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DEDICATION

In memory of Nikki Moir

1919–2014

A first-class journalist, a wonderful grandmother,

and the woman who led me to Ruby





PART I

You lay in the tall grass with the wind blowing gently across you and watched the hundreds of silver planes swarming through the heavens like clouds of gnats. All around you, anti-aircraft guns were shuddering and coughing, stabbing the sky with small white bursts. You could see the flash of wings and the long white plumes from the exhausts; you could hear the whine of engines and the rattle of machine-gun bullets. You knew the fate of civilization was being decided fifteen thousand feet above your head in a world of sun, wind and sky. You knew it, but even so it was hard to take it in.

—Virginia Cowles, correspondent for the Sunday Times, Looking for Trouble (1941)





CHAPTER ONE

June 1940

New York City

Ruby had been marooned outside Mike Mitchell’s office for going on forty-five minutes, perched on a hard wooden chair under a wanly flickering electric light. Not for The American a floor of grand offices in the modern splendor of the Rockefeller Center. Instead, America’s fourth-most-popular weekly newsmagazine made do with a third-floor walk-up on a dismal stretch of East Forty-Seventh Street, and if anyone complained about the scarcity of telephones, or the need to wear an overcoat between November and April, Mr. Mitchell just gave them The Look, which everyone knew was shorthand for If you don’t want this job, there are ten people who’ll take your place in a heartbeat.

She hadn’t so much as shed her coat that morning when his secretary had summoned her, and she was glad, now, with her stomach flipping and flopping, that she’d skipped breakfast yet again. Mr. Mitchell had said hello to her on her first day, and had nodded at her twice in the hallway, but for all that, she hadn’t been sure he even knew who she was. And now he wanted to see her.

She’d thought she was doing well at the magazine. Already she’d earned two bylines of her own, and her name had appeared as a contributor to five other pieces. She’d even moved beyond the usual sob-sister fare on her most recent story, a profile of a family of Belgian refugees who were still in shock at their country’s calamitous defeat.

Maybe she’d stepped on someone’s toes. It wasn’t hard to do, since your average newsman was as touchy as a cat in a room full of rocking chairs. Had she spoken out of turn at the last editorial meeting? Made the mistake of interrupting one of the old guard?

Mr. Mitchell had been awfully quiet this morning, which in itself was disconcerting. After her first few days at the magazine, Ruby had grown used to his hoarse bellow, which was a constant bass note amid the cacophony of the newsroom. Even when his office door was closed, which wasn’t often, it was easy to hear him above the clattering of typewriters and jangling of telephones, shouting out his approval or disdain in equal measure. But a quiet Mike Mitchell . . . she’d no idea if that was good or bad.

“Miss Sutton! Still there?”

“Yes, sir,” she answered, and gritting her teeth a little, she inched into his office.

She’d assumed it would be messy like the managing editor’s office, which was overflowing with heaps of paper and books and marked-up page proofs. But Mr. Mitchell’s desk was nearly bare. Two telephones, a lone piece of paper centered just so, an old coffee can stuffed with pens and compositor’s pencils, and nothing else.

He’d been looking out his window, though the view beyond was hardly more than a plain brick wall, and as his chair swiveled around she forced herself to stand perfectly still. A strand of hair was tickling her cheek, but she resisted the urge to tuck it behind her ear. Fidgeting with it would make her look nervous, and to look nervous would be to imply she’d done something wrong. It was one of the first lessons she’d learned growing up at St. Mary’s, and one of the hardest.

She cleared her throat and waited, and then, when he still said nothing, she spoke up. “You asked me to come and see you . . . ?”

“Yes.” He indicated the chair in front of his desk. “Sit down, and remind me—how long have you been with us?”

“About six months, sir.”

“You’re happy here? Settling in well?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Bill Peterson likes you. Says you work hard and keep your eyes and ears open.”

That came as a relief. The managing editor was pleasant enough, but was a miser with compliments. “It’ll do” was the highest praise she’d ever heard from the man.

“I—”

“Been reading your work. Not much of a stylist, are you? But then we don’t leave a lot of room for that.”

The American employed a distinctive house style that read like an expanded version of the cablese the wire services still employed to save money on overseas telegrams. Succinct, crisp, and to the point, it treated adverbs like caviar—rare and best regarded with suspicion—and ruthlessly excised any attempts by staff writers to spread their poet’s wings.

Mr. Mitchell leaned back in his chair, his hands clasped behind his head, and regarded her steadily. “I’ve an idea to put to you. It would mean a big change.”

It took a moment for her to process his words. “I don’t understand. Didn’t you call me in because I’ve done something wrong?”

“Hell, no. Why’d you think that? If you foul up, I’ll let you know right away.”

Sitting forward, he pushed the piece of paper across his desk and motioned that she should pick it up. “I just got this from Walter Kaczmarek, the editor of Picture Weekly in London. Go on—read it.”

28 May 1940

Dear Mike,

I’ll spare you the preliminaries and get to the point: with the Phoney War behind us, London is filling up with Yank journalists, and after running into at least a dozen of them over the past week I’m starting to think I could use one, too—the fellows I’ve met are keen and bright and unfettered by notions of politesse, at least where getting a good story is concerned. I don’t have the budget to take one on full-time, but I could split the costs if you feel like sending one of your staffers over. If you have a girl to spare, so much the better—home-front news is our bread and butter right now. Someone smart and independent and not overly fussy about niceties like sugar in her coffee, since both are in short supply in dear old England right now, and likely to remain so.

If I’m barking up the wrong tree, let me know sharpish. Same goes if you do have someone to send me.

Regards,

Kaz

“So? What d’you think? Are you game?”

Ruby stifled the urge to look behind her, half convinced he was speaking to someone else, and instead attempted to focus her wavering gaze on the letter.

“So you’re saying you want me to go.”

“Yes.”

“Not one of the other staff writers? Tom Alfredson or Dan Mazur?”

“I may end up sending Mazur, but that would be to cover the war itself. If Britain and her allies ever get a toehold in Europe. Besides, Kaz says he wants the woman’s perspective, and you’re good at that human interest crap. I liked the piece you did on those Belgian refugees the other week.”

