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Prologue




Honoria Lucasta, Dowager Duchess of Denver, to her American friend, Cornelia, wife of Lambert B. Vander-Huysen, of New York.


12th November, 1939

Bredon Hall,

Duke’s Denver, Norfolk

Dear Cornelia,

I think I had better write you my usual Christmas letter now, because naturally the war has upset the posts a little; and one can’t really expect ships to go quickly when they are convoyed about like a school crocodile, so tedious for them, or keep to Grand Geometry, or whatever the straight course is called, when they have to keep darting about like snipe to avoid submarines, and anyway I like to get my correspondence in hand early and not do it at the last moment with one’s mind full of Christmas trees—though I suppose there will be a shortage of those this year, but, as I said to our village school-mistress, so long as the children get their presents I don’t suppose they’ll mind whether you hang them on a conifer or the Siegfried Line, and as a matter of fact Denver is thinning a lot of little firs out of the plantation, and you’d better ask him for one before he sends them all to the hospitals.

And really, Cornelia, I think you must have been listening to Goering or Goebbels or that Haw Haw man or something: the suburbs aren’t in ruins and Oxford and Cambridge haven’t been invaded by anything worse than a lot of undergraduates from other universities, so good for both sides, I think, though I’m told the plague of bicycles in the streets is quite a menace—still, it never was anything else—and we’ve got plenty of butter and guns, if it comes to that, though they keep on saying they’re going to ration them, just as Hitler keeps on saying he’s going to begin, only he doesn’t go: like the people in the Pirates of Penzance, and Peter says if he waits much longer the audience will refuse to clap and perhaps the Munich bomb was in the nature of a cat-call, but what I say is, if little Adolf found anything nasty in that beer-cellar he must have brought it with him. And, talking of Peter, I can’t really tell you where he is, because he’s gone back to his old job, and everything comes without any proper address through the Foreign Office. I rather fancy he may have been in Turkey a little while ago, from something he said about the coffee being good; I can’t think of any other place where that would be likely to happen, because he never really likes French coffee (too much chicory), and nobody else seems to have any, except us, and I know he’s somewhere abroad, the letters take so long. Wherever it was, he isn’t there now, and that makes me think it must have been Turkey, because they seem to have settled everything splendidly there. But of course this is only guess-work.

It’s very hard on poor Harriet, his being sent off like that, but she is being very sensible; they’ve shut the London house, and she’s gone down to Talboys, that’s their farmhouse in Hertfordshire, with the children—I enclose a photograph of little Paul, he’s nearly a year old now, and Bredon just three; how time flies!—and my daughter Mary’s youngsters are there, too. I think it’s very good of Harriet to take care of her sister-in-law’s children but she says it’s no more trouble than looking after just her own. You’ll think it’s a doting grandmother speaking, but they are very nice children: Charles Peter, who likes to be called Charlie now he is ten, Mary who gets called Polly just as her mother used to, and little Harriet, who is only three, but very sweet-tempered. However you look at it, I think it must be a lot of work for Harriet, but it frees Mary for war work. She’s doing ARP work and looking after her husband—you remember him, Charles Parker, the CID Chief Inspector—naturally he can’t leave town. They seem well and happy and very busy. Charles was a little upset the other day over finding two human legs (a very bad match) in a police-post, tied up in brown paper. He said it made him feel he was going to miss Peter. However, it turned out they had only been left there by a man who was taking them to a hospital and had popped them inside out of the rain while he hunted for a taxi in the blackout, and it would all have been cleared up quite quickly, only when the poor man had found the taxi he’d forgotten where the police-post was, and drove wildly round the West End looking for it; so confusing, but one must expect these little inconveniences in war-time. And à propos of sandbags (oh, no, I didn’t mention them, but the police-post was built of sandbags, a sort of little hut, you know, like a night-watchman’s) you can’t think how queer Piccadilly Circus looks with Eros gone and a sort of pyramid like King Cheops on a small scale built up over the fountain—though why they should take all that trouble I can’t think; unless it’s the water-mains, except that people feel very sentimental about it and if anyone dropped a bomb on it they’d feel the heart of Empire had stopped beating. Peter says we ought to do something constructive in the opposite direction and floodlight the Albert Memorial because the park would be better without it, but poor Queen Victoria would turn in her grave and, as I reminded him, he didn’t know Queen Victoria personally: I did.

Yes, my dear, we are all quite all right. My older son Gerald, Duke of Denver, is worried about my grandson Jerry, of course, because he’s in the RAF, and naturally that’s rather dangerous, but dear boy, how he is enjoying himself, being able to go just as fast as he likes (you remember how he used to terrify us with that big racing-car). His father says he ought to have got married to somebody first so as to provide an heir in case of accidents. ‘Really, Gerald,’ I said, ‘fancy worrying about that at a time like this. If there’s anything left to be heir to when we’ve finished paying for the war, Peter’s got two boys—and, judging by Jerry’s present taste in young women, we are mercifully spared.’ That was rather tactless, I suppose, because Gerald’s fretting quite enough about the estate already; he says we shall be ruined, of course, but he doesn’t mind that if only he can do his duty by the land.

And then we’ve got a big boys’ school in the west wing, and that gets on his nerves sometimes—still, most fortunately, Helen, his wife, isn’t here, which relieves the tension. As you know, I never like to criticise my daughter-in-law, but she is a very difficult sort of person and I was devoutly thankful when she took herself off to the Ministry of Instruction and Morale. What she can possibly have to instruct anyone about I don’t know, but as the place is packed with everybody’s wives and nephews and all the real jobs seem to have been handed over to other departments it’s as good a spot as any to intern the nation’s trouble-makers, and she’s got three secretaries paid by a grateful country to endure her so all is for the best. There was a picture of her in the papers last week, glaring like the wrath of God and when Denver saw it I thought he’d burst a blood vessel or have a blood-bath or something, only fortunately, just at that moment, one of our little evacuees put a cricket ball through the long window of the yellow saloon, and in the strain of trying to swear on two fronts at once the frightfulness blew itself off. They are all elementaries (the evacuees, I mean) from a rather slummy bit of London, and I’m afraid the infant cherub with the cricket bat made pique, repique and capot of Denver before he could score half his vocabulary. Curious and charming, isn’t it, how much the peerage and the proletariat have in common once you get down to the raw stuff of life, so to speak. Any nice middle-class foster-parent would have turned purple, but Gerald burst out laughing and has begun to take quite an interest in the school. In fact, he’s offered to umpire their end-of-term sports competition, and has lent them a pony for riding lessons.

