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About the Book

There were four of the Thorpe family in the Anderson shelter the night of the raid on Coventry. Mum and Dad, Florrie and little May …

Jack was missing. He was one of those who had not come back from Dunkirk. And May had to promise to keep a terrible secret, a promise which affected the lives of all the survivors, until May herself was the only one left.

Seventy years later Daisy and Marcus, sixth formers in a Gloucestershire school, are given an A-level project on the bombing of Coventry in 1940. They go to talk to May, now living in sheltered accommodation near by; and a friendship is forged which bridges the gap between them.

The two youngsters have their own problems - Marcus has to care for his fragile mother, while Daisy’s mixed genes often require high maintenance. As their lives unfold they become involved in the strange history of May’s missing brother and of the promise, made all those years ago, which still has its repercussions today.
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THE PROMISE
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To the people who have shared their memories with me


Prologue – Coventry

There were four of the Thorpe family in the Anderson shelter the night of the raid on Coventry. Mum and Dad, Florrie and little May. Jack was missing; properly missing. He had been one of those who did not get back from Dunkirk.

They all knew what to do; Dad was an air raid warden when he wasn’t at the factory making steel plating for armoured cars. Until that night his duties had consisted of looking for chinks in blackout curtains, making sure people had their gas masks with them at all times, giving lessons on the use of stirrup pumps when dealing with incendiary bombs, being ready to light the oil drums that would create a smokescreen if ‘they’ actually decided to give Coventry the once-over.

That night, as the alert wailed over the ancient town, he herded people into their nearest shelters, patrolled his patch, then joined his family in their own shelter, where Mum had already mummified both girls in the grey army blankets issued with the gas masks ages ago when the prospect of another war was both out of the question and exciting.

May still thought it was exciting. She was eleven and enjoyed air raid practices at school when they sang ‘We’re going to hang Adolf’s knickers on his Siegfried Line’, and she still got the giggles when they did gas mask drill and Miss Lemming’s muffled voice said, ‘Sit down, children!’ sounding as if it might be saying something else entirely. She still believed Jack was alive. Jack was not only her big brother, he was a hero.

Florrie was less excited. She was seventeen and preparing to go down to Wiltshire, where in an enormous shed, inappropriately called HMS Horatio, space was being prepared to train new recruits in the use of charts and plotting. Now that the time for departure was almost on her, she realized that training to be a Wren meant leaving her family. As the sky outside the shelter filled with the throb of the first wave of bombers, her feeling of dread solidified into fear, then terror.

They obeyed Dad to the letter. ‘Heads down, hands over heads, cover ears, crouch right over …’

After what seemed like hours, the chaos outside appeared to sort itself out into some kind of pattern. They lifted their heads slightly, regulated the panic breathing, registered the tense tremor in their thighs, the nausea in their throats. There was still noise but the overpowering roar of countless aircraft was … less.

Dad said, ‘I think they call it carpet bombing. It might be over.’ He waited and now they could hear screams and wails; human sounds. ‘I’d better go and see what’s what. Don’t anyone dare poke their heads out of the opening.’

He was gone for ages. The screams sorted themselves out into cries for help, responses, directions, meaningless shouts; all against a background of other noises that could have been houses crashing down and … fire.

And then the second wave of planes came in. The first had been from west to east; these were from south to north. A grid pattern. This was carpet bombing. And it was closer to their street. The sheer pulsating pressure of the roar shut out most other sounds but they could still hear the whistle of falling bombs. Close. Closer.

Dad arrived as the high-pitched squeal of a descending explosive cut right through the engine throb, like cheese wire through Leicester Red. They saw him quite clearly in the opening, silhouetted against a sheet of flame. He made no effort to drop through; he seemed to leap on to the framework, spreadeagle himself, make a human shield to absorb some of the blast. That was how it happened. Suddenly he too was a hero.

Florrie was eventually stretchered out of the hole unconscious. The other two recalled nothing until they were in the crypt of the church, waiting in a queue for tea. Above them the cacophony went on. They got tea and biscuits and sat next to two children who were crying and stank of urine. Mum told May to watch her manners. Then to stop grizzling. In answer to the girl’s unanswerable questions she repeated monotonously, ‘I don’t know.’ And varied it occasionally with a waspish ‘How should I know?’ In this strange way they both reached a point when they did know. Knew that there was nothing; no house, no cups and saucers and teapots, no blankets or clothes. No pictures of Grampy. No Jack. No Dad … no Dad … no Jack … ‘Stop grizzling, our May! Others worse off than us! Florrie’s going to be all right and you and me – we’re fine. We’re fine, d’you hear me? We’re fine!’

