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 Chapter 1

Phil sprinted along the bank of the Thames, unbraiding her hair as she ran, so late she didn’t dare ask a passing stranger the time. Even that small delay might be disastrous. This was opening night.

She’d been doing clever bits of magic for a wounded soldier at the hospital as part of the Women’s Voluntary Service when she caught sight of his watch: six o’clock. With a hasty apology and a promise to return the next day to finish the trick, she dashed off to the Hall of Delusion. She didn’t know the soldier’s watch had stopped the moment the bombs first fell on his troop of the British Expeditionary Force in France, and that he kept it only as a memento.

Fee, dear Fee, was waiting for her when she slipped around the back of the theater. As always when they’d been apart any length of time, they embraced in their own peculiar way, forehead to forehead, leaning against each other, their long hair mingling in an alchemical blending. When they stood together like this—and they tended to linger, supporting and drawing support—they looked like a single creature. A magnificent portmanteau beast, said one of the old thespians who treated the Hall as his personal salon—a griffin, a chimera.

“I’m so sorry,” Phil whispered to her sister. “Do we have time to dress?”

“We have all the time in the world!” Fee said merrily, and revealed that it was only a little before five. “Time enough to draw a crowd.”

Phil groaned with the familial melodrama and separated herself from her sister. As always, they made a mutual soft murmur of regret that they must become their own unique selves again. With all that was going on in the world, they needed each other’s sisterly solace more than ever, but were so busy that they rarely had time simply to be together, as they had almost every moment in their earlier childhood.

Maybe there’ll be time tonight, when the show is over and everything is still, Phil thought as she ran inside to change. There was so much for them to talk over.

When Phil came out, disguised, the sisters tossed a coin with Hector and Stan for who would be the busker and who would be the shill.

“I hate being the shill,” Phil said. “Anyway, by rights we shouldn’t have to do a thing but get in our costumes and gather our powers. It is our night, after all.”

“If we don’t have an audience, it won’t be much of a show,” Fee said, coaxing Phil down the steps and casting an angelic smile at the two orphan boys her family had informally adopted. “Besides,” she added, “they’re much better at close-up magic than we are.” They parted, going around opposite sides of the Hall of Delusion, the theater that had been in their family since the seventeenth century.

Phil might have preferred to sip tea (though not too much before going onstage, she’d learned the hard way) or, better yet, work out her nerves boxing with her brother, but she would never dream of shirking her duty—any duty. Her life, her calling, was the stage, but she had any number of lesser passions too, and she approached each of them with a single-minded dedication. Everything she did was, to her, the most important thing in the world, and she took herself, and her causes, very seriously.

She adjusted the severe lines of her dowdy wool suit. Fancy, dressing like a spinster secretary at my age, she thought. In addition to her inherited histrionics, she shared her family’s obsession with clothes and generally managed to wear something that sparkled, even in wartime. Phil was seventeen but was disguised that day as a forty-year-old, complete with faint painted crow’s-feet around her eyes. She came from a long line of performers and was ready to play anything from infant to sexpot to granny if it made the audience roar.

Now she looked respectable, practical, as ordinary as it was possible for her to look. A close observer might have noticed the lush curves that strained against the spare, rationed goods of her skirt, or the extravagance of flame-colored hair she’d tucked up under an efficient turban—she was most palpably made for the stage—but her family’s business relied on the public’s inability to closely observe anything, and Phil was, to the casual eye, just another pedestrian, one who would never believe in magic.

Which made it all the more impressive when this stodgy gray-clad secretary loudly exclaimed, “Merciful heavens, that fellow is flying!”

She let her mouth gape and her eyes bulge—an unattractive expression, but one she’d practiced at great length in front of a mirror. She looked like a codfish, but it got people to stop and share her amazement.

The instant she’d cried out, a young man in sprightly plus-fours who was apparently levitating a few inches in the air fell heavily to the ground with an apologetic grunt, as if to beg the public’s pardon for doing something as frivolous as floating when there was a war going on. No fewer than five people stopped and stared.

“It can’t be,” the disguised Phil said, shaking her head. “I must be seeing things.”

“What you are seeing, madam, is magic, pure and simple.”

“I don’t believe it,” she said, for there’s nothing more compelling than seeing a skeptic converted.

Another three people joined the gathering.

“Do it again,” Phil begged, then settled back to watch Hector work his magic.

“Take care, please,” he told a woman bending curiously to examine his shoes for wires or hydraulic lifts. He gave a self-deprecating little laugh. “I am only an apprentice, and sometimes I fall from the sky.”

A clever new touch, Phil thought, suggesting he could soar to the heavens if he trained a bit more. If you lead someone to consider the impossible, they’re that much more likely to accept the merely improbable.

“And you, sir, with your fine watch, please step back a bit. The antigravitational forces are such as to occasionally disrupt timepieces.”

Phil nodded in approval. He had them positioned exactly right, clustered and facing traffic so the passing motors and pedestrians too single-minded to stop would create a blurring backdrop to the trick and add to the distraction. He turned so they looked at his heels from an angle, placed his feet just so, raised his hands with a flourish that brought all eyes but Phil’s briefly away from his feet, then, trembling with the mighty effort needed to control the forces of the universe, raised his entire body three inches off the ground.

