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‘Well, he hasn’t come yet, sir, he’s more than a bit late tonight.’

LONDON PORTER TO ERNIE PYLE,
REFERRING TO THE GERMAN BOMBERS

LONDON – 26 OCTOBER 1940

By noon Michael and Merope still hadn’t returned from Stepney, and Polly was beginning to get really worried. Stepney was less than an hour away by tube. There was no way it could take Merope and Michael – correction, Eileen and Mike; she had to remember to call them by their cover names – no way it could take them six hours to go and fetch Eileen’s belongings from Mrs Willett’s and come back to Oxford Street. What if there’d been a raid and something had happened to them? The East End was the most dangerous part of London—

There weren’t any daytime raids on the twenty-sixth, she told herself. But there weren’t supposed to have been five fatalities at Padgett’s either. If Mike was right and he had altered events by saving the soldier Hardy at Dunkirk, anything was possible. The space-time continuum was a chaotic system, in which even a minuscule action could have an enormous effect …

But two additional fatalities – and civilians, at that – could scarcely have changed the course of the war, even in a chaotic system. Thirty thousand civilians had been killed in the Blitz and nine thousand in the V-1 and V-2 attacks, and fifty million people had died in the war.

And you know he didn’t lose the war, Polly thought. And historians have been travelling to the past for more than forty years. If they’d been capable of altering events, they’d have done it long before this. Mr Dunworthy had been in the Blitz and the French Revolution and even the Black Death, and his historians had observed wars and coronations and coups all across history, and there was no record of any of them even causing a discrepancy, let alone changing the course of history.

Which meant that in spite of appearances, the five fatalities at Padgett’s weren’t a discrepancy either. Marjorie must have misunderstood what the nurses said. She’d admitted she’d only overheard part of their conversation. Perhaps the nurses had been talking about the victims from another incident. The air-raid warden had said Marylebone had been hit last night, too, and Wigmore Street. And Polly knew from experience that ambulances sometimes transported victims to hospital from more than one incident. And that people one thought had been killed sometimes turned up alive.

But if she told Mike about her having thought the theatre troupe was dead, he’d demand to know why she hadn’t known St George’s would be destroyed and conclude that was a discrepancy as well. Which meant she needed to keep him from finding out about the five casualties at Padgett’s till she’d had a chance to determine if there actually were that many.

Thank goodness he wasn’t here when Marjorie came, she thought. You should be glad they’re late.

And thank goodness Miss Snelgrove had taken Marjorie back to hospital, though it meant Polly hadn’t had a chance to ask her what exactly the nurse had said. Polly had offered to take Marjorie there herself so she could ask the hospital staff about the fatalities, but their floor supervisor Miss Snelgrove had insisted on going, ‘so I can give those nurses a piece of my mind. What were they thinking? And what were you thinking?’ she’d scolded Marjorie. ‘Coming here when you should be in bed?’

‘I’m sorry,’ Marjorie had said contritely. ‘When I heard Padgett’s had been hit, I’m afraid I panicked and jumped to conclusions.’

Like Mike did when he saw the mannequins in front of Padgett’s, Polly thought. Like I did when I found out Eileen’s drop in Backbury didn’t open. And like I’m doing now. There’s a logical explanation for why Marjorie heard the nurses say there were five fatalities instead of three, and for why no one’s come to get us. It doesn’t necessarily mean Oxford’s been destroyed. Research might have got the date the quarantine ended wrong and not arrived at the manor till after Eileen had left for London to find me. And the fact that Mike and Eileen aren’t back yet doesn’t necessarily mean something’s happened to them. They might simply have had to wait till Theodore’s mother returned from her shift at the aeroplane factory. Or they might have decided to go on to Fleet Street to collect Mike’s things.

They’ll be here any moment, she told herself. Stop fretting over things you can’t do anything about, and do something useful.

She wrote out a list of the times and locations of the upcoming week’s raids for Mike and Merope – correction, Eileen – and then tried to think of other historians who might be here besides Gerald Phipps. Mike had said there was a historian here from some time in October to December eighteenth. What had happened during that period that a historian might have come to observe? Nearly all the war activity had been in Europe – Italy had invaded Greece, and the Royal Navy had bombed the Italian fleet. What had happened here?

Coventry. But it couldn’t be that. It hadn’t been hit till November fourteenth, and a historian wouldn’t need an entire month to get there.

The war in the North Atlantic? Several important convoys had been sunk during that period, but being on a destroyer had to be a ten. And if Mr Dunworthy was cancelling assignments that were too dangerous …

But anywhere in the autumn of 1940 was dangerous, and he’d obviously approved something. The intelligence war? No, that hadn’t really geared up till later, with the Fortitude and V-1 and V-2 rocket disinformation campaigns. Ultra had begun earlier, but it was not only a ten, it had to be a divergence point. If the Germans had found out their Enigma codes had been cracked, it surely would have affected the outcome of the war.

Polly looked over at the lifts. The centre one was stopping on third. They’re here. Finally, she thought, but it was only Miss Snelgrove, shaking her head over the negligence of Marjorie’s nurses. ‘Disgraceful! I shouldn’t be surprised if she had a relapse with all her running about,’ she fumed. ‘What are you doing here, Miss Sebastian? Why aren’t you on your lunch break?’

Because I don’t want to miss Mike and Eileen like I missed Eileen when I went to Backbury, but she couldn’t say that. ‘I was waiting till you got back, in case we had a rush.’

‘Well, take it now,’ Miss Snelgrove said.

Polly nodded and, when Miss Snelgrove went into the stockroom to take off her coat and hat, told Doreen to send word to her immediately if anyone came in asking for her.

‘Like the airman you met last night?’

Who? Polly thought, and then remembered that was the excuse she’d given Doreen for needing to know the names of airfields. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘or my cousin who’s coming to London, or anyone.’

‘I promise I’ll send the lift boy to fetch you the moment anyone comes. Now, go.’

Polly went, running downstairs first to look up and down Oxford Street and see if Mike and Eileen were coming, and then going up to ask the shop assistants in the lunchroom about airfields. By the end of her break, she had half a dozen names which began with the correct letters and/or had two words in their names.

She ran back down to third. ‘Did anyone ask for me?’ she asked Doreen, even though they obviously hadn’t come.

‘Yes,’ Doreen said, ‘not five minutes after you left.’

‘But— I told you to send word to me!’

‘I couldn’t. Miss Snelgrove was watching me the entire time.’

I knew I shouldn’t have left, Polly thought. This is exactly like Backbury.

‘You needn’t worry, she hasn’t gone,’ Doreen said. ‘I told her you were on lunch break, and she said she had other shopping to do and she’d—’

‘She? Only one person? Not a man and a girl?’

‘Only one, and definitely not a girl. Forty if she was a day, greying hair in a bun, rather scraggy-looking—’

Miss Laburnum. ‘Did she say what she was shopping for?’ Polly asked.

‘Yes,’ Doreen said. ‘Beach sandals.’

Of course.

‘I sent her up to Shoes. I told her it was likely too late in the season for us to carry them, but she was determined to go and see. I’ll watch your counter if you want to go— Oh, here she is,’ she said as the lift opened.

Miss Laburnum emerged, carrying an enormous carpetbag. ‘I went to see Mrs Wyvern and obtained the coats,’ she said, setting the carpetbag on Polly’s counter, ‘and I thought I’d bring them along.’

