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I

Lilies

I have forgot much, Cynara! gone with the wind,

Flung roses, roses, riotously, with the throng,

Dancing, to put thy pale, lost lilies out of mind . . .

Ernest Dowson, ‘Non Sum Qualis Eram’


Chapter One

Lizza King’s hand tingled as the glass under her finger scraped across the glossy surface of the wooden table, swerving to a stop on the letter F, scrawled hastily on a scrap of paper torn from the margin of the News Chronicle. She held her breath as the glass swung in successive arcs, to the I, then the R, then the E, then the S, then back to the centre.

She took her hand off the glass and shook it to get rid of the tingle in her fingers. ‘FIRES,’ she said.

Mrs Callaghan, the sweat glowing on her upper lip, sat back with satisfaction. ‘There, you see, Mrs King! Sure, there’s no way I could push the glass! Wouldn’t you feel me push? What was it you felt?’

‘A kind of tingling.’

‘There! Didn’t I tell you?’

‘What does FIRES mean?’

Maeve Callaghan shrugged her plump shoulders. She was more interested in the magical process than in the mere facts that emerged. ‘What did we ask?’

‘“What will happen next?” That’s what we asked,’ piped up Josie, Maeve’s daughter, who was thin as a twig, the sticky smudges on her grubby face giving her a childish look which belied her fourteen years.

‘Fires?’ Maeve rubbed her full bosom with a lingering hand. ‘Well, there’s been fires already, from the bombs, fires all over the city. Sure, there’ll be more of them before we’re through. That’s of no great import.’ She grinned a slightly wolfish grin, her front teeth just a bit too large. ‘How about the Fires of Love? Is your Mr King a passionate man, Mrs King? Sure, he always looks a very cool customer to me, riding the street on his bicycle, in his white mackintosh. Cool as a cucumber.’

Lizza’s chair scraped back over the linoleum as she pushed herself away from the table. Now she was regretting her impulse to call at Mrs Callaghan’s on her way out. ‘What about Mr Callaghan?’ she challenged.

‘Theo?’ Some of the colour faded from Maeve Callaghan’s face, highlighting the livid bruise on the eye and the right cheek. Her laughter barked out without humour. ‘Fires long since damped down there, darlin’ girl. Long since! In my book, isn’t marriage just the scrawniest pig in the silkiest poke?’

‘Mammy!’ said Josie, scowling.

Her mother shook her head as though to dislodge a gnat from between her brows, then laughed her usual open laugh. ‘Another question, Mrs King!’

Lizza joined in the laughter and, leaning forward again, placed her finger on the glass beside theirs. ‘Ask it my fate, Mrs Callaghan.’

Maeve’s face assumed a trance-like expression developed especially for these occasions. ‘Spirit of the glass, we ask you the fate of Lizza King.’

It spelled out CASTLE.

‘Wait!’ said Maeve.

Then it spelt FIRES again. They kept their fingers on the glass. Then came PAINT. Then CHILD. Then DEAD.

The baby inside Lizza executed a somersault. She stood up. ‘Silly games. I’ve no time for silly games, Mrs Callaghan.’

Maeve curved her fingers and scooped the battered scraps of paper into a little pile. She went to pick up her own whimpering baby, Anne-Marie, and sat with her on the battered couch.

Lizza had delivered Anne-Marie two months before. The midwife had crashed into a police car in the black-out and arrived half an hour too late, wheeling her twisted bike, the buckled wheel squeaking at every turn.

Maeve made a knuckle and let Anne-Marie grab it with eager gums. ‘It’s only a wee bit of fun, Mrs King.’ She waited till Anne-Marie quietened, removed her knuckle, plucked a cigarette out of a tin case and lit it up, staring at Lizza through the smoke. Then, standing up, she said cheerfully, ‘It doesn’t mean a thing. And anyway, isn’t that your own little one I hear outside?’

When she saw them, Rebecca parted her pursed lips, opened her mouth so wide as to make a cherry-black hole and bawled even louder.

Maeve Callaghan leaned over the pram chuckling. ‘It’s a good pair of lungs she’s got on her, Mrs King,’ she said. Rebecca started to cough in the wreath of cigarette smoke.

