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PROLOGUE

Ruby doesn’t know how the book came into her possession. Perhaps he brought it to her on one of his visits, along with armfuls of tulips and boxes of chocolates. She shows it to her visitors – the woman with the mop in her hand, the girl who blushes when she speaks – ‘Look,’ Ruby says, pointing to the name on the cover. ‘My son. Christopher Delaney.’

It has letters picked out in scarlet, in a raised font, which is pleasing to run her finger over, like Braille, or a secret message. It takes her breath away to know that her child is the author of this novel. She reads and rereads his name, his beloved name.

She opens the book and his words are waiting for her. But it hurts her head to concentrate on such small writing. Squinting at close-packed sentences, the letters break apart, swarming into ants that crawl onto her fingers, marching up her sleeves, tiny mouths ready to bite. She looks away, shutting the book. It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t spoil the joy she feels from holding it. She likes to keep it with her, carrying it from room to room, and when it’s time for bed, she slips it under her pillow or cradles it to her breast.

She misses proper darkness. They won’t let her cover the opening in the door where faces watch. She keeps her eyes closed and listens to the flickering hiss of lights in the corridor and feet going by; she recognises the quick click, click of someone who’s in charge, and the slow roll and halt of someone who isn’t.

By the time the screams begin, the muffled, echoing screams, Ruby hopes for night meds to knock her out like a blow to the head. As she falls asleep, she presses her nose into the pages, inhaling the papery scent of Christopher’s words. And it feels as though she’s taking him into her lungs too, holding him inside the hidden rooms of her body. As a child, his breath smelt of apples, mint, and cinnamon chewing gum. Hedy’s did, too.

Hedy. Her name is a hole to fall down.

When will he come again? She needs to see him, to touch him and make sure that he’s real. She used to pat him dry after his bath, rubbing cream into the sores on his skin. She was a loving mother. Yes, she was. She must not remember the cage. She must not. It makes her cry, and if she cries they will come with the wires and the straps, and that will never do, because she’s good now, isn’t she? She has privileges, like keeping a novel on the cabinet beside her bed. Like spending the afternoon in the garden when it’s warm. None of them suspect that while she sits on the wooden bench with her eyes closed, fingers linked, her face tilted to catch the breeze, she’s decoding the humming of bees in the roses, tuning in to the whispering of her name over and over: Ruby, Ruby, Ruby. Todd’s voice, telling her that he’ll be here soon to bring her home, back to Iowa. Across the ocean. Back to the two children playing in the yard, blond heads together under the burning sun.


PART ONE

The Base


ONE

1957

This is Hedy Delaney’s first stay in a hotel. She was hoping for bell boys in swanky uniforms serving lobster from little trolleys covered in white cloths. She’s never eaten lobster, and to be truthful she’s not sure she likes the idea; it’s what it stands for that counts: the exotic and unknown. Instead, she’s sitting on a bed with a view of an air-conditioning box, cooped up with the rest of her family. She wants to let out her frustration in a good long howl from the pit of her belly. But you can’t scream in New York City, not unless you’re getting mugged. The cops would come and beat down the door. Her parents might even be hauled off to jail. Instead, she channels her agitation into picking at the sticking plasters on the backs of her arms, peeling them away with the edges of her nails.

She’s twelve, the age that most girls in her class are getting training bras and joining Future Home Makers of America. Hedy’s lanky frame gives no hint that she’ll develop curves that will need constraining, and she lacks any desire to learn to hem curtains or make meatloaf. The fact that she’s named after Hedy Lamarr by her father is a small cruelty that only Hedy’s mother dwells on. Hedy hasn’t any use for film stars. Baseball players are more her thing. The Yankees her favourite team. On this particular evening, she guesses she’s within batting distance of their stadium, although she’ll never get to see Yogi Berra pitch, or Joe Collins make a catch, because she’s trapped in this room, and tomorrow she’ll be leaving the United States to go to a place where nobody’s heard of baseball.

Hedy cranes around further to examine the back of her swollen arm, the difficulty of it making her squint as she tears away a second Band-Aid, darkened with a smear of blood. Her parents are huddled in the corner, locked into a whispered discussion. They never once glance in Hedy’s direction. Everyone is ignoring her. Even Chris. He hasn’t stopped scribbling in his notebook since they left home. Anyone would think his made-up words were more important than whatever his sister might have to say. Now he’s burrowed under a blanket on the put-up bed, asleep. How can he sleep with this ache in his arm?

She picks up his notebook and flicks through to the last pages. But he hasn’t been writing another of his stories. Her brother has drawn himself. She touches the pencil sketch and frowns. It’s a good likeness. He’s included every detail of the Milwaukee Brace he has to wear for twenty-three hours out of each day. Chris has severe scoliosis. The brace is supposed to correct his crooked spine, force his poor twisted bones back into the right places. Mom says that he will be cured by it, so keeping him strapped into the contraption is actually being cruel to be kind. When Mom says words like ‘actually’, Hedy remembers that her mother is English.

Hedy stares at her brother’s self-portrait. He’s depicted the buckles and straps on the heavy leather corset that encases him from the tops of his thighs up to his waist. For extra discomfort it has a two-inch-wide metal upright running from the corset up the middle of his chest, where it joins a metal collar that is fixed around his throat. Two more bars press at his back, either side of his spine. Then there is the chin pad, held up by a thin metal bar attached to the collar. The chin pad forces his head upwards, so that like a frightened horse, he must always have his head raised, his eyes rolling with the effort of seeing anything beneath his eye line.

She turns the page. Here is another drawing. This time Chris has drawn a boy smiling inside a big puffy space suit. His head is enclosed inside a glass bubble; through it, he looks out at stars twinkling around him. His body floats through space, free-wheeling across planets, higher than the moon. The sketch doesn’t surprise her; her brother is passionate about outer space, science-fiction stories, and especially the idea of aliens. This is who he wants to be, a space explorer, not the kid in the brace with the weird spine. She sighs and shuts the notebook. She goes along with his fantasy of creatures from other planets and space travel because she knows his imagination lets him escape real life, helps him forget his pain.

