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“We want to note what we have done, and not done.”

—Preface, The 9/11 Commission Report



“When hope is lost, blame is the only true religion.”

—John Burnham Schwartz, Reservation Road
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Retrospective



Begin with the retrospective.

On an overcast evening in early March, after the weather forecast, a television special about the tragedy at Bethnal Green begins. In a sonorous voice a narrator describes the underground shelters, the unseasonably cold weather of March 1943, the psychological effects of long-term aerial bombardment. The camera pans over a series of images of wartime Bethnal Green, and several survivors speak, a man named Bill Steadman among the most compelling. His face ruddy from high blood pressure, he talks about receiving the babies. “Greatest thing I’ve ever done,” he says. “I’ve tried to live the rest of my life as though it meant something. Why else was I there?”

It is the thirtieth anniversary of the tragedy. Not to the day. That would have been March 3, last Saturday, but various television authorities felt the retrospective would do better during the week, so Wednesday, March 7, it is. The weather is cold, snow beginning to mix with rain, though the weather report failed to mention it. At Paddington trains slow, and on Oxford Street a bus stalls, impeding the evening commute in several directions. By eight o’clock, however, most problems clear, and people continue home.

When the program is over, Tilly Barber switches off her set. She’s eight years older than the tragedy and remembers it well. Thin and strong, she looks like a survivor, though she does not think of herself that way. She stands a minute, then instinctively begins to move toward her boys. They’re not far away; the flat is small, though with two bedrooms and everything she needs behind her own door, it’s the most space she’s ever had. When she sees that the two are sleeping soundly, their small backs rising and falling, she opens the boys’ door wide and begins to cry. She misses her mother, to whom, after the accident, she was never kind. She can still hear Ada’s question when Tilly was pregnant the first time, “If you have a girl, do you think you’d call her Emma?”

“No, Mum,” she answered, surprised by the need she still felt to hold her mother accountable. “I don’t think I would.”

Tilly closes the door and starts to get ready for bed herself. She runs a hand through her cropped hair, folds her clothes, and puts them in a neat pile on a chair in the corner. She can’t wait for the time when this story will no longer be alive for her. She wants to be able to look back on it, see its beginning, middle, and end. Laurence Dunne tried to give her family an ending—she understands that now—but she shuts her eyes against the idea. Tilly has held on to the truth, the hardest thing she’s ever done. She hopes one day to be able to say in simple summary, “It was a difficult time,” and be done with it, but she isn’t there yet, and so she says very little at all.





Shelter





One

When the cinema went dark, the audience stirred to life. People leaned toward the shapes in the seats next to them. “What happened?” they asked. “Did you see?”

The film stars had been arguing, a humorous disagreement because they didn’t know they were in love. The heroine was feisty, a popular word of the time, 1943, though the people of London were exhausted, grimy, numb. Clean and feisty existed only in American movies; that’s why they were adored and why the Museum Cinema that night in Bethnal Green was full. People were standing along the walls and sitting cross-legged in the aisles.

The hero of the film had just turned and lifted his hands. There had been some kind of movement. Did he cup her face? Put his hands in her hair?

“Did you see?”

Several boys switched on torches, and when the voices began to subside, the cinema manager, walking up to the stage, said the usual bit: the alert had sounded; if you wish to leave, please do so quietly.

Someone in front shouted, “Never mind! Put the film back on!”

The manager sighed. Four films had shown through the previous night after a large portion of the audience refused to leave. He stared a moment, remembering the fish-and-chip mess he’d faced in the cinema that morning and the puffy, sleepless face of his youngest projectionist. Tonight he wanted the crowd to go.

“If you wish to leave, please do so quietly,” he said again.

The audience stayed, the torchlight settled. There wasn’t much incentive to go. The cinemas were fairly good shelters and the dark wasn’t a problem; they’d all been living under the rules of blackout for years. Their homes, behind boarded windows, could be oppressive, but the darkness of the streets or shelters or cinemas, especially on the night of a raid, was a world they understood. When the ice cream vendor opened the back door, however, which let in the siren’s wail, people began to move.