Lizza’s gas mask clattered against the rubber on the high chrome handlebar as she leaned over and tucked in the pink knitted blanket yet again. She smiled and stroked Rebecca’s round cheek until the coughs and the crying subsided. ‘And a good temper, Mrs Callaghan, to match the hair.’

Rebecca was hiccuping now. Her brown eyes widened with conscious appeal under the lazy auburn curls that straggled across her broad white forehead.

‘She’ll break a dozen hearts before she’s finished,’ said Maeve thoughtfully, moving her own baby from one hip to the other.

Lizza looked up at the clear autumn sky. ‘That’s if she gets the chance.’

Maeve followed her glance. ‘Jerry didn’t bother last night. Maybe he’s forgotten about us. Isn’t London a juicier target?’

‘According to Roland, there’s plenty plums here in Coventry. All those aero-engines. He says Jerry’ll be back for them. You can be sure.’

Maeve put a finger to her lips. ‘“Careless Talk”, Mrs King, you know what they say about “Careless Talk!”’

As she tucked Rebecca’s blanket around her again, the war weaved its way through Lizza’s head like a clinging vine. Ever since the summer she had listened to the thrum-thrum of the planes, seen the dazzle of tracer bullets across the Coventry sky, heard the thrump and boom of bombs falling in the spasmodic air-raids. By now, however, the routine of warnings, the rush to the air-raid shelters and the clatter of their own ack-ack gave her, in her optimistic moods, an illusion of protection, a feeling of control.

There were still dances and the pictures. Queues most nights. Up till this last rush of work in the factory, Roland and Lizza themselves had gone dancing every Saturday. Roland loved to dance. Lizza was proud of her husband’s grace and his tall fair looks as he steered her expertly through the soldiers and their girlfriends and through the women dancing together. They moved round the floor as though they were the only two in the hall. They had learned to dance in a little studio in Bradford; it was in that twenty-foot space that their sturdy boy–girl friendship had imported the sensuality that turned it into love. Even then, Roland had cut a different figure, with his cultured voice, and stories of his father sailing the high seas on the other side of the world.

Smiling at this thought, Lizza nodded cheerfully at Mrs Callaghan and walked on into town, forgetting the Ouija glass and its dire warnings.

She always relished this walk down avenues of modern houses, set in rows of four, fronted by neat little gardens, their bright doors illuminated by panes of coloured glass. Creaking slightly as they turned, the high wheels of Rebecca’s pram gathered leaves blown down by the recent autumn winds. In one garden dogs barked; in another, three children played: two girls throwing a red ball into the air, a boy with his arms open wide, dive-bombing the girls from all angles.

Lizza took a short cut between two houses, down a lane which divided two lots of back gardens. The tell-tale hump in many gardens proclaimed the individual air-raid shelters. Some of these structures were very crude, the turf thrown carelessly over the heap of earth. Lizza’s favourite was the one planted up by its owner with shrubs. Except for the odd bright berry on the sprawling cotoneaster, this hump was bare and leafless now, but right through the late summer it had quietly glowed with the small bobbing heads of rusty chrysanthemums.

Within ten minutes she had reached the narrow streets of the city centre. Here commercial buildings dominated the houses, some with timbered upper storeys and narrow windows. Lizza had a sense for old places and here she could feel the grandiose echoes of the medieval merchants for whom they had been built.

When he had first brought her to this city, Roland had laughed at his wife’s delight at the sheer antiquity of it all. ‘It’s just old buildings, dearest Lizza. This is the twentieth century! The good things about this city are the factories, the factories! Have you seen the size, the capacity? Like nothing I’ve ever seen.’

She had scowled at him. ‘The mills where I first worked in Bradford, they were that big and bigger. Filled with great looms. And they were ugly too. And so were the pit sheds back home in Durham. And the hospitals where I worked before we were married. Maybe you need buildings that size to make your aeroplanes in, but they won’t be there in three hundred years. Buildings here in this row, they’ve stood three hundred years, and’ll stand three hundred more. William Shakespeare could have stood here!’ At that time she had been very pregnant with the twins, but she still drew herself up to her full height and declaimed Rosalind’s speech from As You Like It: ‘Beauty provoketh thieves sooner than gold . . .’

He had glanced round at the bustling crowd, laughed, and put one gentle hand over her mouth. ‘Shush now, love, or you’ll have us both thrown in the loony bin.’