Well, my dear, I must stop now and see a deputation from the Women’s Rural Institute, who are getting up a Nativity Play for Polish refugees, so sweet of them, and most providentially there’s a full moon for Christmas, so we shall get a good audience. I have promised to play ‘Anna a prophetess’—I’d forgotten there was such a person so I must look her up quickly before they come. We carry on, you see, war or no war: ‘we don’t take no account of blackouts in these parts,’ having never known the bright lights. (Dear me, Cornelia, what would you do with a blackout in New York?) And, as for wars, this is a very old country, and we can remember a great many of them.

My best love and all the good wishes of the season to you and yours.

Your affectionate old friend,
 Honoria Denver




Harriet, Lady Peter Wimsey, to Lord Peter Wimsey, somewhere abroad. (extract)


17th November, 1939

Talboys, Paggleham,

Nr Great Pagford, Herts

…I’ve been trying to write an article about war-aims and peace-aims, though I’m not at all sure that all this definition doesn’t end by darkening counsel, on the principle of ‘Mummy, I think I might understand if only you wouldn’t explain.’ We all know pretty well that something we value is threatened, but when we try to say what, we’re left with a bunch of big words like justice, freedom, honour, truth and so on, that embarrass us, because they’ve been misused so often they sound like platform claptrap. And then there’s ‘peace’. Peter, I’m terrified by this reiterated demand for ‘enduring peace and lasting settlement’—it’s far too like the ‘war to end war’. Do we really still persuade ourselves that there’s some final disposition of things—territory, economic adjustment, political machinery—that will stabilise all human relationships by a stroke of the pen? That the story can end in the old-fashioned way with wedding-bells: ‘so they married and lived happy ever after’? If so, we need an Ibsen to deal with public life.

If one looks back at the last twenty years, one sees at how many points we might have prevented this war, if it hadn’t been for our inflexible will to peace. We said ‘Never again’, as though ‘never’ wasn’t the rashest word in the language. ‘River, of thy water will I never drink!’ We will never go to war again, we will revise all treaties in conference; we will never revise anything for fear of starting a war; we will never interfere in other people’s wars, we will always keep the peace:—we wooed peace as a valetudinarian woos health, by brooding over it till we became really ill. No wonder we couldn’t stand by the Covenant of the League, which set out to enforce peace by making every local injustice an occasion for total war. That idea was either too brutal or too heroic, I’m not sure which. A mistake, anyway. What I want to say is that there’s no hope of getting peace till we stop talking about it. But I don’t suppose that view will be very popular! As for going into a terrifying conflict under the leadership of Neville Chamberlain—hoping against hope that he will be better at war than he was at securing ‘peace in our time’—everyone says he was trying his best, but his best might not be nearly good enough.

Oh, well! Meanwhile, Paggleham continues to adapt itself to war conditions. On Wednesday we had a fire-practice, with Mr Puffett in charge. (His all-round experience in the building and chimney-sweeping way is held to qualify him to take the lead in emergencies of this sort.) I said they might hold their demonstration here, on the strict understanding that little Paul should take no personal part in the proceedings and that the pouring of water inside the house should be a purely symbolic act. We arranged a very fine performance: an incendiary bomb was to be deemed to have come through your bedroom ceiling, with the accompaniment of high explosive in the scullery, the maids playing parts as casualties, and the children and I as victims of the fire. We thought it better not to sound the local siren and whistles for fear of misunderstanding, but the vicar kindly gave the signal for the attack by having the church bells rung.

Everything went off beautifully. Miss Twitterton was with us, having come over from Pagford for choir-practice (even in war-time, Wednesday is always choir-practice), and rendered first-aid superbly. I lent her your old tin hat (‘for protection from shrapnel and falling brickwork’) and her pleasure was indescribable. We evacuated Polly and Bredon from the bedroom window and the other two from the attic in a sheet, and had just got to the pièce de résistance—my own rescue from the roof with a dummy baby under one arm and the family plate under the other—when the Vicarage kitchen-maid arrived panting to say that the Vicarage chimney was afire and would Mr Puffett please come quick. Our gallant fire-captain immediately snatched away the ladder, leaving me marooned on the roof, and pelted up the lane still in his gas mask, and followed by the ARP warden crying that it would be blackout time in half an hour, and if Hitler was to catch sight of that there chimney ablaze there wouldn’t half be trouble with the police. So I retired gracefully through the skylight, and we transferred the venue to the Vicarage, getting the fire extinguished in nineteen and a half minutes by the warden’s watch—after which the fire-fighters adjourned to the Crown for beer, and I had the vicar and his wife to dinner, their kitchen being—like Holland—not actually flooded, but pretty well awash…



Honoria Lucasta, Dowager Duchess of Denver, to Lady Peter Wimsey at Talboys.


