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In a series of shocking narrative climaxes in which the full extent of French collusion in the Nazi holocaust is delineated, Faulks brings the story to a resolution of redemptive love. In the delicacy of its writing, the intimacy of its characterisation and its powerful narrative scenes of harrowing public events, Charlotte Gray is a worthy successor to Birdsong.
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PART ONE

EARLY 1942


1

PETER GREGORY KICKED the door of the dispersal hut closed behind him with the heel of his boot. He sensed the iciness of the air outside but was too well wrapped to feel it on his skin. He looked up and saw a big moon hanging still, while ragged clouds flew past and broke up like smoke in the darkness. He began to waddle across the grass, each step won from the limits of movement permitted by the parachute that hung down behind as he bucked and tossed his way forward. He heard the clank of the corporal fitter’s bicycle where it juddered over the ground to his right. The chain needed oiling, he noted; the man was in the wrong gear and a metal mudguard was catching on the tyre with a rhythmic slur as the wheel turned.

He could see the bulk of his plane ahead, large in the night, with the three-bladed propeller stopped at a poised diagonal, the convex sweep of the upper fuselage looking sleeker in the darkness than by day. The fitter dropped his bicycle to the ground. He made his way over in the light of a feeble torch which he gripped between his teeth as he helped, with both hands braced against his parachute, to push Gregory up on to the wing. Then he clambered up himself as Gregory hoisted a leg over the side of the cockpit and slithered down inside.

‘God, it’s cold,’ said the fitter. ‘My hands can’t feel a thing. This north wind.’

Gregory switched on the instrument lighting and settled on to the sculpted metal seat, trying to make himself comfortable on his parachute.

The fitter was talking as Gregory’s eyes went over the lit dials. ‘My boy’s got this cough. I don’t know what I can do about it, stuck down here. Oxygen?’

The engine was started and the man was off the wing. He bobbed about underneath, then stood clear as Gregory ran up the engine before signalling him to pull out the chocks that held the plane against the wind. Gregory saw him hold up the torch when at last he straightened and picked up his fallen bicycle; he gave him a minute to pedal his way back to the fug of the blacked-out mess, to sweet tea and cigarettes. Then he opened the throttle and let the little plane creep forward across the grass, bouncing on plump wheels.

When he had taxied to the end of the strip, he turned the plane into the wind and waited. He shivered. With his bare fingers he was able to check the fixture of the oxygen and radio-transmitter leads in his headset. He inhaled the intoxicating smell of rotting rubber from his mask, then pulled the glove back on to his hand and grasped the stick between his knees.

The R/T barked in his ear – someone impatient to get to the barrel of beer he had seen being wheeled in that afternoon. The wind veered a little, due north, between the lines of hooded lamps on either side of the strip; it was making the plane toss like a small boat at anchor. Gregory checked the propeller was in fine pitch and opened the throttle. He moved forward.

Almost at once the tail lifted and he felt the controls firm up in his hand. The engine moaned, and the plane bumped its way down the strip, where the forces of wind and speed first lifted it, then dropped it back to earth. He sensed the wheels come clear, then felt the ground once more banging through his spine as a down-draught forced him back. He began to mutter through clenched jaws, cursing; then with a small inward movement of his fingers eased the stick and felt the earth gone as the plane rose up greedily on the air.

Two red lights showed that the wheels were up and locked away. Watching the compass with one eye, he set the plane in a gentle climbing turn to the left. At about ten thousand feet he ran into moist and choppy cloud, thicker and more turbulent than he had seen about the moon. He feared the plane’s jolting movement as he nosed it upward: there was the sense of something else up there with them, another element bearing down on the clean lines of his flight. His eyes ran along the rows of instruments. Flying by night was a violation of instinct; there were no steeples or bridges from which to take a bearing, no flash of wingtip or underbelly to show the vital presence of other aircraft. The Spitfire pilots’ speed and daytime co-ordination were of no use: there were needles in glass jars and you had to trust them. Even when you swore you could feel the brush of treetops on the undercarriage, you must believe the altimeter’s finger pointing at 10,000 feet.

As the thudding airscrew churned up the night, Gregory stretched inside his clothes. His feet were cold, despite the flying boots and two pairs of thick socks; he lifted them momentarily off the rudder bars and stamped them on the floor of the plane. Kilpatrick and Simmons had laughed when they came to fetch him to the mess after a flight one day and found him with his feet in a basin of hot water.

He was crossing the coast of England: chalk cliffs, sailing dinghies moored for better days, seaside towns with their whitewashed houses along the narrow streets that trickled down to wind-whipped fronts. When as a boy from India he had been sent to school by the English coast he had hated that wind and the blank sea with its baggy grey horizon.

This was the third time he had undertaken a similar flight, but it had taken him months to persuade his superiors that it was worth the risk. First there was the squadron commander, Landon, to convince; then there was Group HQ to be won over. The Senior Air Staff Officer told Landon he could not possibly risk losing a plane, let alone an experienced pilot, in such circumstances. Gregory was never quite sure what Landon had finally said to convince him.

He shook his head and rubbed his thighs with his hands. Beneath the fur-lined flying suit he wore a serge battledress, roll-necked sweater, pyjamas and a thick wool and silk aircrew vest. If at least his feet had been warm, that might have stopped his body heat from leaking out on to the frozen rudder bars. As the little plane ploughed onwards, the instruments telling their unexcited story, Gregory felt a frisson of unearned responsibility: alone, entrusted, above the world. Then he moved the stick forwards to begin his descent.

He had been to the town before the Germans came. A French pilot took him to a bar called the Guillaume Tell, where they drank champagne, then to another where they ordered beer. The evening ended at La Lune, which was a brothel, but the French pilot didn’t seem to care about the girls. From Le Havre the squadron moved up the coast to Deauville and played golf.

When he dropped into the cloud, Gregory began to feel the familiar, unwanted sensation of such moments: someone would soon try to kill him. In Le Havre an anti-aircraft gunner, though he didn’t yet know it himself, would concentrate only on this murder. When Gregory had experienced ground-fire from British and French batteries, who had wrongly identified his aircraft as German, it had made him aware that the plane was nothing more than a few pieces of airborne metal and wood. Anti-aircraft fire was different from fighter fire, though one thing was the same: a few inches from his eyes was a fuel tank waiting to explode.