‘Well then,’ she grinned, ‘with my hospital training I’ll know just what to do, won’t I?’

That night, they had made love in the devious way they had evolved to accommodate Lizza’s bulky shape. Then, he had asked her to speak as Rosalind again for him. ‘I like it,’ he said sleepily, ‘the way you can stream the old words like that. I liked it when I first met you. A little Geordie girl spouting the words of Shakespeare.’

She had punched him then. ‘Too big for your boots, you are. I knew it was a mistake marrying a lad who’d been to public school, even if he kept running away from it. We do have books up there in the North you know, and we haven’t boiled our young for breakfast for years.’

‘Hey, watch where you’re going, missis!’ The pram had ground to a halt, its front wheels tangling with the sandbags piled up outside the steps of the Guildhall. The policeman helped her to pull it free, and touched his helmet as she thanked him.

He leaned over the pram to chuck Rebecca under the chin. ‘Fine baby, missis. Got two of me own at home. Older, like, but seems no time since they were in reins like her.’ He glanced at the sky. ‘God will that they may live to a ripe old age.’

She followed his glance towards the empty sky and shook her head, then smiled at him and wheeled on. As she turned down a narrow street her destination reared before her: a bay window with a faded board over it, painted with a windmill and the words ‘Windmill Café’ etched in scratchy gold leaf.

She unclipped Rebecca and carried her into the dark interior of the café. Three of the small round tables were occupied by pairs of elderly ladies. The waitress, a middle-aged woman with grizzled hair, smiled and pulled across a scruffy blue-painted high chair to the table in the bay window. Lizza strapped Rebecca in and gave her usual order – tea with a scone for herself, scone with milk for Rebecca. The waitress shook her head at the mention of the scone, but, as usual said she would try to squeeze one out of the cook for the baby.

Rebecca beamed, looking round like a prima donna for the expected adoring attention. This came almost instantly in the form of a fat white-haired woman in the opposite corner who started to play peek-a-boo with her.

Lizza leaned down to scrape around in her bag. Rejecting the Ethel M. Dell, she chose the new C. S. Forester that Roland had brought in for her. Captain Horatio Hornblower, an adventure of the Peninsular War. She took the cup of watery tea in her hand and settled down for a good read.

At the end of the first chapter her mind wandered, as it often did, to her mother. No question she would disapprove of Lizza’s habit of slinking out of her neat suburban house every day, to read her books in the neutrality of a café. Ma would be slaving away in her County Durham house, fighting the tide of pit-dirt, a battle in which she was always just about victorious.

Lizza fished in her bag for the photograph her sister Beatrice had sent her. She smoothed the wrinkled surface; the severe face looked back at her. Alice Bremner was standing in a cross-over apron beside the back door of the house in Bracks Hill, looking fiercely towards the camera, a brush in one hand and a bucket in the other. On the back of the photograph, Beatrice had written in her neat hand, ‘Ma says these are her badge of office. Ha ha!’

Weapons of war, thought Lizza. Her mother looked more like a soldier on the alert, than some skivvy, some house slave.

But she had not come to help Lizza with her battle when the twins were born. When the first twin, quickly christened Barbara by the midwife, died, Roland’s aunt had come, taken one look around at the cluttered kitchen, sniffed, and said, ‘You need someone of your own here, my dear. Can your mother come?’

After that first twin died Lizza had hoped with all her heart that Ma would come to help her, to give her some comfort in the little suburban house. Even in her desolation over Barbara, she savoured the thought of having her mother to herself for the first, the only time ever.

But it was her sister Beatrice who came from County Durham. Beatrice rendered the house spotless in an afternoon. She made bread from flour she had brought in her case and little pasties from a scrap of meat she found in the pantry. But she did not touch Elizabeth, the surviving twin. All the time she was there she averted her gaze from the basket with its delicate load.

One night in bed, Roland had commented to Lizza that Beatrice was a great help but she didn’t seem to care for baby Elizabeth at all.

‘It’s because of Alex,’ said Lizza.

‘Alex?’ Roland frowned. He had met Alex, Lizza’s cocky seventeen-year-old ‘brother’, several times on their rare visits North. He knew that Alex was Beatrice’s son, a fact tacitly understood but never mentioned in the house at Bracks Hill. Lizza herself rarely talked about her family.

