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PROLOGUE


February 1945





Frank Shuttleworth knows this will be his only chance to kill Peter Schormann.


The guard company has been in position, along the full length of the long narrow road leading up to the camp, hours before the February light reluctantly started the day. Now, as dawn arrives thinly, the prisoners stand in lines of five, the thick rolls of barbed wire on each side hemming them in. In the floodlights the frost sparkles like sugar on the tarmac, emphasising the dark backdrop of the North Country moors.


A white haze of breath rises over the men. The coughs, the mutterings echo in the stillness as they wait.


In the sentry box, behind the fence and ten foot above them, Frank also waits, his eyes moving across each line of prisoners until finally he gives up, unable to make out their faces in the distance, and stands up straight, glaring down at those closest to him.


He watches the sergeant stroll back and forth along the road, checking that the guards are in place and ready for the command to start the roll call which will take all day. When it comes, the four thousand men move forward in compressed shuffling. On the opposite side of the road, at one of the allocated places where the prisoners are counted, one of Frank’s mates, a corporal like himself, gives him the thumbs up but Frank ignores him, concentrating only on looking for his one special enemy amongst the slow-moving mass of men.


Five yards past Frank’s post the prisoners straggle into single file, stepping through the west gate of the compound to be double-checked by a sergeant of the provost staff with his clipboard; one tick for each man. Every few minutes the procession halts to allow the crush of men inside the compound to disperse.


‘Get a fucking move on.’ Frank grits his teeth, his lips a thin line.


As though they hear him, the guards chivvy the men and they sullenly move away to lean against the gritty stone walls of the Granville, the old cotton mill, now their prison. Some, sucking on cigarettes, complain loudly about the tedious tallying, and huddle deeper into their greatcoats, others stare with blank eyes towards the distant hills in obstinate rejection of their surroundings.


Squinting into the light of the pale low sun, Frank leans over his Bren gun and moves it slowly along the lines. Even though he knows Schormann was the doctor on duty in the camp hospital he can’t rely on him to be wearing his white coat. As Lagerführer of the prisoners Schormann could just as well be in officer uniform.


The Germans still waiting in the lines portray a self-conscious indifference to the proceedings. They realise that today’s well-organised registration replaces the daily tally on each of the four floors of the converted mill that they have constantly rendered useless by their rebellious refusal to stand still. Now, marking time at each hold up, they bellow out a rendition of Heil Deutschland, swaying in synchronization, and when they inch forward, they stamp their feet, their boots thudding on the tarmac. One or two give insolent Nazi salutes as they pass each British guard, ignored by some, given vicious jabs with rifles by others.


Streets away a cluster of old men, sitting on the bench outside The Crown, chatting and smoking, idle their time until it opens. They hear the echoes of the singing and fall silent, remembering their own war.




 





The ice melts into wetness. Grey clouds roll overhead, covering the weak sunlight. Beyond the barbed wire on the opposite side of the road to the Granville, the bare branches of the tall sycamores drip water into the wide ditches dug years ago by the first prisoners of the camp. Beyond them the allotments are still deserted. Despite the cold, a hint of steam hovers over the dense crowd of men. Sporadic attempts to revive the singing fade into weariness; the Germans are tired and hungry. The acrid smell of cigarettes that has been wafting up towards Frank disappears. Few of the prisoners have any tobacco left and for the first time he senses anger from them and, despite his own discomfort, he grins.


But this new enforced tallying is an extra burden for all and there is suppressed rage on both sides as the day drags on. Any attempt to move out of allocated lines is thwarted as the guards shove them back, prodding the jaded men with their rifles when they defiantly attempt to sit down during the long delays. Harsh shouts cut across truculent grumbles. Swearing, hidden within the captives’ language, accompanies arms raised with a shaken fist or crude gestures.


Occasionally a prisoner is allowed out of line to stand by the barbed wire and, to the cheers of his mates, piss as high as he can towards the compound fence in the hope that the urine, vaporizing in the cold, will drench the guard standing by him.




 





Hours later they are still shambling forward, a resigned calmness settling over them as they wait to get back into camp. In the dwindling light of dusk Frank strains to examine each passing face.


The outlines of the old mill merge with the murky night sky, shadowy figures move behind dimly lit rows of rectangular windows on each level, resigned to lying on their bunks in the knowledge that there will be no food until the count is complete.


It begins to rain. Frank’s eyes ache. He realises he’s allowed his mind to wander. His body is tense, his right knee, now permanently stiffened, throbs. Shifting his stance, he pushes his arms down by his side, desperately wanting to raise them above his head and stretch. But he can see the bloody Staff Sergeant, eyes narrowed, watching from the ground, waiting for a chance to bollock him. Tightening and relaxing the muscles in his thighs, he clenches his buttocks together, takes his weight onto his good leg and shifts his feet, now leaden in the cold. A yawn is creeping up his chest. Glancing down again and seeing the Staff Sergeant with his back to him, he allows himself the luxury of a jaw-cracking inhalation.


Dusk is swept away in an instant by floodlights; a curtain of sparkling drizzle hangs over the men. At the same time one prisoner breaks rank and runs. Yelling angrily, the man charges along the pavement towards one of the gunners and Frank, looking down the sight, swerves the Bren gun to follow him. He hears the soldier shout a warning, then another.


‘Just shoot the bugger.’ Frank’s breath comes in short shallow gasps.


The prisoners turn to watch the progress of their comrade, a strange silence amongst them. Then, leaning forward, Frank sees Schormann. His scalp prickles. Schormann’s is the only face turned upwards, his eyes just two dark holes in his pale gleaming skin. It seems to Frank, even from this distance, that he is looking at him with loathing: the feeling is mutual. Frank bends low over the Bren, narrows his eyes in concentration and holds his breath. His finger tightens on the trigger at the same time as the soldier on the ground fires.
















Chapter 1


March 1944





The rain trickled out of the downspout and rattled onto the tin roof of the coal shed outside Jean’s house.


‘I’ll have to go. I’m dying for a pee. See you later.’ Mary gave her friend a hug and ran across the street, clutching her cape at her throat. ‘I’ll call for you at seven o’clock.’ She hurried along the alleyway at the back of the terraced houses anxious to get to the lavvy before it was too late. Behind the blank gates on either side there was the usual racket of radios, children screaming and the high-pitched exasperation of mothers.


She heard the shouting inside her own house as soon as she stopped at the gate of number twenty-seven. The catch was broken and the wooden panels grated on the stone flags as she pushed them open. Closing the gate with her backside, she jiggled around, struggling with her knickers inside the door of the little brick building before sitting on the lavatory with a sigh of relief. Partly closing the door with an outstretched foot, Mary listened to the voices. It was her Dad and Patrick arguing. Again. God, she was sick of them.


She tried not to listen. Some days she felt as though she couldn’t take any more and this was definitely one of them; it had been a difficult shift with a batch of Italian patients newly arrived at the camp. Mary listed them in her head: two men with pneumonia, six with a variety of injuries and wounds. She stopped, closing her eyes, when she came to the one that had distressed her most, a young German lad, barely nineteen, so badly burned she was sure he would die before she arrived back on duty in the morning, his cries echoed in her head.


All day: ‘Mutti, Mutti.’


In the end she’d leant over him, thanking God for the smattering of phrases she’d picked up from Sergeant Strauss. The interpreter seemed to enjoy sharing his language with her and Mary liked him. So what if he was the enemy? It meant that as she held the young soldier’s hand she’d been able to comfort him. ‘Ich bin hier, sohn, Ich bin hier.’ He’d quietened then.


Of course Doctor Müller had disapproved. She’d known he would.


‘He is a fighting man, Sister Howarth, not a baby.’


‘He’s a dying boy, Doctor Müller.’


