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Chapter One


Leaving the Forces for Civvy Street after the war, especially once the exhilaration of victory had dampened, was something of a let-down for the British troops. The euphoria of returning home to loved ones faded with the reality of a bombed-out country and with the sight of familiar streets where they once played, filled with rubble and debris. Having fought in a bloody battle against a fierce enemy and struggled to stay alive, the soldiers found their joy and longing to be in their own country tempered by the reality of the devastation back home. Tom Smith was no exception. For him, like millions of others, demobilisation had brought with it the hard truth. Britain may have won the war but she had suffered massive losses and destruction. Why? was the question that ran through Tom Smith’s confused mind as he made his journey home to London’s East End from the demob centre at Northampton. Over and over the same thought, the same question: Why had millions of innocent people been killed because of a handful of evil-minded, if not insane, heartless bastards? Had it been so impossible to have one bullet fired into Hitler’s head at the onset of war? Especially since half the world knew that some of the men in power at the time were evil-minded if not mentally deranged.


‘What’s the point?’ murmured the stranger sitting opposite Tom in the train carriage and gazing out of the window in a world of his own. ‘Nah, no point. Forget it. Not worth it.’


Tom recognised his companion as every bit the soldier demobbed. He felt sure that this man would also be asking himself the same pointless questions.


‘Not that easy though, is it, mate?’ said Tom. ‘Will we ever forget it? I don’t think so.’


‘Easy? Huh. Easy Street, blown to pieces.’ A sardonic chuckle escaped the man opposite. ‘It’ll never be the same. No point.’


Tom pulled out a packet of ten Woodbines and offered him one. ‘Give it a decade,’ he advised.


Taking the cigarette, his eyes still fixed on the passing scenery, the man thanked Tom and put it behind his ear. ‘May to December, bastards. Kept us out of the way ’cos of the food shortage. You get sent to the other side of the soddin’ world to fight their battles and then they make you wait months before they send you ’ome.’


‘Where was that then?’ said Tom with a yawn, not really understanding what he was talking about. He guessed that the stranger’s demob had been delayed. 


 ‘In hell. What difference does it make anyway? What’s the point of it all?’ The stranger held his gaze out of the window and so far hadn’t even glanced at his travelling companion.


‘You’re right there, mate,’ said Tom. Yawning again, he shifted in his seat, stretched a leg out into the aisle, folded his arms, rested his head back. Glancing along the aisle he saw two women pouring tea from their flasks and wondered if his wife Jessie had changed her pretty blonde looks. The women he’d seen so far on his journey home all seemed to have put glamour to one side. They were wearing turbans, dungarees or slacks, and stout crêpe-soled shoes on their feet. They seemed to walk differently too. Gone was the easy stroll and the teasing arse. It was all no-nonsense and hard work now. The mumbling of the man opposite broke into his thoughts.


‘May to December …’ he said again, shaking his head, despairingly. ‘I’d ’ave bin all right if they’d let me go sooner.’


Why the man had had to wait this long to be demobbed was of no interest. Tom knew why they had kept him back – in the punishment block. He’d got away with desertion by the skin of his teeth. But as far as Tom was concerned it was much better than having to come home and face a long prison sentence. The word desertion made him smile. To his mind a few months AWOL didn’t compare to the years of fighting for his country. The man’s voice drifted across his head.


‘Your demob suit fit yer, does it? ’cos mine don’t. Only seven to choose from by the time I got to the stores. Tight round the arse and short on the ankles. All the caps ’ad gone. I ’ad to settle for this thing. A porkpie that sits on me ears. There you go. Don’t matter now anyway?’


Opening an eye and giving him the once-over, Tom had to stifle his laughter. All that he’d said about his new civvy rig-out was true and, to top it all, the woollen courtesy gloves were too big and his raincoat, with its brand new creases, was big enough for two men his size.


‘I know what you mean … the socks are itchy as well,’ said Tom.


‘Don’t make no difference. I’ve got athlete’s foot anyway. They let me keep some of me gear as a reminder: hairbrush, shaving-brush, shoebrush, toothbrush, and me razor.’


Closing his eyes again, feigning another yawn, Tom murmured, ‘Soon be ’ome.’


‘Wherever that is. I’ll go to my sister’s in Canning Town. Marjorie’s place never got hit.’


‘Yours did, I take it,’ said Tom, keeping his eyes shut.


‘No idea. I could go to the Borough though, see what they’ve got.’


‘You must ’ave lived somewhere before they called you up.’


‘Oh yeah. Course. Big mansion in the country. Well, not a mansion exactly. Still … there you go.’


His curiosity piqued, Tom had to know more. At the risk of having his ears bent, he opened his eyes, lit a cigarette and studied the man’s side profile. He was still looking out of the window. ‘So why can’t you go back there, then?’


‘Wouldn’t want to.’


‘Oh right. Someone else got ’is feet under the table?’