Except, of course, for the toes of his right foot, which the astonished crowd couldn’t see.

Gravity pounced upon him again, and he landed with a stagger, out of breath and grinning. “Come back in a year and see how high I can go. Or you can see what a master magician can do this very afternoon.” He gestured to a brightly lit marquee that would be extinguished when blackout began at dusk.

“Experience the powers of the House of Albion, possessed of the secrets of the ages. This family of magicians has been at the royal command for four hundred years.” This was not strictly true. Legend had it that an Albion once cast Charles I’s horoscope, predicting a short life and a sore throat, and occasionally a prince and his entourage filled a box at the Hall, but they had no royal charter. “For mere pennies”—well, quite a few of them—“you too can see the wonders once reserved for kings and emperors. See the visible vanish and unseen spirits forced into flesh. See a man have his head sawed off, a woman drown and be reborn.” His voice had lapsed into a hawker’s dramatic wheedle, and he instantly lost half the crowd. They liked the show, but they didn’t want to be sold something.

That was careless of him, sounding like a carny at a fair. He knew his business better than that. Come to think of it, he was off his game in his levitation, too. He’d done the lazy version, not the more difficult—and much more impressive—variation that required clandestinely removing his shoe and picking it up between his heels while standing on his hidden bare foot. You could deceive a much larger crowd that way, and get better altitude.

She watched him awhile as he set up a little table and began card tricks. Again, he stuck to the most basic palmings and switches—and was so clumsy that Phil heard a little boy say, “Mummy, I see the queen in his pocket!”

Hector wasn’t an Albion, but he’d been training with the family for five years, since arriving as a scruffy twelve-year-old with a black-haired gypsy-looking boy in tow. He knew the business almost as well as those who had it in their blood, so it surprised Phil that he would put on such a ham-handed show.

Not that they needed to boost the audience that night. It was Phil and Fee’s debut, and their parents had called in every favor to fill the seats on their daughters’ most important night. It was a graduation of sorts—the first time they’d be performing an elaborate illusion entirely of their own device—and their parents were as nervous and proud as mother eagles watching their chicks’ maiden flight.

And now, Phil thought, I have something to distract me on the most important day of my life. There was only one reason Hector would be dropping cards and losing his ace: he was planning to propose.

It was a logical match, and Phil was an eminently logical girl.

He’d been devoted to her since the day after showing up at the Albion doorstep, when she’d pulled a piece of chocolate from his ear and deigned to share it with him. At first she refused to teach him any magic tricks—they were family secrets, after all—but he managed to spy on them while earning his keep sweeping the aisles and scrubbing the loo, and one day he surprised them all with a quite passable transformation of a beetle into a flower. From that day on, he was allowed to sit in on magic lessons, and he attached himself particularly to Phil. He continued to spy on her, to ferret out the few spectacular illusions the family refused to teach him, but a year ago he let himself be caught, accepted Phil’s furious lecture, told her how lovely she was, and kissed her.

Hector’s courtship had progressed with increasing confidence, and Phil tolerated it with a good humor. At first, indeed, it was something of a joke, and when she curled up in bed with Fee every night, they’d giggle over his imbecilic love poetry and misguided attempts at gallantry. But—and maybe it was simply force of habit—she eventually stopped laughing and tentatively accepted his advances. They never progressed beyond kisses and a bit of pawing. Neither had time for much more than that, what with the theater and their studies under a tutor (who gave his services in exchange for the use of the venue every Tuesday to put on his avant-garde plays.)

As soon as he’d planted that first kiss, he began talking about their future together in such an assured manner that she didn’t quite have the heart to correct him. He was a dear friend—and she couldn’t kill a dear friend’s dreams. But when his dreams seemed to include her as his wife, she became uneasy.

Well, it’s only sensible, she told herself. I’m a magician, I mean to remain a magician, and I can’t see myself married to a greengrocer or publican. Magicians marry magicians, or at least entertainers. Phil’s own heartrendingly beautiful mum had been an opera singer when she married Dad, but one stage is very like another, and she knew how to wear false eyelashes and take direction. Phil knew she would marry a magician and bear magician children, as her ancestors had for hundreds of years, and it was all very proper, very suitable, that she should marry Hector.

Then why does it put me off my game to even think of him proposing? she wondered.

Because I don’t love him. I’m very fond of him. I always have a good time when I’m around him. We work well together. It would be an ideal marriage, without passion, perhaps, but who needs that? Leave that for Fee, who falls in love every ten days like very romantic clockwork.

So she told herself, but though she could generally convince anyone of anything when she set her mind to it (though it’s true they sometimes gave in from sheer weariness), Phil still had her doubts.

Hector was having difficulty holding the crowd’s interest, and he flashed her a subtle signal to help. But she was annoyed at his presumption to think of doing something so silly as proposing on her big night, so she abandoned him and drifted over to the cluster of people gathered around little Stan.

After all, Phil was a master of escape.