Now he could make out the shape of docks, so far, the terrestrial world, beneath his boots; there were minimal lights, evidence of some defensive caution, but he could remember from his study of photographs where the oil tanks were. He put the plane into a leftward banking turn, wanting to gain height and gather himself for the dive. He reached the top of his shallow climb and checked his position, hanging in the icy air.

He was laughing, though he heard nothing above the engine; for one more moment he held the plane level, then opened the throttle and pushed the stick forward. He watched the airspeed indicator moving up: 340, 360. He was coming in too steep: he was nose-heavy, he felt he would go over. Then, when he could see the ground – industrial shadows, bulky darkness – he could gauge where his horizon was. He held the stick steady. Gravity was starting to push his eyes back into their sockets and he began to swear. He could see what he took to be the oil depot and twitched the rudder to align himself. At last there was some response from the ground: he saw red balls of tracer curving through the air like boiling fruit, lazy until they reached him, then whipping past at the speed of light. Nothing was coming close to him. His thumb stroked the gun button, and when the ground was so near he could almost sense it through his seat, he let the cannon go.

He heard their sound, like ripping cloth, as he pulled the stick back violently to climb. He craned his neck, but could see no gratifying holocaust beneath him, not even isolated fires. When he thought he was out of range of ground defences, he slowed the rate of climb, and felt the pressure slip from his neck and shoulders. He throttled back a little as he headed out northwest towards the sea; there was sweat running down his spine.

He breathed in and dropped the speed again, safe above the Channel waters. He let the plane drift in a circle while he gathered himself and listened, but there was only the chugging engine and the slight whistle of wind through the airframe. His Hurricane carried four 20 mm Hispano cannons, known to their admirers as ‘tank-busters’, and four 250 lb bombs in place of its regular machine guns. He calculated that he had about half his ammunition left; he could not return to base with it and he could not fire it into the empty sky as he flew back.

He went round once more, making certain of his position, then began to lose height slowly. He pushed through the light cloud and picked up the outlines of the port below: he would flatten out along the harbour wall and fire as he turned to climb.

This time, the tracer started coming up at once, along the path of a weak searchlight. Gregory opened the throttle wider and closed his ears to the engine’s screaming. The plane was juddering as he straightened out. He was so low that he could see the ground, and there were no oil tanks in view. He switched the button to fire and emptied the cannon at random in the direction of some parked lorries. Then he pulled back the stick and climbed as fast as he could. He saw the tracer again on his port wing; then the rudder kicked his feet and he knew he had been shot in the tail.

The tracer stopped coming for him. He looked down and saw a foaming black sea of welcome cloud. He started to level out, then breathed in deeply and blew the air towards the windscreen. He tested the rudder, one way, then the other; it seemed to react quite normally – the blow to the tail had apparently done no damage.

The southern shore of England was ahead. At the airfield, there would be someone waiting for him at dispersal, with whisky if he wanted it. Nothing could hurt him. The others were dead, but he was untouchable.

It had become suddenly brighter. A mixture of elation and indifference to his own safety made him want to roll the plane upward, and he opened the throttle again: 320, 350, the needle said. He adjusted the tail trim: it responded. He pulled the stick back, gently, then harder till he felt the plane was vertical, hanging on the propeller. He pushed the stick over to the right and felt the aircraft go round. He stopped and pushed the stick back. The horizon was upside down in the night. He could see nothing, but he knew how the plane was flying. He pushed the stick forward, then over to the left, and rolled out.

He felt sick. Then he felt worse than sick: he felt disorientated. He did not know which way up he was; sudden clouds were covering up the light of the moon. He pulled the stick back to climb, but felt he was spinning; he was aware of the vastness of space around him and the little box in which he was plummeting.

Bloody Isaac, he was saying into his mouthpiece. Unless he could get a fix by a light or by some static point he did not know which way to push the stick. The tail must be more damaged than he had thought.

The plane bumped as it went into the cloud, and through the floor, though it must have been the canopy, Gregory briefly saw the moon. Craning his neck to keep the light in view, he brought the plane up and round on its axis. His back was aching with the pull and from the effort of keeping the moon in sight as he hauled the invisible horizon to where it should have been, the moon above, the ground below.

He dropped the speed and reset the altitude instruments, whose gyroscopes had been toppled by his roll. Something was wrong; although the rudder seemed to work, the weight did not feel right. He set his course for the airfield and hoped the wind would let him land. Eventually he picked out the flarepath and brought his speed down to 150, then lowered the wheels. He slowed again for the flaps, turned in steeply and felt the crosswind hammering the plane as he reached up to open the hood. The rudder bars were shivering as the wind ran through the damaged tail; below him, Gregory could see the pale runway lamps as they lurched from side to side. He sank the plane down gently, but it kicked and rose on the wind, out towards the edge of the field. He pushed open the throttle and began to climb again. This time he came in from a different angle and hit the ground hard. He held it down and braked.

He taxied to dispersal, ran the petrol out of the carburettor and switched off. He unstrapped himself and climbed out of the cockpit. As he stood on the wing he felt his legs tremble.

He walked over to the hut, pulling off his headset, running a hand back through his hair. There was the smell of a coke brazier; there was an anxious red face in the light.

‘How was it, Greg?’

‘It was cold.’
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IT WAS SIX o’clock at Waverley Station. The mist that had stolen down off Princes Street was hanging beneath the iron vaults of the ceiling, where it mingled with the exhaled steam of the London train. The lights on the platform, dimmed for the blackout, were blue and unhealthy. In addition to the usual passengers there was a squadron of airmen moving south from one of the Scottish airfields: not just pilots, but ground staff as well – fitters, riggers, modest men who called themselves ‘erks’ and carried kit-bags over their shoulders.

Up on Princes Street, a young woman was kissing her mother goodbye and handing her two suitcases to a porter.

‘Have to run, lassie. It leaves in two minutes.’ The porter moved down the broad ramp, weighed and balanced by the cases. The young woman hurried after him, the tightness of her skirt about the knee preventing her from running properly. She turned and waved to her mother, who held a handkerchief to her eyes; then she glanced up, panting, at the platform clock, whose black Roman numerals were still just visible in the vaporous light.