It had been a beautiful afternoon, though later no one would remember that. A football match in the Museum Gardens had drawn a large crowd, and when the young borough engineer won the game with an impossible header, people heard the cheer in Stepney. Afterward a group gathered outside the pub on Russia Lane (affectionately known as the Plots & Pints because of the neighboring cemetery). The air felt thinner, cleaner, partly because it was—a six-week break in the raids had given the dust and smoke of broken, smoldering buildings time to clear—and partly because the sun was making a rare appearance, polishing the winter-weary houses and trees.

Ada covered her ears before the siren could reach its peak. All afternoon in her grocery the women had talked about Monday’s bombing of Berlin. The heaviest air raid so far, they said. So many bombs, German farmers saw the fires a hundred miles away. Tonight seemed to them a likely time for the enemy’s response, but Ada prayed they were wrong.

She lowered her hands, aware that her girls were watching her. Tilly, eight, had dark half-moons beneath her eyes. Emma, nearly four, had lost weight. Neither girl looked well, even though half an hour before blackout, she’d taken them out to breathe the fresh tar fumes on the new portion of Jersey Street. All the mothers were talking of the reprisal, of what the new high explosives could do. Before dinner Ada put two jumpers in her bag and the extra blanket by the front door. The new bombs, the women said, would leave less time to get to the shelter.

Tilly spoke first. “We better go.”

Ada hurried them from the table and helped them into their winter coats. She pulled Tilly’s collar close to her neck, and Tilly winced. “I just want you to stay warm,” Ada said.

“I know.”

“I’ll try to get us something at the canteen,” Ada offered, and the girls glanced at each other. That meant she had money, and if she had money, they might be able to get a bunk. They weren’t registered for one, but sometimes that didn’t matter, depending on the wardens. It was much better to have a bunk in the tunnel than a mat on the platform or tracks.

“Can we bring something to eat and get a bunk instead?” Tilly asked.

“You’ve just finished dinner!” Ada knew it hadn’t been much. She’d served broth and fried potatoes, nothing else, for the third night in a row. She planned to surprise them, though, when they got to the shelter. She had two pieces of chocolate in her pocket. “Now go!”

“We’ll play checkers,” Tilly whispered to Emma as they went out. She rubbed her sister’s hand.

“Can I be red?”

“Of course.” Tilly squeezed her. “And if we get a bunk, you can have the pillow.”

Emma was impressed. Her sister had let her have the red checkers last time, too, and so she solemnly promised to let Tilly have the pillow.

As Ada locked the door, the girls waited behind her; then the three joined the stream of people pouring out of the tenements that formed the low and boxy skyline of the borough. Ada had moved to Jersey Street when she married, but she and her husband, Robby, like many young couples in Bethnal Green, had grown up only a few streets away. They lived in a row of Victorian terrace houses chopped up into tiny three-room flats—kitchen, living room, bedroom—two flats upstairs, two downstairs. Their stove and toilet were on the landing, shared only with Mr. Levin, across the hall. On the ground floor they kept a greengrocer’s, Barber’s. “Proof you can escape your name,” Robby often joked.

Ada looked down the street, which was quickly growing more crowded. She wondered if Robby would come for them or if he would head straight to the shelter from the Plots & Pints. Several pale faces bobbed forward against the dark tide.

“Your father will meet us there,” Ada said brightly, hoping Robby wouldn’t have had too much to drink.

“We should have set out sooner,” Tilly said, scanning the crowd. “There are a lot of people tonight, Mum.”

Emma started to cry, and Ada picked her up. “Don’t pay any attention,” she said. “We’re fine. Let’s count the faces. Do you want to?”

“No,” Tilly said.

“How?” asked Emma.