As if the buildings around the Hall of Delusion had been a pagan temple constructed to mark the passing of the seasons, there were a very few evenings of the year when the declining sun squeezed its molten light directly into the narrow crevice between the walls, casting the street in a buttery glow. The light seemed to seek out two objects: a haze of a girl in the softest red and gold, and a small dancing crystalline orb. The boy who manipulated the orb was himself in shadow. He carried the shadow with him, in his dark skin and hair, in his very being, as if he both cast his own darkness and hid in it. His opacity served as a foil for the brilliant glass ball he danced over and under his fingers, defying gravity as surely as Hector but without, as far as Phil could ever see, using any tricks. It was pure dexterity, the dint of countless hours of practice, and was in itself a kind of magic of concentration. The sun made opalescent fire flash in the clear glass as it floated over his knuckles, slipped between his fingers, and leaped up in the air, only to roll down his suddenly arched back and caper once more on his waiting fingertips.

Stanislaus Bambula spied Phil and flashed a smile, a candle in the darkness. He was solemn and solitary by nature, and Phil sometimes believed there was so much on his young mind, he simply could not think with other people around him too often. Nonetheless she knew he was blissfully happy curled up in the welcoming bosom of the Albion family, fed, sheltered, and taught the arcane arts without many questions asked. They knew he was an orphan but never quizzed him about his past. His future was clear. At ten, his was the most natural talent the family had ever seen, and he was destined to be a great magician.

Near him, absently oohing when the ball miraculously ducked under Stan’s hand and righted itself, was the dreamy Fee. While Phil had received her mother’s extravagantly red hair unadulterated, Fee’s hair combined Mum’s improbable scarlet with Dad’s bright gold (“A preposterous complexion for a magician,” Mum always said. “Ought to be raven-haired with black flashing eyes.”), creating a strawberry mist of waves that seemed on the verge of evaporating. All of Fee seemed caught in the middle of a spell, on the verge of transfiguring to another state, as deliquescent as the moment before the dew falls. Her skin was very pale, her blue-gray eyes elsewhere. Her favorite expression was wistful, her favorite activity was love, her favorite utterance a sigh.

She was, as might be imagined, a master of vanishing.

Phil walked deliberately past her sister without acknowledging her, a sign that Fee was to follow her. A moment later Fee joined her in their dressing room.

“Hector’s going to ask me to marry him tonight. After the show, I think.” Please, please not before it.

“You’ve perfected mind reading?”

Phil chuckled. That was a lark. It was their constant joke that magic was real. How nice that would be, they often said, if all you had to do was mutter a few archaic words instead of practicing a thousand hours in an icy tub learning how to hold your breath for three minutes while wiggling out of handcuffs and a straitjacket.

“No, but he’s clearly nervous about something, and what else could it be? What should I say?”

“If you have to wonder what you’ll say, the answer must be no.” Fee believed in True Love. Phil believed in a Good Match.

“I think I’ll tell him I have to think about it. For two years at least.”

Fee sighed.

“Or maybe when the war’s over. It can’t last much longer.”

Fee covered her elfin ears. “Don’t talk to me about the war, please.” She had never quite grown out of the childhood belief that if she did not acknowledge something, it did not exist. Fee, who could hardly bear to see a worm writhe its last on the pavement, grew faint if she thought about the good, beautiful, kind young people who were killing one another in horrible ways. Because they all would have been good, she said, if people had just left them alone and never told them to fight. What about Hitler? Phil would ask. Well, perhaps he wasn’t raised quite right, Fee would equivocate. There must be good in everyone, somewhere, I know it.

“Maybe I can just avoid him. He’ll be busy with the lights throughout the show, and if he fouls up The Disappearing World, I’ll murder him. There’s no second show today, so afterward it will be hours of congratulation, if it goes well, or commiseration, if it fails, but in any case lots of people and food and drink, and he can’t exactly propose in front of everyone, can he?”

“Wouldn’t that be romantic?” Fee said. “A declaration of his love before all the world?”

“No,” Phil said adamantly, “it would not.” Because the only thing worse than breaking Hector’s heart in private would be breaking it in public.

No, she amended. The worst thing would be to accept him out of embarrassment and obligation and kindness. For she liked Hector so very much, she did not quite know how to tell him that she didn’t love him.

Their part didn’t come until the end, the finale that would have to be particularly grand to overshadow the masterful illusions of their parents and older brother Geoff. Fee appeared onstage early in the act, to be cut in half vertically with an unbearable sound of sawing through her skull, then scurried back to their dressing room to pour herself into her sequined oil-slick costume.

They watched from the wings as Geoff hammered a spectator’s Patek Philippe watch to bits, then resurrected it, polished, better than new. Dad levitated a woman from the audience, while Mum sashayed and gesticulated and flourished. She was really quite a good magician herself after twenty years as an Albion, but she preferred the less demanding role of stage beauty. She was still striking even in natural light, but just old enough that she enjoyed the heavy makeup and feathers and stage lights that worked a glamour to defy her years.

Then the lights went out, and Dad’s voice, forced down an octave, said in a cavernous boom, “Now, for the first time ever, experience the wonder of the cosmos, the primal forces of the universe, as two of the most powerful magicians in England make not just a person, not just a building, but everything disappear.”

