that attractive cleft in his chin.



   
Chapter Three

Time drifted as Dale listened to Glenn’s warm southern accent. She liked the way he leant forward over the small table as he asked her opinion on the day’s events, his lapis-blue eyes meeting hers as he attentively listened to her answers.

‘Where are you from?’ she asked eventually. Before he could reply she said, ‘Oh, I realise you’re an American …’ He didn’t correct her, so she continued, ‘although your accent isn’t the same as ones I’ve heard in American films.’

‘I’m from the Deep South … Ge-or-gia …’ He drawled out the words in an exaggerated fashion, making her laugh. ‘Are you familiar with where the different states are?’

‘I’m not exactly sure.’

She felt annoyed that she didn’t know. All they’d learnt at school were the marvels of the Empire coloured pink in her atlas, taking over what seemed to be most of the world.

‘Well, now, you won’t have heard of my town,’ Glenn said. ‘It doesn’t have more than five hundred folk.’

‘Only five hundred? We wouldn’t even call that a village – it’d be a hamlet.’ She grinned. ‘What’s it called?’

‘Warm Springs. Not too far from Atlanta – the capital of Georgia,’ he added. ‘We might not be big but we’re famous for two things. One is that its mineral springs are supposed to be healing.’

‘Is that how it got its name?’

‘Not really. It used to be called Bullockville after a huge land-owning family by the same name—’ He broke off. ‘Say, are you really interested in all this?’

‘Yes, I am. Go on.’

‘Okay. Well, Bullockville was changed in the Twenties by the other thing the town is famous for.’

‘Which is?’

‘Our President Roosevelt. He renamed it when he made it his home. It’s where he lives when he’s not in The White House.’

‘Oh.’ She sent him a mischievous smile. ‘Well, that does put you in a different light.’

‘I hoped it might. Impressive, huh?’

‘Especially if you tell me you hob-nob with the President when he’s there.’

‘Of course. We’re good buddies. He’s always asking for my advice.’

She joined in his laughter.

‘Why are you in London when we’re on the brink of war?’ Dale suddenly thought to ask.

He hesitated for a split second. ‘I’m kinda on vacation.’ She frowned. ‘What you Limeys call “holiday”.’ He took a swallow of beer.

‘What do you mean, Limeys?’

‘What we call the British,’ he said with a grin. ‘The name came from your sailors not getting enough vitamin C on board ships, so they got scurvy. When the medical folk realised what was happening, they suggested they take lime juice on board.’ His grin widened. ‘You British call us all Yanks whether we’re Northerners or Southerners.’

‘Is there a difference?’

‘Sure is. Where I’m from we’re Rebels – a throwback from the Civil War.’

But all the while Dale enjoyed their conversation, his teasing, their laughter, she couldn’t help thinking he was only here on holiday. He’d be going back to America. To this little town of Warm Springs. Maybe very soon. She felt a stab of something more than disappointment.

‘What do you do for a living?’ he asked.

‘I’m a reporter for The Kensington Evening Post.’

‘Sounds exciting. You must really see life in that job.’

‘That’s what I thought when I trained. But I never get sent to anywhere exciting. Apparently, I’m too fragile to deal with anything meaty. It’s always the men who are chosen to go.’

‘The war may quickly change that.’ Glenn’s tone was sympathetic. ‘They’re gonna need women to fill some of the men’s jobs.’

‘If there’s a war …’

‘Not if – it’s when … and very soon, going by today’s news.’

Dale bit her lip. ‘I’d want to do my bit but my mother’s just had some devastating news. She’s going to need my support. I don’t have any brothers or sisters and my father’s away working so there’s just me.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Glenn said. ‘Do you want to tell me about it?’

She hesitated. If she told him the truth, she’d feel disloyal to her mother. And yet she felt she could tell him anything. He’d probably even give her some practical advice.

‘What is it, Dale?’ He covered her hand with his own. The touch of his skin sent an electric shock up her arm. ‘I promise it will never go any further.’