“See how bright they look in the dusk, with everyone else walking the other way? A little ghostly. We could count them.”

Nothing about this reassured the girls, and Ada gave up. They liked to be quiet, and she knew she often tried too hard to distract them with games and stories. She was never at her best when she was out alone with them. Before Emma was born she’d managed all right, but her mother urged her to have another baby. Two hands, two sides, two children, she’d said. Ada wasn’t convinced, and when Emma was born, she’d felt the strain immediately. It’s just the time, people told her, 1939, war just declared. Then her mother died, and Ada was overwhelmed with the business of running the shop and caring for two children. Tilly was an enormous help, but Ada worried she relied on her too much.

“Mum,” Tilly said. “Your slippers?”

Ada looked down and saw that she was walking in her slippers. She forced herself to laugh. “I’ll be more comfortable in the shelter. Next time you’ll be begging to bring yours.”

Ada was glad to see Tilly smile. When was the last time Tilly had laughed? Ada couldn’t remember. When she thought of Tilly, the first image that came to mind was a frown of concentration. She touched her daughter’s shoulder. “You have slippers, don’t you?”

Tilly shook her head. “They’re too small.”

At the corner of Jersey Street and the Bethnal Green Road, Ada spotted Martin Henderson speaking to a group of boys. It was a comfort to see a constable, and Ada put Emma down and called his name. Martin acknowledged her but was preoccupied with the boys, all of whom were holding torches, one of them lit, a blackout violation.

“Look,” Ada said, “it’s Constable Henderson. Everything’s going to be fine.”

She waved as she passed, and Emma, taking her mother’s hand on one side, her sister’s on the other, blinked away her tears.

The crowd from the cinema filed out slowly along the smudged red carpet, and it seemed to Bertram Lodge, at the end of a row and alone, that everyone was holding hands, touching shoulders, whispering. Twenty-two years old, Bertram was a clerk in the town hall and not at the war front because of his flat feet. He lived in a small place on St. Jude’s Road with Clare Newbury, an artist and a nurse, who had gone ahead to the shelter to sketch. Thinking he might join her there now, 
he stood up and concentrated on the shoes of the girl in front of him, a sleepy girl who kept leaning into the shoulder of a blond boy so that she could lift and twirl her foot whenever the crowd halted. The soles of her shoes were lime green, beautiful and astonishing. How was it that the government forbade the making of trousers with cuffs or pockets or buttons, yet the soles of shoes could be this color? Bertram thought it must have something to do with surpluses.

They moved into the damaged, dingy lobby, past the gold-painted ticket stall, already abandoned (the proprietor notoriously nervous), and out the doors onto Cambridge Heath Road. Everyone knew it was Cambridge Heath, though the street sign had been removed at the start of the war, just as everyone knew, despite the ban on weather reports, that it had rained during the film. The pavement was damp. The sky was clear again now, as it had been most of the day, and the Thames was at low ebb. At the beginning of the war, they would look up, searching for planes, delighted to see stars. Now they understood that a clear night with a full moon was dangerous, and they were quiet.

It was a Wednesday, so birds and flowers had been for sale that morning in the stalls along the Bethnal Green Road. Brisk business pleased the merchants, but many customers wanted to know when the violets and daffodils would arrive. The merchants shook their heads and referred them to the home secretary, Herbert S. Morrison, the only person in England who could lift the ban on flower transport by rail. Until he did so, the majority of the spring flowers would remain hostage in Wales.

Nevertheless, the Times and the Daily Herald had run their usual chipper beginning-of-the-month stories that morning, various bright predictions and tallies: pastels popular for spring (dusty pink and leaf green), seventy-eight hours of sunshine last month, and 252 Londoners killed or missing in enemy raids. This monthly total was lower than usual, and yet the numbers had become nearly meaningless, everyone simply marking them as more or less in order to endure the truth.