“What about Frida Lindeman?” she persisted. It couldn’t be her—he had to be confusing her with someone else.

“She has her parents to look after. No. Stop right there. I’ve already talked to Peterson. He says you don’t have any family close by.”

“Mr. Peterson knows about this? And he’s fine with it?”

“’Course he is. So—do you have family here that need you?”

“No. Not close by.” Not anywhere.

“Then what’s the problem?” There was an edge of impatience to Mr. Mitchell’s voice now. “Is there someone keeping you here? A boyfriend? Is that the problem?”

Ruby shook her head, her face growing hot. “No, sir.”

“Do you want the job or don’t you?”

“I do, Mr. Mitchell. I do. It’s only that I . . . well, I don’t have a passport.”

“That’s what’s worrying you? For chrissakes—we’ll help with that. Just bring in your birth certificate and one of the staff photogs will take your picture. I’ve a friend in the State Department who’ll make sure there isn’t any holdup.”

Normally she was good at thinking on her feet, but this was a lot to take in. She looked around Mr. Mitchell’s strangely tidy office, so different than she’d imagined, and then stole a glance at the oddly unthreatening figure of her editor. Perhaps this was just a dream. An amazingly detailed one, but a dream all the same. Nightmares, or even good dreams like this, did have a way of being that little bit off in the details. Mr. Mitchell being so nice, for example.

If she was dreaming, it was time to wake up and face the day. To hurry things along, she spiked her thumbnail into the tender skin of her opposite palm, and waited for the pain to wake her. Nothing changed.

“When would I leave?” she asked after a moment, her heart racing. She wasn’t sure if it was from excitement or straight-up fear.

“In a week or two. Soon as your passport’s ready. Are you in the middle of anything now?”

“A piece on the WPA program that’s training domestic servants. It’s—”

“Well, finish it off, then read up on the European war. Whatever’s been printed in Time and Newsweek, and I guess the Times as well. Any other questions?”

“How would it work? Would you both run the pieces I write?”

“Depends on the piece. I like the idea of you writing something for us every other week or so. We could call it ‘Letters from London’ or something like that.”

“I think the New Yorker is using that already for Mollie Panter-Downes’s columns.”

“Fine. Something else, then. And only if it’s got some heft to it. No profiles of brave Spitfire pilots or plucky girls riding their bikes to the munitions factory. Any other questions?”

“Who will be paying me, sir? I’m sorry if that seems crass.”

“Not at all. It’ll be like Kaz says in his letter—we’ll split your salary down the middle, and cover your expenses, same as here. No champagne lunches at the Savoy, obviously. Anything else?”

She had about a million questions, but it wouldn’t be smart to annoy him now. And there were plenty of other people she could ask. “No, sir.”

“The thing is . . .” he started, and a frown marked his brow. “It could be dangerous. We both know there’s a better-than-average chance of the Germans invading England by the end of the summer. As an American, and a journalist, you’d be safer than most. But I need to warn you, all the same.”

“I understand, sir.” She doubted he’d have bothered warning any of the men at the magazine, but she was younger than most of her colleagues, and perhaps that was the reason he worried. “I’m not afraid. I’ll take my chances.”

“Good girl. On your way, Miss Sutton. I’ll call along to Peterson now.”

“Thank you, Mr. Mitchell.”

He nodded, grinned, and then picked up the telephone receiver and swiveled away. Hoisting his feet onto the bookcase under his window, he leaned back so far she braced herself for the moment he toppled backward, but if there was a trick of balancing the chair just so, he had clearly discovered it.

Moments later she was back at her desk, which was wedged into the darkest corner of the newsroom with those of the other junior staff writers. She sat down heavily, out of breath though she’d only walked a matter of yards, and immediately drew the attention of her nearest neighbor. Betty Chilton had only been on staff a few months more than Ruby, and they shared a telephone and a typewriter.

Ruby had been apprehensive, that first day at work, when Betty had introduced herself with the clipped yet airy accent of someone who’d been born several rungs higher up the ladder than most and educated accordingly. It was, in fact, the same accent that Ruby herself had been trying to master for years, honed by repeated viewings of Myrna Loy and Norma Shearer movies at the cinema around the corner from her boardinghouse.

Betty was the kind of girl who bought her skirts and blouses from Bonwit Teller and had them fitted by the seamstresses in-store. Betty lived at her parents’ pied-à-terre on Riverside Drive and spent her summer weekends in Narragansett. Betty hadn’t needed to buy a used copy of Emily Post’s guide to etiquette and read it over and over again until its precepts were glued fast in her head.

But Betty was friendly and sweet, and if she noticed that Ruby’s clothes came from the sale racks at J. C. Penney and she only had one hat for summer and one for winter, or if she realized that Ruby turned down her invitations to go dancing at the Roseland because she didn’t have a nice enough dress, she was too kind to say so.

“What’s wrong, Ruby? Was Mr. Mitchell mean to you?”

“Not at all. He’s sending me to England, if you can believe it.”

“England?”

“I’m seconded to Picture Weekly. They’re sending me to London. I might even get a column of my own.” Saying it aloud didn’t make it seem any more real. She was going to England. To cover a war. With only six months of experience under her belt, somehow she had been chosen.

“Lucky duck, you.”

“I know. I can’t quite believe it. Why did they pick me, of all people?”

“Why not you? Mr. Peterson’s been happy with your work.”

“I guess it helps that I’m at the bottom of the pay scale. And now they each only have to cough up half my salary.”

“Perhaps, but they wouldn’t have chosen you if Mr. Mitchell didn’t think you were up to the job. So stop worrying and take a second to feel proud of yourself.”

An unwelcome memory, fierce and galling, pushed itself forward. Sister Benedicta, her nostrils flaring with disdain, her hot breath puffing sourly against Ruby’s face. Forcing her to hold out her small hands for the ruler, its metal edge so sharp against her palms. Making her repeat, in front of everyone, “I will never amount to anything. I will never amount to anything. I will never amount to anything.”

