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For all NHS and Care staff, who while I was at home writing
Cathy and Archie’s story were on the front line
in a world-wide pandemic saving lives.









Chapter One


STANDING AMONG THE rails of donated clothing, Cathy Wheeler, neé Brogan, ran her eyes over the various boys’ coats. Spotting a green tweed one towards the end of the rail, she grasped it and pulled it out.


‘I only unpacked it yesterday. It was in one of the new Canadian Red Cross parcels,’ she said, turning it around and holding it up. ‘But I think this might fit your little lad, Mrs . . . ?’


‘Prentice. It looks a bit big,’ said the young mother with tired eyes.


‘Why don’t you get him to try it on, Mrs Prentice?’ Cathy said, giving it to her.


Cathy waited as the young woman fitted the donated coat on her son.


It was Friday afternoon and, as always when she did her stint at St Breda and St Brendan’s ARP Rest Centre, she was dressed in her forest-green Women’s Voluntary Service uniform. Three and a half years ago, before the war started, the room she now stood in had been used by the local community for wedding receptions, dances and the youth club. Now the main hall of the church’s Catholic Club was the first port of call for those who, after a night in an air raid shelter, arrived home to discover a pile of rubble where their house had once stood.


The second-hand clothing section of the WVS’s rest centre, which Cathy was responsible for, was located in the back corner of the main hall. Opposite her was the canteen area, from where a faint smell of hotpot drifted across. Behind the serving hatch, half a dozen of her fellow volunteers were preparing an evening meal for families and ARP workers alike. The massive Bush wireless belted out tunes as the women worked. The rest of the hall was taken up by the dozen or so rows of camp beds with striped tick mattresses. On each bed was a neatly folded grey blanket with a pillow resting on top, ready for the next unfortunate occupant. However, fog had been blanketing the London Docks, just a stone’s throw away, for the past week, which meant the Luftwaffe was unable to use the Thames’s reflection to locate London, and so the emergency beds hadn’t been needed.


It was the first week of November 1942 and Cathy had taken over the running of the second-hand clothes section at the end of the summer from her mother, Ida. They had joined the WVS together a couple of years before to help with the war effort. She’d been carrying Peter at the time and after he’d been born she hadn’t been able to help out as much, but when he turned eighteen months last Christmas, Cathy decided to take advantage of the rest centre’s nursery. So now, while Peter had fun with Auntie Muriel and Auntie Pat, Cathy did her bit to fight Hitler.


‘I still think it’s a bit on the large size,’ said Mrs Prentice, studying her son all buttoned up in his new coat.


Cathy’s gaze flickered over the youngster.


‘It’s got a bit of growing room, I grant you,’ she said. ‘But you only have to tack up the sleeves an inch or two and you’ll get a lot of wear out of it.’


The woman sighed. ‘I suppose you’re right. I’ll have it then. And I’ve got a couple of gymslips my girl’s grown out of.’ She delved into the shopping basket at her feet. ‘Can I swap them for a bigger size?’


She offered Cathy the navy garments.


‘Thank you,’ the woman said, as Cathy took the dresses from her.


Unfortunately, as always when there was something on offer for free, people took advantage. There had been a spate recently, especially when word got around that a new consignment from the US or Canadian Red Cross had arrived, of people turning up at a rest centre pretending to have been bombed out. They’d take the pick of the new clothes, plus household items like crockery and linen, which then turned up a few days later for sale on market stalls. Thankfully, although Cathy had never met her before, Mrs Prentice was obviously a genuine case.


‘How old is she?’


‘Ten.’


Cathy, tucking a strand of light brown hair behind her ear, moved to the school uniform rail and sifted through the line of assorted skirts, blazers and trousers.


‘Here we go,’ she said, dragging out two pinafores.


‘Gladys!’


A young girl reading a comic at one of the canteen tables looked up.


‘Come and try these on,’ called the young mother, beckoning her over.


Cathy caught sight of the clock over the door at the far end of the hall.


Almost four thirty already!


Leaving Mrs Prentice to deal with her daughter, Cathy tidied the hangers and straightened the piles of newly washed and pressed men’s shirts set out on the trestle table, neatly ordered by collar size.


‘How are we getting on?’ she asked, turning back to her customer.


The mother looked her daughter up and down.


‘They’ll do until Easter, I expect,’ said Mrs Prentice, bending to tug the hem of the navy gymslip straight. ‘Go and change back into your clothes now, Gladys,’ she instructed her daughter.


‘I have some navy school knickers, too,’ added Cathy. ‘They’re new if you could use a couple of—’


‘Thanks,’ the young mother cut in, opening her purse and pulling out her pink clothing ration book.


‘They’ve been donated as second hand so you won’t need coupons, but if you want, you can drop a couple of coppers in our Spitfire jar instead.’ Cathy indicated the sweets jar on the refectory counter. It was half filled with coins and had a picture of the fighter aircraft mid-flight stuck on it. ‘We’d be grateful.’


‘I’ll see if I’ve got a bob or two,’ Mrs Prentice replied. ‘But what with these two eating me out of house and home and the prices in the shops going up every day, I’ve barely got two ha’pennies to rub together at the end of the week.’


‘I know what you mean,’ said Cathy, thinking of the handful of coppers in her own purse.


‘I thought it would get a bit better when the Yanks joined in last year but now you can’t get petrol, sweets for the kids are down to just a couple of ounces and they’ve even put biscuits on ration,’ Mrs Prentice went on. ‘I don’t know how the blooming government expects me to keep a roof over my head and feed two kids on a couple of quid a week from the army.’


Cathy gave her a sympathetic smile. ‘I know, but we all have to support our brave boys.’


‘I suppose.’ Mrs Prentice heaved a sigh. ‘Still, I’d better get on. Thanks again for the knickers.’


Gathering her children and their newly acquired garments, Mrs Prentice headed towards the door.


Taking the clothing ledger from the table, Cathy sat on the chair next to the rack of shoes and took her fountain pen from the top pocket of her jacket. After logging Mrs Prentice’s items in the ‘taken’ column and listing the two gymslips under ‘donated’, she closed the book and stood up.


Once she’d pushed the three rails full of assorted jackets, dresses and children’s wear back against the wall, she covered them with dust sheets ready for when she arrived the following morning.


‘Ain’t you got no home to go to?’


Cathy turned around to find Mary Usher, wearing the same WVS uniform as Cathy, standing behind her.


A petite brunette, Mary had spent the afternoon in the yard outside bundling up scrap paper and cardboard for recycling; now she had the red cheeks and windswept hair to show for her hard work.


She’d been a few classes above Cathy at Shadwell School and had lived over her parents’ shoe repair shop in Salmon Lane, which was where she was living now with her two children, because her merchant seaman husband was somewhere in the frozen North Atlantic ferrying armaments to Murmansk for Britain’s fickle ally Russia.


‘Just finishing off,’ Cathy replied, flapping the cover over the boxes beneath.


‘Honestly, you’re always the last one here,’ continued Mary. ‘It’s a wonder you have time to get yourself fed and watered before you have to head off to the shelter.’