The train was five minutes out of Waverley Station and the blinds were down by the time she saw a spare seat through the glass door of a compartment. Inside there were only two people: a pair of young Englishmen with golf clubs. As he saw the woman tugging fruitlessly at the door, her two suitcases wedged in the corridor, one of them lifted an eyebrow to his friend as though to register his irritation, but smiled politely when he hauled back the door and offered to help with the suitcases.

‘I hope I’m not intruding. The train’s very full. I . . .’

‘Not at all, not at all. Do come and sit down.’ The other man rose unsteadily from his seat and helped to hoist the cases on to the luggage rack, where their brass-bound corners bulged through the string reticule.

The young woman thanked them for their help, then withdrew into herself by folding her hands on the lap of her grey suit and looking through the glass door into the corridor. The suit was well tailored, with a short jacket of military cut beneath which she wore a cream blouse and a pearl necklace. There was a small spot of black beneath her right eye where her mascara had run; her fair hair was pinned up beneath a small hat.

I do hope they’re not going to talk to me, she thought.

Everything about her attitude discouraged conversation. She opened a book and began to read with obvious concentration. There was a slight flush on her cheek, though it was not at once possible to say if this was her usual colour or whether exertion or embarrassment had raised this mild pink beneath the pale skin. There was a scattering of freckles beneath her eyes, and her eyebrows were the colour of the darkest of the different shades in her hair.

They were almost at Berwick when the man who had first opened the door suddenly began to talk. He began by introducing himself. ‘Richard Cannerley. But my friends, like Morris here, all call me Dick.’

‘Charlotte Gray,’ she conceded, briefly shaking his proffered hand.

‘What takes you south?’ said Cannerley.

‘I’m going to work in London.’ She had a slight Scottish accent. ‘I wanted to do something to help.’

‘The good old war effort.’ Cannerley laughed, and a lock of fair hair fell down over his forehead.

Charlotte crossed her legs and turned a little into the compartment. It was a long journey and her book was not that interesting.

‘And are you from Edinburgh?’ said Cannerley.

‘Not originally.’

‘I thought not. Your voice is not as . . . precise.’

‘No. Not an Edinburgh Mary.’ Charlotte smiled. ‘I was brought up in the Highlands. My parents moved to Edinburgh about ten years ago when my father took up a position in a hospital there.’

‘I see. Morris and I have been playing golf. Do you play?’

She shook her head.

‘I expect we’ll go along for dinner in a bit. Would you like to join us?’

‘No, thank you. I had some high tea with my mother before I left.’

‘Well, just come and have a glass of wine with us. They have an awfully good list. I know from previous journeys. My treat.’

Charlotte looked at Cannerley with rapidly appraising eyes. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘Thank you. Excuse me for a minute.’

She stood up and reached to the luggage rack for her handbag. The button on the cuff of her jacket became entangled in the string mesh and it was difficult for her to stretch up with the other hand to free it. The jacket rose up to reveal the creases of her blouse tucked into the waistband of her skirt. The skirt had also ridden up a little, showing the fine little bones of her knee. For a moment she was trapped and unwilling to stretch up further in case of some immodesty. Just as Cannerley rose to help, she managed to free her wrist and take down the bag. She disappeared through the sliding doors and down the corridor.

‘What’s an Edinburgh Mary?’ said Morris.

‘I’m not entirely sure. I presume it’s someone from Morningside with that prim accent.’

‘You’re a fast worker.’

‘It’s the war, Robin. Autres temps, autres moeurs. She understands.’

‘What about Celia?’

‘Celia?’ Cannerley looked vague as he pulled out a cigarette. ‘Now what do you think for a cold evening on the train? I remember last time they had a rather good Crozes Hermitage. Perhaps she’s more of a Burgundy girl. Something full but not too heavy . . .’

Cannerley settled back in his seat and rubbed his hand over the scarlet plush. Above him was a small rectangular mirror with bevelled edges in which Morris could see the top of his own head, where the dark, almost black hair was receding either side of a tongue-shaped peninsula. Morris had a dark, close-shaven face, small hands and a cautious, candid manner intensified by the way he so seldom blinked.

‘Will you be at the departmental meeting tomorrow?’

Morris nodded. ‘I wish I didn’t have to go, but Sir Oliver insists.’

‘I suppose it’s the French question.’ Cannerley brushed some cigarette ash from his knee.

‘It’s always the French question.’

‘I’ve almost completed my paper. I imagine you’ll get a copy in due course. It’s B-listed.’

‘I hope so. I’d like to know how you pass your time. Do you think you’ll be able to get down to Woking at the weekend?’

‘It’s hard to see what further national emergency could arise.’ Cannerley’s voice took on a signalled languor.

Morris did not blink. ‘I haven’t played there since the spring. The wind was terrible. On one of the par threes I had to take a wood.’

The spoken assumption was that their games were as important as their work. Each thought he held some part of Britain in his hands. They lunched in clubs that flanked St James’s Street; they talked to politicians, serving officers and newspapermen – not reporters, but editors or proprietors. Cannerley had been put up for membership of two clubs by his father when he was still at Cambridge and had moved over their dim parquet and threadbare rugs with ease since he came down; he was bilingual at his father’s insistence, having studied with a French tutor in the holidays from school and spent a year at university in Poitiers.

At some stage in his education he had grasped, without exactly being taught it, the knowledge of what was right for his country. In the meetings of his department and in its dealings with other departments there was never any need to spell things out. Cannerley knew. Morris knew. Sir Oliver Cresswell, the head of the service, certainly knew.

Morris had had to work harder than Cannerley to acquire this understanding. In his last year at Oxford he was surprised at his books by the Chaplain of the college, a gaunt man with grizzled silver hair. Despite his ascetic manner, the Chaplain was reputed to know ‘people’ in London; he had a collection of avant-garde French paintings and a bronze by Archipenko. In a college where publication by the fellows was viewed as vulgar, he had been in print three times: on Saint Augustine, on Jacob Epstein and on Greek ceramics. He had held the position of Chaplain at the British Embassy in Athens and had been briefly in Teheran. Morris at first believed the Chaplain was trying to recruit him to a homosexual prayer camp, but the Chaplain’s meaning gradually became clear, by way of digressions into European political history and the integrity of British institutions. He talked about a time of coming national emergency and left Morris with a telephone number in Whitehall. This was fourteen years ago.