She’d walked away before she lost her temper and even thinking about it now still made her seethe.




*





‘I think Matron wastes her breath with all her lectures on fraternization,’ she’d said to Jean on their way home. She dipped her head against the rain and shifted her gas mask to the other shoulder. Fitting end to the day, she thought, feeling the cold wetness seeping through her cape. ‘With men like Müller, I could go off the whole male species.’


Her friend laughed. ‘He’ll be gone soon.’


‘Well, I won’t be sorry. Arrogant pig! He showed his true colours when the Commandant caught him passing notes to that patient last month.’


‘I think we should separate the Nazis from the rest of the patients.’


‘And me.’ Mary grimaced. ‘What happened to him, that Nazi, by the way? One shift he was in the first bed and the next he was gone, and he wasn’t fit enough to be discharged.’


‘Dunno, sent off to Canada same as Müller will be, I suppose,’ Jean said. ‘Well away from being able to cause any trouble.’


They huddled closer and quickened their steps.


‘You’d think they’d have stopped transporting them by now,’ Mary said. ‘You don’t hear much about threats of invasion on the news any more.’


‘We’ll be the last to find out what’s happening. Bloody hell!’ Jean clamped a hand on her cap against the sudden gust of wind. ‘We’re just supposed to patch them up enough to get them back into camp.’ She leaned towards Mary. ‘My head’s dizzy sometimes with the way they ship them in and out. I swear I nearly gave the patient in bed three an enema for his appendix op. before I realised he was a different bloke.’


Despite herself, Mary giggled. ‘You didn’t?’


Jean grinned. ‘No but it made you laugh, didn’t it?’


‘Don’t, I’m dying for the lavvy.’


And by the time they’d reached the end of the Jean’s street, Mary was in such a hurry she didn’t even feel the usual twinge of irritation when she saw Jean’s mother peering at them from behind the net curtain on the landing window.




 





Now she shifted her body slightly and tilted her neck, resting her head on the lime-washed wall. God she was tired. A sudden cold draught snaked its way round the door flapping at the squares of newspaper fastened by string to a nail on the wall. She tore the first one off and narrowed her eyes to read the print in the fading light.


Road Deaths in Britain for ’43 almost total 6,000. And underneath: More Than Half Occurring During the Blackout.


‘Well, what do they expect?’ She’d had a few close calls herself, both going in on night shifts and coming home first thing in the winter mornings. It sometimes seemed the darkness was smothering her. Yet even that was better than the nights of the last two months. The constant air raids over Manchester, which ripped buildings apart and destroyed streets, also embraced the towns and villages around the city. And the indiscriminate pattern of smouldering fires, which lit up the start of the days and silhouetted the silent figures searching through the rubble, were becoming a familiar sight in Ashford.


Mary heard the rain quickening to a steady beat.


She used the piece of paper and pulled up her knickers.


The rubber soles of her shoes slipped on the greasy green flags around the grid, sunken into the middle of the yard, as she moved quietly towards the house. She leant against the doorframe, listening to the shouting inside. Her gas mask brushed against the tin bath hanging on a large nail on the wall, moving it slightly against the brickwork and dislodging heavy drops of rain that ran down in tearful streaks.


Peeping in at the kitchen window, Mary saw her mother sitting in her usual place, on the rocking chair by the range. Standing next to her was a man Mary didn’t recognise. Casually leaning against the wall and resting one arm along the iron mantelpiece, he contradicted his apparent nonchalance by chewing on the nails of his other hand. Their faces were pale and blank through the net curtain. Neither was speaking, seemingly ignoring the shouting behind them.


‘What now?’ Mary could see and hear the two men in the hall beyond the kitchen. She put her thumb on the spoon-shaped latch, gently pressed it down and slipped into the room.


She saw Patrick loom over her father and square up to him as the older man flung a fist, punching his chest.


‘Waste of bloody space.’


Patrick caught hold of her father’s arm, forcing it down to his side. ‘Don’t bloody try that again.’ He jutted his face forward. ‘I didn’t ask to go down the bloody mines. Fucking Ernest Bevin!’


‘You do what you’re told in a war; you don’t ’ave any bloody choice.’


‘I wanted to go in the army. I signed up for the army. I didn’t want to go down the damn mines.’


‘I didn’t want to go in the trenches but I‘d no choice and look at the state of me now, coughin’ my bastard lungs up.’


‘Yeah, and I’ll finish up in the same way stuck down that hellhole. So if I do have to go, I want paying a proper bloody wage. So get off my bleedin’ back. If we want to strike, we will.’


‘I’ve told you, man, it’s unofficial. You’ll get nowhere.’


‘We will, if we stick together.’


‘An’ in the meantime I’m supposed to keep you?’


‘You’ll get your money when we get ours. Now piss off and leave me alone.’


‘Don’t bloody talk to me like that. Is this what I fought for?’ Mary saw her father’s face was blood red. ‘So me own son can swear at me? A man who can ‘ardly get ‘is breath on account of being gassed?’


He took a long drag at his Woodbine and gulped, narrowing his eyes. The smoke was let out in an explosive cough of air, snot and spit as he leant one palm flat against the pattern of pink cabbage roses that lined the walls in the hallway. Wreathed in blue haze of cigarette smoke, he bent forward in a long choking session, shoulders rounded and neck, scrawny as a tortoise, sticking out of his collarless white shirt. His scalp, purple and pitted with old scars, showed through the few grey strands. Mary watched him; no one went near him. They knew better; all the family had had a backhander at one time or another for going to his aid.


‘Mam?’


Her mother glanced up at her in weary resignation. Mary pushed back her hood and took off her cape. Reaching up, she draped it over the end of the clothes rack that dangled from the ceiling and went through to the scullery to wash her hands in the deep stone sink. Turning off the tap, she held on to it for a moment, head drooped, before going back into the kitchen. Pulling the damp white cap of her head, she dropped it on the table and waited, looking from her mother to the stranger. No explanation for his presence was offered so she went over to the stairs, ignoring the debacle in the hall. Hesitating, she held back the velvet curtain that covered the doorframe and glanced at the young man. He was watching her. She nodded at him. In turn, he slightly inclined his head, his eyes still fixed on hers, and she registered their colour, dark grey. She was aware of the glint of amusement in them, though the rest of his face was serious. Then he slowly raised one eyebrow in insolent familiarity. Ignoring him, Mary turned to her mother and gestured with her head, silently offering an escape. ‘Upstairs?’


Flapping a hand at her, Winifred shook her head.


Giving the warring two a last glare, Mary let the curtain fall behind her. At the top of the stairs she paused, leaning on the banister, as she heard her father’s clogs scrape across the lino in the kitchen. If he started on her mother she’d go back down. Then she heard him hawk a globule of phlegm into the fire and her mouth moved in disgust as she pictured the green flecks of spit sizzling on the fender. She listened for a couple of minutes before crossing the landing to the bedroom she shared with her sister.


Then, her hand on the door, she paused again as she heard Patrick shouting from the front parlour. She could picture him, pacing the floor, smacking one fist into the palm of the other, a habit he’d copied from her father.


‘I wanted to fight,’ he was shouting. ‘I wanted to get at the Jerries. Bloody Bevin, Bloody Bevin Boys. Bollocks to being a Bevin boy.’


Mary knew how mortified he felt; some of the men down the mine were conscientious objectors and Patrick let everybody know he resented the possibility that he could be mistaken for one of them or that anyone would think he was a coward. Mary knew how bitterly he hated what his older brother stood for. She heard him shout again, ‘I’m not bloody Tom.’


No, you’re not, she thought.




 





Ellen held both legs straight out in front of her, twisting them so she could inspect her calves. Clothes were scattered on the floor and over the double bed the sisters shared.