The lights flashed on blindingly, then dimmed so the two girls in their shining obsidian sheaths were disembodied heads and hands. The audience thought that was a pretty good trick in itself and was always willing to cheer attractive girls. But these girls did not shimmy or undulate or even smile (which had been the hardest thing for Fee in rehearsal). They stared over the audience with kohl-shadowed eyes and spoke in perfect unison in voices of doom, an oracular chorus.

“Imagine...everything you know, everything you love, vanishing in the space of an instant.”

They paused, letting the fear begin to build. And it did, even in those people who went to the Hall of Delusion only to scoff and try to spy the mirrors and false bottoms.

Cold air began to flow gently through floor vents, making legs shiver.

The lights grew imperceptibly darker.

“Imagine, the person next to you suddenly gone, the husband, the stranger. Imagine the walls of this theater flying apart into their separate molecules. Imagine this planet as it was at the dawn of time, every atom alone and apart in the void of space.”

Phil and Fee had argued about this for a while, wondering if science would throw the audience off, but Geoff told them it wasn’t proper science anyway and would work, so long as everyone knew that an atom is pretty small and not a thing you’d like your loved ones to be reduced to.

A low percussive heartbeat began to thrum, just within the range of hearing.

“If you were gone too, it wouldn’t matter. You wouldn’t know the world had ended. But today you will be alone, utterly alone, the only living thing left in the vast emptiness of space. Ladies and gentlemen, experience...The Disappearing World!”

It almost would have worked without any special effects. The buildup, the public’s perpetual fear of invasion and destruction, combined with a sudden darkness, would have made half the audience scream.

But Phil and Fee had devised a way to do it in full—more than full—light. A blaze erupted from the darkness. Strobes and mirrors at just the right intervals and levels blinded and dazzled and confused so that, for the space of five seconds, though the room was preternaturally bright, no one could see the person in the seat next to him, the very walls of the theater, his hand before his face. The recorded heartbeat crescendoed and was echoed by a terrible high-pitched whine and then a thunder crash that shook the building. Every light went out, and even the people who had come alone grabbed the nearest hand.

Phil and Fee stood together in the blackness, their shoulders just touching.

“What happened?” Fee whispered. “That boom—it wasn’t in the rehearsal. Is Hector improvising?”

One coherent thought emerged from Phil’s confusion: Maybe that was what Hector was nervous about, and I don’t have to deal with a proposal tonight after all.

Even when the lights failed to come up thirty long seconds later, and the audience wondered if the trick was still going on, Phil could only feel relief.

Then someone began to open doors to the lobby, fire escapes, delivery bays, letting the evening haze float in. Only it was brighter than it should have been, flickering, and came with a choking chalky dust. There was a faint sound like angry buzzing bees, and then . . .

Phil hardly believed those volcanic sounds could be bombs. Nothing made by man could be so powerful. There was another explosion quite close by, then one slightly farther off, and though they retreated in a steady rhythm, the ground continued to shake. She heard a voice from outside cry, “There are hundreds of them!” People started to call for help, from a human, from a god, but they were cut off by a blast that was sound and touch and light and heat, all at once. Another wave of bombs began to fall, right outside the Hall of Delusion.

Phil and Fee could see the ghostly shapes of their audience rushing outside, tripping over one another, showing their best and worst as they pushed grandmothers out of their way or stayed to help people they’d never met.

The sisters had been trained from infancy to let nothing distract them while onstage. They could handle heckling and inappropriate laughter, broken props, torn costumes, and fires that refused to be swallowed. Now, because they were performers and the show must always go on, they stood stupidly on the stage while outside the world disintegrated.

Hector barreled out of the dusty half-light and dragged them underground. Mum and Dad rushed down the aisles, shouting over the confusion that their cellar was a shelter, but only a few people heard them. They were running for the nearest tube station or, more likely, just running.

The city had prepared for bombardment for slightly more than a year, since the day war was declared. The munitions plants and airfields had received steady strikes, and several cities had been hit, but though she carried her gas mask everywhere and nagged her neighbors, with the power of her WVS badge, to install their Anderson shelters in their petunia beds, she never really thought the Germans would bomb civilians in London. One small contingent had dropped a few bombs on the city a month before, but even the most adamant Hun haters admitted that was probably a mistake made by green or disobedient pilots on the way to bomb a port. There was an immediate retaliatory attack on Berlin, and then all had been quiet, aside from the expected attacks on military targets.

Phil staggered down to the cellar, past the mirrored boxes and human-size aquariums, past the chests and presses full of costumes going back generations. Her parents had gathered up a handful of people, mostly those too slow to join the others in their mad career into the inferno, or too world-weary to much care if this was their last day on earth. There was a little boy separated from his mother, and a middle-aged man with his empty sleeve pinned up, sitting on the floor, rocking, remembering the Great War that had taken his arm and half his generation.