‘Oh, you needn’t have—’

‘It was no bother. I spoke to Mrs Rickett and she said yes, your cousin could share your room. I also went to see Miss Harding about the room for your Dunkirk friend. Unfortunately, she’d already let it, to an elderly gentleman whose house in Chelsea was bombed. Dreadful thing. His wife and daughter were both killed.’ She clucked sympathetically. ‘But Mrs Leary has a room to let. A second-floor back. Ten shillings the week with board.’

‘Is she in Box Lane as well?’ Polly asked, wondering what excuse she could give after Miss Laburnum had gone to all this trouble if it was in a street on Mr Dunworthy’s forbidden list.

‘No, she’s just round the corner. In Beresford Court.’

Thank goodness. Beresford Court wasn’t on the list either.

‘Number nine,’ Miss Laburnum said. ‘She promised me she won’t let it to anyone else till your friend’s seen it. It should do very nicely. Mrs Leary is an excellent cook,’ she added with a sigh and opened the carpetbag.

Polly caught a glimpse of bright green inside. Oh no, she thought. It hadn’t even occurred to her when she’d asked Miss Laburnum about the coats that she might—

‘I hoped to get a wool overcoat for your gentleman friend,’ Miss Laburnum said, pulling out a tan raincoat, ‘but this mackintosh was all they had. There were scarcely any ladies’ coats either. Mrs Wyvern says more and more people are making do with last year’s coats, and I fear the situation will only grow worse. The government’s talking of rationing clothing next.’ She stopped at the expression on Polly’s face. ‘I know it’s not very warm—’

‘No, it’s just what he needs. There’s been so much rain this autumn,’ Polly said, but her eyes were on the carpetbag. She braced herself as Miss Laburnum reached in again.

‘That’s why I got your cousin this,’ she said, pulling out a bright green umbrella. ‘It’s a frightful colour, I know, and it doesn’t match the black coat I obtained for her, but this was the only one without any broken spokes. And if it’s too gaudy for your cousin, I thought we might be able to use it in The Admirable Crichton. The green would show up well on stage.’

Or in a crowd, Polly thought.

‘It’s lovely – I mean, I know my cousin won’t think it too bright, and I’m certain she’ll lend it to us for the play,’ Polly said, chattering in her relief.

Miss Laburnum laid the umbrella on the counter and pulled the black coat out of the carpetbag, then a black felt hat. ‘They hadn’t any black gloves, so I brought along a pair of my own. Two of the fingers are mended, but there’s still wear in them.’ She handed them to Polly. ‘Mrs Wyvern said to tell you that if any of Padgett’s employees are in a similar situation to send them to her, and she’ll see they get coats as well.’ She snapped the bag neatly shut. ‘Now, do you know if Townsend Brothers sells plimsolls, and if so, where I might find them?’

‘Plimsolls?’ Polly said.

‘Yes, I thought they might work instead of beach sandals. The sailors on board ship might have been wearing them, you see, when it sank. I asked in your shoe department, but they hadn’t any. Sir Godfrey simply doesn’t realise how filthy the station floors are – discarded food wrappings and cigarette ends and who knows what else. Two nights ago, I saw a man’ – she leaned across the counter to whisper – ‘spitting. I quite understand that Sir Godfrey has more pressing things on his mind, but—’

‘We may have some in the games department,’ Polly said, cutting her off in mid-flow. ‘It’s on fifth. And if we’re out of plimsolls,’ which Polly was almost certain they would be, with rubber needed for the war effort, ‘you mustn’t worry. We’ll think of something else.’

‘Of course you will.’ Miss Laburnum patted her arm. ‘You’re such a clever girl.’

Polly escorted her over to the lift and helped her into it. ‘Fifth,’ she said to the lift boy, and to Miss Laburnum, ‘Thank you ever so much. It was terribly kind of you to do all this for us.’

‘Nonsense,’ Miss Laburnum said briskly. ‘In difficult times like these, we must do all we can to help each other. Will you be at rehearsal tonight?’ she asked as the lift boy pulled the door across.

‘Yes,’ Polly said, ‘as soon as I get my cousin settled in.’

If she and Mike are back by then, she added silently as she went back to her counter, but she felt certain now they would be.

You were worried over nothing, she thought, picking up the umbrella and looking ruefully at it. And it will be the same thing with Mike and Eileen. Nothing’s happened to them. There weren’t any daytime raids today. Their train’s been delayed, that’s all, like yours was this morning, and when they get here, you’ll tell Eileen the airfield names you’ve collected, and she’ll say, ‘That’s the one,’ and we’ll ask Gerald where his drop is and go home, and Mike will go off to Pearl Harbor, Eileen will go off to VE Day, and you can write up your observations of ‘Life in the Blitz’ and go back to fending off the advances of a seventeen-year-old boy.

And in the meantime, she’d best tidy up her counter so she wouldn’t have to stay late tonight. She gathered up the umbrella, the mackintosh and Eileen’s coat and put them in the stockroom and then put the stockings her last customer had been looking at back in their box. She turned to put the box on the shelf.

And heard the air-raid siren begin its unmistakable up-and-down warble.


‘In all our long history we have never seen a greater day than this.
Everyone, man or woman, has done their best.’

WINSTON CHURCHILL VE DAY, 1945

LONDON – 7 MAY 1945

‘Douglas, the door’s closing!’ Paige shouted at her from the platform.

‘Hurry!’ Reardon urged. ‘The train will leave—’

‘I know,’ she said, attempting to squeeze past the two Home Guards who were still singing, ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’. And forming a solid wall. She tried to go around them, but dozens of people were trying to board the carriage and pushing her back away from the door. She shoved her way back to it.

The door was sliding shut. If she didn’t get off now, she’d lose them and never be able to find them again in these crowds of merrymakers. ‘Please, this is my stop!’ she said, squeezing her way between two very tipsy sailors to the door. There was scarcely enough room to slip through. She braced the door open with both elbows.

‘Mind the gap, Douglas!’ Paige shouted, and held out her hand.

She grabbed for it and half stepped, half jumped off the train, and before her feet even touched the platform, the train was moving, disappearing into the tunnel.

‘Thank goodness!’ Paige said. ‘We were afraid we’d never see you again.’

You wouldn’t have, she thought.

‘This way!’ Reardon called gaily and started along the platform towards the exit, but the platform was just as jammed as the train had been. It took them a quarter of an hour to get off it and through the tunnel to the escalators, where things were no better. People were blowing tin whistles, cheering, leaning over the top throwing confetti on them as they rode up, and somewhere someone was banging on a bass drum.

Reardon, five steps above her, leaned back down to shout, ‘Before we get outside, we’d best settle on a meeting place. In case we get separated.’

‘I thought we said Trafalgar Square,’ Paige shouted.

‘We did,’ Reardon shouted, ‘but where in Trafalgar Square?’

‘The lions?’ Paige suggested. ‘What do you think, Douglas?’

That won’t work, she thought. There are four of them and they’re right in the middle of the square, which will be jammed with thousands of people. Not only will we not be able to find the correct lion, but we won’t be able to see anything from there if we do.

They needed an elevated vantage point they could see the others from. ‘The National Gallery steps!’ she shouted up to them.

Reardon nodded. ‘The National Gallery steps.’

‘When?’ Paige asked.

‘Midnight,’ Reardon said.