Lizza put out the light and snuggled down until only her nose showed above the blanket. She spoke into the dark. ‘I was at the house in Bracks Hill when Beatrice did the deed, or it was done to her. She came in, face bruised, clothes creased and blood on her ankles. My mother bundled me into the front room. And I listened at the door as their voices rose and fell and our Beatrice started to sob. Then I heard the clanking of the tin bath being heaved into the kitchen, I pushed at the door but it wouldn’t give; Ma’d thrust the back of the settle under the sneck. I had no idea what had happened or that she “fell wrong” as a consequence. I was young, remember. And that house was built on secrets. Then, by coincidence, I was visiting there nine months later when she had the baby on the scullery floor. It was a shock. I hadn’t realised she was carrying. I’d teased her about putting on weight.’

‘Didn’t Beatrice tell you how it happened?’ Roland felt her hair move as she shook her head.

‘Beatrice said nothing to me, just trudged round the house in her quiet way. I was just back from Bradford. I’d had my hair bobbed for the first time and was wearing this new leaf-green coat. At that time there were no common words to use between us. To explain it. To share it.’

‘She’d been attacked?’

‘I don’t think I realised it then. She kept her secret. Funny, though, that it was me who saw the baby burst from her on that visit. Not Ma. There was no time, I’ve never seen it quicker. It was me, funnily enough, who gave him his name. I’d been reading about the adventures of Alexander the Great, even read Beatrice a bit of the story as she lay in bed. Beatrice told Ma she wanted him named Alexander. I think Ma was pleased. Alex – like Alice, see? Maybe that’s why she took to the baby, took him over. I don’t know. From that first day she was in charge. He was hers.’

By now she was rigid beside him, reviving again her chronic anger with her mother, which was now mixed up with losing the first twin and her mother not coming to her aid.

He stroked her hair. ‘There’ll come a time for you to forgive her, Lizz, for sending you away like that.’

‘The hymn calls them dark Satanic mills. I cried, you know, but she never saw the tears. Why send me and not one of the others? I’ve thought of that plenty times since. Our Bernard said I was the middle one, and not much use in the house. And cheeky with it, they said. That put me outside Ma’s magic circle; Renee and Beatrice stayed close: good girls.’

With Beatrice in the house in Coventry, Lizza had concentrated on little Elizabeth. The twins had been five weeks premature. If she could get this surviving baby to term she knew it would be all right. Elizabeth was tiny and perfect, and sucked surprisingly well. Her twin sister Barbara had breathed only long enough for the midwife to christen her, but Elizabeth had insisted on staying, had fought for her chance.

Beatrice had stayed in Coventry four and a half weeks.

One night when Elizabeth seemed fine, Mrs Callaghan had come in to mind her while Beatrice and Lizza went to the pictures to see a Charlie Chaplin picture. Lizza watched the little strutting figure with fascination, forgetting for a few moments the baby at home and the one she had lost. When they got back from the pictures, Mrs Callaghan said the baby had been as good as gold, a little angel.

The next day Elizabeth died. She had nearly, but not quite, survived. That was when, despite all the wordy and seductive childhood lessons in Chapel, Lizza knew with absolute certainty there was no God.

Rebecca was born, fine and healthy, just a year later. It was an easy pregnancy and a straightforward birth. She had been good, a true delight from the day she was born, walking and talking early. In the many hours of playing with and watching Rebecca, some of the hurt in Lizza’s heart healed, but whenever her thoughts strayed to little Elizabeth, who had fought so hard, she still felt a dart of physical pain.

Now, sitting in the Windmill Café, with her hand keeping her place in her novel, with Rebecca in the high chair opposite, burbling away at her captive audience, Lizza repeated under her breath the words which had shocked Roland so much. ‘I cursed God. I dismissed him from the universe, when my little doll, my Elizabeth, died.’

Alice Bremner smoothed out the letter which had arrived with its Coventry postmark and handed it to Beatrice, who sat down at the table to read it.

‘Read it out, Beatrice.’ Firelight glinted on the bright fender and on Alex’s red hair as he lay on the clipped mat in front of the hearth, warming his pale face.

‘Lazy tike,’ said Alice, ‘move over, will you? I need to get at that oven.’