‘Hell’s bells, have you listened to them two at it again.’ Eyes half-closed against the smoke of her cigarette she looked up at Mary. ‘I scarpered up here as fast as I could when Patrick gave his big announcement. Pity really. His friend’s a bit of all right, isn’t he?’


‘Patrick’s friend? Is that who he is?’ Mary was careful to sound indifferent. She always thought that if her brother was anything to go by, good-looking men were always too cocky.


‘Yeah, apparently. He’s a guard at the camp,’ Ellen said. ‘God, Mary, haven’t you even noticed him? You’re hopeless!’


‘I’ve better things to do at work than ogle the guards. You do enough flirting for the both of us.’


‘You do realise you’ll be left on the shelf if you don’t watch out?’ Carefully pulling her dressing gown to one side, Ellen examined her knees. She dipped a cloth into the brown liquid in the pudding basin balanced on her lap and dabbed it on her leg. Indifferent to Mary’s comment she said, ‘They were going at it hammer and tongs when I got in from work. You’d think this was the first time Dad had heard of the strike. Everyone knows it’s been brewing since the beginning of the year. It’s been in all the papers. He’s just been waiting to have a go at Patrick.’


Mary tried to straighten the unmade sheets on the bed.


‘Here, Mary, watch it. I’m waiting for this lot to dry.’ Ellen lowered her legs. ‘I pinched some of Mam’s new gravy browning. It’s thicker than the other stuff. What do you think?’


‘I think you could have tidied up a bit in here; it’s a pigsty.’ Mary walked over to the window and adjusted the blackout curtains, pulling the reluctant material along the plastic-covered wire. ‘And am I the only one who cares what happens to this family?’


‘Oh don’t be such a bloody martyr.’


Mary turned and folding her arms, stared at her sister.


‘What’s up with you, then?’ Ellen said.


‘That lot downstairs, of course.’


‘Good God, I would have thought you’d be used to it by now. Be like me, ignore them.’ Ellen’s tone was light. Mary knew she had little patience with Patrick. Even though he was two years older than her Ellen always maintained he acted like a spoiled brat. ‘There’s nothing you can do anyway.’ She lifted her legs out in front of her again. ‘Well?’


‘Doesn’t it ever bother you? All that Mam has to put up with?’


Ellen frowned and peered closer at her knees. ‘I’ve missed a bit there.’ She shrugged. ‘Like I said, there’s nothing either of us can do about it.’


‘You could. You could talk to Dad. He lets you get away with anything, he always has.’


‘Don’t be daft.’ Ellen blew a plume of smoke upwards.


‘I’m not. You know you can’t do wrong as far as he’s concerned.’


‘Not jealous by any chance, are you?’


‘Don’t be stupid.’


‘Look, I’m saying nothing. He’s just as likely to turn on me as you.’


That wasn’t true. Mary watched Ellen admiring her legs. What was it about her that got everybody running around for her, never demanding anything from her? Especially Dad. From the minute Ellen was born nobody else got a look in with their father. It wasn’t that she didn’t love her sister, but when they were growing up Mary had soon grasped that Bill’s infatuation with Ellen was as blatant as his lack of interest in her. She hadn’t cared. She’d told herself she had Tom and once she realised how indifferent the girl was to her father she’d almost felt sorry for him. Almost.


‘Come on Ellen, you know you could make things easier for Mam.’


‘If you want to have a row with him, go ahead,’ Ellen said. ‘Just don’t get me involved. Anyway I’m off to the Palais tonight. You never know, I might meet someone … anyone … who’ll take me away from this bloody miserable house.’


What about me? Mary thought again. Who’s going to take me away from this bloody miserable house? ‘You be careful, our Ellen.’


‘I’m just having a good time while I can.’


When didn’t she? She’d been allowed to do what she wanted all her life. All the family had spoiled her … except for Patrick, Mary corrected herself, he only looked out for himself. She could hear him still shouting.


Ellen patted the tip of her finger on her thigh to test if the colouring had dried. ‘Can I borrow some of your perfume, that lily of the valley one?’


‘It’s in with my undies.’


Ellen stood up, crushed what was left of the cigarette in the saucer on top of the tallboy and opened a drawer. She dabbed the perfume behind her ears and at her throat and put the bottle back. Choosing a blue dress with a small white Peter Pan collar she took it off the hanger. ‘It wouldn’t do you any harm, to have a bit of fun sometimes.’ Her voice became peevish.


‘What’s up with you tonight?’ Mary sat on the edge of the bed and unclipped the suspenders from her dark regulation stockings.


Ellen wouldn’t return her gaze. Waiting for her to say something, it struck Mary how thin her sister had become. Her underskirt, made from a small piece of parachute that Winifred had miraculously produced, moulded every rib and revealed the sharpness of her hips. ‘Are you okay? You’ve lost loads of weight. Are you eating properly?’ she said. ‘I only ever seem to see you with a cigarette in your mouth these days.’


‘Stop fussing, you’re off duty now.’ Ellen stepped into the dress and pulled it up carefully over her legs. ‘And never mind me; you should get out more.’


‘If you must know, I’m meeting Jean tonight. We’re going to see Clarke Gable and Vivien Leigh in a film at the Roxy.’


‘What an exciting life you have.’ Ellen pushed her arms through the short sleeves of the dress and turned one way then the other to see herself in the wardrobe mirror. ‘You do know, don’t you, that Jean’s only your friend so she can get closer to Patrick? She’s been sweet on him for ages.’


‘Don’t be nasty.’


‘Sorry.’ Ellen sat down heavily next to her. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with me these days. I’m not sleeping properly. And the bloody air raids. I never know whether to go to the shelter in Skirm or chance it under the stairs, putting up with those two –’ she dipped her head towards the floor ‘– needling one another. And I keep wondering when it’ll be our house, our street that gets it.’


There was a long silence. Downstairs their father started ranting again. Oh God, Mary thought, no more. She stopped unrolling her stocking and covered her sister’s fingers with her own.


‘It frightens me too, Ellen. It’s hard not to worry but you’ll make yourself ill. We just have to get on with our jobs.’


‘That’s just it. Whatever else is happening, you’re satisfied with what you do. Ever since we were little you’ve wanted to be a nurse,’ Ellen said.


‘You were always a good little patient.’ Mary smiled.


Ellen pushed her lower lip out. ‘While me, I can’t wait to get out of that bloody factory every day.’ She pleated the material of her dress between her thumb and forefinger. ‘Honestly, it’s driving me mad in there. It’s so boring, sitting at the same bench, day after day, making the same part day after day and listening to the same nattering, day after bloody day. You should hear them, Mary.’ She smoothed out the creases and buttoned the bodice of the dress with her free hand. ‘They only talk about rationing, clothes coupons, their kids’ ailments and the latest letter from their husbands. I’m eighteen, I’ve nothing in common with any of them; there’s no one under thirty and they’re all married. And they’re so bloody cheerful. It only takes one and before you know it they’re all singing along to the bloody BBC. Bloody unbelievable!’ Stopping for breath she stood up, tugged at the skirt of her dress and pulled the narrow belt tightly around her waist. She saw Mary trying not to smile. ‘It’s not funny.’ She was indignant, yet couldn’t resist grinning. ‘If I was with Edna and the others on the next floor it wouldn’t be so bad, but there … Music While You Work. I ask you.’


Mary laughed, quickly covering her mouth so she wouldn’t be heard downstairs and, before long, Ellen joined in. She flopped back down on the bed and tucked her head into her sister’s neck. Arms around each other’s waist, they giggled.


‘You are daft. Why don’t you ask for a transfer? They’re so short of workers they won’t care which section you’re on as long as you’re there.’ Mary squeezed her. ‘Ask for a transfer. Tomorrow,’ she added firmly. ‘Here.’ She lifted her pillow and picked up a small purse. ‘Put a bit of this on.’ She handed Ellen a small metal tube. ‘Not too much, mind, that’s got to last.’


