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FOR MY THREE LOVELY GRANDSONS, GEORGE, ALAN AND HORATIO, AND MY FRIENDS PAST AND PRESENT










Sunset on an evening star,


One clear call for me,


Let there be no moaning at the bar,


When I put out to sea.










BOOK ONE










1


Free French


Lily is a familiar character to those who know our London well. If you were to ask Lily what part of the town she lived in, her pretty face would break into a wide smile revealing even white teeth, and her dark blue eyes would light up with humour. ‘Cannin’ tawn,’ she would say with the deep intonation of the East End in her voice. Canning Town was a dreary dockland area, part of the East End which bordered the river Thames. There, long lanes of small tumbledown houses contained the population that drew a living from the thriving industry of the docks on the Thames.


Huge ships arrived from every country in the world, carrying their cargo into the London docks – the Victoria and Albert dock, East India dock, West India dock, the Surrey dock and various others that spread along the riverside for miles, making London seem the centre of the shipping world.


The eldest of six children, Lily in her youth would play down by the riverside with her brothers and sisters. They loved to watch the tramp steamers nosing their way into the docks, or the big liners filling up with passengers, emigrants leaving their homeland for better conditions in the colonies.


These great ships, along with the high cranes that dotted the skyline and the low hoots of the siren, made up Lily’s world. It was the only one she knew.


She grew up in one of those tumbledown houses in the same street that her grandparents lived. And when she was eighteen and married to George Brown, she moved into her own little home a few doors down. They would all meet at the local on Saturday nights, having all been shopping in the same market that day and if Mum and Dad went to the pictures, all the kids went too. It was a tight, close community, which provided a roaring, brawling way of life, with plenty to eat and plenty to drink.


Money was scarce but goods and food were easily come by; things fell off lorries as they left the docks and it was well known that the older dockies had hidden pockets in which to conceal their loot.


So Lily grew up happy and healthy, and contented with her way of life. Since she had left school at fourteen, she had worked in the Tate and Lyle sugar factory in Silver Town and would probably still be there but for a certain happening: in September 1939, England declared war on Germany.


On that historic Sunday morning Lily was at her Mum’s home with Mum, her four brothers and sister, and old Gran.


Gran’s lined face was wan and contrasted sharply with the black clothes she was wearing for Grandfather, who had died only the week before.


At sixty-five Grandfather had still been working when he could. Each day he had waited outside the docks and then fought his way through the crowd in the hope of getting some casual labour. But just last week, he had come home one night, sat down slowly in his little wooden armchair by the fire, and slept his last sleep.


Lily’s Dad was a seaman, a ship’s cook, who was more away from home than in it. But that day he was in Canning Town. He and Lily’s husband, George, were both down at the local enjoying their Sunday pint.


They all ate together on Sundays, and Lily was stringing the runner beans for lunch. Her long auburn hair hung over her eyes, and she puffed a cigarette while she topped and tailed the vegetables with her nimble fingers.


‘Well, that’s it,’ declared Gran, after the first siren went off. ‘Anuvver bloody war. Fought it would come.’


‘Oh, gor blimey, what’re we gonner do nah?’ cried Lily’s Mum.


Lily calmly sliced the beans and dropped them into the pot. ‘Dunno,’ she said. ‘What’re we supposed to do? Nobody’s told us so far.’


‘I ain’t waiting to be told,’ said Lily’s mother. ‘I’m orf tomorrer. I’ll go and live wiff me sister in Ireland.’


‘Well, I ain’t,’ said Lily, ‘I can’t leave George and what abaht poor old Gran?’


‘I’ll be all right,’ growled Gran, ‘been frough it af’re, I have.’


‘Well, it’s up to you, but I’m getting aht,’ announced Lily’s Mum. ‘Gahn, kids, gerrup and ger yer fings packed.’


And so, in the first few weeks of the war, the warm little community that Lily had been so happy in, split up. Mum and the kids left for Ireland and, despite her early bravado, the shock upset poor old Gran so much that she had a stroke and became bedridden for a while.


‘You’ll have to come and live wiff me naw, Gran,’ said Lily. ‘I expect George’ll soon be called up. And how abaht our Mum, then? It beats me how she’s got the bleedin’ gall to go orf and leave yer, but never mind, I’ll look after yer.’


‘Yer can put me in the old folks ’ome,’ snivelled Gran. ‘I don’t – care. Got nuffink to live fer now, I ain’t.’


But Lily was having none of that. ‘Now shut up snivelling,’ she cried. ‘I said I’d manage, and I will.’


So Gran moved into Lily’s house and was soon installed in Lily’s front room. Now Mum’s house and Gran’s house stood empty, looking like ghosts of the past with their lace curtains unkempt and doorsteps unwhitened.


‘Gives me the bleedin’ ’ump,’ Lily would remark to George, ‘seein’ them empty places. I’m used to dodgin’ in and aht of Gran’s and Mum’s houses.’


But George just munched his breakfast toast and sucked his teeth. He was quite unconcerned by the upheaval. Lily cast him a scornful look. After the honeymoon was over, her husband had got on her nerves with his dull outlook and noncommittal ways. All he ever uttered was ‘Yes, dear, no, dear,’ or ‘it’s all right wiff me, dear.’ At times she could hardly bear his company.


‘I shan’t be sorry when yer get called up,’ she said to him one day, ‘sittin’ abaht on yer arse all day. I’ve got meself a part-time job up at the munitions factory so you can give eye to Gran in the daytime.’


George glanced at the old lady dozing in her bathchair. ‘Aught ter be evacuated,’ he mumbled.


‘Mind yer own business, George Brown,’ cried Lily. ‘I said I’d manage and gor blimey, I will.’


So each morning Lily went off to the factory where she worked in the canteen. Several times a day she pushed a tea trolley down and around the long lines of presses and capstans, where young women in green overalls and caps slaved away on a busy bonus system which ensured that the much needed bullets and gun parts poured into the war effort.


At first Lily was quiet and didn’t talk much to the others, but with her rosy cheeks and ready smile, she soon became very popular with the girls. She became a familiar sight, with her hair piled on top of her head, handing out cups of tea or coffee, chatting cheerfully as she moved from person to person. There was one thing Lily was never short of, and that was chat. And it was she who soon spread gossip from one department to another. If a baby was born or someone got killed in the war, it was Lily who transmitted the news, laughing or weeping with genuine feeling. A love note would be passed on with just as much care and concern as the bad news of a husband killed in action. Not only did the hot tea and coffee provide a welcome break to those women who worked like Trojans but so did Lily. She loved her new job and everyone liked her and her habit of diving head first into whatever business was going on at the time. She made the factory buzz with news.


So those first few months of the war were not too bad except for the men who were being called up. One of these was George, but he went off to the army very cheerfully, rather pleased to be getting away from Lily and Gran who had been giving him a dog’s life, as he grumbled to his pals as they waited at the station before embarking on the journey of a lifetime into the unknown.


Soon after George had gone, an Anderson shelter was installed in the small yard at the back of Lily’s house where George used to keep his rabbit. Their shelter, a corrugated iron hut sunk half-way into the ground and covered with earth and sandbags, was to be their only means of protection from the bombing. Each night Gran was transferred down there accompanied by Mrs White from next door. With a couple of bottles of Guinness and a pack of cards the two old ladies were quite happy, and Lily felt free to put on her best regalia and go off to the pub with her workmates, regardless of any bombs and blackouts.


While they were on early-morning duty, Lily and her friends’ evenings were free, and with the heartiness of the East End Cockneys, they made the most of them. Lily lived nearest to the factory so it was her house that was usually used for the necessary preparations for going out. Their work-day clothes of slacks and head scarves were quickly discarded and replaced with smart suits, little hats with eye veils and plenty of make-up. Hair was brushed out and lacquered stiff, eyebrows were plucked to long, thin lines, cheeks were rouged, and lips painted bright red. They did not have to worry about wrinkles in their stockings because they wore none. Stockings had virtually all but vanished since war began. Instead, the women painted their legs with suntan lotion and drew lines down the backs with eyebrow pencils to represent the seams.


By the end of their careful primping, Lily and her pals looked amazingly smart as they emerged arm in arm from the house and disappeared into the blackout laughing and giggling. ‘Look out, boys,’ they would laugh. ‘Here we come!’


After such nights on the tiles, Lily would chatter about their adventures with her other workmates in the factory. The older, more respectable women were often quite shocked, but Lily’s straightforward approach to life and her spontaneous gaiety did much to make a dull day pleasant.


‘Don’t let your old man catch you, Lily,’ they would jest.


‘So what?’ said Lily cockily. ‘What the eye don’t see the heart don’t grieve for.’ And Lily would tell them more about the blokes they had met in the pub.


‘Be careful, Lily,’ someone would warn her. ‘Don’t get into trouble. Yer George’ll murder yer if he comes back to a readymade family.’


This kind of remark would instantly get Lily going. ‘Don’t think I’m that daft, do yer? Have ter be a bleedin’ fast worker to get round me.’


‘Mean to say yer meet all them blokes and they don’t get anything?’ The women stared at her in astonishment.


‘Of course they don’t!’ replied Lily scornfully.