Thinking of how it must feel to be stuck in the brace makes her itch with claustrophobia. She tugs at the neckline of her shirt. There’s no air in here; the window is sealed. Their bags and suitcases are piled around them. The rest of their possessions, nailed into boxes like dead bodies, have been sent ahead on a boat. She smells the hot dogs they had for supper, bought from a sidewalk vendor, ketchup and mustard dripping over their fingers as they perched on the bed to eat, Mom fussing about the
mess, reminding them to use the paper napkins she’d handed out and not drop crumbs on the sheets. The hot dogs had been a treat. Like the earlier, hurried trip up the Empire State building. But now the memory of fried onion and rubbery pink makes her queasy. She thinks of home, their yard with the Stars and Stripes flying out front. She wonders if their stuff is floating somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean, or maybe it’s already on dry land, at the new house, waiting for them. She wonders what it will be like. She hopes it has a bedroom each for her and Chris, a winding staircase leading to a spooky attic, and a big garden with plenty of room to pitch a fast ball. She glances at her parents. They have their faces close, talking quietly. Dad’s got mustard on his shirt.

When Dad broke the news, months ago, Hedy jumped on and off the sofa and hung onto his arms, both her and Chris asking him questions. Would they eat fish and chips out of newspaper? Really? Would the British people understand their accent, would they have to go to school, would they take the Buick? ‘Sure we’ll take her, Princess,’ Dad laughed, swinging Hedy from his biceps. ‘No way I’d leave her behind. You guys will love England. The base even has its own movie house.’ And would he be flying bombers again? He shook his head. ‘My flying days are over. Your dad’s been promoted, kids. There’s important work on the ground.’ He tapped the side of his nose. ‘Got to keep those Reds at bay.’ At dinner, he let them sip from his beer and laughed when a stream of froth shot out of Chris’s nostrils. Dad kept laughing while Chris spat the rest on his plate. Hedy waited for Mom to leap up and start cleaning the mess. But she sat chewing her lip, blind to it all. ‘Come on, Ruby, you’re like death at a wedding feast,’ Dad said, ‘you’re spoiling the fun.’

Normally, Dad can get Mom to laugh with a kiss or a joke, or he’ll grab her in a tango embrace and dip her backwards until her head nearly touches the floor, and after he sets her upright she’ll slap his arms and tell him off for making her dizzy, pink-cheeked and giggling. Not this time. After Hedy and Chris were in bed, it started.

‘What about Christopher?’ Mom asked.

‘What about him?’ Dad. Low and tired-sounding. ‘There are doctors in England.’

‘They won’t be as good as here. Nothing’s as good as America. Going back to England means giving up so much. The kids don’t understand. They think it’ll be fun.’

A long sigh from Dad. ‘You knew we’d get posted again, baby. We don’t get to pick, like some holiday. We’ll be staying on an American base. It’ll have all the amenities you’re used to here. And besides, this is a promotion for me – it could lead to something big, for all of us.’

Hedy, her ear pressed against the door, was puzzled. Why wouldn’t Mom want to go back? She must have gotten to like Iowa better than her childhood home. She hardly talked about Grandpa, or her brother, or the life she had before she married Dad. England was tiny, hardly bigger than a single state, so although Hedy was hazy as to exactly where her unknown relatives lived, it didn’t matter, because wherever it was, Hedy realised she’d meet them at last. Maybe there would be an aunt too, she thought, cousins even.

Outside, the city of New York shoves itself up against the glass, full of show-off noise and flashing lights and too many walls. It makes Hedy’s neck ache from looking up. There’s no room for the sky. She manoeuvres her arm carefully. It throbs as if she’s stuck it inside a hornet’s nest. Nobody said anything about having to have inoculations. Chris twitches under the blanket. He’s not asleep after all. He’s crying.

She climbs in next to him, lying on her good side. He is stuck on his back like a beetle. She rubs his shoulder in consoling circles. ‘Do you want me to read to you? I’ve got David Starr, Space Ranger in my bag.’

‘No,’ he whispers, his voice choked with tears. ‘Not now.’

‘Least we won’t catch diphtheria or polio,’ she says. ‘Think about nice things. Like ice-cream. Tomorrow, we’re going in an airplane.’

Hedy is ten minutes older than her brother. He needs looking after. Not that he’s stupid or anything. He’s the cleverest person she knows. His main problem – apart from the obvious one – is that he seems to lack an instinct for self-preservation, always leaving himself open to teasing and disappointments.

Hedy puts her head on the pillow. She slips her arm around his waist, avoiding the leather girdle of his hips, trying to hug the rigid line of his body, pressing her nose into the curve of his neck. She begins to hum, blocking out Mom and Dad’s angry whispers. Chris wipes his nose, sniffs and wriggles. ‘You’re making me hot.’

‘Keep still, loser. Squeeze up. This bed’s too small.’

He smiles. She can’t see his face, but she feels his smile, feels it as a softening somewhere inside her chest. He gives a shuddering sigh, and then grows heavy against her. She listens to him slipping away into sleep: breathing deepening, the slight asthmatic click of his lungs. Chris is allergic to everything. Milk. Nuts. Pollen. Cat’s fur. It has taken Hedy a while to forgive him for this. She’s always wanted a cat.

Ruby stands, shoulders hunched, biting her lip.

‘Hey,’ Todd says gently, taking a final drag on his cigarette and stubbing it out in the overflowing ashtray on the side table. ‘Give me a smile, baby. We’ve got a big day tomorrow. Come here.’ He holds out his arms.

Ruby closes her eyes inside his embrace, leaning her cheek against his shirt. She’s already said her piece about not wanting to go back to England. And now it’s too late to make a fuss; nothing can reverse the events unfolding around them. She’s being an idiot. Todd wants this posting badly. It’s a promotion for him, and it’s churlish of her to take the shine off it. She softens her body, allowing herself the relief of being properly held. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispers into his shoulder. ‘If you want to know the truth, I’m a little afraid of flying. Silly,’ she gives a short laugh, ‘with me married to a pilot.’