No, she thought, if I decide I need to go tonight, I’ll have to be there by midnight, and it will take me the better part of an hour to get there. ‘We can’t meet at midnight!’ she shouted, but her voice was drowned out by a schoolboy on the step above her blowing enthusiastically on a toy horn.

‘The National Gallery steps at midnight,’ Paige echoed, ‘or we turn into pumpkins.’

‘No, Paige!’ she called. ‘We need to meet before—’

But Reardon, thank goodness, was already saying, ‘That won’t work. The Underground only runs till half past eleven tonight, and the Major will have our heads if we don’t make it back.’

Half past eleven. That meant she’d need to start for the drop even earlier.

‘But we only just got here,’ Paige said, ‘and the war’s over—’

‘We haven’t been demobbed yet,’ Reardon said. ‘Till we are—’

‘I suppose you’re right,’ Paige agreed.

‘Then we meet on the National Gallery steps at a quarter past eleven, agreed? Douglas?’

No, she thought. I may need to be gone before that, and I don’t want you waiting for me and ending up being late getting back. She needed to tell them to go on without her if she wasn’t there. ‘No, wait!’ she called, but Reardon was already to the top of the escalator and stepping off into an even larger crowd. She turned back to say, ‘Follow me, girls,’ and disappeared into the mêlée.

‘Wait! Reardon! Paige!’ Douglas called, pushing up the moving stairs to catch Paige, but the boy with the horn was blocking her way. By the time she reached the top of the escalator, Reardon was nowhere to be seen, and Paige was already nearly to the turnstiles. ‘Paige!’ she called again, and started after her.

Paige turned back.

‘Wait for me!’ Douglas called, and Paige nodded and made an effort to move to the side but was swept on through.

‘Douglas!’ Paige shouted and pointed to the stairs leading up to the street.

Douglas started that way, but by the time she reached Paige, she was halfway up the steps and clinging madly to the metal railing. ‘Douglas, can you see Reardon anywhere?’ she shouted down to her.

‘No!’ she called, bracing herself against the noisy, laughing crowd which was carrying them inexorably up the stairs to the street. ‘Listen, if one of us isn’t there on the steps when it’s time to leave, the others shouldn’t wait.’

‘What did you say?’ Paige shouted over the din, which was growing even louder. Just above them a man in a bowler shouted, ‘Three cheers for Churchill!’ and the crowd obligingly bellowed, ‘Hip hip hurrah! Hip hip hurrah! Hip hip hurrah!’

‘I said, don’t wait for me!’

‘I can’t hear you!’

‘Three cheers for Monty!’ the man shouted. ‘Hip hip—’

The cheering crowd pushed them up out of the stairway, rather like a cork from a bottle, and spewed them out onto the packed street – and into an even louder din. Horns were honking and bells were ringing. A conga line snaked past, chanting, ‘Dunh duh dunh duh dunh UNH!’

She pushed up to Paige and grabbed her arm. ‘I said, don’t—’

‘I can’t hear a word you’re saying, Doug—’ Paige said, and stopped short. ‘Oh my goodness!’

The crowd crashed into them, around them, past them, creating a sort of eddy, but Paige was oblivious. She was standing with her hands clasped to her chest and a look of awe. ‘Oh, look: the lights!’

Electric lights shone from shops and the marquee of a cinema and the stained-glass windows of St Martin-in-the-Fields. The pedestal of Nelson’s Monument was lit, and so were the lions and the fountain. ‘Aren’t they the most beautiful things you’ve ever seen?’ Paige sighed.

They were beautiful, though not nearly as wonderful to her as they must be to the contemps, who’d lived through five years of the blackout. ‘Yes,’ she said, looking over at Trafalgar Square.

St Martin’s pillars were draped in bunting, and on its porch stood a little girl waving a glittering white sparkler. Searchlights crisscrossed the sky, and a giant bonfire was burning on the far side of the square. Two months ago – two weeks ago – that fire would have meant fear and death and destruction to these same Londoners. But it no longer held any terror for them. They danced around it, and the sudden drone of a plane overhead brought cheers and hands raised in the V-for-victory sign.

‘Isn’t it wonderful?’ Paige asked.

‘Yes!’ she said, shouting into Paige’s ear. ‘But listen, if I’m not on the steps at a quarter past eleven, don’t wait for me.’

But Paige wasn’t paying any attention. ‘It’s just like the song,’ she said, transfixed, and began to sing, ‘“When the Lights Go On Again All Over the World …”’

The people near them began to sing along with her, and then were drowned out by the man in the bowler, shouting, ‘Three cheers for the RAF!’ which was in turn drowned out by a brass band playing ‘Rule, Britannia’.

The jolly mob was pushing her and Paige apart. ‘Paige, wait!’ she shouted, grabbing for her sleeve, but before she could catch hold, she was abruptly grabbed by a soldier who swung her into a dip, planted a wet kiss on her lips, swung her back to standing, and grabbed another girl.

The entire episode had taken less than a minute, but it had been long enough. Paige was nowhere to be seen. She attempted to find her, heading in the direction she’d last seen her going, and then gave up and struck out across the square towards the National Gallery. Trafalgar Square was, if possible, even more crowded than the tube station and the street had been. Huge numbers of people were sitting on the base of Nelson’s Monument, astride the lions, on the sides of the fountain, on a jeep full of American sailors that was, impossibly, trying to drive through the centre of the square, horn honking continuously.

As she passed it, one of the sailors leaned down and grabbed her arm. ‘Want a ride, gorgeous?’ he asked, and hauled her up and into the jeep. He called to the driver in an exaggerated British accent, ‘Buckingham Palace, my good man, and make it snappy! Does that please you, milady?’

‘No,’ she said, ‘I need to get to the National Gallery.’

‘To the National Gallery, Jeeves!’ the sailor ordered, though the jeep clearly wasn’t going anywhere. It was completely surrounded. She scrambled up onto its bonnet, to try to spot Paige. ‘Hey, beautiful, where you goin’?’ he said, grabbing at her legs as she stood up.

She swatted his hands away and looked back towards Charing Cross Station, but there was no sign of Paige or Reardon. She turned, holding on to the windscreen as the jeep began to crawl forward, to look towards the National Gallery steps.

‘Get down, honey!’ the sailor who was driving shouted up at her. ‘I can’t see where I’m going.’

The jeep crept a few feet and stopped again, and more people swarmed onto the bonnet. He leaned on the horn, and the crowd parted enough for the jeep to creep a few more feet.

Away from the National Gallery. She needed to get off. When the jeep stopped again, this time blocked by the conga line writhing past, she took the opportunity to slip off. She waded towards the National Gallery, scanning the steps for Paige or Reardon. A clock chimed, and she glanced back at St Martin-in-the-Fields. A quarter past ten. Already?

If she was going to go back tonight, she needed to be back at Charing Cross by eleven, or she’d never make it to the drop, and it could take longer than that just to reach the National Gallery steps. She needed to turn back now.

But she hated to leave without saying goodbye to Paige. She couldn’t actually tell her goodbye, since her cover story was that she’d been called home because her mother had been taken ill. Technically, she wasn’t supposed to leave without permission, but with the war over, she’d have been demobbed in the next few days anyway.