Lily’s indignation was taken with a pinch of salt and no one believed her. But they all said it was wartime and life was short and sweet. They were tolerant because everybody liked Lily in spite of her randy ways (as they saw them).


Lily’s particular pals were Ivy, Mary, and Doreen. Together the girls went out on their sprees several nights a week and they would get the dockland alight long before Hitler managed to. They had a good choice of entertainment for, in spite of the blackout and the blitz, life went on inside the taverns and pubs. Beer was scarce and expensive but the boys on leave were there to live it up – after all, this might be the last leave they’d have.


There was Charlie Brown’s pub which was very popular and full of souvenirs brought back from all parts of the world by generations of homecoming sailors. Another favourite was the Bridge House at Canning Town which ran good entertainment every night and was always packed with sailors from the liberty ships, who had just one night ashore before they were off again on the briny.


Lily and her friends would arrive all dressed up at one of these pubs, sit down and buy themselves one drink. Then they ogled the servicemen who would then join them and buy plenty of drinks for them. Then it was off in a cab, if one could be found, to tour the pubs and make it a real night out.


Occasionally, Ivy, Mary or Doreen would feel emotionally attached to one of the men, and would then disappear for the evening with her special escort. When this happened, Lily would sniff and say scornfully, ‘Do as yer please. I can mind me own bleedin’ business. No one ain’t getting me round some dark corner.’


‘Oh, you are a hard nut, Lily,’ the other girls would say. ‘Sometimes a bloke can be very special, you know.’


‘Not to me,’ retorted Lily. ‘Never liked sex, not even with George.’


The first years of the war and the terrible nights when London was blitzed just passed over Lily, making little impression on her. She kept her job, looked after Gran and spent her money in improving her appearance in order to impress the young men whom she would then leave cold.


She and her friends had a lot of fun and a few close shaves, like the night when they went out on a spree in Whitechapel and picked up four Free French sailors who enticed them with promises of luxuries, which they had in their kit-bags, luxuries such as French wine and nylon stockings.


‘Come home to my house,’ suggested Lily. ‘We’ll have a party.’


Immediately they all agreed and, after a lot of kissing and cuddling on the trolley bus, they arrived at Lily’s house. It had been quiet for a few nights with no bombs, so Gran was still up, sitting in the parlour in her bathchair. ‘Fine bleedin’ goin’s on,’ she grumbled when she saw the girls with flushed faces and the excited, foreign-looking sailors.


‘We’re going to have a party, Gran,’ said Lily. ‘They’ve got brandy and wine. You can stay if you like.’


On went the gramophone and as the music filled the room, one of the sailors opened up his kit-bag to produce a box of chocolates which he gave to Gran with many fancy gallant gestures. Gran cackled at him like an old hen. The others opened their kit-bags, producing bottles of brandy and wine and a pair of highly valued nylon stockings for each of the girls. They were all set to have a lot of fun and Lily had just started to pour the drinks when a noisy fracas broke out. One of the sailors was arguing with Ivy in his own language and neither knew what the other was saying but, since he was pushing Ivy towards the stairs, the Frenchman’s intentions were pretty obvious. Without a moment’s hesitation, Lily waded in and punched him on the nose. ‘No bed,’ she said loudly. ‘We nice girls.’


There was a sudden silence in the room as the meaning of her words sank in. Then almost all at the same time, the outraged sailors grabbed back their gifts. Poor old Gran had just begun to tear the wrapper off the chocolate box with one horny finger when suddenly the box was snatched from her grasp and popped back into a kit-bag.


And with a few angry grunts, the frustrated sailors marched out of the house in a solemn line, taking their nylons with them.


‘Oh,’ cried Lily, ‘talk about Free Frenchmen!’


This made everyone laugh, and they all cheered when Lily produced from under the table a bottle of brandy which the sailors had missed. From then on it was ladies’ night as they drank the fiery liquid which had an exciting effect on them. They sang noisily and danced together around the room. When the siren went, with much hilarity Gran was bundled down into the shelter while she continued to complain bitterly about the chocolates that she never got the chance to eat.


Back in the house, the girls finished the bottle of brandy and then lay about so sloshed that they did not care that the windows rattled and the bombs descended around them, causing the whole of the docklands to go up in a blaze. They were too drunk to notice.


In fact, many lives were lost that night, as Lily learned the next morning when, pushing her tea trolley around the factory, she saw so many empty places at the benches. It was a sad day for all. Tears fell down her cheeks and Lily’s sorrow was so great that she even forgot about the terrific hang-over she had got from the Free French brandy.


 


Sometimes Lily tried to explain her relationship with her husband to her friends. ‘He ain’t no oil painting, my George,’ she would say as she poured out tea from the big enamel teapot. ‘Suppose you’d say he’s kind of homely. But, as I always says, he’s mine, and he don’t never look at any other bird, so that goes a long way to a happy marriage.’


But Lily’s pals protested. ‘Yer don’t like him in bed and yer keep saying he gets on yer nerves. What’s so loving about that?’ one of them said.


‘Well, that don’t bother me,’ replied Lily. ‘It’s all just a lot of pushing and shoving abaht noffink, that is.’


And off she went with her tea trolley, leaving behind her, as she always did, a chorus of laughter coming from the other girls who never quite knew whether to believe her or not.


When George was due for his first forty-eight hour leave, the girls at the factory all joshed Lily. ‘Better stop in tonight, Lily,’ they laughed. ‘Save a little bit up for poor old George.’


‘Oh, he’ll be well boozed,’ retorted Lily confidently. ‘He won’t be any trouble to me.’


On Saturday afternoon George arrived home heavily laden with all his kit. He stood grinning on the doorstep as Lily gave him a peck on the cheek. She looked him up and down and let out a shrill cry. ‘Yer ain’t bringin’ that bleedin’ gun in ’ere! Why, it’ll frighten the daylights out of old Gran.’


George sighed. ‘I’ll hide it in the cupboard under the stairs till I go back,’ he said apologetically.


Having got her way, Lily gave him a beaming smile. ‘Come on in, then, yer must be dead beat carryin’ all them fings abaht.’


George followed her into the small back kitchen and relaxed while Lily buzzed around getting a meal prepared for him. She chatted all the time, telling him about the blitz and the shortages of food and the troubles that old Gran was giving her.


George pulled off his heavy army boots – his beetle crushers, as they called them – and soon his grey woollen socks were steaming in the fire light. The atmosphere was warm and congenial, and he seemed glad to be there, back in his home, with its tiny kitchen and faded wallpaper. He ate the meal Lily put in front of him and in no time he was asleep.


While George slept at the fireside, his ruddy face and knobbly nose glowing in the light of the coals, Lily began to get ready to go out to the local. For this was Saturday night, and no one stayed in on Saturday nights – at least not down in Canning Town they didn’t.


As always, Lily’s preparations made up a long drawn-out performance, achieved with the help of a mirror propped against the teapot on the kitchen table, two layers of make-up, and plenty of perfume. Her hair was combed and curled and then lacquered until it stuck out like a birch broom.


The bright red lipstick was applied to her mouth and the suntan lotion to her legs. When this runny liquid was finally dry and well smoothed, Lily then had to get into some ridiculous positions in order to draw the seam lines down the backs of her legs with her eyebrow pencil. And it was while she was in an awkward position that George woke up. With a gleeful expression on his face, he reached over and touched her on the bottom.


Lily instantly exploded like a firework. Jumping back, she thumped poor old George about the head. ‘You behave yer bloody self!’ she yelled. ‘I don’t want none of yer army tricks ’ere.’


But George was not put out. He just cackled and pulled on his big army boots, lacing them up slowly and meticulously. ‘I’m orf to the pub,’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘Can’t wait for you. Could paint the bleedin’ ’ouse the time it takes for you to paint yer face.’


‘Oh, piss orf!’ said Lily ungraciously as she rearranged her hair.


And so Lily and George continued their way of life during George’s brief visits on leave as though nothing was different. George’s long absences had not changed Lily’s opinion of him one bit and George, as usual, was not bothered.










2


You and I and a Starlit Sky


One night in September 1942, three years after the war began, it was raining heavily in London. The deserted pavements were shining and wet. Since the sirens had gone off, the city’s population had been crouching underground waiting for the rain of bombs that was now a nightly occurrence. All the big air-raid shelters, like the tube stations, were overcrowded but since it was Saturday night there would still be some amateur entertainment laid on somewhere.


When the siren sounded, Lily struggled to get Gran down into the shelter. She was very worried, for Masie. White had recently got fed up with the blitz and was refusing to go into the shelter. This meant that Gran was left without a companion, a fact that concerned Lily.


‘I’ll be all right,’ snarled Gran. ‘Don’t yer worrit o’er me. Had me day, I ’ave. You get out on the booze if yer wants to.’


Lily bit her lip anxiously. It was not often that she felt so disturbed. ‘Shut up, yer silly old cow! I’ll stop in and that’s that.’


‘Oh, yes,’ grumbled Gran, ‘and ’ave the bleedin’ ’ump all night? Get me a little drop o’ whiskey and I’ll sleep like a top, bombs or no bombs.’


‘Oh all right,’ agreed Lily. ‘I’ll pop up the pub when it stops rainin’, and get you some whiskey. Don’t want to ruin me new ’at.’