‘Go on, read it, Beatrice!’ Alex closed his eyes, letting Lizza’s words about the latest air-raid flow over him. He could see the flight formation of the aeroplanes high in the sky. He could hear the dull, heavy roar of the big Heinkels, different to the noise made by British planes. He could hear the ack-ack guns and the crashing thud of the bombs; he could see the flare of the fire lighting up the night sky.

. . . And down below, all this noise and flaring fires! If I stretch I can peer under our black-out and see the jagged gap where three houses stood at tea-time. The Callaghan’s house next door had a shaking but it is still more or less intact. They’ll be trekking back here in the morning with their two prams, picking their way through the rubble to see their walls still standing even if the chimney pot is a bit skew-whiff.

What Roland calls ‘the midnight shift’ has been around: dark people of shadows, who root around in the wreckage for things they can sell or barter. Scavengers for the enemy. Brave in their own way, I suppose, lurking out there before the all-clear. Our other neighbours will trek back to nothing but bricks, plaster and splintered wood. And three books, gaping open, their pages dotted like confetti all across the road.

But not this house. His bombs will not get this house. I know it.

‘By, our Lizza can’t half put a letter together,’ said Alex.

Beatrice shook her head. ‘They should go in to one of the big shelters. They’re foolish staying in the house.’

‘Safest place, under the stairs,’ said Alex. ‘Didn’t you read it in the papers? We go under the stairs, don’t we?’

‘It’s not the same. There’s no raids up here. The odd bomb dropped off, maybe . . .’

‘You read too much, Alex,’ interrupted Alice. ‘Head filled with rubbish.’

He stood up and leaned over to pick a hot scone from the tray in her hands. ‘Now you don’t mean that, Gram.’

He took his grandmother’s pride for granted, just as he accepted the fact that Beatrice scrubbed out three shops every week to pay his modest fees for the grammar school. Weren’t they rewarded when he did so well in his exams? Wasn’t he the first person in the family to go to the grammar school? Wasn’t he doing it for them?

He bit into the scone and chewed noisily. ‘Anyway, we’re getting those Jerries now. They say Mr Churchill’ll send our lads across to rub Hitler’s nose in it soon. Probably in planes they make down Coventry, with a bit of luck.’

‘Shh, Alex. That’s Careless Talk. You know what they say!’

He leapt to his feet and, very elaborately, looked in the fireside cupboard and peered through the pantry door and turned round grinning. ‘No Nazis in there.’

Beatrice laughed. ‘Get on with you.’

‘We’ll knock on their back doors, those Jerries, Beatrice, you watch! Our lads’ll get across there and thrash them. Give ’em half a chance.’ He paused. ‘Give me half a chance . . .’

‘You can shut that talk right here.’ Alice’s tone was wintry now.

‘Aw Gram, I wanna . . .’

‘You can want all you like. You stay at school . . .’ The scones bounced as she clashed the baking tray on to the table.

‘School’s a waste of time. Those Jerries . . .’

Then she smacked him hard across the face, twice: once one way and then the other. ‘You’re doing nothing, going nowhere, I tell you.’

Beatrice looked on in silence. Alex rubbed at his reddening cheek in astonishment. Jonnie once had told him that she had a hard hand, but he had never felt it before.

‘Now,’ said Alice, her voice sharp as flint, ‘the pair of you can get up the Street. They say there’s fish at Snowballs and corned beef at Smiths. It’ll take queuing.’

Beatrice stared at her quietly for a moment, then went for her coat, pulling Alex from the room with her.

When they had gone Alice sat on a hard chair, stared at the fire, then lifted her head to the large sepia photograph on the wall. ‘They’re doing it again, Tom. They sucked you away into the mud, your blood in that foreign earth. Now they’ve got our Jonnie, the little one, the one you never saw, that grew to be your double. Now he’s the dear Lord knows where, behind barbed wire as good as dead. Now this one, this very last one, this lovebegot, is aching to go. Aching for it. Aching to leave . . . me.’

Then she put her hand before her narrow face, so that even the sepia shadow of the dead man on the wall could not see her tears.


Chapter Two

In the black–pearl light of the early morning Roland King jumped off his bike and pushed it through the tall factory gates, along with the hundreds of others who were reporting for work. The faces around him were white and creased from the long hours at work, and the exhaustion of many nights diving in and out of shelters, in and out of bed. He sometimes thought that the war would be over before any of them got two decent nights’ sleep in succession.

