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    CHAPTER I


    An Avenue At War


    THE Avenue stretched in a wide curve from Shirley Rise, just off the Lower Road, to the gates of the Rec’, at the junction of the Avenue, and Delhi Road. Its pre-war trimness had disappeared with the summer. People had been too busy, and too distraught, to use shears on the privet hedges, and long shoots were already straggling over and through the lengths of looped chains, that had formerly swung clear of the hedges connecting the dwarf pillars that separated the houses. Over at Number One Hundred and Twelve, for instance, the lilac now covered the entire front garden, and almost opposite, at Number Ninety-Seven, a ‘To Let’ notice was lashed to the trunk of the familiar laburnum.


    There were other ‘To Let’ and ‘For Sale’ notices along the Avenue, nearly a score of them, and some of the boards had been there for the better part of a year. There was, as yet, no grass in the street, but there would be before very long, and weeds too, from seeds blown south from the old Nursery, behind the even numbers, or north from the meadow, that separated the backs of the odd numbers from the Manor Wood, where the old white mansion, empty and desolate these thirty years, was crumbling to final decay.


    Very few children were seen in the avenue these days. Almost all of them had left more than a year ago, before the first siren wailed out from the A.R.P. Centre, in Shirley Rise, or the smug Baskervilles, of Number Eighty-Four, had scuttled into their bomb-proof shelter, excavated by Mr. Baskerville during the Munich crisis.


    Most of the children had crept back in the New Year, their parents fearing no retaliation to the R.A.F. leaflet raids over Berlin, but by the late summer of 1940, they had all hurried away again, some of them as far away as Canada, and the United States, but the majority not quite so far, to Somerset, like Archie Carver's family, of Number Two, or to a thatched cottage, on the Totnes Road, like Eunice God-beer, of Number Twenty-Two.


    The adults left in the Avenue missed the noise of the children playing in the street after tea, and on Saturday mornings. When dusk fell there was nobody to knock at their doors and run away, as the elder Carver twins, ‘The Unlikes’, had done so long ago, when people in the Avenue were making crystal-sets, and Avenue daughters, in cloche hats, and knee-length frocks, were known as ‘flappers’, not ‘judies’, and young men who took their wooing seriously were invariably known as ‘Sheiks’.


    Apart from the evacuation of school children most of the young folk of the Avenue had dispersed, and some would never again turn into the Avenue from Shirley Rise, to pass along the crescent to their front-gates. Casualties, so far, had not been heavy. There was silent grief at Number Six, where Mrs. Hopper had lost her only son on the Royal Oak, and in lesser degree at Number Seventy-Eight, where Grandpa Barnmeade had managed, despite his advanced years, to die for democracy.


    Grandpa Barnmeade had surprised everybody along the Avenue, in September, 1939. Up to that date nobody had paid much attention to his secondhand stories of the Battle of Isandhlwana, or the camel charge at Omdurman, but when the call went out for air-raid wardens, the old man had somehow contrived to get himself appointed. Throughout that first winter, when everyone was unfamiliar with the art of blacking-out, his neighbours had been obliged to take him very seriously indeed. Night after night he had pounded the pavements, his service respirator at ‘the ready’, his mace-like torch directing a powerful beam on odd and even numbers alike, and he himself poised for a panther spring at every chink of light that winked along the crescent.


    Whenever he saw such a gleam he charged, uttering highpitched howls of rage, and promising to fill fleets of Black Marias with Avenue folk who, judged by their behaviour, had arrived at a covert agreement with Goering, and his Luftwaffe squadrons.


    In late September Grandpa Barnmeade died at his post, just like the Roman sentry at Pompeii, just like ‘Boy’ Cornwell, at Jutland.


    Scrambling on to the porch of Number Four, at 2 a.m., with the intention of smashing the windows of Becky Clegg's bedroom, and extinguishing the glow that leaked from behind her lath and paper black-out screen, he had slipped, and fallen headlong on to the flagged path, ten feet below.


    Edith Clegg, hearing the impact, and the warden's final yell of indignation, had run out, and found him lying there. He was unconscious, and she had hurried along to fetch Jim Carver, of Number Twenty; there was little Jim could do but telephone for the ambulance from the Post, and sweep away the fragments of Grandpa Barnmeade's huge torch. The old veteran had broken his neck.


    They gave him a spectacular Avenue funeral, and Edith Clegg wept when the hearse passed the house, for she recalled, with a wave of self-reproach, that Becky's light had caused the tragedy and that she had once called the old hero ‘Little Hitler’. He was buried in Shirley Churchyard, and Jim was one of his bearers. That night everyone along the Avenue was very careful about their black-outs, reasoning, perhaps that from his new vantage point, the old warden could see chinks that were invisible to his easy-going successor.
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    The residential rump at the Shirley, or golf links, end of the Avenue, had remained much as it was throughout the ‘twenties’ and ‘thirties’.


    Little Miss Baker, the semi-paralysed spinster of Number One, still peeped from her downstairs window at the even numbers opposite, and could still tell you what was what, and who was who. She had been sitting there a long time now—since the middle of the First World War—and had resisted all endeavours, on the part of good-intentioned relatives, to evacuate her to the country. She reasoned that she had little enough to lose, for she had to be carried to and from her room on the rare occasions she left it. For the greater part of her adult life this end of the Avenue had been her window on the world. She was a patient and reserved little body, friendly with all, but intimate with none, except, possibly, Edith Clegg, who sometimes crossed the road, and took tea with her, at the three-legged table in the window.


    Miss Baker remembered most of the neighbours moving into their houses, and she was quite determined to sit this second war out. Her range of vision reached as far as Number Twenty-Four, and she could have told you, at any particular time, where any of the people in the twelve houses opposite were, and usually, what they were doing at a particular time of day.


    Across the road, at the corner shop that had once been Toni Piretta's, but was now A. Carver Ltd., Archie Carver appeared from time to time, opening and closing the double doors, that he had caused to be cut in the garden wall of Number Two.


    Archie was forty now, and acquiring a paunch, but he was an extremely active man, and set out on his rounds before most of the Avenue families had finished breakfast, or emerged from their front gates, to hurry down to Woodside Station, for the 8.45 to town.


    Archie was obliged to start early. He now had nearly twenty businesses to attend to, and trade was very brisk indeed, for Archie was one of the few along the Avenue who had profited by the respite offered by Mr. Chamberlain's umbrella. From September ’38, onwards, Archie had bought wisely and very extensively. Three rented houses in the area were stacked with tinned goods, that were becoming scarcer every day, and in his store behind Number Two, were dozens of racks, each supporting a crate of sugar, tea, coffee, or some other rationed commodity. The racks represented more than a thousand pounds of Archie's ploughed-back capital.


    Nor did the crates constitute the sole treasure in Archie's storehouse. Under the floor, in a specially hollowed-out cavity, that dated back to Archie's private declaration of war—his war against the Inland Revenue—were Archie's oil-drums, holding his Floating Reserve.


    Once upon a time these drums had contained mere half-crowns, and florins, the gleanings from Archie's tills, after the blinds were down, and new and fictitious till-rolls were made out, but now with trade booming, Archie could ignore half-crowns, and was collecting paper gleanings, to put into fire-proof tin boxes, which he buried in the oil-drums, and covered over with sawdust.


    He took up his floorboards once a week, and only one other person knew of the existence of the vault. That person was not Maria, the Italian-born daughter of old Toni, who had persuaded Archie to marry her, and come into partnership with him in the mid-twenties. The other person who knew all about the oil-drums was Archie's elder son, Anthony, now in his final term at public school, in Somerset. Anthony had been told because he was the Crown Prince to the Empire of Twenty Pop-Ins.