He smiles, as she knew he would, and begins to reassure her earnestly about how safe commercial flight is. She lets him. She can’t untangle the complications of her real fears, let alone explain them. Her main concern is for Christopher. They’re leaving the hospital in Iowa with all its up-to-date equipment and knowledge, and she worries about keeping him safe in England, where people haven’t recovered from the war yet, and there’ll be hardship and poverty. She imagines a muttering crowd of resentful locals, faces pressed against a perimeter fence, looking hungrily at the privileged Yanks in their midst. It feels strange to be going back to a place that she ran from, that she thought she’d never see again. She’s certain that being in East Anglia, so close to the farm where she grew up, will remind her of her childhood: all the unhappiness, dirt and drudgery that she’s tried to forget. She doesn’t want to be that girl again. She could never get rid of the filth under her nails, inside the cracks in her skin. There’d been no love in that house, no kindness, no forgiveness. All she did was dream of escape. But her brother can’t reclaim her now, she reminds herself. She’ll get on that plane tomorrow in her new blue suit, nylons sleek against her showered skin; she’ll make Todd proud. She might be going back, but she’s a different person now. A married woman. An American.

Ruby rubs her finger over the oily yellow stain on Todd’s collar. It’ll need a hot wash to get it out. She brushes her lips against his chin before she detaches herself and goes over to the put-up bed, where her children lie entwined like babes in the wood, milky-skinned, blue-veined, easily bruised; an identical rash of freckles appearing every summer. Viking blood. Her side of the family is full of tall people, heavy with bone, eyes pale as water.

Hedy’s and Christopher’s hair mingles on the pillow, the same flaxen shade. Ruby leans down, touching her son’s forehead, smoothing it with her fingertip. They’ll have to find an English doctor that understands his condition. His parted lips tremble with each intake of air. His skin is flushed, his pale lashes darkened and spiky with tears. He sobs more than a boy should, his eyes welling up if he sees roadkill, or if she and Todd argue, or if any living creature is cruel to another. Watching him, she’s filled with a familiar fear, and a fierce need to protect him from life’s innumerable hurts. Ruby suspects that there was a mix-up at conception, that the little cells that bestow male and female attributes somehow got confused between which twin was which and ended up in the wrong babies. She doesn’t know if Todd shares her suspicions, because it’s not the sort of thing a man would admit out loud about his only son.

The room is alive with the sleeping breath of her children, the open-mouthed snoring of her husband. But Ruby, her face slick with Pond’s cold cream, spiky curlers skewered in place, can’t sleep. Outside the window, New York is restless too. The room pulses with lights flickering through the drawn curtains. She hears unknown voices, sounds of passing traffic, and the snap and clip of heels rising relentlessly from the sidewalk below. Where are they going, all these strangers? What mysterious needs and desires have set them pacing the city till the early hours?

She thinks of her little house in Sioux City, the ranch-style porch lost in shadows, the rooms standing empty, stripped of the furniture she painted herself, and the curtains she ran up on her machine like a modern pioneer. At night, the only sound was Pete next door reversing his Chevrolet into the drive, or the cry of a coyote. Orleans Avenue was a place where everyone knew their neighbours, and strangers were a rarity. So it had seemed like a mirage when a whole crowd passed by her house weeks before, most of them in cars, but some travelling on foot like refugees, carrying cases done up with straps, pushing prams loaded with bric-a-brac: the inhabitants of downtown forced to evacuate before the dam broke. The water came, just as predicted, tearing down telephone wires, washing away whole houses, cars, dogs. They said it was the March snows that had caused the Missouri to rise so high. There had been pictures of the disaster on the news, but Ruby had seen it for herself, standing in her own front yard, looking into the valley. Drowned trees holding up supplicating branches. Birds wheeling in circles above. It was biblical, as if she was witnessing the words of the Old Testament come to life; and inside her head she could hear her father: Come into the ark, you and all your household, because I have seen that you are righteous before me.

It was after the water that the smell appeared. A dank, oily rotting. A stench of sulphur, like eggs gone bad. In her bed at night, Ruby shut the window against it, bunched her nightdress in front of her nose. It reminded her of Norfolk, of the farm: the slop of mud in the yard, compost heap breathing out ripe fumes, pig blood seeping into damp straw. Orleans Avenue was tainted by it. The bright, clean street with its neat flower beds, newly cut edges and sawdust-scented fences was blanketed in a dark pall, as if something ancient had been woken and was crawling out of the carcasses of buildings and the mouths of animal corpses, the smell rising from the stranded city like a curse.

She’d told herself then that the flood was a sign that it was right to leave Iowa. After all, they’d be living on an American air base in England. She wouldn’t visit Norfolk. Her brother wouldn’t even know that she was back. She supposes he’ll be running the farm singlehandedly now their father’s dead, although how he manages she doesn’t know. There’ll be two headstones in St Andrew’s churchyard, both parents buried next to each other, lichen already spotting the newer stone, weeds sprouting from damp grass.

Hedy imagined the first thing she’d see would be Buckingham Palace with the guards out front in bearskin hats, and then maybe red double-decker buses like the ones in films. She expected the sidewalks would be a moving canopy of umbrellas under a deluge of rain. She knows about English rain. Dad told her how he’d spent the war knee-deep in mud, clothes stinking of mildew. He couldn’t get warm in his tin hut, not even in his fur-lined flying jacket with electrically heated long johns underneath. He couldn’t get warm until he met Mom and love lit a fire inside him.

Hedy feels cheated by those stories. It’s dry here. Not a drop of water, the ground gritty with dirt. They’d landed at a poky airfield that could have been anywhere. There’d been no palace with the new queen on a balcony waving to the crowds. No union flags and bunting like she’d seen on the television programme about the coronation, when Elizabeth II rode in a golden coach. It had been raining then. Black umbrellas everywhere, glistening.