The voices that greeted him were cheery enough.

‘Now mate!’

‘How goes it, Rollie?’

‘See they had a bit of crack over your way last night, Rollie!’

Having deposited the bike in the bike shed with the hundreds of others, Roland went through the large workshop down to the Test Shop and to his own wired-off cubby-hole, feeling, as usual, the order and satisfaction of work flooding his being. He loved the dusty smell and clanging sound of the factory: the buzz and bustle of people settling down to work. Then came the clatter and roar of machines doing their bit, drowning out altogether the sound of mere humans. His nostrils filled with the distinctive smell of grease and dust, fire and petrol, which was for him the smell of the future.

He had fought his father long and hard to achieve the privilege of getting his hands dirty when he worked. He had listened to hours of rhetoric about a wasted public-school education, and complaints that if he wasn’t going to sea couldn’t he at least be something interesting like a lawyer or a doctor?

He shrugged himself out of his raincoat, folded it neatly, and put it with his rucksack and trilby in the small cupboard he had fashioned under his bench. From the back of the cupboard he took a roll of stitched sacking which contained his oiled tools. These he unpacked carefully and laid in a line on his bench. In his early days at work he had been the butt of some jokes on account of what was seen as the fussy, domestic way in which he went about his job; he had had to endure mutters about the influence of women. But the quality of his work soon wiped out the mockery; apprentices who had learned their trade under him were going over that same neat ritual preparation in all of the major aero-factories in Britain. They too would have been extra busy since the Spring.

He smiled sometimes at the jibe of the ‘influence of women’. In fact his methodical approach had been inspired not by his mother, who had died when he was born, but by his father, a merchant captain. The house had been run by the Captain’s sister, timid lady-like Aunt Mary, who scampered obediently around the house, pursuing the ship-shape routines he insisted on in his home. Meal-times were at the Captain’s table. The kitchen was fitted and ordered like a ship’s galley. Spring-cleaning was organised like a campaign for a sea battle even when the Captain wasn’t there, for he left closed orders . . .

Roland’s relationship with his father was like that of a midshipman with a kindly but authoritarian captain. He admired his father much more than he loved him. But now he was worried about him. He leaned against his bench and frowned. As far as he knew, the Captain was at present somewhere in the Atlantic with a merchant convoy. But he had not heard from him in two months and his heart chilled as he listened obsessively to the wireless reports of submarines attacking merchant vessels, of men adrift for days at sea. He kept this thought from Lizza, of course. She had enough on her plate, coping with Rebecca and the house, the queuing and the bombing.

And now she had this new baby on the way to think about.

‘This is no way to win the war, Mr King!’ boomed a voice behind him, strongly accented.

He pulled the canvas cover from his lathe and turned to smile at Pieter Vann, his development manager. ‘You’re right there, Mr Vann.’

The Dutchman’s name was not really Vann; he had once told Roland his name was Van Something-or-other, emitting a sound that was like a man swallowing his own epiglottis. So he shortened it to Vann. Anyway, he’d added drily, his name sounded too German to be tolerated, nowadays.

Pieter Vann leaned over and rubbed a finger through the grease on the tool, which was in its final stage of completion. ‘Nice piece of work, Mr King.’ The tool was for a flexible aircraft gun-mounting, to which Roland had made his own specific modifications. ‘Improves the movement; safety too. If it comes up to scratch in the tests.’

Roland nodded. ‘It will. Saves one life, it’s worth it.’

Vann bit his bottom lip. ‘Each little life counts, Mr King. Every single one. Thousands have died.’

‘You’re right there. Every life.’ Roland smiled in quiet sympathy. Vann had been in England eight years now. He lived alone.

Roland changed tack. ‘We’ll have this tool done, ready for trials by the end of today, don’t you worry, Mr Vann.’

He worked through the day with characteristic quiet concentration. Even at dinner-time, he sat with one hand on the tool as he ate his sandwiches, ignoring the gaggle of men having a quick game of cards at the end of the section.

At twenty to seven Mr Vann approached him again. ‘Now, Mr King, are we done?’

Roland banged his head as he brought it away from the lathe, emerging to see the foreman’s grinning face.

‘Yes, Mr Vann, this is the last of this lot. Just that last adjustment.’