    Archie Carver had spent the greater part of his life forging his chain of pop-ins—small, undistinguished little grocery shops, scattered about the new housing estates, along the Kent-Surrey border. In the beginning the pop-ins had been a means to an end, that end being a bank balance just large enough to enable Archie to live the sort of life he had planned to live, since he was a grocer's errand boy, during the First World War. Today, however, the shops, and their turnover, were ends in themselves, for he had forgotten almost everything else, and his wife and family hardly ever saw him, not even when one or other of them returned to the Avenue from the comfortable Georgian house he had found for them in Somerset.


    So, in the very early hours of each successive Sunday morning, when the Avenue was very still, and the double gates giving access to his yard had been bolted and padlocked from the inside, Archie selected a yale key from the huge bunch he carried everywhere he went, and let himself into the store behind the house. It was the store where his mahogany-faced father-in-law had once played so many games of bears with the children, when they were tiny. Here Archie began at once to drag crates of expensive camouflage from a furthermost corner, and lay bare the cunningly-fitted floorboards that led down to his Floating Reserve. Edith Clegg, at Number Four, beyond the wall, sometimes heard the muffled thumps of the crates he moved, but she was a very uncomplicated person, and did not connect them with buried treasure. Instead, she reflected: “That poor Mr. Carver does work hard! He never seems to go to bed at all, poor, dear man!”
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    Yet Archie sometimes did go to bed, went, in fact, the moment he had relocked his store. Had Edith been a prying woman she might have considered it very odd that Archie did not spend Saturday nights in his own home but went, instead, out into Shirley Rise, and through a gap in the hawthorn hedge, that led to the meadow immediately behind the odd numbers.


    Once here, he slipped along the path in the shadow of the boundary fences, crossed the open track that was the sole break in the even sweep of the crescent, and let himself in at the back gate of Number Forty-Five, the home of Elaine Fraser, whose husband, Esme, was away serving with the R.A.F., in the Midlands.


    Archie's regular Saturday night call at Number Forty-Five was the nearest he ever came to taking a holiday. He seldom stayed more than a few hours, preferring to leave again before it was light. He had many customers in the Avenue, and his presence at Number Forty-Five, during the hours of darkness, might be commented upon, and ultimately affect his business. There had been a time when Archie had made a habit of combining business with pleasure, but that was long ago, before one of his assistants had robbed him of nearly a hundred pounds, and laughed in his face when he had discovered the theft. Nowadays Archie took his fun more soberly, and paid for it on the nail, or rather on Elaine Fraser's bow-fronted dressing-table, where he left his keys, loose change, and gold cigarette-lighter, after he had undressed.


    Their relationship was a very business-like one, and both of them preferred to keep it so. This was easy enough to achieve now that Esme Fraser had joined up, and was considerate enough to ‘phone his wife whenever he managed to wangle a forty-eight hour pass, and hitch-hike home from the Midlands.


    Prior to that it had meant they had to meet far afield, and rent a room, which wasn't easy these days, with London so full of homeless foreigners, and uniformed wayfarers.


    Archie had grown fond of Elaine. In addition to possessing striking good looks, and a sturdy, but pleasing figure, she had the enormous advantage of being without a conscience. She solaced him and took his money, without commenting upon their association. She was as brisk and as business-like as was he himself, when handing groceries over the counter. She was always there waiting for him when he arrived, and she never committed the error of trying to elevate their association to an emotional plane, as so many of Archie's women had tried to do in the past. She was not out to snare him, enslave him, or compromise him, merely to accommodate him, at the agreed price. Between his visits, if he thought of her at all, it was with mild gratitude. It was a great pity, he reflected, that there were not many more women like Elaine, and an even greater pity that he had not made her acquaintance years ago, when she was growing up, and cloistered with her family, at Number Seventeen, just across the road.


    [image: images]


    Apart from Archie's occasional visits Elaine led a solitary life. There was no contact these days between her and her mother, or her brother Sydney, who still occupied Number Seventeen, a few doors away. It was now more than seven years since she had walked out of the house, and followed her father, Edgar, to Wales, where he was now living over a little antique shop with Frances, the ‘other woman’, and Frances’ daughter Pippa.


    Edgar had found Elaine a nice, steady job as a hotel receptionist, but she had not stayed there very long, for during her early adolescence Elaine Frith had dreamed a dream, and the dream had shaped her life for many years now, driving her out to tour the country in the company of a second-rate illusionist, and after that to cross to the Continent, as the mistress of a middle-aged variety agent


    Neither of these haphazard partnerships had breathed reality into her dream, for it was a lavish and extravagant dream, involving a terrace, with a swinging hammock, a flock of male courtiers, wardrobes full of expensive clothes, a yacht that dropped anchor in Monte Carlo, and Majorca, and, above all, a Great Provider.


    Her brief and painful liaison with Tom Tappertitt, the proprietor of the circus that she had joined after leaving Benny Boy, the agent, had been equally unprofitable. That ridiculous episode had ended face down on a bed, in a small, private hotel, with an irate Mrs. Tappertitt, who happened to be a professional strongwoman, enthusiastically tanning her bare bottom, while husband Tom moaned from the confines of the shallow cupboard, into which his energetic wife had thrust him while she administered justice on Elaine.


    After that Elaine had renounced hit-and-miss tactics, and had married young Esme Fraser, the boy who had been mooning after her since the late ’twenties. There were two reasons for this decision. First the necessity of acquiring a base from which she could sally out to search for the Great Provider, and secondly because of Esme's modest fortune, which turned out to be more modest than she had been led to believe.


    Up to the moment of the outbreak of war Elaine had been ready to write off her marriage as yet another false start, but now she was not so sure. Their child, born on the actual day of the declaration of war, had been taken off her hands, and now Esme too had disappeared from the scene, and only appeared in the Avenue at irregular, and widely-spaced intervals. In view of all this there was still something to be said for a husband with a small unearned income.


    Meantime, there had been Stevie, the big Polish airman, since posted overseas, and later Archie, who, carefully handled, might yet provide the terrace hammock, and yacht, not withstanding his Italian wife, and young family down in Somerset.


    Had she been less experienced Elaine might have settled for Archie there and then, but she hesitated because her dream was not a static dream, but a dream that was constantly expanding. If the war went on long enough who could tell what possibilities lay ahead, providing she kept her eyes open, and saved her steadily increasing capital?


    On Sunday mornings, after Archie had dressed, and slipped out by the way he had entered, Elaine would sometimes lie relaxed, and watch the light flicker through the black-out curtain. Her mind would range, not over the remote, or recent past, but far into the golden future, across the Atlantic even, where some said that real money was waiting. Archie's five pound notes were all very well to go on with, of course, and he was very useful in other ways, with his gin, groceries, and nylons, but after all, Archie, notwithstanding his chain of suburban pop-ins, was still very much of the Avenue, and Elaine had never been reconciled to the Avenue, or to any suburban feature of it.


    Somewhere, sometime, bigger, better, and more streamlined game awaited her. She was only twenty-nine; there was time in hand.
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    Like her daughter, at Number Forty-Five, Esther Frith led a solitary life, more solitary these days than that of anyone in the Avenue. She had never made any friends there, and after her divorce, and Elaine's flight, she had shared the house with Sydney, her only son. Now that Sydney was gone she worried about him unceasingly for he was all she had left in her life to worry about. She had once been devoted to her Methodist Chapel, in Croydon, but since Sydney had joined the Air Force she had stopped attending public worship, feeling that she needed a more personal approach to God, if He was to find time to maintain a duration-of-war watch over Sydney.


    She spent nearly an hour on her knees before she climbed into bed each night, and her prayers had a single, repetitive theme:—‘Keep Sydney safe! Keep Sydney away from the bombs! Anything can happen to anyone only keep Sydney intact! Keep him away from the bombs!’


    She might have spared herself a nightly vigil on the cold linoleum, for God was already keeping Sydney as safely as anyone could be kept in the Britain of 1940.