‘By the way,’ said Cannerley. ‘We’ve finally got a man into G Section.’

‘That’s marvellous. Who is it?’

‘It’s some little Midlands crook called Fowler. He’s not one of ours, he’s one of theirs. He’s already been in France twice, blundering about, blowing up trains, recruiting a lot of reluctant villains to the noble cause of Resistance.’

‘ “Setting Europe ablaze”, as the PM would have it.’ The drawling manner was not quite as natural to Morris as to Cannerley.

‘Exactly so. And completely buggering up our operations. Anyway, a little research by our chaps has shown that several of his Brummie businesses have serious Revenue failings. He was called in for a chat last week. We pointed out that the tax man might be very interested in a closer inspection of his books.’

‘I see.’

‘At this point he became most anxious to co-operate.’

‘What’s he going to do for us?’

‘Sir Oliver hasn’t decided yet. Something simple but destructive. In France.’

‘Destructive of what?’

‘I don’t know yet.’ Cannerley looked suddenly worried. His manner became urgent. ‘Listen, Robin, I entered this business to do some good. That may sound awfully quaint to you. I don’t want . . . complications. Compromises. Do you know what I mean? Sometimes I think Sir Oliver—’

But there was a noise as the door was slid back and Charlotte Gray reappeared. They went down the corridor – Cannerley in front, Morris behind, like her bodyguards. The other compartments were all full: overhead lamps in their glass shades illuminated the laps on which books were held, many face-down as their owners’ heads began to loll and jerk against the antimacassars. They had crossed the unseen Tyne and were in the frozen fields of the North Riding; there was a flash of Yorkshire ground beneath their feet as they stepped over the coupling.

‘Have you found a job in London?’ Morris asked Charlotte at the table.

‘Yes. I’m working for a doctor’s practice, as a receptionist and general helper.’

‘What sort of practice?’ asked Cannerley, looking up from the wine list.

‘He’s a plastic surgeon. He treats amputees and people whose limbs don’t work. He helps restore movement.’

‘I see. And these are war-wounded, are they?’

‘Yes, they’re sent on to him from various hospitals.’

The spot of mascara had vanished from Charlotte’s cheek. While she was tidying herself, she had also changed her mind about dinner. She sipped at the cream of asparagus soup, which tasted like most of the soup they had all eaten in the last year or so, of clammy green flour.

Charlotte smiled with sudden candour. ‘It’s what my mother calls billsticker’s paste.’

There was no fish course and no choice of meat. It was advertised as steak and kidney pie and had derived from an animal rich in kidneys. Cannerley had chosen a Chambertin and started to pour. Charlotte held up her hand when her glass was half full, saying she was not used to wine, but Cannerley poured on.

‘You could have joined the WAAF, if you wanted to do something for the war. Or the FANYs.’

‘Maybe.’ Charlotte felt vulnerable on this point. It was one of the reasons why she was travelling south. She drank some wine. ‘But what about you? Why are you not in the services? Or are you on leave?’

‘They also serve,’ said Cannerley, ‘who only stand and wait.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Reserved occupation,’ said Morris. ‘Strategy has to be coherent. I can assure you that what we do is no less exacting and no less patriotic than any pilot, any midshipman in the Atlantic, any poor old pongo plodding through—’

‘I didn’t mean to doubt it.’

Cannerley looked amused. ‘And you’re patriotic, too?’

‘Of course.’ Charlotte was surprised. ‘Isn’t everyone? Particularly at the moment.’

‘But what does it mean?’ Cannerley laid down his knife and fork, apparently defeated by the pie. ‘What exactly do you love?’

‘I know what we’re fighting. The Nazis. I hate them with a sort of personal bitterness.’

‘That’s not what I asked. What are we protecting? What is it that’s so valuable? A tradition of tolerance? Great achievements? Science, exploration?’

The pink patch beneath Charlotte’s pale skin grew a little more intense. ‘I don’t know. It’s not something you can easily put into words.’

‘Do you think if you’d been born in another country you would feel the same way? Or is it just something about British tolerance, British science, British exploration?’

‘I think so, yes. It’s the countryside where you grow up, the towns and villages, the people. The people more than anything. The buildings that make up your home.’

‘You must be very fond of stone or brick to think them worth dying for.’

‘I am. I worked for a picture gallery in Edinburgh. If you don’t protect buildings and paintings and so on then you have nothing left to honour the lives of previous generations.’

‘So we go to war, kill more people, to honour those already dead?’

‘I don’t think that’s what I meant. But what about you? You told me you were patriotic. What are you defending?’

‘Oh, the same as you, I’m sure.’ Cannerley’s offhand tone signalled an end to the discussion.

The waiter was standing by the table, braced like a bosun in a gale, as he gathered their plates.

Irritated by Cannerley’s dismissive manner, Charlotte opened her mouth to continue, then thought better of it. The waiter brought a brown mousse made with powdered eggs and Cannerley poured the remains of the wine to take the taste away.

Charlotte insisted on paying her part of the bill, and on the back of the receipt Cannerley wrote a telephone number before handing her the piece of paper.

‘This is the number of my flat in Ormonde Gate. I thought you might like to have it in case you ever got bored with your doctor’s waiting room. I’m sure I could find you something a little more . . . stimulating. We’re always very much on the lookout for bright girls. Do you speak any languages?’

Charlotte stared incredulously at the telephone number in her hand, then rallied.

‘Yes. I speak French.’

‘Fluently?’

‘God, you sound like an interviewer, Dick!’

Charlotte looked steadily at Cannerley. ‘Yes. My father fought in France in the last war. He used to take us back to where he had been. To visit the graves. He was . . . obsessed by it, you might say.’

‘And is that how you learned?’

‘I also went on exchanges to a French family during the summer holidays. Then I read French and Italian at university.’

Cannerley pushed back his chair. ‘It sounds perfect. Do bear it in mind, won’t you?’