‘I put a hotpot in the oven on a low light before I came out and that’ll be ready to dish up when I get in,’ Cathy replied. ‘Unless the air raid sounds, the doors to Bethnal Green station shelter don’t open until five thirty, so I’ve plenty of time, and my mum’s always one of the first through the door so she’ll make sure no one takes my spot.’


‘It seems daft to go traipsing all the way up Cambridge Heath Road when the Tilbury shelter’s only five minutes away,’ said Mary.


‘My brothers go to Parmiter’s School, behind the museum,’ Cathy replied, ‘so it’s not so far for them to get to school in the morning. You in tomorrow?’


‘No, I’ve got to go and queue up for the Ration Department at the Town Hall and try to get Dad a replacement ration book for the one he lost a week ago,’ said Mary. ‘Mum’s going spare as she’s trying to feed all of us on quarter ra—’


The rest-centre doors crashed back against the walls as Wilf Ingles, the ARP warden for Sutton Street, burst in.


‘Have you heard?’ he shouted, waving an Evening News. ‘Monty’s bloomin’ well done it!’


‘Done what?’ asked someone.


‘Beat the bloody Hun,’ Wilf replied, his lined face alight with excitement.


The room erupted into clapping and cheering. A couple of two-tone whistles cut through the air as people slapped each other on the back.


‘Where?’ someone shouted above the noise.


‘Some place called El something or another,’ Wilf replied. ‘It’s all here in the early edition. It calls it a “Great and Glorious Victory”, and says our lads have captured thousands of Wop prisoners and hundreds of tanks. And now they’re driving Rommel and his gang of Nazis into the sea.’ He shook the newspaper again. ‘You can read if for yourselves.’


People crowded around the elderly warden, looking over his shoulders and craning their necks to read the account.


‘Isn’t your Stan in North Africa, Cath?’ Mary asked, turning to face Cathy.


‘Yes,’ Cathy replied flatly.


Mary laughed. ‘Well, your old man must have been right in the thick of it. I bet you’re doubly pleased to hear it’s our boys that have won the day.’


Noticing Cathy’s tight expression, Mary placed her hand over hers. ‘I know, luv, it’s ruddy hard not having them around, isn’t it?’


Cathy didn’t reply.


‘And it’s not just the . . .’ She gave Cathy a bashful look. ‘You know . . . but the little things. Like how their eyes light up when you put their favourite dinner in front of ’em, nights in front of the fire listening to the wireless together when the kids are in bed.’ She laughed. ‘I even miss my Ted’s blooming snoring.’


‘There’ll always be an England,’ sang a male voice above the throng.


Others in the room took up the tune.


‘I’d better collect Peter and get home,’ said Cathy, raising her voice to be heard. ‘See you when I see you.’


‘Not if I see you first,’ Mary shouted back.


Cathy turned, and, weaving her way through the crowd of singing people, she left the main hall and headed for the door at the far end of the corridor.


Catching a faint whiff of carbolic, Cathy walked into what had been the caretaker’s storeroom and was now the organiser’s office. Wall charts and stirrup pumps had replaced the mops and buckets, but the smell lingered on.


The woman sitting behind an old schoolmaster’s desk at the far end of the room looked up and gave Cathy a weary smile.


‘You finished for the day then, Mrs Wheeler?’ she asked.


In her late fifties, with steel-grey hair and a sparse frame, Miss Edith Carpenter had lost her fiancé in the previous Great War and had never found another.


As the only child of the chief surgeon in St George’s Hospital, she was blessed with a private income, so instead of using all her energy and talents to run a home and family, Miss Carpenter poured herself into good works. It was natural, therefore, that when the WVS was founded a year before Hitler marched into Poland, she was one of the first to volunteer.


Although the WVS – or Women of Various Sizes, as their founder Lady Reading often called them – didn’t have an official management hierarchy, in truth, in every canteen or rest centre Cathy had ever visited, it was the wives of professionals and well-to-do businessmen in the area who took charge.


‘Pretty much,’ said Cathy, closing the door. ‘Have you heard the news?’


‘Yes, Peggy Wilson popped her head around the door a few moments ago to tell me,’ Miss Carpenter replied. ‘Marvellous. Your husband is serving in North Africa, isn’t he?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, no doubt you’ll have a letter from him soon telling you all about it,’ the older woman said. ‘And how he misses you, too, I’m sure.’


Cathy gave a tight smile but didn’t reply.


‘I hear your mother’s had her baby,’ said Miss Carpenter.


‘Yes, two nights ago, in the middle of an air raid,’ said Cathy. ‘A little girl; six pounds, thirteen ounces.’


Miss Carpenter’s fair eyebrows rose. ‘Goodness. Is she all right?’


‘She’s fine,’ Cathy replied. ‘Her waters went just before lights-out at ten and the midwife delivered the baby at three thirty.’


‘Have your parents chosen a name yet?’ asked Miss Carpenter.


‘Victoria,’ said Cathy.


The rest centre organiser’s pale eyebrows rose. ‘That’s unusual.’


‘That’s what everyone says,’ Cathy replied.


‘Well, it must have been a bit of a shock for her discovering she was pregnant again at her time of life,’ said Miss Carpenter.


‘It was,’ Cathy replied. ‘I think it was more of a shock for my dad, though.’


Truthfully, it had been a shock for the whole family, especially after the falling-out her parents had had the year before.


It was a long story, but when Ida’s old friend Ellen arrived with ten-year-old Michael and they found out he was Jeremiah’s son, it didn’t take much to imagine what Cathy’s mother’s reaction was. To be honest, she and her sisters Mattie and Jo had refused point-blank even to speak to their father when they found out, but as her mother had wholeheartedly forgiven him, Cathy had to as well.


‘Well, give her my regards when you see her,’ said Miss Carpenter. ‘And I’ll see you in the morning.’


Wishing the older woman goodnight, Cathy left her to her paper-work and headed towards the smaller hall at the back of the building.


Pushing open the half-glazed door of what had been the large committee room, Cathy walked into the nursery to a boisterous chorus of ‘Ee-I-Ay-Di-O’, as the two dozen or more children holding hands sang at the tops of their voices.


Cathy’s eyes scanned the laughing children for a moment before they rested on her son Peter, and love swelled in her heart.


Although he was only two and a half, Peter was already an inch or two taller than most of the boys his age. She had her side of the family to thank for that, but his thick, sandy-coloured hair and broad features were down to her husband Stan.


Peter was on the far side of the circle between two little girls but, seeing her, he broke free and hurried towards her, scattering wooden bricks and tin soldiers in his path.


Cathy put on her brightest face and, crouching down, held out her arms.


‘Hello, young man,’ she said, as she enveloped him in her embrace.


‘Mummy,’ he replied, hugging her tightly.


Cathy closed her eyes and hugged him back.


Feeling the heaviness that was always hovering just over her shoulder and threatening to descend, Cathy gave him a last squeeze and then let him go.


Forcing a smile on to her face, she straightened up and took his hand. ‘Let’s get your coat and then we can go home.’


Within a few moments of leaving the rest centre, Cathy reached Commercial Road.


Before the war, the main highway between Gardiner’s corner and Limehouse had been barely passable because of the cars whizzing past in both directions. However, since the abolition of civilian petrol rations a few months before, only lorries and buses and the occasional horse and cart now trundled along the wide road.