The stranger didn’t seem to have understood. ‘It’s bound to be different now. Well it would, wouldn’t it. Different staff and so on.’


‘Staff, eh? You must’ve ’ad a few bob.’ Tom started to suspect this man had a screw loose somewhere. Staff? Come off it.


‘Oh yes. Bank balance was always healthy. I used to drive a Bentley, on my chauffeur’s day off.’ The man’s voice had gone from cockney to upper class within minutes and both accents were convincing. Tom was intrigued, not to say amused.


‘I thought it great fun to drive one of Mother’s cars,’ the stranger continued. ‘You can imagine the ladies, at least, those not used to that kind of lifestyle. You know a day never passed without a roll in the hay. I shall miss some of it, obviously.’


‘What about your sister? Did she used to visit you there? For lunch and that?’


‘Sister?’


 ‘Marjorie.’


‘She’s wasn’t my sister. She was a servant. Took care of the laundry room, that sort of thing.’


‘Oh right,’ said Tom, wondering which of the two of them was most confused. ‘So Marjorie, the servant, she now lives in a flat in Canning Town and you’ll stay with her.’


‘I might. Dunno. We’ll ’ave to see. No point making plans. She’s a filthy cow, that’s the trouble. No idea about personal hygiene.’


Convinced that his travelling companion had lost the thread, Tom was reminded of his older brother, Johnnie. Johnnie the entrepreneur, who had received a bullet through his head at Dunkirk. Had the wound not been fatal he would, without doubt, have been in a far worse condition than this man. Sadness swept over him as he remembered earlier days playing football in the street with both his brothers. Allowing his memories to flood freely, something he had resisted throughout his time away from home, he found himself smiling at happier memories and good times. He closed his eyes and drifted off into a light comfortable doze while his travelling companion continued to gaze out of the window.


It was the sound of the train pulling to a halt that brought Tom from his sleep. He’d dreamt that he was on the beaches of Dunkirk, wounded and dragging himself along the sand to where he thought his brother Johnnie lay dying, only to find his lovely wife Jessie covered in blood. The sweat on his brow felt icy cold.


‘You’re in for a shock, son.’ The stranger was talking again and calling him son when he was no more than a few years his senior. ‘I didn’t wanna wake you. It’s not a pretty sight, half the streets ’ave bin flattened.’ Now the man was talking as if he were three times his age.


Letting that drift above his head, Tom closed his eyes and tried to bring Johnnie’s face back to mind, his smiling face – before the war – when the two of them went almost everywhere together.


‘Don’t you worry about me, you’ve got enough on your plate. I might go with the Sally Army. They wait for us you know, at the station.’ The man splayed his hands and stared at his oversized gloves. ‘I swear these are not my hands.’


Collecting himself, Tom nodded, saying that there would be bound to be kiosks set up ready to give them both some soup and bread. All he wanted right then was to get home as quickly as possible to see his Jessie and their two children, Billy and Emma-Rose. His daughter who hadn’t even seen her dad. Tom had seen photographs of her which Jessie had sent out to him and, as far as he was concerned, she was the spitting image of her mother whereas Billy, who was almost six years old, looked like himself. Which, to his mind, was how it should be.


The piercing shrill of the whistle from the guard and the opening and slamming of the heavy carriage doors sent an icy chill through Tom for no particular reason. ‘Right, good luck then, mate,’ he said to his companion, lifting his gear from the luggage rack. ‘I think we’re both gonna need a bit of that some’ow.’


The stranger didn’t move, but just sat in the same position, staring out of the window. Annoyed with himself that he couldn’t simply walk away and leave him to it, Tom sighed, irritated. ‘Come on then, move yourself. I ain’t got all day. I’ve got a family to get back to.’


‘Don’t you bother about me. You’d best go.’


‘I am going, and so are you.’ Irritated by the crowd of jostling civvies, pushing and shoving as they made their way down the aisle, Tom pushed his face closer to the man’s. ‘Move your bloody self, get up.’


‘Ah, don’t be like that, son. Your dad’s getting on, you know …’


Clenching his teeth, Tom tried to be patient. ‘Come on … we’re ’ome now, you silly sod. The war’s over and we’ve come back ’ome.’ Since the man was obviously suffering from severe trauma, he felt it best to go along with his fantasies. He’d seen worse than this, much worse. The Government was sending home thousands of poor bastards with wrecked brains. He thanked his lucky stars he wasn’t one of them. Taking the man’s small kitbag from the rack, he hooked it over his free shoulder. ‘Come on. We’ll get ourselves a cup of tea.’


The stranger looked up at Tom as if he was seeing him for the first time. ‘Is this it, old chap? Is this the prison camp? I’ve been asleep, haven’t I?’


‘What’s your name?’ Tom’s voice was now filled with compassion. ‘Mine’s Tom. What’s yours?’


‘Love a duck if I know.’ The approaching sound of a steam-train and its loud whistle caused the stranger to freeze. His eyes wide and glaring he grabbed at Tom’s arm.