“Boys,” Constable Henderson began severely. The boys froze. Henderson reached down and took the lit torch. He switched it off, then stood, feet apart, slapping the end of it in his palm.

The stance seemed ominous, but if the boys had observed more closely, they might have noticed the sag in Henderson’s shoulders, the extra weight around his middle, the puffiness under his eyes, and they would have realized they had little to fear. Henderson was tired, not yet ready for his evening patrol, and feeling grim about the night’s probable direction. According to protocol he was due at the shelter entrance as soon as possible after the alert, but he felt he should give the boys a lecture and was summoning the strength. Many evacuated children had recently returned to the area, yet most of the schools were closed. Reports of petty crimes were on the rise; a looting gang was working in the area. And then there were the refugees, groups of quiet people who seemed to wait for something no one could give them. What had started slowly before the war—a few children here, a family there—had accelerated. Now places where his friends had once congregated or shopped were often full of strangers. Everyone said they needed time, they’d suffered horribly. Thus it had become customary to help the refugees while expecting them to change soon, an unsatisfactory arrangement for all. It made Henderson rub his forehead. Someone needed to start cracking down, he thought, and so he delayed his arrival at the shelter to speak to the boys.

The young clerk Bertram followed the quick licks of green in front of him, wondering if Clare would like a pair of shoes like that. He had just bought her a new sketchbook, but as he was always giving her those, it didn’t feel like a proper present. She’d been drawing when they met, in the Museum Gardens at the beginning of the war. Her posture and steady concentration had made him think she must be very talented. He walked behind her to see the scene from her perspective, and that was when he discovered two things: she drafted poorly, and the main object of her attention was not a tree, as he’d assumed, but a dead woman caught upside down in its branches. Blown there by one of the bombs the night before. Torn by shrapnel.

The sound that escaped him stopped her hand, and Clare looked up. Then they both turned back to the dead woman. Part of the scalp was dangling off, but her long blond hair glowed in the sun.

“Why are you drawing?” Bertram managed.

She told him that since the bombing had started, people had spent a lot of time saying “It’s unimaginable,” but she thought they meant “I hadn’t imagined it before this.”

Her blue eyes steady and dry, she said, “I will. I’ll draw and remember and I won’t be surprised again.”

He nodded and sat down beside her until she finished.

Now Bertram turned left with everyone else toward the corner and the Bethnal Green Road. He smiled when he saw the petals and loose feathers the evening rain had pinned in the gutters and was happy for the company of the crowd. In spite of the siren, no one seemed rushed or worried.





Two

The boy on the step had olive skin that blushed copper. When the door opened, he clenched his jaw, which he knew to be square and handsome. He didn’t look English—he knew that too—but he prided himself on his nearly perfect Oxbridge accent.

“Sir Laurence,” he said. “I’m Paul Barber. I wrote to you about the thirtieth anniversary of the Bethnal Green report?”

The man in the doorway stood firm.

“I hope you won’t mind the effrontery. Just showing up on your doorstep.”

“I believe it can be said I always mind effrontery.”

Paul knew he was not a particularly good interviewer. His strengths as a filmmaker (if he could be said to have strengths, with only one produced film to his name), were in bringing the right people together and the framing of certain shots and sequences. But when Laurence Dunne had not responded to his letter about making a retrospective for the 1973 anniversary of the tragedy, Paul decided to take a chance and visit him. He feared his letter had not been very compelling, just some obvious points about history, the significance of the Bethnal Green report, the importance of recording the memories of the aging survivors. He’d assumed, actually, that Dunne would be eager to revisit the subject. The report was his best-known achievement, and so Paul had not anticipated having any trouble getting him to participate.

“Of course. I should have phoned.”

“Probably.”

