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It’s funny how ordinarily most major events start when you come down to it.

Like when I first heard about the shadow thieves, though at the time we didn’t know what they were. Or for that matter, that they existed. 

I was working in the Archives.

Now, don’t let anyone tell you that Records Management is an easy job.

It’s hard physical labour.

You’re always on the go, picking up and carrying files in a room where they arrive in a constant barrage.

The sound of their capsules whooshing and rattling overhead through the pneumatic tubes and landing with a clatter and burst of air in the bins is deafening.

Even with the felt lining.

And despite the constant gusts of wind, the Archive smells stale, because the air is compressed, not fresh.

And the “fresh” air pumped in from outside has chemicals added to kill bugs and slow the paper’s rate of decay. 

Plus, the lights are kept dim to prevent deterioration of the text.

During your first few weeks in there, you’re covered in bruises from head to toe where you keep walking into the racks and bins.

Most new clerks dropped files, and when the papers fell out, they just shoved them back any old how ‘cause they couldn’t see which sheet went in which file.

Not that you’re allowed to read them anyway - they’re State Secrets, and the Archivists are kept busy checking and double-checking files as they go out and refiling odd papers correctly.

You should’ve heard them complain when someone Upstairs didn’t write the correct file information on the papers.

You’d think it was a hanging offence.

Then again, in those days, maybe it was.  

I’ll tell you a secret, different parts of the Archives smell different to other parts, depending on the paper stock and inks they used at the time.

I used to love the smell of the really old vellum section until I found out it’s made of treated calf skin.

Made me feel a bit sick, but I suppose they ate the cow, and if it wasn’t a book it would have been shoes instead.

I think if I were a cow, I’d rather be a book, gently cared for on a shelf than having people walk all over me.

My very favourites were the files from last century, but old Mr Cox preferred the century before. Reminded him of his youth I expect.

I heard he’d spent almost his entire life in the Archive and it’d made him a bit mad.

That’d be the chemical additives.

Maybe that’s why they don’t let you spend more than a year or two down there anymore.

Young people today don’t know how lucky they are. Though I suppose old Mr Cox would have said the same about me.

In fact, I think the only reason they don’t use criminal labour is because of the State Secrets.  

Anyway, one of the sections had been damaged by the bombing, and we had to pack up and move all the files so they could make repairs.

Then we’d have to move them back and unpack them, but that’s a story for another day.

It was urgent, well more urgent than usual, so we’d been working twelve-hour shifts, from 7 am to 7 pm.

I’d been packing boxes one by one, then carrying them over to the Archivist Department, and stacking them so they could review the files and restore them where necessary.  

I was taking my tea break in the morning, though I’m not convinced what I was drinking was actually tea, and I’ve no idea what the biscuits were made of.

But it was nice to sit and rest, to close my eyes and put my feet up for a moment seeing as no one was looking.

The radio was playing quietly in the background. I’m not sure what caught my attention, but suddenly I was listening carefully to the plummy voice of the newsreader.

“Detectives were called to investigate the suspicious death of a young man in Northbridge last night. The body was discovered in an Ellington Street property around seven-thirty pm. A police spokesman said the exact circumstances of the death were yet to be established, and urged anyone with information to contact their local station.”  

Now I lived in a boarding house in Ellington Street Northbridge at the time, but with the overtime, I’d been kipping in a nearby air raid shelter because the trams stopped at dusk and I was too tired and scared to walk back in the dark. 

When you hear about the war, you don’t generally hear much about the day-to-day inconvenience and terrors for those left at home - not really calm but carrying on regardless.

The blackouts and bombing were the perfect conditions for serious crimes like murder, rape, assault and theft to flourish in the darkness.

Not to mention that rationing encouraged fraud, forgery and black-market trading, though you didn’t need to worry quite so much about your immediate personal safety when it came to those. Only long-term exposure to whatever the food was cut with.

As if whatever it was extended or substituted with wasn’t enough in the first place.  

My mother was particularly paranoid about rape, and the consequent potential to be thought no better than “she” ought to be.

She taught me to be afraid too, so when I say I slept in an air raid shelter, I mean dozed a little with one eye open.

Then there was that thing about using public toilets and being kidnapped for the white sex trade. Or picking up something nasty from the toilet seat like happened to so many soldiers abroad.

I guess that’s the universal problem all country girls face when they go to work in a Big City like London that’s too far away to go home at the end of the day.

Realistically, local thugs were just one more thing on top of the bombing so you never really slept anyway.