Ellen carefully applied the red lipstick. ‘How’s that?’


‘Lovely. Now, get out there and knock ‘em dead. You look gorgeous.’ Ellen stood up and Mary looked without envy at her sister. She was beautiful: blonde hair waved to her shoulders, eyes a startling blue and a wide full-lipped mouth. She gave her a small push on the backside. ‘Go on, shoo! I’ll see you later and mind what I said. Be careful.’


Ellen gave her a quick peck on the cheek and, pulling at the padded shoulders of her dress, she took the shoes that her sister handed to her. ‘Thanks, our Mary, I will.’


‘Don’t forget your gas mask.’


‘I won’t.’ Ellen left the bedroom, jumping down the stairs two at a time. Mary heard her shout to their mother. Then the back door crashed shut.


Mary unbuttoned the bodice of her uniform and massaged the back of her aching neck; sometimes she felt ninety-two not twenty-two. She studied herself in the wardrobe mirror. She wasn’t too bad, similar features to her sister, though not as striking, she conceded. So why had she never had a proper boyfriend? She knew the answer without really thinking about it; she’d been too busy studying, too tied up with her job. Fighting her father’s determination to push her into one of the factories, Mary had known she must succeed. And she had.


Anyway, between those two downstairs and Müller, she was better staying clear of men. The face of Patrick’s friend came into her mind. Mary put a hand to her cheek, feeling the sudden heat in her face. She leaned forward and pulled out the Kirby grips, letting her hair hang so she was enclosed in the dark curtain.


An envelope fell out of her pocket: Tom’s letter. She picked it up and, flicking her hair back, started to open it then stopped, uncertain whether she wanted to read it.


She felt the familiar guilt. Tom had looked after her since she was a baby. Running her fingers along the back of the envelope she smiled, remembering the battered old pink pram he took her around in. The other boys had laughed at him but he didn’t care. She must have been five when the carriage eventually collapsed and she’d cried, so he’d taken the wheels off and made a go-cart for her and Patrick.


But the last four years in and out of prison had changed him. He was pessimistic, more cynical these days and it made Mary sad; she hated what it had done to him. She put the letter to one side. She needed ten minutes of peace and quiet.


She heard her father’s heavy tread on the stairs and, closing the door, she flicked the light switch. Except for the dim glow from the landing filtering underneath the door, the room was in darkness. A few moments later the bed in her parents’ room gently groaned a protest and, almost immediately, the familiar crackling snores sounded through the wall.


Mary unhooked her dressing gown off the nail on the door and, putting it on, flopped onto her own bed. The wire springs twanged loudly and she froze, but there was no break in the noisy rhythmic breathing. Relieved, she tucked up her feet and wrapped her dressing gown round them. She could do without one of his rants at her. Grabbing the hem of one of the blackout curtains she tugged it back. The window, like all the others in the street, was criss-crossed with sticky tape, giving the terraced houses a strangely wounded appearance. The rain had stopped and the wind had carried the clouds away on its back. Through the smeared glass the stars were bright pinholes in the black sky over the town.


Perhaps Ellen was right, making the best of things, having a good time while she could. Maybe she should do the same. Mary chewed on the inside of her cheek, thinking about Patrick’s friend again, seeing the half-mocking, half-inviting grin. She dragged the eiderdown over her and snuggled down. Cocooned in the feather warmth, the drowsiness made her body heavy. She curled her arm around her pillow and drew it closer, tucking it under her neck.
















Chapter 2





Mary woke with a start and focussed on the clock on the bedside table; she’d slept for over an hour. Kneeling up, she closed the curtains. Her skin prickled as she walked on the cold lino to switch on the light and she jumped back onto the rag rug at the side of the bed.


She dressed quickly in a woollen jumper and thick trousers, the warmest clothes she had. The March wind would be sure to find its way into the Roxy and there was no heating in the draughty old building. Holding her shoes, scarf and hat, she opened the door and paused, listening to her father’s laboured breathing. Then, avoiding the top creaky tread, she crept downstairs.


In the kitchen, her mother was raking dead ashes from under the grate.


‘Dad’s flat out up there now, Mam. I’m off. Are you all right?’ Her mother didn’t look up. ‘Where’s Patrick?’ Mary said.


‘He’s in his room as well. His friend’s left. Mortified I am. Quarrelling like that in front of strangers. And the language. I’m ashamed, Mary, really I am.’


‘Don’t worry about it. He looked the sort to have heard it all before.’ Mary waited, studying her mother’s stooping figure. It was almost as though she hadn’t really seen her for a long time. The woman who had always been so strong, standing before her family, protecting them from her father’s rages had now shrunk, become fragile. ‘I’ll be back by ten.’ She paused. ‘Shall I stop in?’ Even as she asked, she regretted the impulse.


‘Get on with you. I need a bit of peace after that little lot tonight.’


Winifred pushed the poker into the coal bucket between the range and the fireplace and straightened up. Smiling, she produced a thin paperback book from behind the back of the mantelpiece clock. ‘With your Dad out of the way I can have a good read, without him moaning that I’m wasting time and finding things for me to do. And I’ve got that bottle of stout he brought me last night.’


Putting on her coat, Mary kissed the older woman’s cheek, smelling the blend of carbolic soap, lavender and beer. She gave her mother a hug. ‘Build that fire up, Mam. There’s plenty of that slack our Patrick brought home last week.’


‘Yes, well, I think that’ll be the last for a while so we’d better be careful.’ Winifred dragged her grey shawl from the back of her chair.’ If there’s only me in here, this’ll do for now.’


Mary knew there would be no arguing with her. Instead she said, ‘I had a letter off Tom this morning. If you’re still up when I get home we can read it together.’


Her mother’s shoulders stiffened but she spoke softly. ‘That would be lovely, our Mary, I’ll look forward to it.’


Mary closed the back door and peeped in at her mother. She saw her shudder from the cold flow of air that had streamed in from the night and knew she would be thinking of Tom in his cell in the prison, wondering if he was warm enough; it was a question she often voiced. Mary watched as her mother covered her head with the shawl, leaned closer to the glow of the embers in the grate and opened her book.


The broken wood scraped on the flags as Mary pulled the gate behind her. The alleyway was quiet and dark. Mary trod carefully on the cobbles. Counting the number of yard gates, she felt her way to the end of the crumbling brick wall until it finished. Turning on to Shaw Road, and feeling for the continuation of the last terraced house, her outstretched hands touched a solid softness. Mary jumped and gave a small scream. ‘Who’s that?’


‘Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you. It’s Frank, Patrick’s mate.’ A red point of light glowed briefly in the blackness, lit up the man’s face. ‘We met earlier.’ The pungent smell of cigarette smoke drifted towards her.


‘What are you’re doing here?’


‘Waiting for you.’


‘What?’ she said. ‘Why?’ She stood still, remembering the mocking glint in his eyes.


‘Thought I’d ask you out.’


Mary could tell he was smiling. She’d been right … conceited individual. ‘Well, you wasted your time.’ She drew herself up. ‘Now if you don’t mind …’


‘Sorry,’ he said for the second time.


Mary hesitated. He sounded almost genuine. ‘If you’re a pal of Patrick, how come I’ve never seen you before?’


‘We only met a couple of months ago in The Crown.’ He took a long drag on his cigarette.


‘Oh.’ She stared in his direction for a moment, there didn’t seem to be anything else to say. ‘Well, I have to go. Goodnight.’ Mary turned away and crossed the road. She wished there was a bit more light. She wasn’t normally nervous but there again, neither was she used to strange men waiting on street corners for her.