She’d intended to go back tonight because, with everyone from the post in London, it would be easier to slip away. But if she went tomorrow – even though it would be more difficult to effect her escape – it would give her a chance to see everyone one last time. And she didn’t want Paige to wait for her, miss the last train, and get into trouble.

But surely Paige would realise she’d failed to show up because of the crowds and go on without her? Now that the war was over, it wasn’t as if her absence would mean that she’d been blown up by a V-2. And even if she did stay, there was no guarantee she could find Paige in this madness. The National Gallery steps were jammed with people. She’d never be able to spot … no, there Paige was, leaning over the stone railing, anxiously peering out at the crowd.

She waved at Paige – a totally useless gesture amongst the hundreds of people waving Union Jacks – and elbowed her way determinedly towards the steps, veering left when she heard the ‘dunh duh dunh’ of the conga line off to the right.

The steps were packed. She pushed over to the far side, hoping it might be less crowded.

It was, marginally. She began to work her way up, stepping between and over people. ‘Sorry … I beg your pardon … sorry.’

There was the sudden heart-stopping, high-pitched whine of a siren, and the entire square fell silent, listening, and then as they realised it was the all-clear – erupted into cheers.

Directly in front of her, a burly workman sat on a step, his head in his hands, sobbing as if his heart would break. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked anxiously, putting her hand on his shoulder,

He looked up, tears streaming down his ruddy face. ‘Right as rain, dearie,’ he said. ‘It was the all-clear wot did it.’ He stood up so she could pass, wiping at his cheeks. ‘The most beautiful fing I ever ’eard in me ’ole life.’

He took her arm to help her up to the next step. ‘’ere you go, dearie. Let ’er through, blokes,’ he called to the people above him.

‘Thank you,’ she said gratefully.

‘Douglas!’ Paige shouted from above, and she looked up to see her waving wildly. They worked their way towards each other. ‘Where did you go?’ Paige demanded. ‘I turned round and you were gone! Have you seen Reardon?’

‘No.’

‘I thought perhaps I might spot her or some of the others from up here,’ Paige said. ‘But I haven’t had any luck.’

She could see why as she looked out over the crowd. Ten thousand people were supposed to have gathered in Trafalgar Square on VE Day, but it looked like there were already that many here tonight, laughing and cheering and throwing their hats in the air. The conga line, now at the far corner, was weaving off towards the Portrait Gallery, to be replaced by a line of middle-aged women dancing an Irish jig.

She tried to take it all in, to memorise every detail of the amazing historical event she was witnessing: the young woman splashing in the fountain with three officers of the Royal Norfolk Regiment. The stout woman passing out poppies to two tough-looking soldiers, who each kissed her on the cheek. The bobby trying to drag a girl down off the Nelson Monument and the girl leaning down and blowing a party favour in his face. And the bobby laughing. They looked not so much like people who had won a war as people who had been let out of prison.

Which they had been.

‘Look!’ Paige cried, ‘there’s Reardon.’

‘Where?’

‘By the lion.’

‘Which lion?’

‘That lion.’ Paige pointed. ‘The one with part of his nose missing.’

There were dozens of people surrounding the lion and on the lion, perched on its reclining back, on its head, on its paws, one of which had been knocked off during the Blitz, and more trying to climb on. A sailor sat astride its back, putting his cap on the lion’s head.

‘Standing in front of it and off to the left,’ Paige directed her. ‘Can’t you see her?’

‘No.’

‘By the lamppost.’

‘The one with the boy shinning up it?’

‘Yes. Now look to the left.’

She did, scanning the people standing there: a sailor waving his cap in the air, two elderly women in black coats with red-white-and-blue rosettes on their lapels, a blonde teenaged girl in a white dress, a pretty redhead in a green coat—

Good Lord, that looks just like Merope Ward, she thought. And that impossibly bright green coat was exactly the sort of outfit those idiot techs in Wardrobe would have told her was what the contemps wore to the VE Day celebrations.

And the young woman wasn’t cheering or laughing. She was looking earnestly at the National Gallery steps, as if trying to memorise every detail. It was definitely Merope.

She raised her arm to wave at her.


‘There won’t be any next time if this war is lost.’

EDWARD R. MURROW 17 JUNE 1940

LONDON – 26 OCTOBER 1940

For a moment after the siren began its up-and-down warble, Polly simply stood there with the stockings box still in her hand, her heart pounding. Then Doreen said, ‘Oh, no, not a raid! I thought for certain we’d get through today without one.’

We did, Polly thought. There must be some mistake.

‘And just when we were finally getting some customers,’ Doreen added disgustedly. She pointed at the opening lift.

Oh no, what a time for Mike and Eileen to finally arrive. Polly hurried over to intercept them, but it wasn’t them after all. Two stylish young women stepped out of the lift. ‘I’m afraid there’s a raid on,’ Miss Snelgrove said, coming over too, ‘but we have a shelter that is very comfortable and specially fortified. Miss Sebastian will take you down to it.’

‘This way,’ Polly said, and led them through the door and down the stairs.

‘Oh dear,’ one of the young women said, ‘and after what happened to Padgett’s last night—’

‘I know,’ the other one replied. ‘Did you hear? Five people were killed.’

Thank goodness Mike and Eileen aren’t here, Polly thought. But they could easily have been on their way up when the siren sounded and would be down in the shelter when they got there, and there would be no way to avoid the subject. And no way to convince Mike this wasn’t a discrepancy.

‘Were the people who were killed in Padgett’s shelter?’ the first young woman was asking worriedly. She had to shout over the siren. Unlike at Padgett’s, where the staircase had muffled the sirens’ sound, the enclosed space here magnified it so that it was louder than it had been out on the floor.

‘I’ve no idea,’ the other shouted back. ‘Nowhere’s safe these days.’ She launched into a story about a taxi that had been hit the day before.

They were nearly down to the basement. Please don’t let Mike and Eileen be there, Polly thought, only half listening to the young women. Please—

‘If I hadn’t mistaken my parcel for hers,’ the young woman went on, ‘we’d both have been killed—’

The siren cut off. There was a moment of echoing silence, and then the all-clear sounded.

‘False alarm,’ the other young woman said brightly. They started back upstairs. ‘They must have mistaken one of our boys for a German bomber,’ which sounded likely. It wouldn’t necessarily convince Mike. Polly hoped he and Eileen hadn’t been within earshot of the siren.

But the fact that the woman knew about the five fatalities must mean it was in the papers, and if it was, it would be chalked on billboards and newsboys would be shouting it, and there’d be no way to keep it from him. And there was no way a shopgirl could ask a customer, ‘How did you find out about the fatalities?’

Polly hoped the young women might bring it up again, but now they were solely focused on buying a pair of elbow-length gloves.

It took them nearly an hour to decide on a pair, and when they left, Mike and Eileen still weren’t there. Which is good, Polly thought. It means the chances that they didn’t hear the siren are excellent. But it was after two. Where were they?

Mike heard a newsboy shouting the headline Five Killed at Padgett’s and went to the morgue to see the bodies, she thought worriedly, but when Mike and Eileen arrived half an hour later, they didn’t say anything about fatalities or Padgett’s. They had been delayed at Theodore’s. ‘Theodore didn’t want me to go,’ Eileen explained. ‘He threw such a tantrum I had to promise to stay and read him a story.’

‘And then on the way back we went to the travel shop Eileen had seen, to try to find a map,’ Mike said, ‘but it was hit last night.’