Coming slowly out of her shock, Phil looked around the lantern-lit room for those most important to her. Miss Merriall, the wardrobe mistress, was calmly heating water over Sterno for tea. Dad was pacing rather dramatically in his purple star-spangled cape, and Mum was wheeling all of the standing mirrors into an alcove where they wouldn’t cause deadly shards if they shattered. Hector quivered in a tension of fury like a setter at point, spots of pink on his pale cheeks, looking as if he desperately wanted to punch someone but didn’t know who, or how. Geoff was passing around spare gas masks . . .

“Where’s Stan?” Phil shouted. The shriek and boom of the bombs was muffled now. Even the end of the world couldn’t last forever.

“He was outside during the performance,” Fee said, her eyes widening. “You know how he hates watching the shows.”

Almost before Fee had finished, Phil was dashing past her family and up the stairs. Fee was right: though Stan enjoyed quiet training, he could never stand to watch the magic onstage before an audience. No one knew quite why, but when the show started, he would either wait outside the theater, letting his crystal ball run like a pet over his body, or more likely, take a walk down to the nearby Thames.

Phil opened the stage door and entered the disappearing world.

The Luftwaffe didn’t bother using flashing strobes where a blazing holocaust of incendiary bombs would do. They created terror not with chill breezes and subtle sound effects but with craters and corpses, screaming and explosions. And they removed the world Phil knew not with trickery and illusion but with the brute force of physics, leveling building after building, reducing the world inexorably to atoms.

She could hear bombs falling somewhere far away, but for the moment there were no planes overhead. The theater had been spared, but the dress store three buildings away had suffered a direct hit and was utterly gone. The café beside it was rubble, and the bookstore next door was still standing but with one wall blown off and the roof crumbling. Down the road was a deep pit with a charred bus dangling on its lip, and the entire row of buildings across the street was on fire. Farther away she could see masonry skeletons of buildings that had been gutted by the concussive force.

“Stan!” she screamed, but everyone was screaming for someone.

Geoff came up behind her. “Phil, don’t be a fool. There might be more bombers on the way.”

“Stan was out here. He always walked by the candy store.” It too was engulfed, exuding a sickening burnt-sugar smell. “It’s gone. He’s gone!”

She staggered into the chaos, to tear through rubble looking for Stan, to weep helpless tears and curse the Germans when a second wave of bombers came in after nightfall, following the trail of fire across London they’d blazed earlier.

All around London, millions of citizens were rallying. Their fear fled quickly, replaced by anger and then at last by something far more useful: grim, stubborn determination, a rocklike resolution to endure.

Soon Phil’s family joined her on their devastated street, and the Albions began to account for the fallen and treat the survivors. Fee found Phil a few hours later with rills of tear tracks running down her sooty face, sitting on a curb, exhausted with work and weeping.

“I can’t find Stan anywhere,” she said as Fee collapsed beside her. She sniffed, then sneezed from the mortar dust hanging in the air. “He’s gone, Fee. Our little brother is gone.”


 Chapter 2

When they dragged themselves, wild-eyed and shell-shocked, in for breakfast at noon, Dad and Mum told the girls they were being sent to the countryside, someplace nice and safe.

“Not bloody likely!” Phil replied. “I’m not running away.”

She had a barrage of further objections ready, but before she could lob a single volley, her parents revealed their own astounding news.

“We meant to tell you last night anyway,” Dad said. “Hush, that’s only part of it. It’s been in the works for ages and was going to be our big surprise after your show.” He bowed his head. He’d been so proud that the Albions had been chosen for such a great—if dangerous—honor, but there could be no celebration now that little Stan was gone. Still, it made what he had planned all the more imperative. “We’re joining the army,” he said.

“What, the Home Guard?” Phil asked. Popularly known as Dad’s Army, it was mostly made up of men too old to go to the front. They trained as best they could with limited support and hardly any weaponry against the day Germans would land on English soil.

“Pah! I mean the real army, a special division—but hush!” He looked around with staged drama. “It is top secret! Winnie—Mr. Churchill, that is—was most insistent that no one outside of the squad know of its existence. But of course I except fellow Albions, and Albions by association.” He nodded to Hector. “We are accustomed to keeping secrets.”

Phil was so used to her father overacting that she didn’t take him very seriously, until he said, “We are joining the Magic Squad.”

He leaned precariously on the back two legs of his chair, arms folded, and waited.

“You mean, to entertain the troops?” Phil asked dubiously.

“We mean nothing of the sort,” said much more practical Mum. “It is a unit comprised of illusionists and stage technicians and painters and engineers whose job will be to deceive the Germans.”

“And the Italians, and the Japs, and whoever else dares to threaten dear old England,” Geoff said, jumping to his feet. “Any one of us can make a building disappear with a few tricks of light. Just think bigger. Imagine making a whole railroad disappear when the bombers come in! Or creating a false battalion of tanks to divert the panzers! Or those tricks we do with liquid nitrogen—we could make an entire town believe it was under a gas attack. Just think what trickery and illusions could do to help win this war!”