‘I know. But not now.’

Did that sound forward?

He gave her hand a light squeeze.

‘If you ever want to confide in me, it will never go any further.’

Eventually, Glenn said, ‘Didn’t you mention someone was expecting you?’ He gave her that same warm boyish smile. ‘Not that I want you to go.’

Dale glanced at her watch. To her horror it was nearly ten o’clock – not much different if she’d watched the second showing of the film. She jumped to her feet.

‘I didn’t realise it was so late.’

‘Whereabouts do you live?’

‘Pimlico.’

‘I’m not familiar with it. But may I see you home? There’s sure to be a taxi.’

She hesitated for the merest fraction of a second. What would be the harm? Only her mother not approving.

Picking up strange men, she could hear her mother saying. But Glenn didn’t feel strange. She could have talked to him all night. But to be on the safe side she wouldn’t take him right to the door.

‘I was going to walk.’

‘Even better. I’ll have your company for longer.’

A warmth ran through her.

Once outside he said, ‘It sure is dark out here. I can’t even see my hand in front of my face. I didn’t think to bring a torch.’ He paused. ‘You’ll have to stick very close to me.’

Even if she couldn’t see it, she was sure he was grinning.

‘So long as you know it’s only for safety purposes,’ Dale said with a laugh.

‘Well, of course. I wouldn’t dream it could be otherwise,’ he chuckled. ‘You’d better lead the way as I have no idea where I’m going.’

‘We’ll walk along Millbank, but it won’t be as pretty without the twinkling lights.’

‘We’ll have to imagine them,’ he said, feeling for her hand.

She’d tucked her summer gloves into her handbag in the café as though she’d known all along this is what he would do, but the sudden contact of his skin with hers sent her blood fizzing. She matched his stride, but he didn’t say anything. She was glad. She didn’t want to break the spell of walking in the strange blackness with this unknown American, her hand held firmly in his, as though it were the most natural gesture in the world.

‘Are you warm enough in that thin jacket?’ he asked after a few minutes. ‘I can lend you mine, if so. I’m not at all cold.’

She laughed. ‘We’d look a right pair with you only wearing a shirt and me wearing a man’s suit jacket.’

‘If anyone can spot us in the dark they’re welcome to make a judgement,’ he chuckled, stopping to remove it. ‘Here … slip your arms in.’

Wearing his jacket, she could smell the scent of him. Warm. Masculine. A whiff of tobacco that wasn’t unpleasant.

They continued in silence, turning away from the river onto Vauxhall Bridge Road. Every now and again Glenn gave her hand a little squeeze as though to assure her he was still there. All too soon she stopped in her street – unfamiliar in the complete darkness. No lights shone from any window now everyone had to comply with the new blackout rules.

‘This is where I live.’ Dale’s voice was flat.

‘We’re here already?’ He sounded as disappointed as she was.

‘’Fraid so.’ She turned to him in the dark. ‘It’s been lovely,’ she said, now feeling awkward they were going to say goodnight. What would he expect from her? Would he kiss her? Would she mind if he did? Part of her said an emphatic Yes, I would mind – after all, she’d only known him three hours – but the other part thrilled with possibilities.

‘And I enjoyed this evening better than any I’ve had in a long time—’ Glenn broke into her thoughts ‘—which is strange when you consider it’s been one of the grimmest with the news of the Polish invasion – and knowing what that will bring – and then all the lights going out in this wonderful city.’

‘I feel the same,’ Dale whispered, though why she was whispering she had no idea.

‘May I see you again?’ he said. ‘That is, if the person expecting you isn’t a serious contender.’

Dale laughed. ‘I’m not sure whether my mother would consider herself as a serious contender or not.’

Glenn chuckled. ‘She might be a more serious contender than a boyfriend.’

He was probably closer to the truth than he realised.