‘Look, Mummy,’ said Peter, pointing a chubby finger at a Charrington’s dray rolling along on the other side of the road.


‘Yes, Peter, it’s a black horse,’ she said, manoeuvring his pushchair across the road.


Turning east, she walked past Arbour Square and then left into Head Street and left again. Pausing by the gates of Senrab Street School, Cathy’s eyes rested on the neat rows of three-storeyed houses running along either side of the street.


The last few people were shutting their doors for the night as Winnie Master, the street’s part-time ARP warden, finished her early-evening round, ensuring Cathy’s neighbours were complying with the blackout regulations.


Tightening her grip on the pushchair handle, Cathy headed down the street and turned into the side alley beside the red door halfway down. Reaching the end, she unlatched the side gate and walked through.


Unlike her parents’ home half a mile away in Mafeking Terrace, the houses here had reasonably large back gardens. At the outbreak of war, most of Cathy’s neighbours had dug up their lawns and planted an Anderson Shelter instead of spring bulbs in their flowerbeds.


Her corrugated refuge was buried under a great mound of earth, which looked as if the lawn was about to give birth. Unlike some, it had proper drainage and two good-size bunks. Her husband Stan had dug it for her and his mother to shelter in, but Cathy never used it.


The weight surrounding her threatened to press down on her shoulders again, but Cathy lifted her chin, opened the back door and rolled the pushchair into the kitchen.


The kitchen straddled the width of the house with a window next to the door. On one side of the room was a porcelain sink with an integrated draining board set into a white enamelled stand. At the far end of the room was a built-in dresser with long cupboards on either side of a central section with a pull-down worktop, which sat over a set of drawers. The room also housed two other items that, as far as she knew, no one else in the street or even the area had: a washing tub, with internal paddle and mangle, and, tucked in the corner on its squat little legs, a refrigerator.


Stan had refitted the kitchen before he’d brought her home as his bride, and, in truth, most women would give their eye-teeth for a kitchen such as the one she was standing in. But for Cathy, there was a coldness about it that had nothing to do with the temperature outside.


The smell of her shin of lamb hotpot wafted over to her, making her stomach rumble.


Kicking on the pushchair’s brakes, Cathy took off her coat. Then, setting Peter on the floor, she unwrapped him from his winter layers.


‘Is that you?’


Cathy took a deep breath. ‘Yes.’


She pulled a smiley face at Peter.


The little boy laughed but then his attention shifted to something behind his mother and his happy expression disappeared.


Cathy turned to see her mother-in-law standing in the doorway.


Wearing the long-ago fashions and muted colours of the Edwardian age, Violet Wheeler looked a decade older than her fifty years.


‘Now that the clocks have gone back and it gets dark so early, you might have come home sooner,’ said Violet, her pale lips drawing into a sullen line.


Tying her son’s Noddy and Big Ears bib around his neck, Cathy didn’t reply.


‘Still,’ continued Violet, putting on her hard-done-by-little-old-lady expression, ‘after all this time, I should have known you don’t care about my poor nerves.’


Cathy crossed to the dresser and pulled out the cutlery drawer. ‘I’ve been busy all afternoon, so I was late getting away.’


‘Busy!’ scoffed her mother-in-law. ‘Is that what you call gossiping with those do-gooding friends of yours at that centre?’


‘Busy helping families who’ve lost everything in the bombing,’ Cathy replied.


Violet’s thin face pulled into a sorrowful expression.


‘And what about my poor little Stanley?’ She ran her bony hand over her grandson’s fair hair and the boy looked up. ‘Were you left all alone, my poor darling, while your selfish mummy was enjoying herself?’


‘His name’s Peter,’ said Cathy, collecting the knives and forks from the dresser. ‘And you know full well Peter was in the nursery playing with the other children.’


Her mother-in-law’s eyes narrowed. ‘And if that’s not bad enough, you dump him on your mother every Wednesday to go gadding around,’ Violet added.


‘I’m taking typing and shorthand classes at Cephas Street, not dancing the night away in the Lyceum,’ Cathy snapped back.


‘Evening classes,’ sneered her mother-in-law. ‘What do you need evening classes for?’


‘To better myself,’ Cathy replied. ‘Perhaps I’ll get a little job when Peter gets older.’


‘You’ve got a job as a wife and mother and looking after me as you should. And if you think you’re going to get yourself a swanking job in an office somewhere then you’d better think again. My Stan won’t have you showing ’im up by letting people think he can’t provide for his family.’


Turning her back on her mother-in-law, Cathy started to wash her hands.


‘I’ll be writing to him tomorrow, to tell him just how you treat me,’ continued Violet, speaking to the back of Cathy’s head. ‘Mark my words. He’ll sort you out good and proper when he gets back.’


Graphic memories of her brutal and fearful life with Stan flashed through Cathy’s mind and panic fluttered in her chest.


‘And it’ll be no more than you deserve,’ added Violet.


Reminding herself that her husband was two thousand miles away in North Africa, Cathy pushed the unsettling thoughts aside.


‘I suppose you’ll be off to the shelter with your mother in an hour,’ Violet said.


‘I will,’ said Cathy.


‘I don’t know why you don’t just go straight there,’ said Violet.


Cathy said nothing. Stretching up, she went to take two dinner plates from the rack.


‘Don’t bother,’ said Violet. ‘I got fed up waiting for you, so I’ve had mine.’


Placing her and her son’s plates on the table, Cathy picked up the tea towel from the hook by the cooker. Winding it around her hands, she crouched down.


A blast of hot air hit her face as she opened the oven door and lifted out the enamel casserole dish. Placing supper on the table, she lifted the lid.


Cathy stared at what was supposed to be her and Peter’s supper for a moment then raised her head.


‘What?’ asked Violet, with barely concealed malice glinting in her pale grey eyes.


‘What do you mean, what?’ snapped Cathy, pointing into the bowl. ‘You’ve had the lot.’


‘No I haven’t,’ her mother-in-law replied, giving her an airy look. She glanced into the dish. ‘See.’


She pointed at the couple of potatoes, the handful of carrot slices and the bits of gristly meat at the bottom of the dish. ‘That’s more than enough for Stanley.’


‘And what about me?’ Cathy asked. ‘That was part of my weekly meat rations, too.’


Violet shrugged. ‘Well, had you been here you could have said something, but as you weren’t, hard lu—’


The door knocker echoed down the hall.


‘Who’s that?’ said Violet.


Again, not answering, Cathy wiped her hands on the tea towel and went through to the hallway.


‘It’d better not be any of your bog-trotting family,’ shouted Violet, as Cathy reached the front door. ‘I won’t have them under my roof, do you hear?’


Patting her hair into place and straightening the front of her blouse, Cathy opened the door.


Standing on the step was a post office messenger dressed in a navy uniform with red piping and a pillbox cap. He was about thirteen or fourteen, with the shadow of his first moustache on his top lip and acne sprinkled across his forehead. His bicycle was propped up on the kerb.


Gathered on the pavement on the other side of the road were Cathy’s neighbours, all with pitying expressions on their faces.