‘It’s all right. It’s only a train coming into the station,’ Tom said with a smile ‘We’re in London, at the station.’ Giving him a wink, he did his best to reassure him.


‘So we are,’ said the stranger, a smile spreading across his face. Cocking one ear, he listened intently. ‘On the next track I should think.’


‘Sounds like it. I’m getting off now, you can stop there if you want, it’s up to you.’


‘My kitbag. Where’s my kitbag?’ said the stranger.


‘I’ve got it here. Come on, let’s get off.’


Hoping the sight of himself walking along the aisle might spur him on, Tom didn’t look back. And then an awesome, spine-chilling scream filled the carriage. Spinning round, he saw the open doorway and the look of horror on the faces of the other passengers. The poor bastard – whose kitbag was still on Tom’s shoulder – had jumped in front of the arriving train.


Sickened by the horror of it, he turned and wove his way rapidly through the packed aisle of shocked travellers. Stepping down off the train, he felt very peculiar, as if his body wasn’t capable of holding up. Had he not dropped down on to one of the benches on the platform, his legs might well have buckled under him. It seemed laughable that one man’s death should almost bring him down, after all that he had seen during the past few years. The word horror did not cover what he had witnessed – seeing men being blown to bits. Luck had been on his side so many times that he wondered if, now that he was back in the land of sanity, it might run out. Afraid that he was about to suffer some kind of breakdown, he did his best to get a grip and waited for the sickly, ice-cold sensation sweeping through him to pass.


Tom gazed at the floor with beads of sweat breaking on his brow. Blocking out the noise of people greeting their loved ones he tried to visualise his Jessie whom he was longing to have by his side again. Rubbing his eyes hard, he felt a hand on his shoulder. It was a Salvation Army officer and the gentle smile and voice were exactly what Tom needed right then. The man’s thin face was lined and at some time he’d suffered a broken nose but still he looked as if life was worth living. He was asking Tom if he’d like a blanket. Tom narrowed his eyes. ‘What for? I’m not the one who wanted to end it all. It was my travelling companion who jumped.’


Eyeing him cautiously, the man placed a thick grey cover around Tom’s shoulders and then sat next to him and waited.


‘I don’t know why I didn’t think it would be this busy. People everywhere,’ Tom finally murmured.


‘Have you a home to go to, soldier?’


‘The name’s Tom. And yeah. I do ’ave somewhere to go. Why?’


Smiling at him, the man shook his head. ‘You’d be surprised how many don’t have homes any more.’


 ‘Surprised? Don’t bet on it,’ said Tom, remembering the look of misery on the faces of some returning soldiers. ‘Tell me … what makes someone jump in front of a train? He was gonna die anyway, one day. Why bring it forward?’ He shook his head. ‘The poor bastard ’ad everything to live for. The nightmare’s behind us now. We’ve won ourselves a future.’


The man laid a firm hand on Tom’s shoulder. ‘Come on, let’s get you away from this. It’s quieter outside and the sun’s come out.’


‘Sun? It’s cold enough to freeze a brass monkey’s—’


‘So,’ said the Salvation Army officer, ‘you’d appreciate some hot soup or a mug of steaming tea?’


 ‘That’s all right, mate, give it to the other poor sods over there, cheers for the thought. I’m all right, I’ll just stop ’ere for a minute then I’ll be on my way. They’re expecting me.’ He gazed out, remembering. ‘My wife Jessie, my little boy Billy, my baby girl Emma-Rose, My Mum and Dad, and with a bit of luck, my brother, Stanley – last heard of missing in France.’


‘That’s good. They’ll have the flag out for you then.’ The man sucked on his lip and looked Tom in the eye. ‘Mind if I give you a little advice?’


‘Give me what you like, mate, I’m easy. Anyway, I reckon you know more than I do right now, the way I’m feeling.’


‘And what are you feeling?’


‘Like a stranger, in my own neck of the woods. Am I going soft or what?’


‘Look. Don’t expect too much of yourself. Give it time.’ There was a pause while Tom tried to take in what he was saying. ‘It’s not been a bowl of cherries for wives and mothers.’


‘What exactly you getting at?’


Treading carefully, the Salvation Army officer explained that the women had undergone dreadful and endless routines of war: long working hours, broken nights in damp air-raid shelters, food rationing, endless restrictions and interminable queuing. ‘The problem is that thousands of soldiers thought it best to paint a false picture of what they were really going through so sent letters home which painted a picture of adventure and excitement.’


‘So the women thought, sod it … if that’s the case I’ll have a good time. Is that what you’re saying? That some of us might not find our women at home waiting?’


‘No. I’m just trying to prepare you for the mood your wife might be in, that’s all. Just try and see it from her side if she does start to accuse you of having enjoyed yourself abroad. You’ve got a tan … that’ll rankle for a start,’ he said, light-heartedly.