Frank flicked his cigarette into the gutter and followed. ‘I’ll walk with you a bit, make sure you get where you’re going. Okay?’ He raised his voice.


‘No need.’


‘Honest, no bother. You do know I’m one of the civvy guards at the Granville?’


‘No, I didn’t know. Why should I?’ Mary wasn’t about to tell him that she already knew. ‘I haven’t seen you there.’ At least that was the truth.


‘I came just before Christmas, transferred from a camp down south.’ He caught up with her. ‘I’m usually in one of the towers at the front and I’ve seen you go past to the hospital. Sometimes see you coming down Shaw Road with Patrick before he turns off for the mines. I thought he was your boyfriend at first.’ When Mary stayed silent he said, ‘So now you know I’m a respectable bloke how about coming for a drink with me? They serve a good ale in The Crown. Can I tempt you?’


‘No thanks, I’m meeting a friend.’


‘Boyfriend?’


‘None of your business.’


‘I’ll walk with you then.’


‘There’s no need.’


‘Well, looks as if we’re going the same way anyhow.’ Mary didn’t answer.


‘Look, I am sorry, honest. Scaring you like that,’ he said, ‘stupid thing to do.’


He might mean the apology but she still didn’t like the idea that he’d been watching her coming and going from work. She sniffed.


‘Sorry,’ he said again.


‘I just don’t like the idea of anyone spying on me.’


‘It’s not spying,’ he protested, ‘just admiring a pretty girl.’


‘Oh, please.’ She quickened her pace but then became aware he was limping. ‘Are you all right?’


‘Nothing I can’t handle.’ His breathing was laboured. ‘Did my knee in … I was invalided out of the Army.’


‘Oh.’ Mary felt obliged to slow down but when they passed The Crown at the top of Newroyd Street and he didn’t leave her, she said, ‘Aren’t you going to the pub?’


‘Later.’


They walked in awkward silence, Mary wondered where he was going. When he next took out his packet of cigarettes, he offered one to her.


‘No thanks,’ she said, ‘not something I ever fancied.’ She watched him as he stopped to strike the match. When he glanced up at her and caught her looking at him, he smiled. Not the mocking smirk, she thought, just a nice straightforward smile. She smiled back. ‘Look, I’ll have to hurry,’ she said, ‘my friend will think I’ve left her in the lurch.’


‘Ah, her,’ Frank said, ‘so I’m not muscling in on another bloke’s territory?’


Mary didn’t know what to say. She had never learned how to flirt and she had no intention on starting now with a friend of her brother’s, especially one who appeared to be so confident. She walked on.


At the cinema there were no queues lined up on either side of the open doors of the large red brick building. Before the war the elaborate frontage with its swags of concrete flowers and the Corinthian columns would have been lit up by the lights through the mullioned windows and its name, The Roxy, emblazoned from the roof. Nowadays the building was in darkness and seemed to crouch down on the pavement, only faint light showing from the pay box in the foyer. Mary stood under the glass canopy that acted as a shelter for the patrons of the cinema and looked anxiously around. She could hear the opening bars of the introduction of the Pathé News. ‘She’s gone in without me, I bet.’ She could imagine Jean waiting in the queue getting more and more cross; she hated being late for anything. It began to rain again. ‘I’ll have to try to find her.’ She ran up the steps.


A plump woman was closing the doors. ‘You’re late, love. The main film’s just starting,’ she said and bustled to the back of the ticket office, reappearing at the counter behind the glass. ‘Just the one, is it?’ She looked enquiringly behind Mary who glanced over her shoulder. Frank was standing at her shoulder.


‘What are you doing? You can’t come in with me.’


‘It’s a free country. Now I’m here I might as well stay. I’ve nothing better to do tonight, thanks to your brother.’ He reached round her and paid. ‘One and sixpence, all right?’


Mary could picture Jean’s face. ‘Well, you can’t sit with us,’ she said, realising too late how childish she sounded.


Picking up her ticket she ran towards the swing doors that led to the stalls. Frank followed and the woman slammed the shutters and, locking the back door of the small booth, ran after them. She stood in their way, panting. ‘Tickets please.’ She jutted out her lower lip and blew away a strand of hair that had escaped the large bun on top of her head. ‘Hurry up,’ she said, waggling her hand, ‘we’ll miss it.’


Mary thrust the pink piece of paper at the woman, hopping from one foot to the other as she waited for her half to be given back. Then she plunged through the door into the darkness.


The light from the large screen flickered over the rows of seating and some of the audience glanced over their shoulders in annoyance at the pair’s hasty flurried entrance. One of them was Jean. Mary shuffled her way sideways along the row whispering apologies until she reached the seat next to her friend. She pulled it down, sitting quickly before it could spring back into position.


‘What happened to you?’


‘Sorry Jean, problems at home.’


‘I thought you weren’t coming, I had to come in on my own and you know I hate doing that.’ Jean pursed her lips and looked past Mary. ‘Who’s that?’ she hissed. Frank was leaning forward and pulling off his coat. ‘Who’ve you brought with you?’


‘I haven’t … he’s a mate of Patrick’s. He was at the house when I got home. I tried to get rid of …’


‘Well, thanks a lot,’ Jean interrupted, ‘thanks a lot. You didn’t tell me I was going to be a gooseberry. Now, if you don’t mind I’d like to watch the film.’ She tightened her lips and leaned away from Mary.


Mary glared at Frank. She turned back to her friend. ‘Sorry, Jean.’


‘I said I’m watching the film.’


For a moment Mary considered walking out. She was so sick of people’s moods and tempers. She seethed with frustration for a while but gradually, shoulder to shoulder in the darkness, she became increasingly aware of the warmth of Frank’s body and the masculine mix of cigarettes, Brylcreem and shaving soap.


After a while he moved closer and whispered, ‘Enjoying it?’ She felt him touching her hand, which was rested on the smooth velvet covering of the armrest. Before she could stop him he’d threaded his fingers over hers. Mary disentangled herself and shifted away from him. ‘Do you mind?’


He relaxed into his seat with a low laugh. Mary sucked on the inside of her lip to suppress her smile.




 





Just at the moment when Clarke Gable looked into Vivien Leigh’s eyes, the familiar noise of the air raid siren drowned out the background music. To the groans of the audience the film stopped, dim lights lit the ornate decorations on either side of the screen and the manager of the cinema appeared on the stage. ‘Usual thing, ladies and gentlemen. The police advise only those who live within a five minute walk of their homes to leave. The show will go on for those who choose to remain.’


Jean bent down hurriedly to pick up her handbag while struggling into her coat.


‘What are you doing Jean? You’ll never get home in time.’


‘I will if I run,’ Mary’s friend replied tartly. ‘Anyway, I’ve had enough. You’ve made an idiot of me tonight.’


‘No I haven’t,’ Mary said, ‘don’t be silly.’


‘I’ll thank you not to call me silly.’ She stood up and paused for a moment as she buttoned her coat, staring pointedly at Mary. Instantly there were calls from the people behind telling her to move.


‘I’ll come with you,’ Mary said.


‘Please don’t bother.’ Jean shoved past their knees and joined those jostling along the row to get to the centre aisle.


Mary blew out a hard breath and stood up.


‘Why don’t you stay?’ Frank said.


‘Look, I have to go with her. You stay, if you’re that bothered.’


‘Don’t be daft. I’m only here because of you.’


Mary caught up with Jean as they pushed their way through the swing doors. ‘It seems a good film though, doesn’t it?’ Why was she trying to placate her? She spoke loudly, glowering at Frank. ‘We’ll try again tomorrow, on our own.’ Jean didn’t reply. Head down, she pushed her way through the crowd.


‘Load of rubbish, if you ask me.’ Frank was now following them out of the building.