Cathy’s heart leapt into her throat.


‘Mrs Stanley Wheeler?’ the boy asked, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down as he spoke.


‘Yes.’


Diving into the bag slung across him, he pulled out a telegram and handed it to her.


‘I’m sorry.’


Touching the stiff peak of his cap, the lad climbed back on his bicycle and cycled away.


Cathy stared at the envelope in her hand for a moment then went back inside, closing the door behind her.


‘Who is it?’ bellowed Violet.


Cathy walked back into the kitchen and the blood drained from her mother-in-law’s face when she saw the telegram.


Cathy broke the seal and unfolded the page.


‘Is it my Stanley?’ asked Violet as Cathy’s eyes tried to focus on the lines of tickertape that were dancing about on the page.


‘Is he injured?’


Cathy didn’t reply.


‘Tell me,’ screeched Violet. ‘Tell me if my son’s all right. Tell me!’


Violet snatched the paper from Cathy’s hand. Her hard eyes darted across the page for a moment then she looked up at Cathy.


‘Missing in action,’ she shouted. ‘How can he be missing in action? I only got a letter yesterday.’


‘That’s what it says,’ Cathy replied.


Peter toddled over and grabbed Cathy’s legs, so she lifted him up and slid him into his highchair.


‘What are you doing?’ asked Violet.


‘Giving Peter his dinner before we go off to the shelter,’ said Cathy.


Her mother-in-law looked at her in disbelief. ‘But your husband’s missing! Doesn’t that mean anything to you?’


‘Of course it does,’ said Cathy, placing Peter’s plate in front of him. ‘If he doesn’t turn up or appear on a POW list in the next six months, I’ll be a widow.’









Chapter Two


ALTHOUGH THE DAMP from the London clay he was lying on was seeping through his khaki battle jacket, Sergeant Archie McIntosh barely noticed the discomfort. It was now mid afternoon on the first Friday in November and he had more important things to worry about. The main one being the 1,500-kilo German bomb, known ominously as a Satan, that he was lying alongside at the bottom of a ten-foot trench.


On the other side of the bomb, hunkered down on his haunches, was Lieutenant Monkman, the officer in charge of North East London Bomb Disposal Unit’s D Squad. He was chewing the side of his thumb and, despite the chilly air at the bottom of the wood-clad shaft, Archie could see perspiration gathering on his senior officer’s forehead.


‘Can you see the number on the fuse yet, McIntosh?’ Lieutenant Monkman asked, the steam of his breath visible as he spoke.


‘No, sir, there’s too much muck,’ Archie replied.


With thin Brylcreemed brown hair and elongated features, Nicholas Ernest Monkman was a bit younger than Archie’s thirty years. Although Monkman’s officer’s uniform was tailor-made rather than standard issue, the jacket still hung loosely from his shoulders and had plenty of room across the chest. According to Tubbs Croker, the mess sergeant who dealt with the officers’ lounge and bar, Monkman was the younger son of some earl. Growing up in Maryhill, Archie hadn’t had too much to do with the aristocracy or their offspring, but two years of serving under Monkman had given him a practical understanding of the words ‘entitled’ and ‘condescending’, and had confirmed to Archie why he was a card-carrying member of the Labour Party.


Taking the cloth tucked inside his jacket, he wound it around his finger and, reaching across, gently wiped the mud from the circular disc in the fat belly of the explosive.


The cavity made by the ten-foot-long bomb as it had ploughed its way underground after impact had been discovered by the local ARP warden earlier that morning while he was inspecting the damage of the previous night’s air raid. As the unexploded armament had come to rest between the three storage tanks of the St Pancras Gasworks and the mainline station itself, the control room at Islington Town had immediately phoned through to Wanstead School, where the bomb disposal unit was based. Archie’s team were on first call that morning and they had been sent out immediately. That was just after nine, and the men had been digging down for the past five hours to uncover the bomb.


With his heart thumping against the inside of his chest, Archie gently cleared away the last few smears of mud. Taking his torch from his breast pocket, he flicked it on.


‘It’s a seventeen,’ Archie said, as the beam illuminated the number in the centre of the disc. Inching forward, he placed his right ear on to the dirty metal. ‘And the wee bugger’s ticking.’


Fear flickered in Lieutenant Monkman’s close-set eyes and he scrambled to his feet. He glanced at the ladder leading up to the surface and, for one brief moment, Archie thought his senior officer was going to make a bolt for it, but then Monkman’s eyes returned to him.


Holding the other man’s gaze, Archie stood up.


‘Chalky!’ he yelled up the shaft without taking his eyes from the man opposite.


‘Sarge?’ Corporal White shouted back.


‘It’s a Satan with a number seventeen fuse, so the lieutenant will be needing the clock stopper and the stethoscope,’ Archie bellowed up.


‘Right you are,’ White yelled back.


‘And have the drill and steamer ready to go once we’ve stopped it ticking,’ Archie called.


The lieutenant took his handkerchief from his pocket.


‘What in the devil’s name is taking them so long?’ he asked, mopping his brow and casting anxious glances at the bomb at their feet.


‘Dinna fret, they’ll be here presently,’ Archie said.


‘I’m not fretting,’ snapped the lieutenant. Taking a packet of cigarettes from his trouser pocket, he sneered, ‘I just don’t want them aping around, that’s all, Sergeant.’


Archie held Monkman’s mocking gaze.


The officer took out his lighter, a silver one with his initials stamped on the side.


‘Good God, man,’ he said, flicking it, ‘it’s not too much to ask that they get a shift on, is it?’


‘No, sir,’ Archie replied.


‘I bet they wouldn’t be monkeying around if they were standing next to a sodding ticking bomb,’ said Monkman, frantically flicking the lighter cap to get a flame.


Irritation flared in Archie’s chest.


Chalky and the lads had finished their shift the previous night at ten, after cleaning and reordering the equipment and loading it back in the truck, a full three hours after Lieutenant Monkman and a couple of his fellow officers had disappeared up West for an evening out. Today, the lads had already shovelled out several tons of mud and set the shaft props in place before Lieutenant Monkman arrived, pulling up at the scene in his sports car just after lunch.


Stifling his resentment on his men’s behalf, Archie took a deep breath to steady his pulse.


At last a flame flickered, illuminating Monkman’s thin face in an orange glow. However, as he held the tip of his cigarette to the flame, he lost his grip on the lighter and it clanged on to the bomb casing.


Fear flashed across Monkman’s narrow face and he froze.


Archie’s eyes locked with his and both men held their breath.


The dripping water from the oozing mud counted down the seconds for what seemed like an eternity then Archie bent down and picked up the lighter.


‘Allow me, sir,’ he said.


Stepping forward, Archie offered his senior officer a light.


Monkman’s hands shook as he held the tip of his cigarette into the flame.


Archie gave back the lighter and the officer forced a laugh.


‘Damn cold. Freeze the balls off a brass monkey, wouldn’t you say?’ he asked, his thin moustache lifted in a smirk.


Archie’s eyebrows raised a fraction but he didn’t reply.


They stood in silence for a moment then a two-tone whistle echoed down the shaft.


‘Mind your heads,’ Chalky called.