‘Good. Keep ’em a little bit jealous, that’s what I say. Right, I’m off.’ Hitching his and the dead man’s kitbags on to his shoulders, Tom stood up and strode out of the busy station, leaving the man of religion to stare after him. Tom raised a hand but didn’t look back. Once outside, he pulled his collar up to keep the chilly air from his neck and walked past the Salvation Army band as they played ‘Abide With Me’. He walked quickly, preferring that to catching a bus. Red buses, gliding by, symbolised London to him, a heart-warming sight, and he preferred to be outside looking on than inside looking out. He pushed the suicide episode from his mind but kept a firm grip on the man’s kitbag. Once at home he would hide it away until he was ready and strong enough to look through for evidence of a living relative. Depending on what he found, he would either dispose of it or deliver it to the dead man’s family. For some reason, he had a feeling that there was no one and hoped he was wrong. He couldn’t imagine what it must be like not having someone crying over you once you’d popped your clogs. No, thought Tom, I wouldn’t like that myself. I want all of them – family, friends, neighbours – crying their eyes out at my funeral. After they’d sung a couple of heart-rending hymns. Sod death, I want to live, he thought to himself.


Striding out towards home, he brought his Jessie’s face to mind and the memory of her sweet smell. He had missed out on so much but there were better times to look forward to. He would treasure every single day from now on. He thought about his mum and his dad who had taken his small family in for safe keeping. No doubt there would be a fire burning in the grate when he got home and maybe a cake in the oven. He thought about his two-up two-down and wondered how long it would take him to fix it up, make it as good as it was when he left. He was a good painter and decorator and once he’d chased the Borough to do the building work on his bomb-damaged house, he would get stuck in. After that he would find himself steady work. From what he’d seen of the devastation all around him, finding regular employment would be easy. His plan long-term was to work for himself and maybe start up his own little business. Glancing at the sign above a shop which read ‘Smith & Son’ Tom smiled and murmured, ‘Smith Brothers and Company’. He was thinking of himself and Stanley, his younger brother, the clever one who had nestled himself away under a French feather eiderdown while others were firing bullets at innocent conscripts or being butchered themselves.


If Tom hadn’t been so preoccupied he might have picked up on the unrest that was in the air. Food shortages and flattened houses were the major problems. There would be thousands of demobbed soldiers who couldn’t find the work they had before the war. Able-bodied men wouldn’t be able to get used to the idea that there were no jobs. Hundreds of factories, office blocks, buildings of all sorts had been flattened during the Blitz. Worse still, some men discovered on their homecoming that their children called the coalman, milkman or baker, ‘Uncle’. Extra coal or milk or bread had meant a great deal to thousands of mothers. Consequences at the time were not uppermost in their minds. Fortunately for Tom, Jessie Smith had been strong throughout the nightmare ordeal and had managed to see her way through without help other than from family and a handful of friends.




Chapter Two


While Tom was nearing Grant Street, Jessie was in the kitchen decorating the iced cake she had made in honour of his return. Of course she was looking forward very much to seeing him and having his strong arms around her but there was little that could take away the worry in the pit of her stomach. In the few letters which had managed to get through to Tom during his time posted abroad, she had lied. She had lied over one of the most important things in the world – a baby daughter Tom had not yet set eyes on. Jessie had suffered so much during the war and trying to save him from the same heartache might now have traumatic consequences. Jessie was so deep in thought as to how she would find the right words to explain why Emma-Rose had been placed in a home, that she didn’t hear Billy creep into the kitchen.


‘Gran said put the kettle on Polly.’ Giggling at his and Emmie’s shared joke, Billy’s gappy grin brought Jessie out of her sombre mood. After all, Tom’s mum and dad were making an all out effort to decorate their front room as well as the outside of the house with streamers and Union Jack for the homecoming celebration. Even the neighbours had put out the flags to welcome Tom back.


‘Have you put that tooth under your pillow yet, Billy-boy?’ Jessie asked, giving her boy a hug.


‘Nope. Granddad said I should leave it on the mantelpiece under his magic hanky and one tooth might turn into two and I’ll get two threepenny bits instead of one.’


‘You’ll be a lucky soldier,’ said Jessie, smiling.


‘I am lucky. Granddad said I’m a lucky little bleeder!’


‘Billy! How many times ’ave I told you! Don’t parrot Granddad!’ Jessie stormed into the front room where Charlie was taking a five minute kip in his old armchair. She was stopped in her tracks by Emmie.


‘Don’t wake ’im up, for Christ’s sake. He’s been driving me mad – up and down, up and down, back and forth, back and forth. The mat’ll be worn out time he’s finished. And he’s smudged the bloody window keeping on rubbing it when he thinks he can see Tom coming.’


Looking from Charlie to Emmie, who was standing on a chair, pressing a drawing pin through a paper chain and into the picture rail, Jessie said, ‘You’re gonna have to have a word with him, Em. Teaching Billy to swear. You should ’ave heard what he just said.’