They stand at a bus stop on a country lane. The proportions of road, field, hedge, even sky, are smaller; the colours of nature faded, as if the place is worn out from being so old. Her family blink in the early-morning light; they have sour breath and sleep-crumpled hair, including Mom, whose usual lacquered curls have dropped into fuzzy clumps. Hedy kicks one of the bags at her feet. There should be something to mark the occasion. They’re in England. But it feels as if they’re lost.

They’ve hardly got on board before the bus lurches forwards with a grinding of gears, and Dad, stowing bags, swears loudly as he clings onto the back of a seat to stop himself falling. People turn and look. Hedy hears, ‘Yanks.’ And another voice says, ‘Overpaid and overfed,’ and there’s a burst of laughter.

‘They were happy to see us a few years ago,’ Dad says, his voice rising. ‘Place would be run by jackboots if it wasn’t for us.’

Two men in the seat in front of Hedy keep screwing their heads round to gaze at Chris. Hedy wants to punch them, but Mom gives her restraining looks. Everyone on the bus is rude, and they smell like they haven’t washed for weeks; there’s a reek of raw onion and dirty feet. Worse than that is their ingratitude: Dad saved them from the Germans, and now he’s going to protect them from the Russians. Hedy gives them all hard stares, wanting to ask these English passengers if they think getting the A-bomb dropped on them will be any fun, but Mom gives her another warning look as she leans across the aisle to wipe Chris’s cheeks with a hanky she’s just licked. Chris sits motionless and uncomplaining, letting her scrub at him with her spit. Sometimes his good nature makes him so meek that Hedy wants to stick a pin in him. She keeps her eyes on the other passengers. The women have red faces and bare, mottled legs; none of them wear nylons. Black socks droop around their ankles. The men’s faces are bearded and dirty-looking, just like the pictures on her bubblegum cards from The Children’s Crusade against Communism. One woman holds a box on her lap. A rustling comes through the cardboard sides, claws scratching to get out.

Hedy stares as the woman gets off, carting the box with her along the grassy verge, her coat flapping at bare legs.

‘What’s she got in there?’ Hedy leans close to the grubby window so that she can follow the woman’s progress. ‘A puppy maybe? Mom?’ Hedy jogs her mother’s elbow. ‘What’s in the box?’

‘The box? I don’t know,’ Mom says, blinking at Hedy. ‘Rabbits?’

‘Rabbits?’

‘Yes. To eat, I expect.’

‘To eat!’

‘Food is still in short supply there, Hedy. Even now, meat’s hard to come by. It’s not like America.’

Back in Iowa, the girl next door kept two Dwarf rabbits in a cage in the yard, and Hedy had been allowed to hold one. She’d thought it would be solid and round in her arms like a hairy baby. But under its cloud of fur, the creature was a complication of narrow angles. She could feel the breakable hoop of its ribs and the curve of its spine. A stuttering tick, tick, tick of fear had come beating straight from its heart into her palms, until she couldn’t bear it, the responsibility, and she’d put the animal back onto the newspaper in the hutch, wiping her sweating hands on her jeans. Hedy won’t eat rabbit. She would rather starve.

A stocky man in military uniform is waiting at the bus stand in town. He and Dad pummel each other’s shoulders with fists, smiling as if they’ve won a prize.

‘You remember Hank, don’t you honey?’

Mom nods, ‘It’s good to see you, Hank. It’s been a long time.’

‘He’s Major Pulaski now.’

‘Come on. That’s not important between friends. Not while we’re off base.’ Hank takes Mom’s hand, keeps it prisoner in both of his. ‘Ruby, you haven’t changed a bit. Just as lovely.’

Hedy and Chris exchange eye rolls. It’s odd to hear another man give Mom compliments. They glance at Dad, but he’s all smiles. Hank ruffles the children’s hair and offers them sticks of Juicy Fruit. They unwrap dusty strips from silver foil, placing them on their tongues. He opens the back door of a Cadillac for them, and Dad helps Chris in before Hedy and Mom slide in after him. Then Dad gets in the front passenger seat.

‘Good of you to come,’ Dad’s saying. ‘We appreciate it. And I certainly appreciate this opportunity.’ As the car rolls along, Hank and Dad don’t stop nattering. Hank keeps glancing in the rear-view mirror, winking at Hedy. She wonders if he has a twitch, some disorder left over from the war, like Dad’s knee where the bullet went in.

Hedy looks out of her window. They’re travelling through a town, driving past brick terraces, overtaking a man leading a horse and cart piled up with rags. She chews until the gum has lost the taste of home, and her jaw aches. She spits it out, wrapping the ball in the saved foil, and puts it in her pocket. The roads here are different, houses rise straight up from the sidewalks. Weeds grow everywhere, sprouting from piles of rubble, spilling out of broken walls, pushing up behind tumbledown fences. Small boys grub about in the gutters, their shaven heads pale; they shout as the car rolls past, but Hedy can’t hear the words. Then the town is behind them, and they’re driving along narrow roads through fields of earth, between untidy hedges.

Ruby looks at the back of Hank’s head. He’d been a skinny creature with plenty of hair when she’d seen him last, lost inside his flying jacket; small enough to curl into the ball turret under the belly of the B-17, although that job was taken by a gunner. Hank had sat beside Todd in the cockpit. Ten young men crammed into a flying metal bucket: somehow they’d all survived their missions flying thousands of feet above the angry earth, winging past death time and time again, grazing its cheek with their own as if they were gods spinning across clouds inside a chariot of fire, lucky charms held between clenched teeth. It’s a shock to see Hank again, an ordinary man at the wheel of a car.

As co-pilot, he had been Todd’s chief assistant and understudy. The two men had hardly spent a moment apart: eating meals together in the mess, sleeping in the same freezing barracks, then cramming themselves into the tiny cockpit at the controls of the Fortress, fighting for their lives. Todd always said his crew were like brothers, but Hank was his closest buddy. She wonders if Todd minds having their positions reversed. He’s working for Hank now. But Todd isn’t the kind to be threatened by another’s success, and whatever lofty position the braid on Hank’s jacket stands for, he’s a pen pusher, creeping towards middle age with lines on his neck, his body thickened by the years. She doesn’t notice Todd ageing. It’s a trick of the mind, of love she supposes, to keep seeing the person as they were, not seeing the daily deteriorations. She looks down at her hands in her lap, examining oval nails in Love That Pink. Not a whisper pink, a whistle pink. The clump and pucker of scar tissue across the palm of the left hand won’t ever go away, even though at night she smothers herself up to the wrists in hand cream from Paris.