She had dutifully parroted the words for Sister Benedicta, but with each biting jolt of pain to her tender hands she had made a different vow. I will make something of myself, she had chanted silently. I will make something of myself.

Ruby had known many disheartening and miserable days since then, days when she had been hungry and cold and so tired she could barely stay on her feet. And she had been grateful, each time, for Sister Benedicta and her cruelty. Giving up would have meant proving that the nun had been right, and the memory of the vow she had made to herself never failed to keep her standing and moving forward.

Betty reached over and patted Ruby’s arm, her kind gesture instantly banishing the specter of Sister Benedicta. “You aren’t worried, are you? The war’s being fought in Europe, not England. London should be safe enough for the moment. And if the Germans do invade, I’m sure you’ll be sent home. It’s not as if we’re at war with them.”

Ruby nodded in acknowledgment, biting back any further protestations. Were Betty to be handed the same opportunity by Mr. Mitchell, she would certainly accept with grace and courage. “You’re right,” she said. “I know you’re right.”

“When do you go?” Betty asked.

“I’m not sure. I have to get a passport first.” And that just made her stomach start to flip-flop all over again.

Mr. Mitchell had said they would need a birth certificate, which meant she would have to go over to Danny’s place in Hell’s Kitchen that evening, and hope he wasn’t too busy. Once she explained, though, he would definitely help. Once a St Mary’s kid, always a St. Mary’s kid.

It would be expensive—there was no getting around it. She’d have to go home and see how much was left in her rainy-day envelope wedged behind the top drawer in her bureau. And that meant she had to leave by five o’clock and not a minute later, since there was no point going to see Danny if he’d had more than a couple of drinks. Shaky handwriting on a birth certificate wouldn’t get her across the Hudson, let alone the Atlantic.





CHAPTER TWO

30 June 1940

The Sinbad

The North Atlantic, somewhere north of Ireland

The knock sounded at her cabin door at seven o’clock on the dot. For the first time in two weeks Ruby felt close to human, and she had managed not only to dress herself, but also to brush the tangles out of her hair and sit up in her berth.

When she’d stepped on board the Sinbad in Halifax harbor, Ruby had been brimming with excitement at the adventures that awaited her: an ocean crossing, life in a new country, and demanding work at an exciting job. Within hours of leaving port, however, she had succumbed to seasickness, and it hadn’t been the sort of vaguely unwell, delicately nauseous feeling that she’d always imagined when thinking of such a malady. It was a stomach-emptying, life-draining thing, her entire body trying to turn itself inside out, her world reduced to the bunk on which she was marooned and the bucket sitting next to it.

Today, however, she felt like she might just survive. Her head wouldn’t stop pounding, likely because she hadn’t been able to sit up for days and days, but it was worth it, if only because from this new perspective she could see out of her window. The view was nothing more than clear gray skies, and here and there a wisp of cloud far above, but it was a pleasant sight all the same.

The knock sounded again. “Come in, Davey,” she called out.

Davey Eccles was the Sinbad’s youngest and hardest-working steward’s boy. Only sixteen, he’d joined the merchant marine after leaving school two years before, and had served on three different ships already. His previous ship had been better, he’d explained, but it was laid up for repairs and he’d been restless after a week in a seaman’s hostel in Liverpool. When a position had come up on the Sinbad, Davey had signed on for the dangerous North Atlantic route without thinking twice.

“I thought about joining the navy, but my dad wants me to stay in the merchant marine, just like him and Granddad, so I’ll do my bit here.”

“Aren’t you afraid?” she’d asked.

“Aren’t we all? Not as if Liverpool is safe, nor anywhere else in England, I expect. Besides, it’s hard to be scared when you’re busy with work.”

And it was dangerous work. German U-boats were making a feast of ships in the Atlantic that summer, for the convoys stretched many miles from end to end, and it was impossible for the naval warships guarding them to be everywhere at once.

Yet there was no question of halting the convoys, for they were the lifeline keeping Britain afloat and undefeated. Passengers like Ruby were incidental to the convoys’ true cargo: food, fuel, and war matériel from the Empire, and the enemy regarded every ship as fair game. If there were a more dangerous place to work in the summer of 1940, Ruby couldn’t imagine where it would be.

Davey alone had seen to her well-being when she’d become sick, and if it hadn’t been for his visits with weak tea, dry toast, and ample supplies of fresh sheets and towels, she was sure her lifeless body would have been slung overboard long ago.

“Look at you, sitting up already! You must be feeling better today.”

“I am, thanks. I slept well, too.”

“That’ll put roses in your cheeks. Here’s some breakfast for you. I had a feeling you’d be better this morning, so I brought some porridge with your tea and toast.”

Ruby tried not to look at the porridge, since even thinking about it made her stomach churn, and not because of the seasickness. She’d eaten porridge once a day at St. Mary’s, sometimes twice when there wasn’t anything else for supper, and when she’d left the orphanage for good, she’d vowed she would never eat it again. She would starve before touching the stuff, but there was no reason to hurt Davey’s feelings by saying so.

“Thank you. This looks great. Any news this morning?”

After learning that Ruby was a journalist, Davey had made it his mission to share with her every scrap of information that came in over the wires and the ship’s radio. When France had surrendered to Germany a little more than a week ago, he had woken her in the middle of the night, certain she would want to know.

“Nothing more from France,” he said now. “Hitler’s been to visit Paris—but I told you that already, didn’t I?”

“Mmph,” Ruby answered, her mouth full of toast.

“Let’s see . . . they’ve started bombing England farther north. The Germans, that is. I think they’re trying to knock out the factories in the Midlands. At least, that’s what the admiral was saying when I brought him his morning tea.”

“Where are the Midlands?” she asked.

“I’m not sure how you’d describe them. North of London but not as far north as Manchester? With Birmingham in the middle? I grew up on the south coast, in Portsmouth, so I’ve never been there myself.”

“Was anyone killed?”

“Admiral Fountaine didn’t say. D’you need any fresh towels or linens?”

“No, thanks. I’m fine for now. Thank you again, Davey.”