‘I did hear. The kitchen’s not that far away.’ Emmie hid her smile. ‘Have you decided yet? What you’re gonna tell Tom as to why Emma’s been—’


‘Emma-Rose,’ corrected Jessie.


‘If you say so. Look Jess, I know how difficult this is gonna be, love. But you know that me and Charlie are behind you all the way. Tom’ll soon come round, especially when we tell ’im that we can go and get her back.’


Looking away, Jessie took a deep breath. ‘It’s not as if it’s a horrible place there and she does like it. As soon as our house is ready to move into we can fetch her home. The Welfare woman said that, you know she did.’


‘Don’t mention that woman to me. Overcrowded? Cheeky cow,’ Emmie said, heaving her frame down from the small ladder. ‘Me and Charlie’ll go up the pub while you explain everything. Best to tell the truth.’


‘Is it though? He’s gonna feel really bad once he learns that he was mostly to blame. After all, if he hadn’t gone AWOL during the war I wouldn’t ’ave had my army pension stopped and the landlord wouldn’t have thrown me out of that little house in Whitehead Street.’


Emmie didn’t like the sound of it. She tried to persuade Jessie to leave that bit out and simply tell Tom there was such a shortage of housing that she had to move in with her and Charlie … even though they’d already taken in young Molly McGregor and her two small children. But in her heart Emmie knew that it wouldn’t be that simple. No matter which way it was explained to Tom, he would be very upset that his own mother had put strangers before his little girl. ‘Not quite the homecoming he’s expecting, but there we are. He’s not the only one, many a poor devil’s come back to worse.’


Glancing at the framed photograph of Billy and Emma-Rose, Jessie felt herself go cold. Of course they should all be together but there had been a world war and families had been parted – thousands for eternity. The worst of all things, in so far as Jessie could tell, were those men who had gone to war strong and healthy and returned mutilated. Some with artificial limbs, others with painful body wounds and scars and many who had had their spirits broken as well as their sanity.


Going back into the kitchen, Jessie felt the tears welling at the back of her eyes. But with her five-year-old son looking forlornly up at her she summoned all her will-power to be strong until bedtime, when she would let the tears flow on Tom’s broad shoulders. Yes, Jessie could put a brave face on it, she was well practised. After all, it was her adorable three-and-half-year-old daughter who had been taken into care six months before the war ended.


The home in Essex, where Emma-Rose was at present, had once been a residential school for hundreds of poor children from the East End of London at the turn of the century. In those early days, the boys learned a trade before they left so that they would not have to follow their parents into the workhouse and the girls were given training in all domestic skills. Hundreds of children were saved from having to beg for a living, prostitution, or a life of crime. By the time war was declared in 1939, the residential school was no longer home to paupers and foundlings due to the end of the Poor Law system in 1929. During the Second World War this haven was sometimes used as a retreat for wounded servicemen and those children, like Emma-Rose, whose homes had been bombed. A Welfare Officer had persuaded Jessie that to place Emma-Rose in care at Ongar was the best she could do for her little girl. And so it was. Convincing Tom of this, however, was not going to be easy.


Giving Charlie a gentle nudge, Emmie spoke quietly to him. ‘Come on lazybones, wake up. Charlie, rise and shine!’


Opening his eyes wide, Charlie stared at her, puzzled. ‘Whassat? What’s ’appening? Eh?’


‘Go and have a quick sluice to wake you up, Tom could arrive any minute.’ She couldn’t help smiling at his faraway expression. ‘We’ve won the pools,’ she joked, knowing full well that that would liven him up.


‘Have we? Blimey. How much?’


‘Five bob. Now move yerself.’ It was worth a dollar of anyone’s money to see his expression change. This was the smile she wanted Tom to see when he walked in the door. For all Charlie’s faults – secret drinking being one of them – he did have a big contagious smile that could lighten any heart. ‘Put on a clean shirt as well, we don’t want our son to think we’ve let ourselves go to the dogs, do we?’


Rubbing his chin, Charlie agreed with her. ‘I’ll ’ave another quick shave an’ all. Where’s Billy?’


‘In the kitchen with Jessie. Helping ’er decorate Tom’s cake.’


‘Yeah, I’m sure. Pinching the icing while she’s not looking more like. Poor little bugger.’


Emmie shot him a look. ‘What’s that s’posed to mean?’


‘This morning he asked if little Emma didn’t live with us no more. While he was sitting on the lavatory. He knew I was ’aving a shave and called out through the door. Can’t look us in the face when he asks. You never know what’s goin’ through a kid’s mind. I said she’d be back soon. That’s right, innit?’


‘Course it is, Charlie. How soon though, depends on how quick our Tom can get their place back to what it was. A bit more of the roof caved in yesterday.’


‘You never said.’