Suddenly her face is hot, her breath trapped in her lungs. She unbuttons the neck of her blouse and presses her cheek against the cool of the window. Hedy and Christopher have fallen asleep. He lolls against his sister. Ruby moves his head across to rest against her own breast, tucks the precious, damp weight of him under the hollow of her shoulder. Hedy startles, as if the loss of her twin has triggered an alarm, sleepy eyelids fluttering open.

‘Look.’ Ruby leans over, points at two huge black birds landing heavily on a branch, ragged wings closing. ‘Crows,’ she murmurs. ‘Once one attacked my father, stabbed the back of his head. Drew blood.’

Or perhaps she doesn’t speak it aloud, only thinks it.

They’re driving between tall, narrow trunks. Pine trees. Light and shadow flash on and off, flickering across their faces like a home movie. Hedy gnaws her nails. The black birds on the branch look right at her with their oily gaze, singling her out. She cranes in her seat, staring at the receding road.

Dad keeps talking to Hank. Names of planes and squadrons and buddies drift over the front seat. ‘Remember the first time they dropped us? Never even heard of Norfolk.’

‘Mudville Heights.’

‘Freezing our balls off under corrugated iron.’

‘Accommodation’s a tad better. But don’t go getting your hopes up. Military likes to stint on luxury. Even for brass hats.’

Dad laughs. The two men light more cigarettes, and roll down the front windows, so that smoke comes rushing in with the sharp sting of pine, making Hedy’s eyes water.

‘Is there local support for the base?’ Dad asks. ‘Some passengers on the bus made a cheap crack when they heard my accent.’

‘Oh, there’s some jealousy. It’s understandable. Poor sods are effectively still on rations.’ He laughs. ‘The Brits round here are kinda like hillbillies; they haven’t joined the modern world yet. But we’re completely separate from the surrounding community – and best to keep it that way. The base is full of all the home comforts you could want.’

Mom leans forwards and touches Hank’s shoulder. ‘So you’re saying that we shouldn’t go out of the base?’

Hank glances at her in the rear-view mirror. ‘There’s nothing to see, anyway – only forest and a few cottages – I’d keep inside the perimeter fence to be on the safe side. If you want adventure, there’s bigger towns nearby. But take your car. You’re having the Buick shipped, right?’ he asks Dad.

‘Did you hear what Hank said?’ Mom hisses to Hedy and Chris. ‘Don’t leave the base without me or Dad.’

Hedy makes a noise in her throat. Chris is blinking at the flashing trees, transfixed, his thumb in his mouth. Hedy grabs his wrist. Thumb-sucking twelve-year-olds are something to be scolded or mocked, depending which parent gets to him first.
Chris glances at the slippery curve of his thumb in surprise, as if he hadn’t realised what he’d been doing.

‘Here we are,’ Dad says over his shoulder; he sounds excited.

The pines have given way to rolls of razor wire. A tall perimeter fence. A sign that reads Blackheath US Airbase. A sentry with a gun at his hip salutes as the car rolls through the gates.


TWO

Hank parks outside a bungalow. There’s a narrow path to the front door, and a strip of lawn bordered with the flimsy beginnings of laurel hedge. Identical bungalows line either side of the street. On this side, the back gardens butt up against a tall perimeter fence, chain-link mesh pegged into the ground with thick, concrete uprights, a roll of razor wire at the top. Just the other side of the fence is the pine forest, an impenetrable wall of thickening darkness that surrounds the base on three sides. Squinting up at her new house, Ruby sees the tops of pines sticking up above the roof like a row of Christmas trees waiting to be decorated. Hank clears his throat, jangles a set of house keys. ‘This is it, folks.’

They cram into the tiny hall after him, squashed together between doorways. Ruby stares around her at the yellowing wallpaper. She has a strong desire to get back on the plane to Sioux City.

‘What do you think?’ Todd asks.

‘It’s great, honey,’ she says.

It’ll look different with their own furniture, she tells herself. She’ll sew ruffles onto curtains, put rugs on the floor, arrange cushions on the sofa. She’s made every temporary accommodation they’ve ever stayed in look homely. Todd wraps his arms around her, giving her a squeeze that jams the air in her lungs. ‘New home, new start,’ he says, kissing her hair. He lets go, catching up with Hank, pulling open a door and disappearing inside.

Hedy wrinkles her nose. ‘What’s that smell?’

Ruby spots a brownish stain trickling down a skirting board. She glances around, as if the offending tom cat might be crouched in a corner, and sniffs again, wondering if there’s damp as well. The place is no better than a prefab thrown up in a hurry, but there’ll be the usual army rules: no pictures hung on the walls; no shelves; no painting the walls a prettier colour. Peering into another room, she’s relieved to find that the removal firm has already been. Boxes dumped in a pile. Todd is there and he gives her a triumphant grin, gesturing towards the boxes as if he’s conjured them himself.

Hank is calling. ‘Come see the kitchen.’

‘Where are the stairs?’ Hedy is asking. ‘I thought in England we’d have stairs.’

Christopher has opened a bedroom door. ‘Can this room be mine? Do we get one each?’ He has bruises under his eyes.

‘Yes, sweetheart,’ Ruby says. ‘You can have that one.’

She wants to pull him into her arms and kiss his pain away, but the metal brace doesn’t make proper hugging possible, and she knows it would embarrass him in front of the men. She stops beside Hank at the threshold of a tiny kitchen. There’s a green cabinet with frosted panels and a wooden draining board. A line of mould darkens the edges of a small white sink and
the window above. Below the sink there’s a storage space half hidden with drooping curtains.