Dunne looked over Paul’s head and waved to someone on the street behind him. The gesture seemed designed to dismiss Paul, but Paul stood fast. He had a three-day leave from his job in London and was staying at a relatively cheap B and B in Stockbridge, where Dunne lived. He told himself he had time. He also had something to tell Dunne that he hadn’t put in the letter. He studied Dunne’s face and decided it would be best to wait until he knew the man better. Dunne had aged well: smooth skin, thick white hair. But the eyes gave him away. They were blurry, somehow older than the rest of him.

Dunne looked back at Paul and sighed. “Where are you from?”

“Bethnal Green.”

He gave Paul an old magistrate’s squint. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-nine.”

Dunne considered a moment. “Old enough to make tea. 
Come in.”





Three

Ada passed Constable Henderson and kept on toward the shelter. She wanted the girls to speed up, but they were getting tired. She glanced around, more and more surprised at the number of people. The waistband of her skirt was pinching her side; her bag had slipped off her shoulder and was pulling her coat along with it. She walked faster, and the tiny bones of Emma’s hand moved and cracked in hers. Emma didn’t seem to mind, but Ada tried to hold her hand more loosely.

She was sure she’d once been a more patient woman. Watching her children grow thin, explaining over and over why there wasn’t more to eat, why there weren’t warmer clothes, that it wasn’t her fault, was exacting a toll. Victory was inevitable, the government promised. Peace and plenty would return. But when? How long would they have to wait?

At the next corner Tilly bent down to tie her shoe. She hopped as she did so, trying to keep up with her mother and sister, but Ada looked back and yelled, “Come on!” At the same moment, she saw a young woman she knew back in the crowd, one of the refugees she and her friends called Mrs. W. What was she carrying? Ada could make out the pretty bag—it was the same one Mrs. W. often brought into the shop—but she also had something across her chest. When Ada had been going to the shelter more regularly, she’d noticed how well Mrs. W. managed. She was registered for a bunk, and her bundle always included a pillow and sheets and extra blankets for privacy.

Blankets! Ada had left theirs by the door when they’d argued about food. All they had now for the night were the extra jumpers. She looked back again at Mrs. W. How did she do it? How did a refugee manage the dual existence so well?

The crowd was growing tighter, and suddenly a man’s elbow bumped Emma’s head. He turned immediately and said “Sorry” in a Yorkshire accent, but Ada frowned and pulled Emma close. Many more people than usual were going to use the shelter tonight, she realized. Of course. She should have thought of it sooner. She was both scared about what it meant—a terrible raid; everyone sensed it—and furious with herself for not planning better. She told the girls she’d get a bunk. What if she couldn’t?

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Mum?” Tilly asked. “Is everything all right?”

Ada looked at Tilly. Her daughter’s face was not beautiful, but it combined all the best features of hers and her husband Robby’s. His cheekbones, her brown eyes and pretty lips. Emma was actually the lovelier of the two, with blond hair and a set of features that seemed to be of her own invention or from generations long ago. Ada loved the two of them more than she ever said and was terrified the war wouldn’t end before they were grown. She’d told no one that she was haunted by a recurring nightmare in which she hovered over her girls in their last seconds, their faces perfect, their eyes appealing to her for help, the backs of their heads crushed by something she hadn’t seen.

“Yes,” she said. “Of course. Just keep moving. We’re almost there.”

The shelter in Bethnal Green was adapted from an unfinished Tube station. It opened officially in October 1940, though the East Enders had been using it, in desperate and chaotic fashion, from the start of the war. At first the makeshift space was dark and overcrowded. Criminals and rodents plagued it. Then the government, recognizing a disaster in the making, whitewashed the walls, put in bunks, assigned wardens, and turned the station into a model unit of deep shelter. It had only one entrance, however, in the corner of the public garden at the intersection of Bethnal Green and Cambridge Heath roads. The Church of St. John’s stood opposite, and the superstition, left over from the early days, was to turn and look over your left shoulder at the church’s blue doors before descending the shelter steps. A prayer for safety from any number of horrors.