‘No, I didn’t wanna worry Jessie over it.’ She gripped his arm and helped him up out of the armchair. ‘And don’t forget, once we’ve welcomed him home, we’re to slip next door to Sarah Damps for a cup of tea, while Jessie explains to Tom.’


‘Too right. I don’t wanna be in the same room, it’s gonna break ’is ’eart.’


‘Don’t be so bloody soft, course it’s not. Many a child was evacuated.’


‘Yeah, and most are back ’ome by now. I’m telling you Em—’


The sudden rat-a-tat-tat on the door knocker stopped him short. ‘Oh gawd. I’ve not ’ad time to change or that!’ Emmie wasn’t listening. She was out of the living room in a flash and at the street door. Her son was home. In the flesh: her son Tom.


‘Hello, Mum,’ Tom said, giving her a wink. ‘How’s tricks?’


With all her expectations of a mother hugging her son fast disappearing, she held her hand to her mouth, speechless, hardly recognising him. Tom’s face, although tanned, was drawn and his eyes were dead. The twinkle had gone and so had his cheeky grin. He was smiling but it was forced or her name wasn’t Emmie Smith. Her eyes filling with tears, she was too emotional to speak. Shaking her head in despair was not the way she had planned it but Tom had aged in the few years since she last saw him and his once thick hair was much thinner. ‘You gonna let me in then, Mum, or what?’


Before Emmie could bring herself round, Jessie was there, pushing past, anxious to get to her husband and when she did they simply looked into each other’s eyes; there was no need for words. The love they had for each other flooded from one to the other. Holding out his arms, the tears rolling down his face, Tom tried to speak but nothing came out other than a heart-rending sob. Slipping into his arms, Jessie seized him, suddenly aware of how much she had missed him. The next one to appear in the passage was Billy, looking from his parents to his gran; he narrowed his eyes, his face full of question as he whispered, ‘Gran … who’s that man?’


Forcing herself to speak, Emmie murmured, ‘It’s your daddy come home.’


It hadn’t been a secret kept from Billy and he had been well aware as to why he was decorating the cake and his grandparents were dressing the front room with paperchain and flags but this man holding his mother wasn’t what he expected. He didn’t look right and he didn’t smell right.


‘It’s not him.’ He spoke with urgency as if a terrible mistake was being made. With his back to Tom he splayed his arms and hunched his shoulders, a habit he’d picked up from Charlie. ‘He’s not a soldier. He ain’t got a gun! ’


Emmie put a finger to her lips and gave him a scolding look. Determined not to cry, even though he was disappointed and confused, he began to back away along the passage to fetch his granddad, but Emmie grabbed him by the shirt collar and hauled him back. Struggling, he pushed Emmie aside which did not go unnoticed by Tom who smiled at him, saying, ‘Well Billy? Ain’t you gonna give your dad a hug then?’


Freezing on the spot, his eyes wide, Billy pursed his lips and pushed himself hard against the passage wall. ‘Next door. Their dad’s not back yet. Knock next door.’


Tom’s roar of laughter startled him more so. ‘I’m your dad, Billy.’


‘No … my dad’s been to war! You’ve knocked on the wrong house!’ Now he was crying, ‘Tell him, Gran – tell him!’


‘Don’t be so daft, Billy,’ said Jessie, half-smiling, ‘this is your Daddy.’


Stepping closer to Billy, Tom said, ‘Has granddad taken you fishing yet, eh? I bet he has. And dog racing if I know ’im.’


‘We never go fishing!’ Billy shook his head rapidly. ‘And we ’aven’t got no dog!’


Kneeling in front of him, Tom gently ruffled his hair. ‘Well, we can soon change that, can’t we? Fishing I mean. You, me and granddad’ll go down the cut and catch a few roach.’


‘Bloody hell!’ Charlie stood at the end of the passage scratching his head and grinning. ‘What’d they feed you on – lettuce leaves?’ Pushing his way through, he wrapped his arms round Tom and hugged him tight. ‘Welcome home Tom,’ he said. ‘Welcome home son.’


‘It’s good to see you, Dad. Really great.’


‘Go on then,’ murmured Emmie at last, finding her voice. ‘Inside the lot of you, before one of the neighbours knocks. Someone ’ll ’ave seen ’im coming along the road, you can bet your life on it.’ With that Emmie shut the street door and ushered them all into the front room.


Still convinced that this man was in the wrong house, Billy stayed back as Tom opened his kitbag and pulled out a present for his son. A brightly coloured hand-painted flute from Africa.


‘Cor, ain’t you a lucky boy, eh!’ But Charlie took the flute from Tom and put it to his lips. As a boy, he had entertained many with his tunes from his own penny whistle.


Emmie, who had rummaged in a drawer and found a photograph of Tom which would convince Billy of who he was, imagined that she would have to coax him to look at it. But she was wrong. Billy grabbed it from her and peered at it. Three or four times he looked from the picture to Tom before he slumped down on to an armchair and went quiet. Deciding that he was best left to himself, Tom winked at Jessie. ‘Where is she then? Where’s my little girl?’