‘Nobody did.’ Mary knew she could be on the receiving end of one of Jean’s moods over the next few days.


‘There’s time for a pint,’ Frank said cheerfully.


‘You two do what you want,’ Jean said. ‘I’ve had enough, more than enough, and I’m going home. I’ll see you tomorrow, in work.’


‘Jean, wait!’


‘No!’ She hurried away.


‘God, I pity the bloke what finishes up with that one.’ Frank said.


Mary ignored him. Buttoning her coat she ran after Jean. Frank was right behind her.


‘Off the street!’ The warden loomed out of the darkness. ‘Now!’


‘OK, OK,’ Frank shouted, ‘we’re going.’ He caught hold of Mary’s sleeve. ‘You’re not going to make it to your house,’ he said, ‘and they won’t let us back in the flicks.’


Mary hesitated. There was no sign of Jean. ‘I should see if she’s all right.’


‘If we catch up with her, we’ll get her to come with us but we have to get a move on,’ he urged. ‘Look, we could make it to The Crown in two minutes. They use the cellars as a shelter. And happen we could get a drink.’ He took hold of Mary’s hand. ‘Come on, I dare you.’


‘I don’t know …’ Mary couldn’t remember the last time she’d acted impulsively. Had she ever? Her life seemed to have been mapped out for her for years.


‘Yes?’ Frank tugged on her hand. His strong fingers engulfed hers.


She felt a tremor of excitement. ‘Oh, what the heck.’


They turned and ran, at first awkwardly, and then in step.
















Chapter 3





Mary heard a faint drone in the distance. The searchlights over Grass Mount cut through the sky, lighting up the barrage balloon that hung over Bradlow, the next town.


They arrived at The Crown out of breath. Stan Green, the landlord, poked his head around the large red door, running his palm over the strands of greasy grey hair swept carefully across his head from one ear to the other. ‘Hurry up, you’re nearly too late, I were just closing up. Siren went a good ten minutes since. Warden’ll be after me. Come on, come on, get in.’


He reached an arm around the back of Frank and pushed him into the pub, slamming the door into its frame. ‘Come on, come on, I ’aven’t got all night,’ he grumbled. But he grinned at them and took the opportunity to pat Mary on the backside as they stooped to go through the low cellar doorway. ‘Ow’s yer Dad, Mary? ’Aven’t seen him today.’


‘He’s at home, Mr Green. I think his chest’s bothering him a bit.’


They clattered down the steps into the gloom of the long narrow cellar filled with about a dozen people cramped together in the thick fug of cigarette smoke. Two gas lamps, fastened to the wall on opposite sides of the room, shed greenish pools of light. Small wooden crates, stacked three deep in a corner farthest away from the steps, were joined together by the weft and weave of thick dusty cobwebs. A few large barrels were lined up around the ramp directly under the bolted trap door in the ceiling that opened up to the street above. As Mary and Frank shoved past them, the barrels bounced against each other with a soft hollow clunk. Except for a nod of the head or a quick smile aimed in their direction their presence was ignored. Holding onto her elbow, Frank guided her towards a space between five men perched on bar stools, playing cards on the top of an upturned crate, a stubby candle flickering in the middle, and an old woman squatted on a pile of sacks, crooning into a glass of Guinness. Mary stood, uncertain whether to sit on the flagged floor or the dirty crates.


Frank unbuttoned his coat and threw it down. ‘We’ll be OK here.’ He brushed flakes of whitewash from her hair and she breathed in, savouring the male smell of his skin.


Nearby the elderly landlord and his wife were having a hissed argument, ignored by the young woman sitting nearby who was resting against a stack of boxes filled with empty bottles. Mary recognised their daughter; she was Ellen’s age but already had two children. She watched as the girl heaved a sleeping little boy further onto her shoulder and began to breast-feed the baby hidden by the shawl she’d draped across herself.


Mary glanced at Frank but he seemed oblivious to the little family in front of him. ‘So much for getting a drink, it looks as if we’re too late.’ he said.


‘You are that, lad,’ Stan Green called. ‘Too busy getting down ‘ere to pull any more jars.’


‘I wouldn’t drink anyway,’ Mary said, dragging her arms out of her coat and leaving it across her shoulders. ‘I’ve got work in the morning. I’m on earlies … with Jean.’ She frowned. ‘I hope she got home all right.’


‘She will have.’ Frank sat down and pulled his left leg towards him so that his foot, flat on the floor, balanced him, while his right leg was stuck stiffly out in front of him. ‘I should have been on shift tonight. Still, can’t do anything about that. We might as well make the best of things.’ He shifted and groaned.


Mary remembered his obvious discomfort when they were running earlier. ‘Does it hurt?’ She saw the muscles around his jaw knot under his skin. ‘Sorry, if you don’t like talking about it…’


He shrugged. ‘No problem, it was just the running set it off. Normally it doesn’t much bother me except when I stand too much. Which is a bit of a bugger, seeing the job I’m in.’ The humour didn’t reach his eyes but she could understand that, she’d seen the same kind of reaction in many of the patients she’d treated, the self-mocking, the false jokes. When he spoke again, he said, ‘Right, which of us is going first?’


‘What?’


‘Life story – yours or mine?’


Mary stiffened. ‘I’d rather not.’


‘Well, we could be here a long time, so we’ll have to talk about something. Go on.’ He nudged her. ‘Don’t be shy.’


‘It’s not that, there’s just not a lot to tell,’ Mary said. They sat in silence. She realised he wouldn’t be put off. She sighed. ‘Oh all right then, I’m a nurse, I’ve always wanted to be a nurse. I qualified at Bradlow General and I love what I do but I’m in a hospital I wouldn’t be in if it wasn’t for this awful war. Don’t get me wrong,’ she hastened to add, ‘I chose to work at the camp when it opened in ’forty-one. I don’t think there are many that have a hospital attached to them like ours, in fact I only know of two others and there are Q.A.s there, not civilian nurses, so I was lucky.’ She repeated the words that Tom had said to her when she told him she was going to the Granville, ‘Patients are patients whoever they are,’ a phrase that had helped her whenever questioned about her job over the years. ‘I’m just there to do the work I love: nursing.’ She didn’t notice the way Frank’s mouth was pulled in at the corners. ‘It’s near home and, within a year of my being there a Sister’s post became vacant. I applied and got it.’ She lifted her shoulders. ‘That’s it really.’ She wasn’t prepared to tell him about all the rows she’d had from her father over her decision to work at the camp or about the fact that he ignored her if she mentioned the hospital, though she knew he was glad enough of the extra money her promotion had brought into the house.


‘That’s not what I meant.’ Frank shook his head. ‘I want you to tell me about you. Have you got a chap? What do you like doing when you’re not working? Have you got a chap? Your hopes, your dreams? Or…’ He held out his hand, palm upwards and laughed. ‘Have you got a chap?’ He hadn’t spoken quietly but no one appeared to be interested in them. Still, she didn’t answer. ‘All right,’ he conceded, ‘let’s talk about something else. How about families? Tell me about your family. Patrick’s told me a bit.’ She glanced at him. ‘Just pub chat, you know. He said you have a sister?’


‘Yes. Ellen.’


‘What does she think about all this?’ He waved his hand around. She could hear the crump of bombs in the distance.


‘She’s too busy chasing the boys and finding ways to look beautiful,’ she said. ‘No, actually, that’s not fair. She works in the munitions factory, even though she hates it. She always swore she was going on the stage, she’s a good singer and dancer. But the war’s put paid to that idea for now, it seems. She’s lovely. We get on well. That’s all, really.’