‘The owner was there,’ Eileen said, ‘and he said there was another shop on Charing Cross Road, but—’

Miss Snelgrove was eyeing them disapprovingly from Doreen’s counter. ‘You can tell me when I get home,’ Polly said. She gave them the coats, her latchkey and Mrs Leary’s address. ‘I may be late,’ she added.

‘Should we go to the tube station if the raid begins before you come home?’ Eileen asked nervously.

‘No. Mrs Rickett’s is perfectly safe,’ Polly whispered. ‘Now go. I don’t want to lose my job. It’s the only one we’ve got.’

She watched them depart, hoping they’d be too busy settling in to their new accommodations to discuss Padgett’s or daytime raids with anyone. She’d planned to go to the hospital tomorrow to try to find out if there really had been five fatalities, but if the deaths were in the newspapers, it couldn’t wait. She’d have to go tonight, and poor Eileen would have to face her first supper at Mrs Rickett’s alone.

But she might as well have gone straight home. She couldn’t get in to see Marjorie or find out anything from the stern ward sister, and when she reached the boarding house, Eileen was sitting in the parlour with her bag, even though Polly could hear the others in the dining room. ‘Why aren’t you in there eating supper?’ Polly asked.

‘Mrs Rickett said I had to give her my ration book, and when I told her about Padgett’s, she said my board couldn’t begin till I got a new one, and Mike wasn’t here—’

‘Where is he? At Mrs Leary’s?’

‘No. He arranged things with her and then went to check a travel shop in Regent Street and then to fetch his clothes from his rooms, but he said he’d be late and not to wait for him, to go ahead to Notting Hill Gate and meet him there. When do the raids begin tonight?’ she asked nervously.

‘Shh,’ Polly whispered. ‘We shouldn’t be talking about this here. Come up to the room.’

‘I can’t. Mrs Rickett said I wasn’t allowed to till I’d paid her.’

‘Paid her? Didn’t you tell her you were moving in with me?’

‘Yes,’ Eileen said, ‘but she said not till I’d given her ten and six.’

‘I’ll speak to her,’ Polly said grimly, picking up Eileen’s bag. She took her up to the room, left her there, and went down to the kitchen to confront Mrs Rickett.

‘When I moved in, you said I had to pay the full rate for a double,’ Polly argued. ‘It shouldn’t be extra for—’

‘There’s plenty as wants the room if you don’t,’ Mrs Rickett said. ‘I had three Army nurses here today looking for a room to let.’

And I suppose you plan to charge them three times the full rate for a double, Polly almost snapped, but she couldn’t risk getting them evicted. Eileen would already have given Theodore’s mother this address, and Mrs Rickett wasn’t the type to tell a retrieval team where they’d gone if they did show up. Polly paid the additional ten and six and went back upstairs.

Miss Laburnum was just coming out of her room, carrying a bag full of shells and an empty glass bottle. ‘For Ernest’s message in a bottle,’ she explained. ‘Sir Godfrey said to get a whisky bottle, but with Mrs Brightford’s little girls there, I thought perhaps orange squash would be more suitable—’

Polly cut her off. ‘Would you tell Sir Godfrey I may not be at rehearsal tonight? I must help my cousin get settled in.’

‘Oh yes, poor thing,’ Miss Laburnum said. ‘Did she know any of the five who were killed?’

Oh no, Miss Laburnum knew about the deaths too. Now she’d have to keep Mike and Eileen away from the troupe as well.

‘Were they shop assistants?’ Miss Laburnum asked.

‘No,’ Polly said, ‘but the incident’s left her badly shaken, so I’d rather you didn’t say anything to her about it.’

‘Oh no, of course not,’ Miss Laburnum assured Polly. ‘We wouldn’t want to upset her.’ Polly was certain she meant it, but she or someone else at the boarding house was bound to slip. She had to find a way to get in to see Marjorie tomorrow.

‘It’s dreadful,’ Miss Laburnum was saying, ‘so many killed, and who knows how it will all end?’

‘Yes,’ Polly said, and was grateful when the sirens went. ‘I’d appreciate it if you told Sir Godfrey why I can’t come.’

‘Oh, but you can’t be thinking of staying here with a raid on? Can she, Miss Hibbard?’ she asked their fellow boarder as she came hurrying out of her room carrying a black umbrella and her knitting.

‘Oh my, no,’ Miss Hibbard said. ‘It’s far too dangerous. Mr Dorming, tell Miss Sebastian she and her cousin must come with us.’

And in a moment Eileen would open the door to see what was going on. ‘We’ll come to the shelter as soon as I’ve shown her where things are,’ Polly promised, to get rid of them. She escorted them downstairs.

‘Don’t be late,’ Miss Laburnum said at the door. ‘Sir Godfrey said he wished to rehearse the scene between Crichton and Lady Mary.’

‘I may not be able to rehearse with you, with my cousin—’

‘You can bring her with you,’ Miss Laburnum said.

Polly shook her head. ‘She’ll need rest and quiet.’ And to be kept away from people who know there were five people killed. ‘Tell Sir Godfrey I’ll be there tomorrow night, I promise,’ she said, and ran back upstairs.

She waited to make certain Mrs Rickett had gone with them and then ran back down to the kitchen. She put the kettle on, piled bread, margarine, cheese and cutlery on a tray, made tea, and brought it up to Eileen.

‘Mrs Rickett said we weren’t allowed to have food in the room,’ Eileen said.

‘Then she should have let you begin boarding immediately.’ Polly set the tray on the bed. ‘Though, actually, it was a blessing she didn’t. This is much better than supper would have been.’

‘But the siren,’ Eileen said anxiously. ‘Shouldn’t we—’

‘The raids won’t start till 8:46.’ Polly buttered a slice of bread and handed it to Eileen. ‘And I told you, we’re safe here. Mr Dunworthy himself approved this address.’

She poured Eileen a cup of tea. ‘I found out some more names of airfields today,’ she said and read them to her, but Eileen shook her head at each one.

‘Could it have been Hendon?’ Polly asked.

‘No. I’m so sorry. I know I’d recognise it if I saw it. If only we had a map.’

‘Did you get to the shop in Charing Cross Road?’

‘Yes, but the owner demanded to know what we wanted with a map and asked us all sorts of questions. He even asked Mike what sort of accent it was he had. I thought he was going to have us arrested. Mike said he suspected us of being German spies.’

‘He may have,’ Polly said. ‘I should have thought of that. There’ve been all sorts of posters up warning people to be on the lookout for anyone behaving suspiciously – snapping photographs of factories or asking questions about our defences – and trying to buy a map would obviously fall into that category.’

‘But how are we to get hold of one, then?’

‘I don’t know. I’ll check Townsend Brothers’ book department to see if they have an atlas or something.’

‘Would they have an ABC?’ Eileen asked.

‘Yes, I looked up the trains to Backbury in it,’ Polly said, wondering why she hadn’t thought of using a railway guide – it listed the stations alphabetically, so they’d be able to find Gerald’s airfield under D. Or T. Or P. ‘Did you use an ABC when you brought the children to London?’

‘No, they used an ABC in one of Agatha Christie’s novels, to solve the mystery,’ Eileen said. ‘And we can use it to solve ours.’

If only it were that simple, Polly thought.

Eileen looked up at the ceiling. ‘Is that sound bombers?’