‘Take the bleedin’ fing orf,’ said Gran. ‘Makes yer look like a tart anyhow.’


‘Now, shut up, Gran,’ Lily cried in exasperation, patting her new hat and rearranging her curls under it.


Lily was very proud of that red velvet hat; it had cost her a week’s wages. It was scarlet with an up-turned brim – the very latest in fashion. Her pals had all said, ‘Oh, Lily, not red, not with your hair colouring.’


But Lily had been determined to have that hat for some time. She had spotted it sitting all alone in the window of a West End shop; it was too expensive to sell quickly in those hard times. But she had decided then that she was going to have it, come hell or high water. And as soon as she had enough money, she went straight to the shop and emerged triumphant, the lovely red hat in a large paper bag tucked under her arm, a wide grin on her face.


‘Pity you ain’t got anything else to do with your money,’ complained Ivy. ‘I’ve got to send my money to help with my kids’ keep now they are evacuated.’


But Lily was so busy thinking how she would create a sensation when she entered the crowded bar wearing that hat, she couldn’t have cared less about Ivy’s troubles.


Lily didn’t regret her decision now. She knew she had been right first time, that the hat really suited her. Her hair lay in shining curls about her cheeks and the sweep of its brim showed up her fine straight features and creamy skin. Her wide eyes shone like stars. Yes, she decided with satisfaction, she did look good tonight. If only it would stop raining! For having got the hat in the right position she was not taking it off now. In the end she solved her problem by finding an old umbrella so that she could pop down the road to get Gran a couple of tots of whiskey.


Down in the shelter, Lily tucked Gran in and gave her half the whiskey. ‘Yer can drink the other half before yer drop orf,’ she said. ‘Goodnight. Sure yer will be all right?’ She still felt uneasy about leaving Gran all alone.


‘’Op it,’ replied Gran. ‘Don’t keep on fussin’.’


So at last Lily went out into the blitz. The rain had become a steady drizzle and there was a stillness in the air. The smell of acrid smoke was everywhere since a lone raider had flown over and dropped his string of bombs before heading for home again. Soon another wave of bombers would come, guided in by the light of the fires of the burning buildings started by the first plane.


None of this worried Lily. Having settled Gran she was now more concerned about not getting her new red velvet hat wet than anything else. She called for Ivy and they went together to meet Doreen and Mary in the Bridge House not far up the road.


When they entered the pub, the huge bar was full. The noise and the cigarette smoke were almost overpowering but to these girls out on the town it was a welcome haven. What went on outside did not matter as long as they clicked tonight and got some blokes to treat them.


‘We don’t like that bleedin’ ’at,’ said Doreen as they met up. Ivy and Mary shook their heads in unison.


But Lily tossed her curls disdainfully and ignored them. She felt smart tonight and no one was going to put her down.


In the bar there was a sprinkling of civilians but mostly the men there were servicemen. On one side there were twenty or thirty foreign sailors celebrating their few hours ashore. They were very noisy and sang songs in their own tongue.


‘Blimey! What are they?’ asked Lily.


The girls all laughed heartily at the memory of the Free French sailors in Lily’s house.


A youngish man was singing on the stage. He waved his arms and all his pals joined in the chorus, as he sang of the Transvaal. It was a South African song which had been made popular in wartime by Gracie Fields, but this man sang it in true Afrikaans. He had a sweet melodious voice and as Lily sat down at a table to listen, he broke off and said in perfect English over the microphone, ‘Oh my, what a nice hat.’


Everyone in the bar turned to look at her and Lily was furious. But her pals were even more so. ‘It’s embarrassing,’ Doreen said. ‘They are all looking at us. Told yer not to wear that bleedin’ ’at, Lily.’


‘Mind yer own business,’ returned Lily, casting paralysing looks at the singer who had continued with his song, ‘Sardi Mari’. He still sang in Afrikaans but every now and then he paused to ask, ‘Who is she, Sardi Mari? Where does she live, Sardi Mari?’ And each time he looked at Lily, which caused a lot of amusement as she actually blushed as red as her hat.


‘The cheeky silly sod!’ she exclaimed, looking away in embarrassment.


After an encore the young man came down from the stage and came towards Lily who sat up very stiffly as he came nearer. He was of small stature and slim, with brownish-blond curly hair. He wore a neat sailor’s uniform with a blue-and-white striped dickey front. Bowing low over her, he said, ‘Madame, I really like your hat. May I buy you a drink?’


Instantly Lily burst out laughing. ‘Well, if you want to, you can,’ she exclaimed, ‘but it will cost you four gins – one each for me pals.’


The drinks were ordered and as he sat beside her, Lily had a strange feeling inside her. In a peculiar way she felt as if this man was no stranger, as if she had met him before – but how and where she could not think.


Now he pressed her hand to his lips. ‘You are beautiful,’ he whispered, ‘the most beautiful woman I have seen since I left my country.’


Even Lily could not resist such flattery. ‘Oaw,’ she said, smiling. ‘Turn it up.’


He looked puzzled at her remark. His English was good but Lily’s Cockney jargon was unintelligible to him. He sat staring at her in silence.


Lily started to chat freely. ‘Where yer from?’ she demanded, and without waiting for a reply continued: ‘We seem to get a lot of foreigners in here now. Never used to, but can’t say I mind. Live and let live, that’s what I say. Me, I lives for every bleedin’ day. Not much good doin’ anyfing else wiff the bloody blitz on all the time.’ She paused for breath and finished up her gin.


The sailor ordered more drinks and took her hand with a smile. He had a kind of slow grin that made the corners of his mouth twitch. His serious brown eyes were lit up in humour.


The band struck up a popular tune and in his sweet soft voice, Lily’s admirer began to sing again, without taking his eyes off her. ‘Some day when I’m growing old/When our love grows cold/I’ll be thinking of you/Just the way you look tonight.’


‘Romantic, ain’t he?’ giggled Lily, showing off to her pals.


But the other three girls were getting fed up. ‘We’re going, Lily,’ they said. ‘Are you coming?’


Lily looked at the sailor, who clasped her hand tighter. She turned to her friends. ‘No, you go. I’ll see yer tomorrer.’


Ivy was astonished. ‘Don’t be silly,’ she protested. ‘You know we all stick together.’


‘Oh, I fancy a change,’ smiled Lily, moving closer to this blond suitor so that they got the message.


When the other girls had gone, the sailor plied Lily with more gin and put his arm around her. She felt warm and comfortable, and chatted on to him gaily. He told her that he was called Cornelius, but known as Kasie. He did not understand anything she said, but he continued to stare at her with a strange kind of fascination. He seemed to be entranced by the way two dimples appeared each side of her face as she chatted and smiled, by the lovely red hat perched on her auburn curls and by the carefree manner she had of waving her hands about as she talked, and batting mascaraed lashes over her shining dark-blue eyes.


It had got very late and the bar was almost empty. ‘You can’t come home with me,’ Lily explained. ‘I’m married.’


Kasie made no comment but, leaning forwards, he kissed her gently on the lips and took her hand. As if walking on air, and without another word, Lily went with him out into the night.


It had stopped raining at last and there was a clear sky full of twinkling stars. They walked slowly, saying nothing. Soon they came to an old derelict house. Ivy and honeysuckle climbed up the old walls that surrounded a large garden. Kasie drew Lily into the shadow and, feeling in a daze, she went willingly with him into the unkempt garden which smelled so sweetly of honeysuckle and wild roses. Leaning against an old crumbling wall, he drew her to him and held her in a passionate embrace. For a moment, Lily tried to pull away. ‘’Ere, take it easy,’ she said. ‘I’m no soft touch.’


Once again, he misunderstood her. ‘You are beautiful to touch,’ he murmured softly, and his hand slid up her bare leg. When he pressed his hot dry lips to hers, Lily was lost, her resistance gone. She returned his kisses with warmth. ‘You really need me, Lily,’ he whispered. ‘And, my God, do I need you.’


Afterwards, Lily hung her head in shame. ‘Oh, why did I let you? I’m so ashamed – I never saw you before tonight.’


Gently he reassured her. ‘Do not worry, Lily. I know enough about women to know that you are not a bad girl. But as from tonight, my leiblin, you are my girl.’


‘I’ve missed me bus,’ wept Lily, ‘and it’s a long walk home.’


‘I’ll walk you home,’ he said gently. ‘We can go slowly together.’


So they walked back slowly hand in hand. He hummed a tune as they went, a catchy tune from his own country. In no time, Lily had picked it up, and they swung along singing together till they got to Lily’s street door. The air-raid warning went off as they kissed goodnight. ‘Will I see you again?’ Lily asked.


‘Yes, Lily, you certainly will,’ he replied and spinning round, he sauntered off down the road with that graceful gait.


Lily crept indoors and lay on Gran’s bed in the front parlour. She would not disturb Gran in the shelter tonight. As the big bombs whistled down around the docks, Lily lay thinking about the lover, Kasie, who had thrilled her with an ecstasy she had never known before. Never in her four years of married life had she ever felt like that. Perhaps she ought to be feeling ashamed of herself, she told herself, but strangely enough she wasn’t at all. She was glad.