15th December, 1939

The Dower House,

Bredon Hall,

Duke’s Denver, Norfolk

Dearest Harriet,

How tiresome for you that Polly should have caught this horrid flu germ! I can’t think why the Almighty should have wanted to make such a lot of the nasty little creatures—misplaced ingenuity I should call it in anybody else. Though I read in a book the other day that germs were probably quite well-behaved, originally, but had taken to bad habits and living on other people, like mistletoe. Interesting, if true, and all Adam and Eve’s fault, no doubt. Anyway, I saw Mary in town and told her not to worry and she sent love and said how sweet of you to stay at home and look after her erring offspring. I hope you have received all the parcels. I couldn’t get a gas-mask case to match the dress-pattern exactly, but the one I sent tones in pretty well, I think. The shoes have had to be specially dyed. I’m afraid—it seems to be rather a difficult colour. I hope the Christmas cards will do. I had a terrible time with the sacred ones; there seems to be nothing this year between things from the British Museum and those sentimental modern ones with the Virgin and angels very thin and willowy and ten feet tall. Such a mistake, too, to imagine that children approve of baby cherubs and little darling boys and girls swarming over everything. At least, I know my children always wanted stories and pictures about proper-sized people, whether it was knights or cavaliers or pirates, and just the same with their dolls and things—I suppose it gave them a grown-up feeling and counteracted their inferiority complexes.

It’s only grown-ups who want children to be children; children themselves always want to be real people—do remember that, dear, won’t you? But I’m sure you will because you’re always most tactful with them, even with your own Bredon; more a friend than a parent, so to speak. All this cult of keeping young as long as possible is a lot of unnatural nonsense; no wonder the world seems to get sillier and sillier. Dear me! when I think of some of the Elizabethan Wimseys: the third Lord Christian, for instance, who could write four languages at eleven, left Oxford at fifteen, married at sixteen and had two wives and twelve children by the time he was thirty (two lots of twins, certainly, but it’s all experience), besides producing a book of elegies and a learned disquisition on Leviathans, and he would have done a great deal more, I dare say, if he hadn’t unfortunately been killed by savages on Drake’s first voyage to the Indies. I sometimes feel that our young people don’t get enough out of life these days. However, I hear young Jerry shot down a German bomber last week, and that’s something, though I don’t think he’s likely to do very much with the languages or the Leviathans.

Talking of books, I had a heartfelt outburst from the young woman at the library, who said she really didn’t know what to do with some of the subscribers. If there isn’t a brand-new book published for them every day they go in, they grumble frightfully, and they won’t condescend to take anything that’s a couple of months old, even if they haven’t read it, which seems quite demented. They seem to spend their time running to catch up with the day after tomorrow—is it the influence of Einstein? The girl asked when there was going to be a new Harriet Vane murder story. I said you thought the dictators were doing quite enough in that way, but she said her readers wanted their minds taken off dictators, though why murders should do that I don’t know—you’d think it would remind them. I suppose people like to persuade themselves that death is a thing that only happens in books, and if you come to think of it, that’s probably the way they feel about religion, too, hence the pretty-pretty Christmas cards. All the same, I’m sending a few assorted murders to the poor dear men who are being so bored on the balloon barrage and jobs like that. So dull for them, poor things, and nobody seems to take much interest in them. More romantic, of course, to send to the men overseas, but it can’t be so solitary out there as sitting up all night with a blimp in darkest England.

Talking of darkest England, what one wants on the shops at night is not just a sign saying ‘Open’, but something to show what they’ve got inside. They’re allowed a little light on the goods, but if one’s driving along one can’t possibly see whether a pile of vague little shapes is cigarettes or chocolates or bath buns or something to do with wireless sets; and it doesn’t help much to see just ‘J. Blogg’ or ‘Pumpkin and Co.’ unless you know what Blogg or Pumpkin is supposed to be selling.

My dear, this letter is full of shopping and nonsense, but I’ve made up my mind that we just mustn’t worry about Peter because he disappeared so many times in the last war and always turned up again more or less safe and sound. He’s got quite a good instinct of self-preservation, really. And he’s not stupid, which is a comfort, whatever Kingsley has to say about being good and letting who will be clever, though I don’t see how you can be clever just by willing. Peter always maintains that Kingsley said ‘can’, not ‘will’, and perhaps he did. I only hope he still has Bunter with him, though if he’s gone into any queer place in disguise I can’t think what he can have done with him, because if ever a man had ‘English gentleman’s personal gentleman’ written all over him, it’s Bunter. I had a letter from him yesterday, so discreet it might have been written from Piccadilly, and conveying the compliments of the season to all the Family, with a capital F.

We’re looking forward to seeing you all for Christmas, germs permitting. I hope you won’t mind our being overrun with evacuees and children’s parties—Christmas tree and conjurer in the ballroom, with charades and games after supper—I’m afraid it will be rather noisy and rampageous and not very restful.

Always your affectionate

Mother


PS: I’m sorry my English is so confusing. It was Bunter, not Peter, who wrote the discreet letter, and Peter, not Kingsley, who has Bunter with him—at least, I hope so.



Lady Peter Wimsey to Lord Peter Wimsey, somewhere abroad. (extract)


6th February, 1940

…This is the coldest winter anyone can remember. The Pag has frozen solid, and all the children and the land-girls have been skating on the village pond, looking like a scene painted by Brueghel. There is no coal to be had for love nor money, which is more to do with the freeze-up than the enemy. Troops are being used to dig snow off the railway lines. I’m afraid the vine in the glass-house will die, but other than lining the glass with newspaper—it is already elaborately criss-crossed with sticky tape, as are all the windows of the house—I can’t think what to do about it. We have no fuel to spare for a heater; as it is we are carrying branches home from Blackden Wood, and spending most of the day in the kitchen, where Mrs Trapp keeps the range going splendidly, and it’s always warm.

In all this chill we need a hot topic, and that is provided by the land-girls. Seven of them are working at Datchett’s farm and five at Bateson’s. John Bateson has lodged them in the outbuildings just beyond our kitchen garden, you know—the range that was the stable yard and tack rooms before this house was split from the farm itself. They all seem rather jolly to me, and incredibly hard-working. John Bateson seems rather hard on them: I heard him the other day saying, ‘You’ve come here to do a man’s job, and you’ll just have to get on with it!’ They have been kitted out for work with awful fawn aertex shirts, grey slacks and green pullovers but they wear silk stockings and lipstick when off duty, and have rapidly acquired a reputation for being ‘fast’, which has all the young men buzzing round like wasps at a honey pot. There’s no shortage of young men to buzz round, because we have two airfields between here and Broxford, and some sort of hush-hush military establishment in the Manor House, requisitioned from the squire, and full of youngsters in mufti fond of dancing and the flicks when off duty. This is all rather a lot to swallow for the older people, who shake their heads over it all till their necks must ache!