“It’s no trouble at all, miss. I’ll come again in an hour to collect your tray.”

Ruby finished off her tea and toast at leisure, and when she still felt well a half hour later, she inched off her bunk and crossed to the window for a proper look outside. It was a very small window, and fogged with salt after nearly two weeks at sea, but she could see out of it well enough.

It wasn’t quite as dull outside as she’d thought earlier, for the sea was darkly blue, glittering brightly as it swirled and broke into eddied waves, and the sky itself was growing ever more dazzling as the sun arched higher into the morning. Davey had warned her there would be no sign of land until they were practically on top of Liverpool, so she didn’t fret at the endless horizon now, nor did she allow herself to scan the restless ocean for evidence of U-boats.

When she’d been seasick, the days had swirled together in a shapeless morass of misery, and it had come as a surprise, when she’d finally found the strength to sit up and keep down a few sips of broth, to discover they’d already been at sea for ten days. Usually, Davey informed her, the Atlantic crossing was far shorter, but their ship was part of a convoy, and could only travel as fast as the slowest ship in their group.

Back in New York, she’d been surprised when Mr. Peterson’s secretary, who handled travel arrangements for the staff, had explained the indirect route she’d be taking for the journey to England. First Ruby would board an express train to Boston, then change to an overnight train to Halifax. From there, she’d make the crossing on a vessel that was part of the next convoy of troop ships and freighters leaving for England.

Ruby had known better than to ask if the magazine would be flying her over, for a one-way airplane ticket to England cost hundreds and hundreds of dollars. All the same, she had hoped there’d be room for her on a passenger liner sailing directly from New York.

“Too expensive,” Miss Gavin had said flatly. “And none of them are going to England, anyway. Far too dangerous. Here are your tickets—do you have somewhere safe to put them?—and here’s your passport.”

The day before her departure, her colleagues at The American had treated her to an impromptu farewell party, and even Mr. Mitchell had stopped by for a slice of cake and a paper cup of rye-laden punch. As a farewell gift, they’d given her a brand-new Kodak Baby Brownie camera, which one of the staff photographers had insisted on showing her how to use, and a dozen spools of film. The fuss had been embarrassing, but at least no one had tried to make a speech.

Ruby knew only a few of her neighbors at the boardinghouse, since she was never home for meals and Mrs. Hirsch two doors down, the one person who had ever bothered to talk to her, had died of cancer a year ago. Ruby had never met the woman who’d moved into the vacant room.

Although Ruby had lived there for nearly three years, it had only taken her an hour to pack. Everything she had fit into one good-sized suitcase, since she’d never been one for knickknacks and didn’t have any keepsakes beyond a few photographs. The one thing she owned that she really and truly cared about—the sole possession she’d risk her life to save in a fire—was her Underwood Universal typewriter, and only because it had taken her almost a year to pay off in weekly installments.

On the advice of Betty and some of the other girls at work, she’d filled a second suitcase with stockings, soap, cold cream, bobby pins, chocolate bars, and three jars of peanut butter, all things they assured her were impossible to find in England.

She’d left New York with as little fanfare as when she’d moved there almost six years earlier, taking the train up the coast and across the border into Canada, finally ending up in Halifax. She’d waited three days as the convoy’s ships were loaded and assembled, and she’d had a little taste of the war there, too, for the city had a blackout in place at night and some things, like fresh eggs and sugar, were getting scarce.

At last she’d been summoned from the hotel, a grand place just crawling with Canadian naval officers, and taken out to the Sinbad on a tender boat, and she was glad, now, that she hadn’t known then how sick she would be in a few hours. Otherwise she never would have left dry land.

THEY DOCKED IN Liverpool less than forty-eight hours later. There was time for one last, hurried breakfast, brought to her cabin before the sun was up, and Davey lingered awhile, reluctant to say goodbye.

“You’re sure you know where to go?” he asked her for at least the third time that morning.

“I think so. Down to the landing stage, then to customs, then to the railway station. Right?”

“Right. Don’t forget to buy a through ticket for Euston, otherwise you’ll have to queue up all over again. Do you have enough for the fare?”

“The woman who made my travel arrangements back home gave me five pounds. Will that be enough?”

“Enough to get you there and back again twice over. You’ll go to Edge Hill first, then change for Lime Street, then to Euston. Can you remember all that or do you want to write it down?”

She smiled to reassure him. “I’ll remember. Oh—I’m supposed to call the magazine where I’ll be working.”

“Do you have any coins for the telephone?”

“No, but they said I could reverse the charges.”

“Then it’s easy,” he reassured her. “Tell the operator before you give her the number and she’ll sort it out. There’s a row of telephone kiosks in the main hall at Lime Street. And there’ll be porters to help with your things, so don’t try to carry everything yourself.”

“I won’t.” She held out her hand for him to shake and then, since they were alone and she had become very fond of him, pressed a quick kiss to his cheek. “Thank you again, Davey, for everything.”

“You’re very welcome. You should know, well, you’re a . . . a grand girl, Miss Sutton,” he said, his voice catching. “I wish you well.”

Her heart had turned over at his words, for he was such a nice boy and she couldn’t stand the thought of him going back to sea again in a few days and playing cat-and-mouse with the Germans all the way back to Canada. He was so young, and he’d had to grow up far too quickly. So she said goodbye to him and turned away before she embarrassed them both by getting all weepy and sentimental.

She was off the ship and through to the train station before she even had a chance to feel nervous. With thousands disembarking from the convoy that morning, the customs officers seemed intent on keeping the line moving, and apart from a cursory glance at her passport and a stamp recording her entrance to the United Kingdom, no one so much as asked for her name. Only then did she stop holding her breath.

Davey had explained everything so clearly that she had no trouble navigating the route from one train station to the next. The telephone booths were just where he’d said they would be, and all she had to do was give the operator her name and the number at Picture Weekly and wait for someone to answer.

A woman with a brisk, no-nonsense sort of voice came on the line after only a few seconds, and when Ruby introduced herself and told her which train she’d be arriving on, the woman promised someone would be there to meet her.