At last she nodded off to sleep but was abruptly woken up by the high-pitched whistle of a bomb speeding through the air. Then all the world exploded about her. The parlour ceiling caved in, and her bed went through the floorboards. Screaming in terror, her mouth full of plaster and dust, she crawled out of the smoking debris and lay numb with shock on the pavement outside.


In no time at all, the Air-Raid Precautions men were there sitting her up and helping her into an ambulance. As she recovered consciousness, Lily suddenly cried, ‘Where’s Gran? Where’s Gran? Find Gran! She’s in the Anderson!’


But the men shook their heads. ‘Sorry, lady,’ one of them said. ‘It was a direct hit on the back garden. I’m afraid the old lady’s done for.’


Lily’s legs buckled under her. ‘Oh, poor old Gran,’ she sobbed wildly. ‘Oh, it’s all my fault, I’m being punished for being wicked,’ she wept.


Old Gran’s body had been scattered everywhere. Even her bathchair was hanging down from the lower branches of a tree in the neighbour’s back yard. At least Gran couldn’t have known what was happening.


The ambulance took Lily off to the hospital where she was cleaned up and given a sedative. The next day, she returned home to see what she could salvage of her belongings. As she wandered about the blitzed house, collecting up anything that was still usable, she wept uncontrollably. She was all alone.


It was at that moment that Kasie arrived and stood in the street, small, clean, cool, staring in amazement at the ruins of Lily’s house. And there was Lily herself, her lovely hair badly singed and covered in white dust, her eyes were red with crying, and her clothes dirty as she wandered, dazed, over the debris picking up the few precious treasures that remained.


‘Oh, Lily, my lovely!’ he cried in dismay.


His was the first friendly face she had seen. Lily rushed into his arms, and he held her close, smoothing the dust from her hair.


‘Oh!’ wailed Lily. ‘I’ve been blitzed and poor old Gran has been blown to bits. That’s her bathchair up there in that tree, and not one trace of Gran can be found.’


She spoke so quickly that Kasie understood very little of what she was saying. But he wiped the tears away with his snow-white handkerchief and said, ‘Don’t distress yourself, Lily, my lovely. Come along with me. Come, darling, I’ll take care of you.’


So Lily, like a bright butterfly now crushed and broken, took the hand he offered and went with him down to Aldgate where they stayed in a hotel, and, even though Lily cried her heart out, they made love all night long.


But the next morning Lily awoke, sat up in bed and yelled out loud: ‘Oh, gor blimey! Where am I?’


The figure in bed beside her stirred. ‘Whatever is wrong, Lily?’


Lily was in a state of utter confusion. Her mind had been blotted out by a combination of shock and too much Bols gin the night before, and now, at six o’clock in the morning, she found herself in a strange room with a strange man. It was more than she could cope with. She stumbled out of bed and ran to the window. To her relief she saw the familiar sight of Aldgate East station just over the road. ‘But what the bleedin’ ’ell am I doin’ ’ere?’ she cried, tears rushing to her eyes. ‘What day is it?’


With a quiet smile of amusement, Kasie sat up in bed and lit up a cigarette. ‘It’s Monday,’ he said. ‘And you are in the Three Tuns Hotel. Don’t you remember? We came here yesterday afternoon.’


‘Oh!’ cried Lily as her memory rushed back to her. ‘Poor bleedin’ Gran, blowed up in her bathchair. And Christ, if it’s Monday I should be at work or I’ll lose me bloody job, and then where will I be?’


She paced up and down glancing around the room with its neat bed and flowered curtains. ‘I didn’t ought to be ’ere. Only whores come ’ere. The Three Tuns? Why, it’s well known for that sort of fing. Oh, Lily, what’s happened to yer? Yer used ter be a respectable girl, yer did.’


‘Come here,’ Kasie beckoned to her very quietly but authoritatively. Lighting a cigarette, he handed it to her. ‘Now, Lily my lovely, calm down. You don’t want to wake up the neighbours, do you? You came here of your own free will. Remember, your house was bombed and you had nowhere else to go.’


Lily looked at him in shocked silence as her mind cleared. ‘But I didn’t want to stay in a bloody hotel,’ she protested. ‘Why, only whores do that.’


He had got out of bed completely naked and was coming towards her. Lily covered her face with her hands. ‘Put yer bleedin’ clothes on!’ she screeched.


He laughed and twisted the bright bedspread around him so that he looked like a Roman Emperor. ‘Hail, the conquering hero comes!’ he said with such a dramatic pose that Lily started to smile. Kasie put his arms around her and cuddled her up close.


‘You are free to leave me whenever you want,’ he said gently. ‘I return to my ship tonight anyway.’


‘I’m sorry to have made such a fool of myself,’ said Lily sheepishly, ‘but, honestly, I’ve never done anything like this before.’


‘I know, darling,’ Kasie consoled her. ‘And I’m the wicked man who has seduced you. Let’s get cleaned up and get some breakfast, shall we?’


His gentle tone brought back good memories of the night before, and Lily began to wonder if she did in fact regret her indiscretions. But where should she go now? Back to Canning Town?


As they breakfasted in the buffet at Liverpool Street station, Kasie suddenly said, ‘Lily, don’t leave me. Come with me to Portsmouth.’


‘Oh, I couldn’t leave my job, and I’ll have to let me mother know abaht poor old Gran, and then there’s George . . .’


So Lily chatted on so fast that Kasie hardly understood a word. He gave up trying to and just stared at her, fascinated by the dimples at the sides of her mouth and her lovely auburn hair.


‘Can I write to you?’ he asked.


‘Don’t know where I’ll be, do I?’ replied Lily, but her thoughts were on where she was going to live now that her house was destroyed. So she rattled on. ‘I suppose I could get Ivy to put me up, though I don’t like her bloody mother-in-law, I don’t. Shanghai Lil, was what Gran used to call her – always down Pennyfields with the Chinamen.’


Kasie could understand even less of this but he smiled and gently touched her cheek. ‘If we never meet again, Lily, you will have certainly been an inspiration to me. But I promise I’ll come looking for you when I next return to London.’


‘Don’t bother,’ said Lily, finishing her cup of tea, ‘’cause yer won’t find me. From now on, I ain’t gettin’ mixed up with men. Poor old Gran, she didn’t deserve that.’ She got up and collected her handbag. ‘In some way it’s my fault,’ she continued. ‘I ought ter ’ave stayed at ’ome instead of out in the bleedin’ pub. That was my punishment. So from now on, Lily is goin’ straight.’


He kissed her hand. ‘Goodbye, Lily,’ he said. But Lily flounced out of the buffet without a backwards glance.


When she arrived at Ivy’s house, Ivy’s mother-in-law put her long nose outside the door and squinted at her. ‘Oh, it’s you,’ she cried. ‘Everybody’s bin lookin’ fer yer. ’eard abaht yer poor ol’ Gran, ’ave yer?’


‘Yes, I know,’ said Lily wearily. ‘Is Ivy in?’


‘Not ’ome from work yet, and I can’t ask yer in ’cause I’m just goin’ aht meself.’ She put a hat on very quickly and closed the front door while Lily stood disconcerted outside the house.


‘I’ll wait for Ivy,’ Lily said.


‘Please yerself,’ said Ivy’s mother-in-law as she toddled off towards the market.


As Lily stood in the street, her thoughts went to last night. Kasie had been very nice, she thought. He was so fair, so quietly spoken and so very gentle, he was different from any man she had ever known. Where was it he said he came from? The Netherlands? Lily had never heard of the place. She turned over in her mind all the sweet things he had said to her. Ah, well, she thought, as she saw Ivy coming down the road, no good mooning over him, she’d never see him again anyway.


Ivy was a short stout girl, with shiny black hair that she wore very straight. She had small, dark eyes and a gruff voice.


‘Crikey, Lily!’ she exclaimed. ‘Where ’ave yer been? They’re thinking of gettin’ up a collection for yer, they all thought yer ’ad been blitzed. I knew where you was of course, but minded me own business. Shame abaht yer Gran.’


Lily’s blue eyes filled with tears. ‘It was my fault,’ she wailed. ‘I should ’ave stopped in wiff ’er.’


Ivy put her latch key in the door. ‘Don’t say that, ’cause if yer ’ad been in the shelter yer’d ’ave copped it, too. Direct ’it, so they say.’ In the smelly kitchen she made Lily a cup of tea. ‘The old cow’s gone aht,’ Ivy said, referring to her mother-in-law. ‘She does that so’s she won’t ’ave to give me anyfing to eat.’


‘Will I be able to stay till I get sorted aht?’ asked Lily.


‘Of course yer will, love,’ replied Ivy. ‘She won’t like it, but sod ’er, she can put up wiv it. Come on, let’s go down the fish and chippie.’


They went down to the fish-and-chip shop, and then to the pub for a drink where Lily told Ivy all about her blond sailor. Ivy laughed fit to burst. ‘Oh, gor blimey, Lily, yer really went orf the rails!’


‘That bloody hotel scared the wits out o’ me,’ said Lily. ‘Yer know, yer can easily get a bad name if yer seen in them places.’