The other big news is that the Anderson shelters have arrived—at long last; Broxford and Lopsley have had theirs for weeks—and of course the ground is frozen so hard that nobody can dig the holes in the gardens required to erect them. Mr Gudgeon—you remember him, the landlord of the Crown—has made his cellars available as a public shelter. It turns out the Crown is much older than it looks above ground; it has a warren of vaulted powerfully ancient-looking undercrofts, which surely must have been part of an abbey before the Reformation, and although the handiest part, down some stairs behind the bar, is full of beer barrels, there are positively spacious catacombs further in. Gudgeon will throw these open to the villagers. The president of the Paggleham Women’s Institute was talking of providing comforts—built-in bunks, paraffin heaters, tea-kettles, a library of second-hand books, communal blankets—when, behold and lo! a difficulty arises: the Methodists of Paggleham will on no account be herded into a public house, not even as a matter of life and death. Mr Gudgeon, rather magnanimously I thought, offered to close off his beer barrels so that one could reach the safety of the vaults without even catching sight of a stave or hoop or spigot, but it will not do. In Paggleham not even Hitler will cause a Methodist to be caught sight of entering a public house.

There matters rested for several days until someone remembered ‘The Cave’, an excavation in the chalk of Spring Hill, used, I am told, in the Napoleonic War as a munitions store, and seemingly deep enough for safety, and large enough for the congregation of the Chapel. Mrs Ruddle’s Bert is duly at work fitting it out with primitive bunks; never let it be said that Church folk or the Godless had an easier berth than Chapel folk…

I can’t help thinking that in practice, when we get an air-raid, everyone will rush to the nearest point of safety, and we shall have ecumenical havens, one each end of the village.

As Hitler has not yet obliged us with an actual peril, our excellent ARP committee has ordered a rehearsal on Saturday night, when an air-raid will be supposed to take place. It has to be Saturday, as everyone is available then, and nobody wants to imitate the horrible inconvenience that might attend a real air-raid.

Since there is to be a dance on Saturday next week in the Village Memorial Hall, and we don’t want to disappoint the brave fellows from the airfields all around, the practice is timed for just after the dance, and we shall see if the Methodists’ cave is near enough to be reached in time. The cave would be nearer than the Crown for Talboys, of course, but I have promised to help Mrs Goodacre with the refreshments for the dance, so it will be the vaults for us this time. Dear Peter, how petty all this must seem to you, reading this letter, if you ever get it, in the middle of something much more world-shattering, and in danger for which no artificial rehearsal is necessary. But it’s all the news there is from our parish pump. God keep us from having anything more interesting to write to you about!…










One


It is through chance that, from among the various individuals of which each of us is composed, one emerges rather than another.

Henry de Montherlant, Explicit Mysterium, 1931






‘Whoever, for example, Lady Peter,’ said Miss Agnes Twitterton, ‘is that?’

‘You do have a point, my dear,’ said Mrs Goodacre, the vicar’s wife, who was standing with the two women behind a trestle table at one end of the Village Hall, pouring out Miss Twitterton’s parsnip wine into rows of assorted sherry glasses. ‘There was a time, as you say, and not so long ago, when we would have known everybody we could possibly meet here—when any stranger was a seven-day wonder—and now here we are organising a village hop, and we don’t know half the people here. They could be anybody; indeed I expect they are.’

Harriet looked around. The shabby little hall, with a dusty dais at one end, had perhaps fifty people in it. About half were young men in uniform, rather outshining the youthful farm workers and shop-boys in civvies. The uniform blotted out whatever they may have been like in peace-time; no better than the rest of the company, most likely, and possibly much worse, but khaki and air-force blue gave them now the status of heroes.


It’s Tommy this, an’ Tommy that, an’ ‘Chuck him out, the brute!’

But it’s ‘Saviour of ’is country’ when the guns begin to shoot.



ran through her mind. The notorious land-girls were much in evidence, with their city skills in make-up and nice dresses. Harriet did not in fact know everybody, far from it. Had the assembly gathered the older people of the village she might have done better; she had spent long enough here to know most of them. But unlike the true villagers she didn’t expect to know everybody; she was used to the crowded anonymity of London.

‘One shouldn’t think the worst of newcomers,’ she said mildly. ‘You don’t want to sound like Mrs Ruddle.’ She smiled to herself at the memory. ‘When Lord Peter and I rolled up here on our very first night as man and wife she took one look at us, and declared we were no better than we should be!’

‘You must have been wearing that magnificent fur cloak of yours,’ said Mrs Goodacre. ‘One associates fur with loose morals very easily these days, because of the cinema.’

‘Yes, I was,’ said Harriet. ‘And I’m glad to say I can tell you who that is, Miss Twitterton. That is Flight Lieutenant Brinklow.’


‘Well, if you say so,’ said Miss Twitterton. ‘But that’s just it! We know his name, but we know nothing about him. He could be any sort of villain, for all we know—he could even be a German spy!’

‘As a matter of fact I think he’s a war hero,’ said Harriet. ‘He is here recuperating. His fighter plane was shot down and he baled out and was injured slightly. He can’t go back on active duty until his shattered ankle has mended, so he has taken Susan Hodge’s cottage—the one just opposite the churchyard gate—for a month of quiet in the country.’

‘He’s very good-looking,’ said Miss Twitterton dubiously, as if the officer’s looks made this history improbable. She was certainly right in that. Flight Lieutenant Brinklow was tall and blond, with brown eyes and a candid manly address. He was not dancing—presumably his ankle made that impossible—but was standing surrounded by a group of pretty girls and brother officers, looking perfectly at ease.

‘You are very well informed, Lady Peter,’ said Mrs Goodacre. ‘As the vicar’s wife I am not often pipped at the post with the gossip. You are becoming quite a villager!’