They went back down the swaying corridors. There was nothing to see through the blinds; even the stations were only grudgingly illuminated, and passengers stumbled as they alighted. For some reason they talked in lowered voices, as though the German bomber crews might hear them. England was blacked out and afraid.
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CHARLOTTE HAD BEEN to London only twice before in her life and had recollections of nothing much more than the moving staircases in the Underground. She had been frightened as a girl that she would not get off in time and had made a little hop as the stairs collapsed and slithered back beneath the floor. Her mother had taken her to a department store where she had bought fabric for curtains and some school shoes for Charlotte. Then they had been to an Edwardian hotel somewhere near Piccadilly Circus where a waiter with shiny hair wheeled a great chariot of hors d’oeuvre to the side of the table. On a second visit there had been a theatre in Shaftesbury Avenue whose rococo decorations interested Charlotte more than the winsome drama. When the famous actress sauntered on to the stage with an expectant modesty the whole audience applauded, which Charlotte thought was silly. That was almost all she remembered, apart from the names – Cambridge Circus, Oxford Circus, Bakerloo.

She spent the night of her arrival from Edinburgh in the station hotel, and the next day through her taxi window she saw the undamaged mansions of Harley Street as they sped west along the Euston Road. Caught by a blockage in Sussex Gardens, the driver diverted through the burrows of Paddington, and Charlotte looked up to see what at first she thought was slum clearance. Two of the little terrace houses had been excised from the row; while the bricks and structural supports had been blown out by the blast, tenacious bits of stucco made a tidy proscenium arch. A fireplace and a sofa were suspended intact on the first floor like cut-out scenery in a children’s theatre.

The driver told her that parts of London were obliterated and parts of it untouched; there seemed to be no reason why the German bombers should have been so vengeful towards Battersea and Chelsea and so lenient on neighbouring Victoria. The taxi pulled up in a small street behind Old Brompton Road; it was an area that was neither safe nor specially targeted, but in any event the bombing of London had, for the time being, come to an end.

The driver helped Charlotte out with her suitcases and left her looking up the steps to the front door. She felt anxious to get inside. Any misgivings or unassimilated fears she might have felt were buried and sealed with the efficiency of long habit. There were four bells by the front door and she could see a white two-core flex run up from the one named FORESTER over the ledge below the first floor and in through a hole drilled in the front windowsill.

The window was pushed up in answer to her ring and a young woman’s head poked out.

‘Charlotte? I’m on the telephone. Let yourself in and come up to the first floor. Catch!’

A single key on a piece of pink ribbon came spinning down and landed on the step. Charlotte let herself into a dark hallway. There were two bicycles and a pram on the lino floor as well as an old walnut dresser. When she had heaved her suitcases past the obstacles she paused at the bottom of the stairs and looked up: a narrow strip of worn orange carpet wound up past a windowed half-landing; she breathed in, expecting the boarding-house smells of cooking, cats and gas geysers, but found it smelled only of hyacinths.

The door of the first-floor flat was open and Charlotte put her luggage down in the tiny hall. Above a table with a bowl of bulbs and numerous magazines was a small gilt mirror. She unpinned her hat and shook down her hair before replacing the tortoiseshell comb; she could see the young woman who had opened the window waving theatrically to her to come into the sitting room. As Charlotte entered, she put down the receiver and came across the room.

‘I’m Daisy. That was Ralph on the phone. I thought I’d never get rid of the little pest. Sorry about the mess. It’s – well, it’s just a mess. Sorry.’

Charlotte looked around. There was a tea tray on a low table in front of the fireplace; it was laden with crockery she could tell was yesterday’s by the way the milk had separated from the cold leavings of tea. There were newspapers and magazines all over the floor and women’s clothes draped across the various chairs. The room was very cold.

‘How was your journey? Bloody awful, I expect. I hate trains, don’t you?’

‘It wasn’t too bad. There were two men in my compartment and we had dinner together. The food wasn’t up to much, but—’

‘You are a quick worker! Did they ask for your telephone number?’

‘No, but one of them gave me his.’

‘What a beast! What a horribly ungentlemanly thing to do – to make you do the ringing. Don’t you dare. Was he gorgeous?’ ‘It wasn’t really like that. It was a question of him perhaps being able to help me with a job.’

Daisy Forester laughed, and her round, guileless face broke open. ‘Darling, don’t be naive.’ She looked at Charlotte more closely. ‘You’re awfully smart, aren’t you?’ She went up and felt the lapel of Charlotte’s suit. ‘It’s lovely. Is it Jaeger? I do love their clothes, but Mummy gives me such a piffling allowance I really can’t afford anything nice. Look at me.’

Charlotte did. She wore a tight fawn sweater that made her breasts bulge, a single rope of pearls, a brown tweed skirt, woollen stockings and battered brown court shoes. Actually, Charlotte thought, she didn’t look too bad. She began to say so, but Daisy interrupted her.

‘I’d better show you your bedroom. It’s tiny, I’m afraid, but you know we’re jolly lucky to have anywhere at all. There’s such a scrum for flats at the moment.’

‘Why?’ asked Charlotte, thinking of the spacious Georgian houses of the New Town. Why on earth would people fight over a cramped and icy little place like this?

Daisy looked at her in surprise. ‘Because of the Germans, dear. They’ve knocked down most of the houses in London. Hadn’t you noticed?’

Charlotte’s room was at right angles to the end of the hall. It had been sliced from the adjacent room by the addition of a plasterboard partition that bisected the ceiling rose of the original, larger room. It had a small chest of drawers with tear-drop brass handles and a glass top pressing on a kind of lace doily. There was a bed with a damson-coloured candlewick counterpane, one upright chair and a grimed single window over the street. It was flanked by lime-green curtains, unlined, on metal runners in a rusty track.

It was difficult for both women to be in the room at the same time, and impossible when Charlotte tried to introduce the suitcases as well.

‘I think I’ll unpack in the hall, if you don’t mind,’ she said, ‘and carry the clothes in.’

‘Good idea. You’ve got quite a lot of clothes, haven’t you?’ Charlotte could tell what Daisy was thinking before she said, ‘Do you think we’re about the same size?’

Charlotte began, ‘I think maybe I’m a bit—’

‘More or less, I’d say. Perhaps I’m a bit bustier.’ Daisy looked at Charlotte with her head on one side. ‘Mind you, you’re not exactly flat, are you?’

Charlotte laughed, not knowing what else to do, and said, ‘I’ll just make a start on this one,’ as she undid the larger of the two cases.

Daisy had taken the morning off work and did not leave until almost midday. ‘It’s frightfully dreary,’ she said. ‘I work for the Red Cross. It’s grisly work, but the office is in St James’s so there’s lots going on. I’ve convinced Mummy that my work there is absolutely vital for the war effort and that’s why she lets me stay on in London. She’d be much happier if I went down to dreary old Gloucestershire really.’