    Sydney had joined the Volunteer Reserve of the R.A.F. nearly a year before the war, and he was now a Pilot Officer, in the Accounts Branch. By day he worked under the heavily-reinforced roof of Station Headquarters, and whenever the siren wailed he was authorised to dive into a deep shelter, carrying with him his loose-leafed ledgers, some long sheets of blotting paper, and a ready reckoner.


    Esther Frith might have been excused for devoting her prayers to her own safekeeping, for all that stood between her and the Luftwaffe, was a thin screen of slates, but it had never occurred to her that she might be hit by a bomb. She was a very sound sleeper, and slept through most of the alarms, while her neighbours were crowding into their Andersons, and Morrisons, or fussing about their houses with flasks of tea, cushions, and trailing blankets. Sometimes, just before she went to sleep, she thought of Edgar, her former husband, and whenever she did so she experienced anew the cold wave of shock that his original confession had once brought her … Edgar, the mild, the drab, the hopelessly ineffectual, but an Edgar madly and recklessly in love with a woman at the shop, a woman who, so she had been given to understand, had already given birth to a love-child by a soldier of the last war!


    The sheer staggering improbability of these facts buffeted Esther particularly when she recalled her husbands’ feeble reaction to her decree that they should sleep apart, after the birth of their second child, Sydney. She remembered how he had received this ultimatum, how he had been content to mumble something into his straggly moustache, and drift away to tend potted hyacinths in his greenhouse. It was curious how, during all the years when the children were growing up, Edgar must have continued to think about That Thing, the Thing that had come between them during the first hours of their Bournemouth honeymoon, when she had at length been brought face to face with the appalling demands men could make upon the women they married! Even a man like poor, wispy, skimpy, little Edgar!
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    Just across the road, at Number Twenty-Two, lived another wartime recluse, white-faced, earnest and amiable Harold Godbeer, solicitor's clerk, of Stillman and Vickers, St Paul's Churchyard.


    Before the war Number Twenty-Two had been among the most contented homes in the Avenue. Eunice Godbeer, formerly Eunice Fraser, had married her Harold in the mid-twenties, after a courtship lasting several years. Courting had begun on Harold's part, after Eunice's appeal for professional advice, following the death of her Scots mother-in-law.


    Eunice was a soft, small-boned, flaxen-haired, little woman. In those days she had reminded the bachelor Harold of helpless Mrs. Copperfield, adrift in a world of widow's problems, the solving of which would be a privilege to any susceptible bachelor. For years, however, his courtship did not prosper. Esme, Eunice's only child by her first marriage, had interposed between Harold and his heart's desire, for young Esme was a romantic, and had made a hero out of his dead soldier father. Because of this he did not take kindly to a stepfather who made his living in an office, drafting conveyances, and scratching about in the deed-boxes of the dead.


    Then, unexpectedly, the fog had lifted, and the way to the altar was clear. Esme, and his friend little Judy Carver, next door, had become embroiled in a ridiculous dispute about a bag of confetti, sold to them by a huckster, at the Shirley Easter fair, and Harold, a bespectacled knight-errant, had come galloping to the rescue. As a direct result of this encounter Esme's entire attitude towards clerkly stepfathers had changed overnight, and Harold had won his fair lady in a canter.


    Then Esme had grown up, and married Elaine Frith, the dark, exciting, rather mysterious girl who lived directly opposite to Number Twenty-Two, and the young couple had delighted everybody by making their new home further down the Avenue.


    In less than a year, little Barbara had been born, giving all of them such short-lived delight, for Barbara was now the cause of her grandparents’ separation, and in his lonelier moments Harold could not help asking himself why it should be he, a mere step-grandfather, who was denied the comfort and solace of his wife for the duration, when the child's mother, Elaine, could have evacuated herself at will, taken charge of the child, and sent Eunice home to the blitz and Harold.


    In the days before the war Harold had sometimes yearned for solitude. He was the kind of man who liked to come home from the office, eat a cold supper, put on his slippers, and lose himself in a careful scrutiny of The Times.


    After that he liked to listen to brass bands on the radio, or potter about the house, embellishing it, and increasing its capital value, by applying little touches of primrose paint, or installing extra cupboard-space.


    He soon discovered, however, that Eunice much preferred light conversation, but in more than ten years of married life he had still not acquired the habit of seeming to listen without listening, or of making a tame husband's monosyllabic replies to his wife's endless small-talk.


    After Esme had married, Harold had lost a valuable ally, and was left to swim against the tide of small-talk alone. The result was that he sat down to read an article on far Eastern policy, and then, unaccountably, found himself running an eye up and down the stock market column, or studying the obituaries. He also lost .patience with Eunice sometimes because of her irritating habit of performing several trivial tasks at once, particularly late at night, when he was tired and anxious to sleep.


    He would lie in bed, with the sheets up to his chin, glumly watching her, as she pottered to and fro in a pretty pink nightdress, or sat brushing her long, soft hair, rubbing her cheeks with cream, or hanging and re-hanging frocks in the mahogany wardrobe. Contemplating her at times like this he would marvel that any woman alive could take so long to achieve so little.


    On these occasions his mind sometimes slunk back to his cosy bachelor lodgings, in Outram Crescent, beyond the Nursery garden, but he was always able to dismiss these regrets when, at long length, Eunice turned out the light, and snuggled down beside him, warm, soft, and delicately perfumed.


    She would then take his hand, tuck it possessively under her breast, and murmur “Goodnight dear, it's been such a nice day, hasn't it?” And he had to agree that, taken all round, it certainly had


    The days were not anything like so nice now, or the nights either, what with crowded trains to and from the city, cheerless news about shipping losses, the terrifying isolation of dear Old England, and the constant, stomach-churning wail of the siren from the A.R.P. post, in Shirley Rise. It was a miserable business to get Up and dress after a broken night's sleep, and come downstairs to make one's own toast on the gas-stove, in a fireless kitchen. It was just as depressing to come home, tired and low-spirited to an empty hearth, at the end of the day, to thresh about the big double bed, night after night, to reach out one's arm, and find nothing but emptiness, to yearn and yearn for the warmth of a silly, pretty, chattering little woman who, never once, in all the years they had been married, had been anything but submissive and generous to him, once she really had turned out the light, and could think of no new topic to discuss with him.


    One way and another Harold was having a tiresome war, and if it had not been for his new-found friendship with Jim Carver, the big, solemn Socialist, next door, he might have thrown up the sponge long since, resigned his head clerkship, and hurried down to Devonshire to dodge bombs, and keep Eunice and little Barbara company.


    By way of contrast Jim Carver of Number Twenty was by no means as depressed by the war. Jim had been a widower many years, and his elder daughter, Louise, had cared for him, and for the rest of his family, with great skill and thoughtful economy, ever since his wife had died in the ’flu epidemic shortly before he came home from France, in 1919.


    Since Dunkirk Jim Carver had been more at peace with himself than he had been since the days of the General Strike, for at last his crusading zeal had been released into an officially authorised assault on the triple citadel of graft, cruelty, and social injustice.


    Ever since Armistice Day, 1918, Jim Carver had been crusading. On that momentous day he had seen a vision that seared his soul, even as the soul of St. Paul had been seared, on the road to Damascus. On that day he had seen a dead boy on a bank, just outside Mons, a boy he believed to have been sacrificed not to freedom, or democracy, but to the stupidity and vanity of a potbellied base major, who had ordered a last-minute suicidal attack on a German machine-gun post.


    Over the corpse of the boy whom he believed to have been the final casualty of the First World War, Jim Carver had sworn an oath. He had sworn to devote the remainder of his life to the abolition of war, and the system that made wars inevitable.