‘Blimey,’ replied Ivy, ‘yer was lucky. If I get a bloke they usually are skint and I get lumbered in some dark doorway or over the fields.’


So it was settled that Lily went to stay at Ivy’s, sharing Ivy’s narrow bed in a gloomy back room. She quickly made the best of a bad bargain, even coping with Ivy’s mother-in-law, who was a real tyrant. She spied on them, listened at the keyhole and even pinched their sugar rations. But somehow they survived, going off to work every morning and out on the town at night. Ivy had three children who were all evacuated. She was careful with her money, saving it in order to visit her children every month, so it was back to the old games of knocking the blokes for drinks.


Lily no longer pushed the trolley at the factory. Instead, she had a job behind the counter and was sent on a part-time release scheme to learn to do wartime cooking. Lily enjoyed this. She made meatless pies and stews and did things with spam and soya flour. She began to take such an interest in her new position that she even started to make up her own recipes for things like meatless pasties.


‘Wot the ’ell are they, Lily?’ someone asked her as she pulled them steaming from the oven.


‘U-boats,’ she said brightly. ‘Let’s see yer sink ’em.’


From that day on U-boats were always on the menu.


Lily did not enjoy living with Ivy. There was never enough hot water to wash and the beds seldom got changed. Creatures crawled up the wall and Ivy’s mother-in-law would get drunk and shout all sorts of curses up the stairs at them. ‘Our boys givin’ their blood and yer out on the tiles every night! Dirty cows! Yer’ll get yer reward: the pox, that’s what yer will end up wiff.’


Ivy took all this abuse in her stride but it horrified the happy-go-lucky Lily.


George wrote occasionally but he was now in Malta which was being bombed day and night. ‘Poor old George,’ said Lily. ‘He was never very brave. I wonder how he’s gettin’ on.’


Months later, in early spring, Lily and Ivy went straight from work one day to have a drink in a pub in Whitechapel. They were no longer the glamorous females ogling the lads in the bar. Lily wore a coloured head scarf, for hats had gone out of fashion as the war continued, and it was now a case of nose to the grindstone. It was work, work all day and every day. And the shortage of hot water in Ivy’s house did not encourage cleanliness.


Lily lounged up at the bar feeling tired and depressed when suddenly two hands came over her eyes and a gentle voice whispered in her ear: ‘Guess who?’


‘Oh no!’ cried Lily spinning round to see the impish face of her blond sailor.


Kasie was grinning from ear to ear. ‘I’ve searched three days for you, Lily. At last I’ve found you!’ Lily pulled away immediately.


‘Well, what d’yer want of me?’ she snarled, looking very unfriendly.


The Dutch sailor looked hurt and put a gentle hand on her arm. Her flesh tingled under his touch and she did not pull away. ‘It is nice to see you once more, Lily. I’m on leave and I thought you might like to help me see the town.’


‘Yer welcome to see what bloody Hitler left of it,’ sniffed Lily.


Kasie looked amused. The corners of his mouth twitched and the brown eyes twinkled. ‘Oh, Lily, Lily, my lovely, we are disgruntled aren’t we?’


Unconsciously she leaned towards him and he automatically put his arm about her. ‘Come, my darling, let’s get out of this place and find somewhere else to eat.’


A sense of weariness came over her. ‘What abaht Ivy?’ she asked.


‘I am sure Ivy can take care of herself,’ he said, taking her arm and guiding her out into the blackout.


As soon as they were outside, he took her in his arms and kissed her. He undid her scarf off her hair and gently stroked the hair he loved so much. ‘Where is that lovely hat you used to wear, Lily?’


Lily wept. ‘I don’t get time to dress up now,’ she said. ‘I’m too busy. And,’ she added, ‘I’m so bloody depressed.’


Kasie held her close to his chest. ‘Oh, Lily,’ he cried, ‘I could not forget you.’


She put her arms about his neck and returned his kisses. ‘That’s funny,’ she said, more cheerfully, ‘nor could I forget you.’


They dined in a small restaurant in the Minories which catered for the foreign servicemen who now thronged London, and Lily livened up. She told Kasie her tale of woe, about Ivy’s vindictive mother-in-law and the crummy little house she was living in. Kasie was very sympathetic. ‘No wonder, darling, that you have lost that lovely smile,’ he said. With a finger he just touched the deep dimples each side of her mouth. ‘Now smile,’ he said. ‘Just one big smile for me.’


Lily felt like a child, he was so calm, gentle and possesive. She rubbed her face on his hand and shivered as she felt a thrill ripple through her. She knew she wanted him to make love to her.


‘Will you be mine tonight, Lily?’ he whispered eagerly.


‘Yer know I will,’ returned Lily as an impish grin appeared on her face.


‘I know just the place,’ he said, pulling a piece of paper out of his wallet. He held it up and read it slowly: ‘Smithy’s, 22 Apple Square. Do you know where that is, Lily?’


Lily screwed up her nose as she thought. ‘Can’t say I do,’ she finally said.


‘Is it in London?’ he asked. ‘Here it says WC1.’


Lily looked at the piece of paper and burst out laughing. ‘Silly sod!’ she said. ‘That’s Argyle Square, not Apple Square.’


Kasie laughed with her. ‘Thank you very much. I have worked very hard to improve my English just for you, leiblin, I thought you’d appreciate it.’


Lily’s spirits had returned. ‘Come on, then,’ she said. ‘Let’s go!’ She wanted him as much as he wanted her, she could hardly understand herself. No one had ever turned her on like this gentle blond man did. Against him she had no defence whatsoever.


They found Smithy’s in Holborn. Mr Smith ran a sort of boarding house for the allied forces and asked no questions and told no lies. The sound of crisp notes was his religion. The big house was warm and cosy, and he never turned anyone away. Folks slept anywhere, even on top of the billiard tables when he was fully booked. Smithy, as he was called, catered for breakfast but most of his guests ate out.


As soon as Lily and Kasie had reached their room and the door was locked, there was nothing more to wait for. Lily removed her shoes and lay on the bed in wait for him. Her heart was thumping like mad, for with Kasie she went to Heaven and did not care about anything any more.


‘I still have five days’ leave left,’ Kasie said afterwards, ‘so we will stay here together. This will be our lovers’ nest for the rest of the time. Is that all right with you, Lily my love?’


She rubbed her hand over his back, which was smooth and full of freckles, and then up towards his neck where his hair grew in tight little curls. He smelled sweet and clean, unlike George who sweated like a horse and smelled of beer and shag tobacco.


‘Lily, Lily,’ he asked, gently. ‘Do you want to go out to dinner or shall we make love again?’


‘Oh, no,’ cried Lily, pulling herself together. ‘We had better eat. I can’t live long on just love. Well, we can’t go anywhere posh tonight,’ she said, ‘but tomorrer I’ll sneak into Ivy’s and get my toothbrush and some decent things to wear.’


They walked through the city to London Bridge and queued outside the steak and chips restaurant with other girls and their friends.


‘I wonder what makes that place so popular,’ murmured Lily after dinner, as they wandered over the bridge to look down at the river.


‘I’ve been told that they serve horse meat,’ Kasie grinned.


‘Oh!’ cried Lily in dismay. ‘You mean to say I’ve been eating some poor bleedin’ ’orse? Oh Christ! It’s a wonder I didn’t gallop out of the place.’


Kasie laughed uproariously. ‘You’re a real comedian, Lily. The meat will not hurt you – we eat a lot of horse flesh in my country.’


They spent the rest of the evening walking arm in arm around Soho, dropping in here and there to beer-drinking clubs, so Lily was beginning to feel quite tipsy. ‘I think I’ll sneak into Ivy’s and get me gear,’ she said, feeling quite bold. ‘The old mother-in-law will be out in the pub.’


They got the bus back to the East End. It was a quiet night with no bombing, so everyone was out on the town.


Kasie waited on the corner of the street while Lily crept into the house to collect her belongings. After a while, she came running down the street carrying a small suitcase. Behind her he could hear a lot of screeching going on from inside the house.


‘Whatever goes on?’ Kasie asked in amusement as Lily, breathless and smiling, came up to him.


‘She came in and caught me, the old cow,’ Lily explained. ‘She cursed me up hill and down dell, and finally I said, “Shut up, you old Chinese whore!” ’


‘Was that necessary?’ he asked.


‘Oh, yes, it was!’ asserted Lily. ‘Had to get that one in even if it was only for me old Gran.’


Kasie sighed. Would he ever understand these Cockneys?


That night they returned to Smithy’s to complete the honeymoon. Kasie had a stone bottle of Bols gin to assist them and, alas, morning came all too soon.


Next day they visited the zoo and Madame Tussaud’s, Hyde Park and all the tourist sights in the West End. In the evening, footsore and weary, they had dinner in a secluded French restaurant. To Lily, such extravagance was a waste of money. ‘It’s twenty pounds,’ she said in horror when the bill came. ‘You sure you ’ave got that much?’


‘Don’t worry your little head about money,’ Kasie told her. ‘What I have got we will spend, because when I go back this time, I go back to active service. So let us live, Lily, my love, while we are able.’


Lily’s big blue eyes opened wide. ‘Yer mean yer might get killed?’