Emmie, awkward and afraid of how Tom would react began to mumble about her and Charlie having to pop next door. But Jessie was having none of it. From somewhere deep inside she had found not only courage but a feeling of justness. She had done what was right for her daughter and any nagging doubts which had kept her awake the previous night had gone. ‘No, you’re not going next door Emmie, you’re stopping right here, and you Charlie. No slipping out the back door.’ Stretching herself to her full height, shoulders back, she pushed her dark blonde hair off her forehead and looked Tom in the eye. ‘She’s not here Tom. But she will be back home soon. Once you’ve settled in we’ll visit ’er.’


‘What d’yer mean, visit?’ The smile had gone and that pinched expression was back. ‘Where is she … what’s happened to her …?’


‘She’s all right and she’s as healthy as you like.’ Jessie continued to look him in the eye, defying him to start ruling the roost over something he knew nothing about. ‘She’s been staying in a country mansion in Essex with other children and being looked after as well as she would be if she was here with us.’ She reeled the words off as if she had rehearsed them, which was not the case. She was simply not going to let what should be a great day for all of them to go wrong. Calling Ongar Residential School a mansion might have been an exaggeration but as far as she was concerned, the lovely environment with its cottages and village feel was a palace by comparison to being cramped up in an overcrowded terraced house with bombed houses for a view and with rats in the backyard.


Tom looked to Emmie for an explanation. ‘It was for the best, Tom. Jessie was homeless but when it ’appened Molly McGregor and her little ones had moved in with us. You remember the McGregors, they was always …’


‘So there was no room for my family? Is that what you’re saying?’


‘Steady on son,’ said Charlie. ‘Me and your mother did what was right. If you’d ’ave bin ’ere you’d ’ave gone along with it. Our Emma’s all right where she is. She loves it there and they don’t mind when we visit. Don’t begrudge the poor kid just ’cos you feel bad about it, none of us ’ave bin selfish so don’t you start now. I’ve bin sleeping on the couch son, which ain’t done my back much good I can tell you.’


Tom stared down at the floor. ‘Why was you ’omeless Jessie? How comes the Borough didn’t give you a place of your own when ours was hit?’


‘They just didn’t that’s all.’


 ‘That’s not an answer.’


‘Well it’ll ’ave to do. I don’t wanna dig all of that up now. The war’s over, you’re home and soon we’ll all be together again, in our little house.’ Jessie prompted Charlie to open the bottle of sherry they had saved for the occasion. ‘As soon as you feel like it, we’ll catch a train to Ongar to see Emma-Rose. We’ve told ’er you’re coming home and she can’t wait to see you.’


Gutted, Tom pushed his hands through his hair. Fatigue had finally caught up with him. ‘Fair enough. If that’s the way it is then that’s the way it is.’


‘Did you bring a present back for Emma as well?’ said Billy, finding his voice.


‘Emma?’


‘Yeah. She don’t need two names.’


Laughing at his son’s bluntness, he ruffled his hair. ‘Well as long as your other gran don’t mind I s’pose it’s all right.’


‘Granny Rose never comes to see us now. Mum ’ad a row with ’er.’


‘Is that right? Well, there’re no flies on you son are there? I ’ope you’re as bright with your school work, with sums and words.’ Pulling a face, Billy left the room, using the lavatory as an excuse. The fact was that he didn’t like school and he certainly didn’t like having to learn his tables and alphabet. Billy was much happier messing around with paints and plasticine, when he wasn’t outside kicking a football about.


‘He seems to ’ave accepted it then. That I’m not the big strapping soldier he was expecting,’ said Tom, rubbing his eyes.


‘You look all in son.’ Patting him on the hand Emmie suggested he have a short nap while she laid the table for his welcome-home tea. Ideally, she would have loved to have him to herself, there were so many questions she wanted to ask and so much she had to tell him.


‘Yeah, I will ’ave a doze, in a minute. You and Jessie go and sort things out in the kitchen so I can ’ave five minutes with Dad.’ He wanted to ask about his brother Stanley, but not in front of his mother. He knew she must be breaking her heart over him.


‘That’s more like it,’ said Charlie, his spirits raised. ‘Go on the pair of you. Me and my son should ’ave a bit of time together.’


Satisfied that things hadn’t gone too badly, Emmie gave Jessie the nod and they both left the room, closing the door behind them. ‘One question Dad and then you can ask me what you like. I know you, you must be dying to know what it was like out there.’


‘Yes and no, son. Yes and no. And before you ask, no, we’ve ’ad no word as yet.’ He looked Tom in the eye and smiled. ‘I’m telling you Tom, as sure as I sit here, our Stanley’s all right. I feel it in my bones. Trying to get it across to your mother though … won’t talk about it other than to ask every bloody morning if there’s anything in the post.’