Another bomb dropped very close and people screamed and the ceiling of the crypt snowed dust. The tarpaulin sheltering the stone steps to the surface flapped as someone arrived. May looked up just before starting to cry again and saw a man in the hairy khaki of a soldier, wearing a tin hat, blood on his face. He looked across the card tables, the tea urn and the thick white china cups and saucers and saw her and lifted a hand. She screamed once. ‘Jack!’ She had known. All along she had known he would come back.

They lived with Grandma Thorpe just outside the city boundary. Jack came and went; somewhere in an army records office he must have been posted as a deserter, or dead. He queued with all of them and obtained an emergency identity card but never risked applying for ration books. When the police were issued with pistols in case of riots, somehow he obtained one. Mum was terrified he would use it on himself. He accused her once of ‘always calling me a coward’. She remembered using the word ‘deserter’. But never ‘coward’. She became as thin as a rasher of wind.

But Jack made May happy. She didn’t care that he was a deserter. He had arrived when Dad had gone and he was a hero. A lot of the time he lived out in the Warwickshire countryside in a ruined barn next to a bombed-out farmhouse and she would take food to him. When Florrie came home on leave, she said he was ‘going funny’ and they should talk to the doctor about him. Mum warned her fiercely never to say things like that again.

On VE day Florrie was home and Grandma Thorpe was in hospital and they sat around, eating chocolate biscuits from an American food parcel. Florrie had duly inherited Great-aunt Florence’s house – always promised to her – married someone called Bert and had a baby girl exactly nine months later. It was her way out of the Wrens; she had not set eyes on the sea in her two years’ service.

She wanted things to go back to how they had been. She knew she could not resurrect Dad or make Jack into a hero like May had, but she could help put some flesh back on her mother and she could find an office job for Jack where no one knew him. Life was kinder in the south.

She laid out her plans while she fed the baby.

‘We’ve got to forget Coventry. Even Grandma agreed with me when I visited. She said to sell the house and move down to Devon with me. A fresh start. That’s what she said. A fresh start.’ The others pretended to consider it; they all knew it would not happen. The authorities would eventually catch up with Jack wherever he went. When he arrived and wolfed down the biscuits May had saved for him, they did not even mention it.

Later he took May into town to see some of the celebrations. They both said goodbye to Florrie and her baby; she was catching the seven fifteen to Brum and then an express to Exeter. It would take five hours. Like living in another country.

There was a bonfire illuminating the ruins of the cathedral. That was where it happened. It was almost dark; they had stayed too long. People were drunk and someone suddenly yelled, ‘That’s ’im, Sarge! He bin living rough ever since Dun-bloody-kirk! Bloody deserter!’ At the same time, a man who had had his arm around May’s waist, trying to get her to dance, bent her backwards, grinning and yelling, ‘Tango, little lady! Tango!’ and then swept her out of the light and slammed her against one of the broken walls and began to slaver over her face, sucking, biting, pushing. Like a dog. Just like a dog.

Afterwards, May was never certain which came first, Jack’s arrest or her … She did not like the word and forced herself to say it in her head. Rape. Arrest or rape. Rape or arrest. They happened simultaneously.

There were so many people; a band was playing; a group of women were doing a knees-up around a smaller fire. Couples were dancing and kissing and doing much more. She could see over the man’s shoulder that Jack was being arrested. She screamed and the man thought she was calling for help and ripped the front of her dress from top to bottom. Jack was trying to fight off a military policeman. The man pinioned her hands above her head. She screamed again, this time for herself as well as for Jack. He could see her, he could see what was happening. He yelled and started to run towards her, dragging two men with him. She was held like one of the specimens in the biology room at school, pinned against the wall while the man sobbed frantically into her ear. And then he was gone, ripped away. And Jack was gone too, dragged backwards towards a van, shouting, ‘I know you – I know you!’

It was shame that got May home safely. There was such a racket going on that no one seemed to realize about the dress. She drew it around her, pulled up her knickers and went home. And Jack got away somehow. Tracked the man who had raped her, an old neighbour of theirs. Shot him dead and then shot himself.

That night Mum started to say it. Over and over again. That same night, after the police arrived and told them about Jack and then the man, she woke May and began. The man had a name. George Hutchinson. It was vaguely familiar.

It might have been different if Florrie had not left for her train back home. She might have screamed hysterically that the man – George Hutchinson – had deserved it because he had raped her fifteen-year-old sister. But Florrie rarely changed her plans and was already on the Exeter train. She was told that Jack had been arrested and had shot himself. And that was all. She wasn’t there when Mum washed May and tucked her into bed with cocoa and codeine. She was not there when Mum woke May and started to say those dreadful words.