‘I’m engaged tomorrow and can’t get out of it,’ he continued, ‘but I might be able to get some time off the following day … Sunday.’ He paused. ‘That is, if you’re not doing anything.’

‘I’m supposed to be going to a tea dance in the afternoon – at the Grosvenor Hotel with some friends.’

‘Maybe I can see you there. Are you on the telephone?’

Dale swallowed. If her mother picked up the receiver first … For some reason she wanted to keep him a secret. But he was waiting.

‘Yes.’

‘Can you write it on a piece of paper – that notebook you were busy with on the bridge?’

She removed his jacket and handed it to him and while he was putting it back on she took out her notebook and hurriedly formed the letters and numbers as best she could, then tore the sheet out.

He carefully folded the piece of paper in two and put it in his jacket pocket.

‘I’ll wait to see you inside.’

‘No, don’t bother. I have my key.’ She stood opposite him, every nerve in her body alert. ‘Thank you again,’ she said to his shadowy silhouette.

What now? Oh, what now?

A light breeze wafted between them. He stepped closer.

‘Dale … I don’t know about you but now I’ve met you I don’t want to let you go.’

‘I don’t want you to,’ she stuttered.

‘You’re so lovely,’ he whispered. ‘I knew it when we were standing on the bridge, even though I couldn’t see you properly. And then in the teashop you were even more beautiful than I’d imagined.’

He took her by the shoulders and kissed her forehead, then lightly brushed his lips against hers.

‘Thanks for a swell evening, but your mama is probably worrying about you so I’d better let you go before I get carried away.’ He gave her shoulders a little squeeze. ‘Good night, Dale.’

Without another word he turned and abruptly walked away. Her lips tingling from the touch of his mouth, she stood watching as the broad-shouldered figure vanished into the night.

Dale stood for several minutes savouring those last moments. Wishing she still had her hand in Glenn’s, she groped her way along the railings to her front door, hating the thought of going inside, breaking the spell, being questioned about the evening. Her mother wouldn’t rest until she’d heard every detail.

Reluctantly, she put her key in the lock.

In the sitting room there was just one side lamp on. Luckily, the room was at the back of the house so the light wouldn’t show from the road. First job tomorrow was to put up the blackout curtains. But where was Mother? She must have gone to bed early. Dale breathed out, relieved that she wouldn’t have to answer a load of questions. But her heart dipped when she heard her mother calling.

‘Is that you, Dulcie?’

‘Yes. I’ll be up in a little while.’

Dale put the kettle on to make a hot water bottle. Even though the hot summer was only just drawing to a close, the solid Victorian building always struck her as chilly. Now, especially, she sought comfort. She poured in the water and tightly screwed the top, then went upstairs. She’d hoped that in the ten minutes she’d taken, her mother might have fallen asleep, but the light was still on under her door. After tucking the water bottle into the cold bed, she swiftly undressed and donned her pyjamas, then cleaned her teeth in the wash basin, all the while trying hard not to analyse too much what had happened just minutes ago. She picked up her hairbrush and pulled it through her long golden-blonde hair, counting to fifty, trying to calm herself. Twenty, thirty, forty, fifty … She threw the brush down, even though her mother insisted it would only shine at a hundred strokes, but the movements had only made her more on edge. She’d never in her life felt so attracted to a man, so comfortable with him, so interested in what he had to say. But she mustn’t dwell on it any longer until she’d said goodnight to her mother and was back in the privacy and quiet of her bedroom. With a deep sigh she knocked on her mother’s bedroom door and went in.

‘The cinemas were definitely closed this evening until further notice,’ her mother said as she put down her book and removed her glasses, ‘so why didn’t you come home straightaway? I was worried to death when it got dark and I couldn’t see the neighbours’ lights on in the blackout. I don’t suppose you remembered to take a torch either. They said on the news that London was now officially in the blackout and everyone should prepare themselves – it could last some time if the country goes to war. And goodness knows how long that would be. The last one …’

Dale’s head was too filled with Glenn to follow her mother’s repetitive account of the Great War. The way his eyes twinkled, his lips … She wasn’t aware that her mother had broken off and was staring at her.