‘You forget I was born here,’ said Lady Peter mildly. ‘But there’s no mystery about it. The poor man is on sticks, and so he needed a bed brought down the stairs to the dining-room, and Susan Hodge asked a couple of the land-girls at Bateson’s farm to help her do it, and it got stuck halfway down, and they had to heave it back upstairs again, and take it apart. One of them told Mrs Ruddle all about it, and what Mrs Ruddle knows is soon common knowledge.’


‘One of those airmen,’ observed Mrs Lugg, who was making up the fourth hand at the refreshment table, ‘is even better looking.’

‘That,’ said Harriet with a mildly triumphant note in her voice, ‘is Peter’s nephew, Gerald Wimsey, home on leave for three days, and staying with us.’

‘Do you mean Lord St George?’ asked Miss Twitterton. ‘The one who will one day be a duke?’ A maiden lady somewhere in her forties, Miss Twitterton had become acquainted with the Wimseys on their very first evening in the village, and was almost too interested in the family, including those she had heard mentioned only once or twice.

‘Yes, the very man. But he likes to be plain Flying Officer Wimsey for the moment. He tells me everyone in the RAF just mucks in without distinction. Nothing counts but your service rank. So plain Jerry Wimsey it is.’

At that moment the band-leader struck a chord, and plain Jerry Wimsey stepped up to the microphone, as the band—a rather under-rehearsed group, including most of the Salvation Army’s brass players from Pagford—broke into ‘Dreamshine’. Jerry began to sing in a light tenor voice of great sweetness, sounding so like his Uncle Peter that Harriet flinched inwardly.


Under a shining moon,

And to a tender tune…



Harriet watched the couples foxtrotting round the floor, holding each other as closely as lovers, in an aura of yearning which surely had something to do with the times as much as the people.


…We danced the night away,

And at the break of day

We found the world had changed…



She was aching to be dancing herself, provided only that she could be dancing with Peter—Peter somewhere far away and in danger—and, cross with herself for being so easily touched by a trivial tune, but Jerry was singing beautifully, she sternly turned her attention to sandwiches and the tea-urn. Obviously yearning made young people hungry, for the plates were emptying fast. The little cornflour cakes that Mrs Trapp had provided had already gone. And now Harriet felt touched by that: all these grown-ups eating cakes like children at a birthday party, when the times ensured that it was only too likely to be a wake for some of them, especially those in uniform, and you could hardly blame them if they snatched things—cakes, girls—while they had the chance.

‘Fancy a turn about the room, Aunt Harriet?’

Here was Jerry, having resigned the microphone to a sexy-looking young woman, holding out his arms to her. She allowed herself to be steered away from slicing dense and rubbery fruit cake, and propelled into the throng. Jerry held her just a little too close, pressed his cheek against hers a little too much—the gesture was pointless without Peter there to be stung by it—but Jerry was always living on the edge, pushing his luck.


One more dance before we part…




Suddenly singer and band both were drowned out by a horrible cacophonous wailing, eliding sickeningly between two notes. The air-raid warning! The band came to a ragged note-by-note stop. The singer faltered and fell silent. The band-master took the microphone.

‘Now don’t panic, everyone. As you probably know this is a planned rehearsal to see how quickly we can all get underground. Our friends in uniform must decide for themselves whether to join the civilians in the exercise, or return to their base; but I’m afraid the dance is over. If you are disappointed to miss the last waltz, don’t blame me, blame the ARP officer, he’s a little quick off the mark. Don’t forget your gas masks, everyone. Just make your way quietly either to the cellars of the Crown, or to the Paggleham Cave. If you have left your children at home with Gran, go and fetch them now, exactly as you would do if this were a real emergency. Thank you and goodnight.’

There was a jostle of people in the doorways as everyone took coats and gas-mask holders off the hooks. ‘I suppose we can’t clear up tonight,’ said Mrs Goodacre. ‘We’ll have to come back in the morning.’

‘That’s all right, missus,’ said the caretaker. ‘I’ll lock up. Just get yourselves under cover before that blinking Hitler gets to you.’

‘Oh dear, are you sure?’ said Miss Twitterton. ‘Only since it’s only a practice, you know, we certainly could stay back and see to things…’

‘No, you don’t, Aggie Twitterton,’ said the caretaker. ‘You’ll spoil the whole thing if you don’t co-operate, and it’ll have to be done again. Off you go with everyone else.’

Standing in the moonlit road outside the hall, listening to Miss Twitterton apologising repeatedly and explaining that she only thought…Harriet found Jerry at her elbow.

‘I’ll walk you home, Aunt Harriet,’ he said, smiling at her from a face half moonlit, half in darkness, ‘and help you round up all those kids.’

‘There aren’t so very many,’ said Harriet. ‘Only five. But they do seem like a multitude at times!’

They walked towards Talboys under the brilliant light of a full moon. All the warm comfortable lights that used to shine from cottage windows were now blacked out, and the street lamps, all seven of them, were extinguished, but this icy light was bright enough to show every house and tree, every bridge and pillar-box to anyone who had been looking down on it, taking aim.

‘We’ve certainly got a bomber’s moon tonight,’ Jerry said.

As they passed the church the moonlight showed them, clearly pencilled in silver, the silhouette of Mr Lugg the undertaker perched on the tower under his tin hat, doing his turn at fire-watching. Harriet waved at him, and then felt frivolous. But he briefly waved back.

‘Aunt Harriet, I suppose you haven’t thought of taking that houseful of yours up to Denver, have you?’ asked Jerry.


‘We were there at Christmas,’ Harriet said. ‘We’re only just back.’

‘I meant have you considered moving there for the duration?’

‘No!’ she said. ‘I have not.’

‘There’s such a lot of room up there,’ he said. ‘Bredon Hall is genormous.’

‘But they’ve got an entire boys’ school billeted on them,’ she said.

‘Even so. And Grandmama would be so pleased to have you; I know she would!’