‘Promise me … promise me you will never tell anyone.’

Through her tears May tried to explain that Jack was a hero and people should know that. Mum said, ‘Not even Florrie. You’re not going to carry this load around with you all your life, my girl. Promise me … now.’

Eventually, exhausted, May promised.

After Mum’s funeral a year later, when Florrie and she were having a quiet chat, May dropped George Hutchinson’s name into the teacup conversation. A test. To see just how much Florrie knew or guessed. It meant nothing to her.

‘If our Jack knew him, why on earth did he go for him?’ She tutted and shook her head. ‘I suppose he called him yellow-belly or something even worse. It must have been the last straw for our Jack. Poor devil.’

‘He was a hero, Florrie. Living hand to mouth all that time, keeping plenty of firewood, rabbits for the pot – that’s why he wanted that revolver. He was a hero.’

‘I suppose he was. Yes. You have to be dead to be a hero.’ Florrie spoke without cynicism. ‘First Dad, then Jack.’ She grinned. ‘Are we going to be heroes when we die, our May?’

‘Why not?’ They both managed to laugh. They were at their mother’s funeral and they laughed. But May had her diploma from the Commercial College, she had a good job in the Town Hall, she was not going to die for a long time. It was different for Florrie. She had not enjoyed being a Wren and she was not enjoying being a wife, though she admitted that if she hadn’t first of all been a wife she could not have been a mother, and baby Carrie more than made up for that dreadful honeymoon in Wiltshire. ‘Only once then?’ May asked. ‘You bet!’ Florrie replied and tried to laugh again. She said, ‘If you come and live with us it will be all right, our May. You can get a good job in Exeter – better than here prob’ly – and I can put up with Bert if I’ve got you for company.’

They laughed because what else could you do? But Florrie need not have worried about a second night like the first one in Wiltshire because she and Bert and the baby changed trains at Birmingham and were in the front coach when it crashed into a goods train taking china clay from Cornwall to Stoke-on-Trent. Six people died immediately and they accounted for three of those. As May’s boss, Mr Partridge, said, ‘They went together, Miss Thorpe. They lived together and the three of them died together.’ May wished so much she had gone with them as Florrie had suggested. The four of them. Now there was just one.

But – as Mr Partridge said later – time heals all. May inherited the house in Devon and let it immediately. She was also sole owner of Grandma Thorpe’s house and she had a good job. Walter Partridge was Chairman of the Council and he reminded her of Dad. He had hinted that when his secretary retired next year, she should apply for the job.

So much to be thankful for.


One

February 2009

Steve Coles looked across his desk at the two sixth-formers, Daisy Patek and Marcus Budd. Sometimes his head ached when he ran a quick eye over his tutor group; they were so vulnerable and did not seem to know it. Especially these two. Beautiful, clever, with the kind of enquiring minds that made teaching an amazing pleasure. Almost eighteen, believing themselves to be adults, certain that they would continue to be friends as they had been since the age of three. More than friends perhaps.

Daisy said, ‘You OK, Steve?’

He nodded. ‘Just wondering whether this is such a good idea after all.’

Daisy said, ‘Sounds OK to me.’

‘She’s coming up to eighty. One or two spells in hospital. I know BC is keen on tying in this citizenship thing with you two taking modern history A’s this summer, but if she gets upset …’ BC was Barry Carter, head of the school.

Marcus made a face. ‘You’ll have to carry the can?’

Steve frowned slightly. ‘I was thinking of her. Miss Thorpe. Maiden lady living in sheltered accommodation and so on. And we don’t know whether we’re raking up memories that are … well, unbearable.’

Marcus considered this, glancing at Daisy, who lifted her brows and turned down her mouth at the same time. He said, ‘Listen. You’ve written to her and she has agreed to see us and talk to us. Let’s just do this first visit. We’ll do the getting-to-know-you bit. Yes? That will satisfy BC. We might not even mention Coventry.’

Steve said heavily, ‘I mentioned Coventry. In my introductory letter. And she replied saying she couldn’t remember much but she was happy to try to answer your questions.’

Daisy turned back to the table, eyes now wide with exaggerated astonishment.

‘Where’s the problem then? We’re keen to get the third dimension here. We’ve read the books, watched the history channel, googled. Now we’ve got the chance to talk to someone who was actually there. And she’s agreed to it. So let’s … sort of … like … go for it.’

‘Daisy.’ Marcus checked her impatience. ‘She’s on her own. Probably everyone she knew then is dead.’ He hesitated. ‘I mean … Mum and me … we don’t often talk about Dad.’