‘As you didn’t see the film, why are you so late?’

‘Jane and I went to a café and then I thought I’d go to one of the bridges and watch the blackout take place.’ Dale gave a little shudder at the memory. ‘It was riveting and horrible at the same time.’

Much as she tried to push away the image of Glenn, she could almost feel the warmth of him standing close to her on the bridge. His shoulder against hers. Desperate not to let her mother guess anything momentous had happened to her, she tried to suppress the surge of blood rushing to her face. But too late.

‘Why is your face red?’

‘Is it? I suppose it’s because it’s warmer in here than outside – the sudden change of temperature.’

Her mother’s gaze was unwavering as she sat up straighter. ‘Did Jane stay to watch the lights go off?’

Dale hesitated. The interrogation she dreaded was happening.

‘Not the whole time,’ she said, hoping the half-truth would suffice.

‘But you stayed. Hmm. Yet Jane couldn’t even stay two minutes. Because that’s all it took apparently to turn them off.’

‘I got chatting with one or two people.’ Dale was becoming irritated. ‘I wanted their opinion. You know it’s what I have to do in my job.’

‘But you weren’t working today.’

‘I know, but we were told you always have to keep your ears pricked. And keep a notebook. This was too important to let slip by, so I’ll be writing a report for the paper. I’ll let you read it when I’ve finished … if you’re interested.’

Her mother nodded absentmindedly and took a sip of water. ‘Anyway, I’m glad you had a nice time. Goodnight, Dulcie.’ There was a tremor in her voice.

Dale hesitated, then went over to the bed and kissed her mother’s tear-stained cheek.

‘I’m sorry you had a rotten day with that letter from Dad,’ she said. ‘I don’t know what to say about it. Maybe not very much until he comes home and talks to you.’

‘Home!’ her mother spluttered. ‘He’s found his new home in Scotland.’

‘It might not be quite like that. Try not to get upset if you can help it. Things will work out, I’m sure.’ She paused. ‘Goodnight, Mother. Try to sleep. That’s the best thing if you can.’ She shut the door quietly behind her.

Wide awake in bed, her hot water bottle held between her feet, she lay on her back, linking her hands behind her neck. Poor Mother. What a shock that letter must have been. Guiltily, she realised she’d only just begun to absorb the main message – her beloved father wanted a divorce. All that on top of the invasion in Poland and a war between Britain and Germany which now looked inevitable. Then meeting Glenn.

Lying in bed, Dale self-consciously drew one hand away from her neck and touched her lips, imagining she could still feel that brief kiss. Her stomach fluttered. She’d never felt like this about anyone. And she couldn’t admit to anyone, not even Jane, how she felt. It was too fragile. Anything could happen. She pressed her three fingers to her pulse as she’d been taught in First Aid classes. It was beating too fast. Her mind was tumbling and spinning; the harder she tried the less she could make sense of what had happened to her.

Breathe slowly and deeply. Steady your breath.

Unconsciously, her lips parted. She could feel the thud of her heart in her eardrums. It was all so sudden. Overcome with the intensity of her emotions she bolted upright in the bed. She had to stop this. She reached for her book on the bedside table, but she couldn’t concentrate even on the first sentence. Frustrated, she dropped it on the floor.

She might as well admit it. In one short evening she’d fallen head-over-heels in love with Glenn Reeves.



   
Chapter Four

Dale awoke early. Blinking, she sat up and glanced at her alarm clock. Quarter to five. Too early to get up. She lay for a few minutes thinking about last night. And Glenn. She closed her eyes, reliving their meeting on the bridge. What if she’d done as Jane suggested and gone home straightaway? She would never have met him. She certainly wouldn’t be waking up like this – his face as clear as though he were there before her. A quiver caused goose pimples to travel up her arms.