    So far as he was able he had kept that oath. For years now he had stumped about the suburb, preaching the gospel of the Brotherhood of Man, and the League of Nations, but so far his only reward for these endeavours had been a flagrant succession of betrayals. He had been collectively betrayed by the governments of the world and by his own government in particular. He had seen the workers betrayed by white-collar volunteers in 1926, and again, by their own, worthless leaders, in 1931. He had seen Abyssinia betrayed by the City of London, in 1935, Spain betrayed by the League itself in 1936, and Czechoslovakia betrayed by all and sundry in 1938. The final betrayal, the most shattering of all, had come from the Left, in August 1939, and when, not long afterwards, Russia had swept into Poland, and then turned its guns on Finland, Jim came very near to despair, which seethed within him right through the period of the phoney war, until it erupted over the beaches of Dunkirk.


    Then, at one minute, fifty-nine seconds to doomstroke, Winston Churchill had spoken up—Churchill—a man who, until that historic moment, Jim Carver had always disliked, and distrusted, the politician whom he had labelled a turncoat, and a typical autocrat of the ruling caste, but a man who, at that hour, said the things that Jim would have liked to have said, and did things that he would have liked to have done, and in the way that Jim would have said and done them!


    For a day or two, before Churchill took office, Jim hovered over the abyss of utter hopelessness, and then, under the impetus of Churchill's fight-on-the-beaches broadcast, he moved cautiously into the Valley of Hope. Here, Jim told himself; was a Man, and a man worth following! Here was someone who, for all his shifts, and cynicisms in the past, knew England, and Englishmen, and knew what he was fighting for, a man, moreover, who was not prepared to fool himself or anyone else about the bloodiness and immensity of the, tasks ahead.


    Already a full-time A.R.P. worker, Jim at once joined the Home Guard. One glorious morning, when crippled Junkers came fluttering over the suburb, he actually took a pot shot at Fascism with a real rifle, and saw the aircraft explode in flames, on a patch of gorse just over the hill. He cheered and danced as though his shot had brought the aircraft to earth.


    From the summer of 1940 Jim dedicated himself to war with all the single-mindedness that he had dedicated himself to peace. There was no effort that he would not make to further the cause of democracy. In between long spells of duties at the A.R.P. Centre, he somehow found time to instruct middle-aged neighbours in the art of grenade-throwing, and when this was done, he hurried home to help Jack Strawbridge, Louise's ponderous husband, to dig for victory, in the old Nursery, behind the house. He encouraged Harold, his next-door neighbour, to start a local Savings Group, and when this was underway he moved from house to house along the Avenue, soliciting aluminium cooking utensils for Beaverbrook's Spitfire drive.


    He was exalted, and inspired, as he had not been since 1914, when he had walked into a Hammersmith recruiting office, and volunteered to fight Kaiser Bill.


    The war had scattered Jim's family. His fourteen-year-old quarrel with Archie, over the boy's betrayal of the workers’ cause by enrolling as a Special during the General Strike, had been set aside for Louise's wedding before the war, but it had never really healed, and when father and son passed one another in Shirley Rise they did no more than exchange a casual greeting. Nowadays, however, Archie's approach to life ceased to worry Jim, who was too busy to ponder what the boy was doing at that corner shop of his, or what part he was playing, if any, in the overthrow of tyranny. Archie was a bad egg, and best forgotten. Fortunately this was easily done, for Jim had two younger sons of whom to be proud.


    Bernard and Boxer, the Unlike Twins, whom he had dismissed in pre-war days as empty-headed, speed-crazy young idiots, had turned up trumps after all. They had been out with the B.E.F., in ’39, and had fought their way home across the entire breadth of France, to turn up unscathed, weeks after the wreck of the army had trickled back from Dunkirk. In their own way they had been heroes, slightly comical heroes, perhaps, but deserving an Avenue triumph, for all the might of Hitler's panzers had not vanquished them, and now they had volunteered to train as Commandos, and were gleefully scaling cliffs, and blowing up buildings, in a Highland stamping ground.


    They turned up in the Avenue from time to time, having thumbed or fiddled their way across England, using the same methods, one assumed, as they had employed in France. They were taut, bronzed, and spoiling for a fight, and Jim looked at them with quiet pride, as they sat wolfing his bread and tinned beans, in the kitchen of Number Twenty. The thought of what they would do to the next Nazi they encountered uplifted him, and increased his confidence in ultimate victory.


    Jim had one other member of the family serving in the Forces—Judy, his younger daughter, and the favourite among his children.


    Judy had joined the W.A.A.F. a week after she received news that her husband, the young infantry officer whom Jim had met but once, at the wedding, had been drowned in a torpedoed troopship. Poor Judy, he reflected, had only been married about a month, and his heart bled for her, but she seemed to have rallied very quickly, and found some kind of anodyne for her grief on the plotting tables of a fighter-station, during the Battle of Britain.


    When she came on leave, in September, Jim gained the impression that she was over the worst of it, and might even marry again given time, perhaps to one of those slim, clear-eyed youngsters, who had put up such a wonderful show over South-Eastern England during the summer.


    As it happened Jim was wrong about Judy, but he was a man who saw life in broad outline and was by nature prevented from estimating, even approximately, the extent of the damage that the death of Tim Ascham had done to the heart of his favourite child. He had no means of knowing, nor indeed had anyone else, that when Judy's daily spell of duty was done, when she had undressed and climbed into her little iron cot, alongside girls gaily discussing forthcoming dates, she sometimes had to drag her mind away from Tim Ascham's infectious chuckle, and his plain, freckled face, lest she should suddenly break down and sob like a child, or scream at her room-mates—“For God's sake stop talking about men as if they were trophies! They're going to die! Almost all of them are going to die, just as mine died!”


    Of course she never did lose control, and her billet-mates thought of her as a shy, rather mousey little thing, a shade too conscientious about her work, and too fastidious to profit from the unit's access to an almost unlimited number of young men.


    Jim's youngest children, the girl twins, known along the Avenue as Fetch and Carry, or simply as ‘The Likes’, had not joined the Forces. The outbreak of war found them serving as waitresses in a West End café, where the tips were good, and the customers moderately gallant. Both had inherited Jim's big, muscular frame, and long, loose limbs. They were approaching their twenty-second birthday now, and a generation earlier they might have been described as ‘fine women’. They were certainly robust, and could whisk across a room carrying a tray loaded with heavy china, or kick open a service door with large, square, feet. They sang and whistled as they worked, and when they laughed in the kitchen all the customers heard them in the shop. Like their twin brothers, Bernard and Boxer, they were seldom seen apart, and always operated as a team, but in their case nobody could have said which of them took the lead. They seemed to arrive at conclusions simultaneously, and when they spoke they usually said the same thing, the one a split second after the other, so that hearing them was rather like listening to an echo.


    They still lived at home, travelling up on the 9.50, so as to be on duty in time to serve morning coffee, and returning on the 6.35, after the dinner team had relieved them. In the train they read True Love Stories, buying only one copy, and holding it between them all the way home.


    They were never any trouble to Jim, to their sister Louise, or to anyone else. They minded their own, and each other's business. Everyone in the Avenue liked them, but somehow they did not impress people as did the older twins, Berni and Boxer.
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    Over at Number Forty-Three, where Ted Hartnell the jazz orchestra leader had lived with his wife Margy since the early ‘thirties’, the house was often empty and silent for weeks at a time. Ted was away at sea, a steward on a tanker, and Margy, who had been queen of the Hartnell Eight before the war, and had succeeded, in that capacity, in converting her shambling sunny-natured, tune-tapping husband into a professional musician of some standing, had assembled a new orchestra and taken it away on an E.N.S.A. tour to the camps.


    There had been heartache and disappointment at Number Forty-Three since Dunkirk. Ted was almost forty years of age when war broke out, and had never had an unsyncopated idea in his head until he engaged a Bavarian refugee to play in his band. The Bavarian was a Jew, known as Nikki, who had escaped from the Nazis by the skin of his teeth, in 1937. His father and brothers had disappeared into a concentration camp, and he himself had been badly shaken by his own experiences when he had met Ted, and given him a first-hand account of what it was like to be a Jew in Hitler's Germany.