Rev. McNeely, the young rector of St. John’s, often stood on the church porch and watched the shelterers descend. He’d come to Bethnal Green from the country, a small village church, and many in the area had had their doubts, particularly as he was half-Scottish and, rumor was, homosexual. But in 1939 he’d cleared the St. John’s crypt to give them a safer communal shelter, before the government even acknowledged what was happening in the Tube. They never forgot that when they needed shelter, he—a fresh young recruit from Bury St. Edmunds—had found it for them, without sermonizing on the sanctity of the space. In a neighborhood moving away from the stringencies of faith and tired of plans and pamphlets from the government, this established him as being appealingly unorthodox.

An iron roof covered the wooden gates of the shelter entrance. Just inside, nineteen steps led down to a small landing; then a second flight of seven steps turned at a right angle into the circular booking hall. This design allowed for the possibility, should a rush occur, of a straight line of pressure from the crowd outside to the people on the stairs. However, the most vulnerable feature, according to the borough authorities, was the escalator bank that led from the booking hall down to the tunnels. It was here that the authorities feared a bottleneck, so shelter protocol called for wardens to man the top of the escalators at all times in order to control the flow.

The crowd moved around the knot of Constable Henderson and the boys with torches, very orderly, as always, and comfortably unconcerned. This was the population of London that had been the enemy’s initial target; these were the East Enders, whom the Queen could look in the face only after Buckingham Palace was hit; these were the subjects who best understood that the war plan required courage at home. They had always done their part.

The clerk lost the green soles in the crowd. He was walking alongside Bethnal Green Gardens now, and, as the railings between pavement and park had been removed for scrap some time ago, he drifted in and found an empty bench near the water. The siren wailed, but Bertram thought he might wait it out. Some thought the park was lucky because no bombs had ever fallen there. He assumed the German pilots understood the richer darkness of fields and trees as well as he did. The poles dotting the field, put up to deter enemy planes from landing, were more ominous to him. All the noise startled from sleep a family of ducks in the reeds at the edge of the pond. They rustled and flapped their wings as they tried again and again to settle. One of them finally broke away and headed out for a solitary paddle.

He remembered early in the war when Clare found him wandering in the street after a raid. It was only their second meeting, but she walked him home. The house next to his had been hit, and to his surprise she came in and helped him clean up all the dust and broken plaster. When everything was in order, she turned off the lights, opened the blackout curtain, and sat all night watching for planes. “It’s going to be all right,” she said. The chestnuts outside his window, too near the bomb, had lost all their leaves. Down the street, the trees were unharmed, thick summer foliage rustling in a breeze.

After that she found some yellow muslin, too hideous even for wartime clothes, and cut shapes from it for the inside lining of the blackout curtain. Flowers, moons, stars, and snowflakes. She began opening and closing the curtain, the daily rhythm of it a comfort: Bertram had lived with it closed for six months. She’d moved in, Bertram realized, and he was enormously glad. Now he couldn’t even remember what it had felt like to sleep alone.

The following spring, willow herb, clover, and yarrow began to grow over the bomb site next door, and the makeshift meadow became the base for a thuggish family of sparrows. Clare said they must have lived in the ruined building’s eaves and been too stubborn to leave. One seemed able to fly only short distances; two others lacked an eye, a tuft of loose feathers where the shiny black bead should have been. They veered and glanced around, suspicious. When Clare brushed her hair in the morning, she pulled the soft brown tangles from her brush and left them on the outside windowsill. A week ago one of the sparrows had finally used a bit in her nest.

It seemed impossible to Bertram that his feet would be the reason he was home watching sparrows instead of fighting. He’d heard of others who’d been refused for bad teeth, bad eyesight, lower-back pain. The decisions of high command were inscrutable. How could any of these conditions be grave enough to keep him at home? He’d volunteered for every bit of civil-defense training—gas, fire, rescue—and heard that his youth and strength would be valuable on the home front. When the Home Guard formed, he joined a company. In his group of twenty-five men, one had a withered arm, one was mentally deficient, one had a glass eye that fell out whenever he leaned over, and two were in the advanced and most obvious stages of venereal disease. Bertram didn’t pity them; most were veterans and pitied him.