‘As it ’appens, Dad, I think you’re right. When Johnnie was killed I felt it inside, before I was told. I’ve not had the same feeling about Stanley, the opposite in fact. I swear the lucky bastard’s holed up in France with a gorgeous tart. They were all over ’im before he got into uniform so …’


‘I know. Too good looking for ’is own good, which can be worse than being ugly. Anyway enough of that, how was it out there?’


‘Oh, not now Dad, please.’


 ‘You said you’d tell me!’


‘I know, but …’ he flapped his hand, ‘… I’d rather you told me what’s going on here. How long are the neighbours gonna be boarding?’


‘A couple more weeks, if that. Their place’s nearly ready for ’em to move back into. Give it a fortnight and we’ll fetch Emma-Rose ’ome.’


Tom shook his head slowly. ‘What’s it all been about, eh? I’ve lost the best years of married life, my own son don’t recognise me and they’ve taken my baby girl away. My little daughter who I’ve never set eyes on. And our house won’t be ready for a while by the sound of it. Not to mention our Johnnie. I’m gonna miss ’im more than ever now I’m back in my own surroundings.’


‘Freedom. That’s what it’s all been for, we’re still a free country thanks to blokes like you Tom. The worst is over and you’ll be on your feet soon and back out there as if the war ’ad never ’appened.’


‘You reckon? Settling down after a different way of living won’t be easy. I’ll miss the camaraderie. Where are they all now? Where are the blokes I fought alongside? Spread out across the country and no doubt as shell-shocked as I am at what we’ve come back to.’


‘You’ll be all right once you meet up with your old mates again.’


‘Yeah, but how many survived? And don’t start saying I’ll make new friends. I don’t wanna make any more friends. Some of the best blokes I’ve known are still out there somewhere, rotting away. Any of my old mates who did come through’ll ’ave enough of their own problems to sort out.’


‘Blimey son,’ said Charlie, scratching his head, ‘you are in a black mood. I never expected this, never had you down for someone who’d feel sorry for ’imself. I’m a bit fazed over it to tell the truth, don’t know what to say to you.’


‘I can’t help it. I wish I could be like I imagined. Happy as a sandboy to be back with my family but all I want to do is to walk along a quiet lane by myself. Think it all through and pick up from where I left off, before Dunkirk.’


‘You’ll be lucky. Billy ain’t gonna let you out of ’is sight now, he’s not stopped going on about when you come ’ome. Drove me mad at times.’


‘Come on Dad. He didn’t even know me. You might ’ave shown him some pictures to remind him.’ 


Unscrewing the cap of his whisky bottle, Charlie told Tom to get two glasses out of the sideboard. ‘Course we showed him pictures you silly bugger. But you’ve lost a lot of weight and you’ve aged.’


 ‘Thanks, just what I needed to hear.’


‘Don’t mention it. Now then, get this whisky down you, and then go and have a lie down. In a couple of hours we’ll be ’aving a few visitors. A few of the neighbours are popping in, they’ve all been waiting for you Tom. Whether you like it or not you ain’t gonna be able to mope around.’ Charlie raised his glass to his son and winked. ‘Upwards and onwards, son. Here’s to the future.’


‘Cheers, Dad.’ Tom drained his glass in one gulp, and made his way to bed.


Charlie realised his optimism was shaky – he knew only too well that things were not turning out the way people had hoped they might. Tom’s chances of getting back into regular employment at all were slim. For every thirty thousand vacancies throughout Britain, a million men were applying for the work. The Government knew this was going to be the case and compensated by giving gratuities to the men on demobilisation. But so-called voluntary societies were there, like vultures, waiting to pick the bones. Confidence tricksters who managed to persuade many of them to part with their cash in fast schemes that came to nothing and the con men disappeared with their pockets lined, never to be seen again.


Others not taken in by the crooks were buying lorries from the Government who were selling them at a reasonable price, enabling the ex-servicemen to start up on their own. Needless to say, the majority of the working classes, who had no idea how to run a business, had lost or were losing their money within months. Charlie knew about the lorries on offer and felt sure that given time, his son would be a prime candidate for setting up his own painting and decorating business. But he hadn’t bargained on Tom looking so beaten and tired and more than anything he now needed encouragement. And Charlie was determined to play his part. But to do that he would need a clear head – the booze would have to go. Well some of it anyway. It was time for him to pack in the whisky.


It wasn’t easy to pour the whisky down the drain in the kitchen sink. But he did it. Not only for his son, but for all his family. Raising his eyes to see his reflection in the small mirror above the sink, he felt ashamed. It was as if he was seeing himself for the first time. He didn’t like what he saw and he didn’t like what he reminded himself of: the down and outs of the East End with their glazed red-rimmed eyes and swollen drink-sodden faces – poor bastards who had had to face what Tom was now facing, when they had returned from the First World War. Well that was not going to happen to his son. No, not his son.
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