‘Does she worry about you?’

‘Oh yes. All the time. I’m not frightened, though. If there’s a bomb with my name on it then that’s just bad luck. I must fly. I’ll be back about six. There’s a spare key on the hall table. Sally’ll probably be back before me.’

‘Sally?’

‘The other girl who lives here. Didn’t you know? She’s got this ghastly boyfriend called Terence. I’ll tell you about him later. He’s very high up in the Navy. Make yourself at home.’

The first thing Charlotte did when she was alone was to clear the tea things. The kitchen looked out over a small garden and the back of the terrace beyond; there were some tins of food in the glass-fronted cupboards and a part-eaten loaf of bread on a wooden board. The room had an only half-inhabited quality.

The rest of the flat did not take long to explore. Next to Charlotte’s room, the other side of the partition, was another bedroom. It was slightly larger, but equally cold; it had a hanging rail on wheels with a number of women’s clothes. It also looked over the street, though it had a greyish lace curtain over the window; on the bedside table was a book called Love in a Harem, and tucked in beneath the counterpane was an eyeless teddy bear. Sally’s room, Charlotte presumed.

The largest of the three bedrooms had a photograph of Daisy on the chest of drawers; next to it was one of what Charlotte took to be Daisy’s parents – the man in spectacles, baldish, moustached, vaguely medical or academic-looking; the woman dark, round-faced with pretty eyes, a slightly more spiritual but perhaps also more vacuous version of Daisy – and, tucked between the mirror and its wooden frame, a young man with crinkly hair in army uniform. Daisy’s silver hairbrushes were laid out among the pots of cream and powder. An open lipstick stuck up between them, and Charlotte had to restrain herself from winding it back into its base. The bed, unlike Sally’s, was not properly made; the eiderdown had been hastily straightened over the tangle of blankets beneath. There was a volume of Swinburne’s poems on the bedside table and a copy of The Great Gatsby. This room, unlike the others, had a built-in clothes cupboard, and Charlotte could see a sliver of purple chiffon caught in its door. The walls were painted an indulgent crimson; there was a French couronne above the bed, from which hung some scarlet patterned fabric. On the wall was a reproduction of a Burne-Jones painting, all muscular breastplates and knightly, coiled desire.

Charlotte went to change her clothes. Because she had been living with her parents for the last two months, her mother had supervised her packing and had insisted on a sheet of tissue paper between each layer. Her mother, Charlotte knew, had dreaded her departure, yet was aware that in some way it would simplify her own life.

Amelia Gray was amazed by her daughter, proud, and shocked by her. There seemed no limit to what the girl thought she could accomplish by herself. She had swallowed all the education she was offered without apparent effort, though it was five times what had been available in the suburban ladies’ establishment she had herself attended thirty years before. Charlotte seemed impatient of the values of her mother’s generation, yet she retained a personal delicacy in her dealings with other people, an almost excessive reticence, a lack of trust, from whose likely cause her mother turned her gaze away. Charlotte had sprung from most unpromising beginnings.

In the autumn of 1916 Amelia Gray’s husband returned on leave from the Western Front to visit his wife and their three-year-old son Roderick. In his quizzical, doctor’s eye his wife saw some exquisite pain. He prowled the house, unamused by books or conversation, silently tearing at himself. She thought of Nessus and his shirt of flame. He went for walks along the edge of the moor, then retired to the inn by the river. He would have stayed all evening, but the landlord was a proper Christian man who would not stay open late to serve a soldier on leave, even if he was an officer.

Amelia Gray at first feared that during his time away he had found another woman. He appeared to feel guilty towards his own wife; it was as though he was anxious to be back in France. When she tried to search his mind, approaching him gently with oblique questions, he tossed his head and muttered some short phrase to cut her off. He had always been stoical, but his emotional state was now close to nullity. It seemed to his wife that he was oppressed by some unbearable secret, yet it was something that was not of his own making. She herself occasionally had a dream – common, her husband professionally told her, to many people – in which she found she had committed a murder, of which she had no recollection: all she had was the knowledge of her guilt and the fact of being hunted. Her husband wore the look of someone who had made the same discovery about himself; he seemed unable to cope with the knowledge he had unwillingly acquired, but his intellectual pride and medical detachment made him unable to confide.

When he made love to her it was with a disinterested passion. She was aware of his eyes examining her, him, both of them, as their bodies went through the attitudes of surrender and possession. This natural act held for him no healing or forgetfulness; in the animal but tender moments he could not shed himself. His wife looked up and saw his eyes wide open, as though his consciousness of what he did would not leave him.

From these leave-time couplings a second child was conceived: Charlotte, a child of the war years, as her father frighteningly reminded her. He seemed to think it curious that she could have chosen to be born at that time of universal death; he sometimes looked at her as though she were insensitive, or perverse.

He had survived, but did not seem to feel himself lucky. Deprived of the daily emergencies of war, he had lost his framework of denial. The medical authorities took an enlightened view of returning veterans and he was allowed a short sabbatical before resuming his work. Soon afterwards his wife persuaded him that Roderick would be better off at boarding school. As her husband’s struggle developed, Amelia Gray was aware that the main casualty was Charlotte. No motherly fussing over tissue paper, no last-minute indulgences from Princes Street, could take away the knowledge that she had failed her daughter.

The War had ended for ever Europe’s centuries-long dream of itself as a continent chosen or blessed. Amelia Gray felt that her failure with Charlotte lay in her inability to protect the child from the aftershocks of the cataclysm.

Daisy Forester arrived home that evening with exciting news. Sally’s ghastly boyfriend Terence had got them all invited to a literary party and the place would be swarming with delectable poets.

Charlotte felt she had not earned the right to an invitation.

‘Don’t worry, half the people there’ll be gatecrashers. What are you going to wear?’

‘I don’t know. I’m a bit tired, really. Maybe I’ll just—’

‘Don’t be silly. You can borrow something of mine if you like. You look nice in that skirt. You suit navy.’

Charlotte could not resist Daisy, though she tried. She found herself shepherded into the bathroom and told to have first bath. ‘Leave the water, won’t you?’ Daisy called through the door.