‘You’re getting praise from upstairs for this development, I must tell you.’

‘We all do our bit. Some of these lads haven’t been out of this place more than eight hours a day in the last six weeks. We’re all driven.’

Pieter Vann clapped him on the shoulder. ‘We’ll need that and more, Mr King. Losing too many planes over France, cracking Jerry on the coast there. And all those down here in the summer in the big battle. Cracking Jerry,’ he repeated, rolling the words round his palette.

It was funny to hear Pieter Vann, in his Dutch accent, saying ‘kreckin’ Yerry’ like that, with such relish. There had been mutterings on the section when he first came: the lads thought that the feller might be a Jerry himself. But they had been slowly won over by his courteous manner, and the trickle of information about the invasion of Holland and the deportation of all his family under the Nazis.

‘Well, Mr Vann, as I said, they’re just about ready for testing now. I’ll be needing my next project.’

Vann stroked his unshaven skin. ‘Mmm. There’s a feller arriving on Monday with modified plans for a new tool. Something to do with petrol-feed. You’ll be getting that. So there’s no reason why you shouldn’t finish now, Mr King. But we’ll need to be here at six on Monday?’

Roland laughed. ‘Same as usual, you mean!’

Workers in other parts of the shop had also been given a signal and were pulling on jackets over their overalls and caps down on their heads. In seconds, the section was cleared and they were all clattering towards the big doors, gas masks bouncing on their hips, hands in their pockets, rooting for their cigarettes and matches.

Roland, dressed for exit himself, strolled to the door with Vann. He turned towards the older man. ‘Any news about your family, Mr Vann?’

The other man shrugged. ‘There is my nephew who got to North Africa, I’ve had a letter from him. Five months ago he had one letter from my mother and my sister, who is his mother, then nothing. I have heard nothing.’ He paused. ‘They are taken, I am certain of it.’

‘It must be hard, not knowing.’

Vann’s chest gurgled with a sigh which was almost a sob. ‘Harder for them, Mr King, harder for them.’ He coughed. ‘This new man who will come on Monday with the designs, he brought them from over there somewhere. A foreigner. He may know something.’ His voice was neutral but his thoughts were with his mother and sister, also over there somewhere.

By the time Roland was at the end of his own street he had thrown off the weariness of the day and the depression brought about by momentarily sharing Pieter Vann’s loss. Before going into the house he pushed open the garage door and pulled the canvas cover from his Morris. The car was shining clean and in perfect condition, raised up on blocks for the duration. He ran a skilled hand over it in the semi-darkness and sighed. The war would be over when he drove that again, with Lizza by his side and Rebecca – no, Rebecca and the newcomer, whom he hoped would be a boy – in the back seat. He pulled the canvas back and tied it neatly down again.

Before he put his key in the lock he battered cheerfully at the glass-paned door, shouted, ‘Where is everybody?’ then strode through the graceful little front room into the kitchen.

Rebecca, sitting in her high chair with jam on her face, crowed with delight and held out her arms. Lizza, curled in an armchair beside the fire, her nose in a book, stood up, smiling faintly. ‘I heard you looking at the car again. No one’s going to steal it, you know. You’re early!’

Roland picked up Rebecca and started to lick the jam off her face. ‘One lot finished. New tool project on Monday, so the good Lord Vann let us off before seven.’

She looked towards the gas cooker, a new one bought just before the war which her sister Beatrice had thought was a miracle from heaven. ‘There’s nothing ready. There’s soup from yesterday.’

He sat down, the energy draining from him a little. ‘No matter, Lizza. The soup from yesterday and a bit of bread will do me fine.’ He smiled across at her. ‘I’m two hours early after all.’ He appreciated the steady way Lizza dealt with the uncertainties of the long, unpredictable hours of his work. Some of the men had hell to pay when they turned up yet again so late. Or their wives were out, jawing with other women, or even men. It was true that Lizza was fiery and could flare up. That was one of the things he liked about her. But normally she would read her books, play her endless and elaborate games with Rebecca, tend her garden and keep the house neat. Later, when Rebecca was finally in bed and they were sitting at the table eating the soup made by Lizza from her own vegetables (surprisingly tasty, reheated), the air-raid siren went. Stubbornly refusing to hurry, they finished their soup, then Lizza went up for Rebecca and brought her down, bundled in her blankets.