‘No, rain. But luckily,’ Polly said lightly, ‘we have an umbrella.’

She took the tea things downstairs, made a sandwich to take to Mike, then set off for Notting Hill Gate with Eileen. It was coming down hard – an icy downpour that made Polly glad Miss Laburnum had brought Eileen the coat and made her wish she’d brought a second umbrella. It was impossible to huddle under Eileen’s and lead her along the wet, dark streets at the same time, and twice Polly stepped in an ankle-deep puddle.

‘I hate it here,’ Eileen said. ‘I don’t care if I do sound like Theodore. I want to go home.’

‘Did you tell Theodore’s mother your new address so your retrieval team can find you?’

‘Yes, and her neighbour Mrs Owen. And on the train in from Stepney, I wrote to the vicar. I wanted to ask you about that. Do you think I must give Alf and Binnie my new address?’

‘Are those the children you told me about? The haystack-fire starters?’

‘Yes,’ Eileen said, ‘and if I tell them where I am, they’re likely to take it as an invitation, and they’re—’

‘Dreadful,’ Polly finished.

‘Yes, and the only way the retrieval team would know where they are was if the vicar told them, and I’ve already told him where I am, so the retrieval team wouldn’t need—’

‘Then I don’t see any reason you need to contact them,’ Polly said, leading her down the steps into the tube station where their neighbours would be sheltering for the night. ‘Where did Mike say he’d meet us? At the foot of the escalator?’

‘No, in the emergency staircase. There’s one here just like the one in Oxford Circus.’

Good, Polly thought, following Eileen through the tunnel. We’ll be safe from the troupe there. And if Mike’s been waiting in it, I needn’t worry about his having overheard people discussing Padgett’s.

But Mike wasn’t there. Eileen and Polly climbed up three flights and then down as many, calling his name, but there was no answer. ‘Should we go to Oxford Circus?’ Eileen asked. ‘That’s what he said to do if we got separated.’

‘No, he’ll be here soon.’ Polly sat down on the steps.

‘The raids weren’t on Regent Street tonight, were they?’ Eileen asked anxiously.

‘No, over the City and—’

‘The city?’ Eileen said, looking nervously up at the ceiling. ‘Which part of it?’

‘Not the city of London. The City with a capital C. It’s the part of London around St Paul’s.’ And Fleet Street, Polly added silently. ‘It’s nowhere near here, and the raids later on were over Whitechapel.’

‘Whitechapel?’

‘Yes – why? Mike wasn’t going there, was he?’

‘No. But that’s where Alf and Binnie Hodbin live.’

Good Lord. Whitechapel was even worse than Stepney. It had been almost totally destroyed.

‘Was it heavily bombed?’ Eileen said anxiously. ‘Oh dear, perhaps I shouldn’t have torn up that letter after all.’

‘What letter?’

‘From the vicar, arranging to send Alf and Binnie to Canada. I was afraid they might end up on the City of Benares, so I didn’t give it to Mrs Hodbin.’

Thank goodness Mike’s late and wasn’t here to hear that, Polly thought. She was going to have a difficult enough time persuading him that Padgett’s five fatalities weren’t a discrepancy, let alone having to convince him that Eileen hadn’t saved the Hodbins’ lives by withholding the letter.

There were lots of other ships to America they might have gone on. Or the Evacuation Committee might have decided to send them to Australia instead, or to Scotland. And even if they had been assigned to the City of Benares, they might not have gone. Their train might have been delayed, or – Eileen had said they were dreadful – they might have been thrown off the ship for painting blackout stripes on the deck chairs or setting them on fire.

But she doubted Mike would be convinced by her arguments, especially if he’d found out about Padgett’s. He’d go into a tailspin, certain he’d lost the war, and nothing short of telling him about VE Day would persuade him otherwise. But telling him meant their finding out about her deadline, and the rest of it. Which would give them even more to worry about. And now, with this discrepancy …

I must find out about those fatalities before he does, Polly thought. ‘Don’t bring up the subject of Alf and Binnie to Mike,’ she said to Eileen. ‘He needn’t know about the letter. And there’s no need to tell him you didn’t write and tell them your address.’

‘But perhaps I should write to them. To tell them Whitechapel’s dangerous.’

I should imagine they already know that. ‘I thought you didn’t want them to know where you are.’

‘But I’m the one responsible for them being there instead of in Canada. And Binnie’s still not completely well from the measles. She nearly died, and—’

‘You didn’t tell me that,’ Polly said.

‘Yes, she had a horribly high fever, and I didn’t know what to do. I gave her aspirin—’

And thank goodness Mike hadn’t heard that either.

‘If Alf and Binnie are in danger,’ Eileen said, ‘it’s my fault. I—’

‘Shh,’ Polly said. ‘Someone’s coming.’

They listened. Far below them a door shut and footsteps began to ascend the iron steps.

‘Eileen? Polly? Are you up there?’

‘It’s Mike,’ Eileen said, and ran down to meet him. ‘Where were you?’

‘I went to the morgue,’ Mike said.

Oh no, I’m too late, Polly thought. He’s already found out about the five fatalities.

But when he came up the stairs, he said cheerfully, ‘I found a bunch of airfield names, and I’ve got a job, so we don’t have to live on just Polly’s wages.’

‘A job?’ Eileen said. ‘But if you’re working, how will you be able to go and look for Gerald?’

‘I’ve been hired as a stringer for the Daily Express, which means I go out and find news stories – including at airfields – and get paid by the story. I didn’t have any luck finding a map, so I went to the Express’ morgue to look through their back issues for mentions of airfields.’

The newspaper morgue, Polly thought, not the actual morgue.

‘—and when I told them I was a reporter who’d been at Dunkirk, they hired me on the spot. Best of all, they gave me a press pass, which will give me access at the airfield. So now all we need is to figure out which one it is.’ He pulled a list from his pocket. ‘What about Digby? Or Dunkeswell?’

‘No, it was two words, I think,’ Eileen said.

‘Great Dunmow?’

‘No. I’ve been thinking. It might have begun with a B instead of a G.’

Which means she has no idea what letter it began with, Polly thought. ‘Boxted,’ she said.

‘No,’ Eileen said.

‘B,’ Mike murmured, going down the list. ‘Bentley Priory?’

Eileen frowned. ‘That sounds a bit like it, but—’

‘Bury St Edmunds?’

‘No, though that might … oh, I don’t know!’ She threw her hands up in frustration. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t worry, we’ll find it,’ Mike said, wadding up his list. ‘There are lots more airfields.’

‘Can you remember anything else Gerald said about where he was going?’ Polly asked.

‘No.’ She frowned in concentration. ‘He asked me how long I was going to be in Backbury, and I said till the beginning of May, and he said that was too bad, that if I’d been staying longer he’d have come up some weekend to “brighten my existence”.’

‘Did he say how?’

‘How? You mean motor up or come by train?’ Eileen asked. ‘No, but he said, “Is backwater Backbury even on the railway?”’

‘And the day I saw him,’ Mike interjected, ‘he said one of the things he had to do was check the railway schedule.’

‘Good,’ Polly said. ‘That means the airfield’s near a railway station. Mike, you said he went through to Oxford?’

‘Yes, but that was just to set things up, not for his assignment. He could have been checking on a train to anywhere …’

Polly shook her head. ‘Wartime travel is too unreliable. Mr Dunworthy would have insisted he come through near where he needed to go. Troop trains cause all sorts of delays.’