Hank shrugs apologetically. ‘Told you not to expect luxury.’

‘Where do we plug our refrigerator in?’ she asks, looking at Todd, who opens his palms as if to say, don’t ask me, and gives her a hurt, what-do-I-know-of-domestic-details frown.

‘You have a meat safe, and an ice box,’ Hank explains. ‘The ice man comes around once a week.’

‘I don’t want an ice box,’ Ruby frowns.

‘Can’t use American equipment here. Sorry. The Brits have the wrong plugs. Didn’t anyone tell you?’

Ruby shakes her head. ‘There must be something we can do to make ours work.’ She stares at the place where the socket should be. ‘It has thermostatic temperature control, snap-release ice cubes, adjustable shelves … ’

She’s talking to herself. Hank and Todd have disappeared, taking the children with them.

‘Coming, hon?’ Todd calls from the hall.

Ruby doesn’t move. Sparks burst under her eyelids, her blood swimming wildly away from her brain. Dizziness overwhelms her. It’s got worse since she upped her dose of pills after Todd told her about the new posting. She stands still and focuses on her breath. In and out. Food helps. A mouthful of biscuit. An apple. But there’s nothing in the house to eat yet. The cupboards are bare. She’ll have to do a shop at the commissary, rustle up some supper on the small cooker.

Those early months in America she’d been in a state of stunned disbelief. She couldn’t eat enough, fast enough. Hunched over, cramming in anything her fork could reach. But then she’d begun to take the blessings of her new homeland for granted: its casual abundance of sugar and butter, cars big as boats, clothes made from generous swags of fabric, the smiling faces of her neighbours looking up over their barbecues, flipping over one slice of cow after another.

‘How bout I’ll show you the movie theatre first? Or we could go visit the commissary?’ Hank is asking. ‘You kids think you deserve a treat? We have all the candy you can name. Who wants a Kool-Aid?’

‘The movie theatre!’ Christopher shouts. He loves films, especially anything with aliens in it. He watched The Forbidden Planet twice before they left the States. But of course, Hedy has to contradict him, demanding a Kool-Aid. A strawberry one. The buzz of Todd’s voice, jokey-stern, rises above the children’s squabbling.

Ruby wants the noise to stop. There’s a bruise throbbing just under her skull. The door slams, and she lets out a hiss. The sound of laughter disappears. She fumbles with the window catch, shoving the glass open. She watches them moving away along the deserted street. Todd’s giving Hedy a piggyback, but Christopher’s trailing behind, limping. She shouldn’t have let him go. She should have made him rest. But where? Nothing’s ready. There are boxes to unpack. So much to do. She watches the little group turn the corner, and it’s as if they’ve been erased; she feels abandoned.

A gust of wind plucks at the branches of a silver birch over the road. She imagines the breeze will be flavoured with lavender fields and the brine of Norfolk mud flats. Ruby can sense her brother at the farm, see him turning towards her. He’s like a dog latching onto the spoor of rabbit. He stops in the yard, and his eyes narrow under the seagull-curling sky, nose raised to sniff her out, feeling her arrival, her sudden and puzzling proximity after all these years.

‘Well, well,’ he says. ‘Look what the cat dragged in. All glammed up. Think you’re too good for us now?’

The howl of a jet makes her flinch. The windows in the bungalow rattle: a hurricane blowing through. The vision of her brother disappears. She ducks her head, expecting the belly of the plane to smash through the chimney. As the whoosh of the slipstream disappears, her ears are ringing. She rubs them with the flats of her palms, aware of another sound. A knocking at the front door.

A woman stands on the doorstep. Ruby notices the casserole dish held between the woman’s manicured hands. Her gaze moves to take in pearl buttons on the woman’s yellow cashmere jumper, a matching cardigan slung about the shoulders like a Vogue model, hair bottle-bright in chestnut red.

Ruby touches her own hair, smoothing it across her cheek, pressing it down. She remembers that she hasn’t looked in a mirror since they landed. And that was another lifetime ago.

‘Betty.’ The woman’s fuchsia lips stretch into a smile. ‘Betty Lansens from number five, Lincoln Avenue. Did anyone tell you yet that all the streets on the base are named for American presidents? I’m the welcoming committee. Thought you could do with something hot to eat. I’m guessing you haven’t had a chance to get provisions yet.’

Ruby takes the proffered dish.

‘Scalloped chicken supreme.’

‘Thanks.’ Ruby wishes the woman would go away; she can’t invite her into an empty house, and she’s been caught with her hair straggly, wearing slept-in clothes. Her breath probably smells. ‘I would invite you in, but … ’

Betty flaps her hands. ‘Goodness, no! I know you’ve got a whole lot to sort out and you must be dead beat after that trip.’ She narrows her eyes. ‘Did I hear an English accent?’

‘Oh.’ Ruby nods. ‘I thought maybe I’d lost it – I’ve been living in the States since my kids were born.’

‘Well – you know what they say, you can take the girl out of the country … ’ Betty smiles. ‘Now, you be sure to come and knock on my door when you’re good and ready. Did I say I was at number five? I’ll show you around, introduce you to the gang. The only address that matters, after the commissary, is the Wives’ Club. Bridge afternoons, a reading circle, coffee klatsches, sewing group, blood drives; we have something for everyone!’ To Ruby’s relief Betty turns as if she’s about to go, but then she swings around. ‘How many kids?’

‘Two.’ Ruby says. ‘Twins. Boy and girl.’

‘Cute. Age?’

‘Twelve.’

‘Same as my boy, Scott. I’ll send him around tomorrow to say hi. They’ll be in the same class. Don’t worry, Uncle Sam will take care of you. We have everything you need right here. You don’t have to set foot outside the base. Not unless … ’ she raises her eyebrows. ‘Of course, silly me, I guess you have people to visit? I mean, being English and everything.’

No, Ruby wants to assure her. I’m going to stay right here, inside the perimeter fence, inside this bungalow, inside the arms of my husband if I can. But the words don’t come. Another jet screams overhead. Staring up, Ruby thinks she sees the pilot’s face in the cockpit. He’s so close she can make out the oxygen mask over his mouth. Her body stiffens, hands covering her ears.