‘Not if I can help it,’ he grinned. ‘But if you care to notice, since we last met I have had promotion.’ He pointed to the red cross and anchor on his arm.


‘Oh, that means yer an officer.’


‘Not exactly but going on that way. Now, if you will be quiet, Lily, and stop butting in, as we walk home I will tell you my story and how I got here.’


‘I promise,’ said Lily, subdued by her interest.


They strolled hand in hand through the blacked-out streets which Lily guided him through. She knew the way back to Holborn, for this was her own town. As they walked, voices came through the darkness and tiny torch lights twinkled as people found their way around through the night.


In his gentle sing-song voice, he began to tell her the history of how he became a Dutch sailor stationed in England, leaving his home to fight for his own beloved country, now occupied by the Germans. ‘I was born on the Zuider Zee, so I suppose you could say I am a born seaman, and that is how I got such a quick promotion. My mother and father, my sisters and brothers are still in Holland under the Nazis. I worry about them all the time and often I think I should have stayed behind to protect them.’


‘Don’t they write?’ quizzed Lily, not quite sure what else to say.


Kasie smiled as he bent down and kissed her. ‘No one gets any messages out,’ he said softly. ‘My country is occupied.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Lily, quietly, not really realising what he meant, but sensing that he was sad.


Kasie continued. ‘But I have heard through the regular channels that my family have gone ashore, they have left the ship they owned to the Nazis and gone to live on an island in Freisland. For my parents it is the first time in all their married lives they have lived on the land. My mother gave birth to five of us on board a canal boat and she was working beside my father all the time. It’s a very hard life but we are a certain kind of people,’ he asserted proudly. ‘We’re like those damned old Boers. We live, eat and sleep on the water; it is our whole life. I owned my own ship, and was saving up to get married. My wife, Jante, was to live on board with me.’ He paused and his face seemed to crumple in pain at the memory. ‘That night when the Germans came, I was in Amsterdam, Jante’s home town. Oh God! it was sheer hell. We put up no defence whatever as wave after wave of bombers came. As people rushed out into the streets, the Germans swooped down and machine gunned them all down. Burning bodies fell out of the buildings and all the harbour was on fire.’


He stopped for a moment and looked down at Lily to see if she was still listening. His face was white and drawn.


Lily was now in tears. She threw her arms about his neck. ‘Oh, please, darling, don’t talk about it, it all upsets me. I keep thinking of poor old Gran.’


Kasie held her tight and nuzzled her soft hair. ‘Yes, perhaps you are right,’ he said. ‘It does not seem good to look back. But I did want to let you know how I came here in England. We had better leave the rest for another day, it would be wrong to spoil this lovely night. Come, we will sing a song and the next pub we come to we’ll go in.’


Pushing bad memories aside, they skipped along, singing a saucy sea song, which was in Dutch but Lily knew it well, too, having heard it sung so often in the East End taverns.


Sadly, Lily’s second honeymoon had to come to an end. A few days later, she sat forlornly beside Kasie at Victoria Station.


‘Are you sorry?’ she asked. ‘Do you care if we don’t ever meet again?’


Kasie took her face in his hands and kissed her full on the lips. ‘I will live for our next meeting,’ he murmured.


‘Don’t fancy goin’ back to Ivy’s,’ said Lily. ‘That old cow of a mother-in-law will probably turf me aht after what I said to her the other day.’


Kasie looked thoughtfully at her. ‘How would you like to come with me to Portsmouth?’ he asked, as he had the first time he had left her. He still lived in hope.


‘Gor blimey!’ exclaimed Lily. ‘I couldn’t do that. I ain’t never been aht of London.’


‘The blitz is not quite so bad down there,’ Kasie reassured her, ‘and I expect you could get a job. I won’t be ashore much now I am assigned to the mine sweepers but I am based down there, and I’m likely to get some time ashore.’


Lily was thinking about the problems it would cause and began to chatter nervously. ‘I suppose I could go out to me muvver in Ireland. At least then I’d be out of the bloody blitz. Mind you, she’s no picnic to live wiff. She left old Gran for me to look after, she did. Bound to blame me, she is, for what happened. And then there’s poor old bloody George being bombed to ’ell out there in Malta. Life ain’t worf livin’, it ain’t.’ As she gave vent to her feelings, she started to weep, heartbroken, her head on his shoulder.


‘Oh, Lily,’ Kasie cried, almost in tears himself, as he got up from the bench quickly. ‘Sit there. Don’t move, and take care of the kit.’ And off he went with his swinging sailor’s walk.


‘Where are yer goin’?’ Lily tried to call after him but as the sound did not come, it dawned on her that she had never called him by his real name. She had just used dear or darling, and this thought amazed her and she wondered why it was.


He returned soon afterwards, grinning mischievously. The corners of his mouth curled up and his brown eyes, which were usually stern, shone with humour. ‘Up you get, Lily,’ he said. ‘All aboard. I got you a single ticket on the train.’


‘I won’t go,’ Lily stated obstinately, but her heart was hovering and in a strange way she was pleased that he was leaving her little choice.


He held both her hands. ‘Trust me, darling. Let’s take a chance on some happiness while we are still young, and you are so beautiful.’


That did it. Lost in a daze Lily held on to his hand tightly as they went through to board the train to Portsmouth. Kasie suggested that she sit on her own in first-class. ‘It’s better not to be seen together,’ he explained. ‘My shipmates are on this train and I don’t like them to know my business. Besides, they might pinch you from me.’


Lily stared at him suspiciously. ‘I don’t think I’ll come,’ she said half-heartedly. ‘I’ve changed me mind.’


Kasie shrugged and looked at his watch. ‘That is entirely your own decision,’ he said. ‘But you had better be a big girl and make it. The train will soon be leaving. Trust me,’ he whispered, looking down into her eyes. The steady gaze in those dark-brown eyes seemed to hypnotise Lily. She calmly took his arm and allowed him to escort her to the first-class compartment. ‘I’ll hang about in the corridor and keep my eye on you,’ he told her. ‘When we reach Portsmouth, go into the buffet in the station and wait for me. Promise me, leiblin?’ he pleaded.


Lily nodded dumbly and sat in a remote corner of the carriage well away from the other passengers – two well-dressed women and a petty officer. The rest of the train was over-crowded. Hundreds of servicemen sat on their kit-bags in the corridor; women in naval dress walked up and down the corridor, back and forth to the toilet, laughing and jesting with the service personnel as they pushed past them. Throughout the journey south, from under the brim of her smart black felt hat, Lily kept an eye out for her lover who came and stood a while by the window smoking a cigarette and giving a whimsical grin in her direction. And all the while, the wheels of the train seemed to be saying: ‘Lily, Lily, what are you doing? Go back, Lily! Go back while there is still time.’ But Lily knew she was trapped and did not really care about it any more.


At Portsmouth the sailors poured out of the train pushing and shoving and talking. Two of them had a fight right on the platform and they kept on fighting even when they rolled over the edge and onto the line. Then two members of the Military Police patrol jumped down and hooked them up. Lily watched all this in fascination. She had seen many a dockside pub brawl, but this was truly exciting. As the soldiers were led off by the MPs, she found the buffet and ordered a cup of tea. She sipped the tea and watched the Military Police patrolling the cleared platform.


Soon Kasie arrived. He quickly looked around him and then hurriedly approached her. ‘Made it,’ he said jubilantly. ‘Got rid of my kit and found someone to sign me in. Now I’ll be able to spend the whole evening with you – and we must find somewhere for you to stay.’


‘Dunno as I am goin’ to like it here,’ grumbled Lily. ‘Seen these chaps fighting on the railway.’


‘Oh, bloody Englishmen!’ exclaimed Kasie. ‘They’re always fighting.’


‘Do you mind?’ asked Lily, pretending to be insulted. But he took her hands and kissed them.


‘Come now, Lily. You belong to me. I knew you would not stay in an hotel so I made a few enquiries. One of those lady sailors said you should go to the y.w.c.a. I’ve got the address.’


‘What’s that?’ asked Lily.


‘It’s a sort of ladies’ hostel. You tell them you came down here to look for a job and they give you a room and help you to find a job.’


‘All right,’ said Lily, blithely. ‘In for a penny, in for a pound.’ But her conscience suddenly crept upon her again. ‘I must be bloody mad. Gawd knows what Ivy will be thinking.’


‘Lily, Lily, my love.’ Kasie’s gentle hand on her arm restrained her, and so, pushing her conscience back, she gave a hearty laugh.


He picked up her suitcase and they walked down into the town. Kasie waited in the pub while Lily booked into the hostel.


‘Hope you don’t mind sharing,’ the lady behind the desk said to Lily, who shook her head. The mood Lily was in, they could behead her and she wouldn’t care.


After she was all booked in, she met Kasie in the pub where they had a drink. Later, they said goodnight outside the hostel. The rain was pouring down on them and she clung closer as they said goodnight.


‘Don’t leave me, Lily,’ Kasie pleaded. ‘Be here when I return.’


‘How long will you be gone?’ she asked.


‘Four days, that’s all. My duties are four nights away and two ashore. Isn’t that something?’


‘I suppose so,’ said Lily, without enthusiasm. ‘But what I’m goin’ to do in this bloody strange tawn all alone, beats me.’