Daisy nodded immediately. Marc’s dad had been dead for two years.

‘Miss Thorpe’s – like – vulnerable. But we know that, so we’re not going to barge in and ask her what it was like to suddenly not have a father or a brother. Anyway, it was ages ago.’

Steve winced at her brash words. The way she used that word: vulnerable. Marcus, sole carer for his mother, knew about vulnerability. But Daisy, adored only child of a professional couple … Steve wondered whether he was sickening for something; his body was aching.

‘All I’m saying is, be aware that there might be areas that are completely out of bounds to a couple of teenagers who can barely define arse or elbow.’

‘Sir!’ They both laughed as he intended. After all, their vulnerability was closely bound up with innocence and you didn’t want to be the person who damaged that.

‘So you’d like to do it?’

‘I’m keen.’ Daisy looked at Marcus and he looked back; they were both grinning.

‘Likewise.’ Marcus levered his long length upwards. ‘You worry too much, Steve. We’ll be old enough to vote next year.’

Steve leaned back in his chair; for some reason he was exhausted. He said, ‘You will also be old enough, young Marcus, to go to Afghanistan, fully armed, and shoot as many so-called rebels as you can.’

Daisy stood up too. Steve was reminded of a pea shooting out of its pod. She said, ‘As if. That’s an option Marcus will not be taking.’

‘Quite. But Miss Thorpe’s father and brother probably weren’t offered options.’ He pushed their folders across the desk. ‘Take plenty of notes. Jenner House has got a good reputation. See if you agree with it. The headmaster will be especially interested in those sorts of observations. And if you get round to talking about the past, you could go on with your non-script essays, Daisy. I’ve given you a mark for your illustrations of the Battle of Britain but I hope you realize that the A-level history examiners will be after text rather than drawings.’

‘D’you know, sir, that is almost weird. I had thought of asking Miss Thorpe about her school uniform and whether she took her gas mask to bed with her!’

‘Out!’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And if you want to drop by after tomorrow’s interview—’

‘Not interview, Steve. Meeting.’

‘Tomorrow’s meeting. Yes. If you want to drop by after tomorrow’s meeting, feel free to do so.’

He watched them barge into each other as they went through the door. It would all start to happen soon. Marcus would get a provisional place at Leeds – his first choice – and would have to turn it down because he couldn’t leave his mother, and Daisy would offer to keep an eye because she would be doing a year’s art foundation course at Bristol so would continue to live at home.

He thought grimly that he loved them all and yet could not afford to care too much. Objectivity was so important. Then he wondered whether he had swine flu. If he had, then he had certainly infected them and probably the whole school would have to be quarantined.

He wondered what Julia might have prepared for supper. Her culinary range was not wide and nothing she usually cooked appealed to his imagination at the moment. But home did. And his own bed did. He locked everything up and began the long trek down corridors and round to the science block, where he could slip through to the car park. He opened up thankfully and slid into the driving seat. On the floor was the empty plastic box from yesterday’s picnic in the Forest of Dean. He wrestled off the lid and was sick into the bits of tomato, cucumber and bread.

He drove carefully. He felt so sorry for himself he completely forgot Marcus and Daisy.


Two

The doorbell rang, its annoying ping-pong immediately supplemented by the bank of lights sitting on top of the bureau. Miss Thorpe began to lever herself out of the chair, muttering fiercely as the stiffness in ankles, knees, hips and shoulders crescendoed into two sharp twinges in her elbows. Before she could get herself fully upright the bell rang again and the lights dutifully flashed. ‘Shut up!’ she hissed at them furiously. The social worker had been the one to instigate the lights. ‘No, I know you’re not deaf, Miss Thorpe. But if you’ve got the radio on you could easily miss the doorbell. You certainly won’t miss the lights.’

She was right there. The dratted things were a peculiar shade of blue that hit the eyeball, central vision, peripheral vision, the whole lot, then went on through the brain and out the other side. She had explained to the social worker, whose name was Britney (‘Call me Britney, dear, it’s easier than Mrs Longsmith.’ ‘No, thank you,’ Miss Thorpe had replied), that visitors had to use the key pad outside the flats before they could get inside the building. Mrs Britney Longsmith had interrupted smilingly, ‘I know that, dear. But you and I both know that most people are admitted before they’ve even read the instructions. So it really is important for you to have a decent system in your own flat.’ And the lights had arrived.

They stopped flashing just as Miss Thorpe reached the door. She opened it cautiously. Her new glasses were still unfamiliar and the blueness of the blue lights had for a moment stunned her. She was expecting to see two children so she looked down. A voice came from her own level.