Until that moment, Phil had been able to see nothing beyond mangled bodies, spilled blood by inferno’s light, collapsed apartments where families were trapped, crushed, maybe still alive, for a while. Most of all, she saw a small empty space where Stan was supposed to be. And against all that, her own paltry efforts, the pull of her small muscles, the insignificance of her comfort. Now, suddenly, she saw how she could use her own unique skills to make a difference. How clever of the army to see how the Albions could be put to use. Above all else, Phil needed to be useful. She could see it now—how to turn a destroyer into a fleet of innocent fishing ships, how to hide an entire canal. If she could create illusions onstage, she could do them in the theater of war!

“When do we start?” she asked eagerly.

“You start for a farmhouse in Sussex by the next train,” Dad said. “We head for parts unknown shortly thereafter.” Oh, how he wished he had implemented the plan just one day sooner!

What followed was an epic battle that Phil fought valiantly, though she knew she was defeated from the outset.

She’d been allowed almost absolute freedom in her seventeen years; she didn’t see why now all of a sudden her parents got protective. If she could stay out until midnight while a Shakespearean roué friend of the family introduced her to Tom Collins, why couldn’t she parachute into France and dazzle the Germans with her illusions?

Her parents returned a flat no.

“The Auxiliary Territorial Services then,” Phil insisted. If she couldn’t join her parents and brother, at least she could join the armed forces in some capacity. She simply had to do something useful in this war.

“You’re too young.”

“I’ll stay in London and keep volunteering. Or I’ll work in a munitions factory. Anything! It isn’t fair that you three get to save England while Fee and I get shipped to some comfy country retreat.”

“Oh, I daresay it won’t be all that comfy,” Mum said.

Phil’s eyes lit up. “Oh Mum, do you mean the Land Army! It won’t be fighting Germans, quite, but if I could be a Land Girl, then at least I’ll free up some fellow to go and fight them for me.” She didn’t know a thing about plows or cows but had seen the posters featuring staunch, hardy girls in clingy khaki jodhpurs and even clingier forest-green sweaters.

“You can’t be a Land Girl at seventeen, Phil,” Ma said gently. “You’re still a child. You have to be kept safe.”

“But—”

“You’re my child,” Mum said. “I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you.”

“What about you, Mum?” Fee asked. “What are we going to do if anything happens to you?”

“Nothing will happen to any of us,” she said with that facility for lying that all parents learn once their children develop the power of speech. “But our country is in danger, and we must go where we are most needed.”

“Precisely, which is why I should be allowed—”

“Enough!” Dad said brusquely. “Miss Merriall was kind enough to arrange for lodging for the four of you...I mean three . . .” There was a terrible moment of silence, then Dad found the strength to go on. “It’s at her sister’s farm, a place called Weasel Rue.”

He unfolded a worn map and searched Sussex. “The town’s called Bittersweet. Apples and hops, farm country. Where is the ruddy thing?” His finger wandered over the map, to no avail. “Well, it’s not on the map, but Miss Merriall assures us it’s there. You’ll be expected to work a bit, no doubt, but it is a well-to-do establishment, and you’ll be safe there.”

Safety was exactly what Phil did not want. She wanted privation and hardship, to feel like she was giving something of herself for England.

“If it’s all the same to you,” she sniffed, “I’m going to pretend to be a Land Girl.”

She was brought out of her own sulky egoism by Hector’s ragged voice. “I’m joining up, too.”

Dad sighed. “I understand how you feel, Hector, but you’re simply too young.”

“I’ve been considering it for a long time, ever since I turned eighteen. Last night cinched it.”

Phil looked at Hector in amazement. Until that moment she’d always thought of him as a boy, although he was a year her senior. Now, miraculously, he was a man, full-fledged, and she did not know whether to be proud of him or tell him he was a young fool.

And all this time I was only thinking about myself, she realized with a pang of guilt. Worrying about my own feelings and future, when Hector was planning to go off to fight, maybe to die. Of course Hector wasn’t going to ask me to marry him.

Mum, being a mum, knew exactly what she thought. “No! I absolutely forbid it. I understand how you feel, but you’re just barely of age, and there’s no point in being cannon fodder when you can leave the work to us. How on earth do you expect us to do our jobs if our children aren’t safe?”

“They killed my brother,” Hector said between gritted teeth. “I know he’s not really, but we’ve been together for so long. Ever since that night at the orphanage when he took my hand, I’ve taken care of him.”

Phil noticed that Hector’s nails were torn and bleeding, and she realized he must have been digging through masonry all night, looking for Stan.

“I’ve been thinking about joining up for a long time. Now I’m sure,” he said with grim resolution. “Mum, Dad, I’m sorry, but you can’t talk me out of this, and you can’t stop me.”

“Sharper than a serpent’s tooth . . .” Dad said, and hugged his adopted son tightly.

There was a terrible heavy silence. Then with a visible effort, Fee said with forced brightness, “I, for one, will love being in the countryside. We all have to fight the war in our own way. The only way I can fight it is by pretending it isn’t happening. By pretending as hard as I can that England is still the lovely tranquil land of bluebell woods and sheep fields it has always been. Hector, I’m awfully proud of you. I’m proud of you all.”