In those days, to learn and practice self-defence was only slightly less scandalous than being raped, more’s the pity.

I don’t know what we were supposed to do when the “bloody Huns” invaded.

Depend on their decency and honour I expect.

Bah!

So after hearing this news report, I decided two things:

1. To sleep in the Archive barracks, and

2. To find some kind of unarmed self-defence class. 

But first, I wanted to nip back to my digs to see whether the nameless young man was someone I knew and really hoped was okay. 

And that meant asking old Mr Cox for permission, and quite frankly, I found him terrifying.

For one thing he was very old.

His ears were the size of saucers with gobs of hair growing out of them. When he didn’t hear you, he’d cup them in one giant paw, demanding “eh?” until you ended up shouting whatever private request you had.

His nicotine stained teeth were long, and straight and seemed to gnash of their own accord. Perhaps to get away from the odour of his breath.

And his watery blue eyes seemed to look around you rather than at you, as if you were some invention of his mad, fevered imagination.  

“Mr Cox, sir. I need to get back to my boarding house today, may I leave at the regular time?”

He peered at me for what seemed like a long time, then nodded once in the affirmative.

I bowed slightly back, and scarpered before he could change his mind.

Of course, once I was around the corner out of sight I leaned, shaking, on the wall, breathing as deeply as if I’d run a mile in a minute getting away from the Huns. 

I had the idea that he’d been assessing me as I fled, though I couldn’t say what for, or what outcome I feared the most. Was death better or worse than rape?

Or was it possible that he saw me for what I was, a naive country girl, and was therefore concerned about my safety?

Or did he think I was young and pretty and have the kind of designs on me my mother worried about?

Urrrggghhhh!

Shuddering reflexively, I went back to my station.

I worked steadily for another three hours, took a quick lunch break, and worked through until five.

Then, hoping no one would notice, quietly left the office and ran for the tram.

Walking down Ellington Street from the tram stop, you could be forgiven for thinking the War was a nightmare you’d just woken from.

It’s funny how I always think of the war in sepia and white, even though I was there and it was as full colour then as the view from my window is now.

Too many old newsreels I expect.

The yellow late Summer sun shone in the bright blue sky as always, and a light, cool breeze blew through the fragrant pink Camellia hedges.

Birds sang high in the treetops, not quite obscuring the sound of children playing in a nearby garden.

It was as bucolic as a suburban street can get.

Well, at least until you turned the dogleg and saw the piles of rubble and bombed out houses.

And smelled the brick dust and bits of rotting bodies that hadn’t been found and disposed of.

But we’d been lucky so far, touch wood.

As I walked down the street, nothing much seemed to have changed from when I was last there. It was only a week or so, but aside from murder, a lot can happen in a day.

There wasn’t an obvious police presence, though given it was wartime, there wasn’t actually much of a local constabulary to be present anyway.

Oddly, I found myself relaxing as I approached the house; a beautiful old Victorian mid-terrace, not too badly damaged by the war.

It mightn’t be safe in the literal sense of the word, but it had become my home.

The existence of the other boarders gave me a sense of security, offered a choice of bridge partners and gave me plenty to write home to mother about.

The meals weren’t bad either.

Somehow my landlady, Mrs Sumner (widow, as she described herself) managed our ration coupons well enough to stay well stocked with butter, sugar and meat.

Though looking back, I think she must’ve had “friends” helping her out.

Despite the wartime privations, she remained cheerful, beautiful and vivacious.

A charming host who never seemed to run short of alcohol, lipstick or stockings.

Or body fat.

But when I opened the door, she was uncharacteristically slovenly and all in a dither.

She wasn’t wearing lipstick and her hair was escaping the scarf she’d covered it with. She’d missed one of her arms with her apron strap and it dangled loosely from the opposite shoulder. 

“Oh, Miss Phillips,” she said, “I’m so glad to see you.”

“Is everything all right Mrs Sumner?”

“I’m really not sure, we’ve lost young Mr Chambers.”

I felt my heart sink. “Mr Chambers on the third floor?”

“Yes that’s right. When he didn’t come down to supper last night, I went to fetch him, but he was gone.”

“Gone?”

“Yes, gone. And not a mark on him.”

“Oh gone. You mean dead.” My heart broke a little at the news.

Mrs Sumner frowned, “of course that’s what I mean. Did you think he’d done a bunk?”

“I’m so sorry Mrs Sumner. It’s just so hard to believe.”

And it really was.

He was handsome, funny and lively. I’d never met anyone as alive as Nathan Chambers.

I
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