‘Good morning, Miss Thorpe. I am Daisy Patek and this is Marcus Budd. You are expecting us?’

The girl was beautiful. It was the eyes. Enormous dark doe-eyes. Miss Thorpe was reminded of the first time she had been to the cinema; it was to see Walt Disney’s Snow White. Those almond eyes had taken up half Snow White’s face. And here they were again, in the flesh.

For some reason Miss Thorpe could only nod. Surely she wasn’t overcome by this pretty schoolgirl? Perhaps it was also the way the girl made a special rhythm from her name. Daisy P’tek. She could have said Pah-tek.

The girl said briskly, ‘That’s OK then. We wondered whether Steve had made one of his famous cock-ups. Told you the wrong day or something. We couldn’t get you on the key pad outside. Someone let us in.’

The boy leaned forward. He was taller than the girl, somehow protective of her.

‘Stephen Coles. Our personal tutor. Teacher. Who arranged this meeting for us. We’re doing modern history and he rang the manager of …’ he waved his hand, ‘this place in case anyone had personal experience of the Blitz and she told him that you had been in Coventry.’

The girl glanced at him fondly as if he were a pet dog. ‘Jenner House. Like you could forget that!’

Miss Thorpe nodded again, then, releasing the door, turned round and stretched her hands out to the wall as she moved slowly and carefully down the tiny hallway. She was anxious not to stumble in front of these children.

‘Close the door as you come through,’ she said. Her voice emerged hoarsely. She had not spoken to anyone that day and it was two o’clock. Surely her lunch should have opened up her tubes … She could not remember lunch. ‘I must have nodded off. I didn’t hear the outer door. How fortunate that someone was around to let you in.’

‘My aunty is on the cleaning team here.’ The girl sat in one of the chairs Miss Thorpe had brought forward that morning … so she could not have forgotten that the children were coming. The boy waited to the rear and side of her own special chair. He put a hand under her arm and helped her down. She looked up at him, surprised. Weren’t all these strange teenagers meant to be hooligans?

Daisy P’tek smiled that same small, fond smile. ‘Marcus is a carer – he can’t help himself!’ She laughed, so it must be a joke. And Marcus was smiling too as he settled himself in the other chair.

‘This is nice,’ he commented. ‘Everything is so – so – within reach.’

Miss Thorpe had to smile at him. ‘You mean small and cramped,’ she said.

‘I didn’t mean that.’ He leaned back, somehow managing to smile and frown at the same time as he considered the bed-sitting-room around him. Miss Thorpe tried to remember whether she had hidden her awful old nightie and dressing gown under the duvet or whether the whole thing was a pile of bedding and clothing surmounted by her bedtime reading. Surely if she had remembered to pull out the chairs she had remembered to tidy her bed?

Daisy grew tired of the silence and said, ‘He likes it just the way it is – that’s what he’s trying to say, only he takes, like, half an hour to utter one word.’

Marcus nodded. ‘I do like it. It’s very much a pad, isn’t it? More than that, even – a den. It’s like a den.’

Miss Thorpe did not know how she felt about living in a den like an animal. She said, ‘There’s a kitchen and a bathroom. And of course outside in the corridor is the library, and there’s the residents’ lounge downstairs and the hair-dressing room, and there are chairs in the corridor inside the bay windows. They’re really nice.’

‘He doesn’t know about the rest of the house,’ Daisy said. ‘I know it well because sometimes I’ve helped Aunty with the cleaning and she lets me explore. I know just what you mean. You don’t kind of, like, think small, do you? Because you live in such a big house. With an important name. Did you know that Dr Jenner invented a vaccine for smallpox?’

Marcus was definitely annoyed. ‘Of course Miss Thorpe knows that! She lives in a house named after him, for goodness’ sake!’

‘I might easily not have known it.’ Miss Thorpe spoke quickly because the big almond eyes looked stricken.

Then the girl said, ‘No … but I didn’t mean to sound like a condescending bitch and I did, didn’t I?’

Miss Thorpe was thoroughly taken aback by this statement and went into automatic. ‘Not at all.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Shall we have a cup of coffee?’

Daisy beamed instantly. ‘That would be great. Have you got any teabags?’

‘Oh yes. But I thought you young people preferred coffee. I would prefer tea too.’ She began to lever herself up and Daisy held out a restraining hand.