Charlotte saw why when she turned on the tap. The big cylinder above the bath roared like a bomber on take-off, but the scalding water came only at a trickle down its narrow pipe. The room was draped in underclothes in all conditions, from the still damp to the almost desiccated. Charlotte wiped a swathe through the misting mirror on the cabinet and washed her face in cold water while she waited for the bath to fill. She did not want to go to this party, any party, but she would do it to please Daisy: if she seemed too aloof, Daisy might complain to her mother in Gloucestershire, who in turn might tell Charlotte’s mother in Edinburgh. It was through the ancient friendship of the two women, though they never saw each other any more, that her place in the flat had been arranged; and even if it was not much of a flat, she owed Daisy something.

Charlotte undressed and folded her clothes on top of the linen basket. As she lay back in the bath she wondered how Sally would compare to Daisy. The teddy bear in bed, the ‘high-up’ naval officer, the literary party . . . perhaps the gathering would be in honour of the author of Love in a Harem. Charlotte felt her face adopt what her mother called her minister of the kirk expression and stopped herself.

She climbed reluctantly from the bath to let Daisy have a turn before the water lost its heat and stood on the cork mat to dry herself.

‘Jolly good, you’re out already,’ said Daisy, who was suddenly in the room.

Charlotte presumed Daisy would back out when she saw that she had interrupted, but Daisy merely started to undress, pulling her jumper over her head to reveal the top of a much-worn slip beneath. Wrapped in a towel, Charlotte gathered up her clothes and made her way down the icy hall.

The party was in a flat in Redcliffe Square, only ten minutes’ walk along unlit streets. Daisy wore a blue silk dress; Charlotte wore a skirt and a jacket with a velvet collar and a narrow belt. Arriving at the party was like walking into a scene from the Inferno; it was what Doré might have etched if only he had known. Under the low, settled cloud of cigarette smoke Charlotte could see nothing but bodies pressed together, shouting. She could not make out the shape of the room, though the scale of the building and the double doors through which they had entered suggested something spacious, and the intensity of noise could not have been generated by fewer than 150 people. By the door, a little bald man with a bow-tie and exophthalmic eyes was addressing a tense and occasionally stammering soldier.

‘Of course,’ the small man was saying, ‘the hope was that Laval would turn his duplicity to the defeat of the Germans. But that Auvergnat dishonesty is only ever self-serving. They should have read La Rochefoucauld.’

‘Of c-c-course.’

‘There’s Sally,’ said Daisy. ‘Come with me.’

Charlotte sidestepped her way through the press, her face aching with the number of mouthed apologies she made as she followed in Daisy’s powerful slipstream. Sally was standing by a marble fireplace; she had brown, glistening hair and wide-set eyes. Her voice was high and childlike as she introduced Charlotte to a man called Terence, presumably the ghastly Terence, standing next to her.

‘Let me get you girls a drink,’ he said. ‘Gin or whisky? I think the sherry’s all gone.’ He was a big man with a frizz of fair hair retreating from a fleshy, shining face.

‘Have you seen anyone you know?’ said Daisy.

‘The man we met at the Ring of Bells – the one who told us he was a trumpeter. There’s that famous poet. I can’t remember his name.’

‘Give me a clue, darling.’

‘You remember,’ said Sally, ‘the one who wrote those poems.’

‘Is the party for anything in particular?’ said Charlotte.

Sally reached into her bag and pulled out an invitation.

‘How clever of you,’ said Daisy. ‘I didn’t think you’d actually got a card.’

Charlotte looked at it: The Directors of the Flagstaff Press invite you to celebrate the publication of The Frontier Pass & Other Poems by W. S. Melrose. ‘Which one’s Melrose?’ she asked.

‘No idea,’ said Sally. ‘He’s not very famous, is he?’

Terence pushed back with two glasses of warm gin and French, and a whisky for himself. He raised his glass to them, then drank with thirsty sucking noises.

A lugubrious-looking man with a beard was trying to climb on to a table. Charlotte looked on with some surprise as he established his footing, helped by two laughing women. He was too cumbersome and too paunchily middle-aged to be trying such tricks, but from the jacket of a tweed suit he extracted a bunch of papers which he waved in the air.

He called for silence in a bass voice whose natural resonance was muffled by the heaving room. Next to Charlotte a short and voluble man with grey-streaked sandy hair was squeezing the arm of a young woman in a black velvet dress. ‘I thought we might try to do something on old W. S. in next week’s paper,’ he loudly confided, to the woman’s evident satisfaction. Charlotte watched as the man looked up, registered her presence, smiled at her in a candidly lubricious way, then suddenly looked troubled as he saw someone making for him through the throng. ‘Excuse me, darling,’ Charlotte heard him whisper to the woman in the black dress as he moved off: ‘bore-raid warning.’

The party extended a conditional silence to the table-top speaker as conversation died to a grudging simmer. The bearded man, clearly feeling he needed no introduction, offered none, but appeared to be Melrose’s publisher. From the papers clasped in his fist, he constructed a speech about the importance of Melrose’s poetry. His appreciative remarks about the poems were interspersed with frequent references to the Government’s printing restrictions so Melrose emerged less as a powerful voice against Fascism than as a peevish critic of rationing. Before the publisher had finished his remarks the conversation had resumed a level that rendered him inaudible; his generous wish that everyone recharge their glasses had been widely anticipated.

Charlotte looked round to find that Daisy had disappeared from her side. Terence was leaning over Sally and tickling her beneath the chin while Sally looked bashfully entranced.

Charlotte saw Daisy – a few feet away, but unreachably far in the crowd – talking to two young men, one in army uniform, the other in a corduroy jacket; Daisy looked happy and poised between them. Charlotte did not feel she could impose herself on them, even if she could have barged her way that far.

She drifted from the edge of the group where she had been standing and moved deliberately round the rim of the party. Her mother had told her as an anxious teenager that the way to find someone to talk to was to be quite candid about her solitude: if she could be brave enough to let people see that she was alone, then soon enough someone would take pity. Charlotte went slowly round the edge of various groups, pausing to sip her drink, looking as honestly alone as she could in such a confined space. She elicited an occasional glance, a half-smile, but no offer of conversation. She found that she was back by the double doors by which she and Daisy had come in: the temptation was obvious.