‘Don’t worry, darling,’ he said. ‘We’ll think of something.’


The small, spotlessly clean room in the hostel, with its two white beds and stiffly stretched sheets, rather scared her as she came back into it. Her room companion lay stretched out on the other bed. She sat up as Lily shut the door.


‘Hullo,’ she said. ‘Want a fag?’ She offered Lily a packet.


Small and fair with short cropped hair, she looked Lily over, surveying carefully the neat green suit, smart shoes and nylon stockings. ‘Civvies eh! London, ain’t you?’


Lily nodded and began to unpack her night clothes.


‘I’m Rita Harris,’ the other woman said, ‘but everyone calls me Budgie.’


Lily sat down on the bed and stared at her. ‘Why?’ she asked.


The young woman giggled. ‘Look!’ She turned so that Lily could see her profile. ‘Can’t you see the nose? Makes me look like a budgie, someone once said. So that’s how I got my nickname.’


Lily looked closely at the fair, good-humoured face with its little hooked nose. Budgie explained that years before, her nose had been broken and flattened out at the base. ‘Oh, yes,’ cried Lily in amazement, ‘it does make you look like a budgie.’ And they fell back on their beds in peals of laughter.


Budgie sat up again on her bed and chatted gaily to Lily. ‘I’m going into the forces,’ she informed Lily. ‘Tomorrow I’ve got my medical. I’d like to get into the w.r.e.n.s, but I might not make it – they’re very particular.’


‘Don’t think I would like the forces,’ replied Lily, ‘but I might get a job down here.’


‘What’s your trade?’ asked Budgie. Lily liked her quick, lively manner.


‘I’m a cook,’ said Lily.


‘Easily get in the Naafi,’ said Budgie. ‘I’ll scout round with you tomorrow if you like. I don’t go for my medical until the afternoon.’


‘Thanks,’ said Lily, pleased to have made a new friend. ‘I don’t know this place at all. Never been out of London in me life, but that ain’t much of a bloody place to live in now.’


‘I heard it’s been blitzed to hell,’ said Budgie. ‘It’s not so bad down here now. We get an occasional raid but that’s all, and there’s plenty of life – lots of pubs and lovely men,’ she added with great satisfaction.


The two women lay on their narrow beds long into the night exchanging life stories. Budgie told Lily how she had hiked half-way across the world starting off from Canada. Lily told Budgie of her lover and of her husband, who was overseas.


‘I don’t blame you, Lily,’ Budgie said sympathetically. ‘We only live once, but if I was you, I’d keep the fact about your lover boy under your hat. Folks are funny about those things; it’s better to keep your business private.’


‘I suppose so,’ said Lily doubtfully. ‘Kasie always says I chat too much.’


‘Yes,’ said Budgie. ‘And believe you me, pal, I know what folks are like, I know the world, ’cause I have bloody well lived.’


So, on her first night out of London, Lily got her first lesson in diplomacy from Budgie, the out-going worldly Canadian.


In the morning they had breakfast together, and Budgie explained to Lily how to get the best out of the crummy y.w.c.a. while she was here. Afterwards they walked around the town, and Lily registered at the Labour Exchange. Later, they had coffee in a cafe which faced the wind-swept promenade, a mass of tangled barbed wire, for no one was allowed to go near the sea.


When Budgie went for her interview for the w.r.e.n.s Lily sat in the park watching couples walk by arm in arm. She suddenly felt very lonely, so she went back to the hostel and wrote a letter to Ivy. She told Ivy that she was having a holiday and would be back in London in a few weeks and asked her to take in any letters which arrived for her from George. An inexplicable feeling of gloom swept over her, and she lay on her cold hard bed feeling very down-hearted until Budgie came back. Budgie was very drunk and staggered about everywhere throwing her clothes on the floor while she sang: ‘All the nice girls love a sailor!’ She danced in the middle of the room. ‘I made it, Lily!’ she shouted joyfully. ‘I got in the w.r.e.n.s – ain’t it super?’


Lily was not sure what to say. She was feeling cold and homesick, and longed for London, and the frivolous gaiety that had survived in that well-blitzed town. Unable to share Budgie’s delight, she fell asleep wondering why she had come down to Portsmouth at all.


In the morning, the Labour Exchange telephoned Lily at the hostel to tell her to go for an interview at the Ministry of Food where there was a job vacancy for an assistant cook.


As Lily got ready to go out for her interview, Budgie came back dressed in her new uniform. The little sailor hat perched on her head made her nose look more ridiculous than ever. ‘Bye, love,’ she said. ‘I’m off. I’m going to Wales to training camp, h.m.s. Glendower, I think. Here’s my address. Write to me.’


‘I’m in two minds whether to go back home or not,’ confessed Lily.


Budgie gave her a terrific blow on the back. ‘Stay here, and go and have a good time,’ she said, and then off she went with many farewells to the staff in the hostel.


Lily felt a little bucked up by Budgie’s attitude, and tripped off to the job interview in a better frame of mind. Perhaps it showed, because she was surprisingly successful.


‘We run canteens for civilian workers,’ the manageress told her. ‘We are short of good cooks and you seem to have the right amount of qualifications. We like our girls to live locally, so suitable lodgings will be provided. I hope you will be happy with us.’


Lily came out of the Ministry of Food building feeling a lot more cheerful. The wages seemed good to her and it would be a change of scene, so why not?


She had not heard from Kasie for days. It occurred to her that she might never see him again, but she wasn’t going to worry. She would wait till Monday before she left the hostel, and he might turn up before then, she told herself.


On Sunday night Lily was sitting in the hostel lounge reading the local paper, when she heard the familiar tune that Kasie always used to whistle, ‘Mejsie song’. She grabbed her coat from the chair, and dashed off out to meet him outside.


Kasie looked tired and as Lily kissed him, she noted that his chin was rough and needing a shave. Not a word did they utter, they just walked hand in hand up the dark cliff and lay in the long grass at the top. His body was hot and urgent. Lily shivered with inner passion. Her need of him was so great that she could not control herself, and she let herself go.


‘Lily, my love,’ he said when it was over. ‘We must never do that again out here. We must find a place to live together, you and I.’


They fell silent again as they lay on their backs looking up at the starlit sky. Every now and then a searchlight swept across the sky and the stars twinkled brighter.


‘You and I, Lily, and a starlit sky . . . Why, I’m getting quite poetic,’ Kasie laughed. ‘But I will always remember this particular moment, for you have become part of me, my whole existence, and I am never going to let you go.’


‘Don’t be silly,’ said Lily, giving him a playful push. ‘I’ll have to go back when George comes on home.’


Kasie rolled over and pressed her tight against his chest. ‘Oh, Lily, my love,’ he murmured, ‘must you spoil this wonderful moment? Forget George! Forget him and think only about you and me, nothing and nobody else.’
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The Love Nest


Lily liked her new job even though it was hard work. She was a pastry cook in a large kitchen working with all sorts of aliens – French and Dutch, and even Italian prisoners-of-war. It was a bright, lively and cosmopolitan kitchen with plenty to eat.


She liked her lodgings, too. She had a nice room with a clean bed and a bathroom down the hall. It seemed like a palace compared to Ivy’s home. Her plump, jolly landlady woke her at six in the morning with a cup of tea. Lily would go off to work and sometimes she finished work at three in the afternoon, when she would go to the pictures or window shopping.


Kasie was back at sea again. He had told her that he might not be around for a couple of weeks.


‘Why?’ she had asked.


‘We are not supposed to talk about our jobs at all,’ he said, ‘but if you insist. If you sit on the promenade at about five o’clock in the evening, you will see our fleet going out. We sweep the mines from the channel to keep the sea lanes clear. That’s all I am going to tell you, Lily, my lovely. Now, promise you will wait for me. Be here when I come ashore – that’s all I ask.’


‘I might stay for the summer,’ announced Lily. ‘I like my job and it’s nice and peaceful down here. I never lived at the seaside before, and I hear that the blitz is worse than ever in London.’


‘I don’t think I possess your heart, Lily, but willingly I give you mine. Say that you truly love me.’


‘You know I can’t talk a lot of slosh like that,’ scoffed Lily, ‘but I give you everything else, don’t I? So I suppose I must love you,’ she added more gently.


‘It’s not enough, Lily.’ Kasie’s eyes grew cold and he held her tight, almost viciously. ‘I swear I’ll kill you, Lily, if you let me down while I am away at sea.’


‘Lot of bloody time I get,’ complained Lily. ‘I’m up at six in the morning, and on me bleedin’ feet for six hours at a time. Can’t see me gettin’ it away with anyone. I ain’t got the bleedin’ energy.’


Kasie put his head on her shoulder and his whole body shook with laughter.


‘Oh, Lily, sometimes I don’t know if you are good for me or bad for me, but you amuse me and that makes me love you more and more.’


She slipped her hand inside his jacket and pressed close to him. ‘I wish you and I were in a nice warm bed together,’ she whispered. ‘It’s cold out here.’


‘We will be, Lily, next time I am ashore, I promise you.’