‘Marcus will do it. He’s excellent with drinks. And I’m not too bad with listening and passing on inexplicabilities.’ She sat back, smiling at herself, and Miss Thorpe suddenly stopped worrying about where she had put coffee, teabags, mugs and milk and smiled too. The small bedsit was filled with winter afternoon sunshine. The fridge made its usual gasping sound as it opened and closed. Daisy’s curiously lightweight voice was lowered, telling her something fairly confidential. Daisy had no idea, of course, that in spite of what Miss Thorpe had told Mrs Britney Longsmith, she was just slightly deaf. She caught that word again, spoken rather more viciously this time. ‘Bitch’. Not a pretty word at all. Yet why not? Bitches were so often sweet and affectionate, yet when the term was applied to human beings … Same with cows. Miss Thorpe frowned and said, ‘Oh dear.’

Daisy nodded vigorously and said, ‘Like … exactly!’

Marcus came in with a tray and put it on the trolley, which already held Miss Thorpe’s combined radio, tape and CD player, knitting, large-print book of an Agatha Christie murder and the letter from Mr Coles giving her the names of her visitors. The silver-plated milk jug and sugar bowl were sitting beside the big teapot; the mugs were clumped beside them. ‘There’s a tin of biscuits on the draining board—’ Miss Thorpe began. Marcus tipped his chair on to its back legs, reached behind him and picked up the tin without having to move his feet, thus proving that everything really was ‘within reach’.

He said, ‘Your kitchen is so neat. Everything is so there.’

‘Yours is always neat too. It’s only when …’ Daisy looked round at him, faltered and then changed her tone to neutral. ‘It’s only when other people try to help out.’ She turned back to Miss Thorpe and grinned. ‘I’m hopeless in kitchens. My mother’s the same. Daddy just hates it when she wants to cook or anything.’

‘Shall I pour?’ Marcus spoke levelly and Daisy visibly wilted. Miss Thorpe felt a movement, a flutter, in her solar plexus; she was recognizing … what? An emotion? Daisy P’tek, lovely Snow White Daisy, was being chided. Very gently but very definitely she was being put in her place. And it was hurting her. Why was it hurting her? She was beautiful, vivacious, and knew full well that the tall, gangling, unusually kind boy now pouring tea was in love with her.

Miss Thorpe knew the answer. She knew too the sudden pain of empathy. She too had been chided once – more than once probably – by someone she loved more than he loved her.

She said, ‘Yes, please, Marcus. I have a bad habit of pouring tea in the wrong place and there are no such things as burn dressings in modern first-aid kits.’

They both stared at her. Her voice was no longer hoarse and, apart from her description of the merits of Jenner House, these were the most words she had managed since their arrival. Best of all, Daisy realized she was being rescued.

She said, laughing suddenly, ‘All they can suggest is you hold the burn beneath a cold tap. And actually it does work.’

‘We used to put butter on a burn.’ Miss Thorpe accepted a mug of tea and inhaled the steam appreciatively. ‘The worst thing to do of course.’ She inhaled again. ‘Why does tea always go down better when someone else makes it?’

Marcus relaxed and removed the lid of the biscuit tin. Neat rows of biscuits revealed themselves. The children made noises of appreciation.

‘I’ve had them since Christmas,’ Miss Thorpe apologized. ‘It would be good to see them go. If you didn’t mind.’ She glanced doubtfully at Daisy’s dainty figure; she had recently heard a piece on the radio about girls starving themselves in order to get into tiny dresses.

But Daisy was smiling. ‘You are so honest, Miss Thorpe! You go first.’ She turned to Marcus. ‘And please don’t start, like, counting my calories for me!’

He relaxed further and grinned conspiratorially across the table. ‘She’s always eating sweet things. Her mum likes Indian food – it’s how she and Daisy’s dad met – and by the time she’s got it all together for a curry she can’t face making a pudding so Daisy pigs out on sweets and chocolate.’

Miss Thorpe looked at Daisy, saw that she had taken no offence at this offensive remark and shook her head.

‘It doesn’t seem to be doing her much harm.’ She bit into her biscuit and found to her surprise that her mouth watered appreciatively. She had another tin in the cupboard, also unopened. She had thought she did not want chocolate biscuits any longer, but perhaps she was wrong.

Daisy said through her third biscuit, ‘This is heaven.’

Miss Thorpe said, surprised, ‘It is. I am reminded of VE day. We had saved a tin of biscuits from an American gift parcel and we opened it for tea. My sister was home and our neighbours came in. I thought that was heaven too.’

Daisy actually stopped nibbling around the edges of a chocolate sandwich and leaned forward. ‘That’s the sort of thing we hoped you’d say. Like you were still half there. Like you could take us with you. Like VE day was not just a date in a book but happened like’ – she waved her biscuit above her head – ‘last week or the week before!’

Miss Thorpe started to laugh as if it were a joke, then saw that neither of them was even smiling. She was suddenly embarrassed; as if they had caught her only half dressed.