    From the moment of his meeting with Nikki, Ted changed. Like everyone else in Britain he had read newspaper reports about concentration camps, and uniformed bullies, who called on their victims by night, but somehow it had not registered with him until he actually heard it described first-hand by Nikki. Once the facts were absorbed by him they drove jazz music out of his head, and made him long to become an active crusader, like Jim Carver, across the road.


    Margy, his wife, was very irritated by the change in him. Throughout the long, dull months of the phoney war she had argued interminably with him, pointing out that no matter how terrible things might be in Berlin, or in Munich, they had nothing whatever to do with the engagement book of the Hartnell Eight, an orchestra sponsored by a man well over military age.


    But Ted couldn't see it this way at all. He said that he was still young enough to do something to dismay Heinrich Himmler, and Margy was obliged to resort to desperate measures to prevent him from enlisting in the Pioneer Corps, the day after the Invasion of Poland.


    Up to that moment they had both been too busy and too mobile, to start a family, but when Margy saw that nothing else was likely to dissuade him from making a fool of himself, and sacrificing their goodwill and broadcast dates on the altar of Democracy, she at once set about starting one, and her announcement did succeed in compelling him to postpone enlistment for a spell.


    For a very short spell, however, for the Dunkirk epic started it all up again, and the threat of invasion turned Ted into a patriot of the 1914 vintage. Without saying another word to her he went off and enlisted in the Ordnance Corps, and was called up shortly before Margy's baby was due to arrive.


    The child was stillborn, and no wonder, moaned Margy, for Ted was invalided out of the Ordnance Corps almost at once, but instead of coming home with the good news the fool dropped in at a shipping office and put down his name for sea service in the cook's galley!


    The Merchant Service it seemed, was not nearly so fussy about physical fitness as the Ordnance Corps, and before Margy was out of the nursing home Ted was away on the high seas, en route for Venezuela!


    She had one letter from him, posted in the Madeiras, but after that no further word for months and months. Half mad with anxiety, and bored stiff with waiting about the house for the postman, she marched out of Number Forty-Five one morning, swept together the wrecks of three disbanded orchestras, and set out on a tour of the camps. At one of their two-night stands she ran into Nikki, the refugee, but although by no means a vindictive woman, she could not bring herself to discuss Ted with him. If it hadn't been for Nikki, she reflected, she and Ted might have made a good thing out of the war, and ultimately fought clear of suburban engagements, and modest summer tours. Nor was that all! By some tortuous process of reasoning she persuaded herself that Nikki, blast him and his concentration camps, was responsible for the stillbirth of her child!
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    Few households in the Avenue had changed as little as that of Number Four, where Edith Clegg, and her sister Becky, had now lived quietly for nearly thirty years.


    The Clegg sisters had lived in the Avenue longer than any other family, and people who moved in during the First World War remembered that Becky had once been regarded as rather less than half-witted. She had, they were told, some sort of mental ailment, that drove her to appear at her garden fence, from time to time, clad only in a night-dress, in order to summon her cat, Lickapaw, who had lived wild for long spells, in the abandoned nursery behind the even numbers.


    Lickapaw was dead now, and lay buried in the garden of Number Four, under a headboard marked with his name and age, but although Becky had long ceased to appear at the fence in night attire, her reputation for feeble-mindedness lingered among the older residents, and they were not unduly surprised when they heard, via Mrs. Hooper, of Number Six, that ‘the fair-haired one was having her spells again’!


    Becky's spells as they were called, had been a great trial to her plump and sweet-tempered sister, Edith. They had begun early in the century, after Becky, then a handsome girl of twenty-two, had been rescued by her sister from a tenement in Lambeth, after a disastrous runaway marriage to a wandering artist whom the sisters had met in their Devon village, where their father had once been priest-in-charge.


    Edith had found her, several months after the elopement, badly bruised in mind and body, and poor Becky had never quite recovered her wits. At certain times she would retreat wholly into the past, and imagine that they were still the rector's daughters, in a village on the shores of Bideford Bay, or that she was still living with her husband, Saul, and expecting his child, or simply preparing supper against his return.


    In the early ‘twenties’, soon after Edith had taken in Ted Hartnell as a lodger, and the three of them began living such pleasant, musical lives at Number Four, Becky's spells bad become far less frequent, although she was still liable to confuse tradesmen who called at the back door with boys who had been killed on the Somme, years and years ago. Under the impetus of war, however, her wits began to fail again, and about the time of Dunkirk she had returned from a shopping visit on the Lower Road one evening, and set about frying supper for Saul, whom she declared she had encountered outside the Odeon.


    For a time Edith was half-convinced that she really had seen the man with whom she eloped all those years ago, but then Becky had begun to knit for her baby, and Edith, sick at heart, soon realised that the shock and excitement of the war had caused the spells to begin all over again. She called in the doctor, and was relieved when he assured her that there was no immediate danger of ‘putting Becky away’, but that she would need ‘keeping an eye on’. This injunction did not worry Edith unduly. She had been keeping an eye on Becky for nearly forty years, and was on very friendly terms with dear, strong Mr. Carver only a few houses away, who would always come to her aid if she needed him. It would mean, however, that Becky could not be left alone for long, and this looked like curtailing Edith's visits to the cinema, which was a great shame seeing that she had only just recaptured her earlier enthusiasm for films, after seeing the epic ‘Gone With the Wind’, in glorious technicolour.


    Edith had once worked in the Odeon as pianist, but that was in the old silent-picture days, when it was called the Granada, and poor, dear Rudi was alive, and no one had heard of Al Jolson. After Mr. Billington, the Granada proprietor, had installed the talkie apparatus, in 1929, Edith had lost her job, and she had been years getting accustomed to stars who used their lips instead of their eyes, and a heaving bosom, to convey a simple statement such as ‘I love you, I'll always love you!’


    It was the depressing aspect of the Avenue under the strain of total war that had driven Edith back to the cinema, and she had been immensely cheered to discover that it still retained its magic for her, and only needed ‘a little getting used to’. Perhaps their girl lodger, Jean McInroy, would take charge of Becky once a week, and enable her to sit through at least one feature film a week, providing she attended matinées. After all, she reflected, everything worth while was being spoiled or dislocated, by that awful man Hitler. Surely the occasional solace of the cinema would not be denied her?
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    Like her neighbour Jim Carver, Jean McInroy, Edith's lodger since the week after Ted Hartnell had married, was finding some consoling factors in total war.


    Jean was a commercial artist, and up to September, 1939, she had earned a reasonable living illustrating magazine stories, and press advertisement copy.


    She was a very pretty girl, and almost every man who passed her in the street, or sat opposite her in the ‘bus, kept her in view for as long as was practicable. For all that she was now twenty-six and still unclaimed.


    Young men seemed to go to extraordinary lengths to get acquainted with her, but these friendships never developed into courtship, the reason being that poor Jean had a large cavity in the roof of her mouth, that made coherent conversation with her almost impossible. She could make a variety of gobbling, nasal sounds, and people who were used to her, like Edith for instance, had little difficulty in understanding her, but the affliction proved a hopeless handicap in the early stages of courting, and Jean had long since abandoned any idea of forming a permanent association with one of the young men attracted by her pretty face and figure.


    Instead of grieving over what couldn't be helped she did a sensible thing, the kind of thing that one might expect from a girl with sensible Scots blood in her veins. She created her own man, a dream man, and called him The Ideal British Male. She went one better. She made him provide for her, by putting him into almost every sketch she sold to the advertisement agencies, for whom she worked on commission.