As he sat in the park, Bertram kicked his boots against the ground. It had been a long winter, and he hoped spring would come early. The next season was always anticipated—a warm summer, a crisp autumn—as if better weather would somehow ease the burden of war.

Two hours before the alert, chief shelter warden James Low reported to his post. He expected large numbers in the shelter that night and wanted to make sure everything was in order. He had four wardens on duty: Edwards, Bagshaw, Clarke, and Bryant, plus his deputy shelter warden, Hastings. He trusted them to follow their standing orders, posted on the wall in the office, but he reminded himself to check later if Clarke was in uniform. In the absence of regular enemy raids, he’d noticed his wardens growing lazy about wearing their white tin hats.

Low watched the early arrivals from his desk in the booking hall. He spoke briefly to the many he knew, nodded to the faces he recognized. The calm and methodical manner of his charges routinely impressed him. It was not hard to imagine them a population attending a concert or a festival, instead of preparing to spend the night underground during a bombing raid. He had a note from the first-aid post that they were short one nurse, so when he saw Clare Newbury come in with her drawing supplies, he asked if she would be on call.

“Of course.”

A few minutes later pensioner Bill Steadman approached and asked, as he always did, whether it might be all right for him to help in the booking hall instead of descending to the shelter proper.

“Yes, Bill. We could use you tonight. Why don’t you take your post at the bottom of the stairs.”

Bill clutched his chest with his left hand. “My heart thanks you.” He suffered from a weak heart, supposedly, but had served often and well as an unofficial part-time warden.

Walking Bill to the stairs reminded Low that he wanted to check the bulkhead light above the stairway. If it needed to be replaced, he wanted to do it himself. He’d tried several times to persuade the regional authority to change the entrance, either by redesigning the approach or putting in a center rail, but his efforts had failed. The best he could do now, he thought, was make sure there was always sufficient light. He changed the burned-out twenty-five-watt bulb. He didn’t need a stool. He could easily reach it from the twelfth step down. He removed the partly blacked-out glass covering, screwed in the bulb, then adjusted the light as far as possible to strike the edge of the first step down. He shook his head. The stairway was still extremely dim, but for every complaint he received about the stairs’ being too dark, he also got one about the spill of light showing on the pavement outside.

Low had been chief warden since the Bethnal Green shelter opened. Before that he’d been an air-raid warden, volunteering as early as the summer of 1938. That autumn he’d worked almost every night with several dozen other wardens in the Bethnal Green Gardens, their exercises accompanied by loud gramophone recordings of exploding bombs, except on those nights when the lady wardens attended. Then they turned the records down so that the bombs sounded like gentle pops, a precaution that made little sense to him or anyone else, but before the war it had felt civilized to indulge in these niceties. The enemy, they thought, didn’t have such refinement.

In 1939, Low and the other early volunteers filled sandbags, put up the antiaircraft poles, and dug trenches in the parks. They dug the trenches in straight lines, and they dug them again in zigzags for greater safety. Low learned to identify poison gas, administer first aid, call out rescue or medical services in the event of an incident, and direct people to street shelters. In one exercise he’d driven around the borough at dusk, tossing colored tennis balls out the window—red for gas, yellow for incendiaries, green for an unexploded bomb—instructing people on the relative safety procedures. Most people just tossed the balls right back, though never the refugees, he’d noted. They listened—always wide-eyed—and did not make jokes of his directions, he told his wife.

He remembered her response. “If that surprises you, you’re not paying attention.”

After the first rush of regular shelter users, people trickled in for a time. Then at ten past eight Low heard the deputy warden’s relay wireless go off, a sure though unofficial sign of an alert. At 8:17 p.m., the sirens began.