Archie looked up to see the cradle with the equipment in it being lowered down the shaft. Stepping carefully around the bomb, he reached up and guided the mesh box down.


‘About bloody time, too,’ muttered Lieutenant Monkman as he joined Archie.


The clock stopper was a two-foot-wide, four-inch-thick device that stopped the fuse’s internal mechanisms by means of a magnetic current. The earlier versions resembled a horse collar; however, the one D Squad now used was square with handles. Monkman tried to lift it out of the cradle but hit the metal sides instead, sending a loud clang back up the shaft.


‘Perhaps it might be best if you let me position the clock stopper, sir, while you listen in with the electronic stethoscope,’ Archie suggested, taking the solid ten-pound piece of equipment from his senior officer’s hands and moving it clear of the bomb.


Ten minutes later, with Lieutenant Monkman crouched opposite him with his earphones on, listening to the fuse mechanism and puffing on the last half-inch of his cigarette, Archie tightened the last bolt on the clock stopper’s metal strap.


He looked at Monkman, who nodded.


Turning on the balls of his feet, Archie switched on the hand-held generator and block battery attached to the clock stopper by two leads.


A low hum signalled the cumbersome equipment’s response to the electrical charge passing through it.


Holding his breath, Archie looked across at his senior officer again.


Monkman gave him the thumbs-up, indicating the ticking had stopped, and Archie’s shoulders relaxed.


Rising to his feet, he pressed his hands into the small of his back to relieve the tightness, then cupped his hands around his mouth.


‘Chalky!’


Corporal White’s apple-round face appeared over the edge of the parapet. ‘Sarge?’


‘You, Mogg and Ron get yourselves and the drill down here pronto, and tell Arthur to fire up the steamer,’ Archie called.


‘Yes, Sarge,’ his corporal shouted back. ‘And, Sarge! Guess what?’


‘The Andrew Sisters are dropping into HQ to entertain us all over a spot of tea?’ Archie yelled.


‘No,’ his second-in-command bellowed. ‘One of the coppers up here just got a copy of the Evening Standard, and splashed across the front page is the news that old Monty’s gone and kicked Rommel’s fat German arse in some place called El-Armin or summink.’


‘Well now, while I’m right pleased for General Montgomery, Chalky, you’ll forgive me if I dinna go too wild with joy just at the moment, due to the fact I’m standing alongside 1,500 kilos of high explosives. So if you don’t mind . . . ?’


‘Sorry, Sarge,’ said Chalky.


‘And fetch us down a slug of water, will ya?’ Archie shouted back. ‘Ma mouth’s as dry as the bottom of a budgie’s cage.’


Chalky hurried off to do his sergeant’s bidding.


Flicking his cigarette butt into the corner of the damp pit, Monkman stood up.


‘Well, McIntosh, I’ll get out of your way while you and the chaps get the drill and steamer going.’


‘You’ll nae be hanging around to oversee the operation?’ asked Archie.


He shook his head.


‘Too many cooks and all that.’ He grinned and slapped Archie’s upper arm. ‘Good work, Sergeant.’


Turning, he practically bounced up the ladder and was gone.


There was a scuffling above and Archie looked up to see Chalky and the three squaddies he’d asked for climbing down the ladder with the drill and rubber hosepipe from the steamer.


Chalky, a solid individual with sandy-coloured hair and a ready smile, stepped off the bottom rung of the ladder and sidled over.


‘I see our commanding officer has done his usual,’ he said, handing Archie a water bottle. ‘Well, at least wiv him gone, we’ve got a decent chance of getting out of the stinking pit in one piece.’


Uncorking the canteen, Archie’s mouth lifted slightly by way of reply. He took a swig of water and then hunkered down.


‘All right, me bonny lads,’ said Archie, picking up the discarded headphones and putting them over his ears. ‘You know what to do, so let’s get on with it.’


Hooking his towel on the peg, Archie stepped under the stream of water pulsing out of the chrome shower head a few inches above him.


Resting his hands on the white tiled wall in front, he hung his head and let the warm water trickle down his aching body.


It was already dark by the time he and his men had arrived back at the depot half an hour ago. Thankfully, drilling through the outer casing of the bomb had been pretty straightforward, as had the removal of the explosives. It hadn’t taken long to emulsify them using the steamer. Although, even without the fuse, the explosives could still blow you to kingdom come, Archie had decided that it would be better to get the whole thing up top so he could disarm the fuse in the daylight. Unfortunately, as the bomb was smack bang in the middle of two buildings vital to the war effort, they’d had to transport its carcass, with the clock stopper still attached, to the safer location of the bomb graveyard on Hackney Marshes.


They’d arrived there just as the blackout started at six, so in a tarpaulin blackout tent under the glare of two spotlights, Archie had finally detached the fuse with his spanner and made it safe before heading back to base.


The army’s bomb disposal squad was housed in what had been Wanstead High School for Boys. With most of its pupils evacuated elsewhere, the school had been converted into the North East Regional Headquarters, housing ten sections, comprising of half a dozen men apiece. Each squad was headed up by a sergeant and, in theory, were under the command of any of the dozen or so lieutenants. In reality, with a few notable exceptions, the lieutenants did little work, leaving it to experienced sergeants like himself to manage the day-to-day business.


Archie’s D Squad was located on the second floor of the old school building, along with E and F Squads. The classrooms had been converted into barracks, but, although it was cheaper to live on site, Archie, like a couple of the other non-commissioned officers, had found himself a billet close by, just east of Bow Bridge. The officers made their own arrangements and rented houses if they had families or took lodgings if they were single.


Of course, by the time he and his team had returned, soaked to the skin and ravenously hungry, the officers were already celebrating the news from Egypt, knocking back large Scotches in the mess as if they’d been the ones who’d routed Rommel.


Archie was now standing in what had been the boys’ changing room, and around him were the six men that made up D Squad, all vigorously scrubbing the day’s filth off them with slivers of carbolic soap.


‘Oi, Archie!’


He looked around at Fred Wood, the driver and tea maker, lathering himself under the shower opposite.


‘Me and some of the boys are going to the Regal later to raise a glass or two in Monty’s honour, fancy joining us?’ asked the private, who’d been a bin man in Doncaster before he was called up.


‘Yeah,’ said eighteen-year-old Private Tim Conner, rubbing his hands across his hairless chest. ‘There’ll be plenty of totty.’


‘The boy’s right, Archie,’ said Mogg Evans – the Swansea Mangler, as he was known in amateur wrestler circles. ‘Wild they are since those Yanks arrived. Coming down to London from all over looking for a bit of fun.’


‘Yes, I tell you, I just flashed the old bomb squad badge last week at the Ilford Palais and I was swamped with girls who wanted to show a hero of the Blitz their gratitude.’


Archie smiled. ‘I wouldnae want to cramp your style, lads.’


‘’Ark at ’im,’ laughed Ron Marchant, who’d been a stevedore in the Royal Docks. ‘The UXB’s very own Casanova.’


They all laughed, and Archie joined in.


‘Come on, Archie,’ urged Arthur Goodman, who at thirty-eight was the oldest in the squad. ‘You need to get out a bit.’