Ruby was lucky enough to snag a window seat on the crowded train, and it provided a glorious view of England in high summer. It was the greenest countryside she had ever seen, and as soon as they’d left Liverpool behind, that’s what it really seemed to be—nothing but mile after mile of fields and low fieldstone walls and impossibly picturesque villages. Every so often, a town would appear out of nowhere, a stark island of brick and masonry amid verdant seas of green.

The towering canyons of New York City’s grand avenues had been strange and unfamiliar, too, when she had left New Jersey for Manhattan six long years ago. She’d been nervous and unsure of herself then, just as she was now, but she had conquered her fears. Against all odds, she had made something of herself, and she would do so again. No matter what awaited her in London, she would prove Sister Benedicta wrong.

“EUSTON! LONDON EUSTON! End of the line, ladies and gents—London Euston!”

Ruby woke with a start. The other people in her compartment were on their feet, reaching to retrieve their bags and cases from the overhead racks, and the platform outside was bustling with departing passengers. With a suitcase in each hand, her typewriter case slung over one shoulder, and her handbag in the crook of her free arm, Ruby lurched onto the platform and, shuffling, made her way along to the barrier. A guard was waiting to take her ticket, and when she didn’t manage to retrieve it in time, she had to stand aside and dig through her pockets to find the silly thing.

“Miss Sutton?”

She looked up, astonished that the guard would know her name, and realized that another man, just on the other side of the barrier, had spoken to her. He wore the uniform of a British army officer and held a neatly printed sign that read MISS R. SUTTON.

“I’m Ruby Sutton,” she volunteered.

“I’m Captain Bennett. Walter Kaczmarek asked me to meet you.”

“Thanks,” she said. “I appreciate it.”

Captain Bennett was at least a head taller than her and looked to be in his early thirties, although Ruby was terrible at guessing people’s ages. He had a disconcertingly direct gaze and a handshake to rival that of a circus strongman.

“Kaz and I are friends, and Tuesdays are his busiest day,” he explained. “I happened to be in town and at loose ends, so he asked me to fetch you from the station. Is that all your things? You don’t have a trunk to follow?”

“No. This is it.”

“Very well.” He turned to the guard, his brow creasing into a frown. “Let her through, will you?” Although it was posed as a question, his tone indicated otherwise.

“Oh, yes, sir,” the guard replied, and obligingly waved Ruby past the barrier.

“Give me your cases, then,” Captain Bennett said. “I’ve a car waiting for us outside.”

He led them past the line for taxis at the station exit, instead approaching a car that was parked at the curb a few yards away. The driver got out, grumbling a little, and came around to take Ruby’s suitcases. “Took your time there. Said you’d only be five minutes.”

“Sorry. Miss Sutton’s train was running late.”

She got in the cab, still clutching her typewriter in its case, and the driver steered them away from the station.

“How was the crossing?” Captain Bennett asked.

“A blur. I was sick for most of it. But the convoy wasn’t attacked, so I can’t complain.”

“I suppose not,” he agreed.

“Where are we going?”

“The Manchester Hotel. That’s where you’ll be lodging. They’ve plenty of other boarders, and it’s clean and safe. Not very grand, though.”

“I don’t care how nice it is, just as long as my bed stays put when I lie down on it.”

The corner of his mouth began to curl into a smile, but then, as if thinking better of it, he smoothed his features into an expression of sober neutrality. “I promise it will.”

Turning her head to look out the window, Ruby couldn’t help but marvel at the passing streetscape. Unlike the ordered grid of upper Manhattan, there seemed to be no rhyme or reason to the arrangement of the roads they passed, and hardly any of the buildings she saw were more than three or four stories tall. It was quieter, too, with scarcely any traffic compared to New York. Most of the vehicles she saw were taxis or delivery trucks, though there was no shortage of horse-drawn wagons, and darting to and fro were any number of people on bicycles.

She glanced back at Captain Bennett. He had closed his eyes, perhaps glad of a moment of peace in his day. She had to admit, now she could stare without fear of his noticing, that he was as handsome as a movie star, with short-cropped hair that would probably curl if he let it grow a bit, and a high-bridged nose that wouldn’t have been out of place on a Roman senator. The sweep of his long eyelashes couldn’t camouflage the shadows under his eyes, though, or the echo of fatigue that was written across his features. This was a man who was tired down to his bones, and if she’d known him any better—or had he been an interview subject— she’d have insisted on discovering why.

He opened his eyes just then, as if he could feel the weight of her regard, and when he turned to meet her gaze, she realized they were a dark and quite mesmerizing shade of blue. “Is it very different here?” he asked softly.

“From New York? I guess so. You don’t go in much for skyscrapers, do you?”

“Not so much,” he agreed.

“Have you ever been to New York?”

“No. I’ve never been to America. Although I always wanted to go. After the war, perhaps.”

Their car turned a corner and drew to a halt in front of a large, dark building. “Manchester Hotel,” announced the driver.

“Right, then. Here we are,” said Captain Bennett. “Your new home awaits.”





CHAPTER THREE

While Captain Bennett paid the driver and gathered up her bags, Ruby assessed the exterior of her new home. The name of her lodgings had conjured up visions of a grand manor house, but the Manchester was a gloomy pile of soot-stained bricks that looked more like a prison than a hotel. Her spirits sinking, Ruby followed him inside.

“Good evening,” he said to the woman at the front desk. “This is Miss Sutton. There should be a reservation for her—it may be under Picture Weekly. She’s just arrived from America.”

The desk clerk’s answering smile was warm and genuine, and immediately elevated Ruby’s estimation of the hotel. “Welcome to England, Miss Sutton. I’m sure you’re tired, so I’ll go over things quick as I may. You’re on half board here—breakfast and supper, and do let us know if you’ll be missing a meal. Breakfast is from half six to half eight; supper’s from half five to eight o’clock. Bed linens and towels changed every Saturday. Front door is locked after ten each night but you can ring the bell if you’re late in. Here’s your key—you’re in 312. We’ve a shelter in the cellar, with cots set up but no blankets or pillows. Bring those down with you if you’ve got time after the siren sounds. And don’t forget to keep your draperies well shut. If we’re fined by the warden, we pass it on to you. There’s a limit on hot water, so don’t run the bath past the mark in the tub. And I’ll need your passport, identity card, and ration book, please and thank you.”