Betty smiles. ‘You get used to it. Took me a few weeks. Now I hardly register them – hard to believe, I know!’ She shades her eyes to stare after the shiny speck high in the sky. ‘Six hundred miles per hour,’ she murmurs. ‘Makes you proud, right? Guess those Reds better watch out.’

Ruby shuts the door. She knows it’s a cowardly thought, one she’d never admit to Todd, but the only good thing about coming to England is that if the commies drop the atomic bomb, they’ll be dropping it on America, not here. Her children will be safe. The thought of that bright explosion and the devastation it brings makes her chest hurt. She watched the footage on TV after Hiroshima. It had been filmed from the bomber’s window, looking down on the city. Even in black and white, she could see the fury of the blast; the commentator said it was heat travelling at the speed of light. The big fluffy coil of smoke rising into the sky looked like giant candyfloss. It must have been an inferno on the ground. The commentator didn’t talk about that, just the vaporised buildings, as if a whole city and its people had been magicked into thin air.

She supposes the main threat here will be from espionage. The base, with its top-secret Cold War work, will be a target for undercover Reds. She noticed a sign with eagle eyes on it as they drove through the base: Report any suspicious persons to the Military Police. She thinks of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, executed for transmitting atomic bomb secrets to the Soviet Union. For all she knows there could be spies planning to get to Todd right now. Well, good luck to them, she says under her breath. Her husband is the bravest, most patriotic man she knows. There’s no bribery or threat invented that could crack him.

Christopher waits for his mother to undress him. She peels his jumper over his head, scratchy wool catching on his eyelashes.
He keeps his arms in the air for her to tug off his T-shirt. His body is exhausted, every bone hurting. The worst bit was the plane, sitting in the same position for hours.

Mom kneels to pull down his Levis, easing them over the girdle and straps. He leans on her shoulders so that she can take off his socks, one at a time. Then she stands right behind him, close enough for him to hear the breath leaving her mouth and feel the slow bloom of its warmth on his skin. Normally she smells of perfume and hair lacquer, but today he inhales the sour, stale smell of unwashed skin and airplane. She undoes the thumb screw, opening the circle of metal around his neck, taking away the chin pad. There’s nothing to hold his head up anymore. His skull wobbles. Mom’s fingers have moved to his waist, working at the buckles. She makes a little grunt of effort as she hauls the corset in tighter to release them. Leather straps fall away, and the corset, brown and tight as a conker, peels apart.

There’s a feeling of lightness as the weight shifts from his hips, cold air reaching his hot, clammy skin. His bruised ribs expand to fill his lungs. He gasps with shock. Without the support of the corset, his spine feels as though it’s collapsing, as if the bones are flipping apart, tumbling down one after the other like a line of dominoes tripped by a casual thumb.

But his bones hold. He doesn’t collapse. He’s shivering. Mom has run him a hot bath. She sits on the closed lavatory seat as she used to at home in Sioux City. He would like to have some privacy, but she’s frightened he’ll slip, and he doesn’t want to scare her, or hurt her feelings by asking to be left alone. She keeps her head down, busy re-darning the tiny holes in his clothes that the brace makes. At least he’s allowed to wash himself. In the bath, his sore limbs come to life. He bends forwards, hunching and releasing his shoulders to reach the soap. He raises his leg, touches his bony feet, examines his unfamiliar toenails. He wallows, slipping from one hip to the other, as water slops onto the floor.

The brace waits in the corner of his new bedroom among the packing cases. They’re in England, and everything is different. But the cage is the same. It’s a prison with three bars, and there’s no avoiding his return to it. But for this brief hour, Christopher will stretch out the minutes, imagining he’s had a day of running and climbing. Under the distortion of water, nobody could even tell what’s wrong with him.

After his bath, Mom oils his back and tends to the welts left by the steel uprights, sores caused by the rub of leather under his chin, around his ribs and thighs. Christopher submits because he has no choice. He’s gotten used to separating his body from his mind; he can leave his flesh and bones behind to be poked and squeezed while his mind disappears inside a story. Ever since the prognosis in Iowa, ever since the first fitting, when they’d stripped him naked and hung his head from a halter, stretching him long with pulleys weighted with sand bags, when they’d wrapped him in muddy bandages and left him strung up to dry, ever since then, his body has stopped belonging to him. It belongs to doctors, to Mom, to the cage. To the eight long years before they promised to set him free.

‘You see, I told you it was going to be great, didn’t I?’ Todd breathes into Ruby’s neck as his fingers close around her left nipple, tweaking playfully, before sliding towards her belly. ‘You’ve made a friend already. And the kids will settle down so fast, it’ll be like we always lived here.’

‘Yes,’ Ruby says, because she wants it to be true, and she’s too exhausted to disagree. It feels as though she’s been awake for three days straight.

‘I’m going to be doing important work here, hon. This will make all the difference to my career. To our lives. This place is a mini United States – you can pretend we never left. Right? All those other wives to keep you company. We’re gonna be happy here, baby. I know it.’

He wraps her in a bear hug, his stubble tickling her ear. Ruby looks over his shoulder at the full moon, watching it float above the tops of the trees that line the back garden. They have no curtains yet. ‘Nobody to look in,’ Todd had said as he’d undressed in front of the black square of glass. Tomorrow she’ll unpack her sewing machine, get their old curtains out to alter.

They kiss, his mouth fuggy with beer and the remains of the chicken supreme he finished off standing in the kitchen in his boxer shorts. Desire tugs at the pit of her belly. Ruby holds her breath, wraps her arms around his neck, lifts her pelvis to meet his. It’s only in these moments, when he moves deeper into her centre, that she knows she’s alive, can feel the muscle of her heart throb. Her whole body humming with tiny sensations. Their chests stick and unstick with a sucking noise, the bedsprings twang, and with a grunt Todd begins to thrust eagerly, urgently, until with a shudder he shouts a strangled exultation and collapses across her, flattening her breasts, his hip bone hard on her bladder.