Then she shook herself. She was being perfectly ridiculous, acting like a schoolgirl with her first crush. She’d get up and make a cup of tea. Clear her head.

Going through the motions of putting the kettle on and making a pot of tea brought her back to reality. She took the tray into the sitting room and flicked through yesterday’s newspaper she’d had no time to read. It had been printed too early to mention the invasion. That would be in all today’s papers. She sipped her tea and chewed a digestive biscuit. Oh, for a cigarette. But her mother frowned on her daughter smoking, and she’d definitely smell it the moment she ventured downstairs.

Dale’s mind was still as jumbled as it had been last night. How was her mother going to cope with the letter from Dad? Her nerves weren’t strong at the best of times. Would she go to pieces? She’d certainly been emphatic that she’d never grant him a divorce. Dale sighed and sprang to her feet. She couldn’t dither around. She had to get the report written and impress her boss.

The smell of her father’s favourite tobacco lingered in the air as Dale opened the door to his private study. Last year, while she was attending night classes to learn shorthand and typing, she’d asked if she could set up her typewriter in the room and practise when he wasn’t there. Reluctantly, he’d agreed. He’d always regarded his room as strictly private but now he was in Scotland enjoying a new life, she couldn’t see he had much say in who occupied the room any more.

She sat down at the table by the window and removed the cover from her typewriter and rolled in a piece of paper. Putting her elbows on the desk she thought for a few moments about how she should tackle the report.

Just write it as it comes – from the heart.

She began to type.

On the evening of Friday, 1st September, after the news we were all dreading hearing of the German invasion into Poland, Leicester Square looked almost normal, except that the cinemas were closed. As usual, London was lit up like a fairground, its lights as dazzling as any firework display. A young courting couple paid little attention to the river as they kissed and murmured sweet nothings, eyes only for one another. Did this momentous occasion that was sure to go down in history not give them any cause for dismay? But it was mostly a curious crowd of Londoners who lined up on the footway of Westminster Bridge at dusk, watching what was to be a spectacle in reverse.

Dale lifted her hands and hesitated. Should she pick Glenn out as another spectator or keep the focus on the lovebirds? Just thinking his name made her spine tingle. She licked her lips and continued, not knowing exactly where her fingers would alight as she pounded the keys.

It was as though a giant hand was operating enormous light switches. One by one, a brightly lit area, then another, was snuffed out as easily as a candle, leaving what looked to the spectators like black holes. Even the courting couple hushed as they turned their heads towards the Thames. Another piece of London disappeared. And another. Finally, the last bright area was extinguished. It was over in less than two minutes. The only light that could still be seen was the sudden flare of a match as someone lit a cigarette.

On the bridge people turned away. Still no one spoke. The only sounds were shuffling footsteps as they made their way slowly back along the bridge, immersed in their own thoughts, no doubt of the horror to come.

Then a girl’s voice, her sobs catching at her words, broke the eerie silence. ‘Oh, Jamie, what’s goin’ to happen to us all?’

Dale paused. That looked about the right length. She reread it while it was still in the typewriter, satisfied it encapsulated yesterday evening’s atmosphere, then removed the sheet of paper and carefully folded it and tucked it into her handbag. It didn’t matter that she’d been given her first precious time off since she’d started three months ago, often working ten hours a day, six days a week. She’d go in this morning as soon as the building opened and put it in front of the editor.

He’d give her a quick glance, then bring his glasses from his forehead down to his nose and quickly read through her report.

‘Well done, Miss Treadwell,’ he’d say, looking up with a pleased expression. ‘I think we can safely ascertain that you can be sent to cover some of the more … shall we say, difficult situations.’

‘Thank you for your faith in me, Mr Franklin,’ she’d answer.

Grinning to herself at this imaginary scene, she put the cover back on her typewriter and took the stairs two at a time to run a bath.