‘She’s right,’ Eileen said, ‘some days the train to Backbury didn’t come at all.’

‘So we’re looking for an airfield near Oxford,’ Mike said.

‘Or Backbury,’ Polly said.

‘Or Backbury. And near a railway station, and one that has two words in its name and begins with D, a P or a B. That narrows it down considerably. Now, if we can just find a map …’

‘We’re working on that,’ Polly said. ‘And I’m working on writing down all the raids.’ She gave them each a copy of the list for the next week.

‘There are raids every night next week?’ Eileen said.

‘I’m afraid so. They let up a bit in November when the Luftwaffe begins bombing other cities, and later on when winter weather sets in.’

‘Later on?’ Eileen asked in dismay. ‘How long did the Blitz last?’

‘Till next May.’

‘May? But the raids taper off, don’t they?’

‘I’m afraid not. The biggest raid of the entire Blitz was May tenth and eleventh.’

‘That’s when the worst raid was?’ Mike asked. ‘In mid-May?’

‘Yes. Why?’

‘Nothing. It doesn’t matter. We’ll be out of here long before that.’ He smiled encouragingly at Eileen. ‘All we have to do is figure out where Gerald is. Can you think of anything else he said that might give us a clue? Where were you when you had this conversation?’

‘There were two – in the lab and then over at Oriel when I went there to get my driving authorisation. Oh, I remember something he said about that. It began to rain while he was telling me how important and dangerous his assignment was, and he looked up at the sky and held out his hand the way one does to see if it’s really raining, and then pointed at my authorisation – you know, the printed form one has to fill up for driving lessons. You had one, Polly.’

‘A printed red-and-blue form?’

‘Yes, that’s the one. He pointed at it and said, “You’d better put that away, or you’ll never learn to drive. Or at any rate, where I’m going you wouldn’t,” and then he laughed as though he’d said something tremendously clever. He’s always doing that – he fancies himself a comedian, though his jokes aren’t funny in the least, and I didn’t understand that one at all. Do you understand the joke?’

‘No,’ Polly said, and she couldn’t think of anything the form would have to do with an airfield. ‘Can you remember anything else he said?’

‘Or anything at all about when you were talking to him,’ Mike said. ‘What else was going on?’

‘Linna was on the phone with someone, but it didn’t have anything to do with Gerald’s assignment.’

‘But it may trigger a memory of the name of the airfield. Try to remember every detail you can, no matter how irrelevant.’

‘Like the dog’s ball,’ Eileen said eagerly.

‘Gerald had a dog’s ball?’ Mike asked.

‘No. There was a dog’s ball in one of Agatha Christie’s novels.’

Well, that’s certainly irrelevant, Polly thought.

‘In Dumb Witness,’ Eileen said. ‘At first it didn’t seem to have anything at all to do with the murder, but then it turned out to be the key to the entire mystery.’

‘Exactly,’ Mike said. ‘Write it all down, and see if it triggers something. And in the meantime, I want you to make the rounds of the department stores on Monday and fill out a job application at each one.’

‘I can ask Miss Snelgrove if they need anyone at Townsend Brothers,’ Polly said.

‘This isn’t about a job,’ Mike said. ‘It’s so they’ll have her name and address on file when the retrieval team comes looking for us.’

Which must mean the arguments I made to him this morning at Padgett’s convinced him he didn’t alter history after all, Polly thought. But after they’d curled up under their coats on the landing to sleep, he shook her awake and motioned her to tiptoe after him down past the sleeping Eileen.

‘Did you find out anything more about Padgett’s?’ he whispered.

‘No,’ Polly lied. ‘Did you?’

He shook his head.

Thank goodness, Polly thought. When the all-clear goes, I’ll take him straight to the drop. He can’t talk to anyone there. He can sit there till I come back from the hospital. If I can get him out of here without Miss Laburnum latching onto us and blurting out something about how awful it is that there were five people kil—

‘You said there were three fatalities, right?’ Mike asked.

‘Yes, but the information in my implant could have been wrong. It—’

‘And the supervisor – what was his name? Feathers?’

‘Fetters.’

‘Said everybody who worked at Padgett’s had been accounted for.’

‘Yes, but—’

‘I’ve been thinking. What if it was our retrieval team?’


‘Metal makes guns! Keep your lipstick holder. Buy refills.’

MAGAZINE ADVERTISEMENT, 1944

BETHNAL GREEN – JUNE 1944

Mary flung herself down in the gutter next to Talbot, half on top of her, listening to the sudden silence where the putt-putt of the engine had been.

‘What in God’s name are you doing, Kent?’ Talbot said, trying to wriggle free from underneath her.

Mary pushed her back down into the gutter. ‘Keep your head down!’ They had twelve seconds before the V-1 exploded. Eleven … ten … nine … Please, please, please let us be far enough away from it, she prayed. Seven … six …

‘Keep my—?’ Talbot said, struggling against her. ‘Have you gone mad?’

Mary pressed her down. ‘Cover your eyes!’ she ordered and squeezed her own shut against the blinding light that would come with the blast.

I should put my hands over my ears, she thought, but she needed them to hold down Talbot, who was, unbelievably, still attempting to get up. ‘Stay down! It’s a flying bomb!’ Mary put her hand to the back of Talbot’s head and forced it flat against the bottom of the gutter. Two … one … zero …

Her adrenalin-racing mind must have counted too quickly. She waited, arms tight around Talbot, for the flash and deafening concussion …

Talbot was struggling harder than ever. ‘Flying bomb?’ she said, wrenching herself free and raising herself on her hands and elbows. ‘What flying bomb?’

‘The one I heard. Don’t—’ Mary said, trying vainly to push her down again. ‘It’ll go off any second. It—’

There was a sputtering cough, and the putt-putting sound started up again. But it can’t have, she thought bewilderedly. V-1s don’t start up again—

‘Is that what you heard?’ Talbot asked. ‘That’s not a flying bomb, you ninny. It’s a motorcycle.’ And as she spoke, an American GI came around the corner on a decrepit-looking De Havilland, sped towards them and careened to a stop.

‘What happened?’ he asked, leaping off the motorcycle. ‘Are you two all right?’

‘No,’ Talbot said disgustedly. She pulled herself to sitting and began brushing dirt off the front of her uniform.

‘You’re bleeding,’ the GI said.

Mary looked at Talbot in horror. There was blood on her blouse, blood trickling down her mouth and her chin. ‘Oh my God, Talbot!’ she cried, and she and the GI began fumbling for a handkerchief.

‘What are you talking about?’ Talbot said. ‘I’m not bleeding.’

‘Your mouth,’ the GI said, and Talbot felt it cautiously and then looked at her fingers.

‘That’s not blood,’ she said, ‘it’s lipstick— Oh my God, my lipstick!’ She began looking frantically around for it. ‘I only just got it. It’s Crimson Caress.’ She started to stand up. ‘Kent knocked it out of my hand when she— Oh! Ow!’ She collapsed back onto the kerb.

‘You are hurt!’ the GI said, hurrying over.

‘Oh, Talbot, I’m so sorry,’ Mary said. ‘I thought it was a V-1. The newspapers said they sounded like a motorcycle. Is it your knee?’

‘Yes, but it’s nothing,’ Talbot said, putting her arm around the GI’s neck. ‘It twisted under me as I went down. It’ll be fine in a moment— Ow! Ow! Ow!’