‘I’m very fond of my mother-in-law, Jerry,’ said Harriet, ‘but as to uprooting myself from my own establishment, and plumping myself and all these other people on hers…’

‘I just thought you might be safer there.’

‘But we’re as safe here as anywhere. Hasn’t the government just billeted several dozen evacuees in the village?’

They walked a few paces further in silence. ‘This entire county is covered in airfields,’ Jerry said. ‘They’ve got to be a target of attack.’

‘But so is the district round Denver,’ protested Harriet. ‘I can’t make any sense of this, Jerry. Are you trying to tell me something?’

‘I ought not to be,’ he said dejectedly. ‘I haven’t said a word. I just wish you’d think about it, Aunt Harriet.’

‘Think about what you haven’t said?’

‘Think about moving to Denver.’

‘Oh, look,’ said Harriet, with some relief, ‘here are Sadie and Queenie now, with the children.’


The two maids from Talboys were coming towards them, leading Bredon by the hand, and carrying Paul. Charlie and Polly skipped along beside them. Little Harriet Parker, who was only three, was asleep in the pram.

‘We heard the siren, my lady, and we thought best to come along without waiting for you,’ said Queenie.

‘Quite right,’ said Harriet, taking her son by the hand. ‘Is Mrs Trapp coming?’

‘Not her!’ said Sadie. ‘She said as she didn’t get out of bed for the Kaiser, and she isn’t going to do so for Hitler, no matter what that ARP warden says.’

Jerry took his nephew Paul into his arms, and they all turned back towards the village centre.

‘Which is the nearest shelter?’ asked Jerry. ‘Do say it’s the Crown, so I can have a pint of beer to drown my sorrows.’

‘What sorrows are those, Jerry?’ said Harriet. ‘Yes, let’s go with the sinners to the Crown, rather than with the heathen Methodees in the cave.’

‘Are Methodists heathen?’ asked Charlie. ‘Only I thought—’

Heavens, what am I saying? thought Harriet. ‘That was a joke, Charlie,’ she said solemnly. ‘Methodists are perfectly good Christians.’

‘Mummy, will we be allowed to get up in the night all through the war?’ asked Bredon. ‘I’m in pyjamas under my coat and scarf,’ he added. ‘A bit like dreaming. Sadie did put on her gas mask, Mummy, like you said, but it frightened Paul so she took it off again.’

But when they reached the village High Street, the people streaming into the Crown were mostly wearing their gas masks. It gave them a horrific appearance, with socket eyes like skulls and black skin and wide snouts. Firmly holding on to his uncle’s jacket, Paul appeared not to mind it this time.

 

‘But what are we actually going to do down here?’ enquired Archie Lugg.

Everyone was just standing around on the dusty floors of the crypt. A single electric bulb dangled from the ceiling of each of the four huge rooms. There was nothing to sit on, and the air smelled dusty and cold.

‘Well, what would you be doing if you was in your own little dugout, Archie?’ asked George Withers.

‘Don’t ask,’ said Mrs Ruddle, sniggering.

‘I’ve got a magazine showing how you make an Anderson shelter really cosy,’ said Mrs Puffett. ‘With bunks and little curtains, and a cribbage board and a paraffin heater.’

‘I seen an Anderson over at Broxford the other day,’ someone said. ‘All fixed up like as Ma Puffett says. Only that were a foot deep in water what had drained in off the garden. Quite all right apart from that. Bloke has a stirrup pump fixed up to bail her out. They don’t say about that in the magazines, I’ll be bound. Deep enough to drown a cat that was, being as you had a cat.’

Constable Jack Baker stood up on an orange crate, and clapped his hands for silence. ‘I need a bit of a head count,’ he said, ‘to see how many people got here. We closed the doors eight minutes after the siren; we’ll have to do a bit better than that in future. Could everyone stay right where they are while I count you, and then I’ll come round and you can let me know if there’s anyone you think ought to be here, and who hasn’t showed up.’

‘Fred Lugg isn’t here,’ offered someone.

‘Well, he’s fire-watching, isn’t he?’ said Archie Lugg. ‘Can’t spot a fire from down here, can he?’

‘He could be anywhere, if you ask me,’ said Mrs Hodge.

‘He’s on the church tower,’ said Harriet. ‘We saw him there.’

Slowly an atmosphere of dismay was seeping through the company. They stood around with hands in pockets, or leaned against the stone walls. A few people had brought blankets or folding stools, and could make themselves a corner to sit down. A wormy old settle long cast out of the snug and thrust into a corner accommodated a row of three very old gentlemen, and someone had brought a folding table and a pack of cards. But it was plainly going to be very uncomfortable and very boring to stay for long.

It wasn’t much consolation, thought Harriet, that this was only practice, when the real thing was looming over them all.

‘Tell you something,’ said George Withers suddenly. ‘Just as soon as we got a thaw, I’m going to put up me own Anderson, and not have to hang around here with all you lot!’

He had caught the mood, and Harriet suddenly became concerned—a whole group of people in the grip of misery locked up together for hours would certainly be bad for morale and could turn really nasty—when, as often happens in this tight little island, a man for the moment, a woman for the moment emerged.

The chairman of the Paggleham Women’s Institute got up on Constable Baker’s orange crate, and began to speak.

‘Well, as you can all see, we’ve got to do something about this,’ she said. ‘Even if it’s only for a few weeks, and as a matter of fact I don’t see why we shouldn’t settle in here for the rest of the war, and not bother with Anderson shelters. As some of you already know, I’ve drawn up an outline plan. We need bunks. People can bring their own blankets. We need a few trestle tables and a primus stove to make tea and hot soup, and some paraffin heaters to get a bit of a fug in here on a cold night. We need coat hooks for all those gas-mask holders, and perhaps the schoolchildren can paint some pictures to cheer up the walls a bit. We need volunteers. Lots of volunteers.’

‘Bert Ruddle is doing bunks for the Methodists,’ said George Withers.