Lizza and Roland didn’t trek out of town as did the Callaghans and some of the others, looking for barns and hedgerows for protection. On the very first raid, they had gone into the big shelter on the Crescent. That didn’t suit Lizza at all. As she explained to Maeve Callaghan, ‘Me, I never did like to be so close to people. And Rebecca didn’t get her proper sleep. I’ve always been quite firm about her sleeping hours. Roland says it’s my nurse’s training but I think it’s just common sense.’

Of course she had to disturb Rebecca a bit to get her down into the narrow space under the stairs which Roland called the cellar. But the child hardly woke up at all. She just lay across Lizza’s arms like a piece of seaweed. The new baby, stirring about inside Lizza, was much more wakeful, absorbing into its brain Lizza’s restless worry, her battened-down instinct to flight.

Roland took the bombing in his usual calm stride. More than once Lizza had thrown a pot at his head in sheer frustration at his lack of panic. In violent rows, she accused him of insensitivity, hiding away from the death that was around him.

If he was at work during a raid, he did shifts as fire warden there and usually stayed till the all-clear. When he wasn’t at work, after doing his round as an air-raid warden, he would return to the house. Then, sitting under the stairs with a torch, or bravely up at the kitchen table, he would make his charts, complete with date, type of aeroplane, frequency and target. The next day he would check his facts as he went to work on his bicycle, wobbling round the potholes, the crevices and rubble. When he came home at night he would take an india-rubber and rub out errors and replace them with verified facts, inked in. Then he would add new data about the particular street, the particular building which was hit. His next task was to add small figures of men and women, like bundles of sticks, in rows like soldiers. These were his dead.

Lizza did not need her hospital text-books to see that in the wild chaos of death, fire and great explosion this activity gave Roland a sense of shape, order and control. His neat graphs, his lines of little men, his codes of time and plane-type, gave him a quiet man’s sway over those giants; those wizards up in the sky, who, like Thor, could cast thunderbolts into lesser people’s lives.

He had gloated with uncharacteristic glee at the early victories at sea. How neatly they responded to both his desire to defeat the Germans and his perpetual concern for his father out there in his convoy, at the mercy of the elements and the rapacious German U-boats.

Lizza thought Roland was lucky. His work, of which he talked so very little, involved making engines for machines, which in their turn could wreak their own thunder-and-lightning damage on the enemy’s bus-stops; on his churches; his children. She knew that Roland had his way of getting back at them, those boys in the sky.

She fretted that she herself had no way of fighting back. She could not work in the hospital to help return the wounded to full health, to fight or guard some more another day. Any chance of hospital work had stopped when she got married. No question, then, of married women continuing to nurse.

They would have taken her back now, of course, it being war-time. But now there was Rebecca to see to, and this new one coming. Reasons, she was told, for her to be away from the city. Pregnant women and women with small children were to be evacuated. But she wouldn’t go.

She looked at herself in the small mirror that she kept in her cubby-hole under the stairs. Brave or foolish, she insisted on staying there, pottering away, reading her books, playing with Rebecca. Roland nagged her about it. ‘You’re hard, Lizza, hard!’ he would say, only half laughing.

‘Hard? You don’t know about hard! My mother, she’s hard. Couldn’t be soft, I suppose, with five young children, and her husband a war hero in the Great War. A dead one of course. The Great War? The war to end all wars? Now the Germans have either killed our Jonnie or got him in some prison camp. The war to end all wars? That’s a laugh, now, isn’t it?’

This evening, Roland put her oil lamp on its little shelf by the camp-bed and heaved the radio with its heavy batteries on to the floor beside the cellar door. ‘There. You’ve got your book?’

She pulled Captain Horatio Hornblower from under the pillow.

‘Right, there now, I’m off.’ Roland pulled on his scarf and his warden’s helmet and then bent down to kiss her hard before he shut the cellar door. She listened to the slam of the front door, then settled down to read in the tiny circle of light afforded by the lamp. She wondered if they would come tonight, the boys. The city was always ready, but sometimes the planes went on, not bothering to stop. The serious bombing had happened only four or five times.

Of course they could be up there now, those boys, even younger than her brother Jonnie, with their fingers on the levers that could drop all hell on this city, this fine city, her adopted home which was older than Shakespeare.
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