Four

Before the boy arrived on his doorstep, Laurence Dunne had spent the morning at the club. Rushing home for a Wimbledon match on television, he’d swerved and hit a fox in the road, killing it instantly. Laurie was a good driver, possessing excellent hand-eye coordination and the reflexes of a sportsman. His height as a younger man had served him well, and—although he was beginning to bend toward the earth—he still stood six feet and could see well above the dashboard. That was not the problem. When he hit the fox, Laurie was craning his neck out the side window, gauging the weather for angling—the preoccupation of his retirement—the next day. So far this June of 1972 the weather had been less than satisfactory. The car rushed on, and the small reddish body spun under the hedgerow and lay still, as if sleeping.

If Laurie had known, he would have felt remorse, but he didn’t much believe in apologizing.

He was mistaken about the time of the match, and so, though he parked carelessly in the gravel drive and rushed into his house on Nelson Close, he missed the first set. He sighed and eased himself into his favorite chair. The afternoon was warm and sunny, a day to be outside, but he was content at the moment to watch Ilie Nastase’s unconventional tactics. Among the prospective quarterfinalists, there were no Englishmen and no Australians (for Hewitt now played as a South African). There was the wild Romanian, Nastase; Hewitt, the new South African; two Spaniards, one Czech, one Frenchman, one American, and one Russian. Many thought it was the strangest list Wimbledon had ever produced, and Laurie agreed.

But his fabled concentration was waning, something few people realized, and this, combined with the champagne his old friend the mighty William had ordered at lunch to celebrate the arrival of yet another grandchild, had Laurie asleep within minutes. His head weaved, settling finally against the glossy patch on the right wing of the chair. He saw a number of children running about; then he was angling on the Tay, his favorite of the Scottish rivers.

After a while the fish, hundreds of them, began knocking about on the rocks, and he opened his eyes to see Nastase toweling his face. When he heard the knocking again, he began to move, but with little expectation of actually making it to the door in time. They’d had servants when Armorel was alive, but she had always dealt with them. He called out that he was coming, but that, too, was futile. Gravity seemed to be working on his voice as well as his body; it had dropped into a register that was difficult to project.

His legs carried him to the front door more swiftly than he’d anticipated, but a stranger on the doorstep eroded his pleasure at arriving in time. He’d hoped for a visit from Mrs. Beckford. Bettina. She checked in on him now and then, always with a little package of something as an excuse—half a dozen fresh scones, some hyacinth from the garden.

The boy on the doorstep was flustered. “Sir Laurence,” he said. “I’m Paul Barber. I wrote to you about the thirtieth anniversary of the Bethnal Green report?”

Another fabled component of Laurie’s reputation: putting people at ease. He’d given it up.

The boy looked intelligent and sincere, qualities Laurie required. However, points against him included ridiculous sideburns and wide lapels. Barber must have noticed him staring, because he raised a hand and smoothed one cheek. Laurie had read his letter and had simply not yet worked out how he wanted to participate in this retrospective the boy had in mind. Laurie was surprised, and not a little piqued, to be contacted by such an amateur filmmaker. Still, the boy’s surname interested him, and when Laurie ran through the remainder of his day and saw that it contained nothing more exciting than an omelet for supper, he gave in.

“Where are you from?”

“Bethnal Green.”

That had not been in the letter. Laurie squinted.

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-nine.”

Laurie’s mind did the familiar calculation: born during the war. He was taking a risk, he knew. Tragedies, when they became documentaries, usually changed. They turned fuzzy, he thought. Laurie hesitated but then opened the door wide and turned down the hall. At least the boy could make tea.

Barber stepped in quickly and asked a question Laurie ignored. Absurd to talk in this configuration. He would wait until they were seated. Laurie moved slowly, partly because he had to, and partly to give the boy behind him a chance to calm down and notice all the awards and other decorations on the wall.
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