‘But it wasn’t last week, you see. It was so long ago that my memory isn’t … correct. It’s the past. It’s gone.’ She remembered the words the doctor had said to her, not that long ago. ‘We have to move on.’

Daisy waved her biscuit dismissively. ‘May I ask … Mr Coles said I mustn’t be brash – like I’m ever brash!’ She laughed, then was serious again. ‘But if you didn’t mind – and you can tell me to shut up if you do mind – how old were you when you ate that chocolate biscuit on VE day?’

Miss Thorpe stared into those liquid brown eyes; she had never been beautiful like this girl, but she had had her moments. Somebody, once, had called her the perfect English rose.

She said, ‘I was fifteen.’

They both sat back in their chairs. Marcus reached into his pocket and pulled out a tissue and wiped his fingers carefully, thoughtfully.

He said, ‘We’re seventeen. So we are two years older. And we have something chocolatey every lunchtime. Yet, just at this moment, we could be sitting here eating our first chocolate biscuit for five years.’

Miss Thorpe frowned slightly. ‘Perhaps not five years. There were these gift parcels from America. And the black market. And perhaps your parents would have used their points on chocolate biscuits rather than tinned peaches or salmon – it depends.’

‘But it’s still a huge treat,’ he insisted.

She nodded. ‘Because it was a luxury anyway. It doesn’t make a meal like the fruit or fish would have done.’

‘So there was a feeling of being wicked. Like we’re feeling now?’

‘Well, yes. I suppose so.’

Marcus said, ‘More than that. They’re a symbol. They symbolize the end of the war. The men – and women – coming home?’

Miss Thorpe closed her eyes for a moment and allowed herself to go back. She smiled slightly. ‘I dare say Mum and the others thought like that. I thought it would be chocolate biscuits every day and going to bed … living … without being frightened all the time … and my Cambridge Certificate results coming through.’ She opened her eyes, surprised. ‘And something else too. Just a touch of disappointment that I would not be old enough to join the Wrens. I wanted to go to sea.’ She smiled ruefully. ‘I must have been very selfish.’

‘Not a bit!’ Daisy’s palm was warm; it seemed to send a surge of energy into the back of Miss Thorpe’s hand. She looked down at the two hands and just for a moment it seemed to her that the bit of her own hand visible behind Daisy P’tek’s was devoid of liver blotches and knotted veins. Two smooth hands, one on top of the other. Who had likened that to a ‘hand sandwich’? And then Daisy removed her hand and took another chocolate biscuit and Miss Thorpe could see her own swollen, arthritic knuckles again.

Daisy went on, ‘We’re all like that, surely? Nothing to do with what age we are. I bet – right at this moment – you are wondering how much longer we’re going to stay and how many biscuits we’ll leave in the tin!’

Miss Thorpe laughed with them but shook her head. ‘No. I’m not. I am still half in our shabby old dining room, remembering Florrie in her uniform and knowing that I wouldn’t be wearing one. Florrie was in the Wrens, then she got married and had a baby.’

‘Florrie. That’s a nice name.’

‘My mother’s great-aunt was called Florence. After Florence Nightingale. She was our Florrie’s godmother – she promised Florrie her house in Devon when she died. So … when that happened, Florrie got married and had her baby so that she could get out of the Wrens. I think I simply wanted to wear the uniform!’

For the first time there was real sadness in Miss Thorpe’s voice and Marcus said quickly, ‘What is your first name, Miss Thorpe?’ He caught Daisy’s gaze and added, ‘Or should I not ask that?’

Miss Thorpe looked at him steadily for a few seconds, then shook her head. ‘You shouldn’t really. But I know you want to take my mind off Florrie and Bert and I know you will enjoy my answer.’ She had not told anyone in the house and she had no idea why these two children should be able to elicit such a secret from her. But it was turning out to be a strange afternoon. So she said, ‘I am called May. But I was christened Mabel.’

They did not immediately put two and two together. Marcus got there first. He said wonderingly, ‘Mabel. Mabel Thorpe. Isn’t there a place called Mablethorpe?’

Daisy started to giggle. Miss Thorpe said, ‘Gracie Fields made it famous for a while. I promised myself I would go there one day but I never have.’

‘Your parents must have been just great – what a wonderful sense of humour. Yet they called you May. Like they were protecting you in case you didn’t think it was that funny. Like it made it a private joke. Florence Nightingale and Mabel Thorpe.’ Daisy could hardly speak for giggling. ‘When you see the old photographs, everyone looks so grim. But you were just the same as we are now – and your jokes have lasted right up until today!’