    Almost everyone in the Avenue was familiar with Jean's Ideal Man although, to all but Edith, he was simply a sketch inside the frame of an advertisement or story illustration. They all knew him, however, without connecting him with his creator, Jean. He was six feet in height, had broad shoulders, nice, but not effeminate wavy hair, a long, lean, leave-it-tome-little-woman jaw, a slightly sunburned complexion, radiant good health, and blue, Empire building eyes. He also possessed the distinct advantage of being able to supply his wife and family with anything on the market, from a sleek white sports car, like the one Archie Carver drove, to a surprise box of chocolates for stay-at-home-wifie, or a tin of high-grade sardines for the children's tea. He was incapable of letting anyone down and he was the perfect lover, always, saying the right things in the right way and at the right time, and always tender, manly, true, and courageous things, like: “This isn't the end, Jean darling. Some day I'll return to you, and when I do your heart will tell you how I regarded you through the empty years between…”


    Fetch and Carry, the twins of Number Twenty, were very familiar with Philip, the Ideal British Male, whom they encountered each day in their magazines, and even the sour Esther Frith, of Number Seventeen, was dimly aware of him, for he appeared in advertisements for washing powders in all the daily papers. Only Jean, his creator, however, knew that he actually existed in the flesh, and that on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, her duty nights with the Auxiliary Fire Service, at the Fire Station in Cawnpore Road, she had the heavenly privilege of handing him a cup of tea in an enamel mug, and watching him demonstrate the use of the stirrup-pump to beginners.


    After years and years of scrutiny in trains, ’buses, and crowded city and suburban streets, Jean had at last come face to face with the Ideal British Male in the person of Chief Officer Hargreaves, head of the suburb's fire service. She had lost no time in joining the A.F.S., in order to be near him, and watch over him, and see that he got his tea hot, fresh and strong, whenever he needed it. He was almost unaware of her, of course, and had hardly addressed a word to her in all the time she had known him, but he smiled his warm, kind smile when she put his mug of tea down in front of him, and said: “Thank you, Miss McInroy,” in the soft but deep-throated voice she always knew that Philip would use when she found him.


    One day, perhaps, something would happen that would bring them together.


    He was unmarried, and appeared to be without attachment of any kind, besides which, God would hardly have brought them together so miraculously had He not had some positive development in mind.


    So Jean slipped gaily into her blue slacks on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays, and tripped blithely down Shirley Rise to the fire station, while overhead the enemy bomber fleets began to multiply with the shortening of the days, and the people of the Avenue waited to see Armageddo had in store for them, both individually, and as a community.

  


  
    CHAPTER II


    Incident


    ON the night of November 5th, 1940, Jim Carver went on duty at eight o'clock, moving along the Avenue, head down, shoulders hunched against thin, driving rain.


    As he was turning into Shirley Rise, to make his way up the hill to the Aid Post, the siren began to warble, and he quickened his step, his rubber boots clumping over the wet flags, his khaki haversack, packed with Louise's sandwiches, bumping against his hip and reminding him, almost without him being aware of it, of blundering ration-party trips up the Line, under very similar weather conditions, more than twenty years before.


    He walked surely in almost complete darkness, his hands stretched out to break the force of a collision with a lamppost, or telegraph pole; as he edged round the wide bend, towards the junction of Upper Road, he saw a faint glow in the sky over to the north-east. They were making another night of it apparently. Before midnight the suburbs would have bonfires enough, and on a scale undreamed of in prewar Guy Fawkes’ celebrations.


    His mind travelled back a decade and he remembered the bonfires he had made for his children in the ‘twenties’ and early ‘thirties’. He recalled how Boxer, who always delighted in these occasions, had thrown a twopenny cannon into the garden of Harold Godbeer, next-door, and received a smart box on the ear in consequence. He remembered another year, the year a spark from the bonfire had landed in the cardboard box containing the family's pooled fireworks, and the whole evening's fun being concentrated into one mad, explosive minute, with crackers leaping in every direction, and Judy screaming with fear, while that young devil Boxer capered about in the midst of the constellation, shouting with laughter, and looking like a demon from the pit.


    The glow in the sky broadened and his mind returned to the present. How were people taking this non-stop assault? How long would it be before they cracked under the strain of terror, and sleeplessness? It was only November now and before them stretched months of long, winter nights, most of which looked like being spent on makeshift beds, in minute-by-minute expectation of sudden death. It was well enough for men like himself, men who had endured, and survived, years of concentrated bombardment, under far worse conditions. An experience like that helped to put the thing in a proper perspective. Out there the German gunners had usually had the line taped to an inch, and had sometimes strafed it for hours on end, without killing or even wounding, more than a tenth of the trench garrison. The chance of being hit and killed by a bomb dropped at random, on a city the size of London, was negligible. There was more chance, they said, of being run over in the blackout, and casualty returns had so far proved as much. But how did you convince people of things like this? How could you persuade dear old souls like Edith Clegg, of Number Four, or poor old Harold Godbeer, next-door, that it was more than a thousand to one against their being killed by blast, or crushed under falling masonry?


    So far everyone had behaved extraordinarily well, as good or better, than the new drafts of youngsters pushed into the line after the 1918 break-through had behaved, but would it last? Could untrained civilians stand up to this kind of punishment?


    Jim was familiar with the art of public pulse-taking. For years now he had been assessing public opinion, on one or other of the great political issues of the day. His guess now was that it would take at least a year's pounding to beat London to its knees and batter its population into a frame of mind where they ran into the street, howling for peace at any price. The rest of the winter, and possibly one more summer, like last summer. After that anything might happen.


    That, then, had been Hitler's mistake, his worst mistake so far, if one discounted his failure to follow up Dunkirk with invasion. The price he demanded was too high, higher than death itself. It was like a pair of purses, held out to two heavyweight boxers in the ring. Victory for one meant more conquest, and loot. Defeat for the other meant slavery under impossible conditions, the exile and sterilisation of adult males, the splitting up of families, the wholesale slaughter of women and children, racial persecution on a scale unprecedented in barbaric wars of the past. What was death by bombs compared with such an accumulation of horrors? No wonder London was ‘taking it’.


    He turned into the sandbagged entrance of the post, and hung his haversack on a nail, lifting his hand in greeting to a group of men hunched round the coke fire, and glancing at the map of the suburb, with its box of flags ready to mark incidents.
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    Back in the Avenue, the residential rump had already completed its air-raid drill, performed, in most cases with a phlegm that implied years, rather than weeks of practice.


    Edith Clegg had coaxed Becky into the Morrison, and had then climbed out again, in order to turn off the gas at the main, and collect the metal box containing their insurance policies, keepsakes, and deeds.


    Esther Frith had finished praying, and had climbed into her glacial bed, where she lay rubbing one foot on the other, and listening, during the few moments it took her to get to sleep, for the intermittent buzz overhead that meant the passage of German bombers over the suburb.


    Harold Godbeer, whom the siren had caught slumped over his little fire, reading an inspired account of Wavell's attack in Libya, got up and went out into the scullery, where he mixed himself his nightly dose of bicarbonate. Having swallowed it he wriggled under the kitchen table, and wedged himself against the projecting buttress of the unlit stove. Harold had not yet got an indoor shelter and had discussed, with Jim, the safest and most blast-proof corner of Number Twenty-Two. Jim had toured the downstairs rooms, made certain adjustments to the position of furniture, and pointed to the heavy table.


    “Under there is as good as anywhere, old chap,” he told Harold, kindly, “but you know what we used to say in the trenches—if your name's on one it'll find you.”


    Harold envied him his quiet courage, the kind of courage that enabled him to walk upright in the open, during a raid. As he settled himself among cushions, and adjusted the plaid rug that they had so often used for picnics in Manor Wood, his hand groped along the skirting until it touched the framed photograph of Eunice, that he kept in his dug-out. He drew it out, and studied it, in the dim light of the 15-watt bulb, noting the tendril of flaxen hair that had escaped from the right ‘earphone’ (Eunice had never had her hair bobbed or shingled, she was far too proud of her tresses) and he brought the picture up to his pale lips, pressing them gently on the glass.


    Down the road Archie Carver, who shared his father's contempt for shelters, got up from his supper as soon as he heard the siren and carried a spare fire-extinguisher out of the back door, standing it against the door of the store, in the yard. He was not afraid of being killed by blast, or buried alive in wreckage, but he was not going to stand by helplessly while an incendiary sent his stock and Floating Reserve up in smoke.