‘Yeah, come on.’ Chalky glanced down at Archie’s bare crotch. ‘Give your todger something to do for once.’


Archie smiled. ‘Thanks for the offer, pal, but I’ve already got a date. And don’t enjoy yourselves too much: we’re back on duty at six.’


This brought forth the usual groans, expletives and rude gestures.


Archie’s smile widened, and, throwing his towel over his shoulder, he headed off for the changing room.


In the steamy atmosphere, each one of his squad’s naked bodies looked much the same as the other. Only he looked different. And not just because at six foot two he towered over the other men. He looked different because, despite his Glaswegian accent and Highland name, while they were pale pink all over, he was the colour of milky coffee.









Chapter Three


AS EVERYONE WAS keen to read the full account of the 8th Army’s rout of Rommel in North Africa in the Sunday papers, Fieldman the stationers, at the bottom of Watney Street Market, was doing a brisk trade by the time Cathy reached them. Crunching through the thin layers of ice on the pavement puddles, she turned into Chapman Street.


It was just after eight thirty and a little over a week since she’d received the telegram about Stanley.


A train rattled along on the viaduct above, leaving black smoke and the smell of coal dust in its wake. As Cathy walked past the archway of her father’s removal and delivery business, her thirteen-year-old brother Billy tore around the corner with twelve-year-old Michael just a step behind. As always on a Sunday morning, they were both in their school uniform.


Known to friend and foe as ‘the Brogan boys’, they were in fact chalk and cheese as far as appearances went. Billy was stocky, with a mop of sandy-coloured hair, while Michael, with his black curly hair and lanky frame, looked so much like Cathy’s older brother Charlie it was uncanny. Michael’s face lit up as he spotted her.


‘Can’t stop, Cath, or we’ll be late,’ he shouted as he shot past her.


‘I guessed as much,’ Cathy replied.


‘See you at church,’ added Billy as he sped by.


Cathy watched them for a moment or two then continued on towards the turning they’d just come from.


Mafeking Terrace, where her parents Ida and Jeremiah Brogan lived, was a couple of turnings down the road, so within a moment or two Cathy swung the front wheels of the pushchair into her parents’ street and headed for the house with the green door.


The street – just a hop, skip and a jump from London Docks – was part of the Chapman Estate. Like dozens of others in the area, the Victorian cottages that lined both sides of the thoroughfare opened straight on to the cobbled street, with just a narrow pavement in front of them. There had been mutterings about the council condemning them as unfit for human habitation. And truthfully, with damp in the walls, windows rattling in their frames and an unreliable sewage system running beneath, you’d have a hard time arguing otherwise. However, with half the houses in the area just piles of rubble and families living in one room, it wasn’t the right time to start bulldozing what was still standing, no matter how ramshackle they were.


Within a few moments, Cathy was at her family home, but instead of knocking on the front door, she headed down the narrow alleyway between the houses towards the wooden gate at the end. Flipping the latch, Cathy wheeled the pushchair through into the backyard.


Her father Jeremiah had taken over from his father as the local rag-and-bone man when he’d come back from France the first time the country was at war with Germany. However, under the War Act the Government now bought all scrap metal at a fixed rate, so he had had to branch out. Now Brogan & Son no longer dealt in old mangles, misshapen pots or bedsteads, but was, instead, a removal and delivery firm, with a second-hand furniture business on the side.


Where discarded household items had once been stacked, there now stood a barrel with potato leaves spouting out of the top and next to that was a row of old china sinks planted with carrots and onions to go alongside whatever cut or kind of meat her mother managed to prise out of Ray Harris, the butcher they were registered with. However, the most notable change at the back of the family home was the chicken coop straddling the back wall.


Spotting the hens pecking around in the dirt as Cathy wheeled him into the yard, Peter stretched his arms towards them.


‘Chick chicks,’ he said, waggling his mittened hands and looking excitedly at his mother.


‘In a minute, Peter,’ Cathy said, and smiled. ‘Let’s see Nanny and the baby first.’


Knocking the pushchair’s brake on with her foot, Cathy lifted her son out and tucked him on to her hip. As she opened the back door, the smell of porridge and toast filled her nose.


Her parents’ kitchen was as familiar to her as her own face in the mirror, and it was the welcoming heart of the house. Although none of the chairs around the scrubbed table matched, there were enough seats for everyone, plus a spare or two for visitors. There was always a cuppa to be had and, rationing permitting, often a slice of her mother’s cake to accompany it. At the far end was a massive dresser that housed all her mother’s mismatched crockery, alongside the odd beer glass or two; that was also where Ida now kept Cathy’s brother Charlie’s battered school satchel containing all the family certificates and her Prudential saving book, ready to take to the shelter.


‘Only me, Mum,’ shouted Cathy, closing the door behind her.


‘Hello, luv,’ her mother called back from the parlour. ‘There’s a fresh pot if you fancy a cuppa, and could you bring me another while you’re at it. I’m parched.’


‘Right you are,’ Cathy shouted back as she took off her son’s coat and scarf.


Free of his outerwear, her son toddled off into the lounge and after pouring herself and her mother a mug of tea, Cathy followed.


Like the kitchen, the back parlour also reflected her father’s trade and was furnished with an odd assortment of easy chairs, with a three-seater leather sofa along the far wall. The south-facing window that looked out on to the narrow passageway at the side of the house provided some light. Standing on one side of the fireplace was her father’s pride and joy: a floor-to-ceiling bookcase. There was also a shiny Bush wireless in the corner, and new metal frames around the family photos; with people having to find new accommodation and furniture after being bombed out, her father’s business was clearly prospering.


Cathy’s mother was a few months short of her forty-sixth birthday and had the same light brown hair and hazel eyes as Cathy. She was wearing the navy maternity dress with the white collar Cathy had found when she’d been unpacking one of the Red Cross packages a while back.


She was sitting with her feet up on the sofa and although she looked tired, as well she might with a ten-day-old baby, she had the contented glow of a new mother.


On the floor beside her was one of the drawers from her parents’ tallboy, which had been emptied to be used as a makeshift crib.


Peter had pulled out the toy box from behind the sofa and was sitting on the hearth rug rummaging through.


Crossing the room, Cathy placed a cup of tea on the table beside her mother and gave her a kiss on the cheek.


‘Hello, Mum, I thought I’d pop in before church to see how you’re getting on?’


‘All the better for seeing you,’ Ida replied. ‘I’m still a bit sore, but now my milk’s come in at least I haven’t got two rocks on me chest.’


‘Is she still feeding well?’ asked Cathy.


Her mother nodded. ‘She’d put on another three ounces when the nurse weighed her on Friday.’


‘I’ve just passed the boys dashing to church,’ said Cathy, as she sat at the other end of the sofa.


Her mother nodded. ‘It’s going to be a special commemorative service for the victory at El-Alamein. Father Mahon wants to make sure the altar servers and choir know what they’re doing.’


‘And behave themselves,’ said Cathy. ‘Where’s Dad?’


‘He did an extra duty at the fire station so he’s upstairs having a kip,’ her mother replied.


Cathy’s gaze shifted down on to the improvised crib next to the sofa.