She flung her head down on the kitchen table and burst into tears. When her golden red hair fell forward, Phil saw a small bloody handprint on the back of her sister’s neck. Fee might hate the war, but she’d been out there too amid the death and despair. That was the mark of some little child she’d comforted, one who had perhaps lost her house, her family, at the very least that childhood certainty that the world is a safe and loving place. Phil’s faint contempt for Fee’s pacifist nature vanished. Fee might not have shaken her furious fist at the German bombers, but that was only because she was too busy looking down to care for the smallest victims.

 


Did Hector propose before he left?” Fee asked as they sat in the train, watching their beloved city recede in a cloud of fog and smoke.

“Thank goodness, no. What with everything going on, I might have said yes without noticing.” Phil thought he’d been close, though, and might have, had she given him a little encouragement. He’d taken her hand in a very formal manner and promised he’d return to her. Not just return, but return to her, which by extrapolation sounded very like a commitment. Then he seemed to wait, but she’d said nothing remotely binding in return, just a stoic, maternal plea that he be safe.

He laughed at that. “If I wanted to be safe, I’d be with you in Sussex.”

Piqued, she said, “When the Germans come, they’ll probably parachute right into Weasel Rue. No doubt I’ll see more action than you will.”

He’d kissed her then, promised to write every day, shouldered his duffel, and marched resolutely from the Hall of Delusion.

Now her joking words came back to her.

“Fee,” she said, still staring after London, “it’s only a matter of time before the Germans invade us. Do you think it’s possible they could come through our part of Sussex?” There was a strange gleam in her eye. “Not that I want them to, of course, and it stands to reason they’d come through far to the north of us. But they might, mightn’t they? If they do, we need to be ready. Even out here we can help win the war.”

Fee turned deliberately away from distant London, now little more than a sooty smear in the sky, and looked out over the placid, rolling sheep-dotted hills. She knew her sister would have willingly stayed in London through every bomb Germany could lob at them, but she was frankly relieved to have all that horror out of sight. Not so much for her personal safety as to save her from the overwhelming, crushing pity she felt for her fellow man even under the best of circumstances. She still didn’t know how she’d gotten through last night. Adrenaline and some vital essence stolen from her stoic sister, no doubt. She knew she was a coward, but she could never, never go through that again. That little girl who’d lost everyone she loved had clung to her as if she’d never let go . . .

“I think we’re doing our part simply by being here, Phil. We’re freeing up Mum and Dad and Geoff to do what they have to do. You know what Milton said.”

Phil gave her a withering look. “Of course I don’t.” She loved her sister, but really, poetry was the limit.

“‘They also serve who only stand and wait.’”

“Bugger standing and waiting. What do you think a German with a bayonet would do to you if you stood and waited? What we need to do is find a way to help the local Home Guard.” She had an inspiration. “We can do the same thing Mum and Dad and Geoff are doing—right here in England!”

“How?”

“I don’t quite know yet, but I’ll talk with the Guard. Sussex is between the coast and London, so there’s bound to be a huge auxiliary force. Old men and invalids, to be sure, but still, they’ll know how to organize. Forget about being a Land Girl. Who wants to hoe mangelwurzels when they can be fighting!”

“You can’t exactly box the Germans,” Fee pointed out.

Geoff, a conscientious big brother, had tried to make sure his sisters’ virtues would remain intact for exactly as long as they wanted them to, and had done his best to teach both to box. Fee had only sighed at her gloves, but Phil had taken to it like a bantamweight Beau Jack and repaid Geoff for his pains by regularly trouncing him (but only, he always said, because he was too much of a gentleman to fight back).

“If I can hang upside-down in a straitjacket with a hundred blokes trying to see up my skirt, I can do anything.”

Then, as she often did when agitated, she took a pair of handcuffs from her purse, clamped her hands together behind her back, and practiced her escapes, much to the consternation of a trio of nuns who shared their compartment.

Fee sighed. Her dreams and daydreams had always been full of wildflowers, butterflies, and long rambles over moors. All, of course, with an as-yet-unknown Someone at her side. She’d brought along her entire collection of Jane Austen, and if she could only manage to hurt herself rather badly and then be saved by a dashing romantic young lord, like her heroine Marianne Dashwood, life would be perfect. She was just enough of a realist to know this probably wouldn’t happen, but rereading Sense and Sensibility in a pastoral setting would be nearly as good. As long as she never, ever had to hear another bomb falling . . .

A genial conductor told them theirs was the next stop, and the girls pressed their noses to the window for a look at their new home.

“Oh!” Fee said with delight. “It’s out of Shakespeare, or Hardy!” She was literary, but not architectural, and knew only that the little village was picturesquely lovely. “And the yellow roses! How are they still blooming this late?” She wandered away from the station, abandoning her luggage. “Do you see the little dragons in the ironwork of the streetlights? Oh, I can almost forget . . .”

Phil looked the village over with a critical eye. “Those roses should be dug up and potatoes planted in their place,” she said. “And do you see a single shelter? These lights are pretty,” she owned, “but they ought to be out by now.”

“It’s still an hour until dusk, at least,” Fee said.

“All the same, the air raid warden will want to know about it. Better safe than . . .” But sorry seemed too inadequate a word after the carnage she’d witnessed the night before, and she let her platitude drift away.