    Almost opposite, little Miss Baker switched on her bedside light, and picked up her Rupert Brooke, a book she already knew by heart, but one that she liked to hold when the house began to vibrate with the passage of enemy aircraft overhead. At the first double throb she began to read:


    ‘Blow out you bugles,

    Over the rich dead …’


    She mouthed the words lovingly, and half audibly, savouring each of them like a sweetmeat, and as she read her memory conjured up a portrait she had once seen of the poet as a schoolboy. She remembered how eager, sensitive and noble he had looked—‘washed by English rivers, warmed by English suns!’
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    The bomb fell about a hundred and fifty yards from the golf-links end of the Avenue, obliterating the first three odd numbers of Delhi Road, that bordered the northern side of the Old Nursery and scattering rubble far over the potato rows of Jack Strawbridge's dig-for-victory patch behind the first houses on the Avenue's even side.


    The explosion rocked every house in the crescent and splintered almost every window that faced the open space. Everyone in the Avenue flinched and hissed at the terrifying nearness of the blast. Harold Godbeer's low-powered bulb winked out and the glass in Eunice's photograph frame cracked under his thumb, causing him to drop it like a hot brick.


    Immediately the blast wave had passed, and the roar of tumbling bricks and plaster had died away in a long, echoing rumble, the broken throb of aero-engines was heard overhead with dreadful clarity. Everybody in the Avenue waited for the second, and inevitably louder explosion, that would probably mean the end for all of them.


    When it came it was from further off, out somewhere beyond the Lower Road, and they breathed again, smiling to themselves, and cocking their ears like terriers for subsequent bangs.


    Up at the post in Shirley Rise there was a brief moment of confusion, as the telephone shrilled, and the heavy rescue squad surged round the hooks and lockers that contained their equipment. Jim roared an order and somebody started up the crash tender, a light lorry fitted with a powerful engine. Outside a fire-engine rushed past and the Post telephonist catching Jim by the sleeve, shouted: “Delhi Road—this end!”


    Jim made his dispositions, the plotter marked the map, and the tender shot through the double doors, wrenching itself into a right-angled turn as Jim scrambled down beside the driver and the other men clung to the heavy equipment, clamped in the back.


    When they got there Chief Officer Hargreaves was already in position, and his men and girls were running out hose to turn on a blazing house, adjoining the smoking rubble that now filled the gap where, only fifteen minutes before, three terraced houses had stood.


    Jim had a quick word with Hargreaves, who turned aside from his work as soon as he recognised him.


    “Direct hit … there may be people under there … we've already got one out, a passer-by, poor devil!”


    Jim saw the casualty being carried into the ambulance, and at once began to deploy his men over the half-acre of bricks, splintered beams, and laths.


    In the glare of the fire he saw an arm protruding from beneath a pile of guttering. He began to pull at the debris, piece by piece, until he had exposed the head and shoulders of an elderly woman. There was blood on her grey hair and Jim saw at once that she was dead. He gave orders for her removal, and then moved forward into the blast area, to search for the living.


    A faint hail came from the most solid patch of rubble, and Jim stumbled towards it, clawing his way over the loose bricks, and an abattis of shattered furniture.


    “How many of you?” he shouted, and then, over his shoulder, “Turn on the light! Give me some light, damn you!”


    The stairway of one of the houses was still standing but it led to nothing. The front door of the house had been ripped from its hinges, and flung slantwise against the little cave formed by the stairs. It had saved the occupants of the broom cupboard of Number Two, for the fragments of the upper storey had cascaded down over this improvised glacis, sealing it off, and making its occupants a casual gift of their lives.


    Jim tore at the bricks and shouldered the door aside, shining his bullseye into the hole, and directing the beam on its three occupants, a thin woman, and two girls, aged about seven and ten. The woman seemed very calm and the children more excited than terrified.


    “Bring Junkie … don't forget Junkie!” piped the younger child, as Jim gathered her up, and passed her to Hopner, who stood at his elbow.


    “How many are you?” he repeated, reaching back for the second child.


    “Only three of us,” said the woman irritably, “Junkie's her blasted monkey … here you are Rita, take it from the gentleman, do!” She sounded like a harassed housewife, disturbed in the process of preparing a meal in a hot kitchen, and Jim, noting this, repressed a chuckle. She gave Jim a large, woolly monkey, covered in powdered plaster, and Jim passed it across to the child, who clutched it joyfully as Hopner lifted her and bore her away.


    “By God, that's one up for the ‘under-the-stairs’ theory,” said Jim, as he helped the woman over the shifting bricks.


    “Gran didn't get to us,” said the woman, “I told her to stop messing about with the blackout, and come on in, but she wouldn't, she would potter! Is she all right?”


    Jim thought of the old woman under the guttering, but decided to let someone else break the news. There were probably other survivors, and this one, who did not appear to be suffering from shock, might be able to help account for the families.


    “Who lives on each side of you, ma'am? Both houses have copped it.”


    “Mrs. Purvis and her lodger, Miss Gilbraith, live in Number Two, but they usually go to the shelter. I only hope they did this time! A Mrs. Brooking, and her family, are in Number Six. They've already been bombed out once, in Catford. There's five of ’em, counting the old man. Are they all right?”


    “We'll soon see,” Jim told her, “you and your girls go on up to the Rest Centre, and get plenty of hot sweet tea inside you!”


    The woman took a single, swift look at the ruins of her home.


    “We been here since we was married,” she said, bitterly. “We've only just finished paying for it! It's a bit much, isn't it?” She shrugged, and a smile flashed through the mask of plaster and grime on her narrow face. “You wait ‘till my old man hears about it, he won't half be mad, I can tell you!”


    “Where is he?” asked Jim, with an answering grin.


    “God knows,” said the woman, “last time I heard he was in Africa, pasting the Eyeties!”


    Jim picked his way over the rubble to the wreck of Number Six. Where the kitchen had been Hopner met him, and Jim noticed that the fellow seemed badly shaken. His voice quivered as he said:


    “They're dead, all five of them! Christ, it's a bloody shambles in there! I hope to God well be dishing it out, soon enough. No more bloody leaflets, eh?”


    “No,” said Jim, “no more leaflets!” And then: “Can I get through to them?”


    “In that gap by the sink,” said Hopner, and stood aside, awaiting Jim's lead.


    Jim crawled through the rubble beside the sink, holding his bullseye at arms length. Most of the kitchen ceiling was down, but near the door, where it led into the hall, he found all five bodies, an old man, a plump, middle-aged woman, and three boys, the eldest about thirteen. They were dead but not mutilated, having been killed instantaneously by blast as they scampered in a group from kitchen to hall, making for the stair cupboard, no doubt. The woman and two of the children had been stripped by blast, and their naked bodies, sprawled one upon the other, looked pitiful and obscene.


    Jim climbed in, calling to Hopner over his shoulder.


    “Stand by to take them out, Fred. They've all copped it!”


    He heard Hopner retching, as he picked up the boy nearest to him, and he kicked savagely with his boots to enlarge the aperture.


    The child's body was no weight, and as he crossed the beam of the bullseye, wedged in the splintered window frame, he looked down at the face. Pity shook him, then rage.


    “God help me, I must get out of this,” he thought, “I must get into something where I can hit back, and kill, kill with the bayonet, the Sten, and the grenade! Kill the bastards with anything, anything at all!”


    He passed the body to Hopner, and turned back for the others.


    [image: images]


    The Delhi Road incident always remained fixed in the memory of Jean McInroy, because it was the occasion when Chief Officer Hargreaves had isolated her from the others and first addressed her as someone who was part of his team, not merely as a brewer of tea at the fire station.


    There were many calls that night, and the local Service was ordered to send men and equipment over to Clockhouse, where a shower of incendiaries had started a big fire.


