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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.
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