She stepped out on to the landing and was on the point of tripping quickly down the stairs when she remembered her coat, which had been taken to a bedroom. As she turned, she saw a table with a pile of books. They were all copies of The Frontier Pass & Other Poems by W. S. Melrose. On the back was a photograph of the author: a man with a face like a rare-breed sheep in giant black spectacles. She picked up a book and opened it at random.


We are not any more the waiting-to-be-judged,

Barbarous refugees in the cold waiting rooms of

The six o’clock express. We are gathered in the

Soft sigh of History, where others have dissolved

But are not dead. We are sleeping, but our bodies

Do not sleep amid the howling of the greatest Lie.



‘What are they like?’

‘Not bad,’ said Charlotte, looking up towards the clipped English voice. It was the man from the train.

‘Dick Cannerley. You remember, we met yesterday and—’

‘Yes, I do. What a coincidence. Are you a friend of Mr Melrose?’

‘God, no.’ Cannerley laughed. ‘Is anyone? I’m a friend of Michael Waterslow’s. It’s his flat. Come on, I’ll introduce you.’

For the second time Charlotte plunged into a Red Sea that was reluctant to part. Another glass of warm gin was pressed into her hand, and she drank it quickly in the hope that it would transform the scene from a smoky rush-hour to a starlit bacchanal. It sat in her stomach, acidly, and seemed to do nothing at all. Cannerley insinuated them into a group near the closed window; it included the little pop-eyed man who had been in the doorway, the woman in the black velvet dress, who presumably worked for the Flagstaff Press, Cannerley’s friend Michael, who looked like a civil servant, shiny and correct, and a tall man in RAF uniform with tie aslant and an expression of confused detachment.

‘In my view,’ Michael was saying, ‘the anti-Semitism of the French would have found its way to the surface with or without a Nazi invasion. Pétain’s government is merely the expression of a long-felt national wish.’

The little man with the bow tie was having none of this. He began to rattle off the opinions of various writers, puffing at his cigarette as he went along, so the names of the authors he quoted came out each in its own smoky bubble. ‘Anyway,’ he said, holding out his glass to a passing whisky bottle, ‘it’s all in Benjamin Constant.’

‘How are you on Benjamin Constant?’

Charlotte found herself addressed by the RAF man. His face was drawn into a smile. As she looked up at him Charlotte noticed a small patch just beneath his chin where he had not shaved properly. His voice was quizzical, but not threatening.

She smiled. ‘Not quite up to date, I’m afraid. What about you?’

‘I’ve never heard of him. Saint-Exupéry I’ve heard of. He’s a pilot, like me. Not Benjamin Constant, though.’ He coughed. ‘I suppose it’s not really my sort of party.’

‘What is your sort of party?’

‘I like dancing, or night-clubs. Otherwise I’d rather be outside.’

‘Flying?’

‘Yes. Or walking. But not standing around. You look like a literary girl, though.’

‘Do I really?’ Charlotte laughed. She thought of saying, ‘What makes you say that?’, but caught herself. Having eliminated the arch, she was obliged to settle for the literal. ‘I’ve just arrived in London. I wasn’t invited to the party myself.’

She was aware of a gramophone starting up. Some tinny jazz tune was cutting through the burble of talk; Daisy was at her elbow, still flanked by her two men. She wanted to be introduced to Charlotte’s pilot. Names went round; his was Peter Gregory.

Charlotte found Daisy’s back between her and Gregory and felt a twist of irritation. She saw his head bend down in polite attention to Daisy’s chatter; his hair was so untidy she wondered if he could have combed it at all before coming out.

There was a slow leakage of guests from the party. Through the double doors and down the stairs a continuous trickle of people made its way to other flats and houses, where more gin and whisky would be drunk. Those who remained began to dance. Michael Waterslow, the host, had drifted away from Charlotte’s group and helped to roll back the rug in one half of the room. Half a dozen couples were swaying to the beat on the revealed wooden floor. Among them, weaving a solitary pattern, was one who bore the unmistakably sheepish look of the author.

With Gregory’s hand lightly on her back, Charlotte tried to remember the quickstep movements learned at Mrs Heaton’s dancing class; as one of the taller girls she had usually taken the boy’s part, and now the backward movements seemed elusive. In any event, Gregory was what might politely have been called an instinctive mover; he did not seem to be following any particular step, though there was a vague rhythm in his shambling movement and a certainty of touch on her hand and back. He talked to her a little, but his voice seemed to come from too great a height to be able to compete with the hopping tenor saxophones. Charlotte briefly closed her eyes as she swept about the floor. This was a mistake, she recognised at once, when not just her body but the whole of Redcliffe Square seemed to spin within Gregory’s retaining grasp. She opened her eyes, gripped his hand a fraction tighter and was aware of a tiny line of damp along her upper lip.

After the song had finished she went to the top of the stairs, where she hoped the air would be fresher. Dick Cannerley emerged from the flat and asked if she would dance with him. The thought filled Charlotte with a disproportionate revulsion. She wondered where Gregory had gone. She had not excused herself from him but hurried off rudely. She went back into the flat to apologise to him, to find Daisy and tell her she was leaving, to thank Michael for the party, to escape from Cannerley . . . She was not sure why she went back across the dance floor, which had become, in her short absence, like some ruleless rugby game of lurching communal contact. She reached the other side and found the woman from the Flagstaff Press in a deep embrace with the sandy-haired editor: whatever he might do for Melrose ‘next week’ did not seem to be, in the view of the publishing woman, soon enough. Seeing no one else she knew, Charlotte decided that all she could do was leave. She set off to fetch her coat and bag from the bedroom and was almost knocked over by a man being roughly ejected from a group of people by the door. Swearing and muttering, he staggered to the landing and plunged down the stairs at an involuntary run, bouncing heavily off the wall. In the bedroom Charlotte found a couple lying on top of her coat: the woman’s dress had ridden up round her thighs, and she was laughing in an enthusiastic, horsy way. Charlotte wrenched her coat clear and made for the landing. She threw one last look behind her as she went downstairs and out into the night, where the cold wind drove the air from her chest. By the railings in front of the house a man was being sick into the basement area; he turned his anguished, sweating face up to her. Even in the blackout, she could recognise beneath the giant spectacles a particular sheeplike quality. ‘Baa,’ he said.
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