    The Delhi Road fire was soon out, but Hargreaves always left someone on duty, in case it started up again. On this occasion he chose Jean, addressing her as she was rolling in hose.


    “You live quite near here, don't you Miss McInroy?”


    Jean nodded, breathlessly, delighted to discover that he already knew her name and the district in which she lived.


    “Okay, then you stand by, and keep an eye on this place. I'll leave you a spare stirrup-pump, but if it looks serious don't waste time tackling it yourself, get through to the post, and I'll send someone at once.”


    She nodded again, and he looked at her curiously. He knew nothing about her cleft palate, but just that this girl seemed keen and was not given to gossiping, or skylarking, like some of the other volunteers.


    “You don't mind being left here on your own?”


    Jean smiled, murmured something, and shook her head, vigorously. He patted her shoulder. “You're a good kid,” he said, and then, “I'm relying on you!”


    He turned aside, and shouted to the driver to clamp up, and get ready to move off.


    The men climbed aboard, and the engine and tender clanked off towards the Lower Road.


    Jean remained on the brick-strewn pavement, her heart thumping painfully, but her soul buoyant with ecstasy. He had touched her, patted her, praised her! He had actually noticed her, and in the midst of all this responsibility, and horror! She was a ‘good kid’, and he ‘was relying on her’!


    She stooped, and lifted the stirrup-pump as though it was a wedding bouquet. Just let it break out again, just let it! She would soon show the Ideal British Male the kind of wife she would make him in God's and his own good time!


    When Jim came off duty the moist sky was shredding to grey over Manor Woods, south-east of the Avenue. He clumped along to the gate of Number Twenty, and was fumbling for his key, when somebody called to him from the porch room window, of Number Twenty-Two. He looked up, and saw Harold's tousled head, and a face bearded with lather.


    “I say, Carver old man, you look as if you'd had a bad night of it! I've just made tea! Would you care for a cup?”


    Tea, Jim thought, always tea! No matter what happened, what time of the day or night it was, how many people had been mauled, or blown to pieces, the entire suburb dived head foremost into a row of teapots! He himself must have swallowed quarts of it since going on duty a few hours ago.


    “I'll come in and yarn Godbeer! I daresay Louise can do with an extra half-hour in bed. Is everyone along here all right?”


    “Fine,” said Harold, withdrawing his head, “I'll come down and let you in, old man!”


    They went into the kitchen, and sat at the table, sipping. Jim briefly described the Delhi Road incident, but it was soon clear that Harold was not listening. He looked strained and jittery. His long, white, clerical fingers kept tapping at the cracked frame of his wife's photograph, that lay face uppermost on the table.


    Presently he said: “Do you mind if I … I talk quite frankly, old man?”


    “No,” said Jim. “But you needn't apologise for being a bit edgy. Another split second on that Jerry's bomb-release and it would have been curtains for this end of the Avenue!”


    Harold began to talk, rushing his sentences, but holding his glance down on Eunice's picture.


    “I thought it was superstition at first Carver … you know … at times like this we're all inclined to get little whims and fancies! I was frightened all right, but I felt I could cope with it, until this … this picture cracked in my hand. Then it seemed to me that it was a … well, a kind of omen. I thought I'll never see my Eunice again … I'll be dead before Christmas! Or she will, or we both will!’ No, no, let me finish old man …”—as Jim lifted his hand,—“then I decided that it wasn't really an omen at all, but that I was telling myself it was, and using it as an excuse to run, to get to hell out of it, by the next train!”


    “Well,” said Jim, “and why not? What's to stop you joining her down there? I daresay you could get a job in Torquay easily enough, couldn't you?”


    “Oh yes,” said Harold, “I could even open a branch office down there. As a matter of fact our Mr. Vickars is all in favour of it, with things like they are in the City, but… well … the fact is I couldn't live with myself if I did that, it would be too much like running away.”


    “That's absolutely cockeyed,” said Jim, shortly, “there's damn all to keep you here is there?”


    “There's nothing to keep you, or Miss Clegg, or that girl lodger of Miss Clegg's,” countered Harold, defensively.


    “Dammit, I'm a full-time A.R.P. worker, and that girl you mention is in the A.F.S.,” argued Jim. He was genuinely puzzled by the man's manner and line of reasoning.


    “I can't do anything like you're doing,” said Harold, “I'd like to, but I know that if I did I'd only crack up, and get in the way! The Savings Group you put me on to … it's not much but, well … it is better than nothing. Apart from that, I want to stick it as long as people like you stay. You see … I believe in this war, and I don't want other people to fight it for me! If there's nothing else I can do, at least I can hang on, and not let them chase me out of my home.”


    Jim looked at him with affection. This was the kind of thing he had been thinking about on his way up to the post last night. Here was the staying power of the British, revealed in the person of a pigeon-chested little city clerk, hanging on to his terraced home in the suburb, while all hell broke loose round him, hanging on and staying put, simply because he was vaguely aware that, by so doing, he was identifying himself with the clear-cut issues of right and wrong, and with the one basic principle of democracy that everybody understood—the right to let people and nations muddle along in their own way, without any pressure from outside.


    “Does that seem well … does it seem pompous to you, Carver?” asked Harold, after a pause.


    “No,” said Jim slowly, “it's what we're all fighting for, after all.”


    “But I can't stick it any longer alone,” said Harold suddenly, “It isn't fear of being killed, or smashed up, it's … it's the loneliness, it's not being able to talk to anyone, when things start to happen.”


    He looked Jim full in the eyes, for the first time since they had sat down. “Would you think it infernal impudence on my part if I … if I asked you to … to take up quarters in here?”


    He went on, before Jim could exclaim: “We'd muck along together … you could have the back bedroom, where Esme used to sleep, and I could do things for you … make tea, etc., and clean up and … well, all sorts of things, that you haven't time to do. After all, your daughter must have her hands full. She's a husband, and the twins to look after, as well as doing for young Judy, and the two boys, when they come on leave.”


    And why not, thought Jim, still struggling to conceal his surprise. There was more room in here, and obviously the poor chap was near the end of his tether. He thought back to the summer, to the night the twins got home from France, when he had almost despaired, and this little man, sucking his pipe at the front gate, had pumped new courage into him, simply by voicing his confidence in the country's ability to stand up to Hitler, and defy an invasion. Well, Godbeer had been right on that occasion, and now that the Germans were trying to blast the country into submission, Godbeer himself stood in need of a little encouragement, encouragement that would spring from living cheek by jowl with someone physically engaged in the struggle.


    He smiled, and held out his hand.


    “Why not, Godbeer? I'll move in with you! It's a deal!”


    Harold gulped, beamed, and then wrung his neighbour's hand.


    “I'll start getting the room ready now,” he babbled. “My word, but this'll make all the difference, all the difference in the world! I'll leave the key with you when I go to work today, and I'll… I'll ’phone Eunice, the minute I get to the office! She'll be tickled to death, Carver, and so will Esme … I'll drop Esme a line tonight!”


    He darted about the kitchen like an excited child, and Jim leaned back in his chair, and stretched. As he brought his big hands forward again he noticed that they were grey with dirt, and that there was dried blood on his forearm, where the head of one of the children had rested as he handed the body out to poor old Hopner.


    “I think I'll start by having a wash-and-brush in your bathroom, Godbeer,” he said.


    “Yes, yes, by all means,” said Harold, “soap … towel … you'll find everything there, but here, let me pull off those boots … you must be all in!”


    Before Jim could protest he had knelt and lifted Jim's right foot, tugging at the boot, and covering his hands with mud and damp plaster.


    “No, no,” protested Jim, “dammit, you're the landlord, not the bootboy!”


    But Harold would not be denied and drew off both boots. Then Jim laughed outright, and Harold laughed too, and nothing for either of them seemed so sad, or so hopeless, as the first light of dawn crept through the shattered kitchen window, and the whiff of charred homes drifted over from the smouldering rubble in Delhi Road.
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