Her new sister looked very different from when Cathy had first seen her, red-faced and mucus stained, the day after she’d been born. She had plumped up and the dark hair that had been plastered to her head had turned to soft downy curls. Weighing in at six pounds thirteen ounces, the new baby Brogan was no lightweight, but nestled in among the white and lemon knitted blankets, with her fists clenched, she looked tiny.


Cathy drank her tea as her mother went through how many times Victoria had woken her in the night, how it seemed strange after all this time to have a new-born and how she was going straight down to the Town Hall’s ration department to get Victoria her ration book as soon as her two weeks’ lying-in was over.


Finishing her last mouthful of tea, Cathy put the cup on the sideboard.


‘Can I have a little cuddle?’ she asked, watching the infant’s almost transparent eyelids flicker as she dreamed.


‘Of course you can, luv,’ her mother replied.


Cathy gently scooped up her new-born sister.


Looking down at the infant slumbering peacefully in her arms, Cathy’s heart ached; she would never know the joy of motherhood again.


‘Has the official letter arrived from the army yet?’ her mother asked softly.


Cathy nodded. ‘It came in the second post on Friday. Stan was officially listed as missing three weeks ago on the twenty-second of October, so I’ll be free of him on Good Friday.’


‘You’ve counted,’ said her mother.


‘Why wouldn’t I, Mum?’ Cathy replied, enjoying the feel of the baby in her arms.


Reaching across, her mother took her hand. ‘Oh, Cathy, if we’d only known what Stan was like your father would have nev—’


‘I know, Mum,’ cut in Cathy.


‘And to think how he came between you and Mattie,’ added her mother.


The cloud of sadness that was always there when she thought how Stanley’s involvement with Mosley’s thugs had stopped her talking to her eldest sister Mattie for over two years descended.


‘I shouldn’t have been so blind to what Stan really was.’ She gave Ida a plucky smile. ‘And at least now I’ve got it in writing that he’s missing in action the bank will let me have access to Stan’s savings, so I’ll have something to live on other than Stan’s grudging army allowance from the Post Office each week.’


The baby gave a little sigh. Cathy kissed her sister’s peach-like forehead.


‘Anyway,’ she said, giving her mother a bright smile, ‘let’s forget about Stan. Tell me how’s the baby been otherwise?’


‘The sweet darling’s been a pure angel, so she has, and there’s none who’d say otherwise.’


Cathy looked around and found her grandmother standing in the hallway door.


Slightly built, Queenie Brogan would have had to stand on her tiptoes to make five foot. She was in her mid-sixties and looked as if a strong gust of wind would have her off her feet. However, her wiry arms put the family’s washing through a cast-iron mangle each and every Monday, and her sparrow-like legs could outpace a woman half her age from one end of the market to the other.


Although on every other day of the week, her gran wore a faded wraparound apron, which was probably older than Cathy herself, today, as she would be going to Mass soon, she wore her best maroon dress with the crochet lace collar, freshly laundered lisle stockings, and her hair was neatly styled into a tight bun. Also, as it was the Lord’s day, she’d popped in her false teeth.


Seeing his great-grandmother, Peter stood up and, clutching a rag book in his hand, toddled across, arms outstretched. As he reached her, Queenie swept him effortlessly up into her embrace.


Cathy glanced at the clock on the mantelshelf. ‘You’ve got half an hour yet, Gran. I can squeeze one more out of the pot, if you fancy one.’


‘Thank you, no,’ Queenie replied, setting Peter back on the floor. ‘I thought I might get there a bit earlier as I’m mighty worried about poor Father Mahon. For wasn’t he coughing fit to rip his soul from his body at confession on Friday? So I want to see how he’s faring. He’s been a martyr to his chest since he was a boy. It’s damp today so I hope he’s remembered his scarf.’


‘I’m sure Mrs Dunn would have reminded him,’ said Ida.


‘Mrs Dunn,’ scoffed Queenie, opening the door and retrieving her ankle-length black coat and Sunday hat from the stand in the hall. ‘Don’t talk to me about the so-called housekeeper at the Rectory. She let him go out last week in the rain without his umbrella.’


‘I don’t know, Queenie,’ said Ida, ‘the way you fuss over Father Mahon.’


‘Sure, haven’t I known the man all my life?’ Queenie replied. ‘And, tell me if you will, who’s to watch over him if I don’t?’


She turned towards the door but as she did, she spotted Cathy’s empty cup.


Quick as a light and before Cathy could stop her, her gran’s bony hand shot out and she grabbed it.


Throwing the grouts into the aspidistra’s yellow and green majolica pot on the sideboard, Queenie peered into the mug.


Unhappiness pressed down on Cathy again. She didn’t need the tea leaves to show her what her future was because until she found out if Stan was alive or dead, she had none.


However, as Queenie studied what remained inside the china teacup, a blissful smile lifted the old woman’s thin lips and the long-forgotten feeling of hope fluttered in Cathy’s chest.


‘What?’ she asked.


Her grandmother raised her head.


‘Oh, nothing,’ she said, her coal-black eyes dancing with delight.


As Fred pulled on the 3-ton Austin K5 handbrake, Archie opened the cab door.


Straightening his field cap, he banged on the side of the truck then strolled to the rear. The canvas curtain flapped back as the tailgate dropped down.


‘Come on, bonny lads,’ Archie shouted as half a dozen men scrambled out. ‘We havenae got all day.’


‘But it’s Sunday, Sarge,’ murmured Mogg, stifling a yawn. ‘And we ain’t had no grub yet.’


‘Aye,’ Archie agreed, ‘but I’m afraid a category-A bomb won’t wait until you jessies have had your Day of Rest or filled your bellies.’


‘I bet the officer ain’t been dragged out of bed,’ said Ron.


‘Too true, boyo,’ said Mogg. ‘One law for the toffs and another for the rest of us.’


Truthfully, there should have been an officer on duty, but after seeing it was Monkman chalked up on the duty board, Archie had decided to take the report and reconnoitre the place himself. It wasn’t the first time he had done so and, having been in bomb disposal since the word go, he had twice the experience of nearly all the lieutenants assigned to the North East London Unit.


‘Never you mind about the officers, Evans,’ said Archie. ‘But, Sarge,’ said Ron Marchant, giving him an artless look, ‘I thought you were a socialist. I thought you said all men are equal and all that.’


‘Aye, they are,’ Archie replied. ‘So I’ll be sure to keep an eye on you so you shovel as much muck as everyone else today.’


The squad laughed.


‘Now, away,’ said Archie, suppressing a smile. ‘And make sure you and the lads look lively if I give you the nod. Chalky, get them in order.’


‘Yes, Sarge,’ the corporal replied.


Leaving the crew to unload, Archie went and stood next to the Shadwell Social Hall and stared down a deserted Johnson Street. On the viaduct above his head ran the railway from Tilbury that carried almost all the goods unloaded from every dock east of the City, and just half a mile away was the entrance to the Blackwall Tunnel, one of only two river crossings east of Tower Bridge. Both the tunnel and the railway were vital to the war effort.


Being close to the docks and railway, the whole area had taken a pounding the night before, as the brickwork, shattered glass and personal effects strewn across the cobbles testified. Most of the houses at the far end of the street had had their roofs blown off, while the last two were missing their side walls. A lamp-post lay at half mast, its mangled light mantel touching the paving stones as if executing a very low bow in the early-morning chill.