Dale could hardly contain her excitement as she stepped into the main office just on half-past eight. As usual the room was full of swirling smoke. Only Bill looked up, his smile broad when he saw her.

‘I thought you were off until Tuesday.’

‘I was … am,’ she corrected herself. ‘But I witnessed London being blacked out last night and wrote a report. I’m hoping Mr Franklin will approve.’

‘Good for you, getting some practice in.’ Bill gave his half-lazy smile.

‘Oh, I didn’t do it for practice. I’m hoping he’ll use it.’

Bill raised his eyebrows. ‘I see.’ He paused. ‘Do you want me to have a look at it before you show Franklin?’

‘That’s kind of you, Bill, but I need to let him see I’m serious and can produce work fitting for the occasion without any help.’

He nodded. ‘He’s in. Might as well strike while your iron’s hot.’ He gave her an encouraging smile.

‘Wish me luck.’

Before Dale knocked on Mr Franklin’s door she glanced through the glazed top half. As usual, he had his shirt sleeves rolled up and the top button of his shirt undone, making the knot of his tie crooked. He was rifling through a stack of paperwork, cigarette hanging from the corner of his mouth. She hesitated. Maybe she should come back when he was less busy. But it was too late. He’d already looked up and seen her, waving at her to come in.

‘Well, Dale, nice though it is to see you, what’s brought you in?’

‘I was on Westminster Bridge last night,’ Dale began. ‘I witnessed the blackout, so I’ve written a report.’

Franklin leant precariously back in his chair, gazing at her with his piercing eyes. ‘Did you now?’

She handed him the sheet of paper and as he read, she kept her eyes glued to his face, though it was impossible to read his expression. After a couple of minutes, he handed it back to her.

‘You need to talk to Bill.’

‘Why?’

‘He’s got more time than I do to teach you how to write this kind of report – one that’s publishable.’

Dale swallowed. ‘I’m sorry, sir, but I don’t know what you mean.’

‘I mean it’s not written how a report should be written.’ His chair creaked as he brought it upright. ‘The public want facts, not these asides about courting couples – flares of matches, sobs catching at words.’ He looked straight at her. ‘This sentimental twaddle is nothing to do with the bloody lights in London going out permanently. That’s the real core of the story.’ He leant towards her and she drew back. ‘That’s the reason why you women don’t get sent to cover the real news.’ His voice softened. ‘Look, Dale, you’ve only been here five minutes. You’re still learning. So get Bill to show you his report. You might just learn something.’

So Bill had already written one.

Somehow, she had to make Franklin understand that she’d written the piece exactly as she’d witnessed it and what she’d felt at the time. She cleared her throat.

‘Mr Franklin, I wanted to show how some of the people were reacting, wrapped up in their own lives, not really appreciating how we’ll all be affected once the war starts. I thought it would get to the hearts of the readers when I mentioned individuals like the courting couple—’

‘I’m busy, Dale. Now run along like a good girl.’

He bent his head over his papers. She was dismissed.

Humiliation making her cheeks burn, Dale marched out and went back to the main office. Her nerves on edge, she winced at the sound of a dozen typewriters clattering in her eardrums as she strode to her desk. Usually, she loved being part of the buzzing, noisy office but not today. The sooner she was out of this place, the better.

Bill glanced over.

‘What happened, Dale? You look upset.’

‘Apparently, you wrote about the London blackout, only yours was a short, clean report and according to Franklin, mine was a load of sentimental twaddle – his exact words – and—’

‘Let me see yours,’ Bill interrupted, holding out his hand.

Dale hesitated. But what did it matter now? She opened her bag and handed it to him, watching his expression as he read it.

‘Hmm.’ He looked up and peered at her through his thick lensed glasses. ‘You’ve gone for the human aspect which I hadn’t acknowledged. But I see now, reading your account. And it’s good … very good indeed.’

‘I just wrote it straight off without thinking any of that,’ she said, suddenly wanting to
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