At this, Captain Bennett reached into his coat and pulled out a folded card, which he handed to the clerk. “Sorry. I ought to have given this to you straightaway. This is Miss Sutton’s temporary ration book. She’ll pass on her permanent one as soon as it arrives, together with her identity card. Until then I hope her passport will do. Miss Sutton?”

Ruby quickly handed over the document, anxious to be finished and off to her room, and was gratified when the woman did no more than page through it and note down its registration number.

With no bellboy in sight, if that was what they even called them in England, Ruby was resigned to lugging her cases to her room; but once again Captain Bennett gathered them up, together with her precious typewriter, and led the way up the nearest staircase.

“Avoid lifts whenever you can,” he advised without looking back. “The mechanics who used to maintain them won’t be back for the duration.”

Her room was a narrow, dim chamber, made darker by the blackout curtains swathing the single window. A metal-framed bed stood along one wall, while a chest of drawers and small desk occupied the other. In one corner, to the left of the window, was a wall-hung sink. It wasn’t fancy, but it was clean and private and about a thousand times nicer than the dormitory she’d shared with a score of other girls until she was fourteen.

Ruby went to the window and was relieved to see it faced over a warren of side streets; she’d take a quiet room over a pretty view any day. She turned, intending to shake Captain Bennett’s hand and send him on his way, but he spoke first.

“No doubt you’re tired, but will you let me take you to dinner? The place I have in mind is far nicer than the dining room here. If you need a few minutes, I can wait downstairs.”

“Are you sure?” she asked. “I don’t want to take up any more of your time than—”

“Very sure,” he said, and there was something in his expression, something she couldn’t quite pin down, that put her at ease. Perhaps a glimmer of humor behind his reserved and somewhat starchy veneer?

“That’s nice of you. Is five minutes all right?”

“Take as long as you like. I’ll be downstairs.”

She shut the door behind him and went to the sink to wash her face, only there was no soap. Unlatching the smaller of her suitcases, she fished out a bar and ignored the siren call of the jars of peanut butter buried beneath her supply of Lifebuoy.

There was no time to change, and her clothes would all be creased anyway, so she washed her face, brushed her hair and teeth, applied powder and lipstick, and was downstairs exactly five minutes later.

“All set,” she declared.

“Do you mind walking?” he asked, holding open the front door. “It’s not far—about a third of a mile.”

“Not at all.”

She wasn’t an especially short woman, but Captain Bennett was at least six inches taller, with correspondingly long legs, and he walked at a pace that left her nearly breathless. They continued on for five minutes or so, with the captain occasionally drawing her attention to points of interest, and then turned onto a side street that got progressively narrower and darker, the early evening sun ignoring it altogether.

“We’re heading toward Clerkenwell,” he explained, as if that ought to mean something to her. “You’ll never see it mentioned in the guides for tourists, but it’s one of my favorite parts of London. And this is one of my favorite places in it.”

They had come to a halt in front of a narrow storefront. “The Victory Café,” Ruby said, reading the lettering that adorned the window. Inside, past blackout curtains that had yet to be drawn, she could just glimpse a handful of tables, each draped in a red-and-white-checked tablecloth. Bennett opened the door, ushering her in, and they were instantly enveloped in the mouthwatering aromas of Italian cooking.

Until that moment, she realized, she’d been expecting him to take her somewhere that served traditional British food, like fish and chips or roast beef with, well, whatever British people ate with roast beef. He couldn’t have known that her favorite place to eat in New York had been a little hole-in-the-wall Italian restaurant around the corner from work, and yet he’d brought her here, to a place that, judging by the smell alone, served exactly the sort of food she liked best.

“Bennett!” came a voice from the back. An apron-clad man came rushing forward, his careworn face wreathed in smiles, and shook Captain Bennett’s outstretched hand with unaffected enthusiasm. “It is so good to see you, my friend. We were worried—”

“No need, no need. Jimmy, this is my friend Ruby Sutton. Miss Sutton has just arrived from America, and she had a hard voyage over. I thought she deserved a good meal.”

“The best meal in London—that’s what you get here at my café,” Jimmy promised, shaking Ruby’s hand only a fraction less vigorously. “Welcome, welcome. Come and sit, and I’ll bring you some of Maria’s bread.”

“I’ve been coming here for years,” Bennett explained. “Jimmy and his wife, Maria, run the place. It was her father’s until he retired. He—”

Jimmy was back, with a basket of bread that smelled like heaven and a pair of handwritten menus. “You’ve heard the news?” he asked Captain Bennett, his expression solemn.

“I have. It’s an awful thing. Did you know anyone on the ship?”

“One of Maria’s cousins. We’re so worried. Vittorio, you know, he’s almost eighty.”

“They’re in Scotland still?”

“Last we heard.”

“I’ll ask around,” Captain Bennett said. “If I find out anything, I promise to let you know.”

Jimmy’s face crumpled, and for an awful moment Ruby thought he was going to cry. “Thank you, Bennett. You are so good to us—so good to my family.”

“It’s no trouble at all. Your family has fed me well over the years. Oh, before I forget—do you have any wine?”

“Not much. A few bottles of Sangiovese, and one Brunello di Montalcino. What would you like?”

“May we have some of the Sangiovese? Say a glass each?”

“For you, Bennett, anything.”

Captain Bennett waited until Jimmy was out of earshot before he spoke again. “He and I were talking about a ship, the Arandora Star. It was sunk by a U-boat off the west coast of Ireland this morning, probably around the same time your ship was docking safely in Liverpool. It was heading for Canada and was packed full of interned Italians, never mind that most of them were born right here in England.”

“That’s awful,” she said, her appetite withering. “All those innocent people . . .”

“It’s been a rough time for Jimmy and his family since Mussolini threw in his lot with Hitler. Maria’s father and brothers were sent to a camp in Scotland—Jimmy was spared because he married into the family and isn’t Italian himself. And the restaurant’s name? It’s the Victory Café now, but it was Vittorio’s until a fortnight ago.”