Miss Thorpe smiled along with them. It did not seem worth telling them that her father had saved his family when he spreadeagled himself over the entrance to the air raid shelter in the garden that terrible night; that her mother would be dead exactly one year after VE day and that Florrie, Bert and their baby had been killed in the terrible train disaster of 1946. What was even worse was that she could not remember the baby’s name. She could still remember the wonderful smell of her burgeoning hair, the plump hands and feet, the smooth round knees. But not her name.

Marcus was full of earnest enthusiasm. ‘You see, Miss Thorpe, this is what we want to hear. We know all the text-book stuff and we’ve read novels around the time of Coventry. The carpet bombing – the grid system – the number of bombers and the helplessness of our anti-aircraft gunners—’

‘They were called ack-ack gunners,’ she put in.

‘And we want to know how you felt. The chocolate biscuits. The school certificate results. And somehow to know that we are the same people. Am I making sense?’

‘I think so,’ she said slowly. ‘But … we come from different worlds. We really do. And so do I, in a way. That girl eating the biscuits … that wasn’t me as I am now.’ She swallowed, seeing the sense of what the doctor had said. ‘We have to move on.’

There was a small silence, sad on her side of the table, frustrated on theirs.

Then Daisy said, ‘Let’s start at the basics. Don’t be upset. But what if you let us call you May? And what if I tell you that I am taking my driving test before Easter and if I pass I can borrow Mum’s car and take you to Mablethorpe? Would that be a start?’

Miss Thorpe had to smile. The girl was the whole of youth personified. And Marcus was her protector. It was classic.

She said, ‘I won’t mind. I’m almost sure I won’t mind you calling me May. But not just yet because if it slips out in front of anyone here they will be … quite shocked. Everyone uses forenames in this place but not where children are concerned. They think it means the children don’t respect them. I think – I’m afraid – that even their own grandchildren frighten them at times. And as for a trip to Mablethorpe … I’d prefer to stay put. If you don’t mind. But I am very flattered by the invitation. Thank you, Daisy.’

‘Perhaps you’ll change your mind. And will you let us know when we can call you May?’

‘Of course.’

‘Then I’ll go and wash up and you can have Marcus to yourself for five minutes.’

A whole hour later, she walked them to the lift and waited while it rose ponderously from the lower ground floor. Daisy said knowledgeably, ‘The laundry is down there. And the rubbish skips. Aunty says people used to prop the door with a chair to keep the lift handy. The manager had to have a stern word!’

She and Marcus laughed but it had been a time of friction in the house and Miss Thorpe had heard both sides and decided she wanted nothing to do with either. Marcus said, ‘Sounds like old BC lecturing us. Perhaps some people never get over being Terrible Teenagers.’

They laughed again and Miss Thorpe recalled Arthur Wentworth – in his eighties – describing Mary and Cyril Smithson – both almost ninety and living on the ground floor – as ‘a pair of hooligans’. She smiled and nodded.

Marcus said, ‘BC is our headmaster, May. Sorry – Miss Thorpe. Barry Carter.’

Her smile widened. She liked Marcus using her name. She knew it would be easy for Daisy but not for Marcus. She said, ‘A coincidence that his initials also mean Before Christ. He can’t be that old.’

The lift arrived and the doors opened. Just before they closed on the two children, Daisy leaned forward and said, ‘Actually, Miss Thorpe, they stand for something else much more, like, appropriate.’ The outer door settled into place and the inner door followed suit. But not before Miss Thorpe had heard Daisy say through a bubble of childish giggles, ‘Bum-Crack!’

She stood for a moment staring at the grey door with its single small window like an eye looking back at her. Then she pursed her lips on a smile of outrage and turned back into the hallway. It was already getting dark; a typically grey February afternoon, not quite dark enough for the ceiling lights to come on as she passed beneath them. Right at the end of the hall, where the staircase led up and down, a figure appeared. She needed spectacles to see any distance, so she could only make out that it was male. And as he was swinging around the banister to continue climbing, he must want the top floor. Suddenly the overhead lights came on. He started up the last flight of stairs two at a time.

Miss Thorpe turned right and went into the library, which she always called the book room because the word library was much too grandiose. She went to the reference shelf which contained a Gideon Bible, Hymns Ancient and Modern, a psalter, a street directory and an incomplete set of encyclopaedias. The volume covering H to M was out of place but it was there. She tucked it under her arm and went back to her flat.

Before she closed and locked her door for the night, she peered back towards the stairs. Two steps in one go? No one in Jenner House was capable of that so it must have been a visitor.

She sat in her chair, switched on the reading lamp and began to search the encyclopaedia for an entry on Jenner.
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