They’d all been involved in the usual school plays and the pageants and procession that the Church had organised, even Tom, although he always managed to keep in the background. But only Ellen had really enjoyed it. Mary remembered watching her practice her lines, her movements, even her smile, in the mirror so that as a child she wasn’t sure if Ellen was genuinely happy or, as Mary often remarked, just, ‘arranging her face for a performance.’ Mind, she had to admit Ellen was good; she was, as their mother often said, ‘light as a feather on her feet and with the voice of an angel.’ She’d been taken on by the Apollo Theatre in Bradlow when she was not quite fourteen. True, it was only in the chorus but, as Bill had boasted one night after he’d warded off what he called ‘the door johnnies’ and escorted her home, the producer had told him she was destined for great things. Ellen had been unbearable for weeks. Mary could smile about it now but at the time she could have cheerfully throttled her sister.


She realised Frank was still speaking. ‘Sorry, what?’ she said.


‘I asked if she was good.’


‘Oh, yes. Yes she was, but the theatre where she was closed down in ’forty-two and she had to get a job.’ She didn’t add that Bill had refused to let Ellen go to London to be in a show there. ‘Look, let’s talk about something else, all right?’


‘OK.’


The noise outside faded away and conversation between the groups resumed. Mary struggled to think of a subject. Eventually she said, ‘Tell me about you, how you finished up in Ashford.’


He pinched his earlobe between thumb and forefinger. ‘The army helped me to get into the security side of the MOD and the pay’s OK. The Granville’s a cushy number, if I’m honest, and at least I get the satisfaction of seeing some of them bastard Krauts locked up, so I can’t complain.’


For a moment Mary thought about the young German soldier in the hospital and wondered if he was still suffering. ‘It must have been a bad injury for you to be out of the army so young. I have a friend who still works at Bradlow General and she says they’re patching them up and sending them back to France as soon as possible these days.’


‘Yes, well, they couldn’t bloody patch me up enough at the time to make me useful to them, so they got rid.’


‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean …’


‘No, take no notice. It’s a bit of a touchy subject. I wanted to carry on, but all they offered in the regiment was a desk job and that wasn’t me, so here I am. I brought my mother up here with me. She’d been living on her own, just outside Rhyl in North Wales, so she’s glad of the company, and I can keep an eye on her. Anyhow,’ he said with a smile, ‘I’m fine now and if it hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t have met you, now, would I?’ He put his other hand to his chest and said, in a theatrical voice, ‘The love of my life.’


Mary couldn’t tell if he was making fun of her or not. Staring down at the floor, she felt her face flush. ‘Don’t talk daft.’


Neither spoke for a few minutes. They listened to the increased noise of engines above them. She felt his right leg beginning to tremble slightly and making an impatient clicking noise through his teeth, he pushed down hard on his bad knee until the shaking stopped.


‘This place reminds me of France,’ he said.


‘What?’


‘I said this place –’ he held out his hands and spread his fingers ‘– reminds me of somewhere I was in France.’


‘Oh.’ She waited. ‘Is that where … where you were hurt?’ God, what a stupid thing to ask. What was wrong with her? She couldn’t remember feeling this awkward since her first date. Her one and only proper date, she corrected herself; studying and work had prevented what her father called ‘shenanigans’. She turned her head away, knowing her cheeks were scarlet. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said


‘It’s OK.’ Frank took a packet of Woodbines out of his jacket pocket, tugged the flap open and pulled out a half-smoked cigarette. Striking a match, he cupped his hands around the flame and lit it. Loudly inhaling he tipped his head back and blew a spiral of smoke towards the ceiling. ‘It was an old lace factory on the border of France and Belgium near a place called Lille.’ He slapped his hand on the gritty flags next to him. ‘We slept on the stone floor there the whole winter of ’39. It was in the middle of a bloody swamp. For some daft reason they had us laying miles of barbed wire setting up defence posts. We never did work out why.’


There was a burst of laughter from one corner of the cellar. Two young women were looking in Frank’s direction and whispering. One raised a hand and waved at him. He grinned at them and nodded. ‘Two of the regulars here,’ he explained. ‘Pair of tarts.’


The fleeting annoyance she’d felt towards the girls subsided. She’d always envied the ones who went so casually into public houses, but if Frank’s opinion was typical of what men truly thought perhaps the war hadn’t changed people’s values that much after all. She took in a quick breath; she should try talking to Ellen again. Maybe she and her friends weren’t as ‘modern’ as they thought.


Frank was speaking again. ‘First two months it never stopped raining. Then the cold weather set in.’ He jerked his chin upwards. ‘It was bloody freezing. We had two blankets each, two sodding blankets. We were supposed to wash in a mobile bath unit but nobody wanted to take their clothes off so we stayed mucky,’ he snorted, ‘and stinking … not that we cared.’ The two vertical lines etched between his eyebrows deepened.


‘In the January we were moved to a place called Arras. That’s where a flu bug hit us. The “blitz flu” they called it. I didn’t get it but I lost two mates to it.’ He stopped and taking a deep drag on the cigarette, rested the back of his head on the wall.


Mary drew her legs towards her chest and held on to her knees. She felt the quivering of the outstretched limb again, against her buttock, aware this time that he disregarded the movement. The cigarette, held inwards towards his palm between his fingers and thumb, was close to his flesh but he seemed indifferent to the heat of the burning tobacco. His teeth, the front two slightly overlapping, were clamped on his lower lip. Then he shrugged and gave a short laugh. ‘Do you know what the worst bit was? The boredom … the waiting … the not knowing what the hell we were doing there. We were all fired up to kill the bloody Jerries and we never saw a bloody one. Not then anyway.’ He sneered. ‘Saw too many of the bastards later.’ Suddenly he swore and dropped the burning stub onto the floor. As he crushed it underfoot he flapped his hand, embarrassed. The landlord laughed but his wife called out, ‘You OK, lad?’


‘Yeah.’ Frank turned to Mary. ‘Now look what you’ve done, getting me to rabbit on.’ He said in a wry tone, ‘You should have shut me up.’


‘It was interesting.’ The trivial words hung in the air. Embarrassed she said, ‘I mean …’


Frank rolled his shoulders. ‘Don’t worry about it. Nothing you can say, really.’ His voice trailed away. Suddenly he said, ‘Patrick’s angry about being in the mines, isn’t he? He told me how he tried to join up, how he drew the short straw. He should realise how lucky he is. It looks like it’s no picnic out there now. I bet your mother is relieved he’s not in the thick of it, being her only son, like.’


So Patrick hadn’t told him about Tom. Typical. But in a way she was glad her younger brother wouldn’t have told his friend what her older brother was really like. Both Patrick and her father had seen Tom’s stance as an insult to them. Bill had despised the sight of his stepson for years. Tom revealing his loathing for war, five years ago, gave him the perfect excuse to totally reject him. And Patrick was so terrified that anyone would think he felt the same never had a good word to say about Tom. ‘He’s not her only son. I have another brother,’ Mary now said and then stopped; she wasn’t ready to tell him about Tom. She straightened her legs and leant on the wall. The cold stone dug into her back.




Frank waited for her to start talking again but she didn’t. He wasn’t bothered; he liked a girl who kept quiet sometimes. He looked over at the two women again. One of them winked. Bloody brass. He turned towards Mary. He could smell the faint floral perfume on her skin and feel the tiny movements against his side as Mary breathed and he felt himself stir. He closed his eyes. He knew she would be worth waiting for. He’d known it the first time he’d watched her pass through the barrier at the camp back in January. In contrast to that short dumpy girl she was always with and all the other stupid, giggling nurses, she held herself aloof from all the easy banter between them and the guards. Frank liked a girl who had self-respect.