“They changed it to sound more patriotic?”

“They changed it because some pack of cretins tossed bricks through their front window on June tenth. The next week, a bucket of black paint was thrown over the boarded-up front.”

“It’s brave of them to start over.”

“What choice did they have? Still, enough people in the neighborhood know and like them . . . they should survive. At any rate, you must be famished. Do you see anything you like?”

Ruby scanned the menu, which was short and not very descriptive. “‘Baked pasta with Italian sauce’—do you suppose that’s lasagna?”

“It is. Most Italian restaurants anglicize their menus, I assume for the benefit of xenophobic patrons. Shall I order it for you?” At her nod, he waved Jimmy over. “Miss Sutton and I will both have the lasagna.”

Jimmy returned minutes later with two large plates, each one bearing a slab of lasagna at least four inches square and two inches deep. It tasted as good as it smelled, despite there being more carrots than meat in the sauce, and although she burned her tongue with her first mouthful, Ruby didn’t pause, methodically eating bite after bite until nearly half her plate was empty. Only then did she force herself to slow down. After all, no one was waiting to take it from her if she didn’t eat fast enough.

“Good?” Captain Bennett asked.

“Very good.” She took a sip of wine, the first she’d ever tasted apart from Holy Communion, and tried not to wince. Like tea, red wine was something she’d have to learn how to enjoy.

“So,” she began, “are you from London?” It wasn’t curiosity that made her ask, only her natural interest in a close friend of her editor. The fact that he was handsome and interesting and had excellent taste in restaurants had nothing to do with it. Nothing at all.

“I am. I grew up not far from here.”

She waited for him to elaborate, but he only sipped at his wine and watched her, his expression unreadable. “Were you in the army before the war? I mean . . . that is an army uniform, isn’t it?”

“It is. I’m with the fourth battalion of the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry. Bit of a mouthful, isn’t it? Easier to just say the Ox and Bucks. I joined up last fall.”

“And before that?”

“Before that I was a barrister. What an American would call a lawyer.”

“Why did you decide to become a barrister?”

“I didn’t, not really. It was a family thing, I suppose you could say. And what about you? Where are you from?”

“New Jersey. Although I’ve lived in New York—the city, I mean—for years.”

“Really? You don’t have much of an accent. At least not one that I can detect.”

That was a relief. “Do you mean like Jimmy Cagney? ‘Youse guys’ and all that?”

“I suppose so. I do beg your pardon if that seems rude of me.”

“Not at all. Besides, a lot of New Yorkers do sound like that.”

“But not you,” he said with a quick smile, and turned his attention back to his dinner.

She looked to her own plate, and was surprised to see that she’d finished her lasagna. “I guess I must have been hungry.”

“Did you enjoy it? The lasagna?”

“I did. It was much nicer than my lunch—all I had with me on the train were some stale crackers. I thought about opening one of my jars of peanut butter, but they were at the bottom of my—”

“Butter mixed with peanuts?” he interrupted. “Who on earth thought up such a thing? It sounds revolting.”

Ruby couldn’t help but laugh at the look of horror on his face. “It’s not revolting at all. Just peanuts, made into a kind of paste. We use it as a spread. I put it on toast and crackers, and sometimes I even eat it with sliced apples—”

“Good God—stop right there,” he pleaded, and drank down the last of his wine. “Peanut butter,” he muttered, his voice warm with suppressed laughter. “You Americans and your strange notions of what constitutes food . . .”

“Says the man from a city where they eat jellied eels.”

“A great delicacy, I assure you. Now, let’s talk about tomorrow. Kaz asked me to tell you that he wants you there for half-past eight. Take your passport with you, and ask one of the staff photographers to take your picture. After work you can go to the police station on Bridewell Place, just to the south, and sort out your identity card. They should also be able to give you a gas mask.”

“You don’t have one,” she observed.

“No, but you probably ought to carry one with you, if only because it’s still considered an offense to leave home without one. Never mind that the Germans will never bother to gas us if a common or garden-variety bomb will do.”

“What about my press card?”

“For that, you’ll go to the MOI—the Ministry of Information. Kaz can help. And as I said at the hotel, your ration book is already being sorted. Got it?”

“Yes,” she said, hoping she managed to remember everything he was telling her. It would be a shame to be deported because she’d forgotten to fill in a few forms.

He then produced a small book from his inside coat pocket and set it in front of her. On its cover was an abstract design of crisscrossing lines and the title A to Z Atlas and Guide to London.

“This is a map of every street in London. We call it the A to Zed—not ‘Zee,’ if you please. Guard this with your life, since it’s next to impossible to get new ones.” He thumbed through it rapidly, revealing page after page of detailed maps, before spreading it open on the table between them. “Here’s the hotel,” he said, circling it carefully with a pencil he’d pulled from his breast pocket. “You may have noticed that most of the street signs have been taken down, so try not to stray from the main roads just yet. To get to work tomorrow, you’ll walk south,” he explained, tracing a line with the pencil, “turning here at the cathedral, and then you’ll walk west, along here, to Fleet Street. Bride Lane will be on your left. Turn onto the lane and you’ll see some steps on your right. They lead up to the churchyard for St. Bride’s. Just before the steps is number eighty-seven, and that’s where you’re going.”

“Right. Number 87 Bride Lane.”

“No, sorry—it’s 87 Fleet Street. I should have said. There’s a sign on the door, or rather just to the side of the door, around shoulder level. Just go upstairs; I’m sure they’ll be waiting for you.”

“Is all of London this confusing?”

“Nearly all of it,” he admitted with a quick grin.

Just then Jimmy came by to clear their plates. “I’d offer you coffee, but I haven’t been able to get my hands on any for weeks now,” he said apologetically.

“That’s quite all right. I really ought to be getting Miss Sutton back to her lodgings.”

The bill for dinner, which Jimmy had written out on a piece of scrap paper, came to three shillings and sixpence. “Has anyone explained English currency to you?” Captain Bennett asked.