‘I could fix up some bunks,’ offered Archie Lugg, ‘if I had some help. I’ve got a lot of spare timber from that row of sheds we took down when they put an airfield on a bit of Datchett farm.’

‘I’ll give you a hand,’ said Mr Puffett. ‘We can do as well as that Bert Ruddle, I’m sure.’

‘Splendid, both of you. Thank you.’

‘I’ve got quite a few folding chairs,’ someone offered. ‘And some card tables. We used to have a bridge club days gone by.’


‘I’ll get in a first-aid kit,’ offered Harriet. ‘Dr Jellyfield will advise me what to put in it. And how about a shelf of books? I’m sure we could contribute to that.’

‘Thank you, Lady Peter.’

‘See here, missus,’ said Mrs Hodge. ‘We got three rooms here. We could have a quiet room with bunks for people to sleep in, and a room with cards and that for them as can’t sleep, and a room for the kiddies.’

‘And I think I could offer, on behalf of the Women’s Institute, to get in emergency supplies: candles, and biscuits and tea…’

‘Jes’ like a picnic!’ said Mrs Baker. ‘The kiddies will be in the seventh heaven.’

But the kiddies were not enjoying it much now. Bredon, Harriet was glad to see, was quietly playing in a corner with his cousin Charlie, and young Sam Bateson. They were making an airfield in the dust of the floor and landing their toy aeroplanes on it.

They were not making whirring and roaring sounds to go with it.

‘It’s very quiet, Mummy,’ Bredon offered, ‘because it’s flying secret missions.’

‘Good,’ said Harriet. ‘Good boys.’ Paul had fallen asleep on her lap.

But few of the village children were asleep. They were over-excited, and getting cold and fretful. Trying to sleep on the floor with only the odd blanket that had been brought with them was not easy, but the sound of children wailing quickly gets on one’s nerves. And those adults who had come straight from the dance in the hall had not even got a blanket. They were left standing, or sitting on the bare floor. The practice appeared to be going on far longer than anyone had expected.

‘This is all a bit previous, if you ask me,’ Roger Datchett observed. He farmed on the opposite side of the village, and had furthest to come. ‘It’s like having those pesky London children all over the place. I mean, it’s not as if there has been any bombing yet.’

‘There was a Heinkel shot down not so far from here, last week,’ said Constable Baker.

‘And plenty more where that come from,’ added the landlord.

‘Anyone heard that all-clear yet?’ asked Mr Puffett.

Nobody had.

‘Only I thought tonight’s effort were just to see how quick we could all get down here,’ Mr Puffett said. ‘Not to keep us here all blooming night. I haven’t brought me pipe.’

‘You can’t smoke a pipe down here, Tom Puffett, even being as if you had remembered it,’ said Mrs Ruddle. ‘Them pipes smells something horrible, and it won’t be safe along of paraffin heaters.’

‘Won’t be any more dangerous than candles, you silly besom,’ retorted Mr Puffett.

Once again the chairman of the Women’s Institute came to the rescue. ‘That’s a good point you are making,’ she said, beaming at the two of them. ‘We’d better see if there’s room in one of these side-caves for a smoking-room. And we’d better see if there’s some kind of lantern that works without a naked flame.’

‘Davy lamps,’ said Constable Baker. ‘They use them down mines. Against fire-damp,’ he added.

‘I wonder where we’d get them?’ said the chairman, making notes.

‘Isn’t that all-clear ever going to go?’ asked one of the land-girls. ‘I’m just busting for a pee…’

‘You mind your language, my girl!’ cried Mrs Hodge. ‘There’s decent people down here.’

‘Well, how are we going to manage in that regard?’ asked the vicar. ‘I mean, if it were a real air-raid, it might be prolonged beyond what flesh and blood can bear…’

‘Buckets of earth, vicar,’ said someone sitting near the wall. ‘Buckets of earth, and a spade. It’s what we used behind the front line at Mons. Quite wholesome as long as you shovel a bit of earth in after yourself.’

‘I think I’m going to put my head out and see what’s happening,’ said Mr Gudgeon. ‘It’ll be closing time in a minute.’

‘That’s right, landlord. Get us out of here in time to have another drink!’ said Mr Puffett.

Mr Gudgeon climbed his steps, and opened the heavy wooden doors to the bar. They heard his footsteps across the flagstone floor, and they heard the street door open, creaking on its hinges. They didn’t hear the all-clear. Instead they heard the dull grinding sound of aircraft.

‘Gawd-strewth, Baker, are you sure this is just practice?’ someone said.


‘This is getting a bit out of hand, Simon,’ said the vicar’s wife softly to her husband. ‘Can you do something?’

‘What do you suggest, my dear?’

‘A sing-song? I’m sure the Methodists are having a sing-song in their cave.’

‘Excellent idea. Now who can find us a note?’

‘Mr Puffett might have his accordion with him,’ Mrs Goodacre suggested. ‘That box of his looks rather large for a gas mask.’

An expression of pain crossed the vicar’s countenance, but he mastered himself and went across to talk to Tom Puffett.

Tom had indeed got his squeeze-box handy. The vicar stood to beat time. He had hauled his favourite choir-boy to stand up and take the lead.

‘Abide with me; fast falls the eventide…’ the boy began.

‘No, no, dear!’ cried Mrs Goodacre. ‘No, Simon—something cheerful!’

‘Well I’m not sure that I know—’

‘Think of something!’ Mrs Goodacre commanded. ‘Something you boys sing out of church…anything!’

‘Anything?’ the boy said. A conspiratorial grin of great wickedness lit his countenance. He lifted his heavenly ethereal treble, and sang:


Hitler has only got one ball!

Goering has two but rather small…



The company gasped, and then began to laugh. They roared with laughter; a sort of hysterical mirth possessed them, they swayed and held on to each other, laughing till they cried.

Mr Puffett put huge elbow grease into his horrible harmonium, and the boy’s lovely voice soared above the racket:


Himmler, is somewhat simmler,

And Dr Goebbels has no balls at all!