The next evening she sat on the bench on the promenade and watched the fleet of small ships move swiftly across the harbour knowing that Kasie was off to sea once more. She waved her hand at them and whispered, ‘Goodnight, Kasie, come back safely.’


She went home early to bed to dream of her lover. That night, Portsmouth harbour was badly bombed.


As the bombs fell all around her, her landlady screeched up the stairs. ‘Come on, quick, Lily! Come down the cellar!’


But Lily stayed in bed and called back; ‘No, it’s all right, I’m used to it. I’ve been through worse than this!’


The next morning when she walked to work she had a strange melancholy feeling. The boats in the harbour were still smoking and fire engines were everywhere.


‘That was a bad night last night, Lily,’ said the boys she worked with in the catering. ‘They say there was a big sea battle on as well.’


‘Who cares?’ said Lily. ‘If you gotta go, you gotta go.’ She rolled out the big wads of dough into long strips and punched these into round rings to make those meatless pies. She moved very quickly, her touch so light and her movements so expert.


‘One thing about Lily,’ said the head cook, ‘she’s a worker. She don’t down tools, she just keeps going, whatever’s going on. Could do with a few more like her.’


‘She’s a Cockney,’ said another. ‘Hard as nails but as loyal as they come.’


So Lily earned her popularity among these strangers and did her bit for the war effort cheerily and willingly. Two weeks passed and still there was no sign of Kasie. Then three weeks passed. Lily strolled nonchalantly about the town hoping to catch a sight of him. Other men tried to pick her up, but she would not be tempted. Sometimes she even walked down to the dock gates and although she often saw batches of his country-men coming out of the bars in town she never had the courage to ask about Kasie. ‘I’ll give him another week,’ she told herself, ‘then I’ll get out. I’ve had enough and it will be nice to see old Ivy again.’ She made these plans to console herself and made up her face and ironed her blouse to while away the evening hours.


She went to the cinema one Saturday afternoon and when she returned her landlady said; ‘A note came through the door, Lily. It’s for you.’


Her heart missed a beat. He was back! She read the note quickly. ‘I am looking for you, Lily, my love. Will be down at the Victoria, K.G.’ She rushed upstairs, brushed out her hair, put on a nice dress, and dashed off to meet him.


Kasie was wearing a new uniform with brass buttons, and he looked very spruce as he stood up at the bar ordering drinks for them both. She stared at him with his mop of fair hair and those clean features, and noted again the way his hair receded from his forehead just a little, and grew thick and curly at the nape of his neck. A pang in her breast made her realise how much she had missed him, and that she really loved him. All thoughts of George or London were driven from her mind completely.


When Kasie returned to their table, she snuggled close to him. ‘I really missed you,’ she said warmly. ‘Where have you been?’


‘I lost my ship; I have been away in hospital.’


‘You mean it was sunk?’ cried Lily in alarm. ‘Why, you might have been drowned.’


‘I nearly was. I was two days on a raft, Lily, thinking all the time that I might never see you again.’


‘Oh, poor darling,’ wept Lily. All her pent-up emotions came seeping through.


‘Oh, please, hush, no crying,’ begged Kasie. ‘We will have a long weekend of love to make up for my absence. Just to please me, Lily, let us stay in a hotel tonight. I will wine and dine you, leiblin. I have my pay, so nothing will be too good for you this weekend.’


Lily looked at him anxiously. ‘Do I look all right? I don’t want to go into a posh place looking like a tramp.’


‘In my eyes, you are always beautiful,’ he reassured her, ‘but tonight you look lovely in that blue dress. It suits you very well.’


She gave a wide grin, her vanity appeased. ‘Like it?’ she asked. ‘I bought it in town at the summer sale.’


Kasie raised his hand to her lips and hummed a tune: ‘Some day when I’m growing old, when our love grows cold, I’ll be thinking of you, just the way you look tonight.’


‘Oh shut up,’ said Lily coyly, giving him a playful shove.


They strolled along the sea front. It was a bright moonlit night and the sea was smooth, calm and peaceful as they made their way to a country inn further out of town.


‘Now, Lily,’ he warned her as they reached the door, ‘I want you to be calm. There’s nothing to worry about. Our apartment is booked and our dinner will soon be served. I am very much in the mood to celebrate.’


They dined by candlelight in the bright little restaurant and made love in the clean warm bed. Lily had no reservations about anything any more.


‘Oh, Kasie,’ she exclaimed. ‘I don’t think I could turn back now. I feel I really belong to you.’


‘And I, my love, will make you my wife when this bloody war is over,’ promised Kasie. ‘That is, if we survive. Meantime, let us go on living for each day. Next week I’m going back to school to a ship ashore for a while. It’s in Devonport, not far away. I’ll get back here weekends, so you be good and wait for me.’


‘I’m a little lonely here,’ she said, ‘but I do like my job, so I’ll stay.’


‘You had better not desert me now,’ he threatened. His tone was mocking and affectionate but Lily sensed that underneath it, Kasie was deadly serious. She giggled. It was great to be loved and made such a fuss of. She had not had much attention in her young life.


So on Sunday afternoon they said goodbye once more as he got on the train for Plymouth, and Lily returned to her lodgings to get ready for work in the morning.


The next months flew past. Every weekend they went to the country inn out of town, and during the week Lily worked hard and looked forward eagerly for Fridays.


One dark cloud on the horizon came in the form of letters from Ivy, that is, the ones from George which Ivy collected and sent on to her in Portsmouth. They were two air-mail letters with much crossed out by the censor. From his tone, George seemed very down-hearted and Lily suddenly felt very guilty about what she was doing. Still, she consoled herself, George was still very far away, so he could not come between her and Kasie. By now she had decided that she would die if she had to return to London and dull old George. She knew she had to answer so she scribbled a quick letter to George, using Ivy’s address and putting it in the envelope for Ivy to post in London. Then, in her letter to Ivy, she wrote: ‘Hope you don’t mind but I don’t want old George to know I’ve left the old place.’


That weekend Kasie arrived looking very jubilant. He had brought Lily some presents – a navy-blue sailor’s jersey, and a gold anchor on a chain. This jewellery he placed around her neck with great care and whispered, ‘Now you are anchored to me forever, my love. Say you’ll never leave me!’ He held her very tight.


‘Whoa!’ gasped Lily. ‘All right, I’ll never leave you.’ As she spoke she felt as if poor old George’s letters were burning a hole in the pocket of her mack.


Rain was pouring down now and they walked through the park swinging their clasped hands. Kasie began to sing in that sad sweet voice that Lily loved so much: ‘The leaves of brown came tumbling down that September in the rain, With every word of love I hear you whisper and the rain seemed to play a sweet refrain.’ Lily joined in at the end as her spirits seemed to soar, but then Kasie’s mood seemed to change abruptly.


He stopped singing and turned to look at her. ‘Lily, my love,’ he said, ‘you are very beautiful but I have to say that you cannot sing.’


Lily was wounded by his words. Losing her temper she struck out at him, trying to hit him with her fists, but Kasie caught her wrists and laughed.


‘Why do you do that to me?’ she cried, boiling up in her temper.


‘I’m sorry, darling,’ he cuddled and soothed her. ‘But you do have a very flat, tuneless voice, Lily, and no one can argue about that.’


Lily calmed down. She knew that what he said was true but no one had ever had the nerve to say that to her before. She loved Kasie all the more for being so frank, and that Saturday night was as blissful as the others.


‘Oh gawd,’ said Lily the next morning. ‘If I go on like this, you’ll be giving me a baby.’


‘I’ll try not to, Lily,’ he said. ‘We both have enough to live with at the moment. I leave Devonport next week and come back to base. By then I will have further promotion – I will be the equivalent of your English Petty Officer.’


‘No kidding?’ said Lily, very impressed.


‘So if I am stationed here we’ll get a flat and I will live out. How do you like that idea?’


She did not reply. Summer had gone and there was still George to consider. Perhaps, she thought to herself, it would be better to go home now.


‘What are you thinking about?’ he asked.


‘Nuffink,’ said Lily, shaking her head. ‘Will we be able to do that?’


‘Do what? Live together? Who says we cannot?’


‘I dunno,’ replied Lily. But she knew that their relationship could not be permanent and she was afraid of getting further involved in it.


The following weekend when Kasie arrived he said: ‘I’ve got a big surprise for you, Lily. I’ve found us a flat. I’m back in the mine sweepers, so I will be able to live out and get an additional allowance for doing so and now you can give up your job and take care of me.’


This news filled Lily with dismay. The trap had sprung so now she could not escape. But she still remained silent about it.


The flat Kasie had found had belonged to another Dutchman who was married to an English girl, so Kasie informed Lily. It was five miles out of town in a very nice suburban district, and was large and comfortably furnished. Lily loved it from the moment she saw it. There were big windows with velvet curtains and very highly polished old furniture. There was a big Victorian sofa and comfortable deep armchairs.


‘Crikey!’ she said. ‘Ain’t it posh.’


‘Well, it’s ours for three months,’ said Kasie. ‘I shall be spending two days at sea and one ashore from now on. How’s that? I shall make you into a real hausfrau, so that when I take you home I will be really proud of you.’


‘What’s that?’ she asked.


‘It means a good housekeeper, that’s all. English women are not so house proud as our women.’
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