“No,” she admitted. “I had to ask the ticket agent at the station in Liverpool to show me which coins to use.”

“It doesn’t make much sense to foreigners. I’ll tell you on the way back to the Manchester.”

They said good night to Jimmy and began the journey home. As they walked, Captain Bennett patiently explained pounds, shillings, and pence to her, and after a while it did begin to almost make sense.

It was rare for her to feel so at ease with someone on such short acquaintance, but there was something very reassuring about Captain Bennett. Perhaps it was the air of solid, dependable competence he projected, which she had to admit was really comforting on her first day in a new country. Certainly it didn’t hurt that he was one of the handsomest men she’d ever met. If she wasn’t careful, she’d end up batting her eyelashes at him and tripping over her words like some doe-eyed ingénue.

“I meant to ask earlier,” he said as they waited to cross Long Lane, “if you know about the blackout.”

“I do. I mean, they had one in Halifax on my way over. I know to be careful with the curtains.”

“Yes, there’s that. You should also be wary when you’re out after dark. On cloudy or rainy nights, or ones without any moon, it is really and truly dark. You wouldn’t believe how many people have been injured or killed by tripping over a curb, or getting knocked down by a car. And you’re more at risk than most. Never forget to look to your right. That’s where the cars are coming from—your right, not your left.”

“I’ll be careful. I promise.”

They had arrived at the front door of the Manchester. “Good night, Miss Sutton,” he said, and shook her outstretched hand. “Good luck tomorrow.”

“Good night,” she replied, and then, before she could stop herself, “Why are you being so nice? I don’t mean to be rude. I’m just wondering why you went out of your way to help a complete stranger. That’s all.”

“Simply my impeccable English manners,” he answered, and even though he didn’t smile, she had a feeling he was teasing her, just a little. “Of course, if you’d borne the slightest resemblance to a grizzled old hack like Kaz, I’d have left you standing at the station.”

“I’m relieved you didn’t. Thanks for tonight.”

“You’re most welcome. If you do have any trouble getting on, please let me know. Kaz knows how to find me.”





CHAPTER FOUR

Ruby awoke at dawn, and after rubbing the sleep from her eyes and muttering a prayer of thanks for a night spent in a real bed on dry land, she put on her robe and slippers and tiptoed down the hall for a quick, tepid bath. Twisting her hair back from her face, she secured it firmly with bobby pins and willed it not to frizz up, then turned her attention to her clothes for the day. They’d needed a pressing when she’d unpacked them the night before, but it had been too late to go in search of the hotel laundry, or to ask if such a thing as an electric clothes iron was available in England.

Instead she’d sponged her jacket, skirt, and blouse with a dampened facecloth and arranged them on the desktop to dry overnight. That had served to take care of the worst of the creases; and it wasn’t as if anyone at the magazine would be expecting her to have stepped out of a bandbox.

She forced herself to sit down for breakfast in the dining room, which featured nothing more than strong tea, cold toast, and a very small amount of jam. The waitress, who introduced herself as Maggie, offered to make up a fish-paste sandwich for her to take to work, and it was all Ruby could do to maintain a neutral expression. Presumably it tasted nicer than it sounded.

“Thanks, but I should be fine for today.”

“Another cuppa before you go?”

It took a moment before Ruby realized she was being offered a second cup of tea. “Oh, no. No, thanks.”

“Suit yourself. If you want any of your tea ration back from your book, just let me know.”

By eight o’clock she was en route, her bag and gas mask slung over her shoulder and her A to Z at the ready. With its help, and by following the landmarks Captain Bennett had pointed out, she found her way without too much trouble, though she was careful to pause every few hundred yards to check her bearings and take in her surroundings.

London was a beautiful city—the war hadn’t changed that fact, at least not yet. Some of the buildings were ordinary enough, their bland facades quickly forgotten, but others reminded her of something from a fairy tale, with mullioned windows and crooked, cross-timbered upper floors that overhung the street below.

The larger shops she passed had their windows banded with tape, she assumed to guard against flying glass in the event of bomb blasts, and a few had even replaced their picture windows with wooden covers into which a smaller pane of glass had been inserted. Compared to store windows at home, where abundance was the rule, the displays of goods were modestly arranged. One shoe shop had a lonely pair of black lace-up ladies’ boots, while a druggist’s window nearby held a first-aid case, its contents lined up in neat rows around it.

And then she was standing at the corner of St. Paul’s churchyard. Before her was the great cathedral, somehow plainer than she had imagined, and yet also the most beautiful building she had ever seen. With its restrained ornamentation and measured symmetry, it felt . . . reassuring. It looked, she decided, as if reason had been embodied in architectural form. What was a brash new skyscraper compared to that?

At last she was across Ludgate Circus, scurrying in the wake of other pedestrians to avoid being squashed flat in the street, and turning down Bride Lane. Just before the steps up to the churchyard, exactly as Captain Bennett had said, was number 87. A small, metal plaque was affixed to its bricks at shoulder height: PICTURE WEEKLY—RECEPTION FIRST FLOOR.

She opened the door, which gave directly onto a staircase—where was the first floor?—and marched upstairs to the landing. She went through another door, this one unmarked, and found herself in a small waiting room. At the far end, a woman was seated behind a desk. Seeing Ruby, she stood and came forward, her hand outstretched.

“Miss Sutton? Delighted to make your acquaintance. I’m Evelyn Berridge. We spoke on the telephone yesterday. Let me take your coat, and your hat, if you like. How was the crossing? Are you settled in nicely at the Manchester? Did Bennett meet you?”

“He did. It was really nice of you to send him along.”

“Oh, that was Kaz
































































































































OEBPS/images/9780062389848_Cover.jpg
o
“AFASCINATING, COMPELLING TALE? —JENNIFER CHIAVERIN,
A lew York Times bestselling author of Fates and Traitors and MrsilLincoln’s Dressmaker

JENNIFER ROBSON

INTERNATIONALLY BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF  P.S,

SOMEWHERE IN FRANCE






OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
GOODNIGHT
FROM LONDON

A Novel

JENNIFER ROBSON