It was such a small town that they were surprised to see more than fifty people debouch from the train, cheerful groups of women, whole families shepherding children. “Did the entire town go on vacation?” Phil asked. “There can’t be that many people in all of Bittersweet.”

“This way, please,” someone called out, though Phil and Fee couldn’t see who spoke. The crowd made its unhurried and disorganized way to a motor lorry and two open farm carts. When the masses scrambled in, the girls could see they were being directed by a small, sharp sparrow of a woman in a floral chintz dress and Wellingtons. The breeze blew her dress up a bit, and Fee nudged her sister. “Did you see? Bloomers!”

“Don’t dilly-dally,” the woman chirped at the group. “Got to get the lot of you settled so you can be up with the sun. ‘A bushel before sunrise’ has always been my motto, and it’s served me well so far. Step lively now, the hops won’t wait.”

“I’m ever so sorry,” Fee said, “but we’re looking for Weasel Rue Farm. We’re to stay with...oh, I can’t remember what her married name is, but she used to be a Miss Merriall.”

The little woman cocked her head and peered at them with her very bright eyes. “You’ll be the theater girls. I must say you look it.” They weren’t sure what she meant by that but decided to take it for a compliment. “Weren’t there supposed to be four of you? I only agreed to take you because I thought there’d be a pair of boys to help with the hops and the apples.”

“Hector joined the army,” Phil said, “and Stan...he...just last night . . .” She leaned into Fee and gathered enough strength to say stoically, “Stan died in the bombing.”

“Sorry to hear that,” the woman said, though her eyes wandered over the people loaded into the wagons, and it was evident she wanted to get back to her own business as soon as possible. “I’m Mrs. Pippin, that’s Miss Merriall as was. No one troubled to tell me your names.”

“I’m Phil,” she said. “Philomel, really, but who could stomach that.”

“Quite,” Mrs. Pippin said.

“And I’m Phoebe, but everyone calls me Fee. That’s with an F-e-e, not a P-h-o-e, because if you just wrote Phoe, who on earth would know how to say your name? They’d call me phooey.”

“Have you got surnames?”

“Of course. Albion.”

“Good. I had a notion you might really be my sister’s children. I always feared the worst when our Rose ran off to London.” She gave them a very canny look. “The dear knows what goes on backstage.”

(“She speaks as if backstage were a code name for a brothel,” Fee whispered to her sister later that night.)

“Well, there’s bound to be one bad apple in the barrel, I always say,” Mrs. Pippin went on.

“Oh, no, Miss Merriall isn’t a bad apple!” Fee insisted. “She’s our wardrobe mistress, and she can sew anything in about half an hour, and you can’t imagine how useful that is when your father decides at the last minute it would look better for a ballerina to be cut in half than a flamenco dancer.”

All Mrs. Pippin said was “Mistress, humph! No truck with mistresses at Weasel Rue.”

(“Can you imagine dear, plump, dowdy Miss Merriall being anyone’s mistress?” Phil asked when they were alone.

Fee sighed and said doubtfully, “Perhaps there are some men who’d find her...comfortable.”)

“Come along, girls,” Mrs. Pippin said. “The stationmaster will see your things are sent on. For now bundle into the cart, and I’ll drop you off at the farm before I unload this lot.” She gestured with absolute disdain to the chattering band in the back.

They climbed up next to Mrs. Pippin and were off with a flick of the reins.

“What a charming village,” Fee said, preparing to gush.

“Half the drains are bad. The houses haven’t been updated since the Old Earl’s time.”

An Old Earl implied a Young Earl, and Fee immediately had romantic designs on him. “Does he live very close by?” With petrol rationing, any possible love must be within a five-mile radius. Unless the Pippins had a spare bicycle, in which case Fee could stalk her prey as much as ten miles in clement weather.

“The Old Earl’s been dead and gone these forty years and more. Died at Mafeking.”

“His descendants then?”

“Not a one. Don’t know as he had any children.”

Fee frowned, then brightened, one sort of romance replacing another. “It must be a lovely estate, though. Who lives in it now?”

“There is no estate. There was a castle, once, but it’s gone.”

“Ruined, you mean?” Ruins were, if anything, more romantic than stately homes, particularly, she imagined, by foggy moonlight. Even if your only company was Jane Austen and dreams.

“I mean gone, every brick. Weasel Rue is the largest house you’ll find for twenty miles.”

While Fee wondered how a castle could simply vanish, and then, following her expertise, pondered how she’d go about making it vanish, Phil quizzed Mrs. Pippin about the local Home Guard.

“Home Guard? What on earth do we have to guard? Here in Bittersweet there’s just hops and apples and sheep. We’re at the back end of everything. Mr. Hitler wouldn’t dream of coming here, and if a bomb fell accidentally, it would take one look at the place and turn around again.” She nickered to the horses to speed them along, her hands tight on the reins, her jaw set.

(“She called him Mister,” Fee said to Phil when they curled up in bed to discuss the day. “Do you think she’s—”

“Never. If Hitler came near her hops, she’d eat him alive. Don’t you remember what she said about German beer? ‘It tastes like piss from an asparagus-eating pig.’ Now
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