‘You’re not fine,’ the GI said. He turned to Mary. ‘I don’t think she can walk. Or ride a motorcycle. Have you got a car?’

‘No. We came up here from Dulwich by bus.’

‘I’m all right,’ Talbot said. ‘Kent can give me a hand.’

But even supported by both of them, she couldn’t put any weight at all on the knee. ‘She’s probably torn a ligament,’ the GI said, easing her back down to sitting on the kerb. ‘You’re going to have to send for an ambulance.’

‘That’s ridiculous!’ Talbot protested. ‘We’re the ambulance crew!’

But he was already mounting his motorcycle to go and find a telephone. Mary gave him the exchange and number of the Bethnal Green post. ‘No, not Bethnal Green,’ Talbot protested. ‘If the other units find out, we’ll be laughingstocks. Tell him to ring Dulwich.’

She did, but when the ambulance arrived a few minutes later, it was from Brixton. ‘Both of yours were out at incidents,’ the driver said. ‘Jerry’s sending them over fast and furious today.’

Not over us, Mary thought ruefully.

Brixton’s crew took the news that she had mistaken a motorcycle for a V-1 in stride, but when she and Talbot got back to Dulwich, there was a good deal of merriment. ‘The newspapers said they sound like a motorcycle,’ Mary said defensively.

‘Yes, well, the newspapers said they sound like a washing machine, too,’ Maitland said. ‘I suppose we’d best be careful when we do our laundry, girls.’

Parrish nodded. ‘I don’t want to run the risk of being flung down while hanging up my knickers.’

‘It was a very old De Havilland,’ Talbot said in Mary’s defence, ‘and it did sputter and then die, rather like a flying bomb.’ But that only made it worse. The girls began calling her De Havilland and Triumph and any other motorcycle name that was handy, and whenever a door slammed or a pot boiled over, someone shouted, ‘Oh no, it’s a flying bomb!’ and attempted to tackle her from behind.

The ribbing was all good-natured, and Talbot didn’t seem to bear a grudge, even though she’d been taken off active duty and assigned secretarial tasks and had to hobble about on crutches. She seemed far more upset about her lost lipstick and having missed the dance than about her knee.

On their way home from an incident the next morning Mary and Fairchild went to see if they could find the lipstick, but either it had rolled into the storm drain or someone had seen it lying in the street and taken it. They did find Talbot’s cap, which had been run over and was obviously beyond repair. And on the way home, they passed the railroad bridge Mary had gone to the dance to see – or rather, what was left of it. ‘It was hit by one of the first flying bombs that came over,’ Fairchild said casually.

And if you’d mentioned that sooner, Mary thought, I’d have known my implant data was accurate, and I wouldn’t have injured Talbot.

To make amends, Mary offered Talbot her own lipstick, but Talbot said, ‘No, that’s too pink,’ and set about concocting a substitute out of heated paraffin and merthiolate from the medical kit. The result proved too orange, and for the next few days the entire post was utterly absorbed – in between incidents, some of them grisly – in finding something which would reproduce Crimson Caress.

Currants were too dark, beet juice too purple, and there were no strawberries to be had anywhere. Mary, helping to carry the body of a dead woman with a broken-off banister driven through her chest, noticed that her blood was the exact shade they needed, then felt horrified and ashamed of herself and spent the rest of the incident worrying that one of the other FANYs might have noticed the colour too. It was almost a relief when they spent the journey home arguing over whose turn it was to have to wear the Yellow Peril.

If and when any of them got to go out again. With Talbot injured, they were shorthanded, and they’d already been pulling double shifts. And Hitler was sending more V-1s over every day. The newspapers reported that anti-aircraft guns had been placed in a line along the Dover coast and that the barrage balloons had been moved to the coast from London, but clearly neither of those defensive measures was working. ‘What I want to know,’ Camberley said, exasperated after their fourth incident in twenty-four hours, ‘is, where are our boys?’

At least I know where the V-1s are, Mary thought.

The rockets were all coming over exactly when and where they were supposed to. The Guards Chapel was hit on June eighteenth, there was a near-miss of Buckingham Palace on the twentieth, and Fleet Street, the Aldwych Theatre, and Sloane Court were all hit on schedule. And since they had more than they could handle in their own district, they were no longer transporting any patients through Bomb Alley, so Mary was able to relax and concentrate on observing the FANYs and trying to live down her nickname.

The next week, Major Denewell came into the dispatch office, where Mary was manning the telephone, and asked, ‘Where’s Maitland?’

‘Out on a run, ma’am. Burbage Road. V-1.’

The Major looked annoyed. ‘What about Fairchild?’

‘She’s off-duty. She’s gone with Reed to London.’

‘How long have they been gone?’

‘Over an hour.’

She looked even more annoyed. ‘Then you’ll have to do,’ she said. ‘We’ve had a telephone call from the RAF asking for a driver for one of their officers, and Talbot can’t drive with her wrenched knee. You’ll have to go in her place.’ She handed Mary a folded slip of paper. ‘Here’s the officer’s name, where you’re to meet him, and your route.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ she said. And let’s hope the airfield where I’m to pick him up isn’t Biggin Hill or any of the other airfields in Bomb Alley, she thought, unfolding it.

Oh good, it was Hendon. But there was no destination listed. ‘Where am I to drive Flight Officer Lang to, ma’am?’

‘He’ll tell you that,’ the Major said, obviously wishing Talbot was in a condition to do this. ‘You’re to drive him wherever he wishes to go and then wait for him and drive him back unless otherwise instructed. You’re to be there by half past eleven.’

Which meant she needed to leave immediately. ‘Take the Daimler,’ the Major said. ‘And you’re to wear full-dress uniform.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘And since you’ll be in the vicinity, stop in Edgware and ask their supply officer if they have any stretchers they can spare.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ she said, and went to change. And look at the map. Hendon was far enough northwest of London that it was completely out of rocket range, and only half a dozen had fallen between here and there this morning. The British Intelligence plan to convince the Germans to shorten the rockets’ range must be working.

She looked at the route the Major had mapped out for her. Two of the six V-1s lay along it. She’d have to head west to Wandsworth instead and then north. It would take extra petrol, but she could say the road the Major had suggested had been blocked by a convoy or something.

She traced out the new route and set out for Hendon, hoping she’d arrive early enough to go on to Edgware and pick up the bandages first, but there was all sorts of military traffic. It was after twelve by the time she reached the airfield, and the officer was already waiting at the door, looking impatiently at his watch.

I hope he’s not angry, she thought, but he grinned as she pulled up and bounded towards the ambulance. He was no older than she was and boyishly handsome, with dark hair and a crooked smile.

He opened the door and leaned in. ‘Where have you been, you beautiful—?’ He stopped in midsentence. ‘Sorry, I thought you were someone I knew.’

‘Apparently,’ she said.

‘Not that you’re not beautiful. You are,’ he said, flashing her the crooked smile. ‘Rather devastatingly beautiful, as a matter of fact.’

She ignored that. ‘I’m here from Ambulance Post #47 to pick up Flight Officer Lang,’ she said.

‘I’m Officer Lang.’ He got into the front seat. ‘Where’s Lieutenant Talbot?’

‘She’s on sick leave, sir.’

‘Sick leave? She wasn
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