The room was filled with muted sounds until, amid groans from the others, one of the men playing cards laughed loudly and thumped on top of the barrel. With one sweep of his arm he gathered the pile of pennies towards him. There was a general shuffling and scraping as the bar stools were shifted and the men stood up. One of them stretched his arms out to the side of him and yawned irritably, raising his flat cap above his head between his thumb and forefinger and rubbing his scalp with the heel of his hand. ‘Bloody sick of all this hanging about night after night,’ he declared.


There was a general murmur of agreement.


‘Well, Jim, nothing we can do about it.’ The landlord sat up, his head cocked to one side. ‘Shurrup a minute, I can hear something.’ They listened. Someone was banging on the pub’s front door. Then, from above them, on the trap door, there was a loud thumping and a male voice shouted urgently, ‘Hello, is there anyone down there? Landlord? We need to use your shelter.’


Sighing, Stan struggled to his feet and, with the side of his boot, pushed the tin box he had been sitting on towards his wife.


‘Here, look after this, Betty, and watch it, I’ve counted it all.’


‘Cheeky bugger,’ she said.


They listened to him cross the floor of the bar and pull back the heavy rasp of the bolts on the door, suddenly aware of the louder drone of aeroplanes.


‘They seem pretty close tonight,’ one woman whispered and was instantly hushed. Everyone waited, glad of a diversion to the boredom, curious to see who would come down the steps.


A young couple clattered down, followed by Stan, shaking his head in disapproval. ‘Mary?’ he called to her, indicating the girl with his thumb.


‘Oh my God,’ she whispered, ‘Ellen.’ Her instinctive reaction to protect her sister was swamped by mortification. The man, a GI, was supporting her, his arm around her waist. She lolled against him, giggling softly. The American removed his cap and confidently greeted his silent audience. ‘Sorry folks. We’ve been dancing in Bradlow and I was walking my girl here home when the sirens went. I don’t know these parts too well, so a warden pointed us in the right direction. Anyway, we’ll just sit down over there, out of everybody’s way.’ As he guided Ellen, he glanced over his shoulder. ‘Thanks again, landlord. I’m sure grateful to you.’


Stan grunted. The man called Jim spoke loudly, ‘You should be bloody ashamed of yourself, flashing your cash and getting the lass in that state. Bloody ashamed.’ There were murmurs of agreement.


The landlord’s wife folded her arms under her sagging bosom. ‘Disgraceful,’ she said through pursed lips.


Unconcerned, the American half-carried Ellen towards the far end of the room to where the dusty crates were stacked. She stumbled over the two young women and shrieked with laughter. ‘Whoops, mind out.’


They pushed her away angrily.


‘Just watch it, stupid cow.’


‘Clear off.’


Ellen lurched sideways and grabbed a barrel. It tilted, the contents sloshing and the two girls yelled in alarm.


The soldier reached out and steadied it. ‘Come on, honey, let’s get you sitting down.’ She fell against the wall and slid down on to the floor.


‘Just settle down, now,’ Stan said. He gave Mary another glance; he obviously thought she should do something about Ellen. When she didn’t, he shrugged and raised his voice. ‘They seem to have hit Manchester badly, again. It’ll be a rotten morning for that lot.’


Mary stared at her sister, anger vying with shame. She saw the soldier stroke her sister’s face with a forefinger, lifting her chin so he could kiss her whilst his other hand came slowly to rest over Ellen’s breast. ‘Ellen!’ Shocked into action, Mary now launched herself across the cellar. ‘You dirty beggar, that’s my sister.’ The American lifted an arm above his head as Mary lashed out at him. ‘She’s eighteen, not old enough to drink and look at her. Get your hands off her.’


‘Bloody Yanks!’ Frank, using the wall for support, struggled to his feet, but Stan was there first.


‘Now, now, Mary, enough of that.’ He held on to her arm. ‘I said enough, lass.’


‘It’s OK, Mr Green.’ Mary shook him off. ‘I’ll see to her.’


Ellen opened her eyes. ‘Mary, what are you doing here?’ She squinted upwards. ‘Al?’ Between them Mary and Frank dragged the protesting girl to her feet. Everyone watched, enjoying the drama. ‘Get off me, Mary, give over.’ She glowered at Frank, ‘Take your hands off me. Al?’


The soldier shrugged, holding out his hands in defeat. ‘Sorry, babe.’


The noise woke up the old woman and she broke wind. There were groans all around and one of the men who had been playing cards shouted at her, ‘Oi, behave Martha, the air’s bad enough in here without your help.’ Frank manoeuvred past her and they sat down next to the publican.


‘I’m so sorry,’ Mary said, mortified. ‘Mam’ll go spare when she sees her.’


‘As long as she knows she didn’t get like that here, love,’ the woman said. ‘We don’t want any trouble. It’s hard enough making a living out of the business these days without the bobbies coming down on us.’


Mary glared over at the American, who tipped his cap over his eyes, folded his arms and slouched against the wall.


Frank touched her arm. ‘I’ll help you to get her home.’


She nodded. Ellen’s snores prevented more conversation. Eventually, one arm around her sister, Mary also fell asleep. When the all clear siren howled it was turned midnight.


They stumbled out of the cellar into the darkness supporting Ellen between them. ‘I’ll see you two home before I go to work,’ Frank said. ‘They’ll understand why I’m late with that lot going on tonight.’


‘Thanks, I’d appreciate that.’


The roads were quiet, blackly damp from the earlier rain. Musky smoke wafted through the air. They heard the rattle of bells and, in the distance, a dull orange glow contrasted against the dark clouds that had reappeared. A dog barked, a frantic yapping that culminated in a howl. Soon its call was picked up by another and another until the night was filled with canine distress.


‘Listen to those dogs,’ Mary said, glad to break the awkward silence between them. She stopped, the weight of her sister dragging on her arm.


‘Here, give her to me.’


‘I could murder her. I bet you wish you’d just gone for a pint on your own.’


‘Don’t worry about it.’


Mary relinquished the sagging figure as Frank bent down and scooped Ellen up into his arms.


‘Can you manage?’


‘Course.’


The noise from the dogs rose into a crescendo. ‘Poor things,’ Mary said.


‘Like dogs?’ Frank’s words were clipped with the pain in his knee.


‘Yes, we’ve never had one, though. Dad hates them.’


‘I had one when I was in France. Skipper, I called him.’ Stopping to hitch Ellen closer to his chest, he half-turned towards Mary. ‘Little black and white spaniel. Brought him back with me hidden under my blanket on the stretcher. When we landed back in Southampton they took him away. Told me they were going to put him in quarantine but I found out they’d put him down in case he carried rabies. Bastards!’


‘That’s awful!’


‘Aye, well, it was only a dog.’ They fell silent as they walked past the large shadow of the church.


Mary pointed across the road. ‘There’s a short cut just past the cemetery, through Skirm.’ They entered the local park, gateless since the early days of the war, and slowly made their way along the paths. The moon, previously hovering behind the skein of clouds, now hazily revealed itself and the stark branches of the trees were etched against the fuzzy disc of pale lemon. Mary gazed upwards. ‘Good job the moon wasn’t out when the raid was on.’


When they reached the park lake, she could hear the small rowing boats rubbing together as they swayed and the water slapping against the wooden platform where they were tied up. ‘Tom, my elder brother, used to take me on the boats all the time when I was a kid,’ she said.


Frank looked surprised. ‘He’s not at home now, though?’


‘No.’ Mary wavered. She almost told him about Tom, then didn’t. She wasn’t ashamed of her brother but she didn’t know Frank. He seemed kind enough, despite his earlier cockiness; look what he was doing for her now. But still…


‘How old is he?’


‘Thirty-four, twelve years older than me.’


Frank raised his eyebrows.


‘Mam was … Mam was married before.’ So? she thought, a white lie, so what?


He pointed to the wooden bench at the side of the path. ‘Do you want to sit there for a minute?’
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