‘I love you, honey.’

‘Love you, too,’ she whispers.

‘Coming here, this could be the best thing that ever happened to us. You’ll see.’ He rolls away, fumbling on the cardboard packing case next to the bed for a smoke.

Ruby goes into the little bathroom and snaps on the bare bulb. She pees sitting on the lavatory, while she runs a couple of inches of lukewarm water in the bath. The boiler creaks and gurgles. She squats in the pale tub, her feet magnified, and checks that her diaphragm is still in place. She can’t risk getting pregnant again. She dries herself, puts her turquoise baby-doll nightie back on, adjusting the lace ruffles around her neck, patting at folds of nylon. Squinting into the mirror above the basin, she twists her hair into rollers and fastens a net around them. She unscrews the lid from her pill bottle and tips a tablet into her palm, throws her head back, swallowing with a practised dry gulp. She switches off the light, and standing in the dark, she performs the last part of her routine, slathering her hands in cold cream, a waxy layer that turns her skin ghostly.

Moonlight moves through their bedroom, shows up the packing cases and the bed in monochrome shapes. She climbs in beside the dark lump that is Todd. The mattress creaks as she rolls towards him and he clamps a heavy arm around her waist, shifts her close, spooning her, but already his breathing is slow and deep. She listens for his snore. He’s haunted by the war, by the horrors of battle after battle fought in the air, but she knows he misses the adrenaline, too. He was used to being a hero; bravery and sacrifice his second nature. For him, the peacetime world is a greyer place. She’s hoping this new job will give him back a sense of real purpose.

She closes her eyelids, but however much her eyes burn with tiredness, she can’t sleep. High above, a jet screams through the clouds. One of theirs on a night mission, she guesses. Inside her head, she unfolds a favourite memory, worn from use. It’s the memory she revisits most, the one that always gives her comfort.

It’s not hard to re-imagine herself there, waiting for him at the farmhouse kitchen window. She remembers exactly what she was wearing: her best floral dress and a navy cardigan, mended at one elbow. As Todd veered into view, cycling over the rutted track into the yard, the three farm collies gathered around him, barking.

‘Where did you get that bicycle?’ She laughed, shooing the dogs away. ‘You must have stolen it.’

‘Cost me two hundred and fifty dollars from the Red Cross.’ Todd grinned, nodding at the basket on her arm. ‘I’m hungry. Hop up.’ He patted the crossbar in front of him.

Somewhere behind her, through the slats of the barn, she could feel Ernest watching from the shadows, feel the weight of his disapproval and jealousy. But she refused to let him spoil her day. Ruby climbed on, sitting side saddle, thin metal under her bottom; Todd’s arms were around her and she leant back against his chest. Late summer, and the fields were dusty and yellow, blackberries out on the bushes, dark globs of sweetness among the thorns. They wobbled along the tracks towards Poacher’s Copse, Ruby balancing the picnic basket on her lap, bare legs swinging out of the way of the hissing wheels.

They kicked off their shoes and settled in the long grass at the top of the only hill for miles, a bottle of ginger beer to share, a hunk of dark bread and a bit of green ham, two raspberry tarts. Todd had a portable radio with him and he tuned into the American Armed Forces Radio music programme. Glenn Miller Band’s ‘Little Brown Jug’ came on after they’d finished eating, and Todd pulled her up to dance, Ruby turning under his arm, daisies and buttercups crushed underfoot. As the music changed to some romantic melody, they swayed close, holding each other. Ruby’s heart stilled, her breathing slowing as she closed her eyes. Overhead the Eighth Air Force was assembling, squadron after squadron, creating a steady rumbling drone. The sun was a red glow on the horizon.

He dropped a kiss in her hair, his mouth moving to her ear. ‘Marry me,’ he whispered. ‘Live with me in the States. Let’s have lots of kids and live happily ever after.’

‘Yes,’ Ruby murmurs now, aloud into the darkness. ‘Yes.’ An echo of the same answer she’d given then, her feet bare in the grass, her breath caught in her chest.

Such a small word. It unlocked the future for her, changed everything.

Her existence on the farm had been a horrible mistake. She never belonged with Father and Ernest. She never belonged to Norfolk and the mud and the hardship. She’d been born for better things.

Todd is breathing deeply beside her, and she finds his fingers under the covers and threads her own inside them. This is where she belongs – where she’s always belonged, even before she knew it. In his sleep, he squeezes her hand. A feeling of optimism comes: Chris’s spine will grow straight inside the brace. Todd will do his job to keep them safe. The bomb won’t drop. Ruby folds her arms across her chest, careful not to get grease on her nightdress. Through the window, she watches the line of pine trees behind the garden fence; spiky branches towering over the bungalow like a black fringe, an ever-hovering wave trembling on the brink of falling.


THREE

‘Doorbell!’ Mommy sings out from the kitchen. ‘Can one of you get it?’

She’s been cleaning for hours on her knees in front of the oven, vinegar and newspaper balled in her fist. Damp washing hangs from a rack over the sink, drips plopping into the basin; the room heavy with the scent of soapy wool. Hedy has locked herself in the bathroom. Occasional muffled splashing noises and the murmur of the radio drift under the door. Dad went off to work early.

So there is only one person available to answer the door.

‘The bell!’ Mommy yells again.

Christopher goes into the hall and unlocks the latch.

Every day he trawls the dictionary for words. It’s not like collecting stamps or butterflies. Words are alive, full of power and promise. He memorises them till they slide off his buttery tongue, stitches them into his stories and poems, loving how the syllables clack together like a runaway train, whispery consonants that come from ancient languages, single words that sound like magic spells.

But looking at the boy on the step, Christopher can’t remember anything. Not even hello. It’s not just the way the boy’s nut-brown hair curls onto his forehead, the elongated shape of his mouth, the small chip in his front tooth. It’s his ease, as if he’s shrugged his skin on and wears it like an old coat. He knows himself. He is utterly familiar with himself. How do you do
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