It turned out that this lamentable ditty was rather well known, for when Puffett struck the note again the whole company offered a hearty repeat performance.

‘Well,’ said Mrs Simcox as the finale died down, ‘I’ll tell you one thing, vicar. I’ll bet my life the Methodists aren’t singing that!’ Whereupon gales of laughter rang round the vaults again.

‘I ought to reprove that boy,’ said Mr Goodacre. ‘What a disgrace.’

‘Not this time, vicar,’ said Harriet quietly. ‘Can’t you feel how he’s changed the atmosphere down here?’

‘Do you really think so, Lady Peter? Can I really let it pass? Such language! And women present!’

‘The women laughed too, vicar. And do you know, I rather think that while we laugh we can’t be beaten.’

‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Ah.’

And while he was thinking about it, to change the subject, Harriet said, ‘Talking of scandals, will somebody point out to me this scandalous land-girl everyone is talking about. Which is she?’


‘Wendy Percival, you mean?’ said Mrs Goodacre. ‘The one they’re calling Wicked Wendy?’

‘However do you know that, my dear?’ exclaimed Mr Goodacre.

‘Ways and means, Simon, ways and means. Well, now you come to mention it I can’t see her. I haven’t seen her at all tonight. That’s odd; I would have expected to see her at the dance, now you come to mention it. Rather her sort of occasion with all those good-looking airmen around.’

‘Perhaps she’s took shelter with the Methodists,’ said Mrs Ruddle. ‘They’ll give ’er a warm welcome, I don’t think!’ More laughter.

‘You know, my dear,’ said Mr Goodacre, ‘I really don’t think it is right to call that young woman wicked. It makes me quite uneasy. She may be a little wild, but when you think what turpitude we do hear about, it really isn’t proportional. I don’t think either you or I should countenance it.’

‘What turpitude do you refer to, vicar?’ asked Harriet. ‘That sounds interesting.’

‘Well, we heard the other day,’ said Mrs Goodacre, answering for her husband, ‘of a young pilot in a parish in Lincolnshire who did not return from a mission in the North Sea, and they put him down as missing presumed dead, when all the while he had baled out, I think they call it, and been rescued by a fishing boat. And instead of reporting back to base he just went to London and took a job under a false name, only of course he hadn’t got a ration-book, and so he got into difficulties and had to confess.’

‘Do you think perhaps he was very frightened, and didn’t want to have to fly again?’ asked Harriet.

‘What a charitable view of human nature you have, dear Lady Peter. No, I understand that it was because he was heavily in debt under his real name, and he was hoping to avoid his creditors.’

‘If so, that was indeed turpitudinous of him,’ Harriet agreed.

‘It takes all sorts to make an air force,’ said Jerry, looking up from a copy of Picture Post, which he had apparently had in his greatcoat pocket. ‘I’ve even encountered this evening the only man I have ever spoken to who was not impressed by a Spitfire. Actually thought the Luftwaffe had better kites. Amazing.’

‘Who was that, Jerry?’ asked Harriet.

‘Didn’t catch his name.’

‘Quiet, everyone!’ said Constable Baker. ‘I think I can hear…’

And as everyone hushed they could all hear it—the steady triumphant level note of the siren sounding the all-clear.

‘And about time too,’ said Mrs Ruddle, heaving her substantial bulk up off the floor with the aid of a sharp tug from her son.

‘Cheer up, Baker,’ said Dr Jellyfield. ‘Perhaps we’ll never have to do it for real.’

The expression on Constable Baker’s face made Harriet suppose that he would far far rather have the village obliterated by enemy bombs than have his work thus converted to yet another form of labour in vain. But people were pressing towards the door now, all at once, carting their possessions and creating a bottle-neck, which it was Constable Baker’s duty to sort out.

Shortly they emerged, burdened by whatever they had brought with them, their gas-mask boxes slung over their shoulders, their sleeping children limp and heavy in their arms, into the still and bitterly cold open air. Suddenly everyone seemed in a good humour. Greetings and goodnights rang out from neighbour to neighbour, and then faltered into silence.

The Crown Inn stood at the widest part of the village street, known as the Square. A horse trough and a couple of flower-boxes graced it, and by day the greengrocer could let his boxes spread over the pavement. The icy moonlight bathed it with an eerie clarity, and now that the moon was high overhead there were no more shadows than at noon. And clearly visible to everyone was a young woman lying on her back in the middle of the street, one hand thrown up, the palm lying empty, her head turned to one side, the taffeta of her slinky dance dress silvered in the moonlight, her gas-mask case beside her as though she had let it go as she fell. She had been carrying a blanket that was still folded over her left arm.

Dr Jellyfield pushed through the little knot of people, and knelt down to take the girl’s pulse. Then he passed his hand over the face, to close the eyes, and stood up.


‘I thought this was supposed to be a dumb-show. Just for practice,’ said Mrs Hodge. She sounded indignant, as if, should there have been any real need for the night’s excursion, she had been cheated.

‘Well, if it was a real raid…’ said Mr Gudgeon. Everyone looked round as if to discover the impact of enemy action but not so much as a broken window could be seen. The higgledly-piggledy line of the village houses with their uneven roof lines, crooked chimneys, thatch or slate roofs and pargeted or brick frontages, every detail deeply familiar, stood serenely unchanged. The very idea that they could be at risk, that something could smash such a long-established and ordinary sight as this seemed unreal.

And yet here was someone lying stone still on the cold ground. Harriet knew in her bones who this someone must be. This would be Wicked Wendy, surely; not, after all, safe among the Methodists, but slipping on the icy ground as she ran for shelter, falling, banging her head…

Dr Jellyfield got to his feet.

‘A bit of shrapnel, was it?’ asked Mr Gudgeon, looking at the sky as if he thought a German aircraft might appear and own up.

‘Where’s Constable Baker?’ said Dr Jellyfield. ‘No, Mr Gudgeon. This is not enemy action. This is plain old-fashioned murder.’
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