Seeing him, the elderly ARP warden, with a knitted balaclava under his helmet, shuffled over, blowing on his hands as he rubbed them together.


‘Morning,’ said Archie.


‘And you,’ the warden replied, giving him the surprised look his dark features usually engendered.


The warden’s watery eyes shifted to the three stripes on his upper arm then back to his face.


‘Where’s the little beauty, then?’ asked Archie.


‘Her, over there’ – he indicated a stout woman in a navy ARP warden’s uniform and tin hat standing under the stone arch of St Peter’s porch – ‘thinks there’s a UXB behind the Three Tuns, but I say it’s already blown.’


‘Why?’ said Archie.


‘Well,’ the old man’s droopy grey moustache moved from side to side as he chuckled, ‘you only have to look around to know the answer to that!’


He was right, of course. The whole street looked like the morning after the Sack of Rome but ...


‘Do you mind if I take a look?’ asked Archie.


‘’Elp yourself,’ said the warden.


Archie gave a two-tone whistle and Chalky, who was leaning on the truck’s red wheel arch, looked around.


Archie nodded and then set off, his corporal soon falling into step alongside him.


‘But don’t blame me if you find sod all,’ the warden shouted after them.


Archie raised his hand in acknowledgement.


‘And keep an eye out for kids,’ the warden added. ‘Little buggers are forever popping up where they oughtn’t.’


As he and Chalky headed towards the public house, Archie told his second-in-command what the warden had said.


‘So he thinks we’re wasting our time,’ said Chalky when he’d finished.


‘Aye,’ said Archie. ‘But if three years of hunting and destroying German armaments has taught me one thing it’s never say never.’


Skirting down the side of the drinking house, Archie lifted the latch to the yard and wandered in.


‘What d’you think, Sarge?’ asked Chalky.


Archie looked around.


‘Well, although they’re cracked, the windows aren’t all blown out, so whatever destroyed the front was to the south, closer to the river,’ he said.


His gaze travelled over the upturned crates strewn across the cobbled yard until he spied a piece of distorted metal poking out from behind a barrel by the wall.


Archie walked over and, reaching down, dragged out a tail fin just short of a foot across.


He held it out. ‘Two hundred and fifty kilograms?’


‘I’d say so,’ Chalky agreed. ‘But where’s the entry point?’


Archie looked around again then noticed the bricks in the back wall were buckling out of line.


He kicked one of the toppled barrels nearer to the wall. Grabbing the rim, he set it upright and, using an old tin brandy keg as a stepping stone, jumped up on to the barrel.


He peered over into the next garden. Archie found himself looking down into a cavity some five feet wide, double that depth, and with recently disturbed soil in the middle. This was the reason why he’d had to drag the squad from their pits so early that morning.


Smiling, he jumped down.


‘You found it, then?’ said Chalky.


‘Aye,’ Archie replied, rubbing the dirt from his hands. ‘So now let’s dig the bugger out.’


The squad were leaning on the truck, smoking, but when they saw the two men emerge they stood up.


‘Right. Safety point around that corner, Ron,’ he said, nodding towards the shop at the bottom of the street with the shutters locked down. ‘And get the kettle on. The rest of you start digging, Chalky will show you where while I go and find us some grub.’


Ten minutes later, having gathered all their billy cans into a haversack, Archie strolled north towards the main road in search of something to fill his squad’s bellies. Despite it being Sunday, there was likely to be a Jewish baker or perhaps a café open. Skirting around the heavy-rescue teams that were still digging out a collapsed building, the mobile ambulance and the kitchen table that had been set up as an ARP information point, Archie reached the main road. Although the scene here was a little calmer, in the wide thoroughfare there was a burnt-out trolley bus with its cable dangling from above and the tarmac had bubbled, the result, no doubt, of an incendiary bomb dropped during the previous night’s bombardment.


Looking around he spotted a Morris van with the letters WVS painted on the side. It was parked by the side of a Victorian church and standing by the van’s open back doors was a handful of women serving breakfast to a dozen or so ARP personnel.


Archie’s stomach rumbled, so, adjusting the haversack on his shoulder, he set off at a brisk pace towards the van, but as he reached the front gates of the church one of the bell ringers in the tower let go the treble, setting off a joyous round of bells. As the ringer in the bell tower started their second round, other churches nearby joined in.


Caught up in the country’s jubilations, Archie stopped and raised his face to the icy blue November sky. Taking a deep breath as the sounds not heard for over three long years rolled over him, something collided with his leg.


He looked down to see a small boy of about three, with sandy-coloured hair and dressed in his Sunday-best coat, looking up at him.


‘Hey there, pal,’ said Archie, smiling down at the toddler. ‘Where did—’


‘Peter!’


Archie looked up to see a young woman wearing a becoming cobalt-blue coat dashing towards him down the path, her rich corn-coloured hair glistening in the sun as she ran.


The child, seeing his mother heading towards him, started off again, but before he’d taken a second step Archie swooped him up.


‘Thank you,’ the woman said breathlessly as she reached them.


‘Nae problem,’ Archie replied, settling the boy on his forearm. ‘I know what they’re like at this age.’


‘Yes,’ she agreed, her pale hazel eyes filled with relief. ‘Turn your back and—’


‘They’re off.’


‘Like a streak of lightning.’ She laughed.


Archie smiled and handed the boy back to his mother.


 Her eyes flickered on to the emblem on his sleeve.


‘You’re in bomb disposal,’ she said, tucking her son on to her hip.


‘Aye,’ he replied, noting the curve of her cheek. ‘We’ve found one down the end of Johnson Street.’


‘Oh,’ she replied. ‘I’m just at church.’


‘So I see.’


‘They’re ringing the bells,’ she said, raising her voice to be heard over the noise.


‘For El-Alamein.’


‘Yes, for El-Alamein,’ she replied.


‘Cathy!’


They both looked around.


Standing in the church porch was a woman with dark hair wearing a black ambulance service uniform. The young mother in front of him nodded at her and the dark-haired woman went back in.


Cathy looked up at him. ‘That’s my sister Jo. I expect they’re starting the service, so I’d better go.’


‘Aye, me too.’ He adjusted the haversack strap on his shoulder. ‘I’m supposed to be getting the lads their breakfast.’


She laughed and put her son back on the ground. Holding the toddler’s hand, she turned to walk away but after only a couple of steps, she turned back.


‘Thanks for catching Peter and good luck with the bomb.’


Giving him half a smile and a shy glance from under her eyelashes, she walked inside the church, Archie’s eyes following the sway of her hips and her shapely legs all the way.


As she disappeared from sight, Archie stood staring after her for a long moment then, dragging his mind back from where it had wandered, he continued with his task.


*


As the Reverend Eustace Paget, followed by his curate and the ten-strong choir, processed out to the vestry, Violet clasped her hands in front of her and begged the Almighty once again that Stanley would soon be found.


The army and others might say otherwise but, in her heart, Violet knew that her son, who loved her more than anyone in the world, was just missing and not dead.


It was just after ten thirty and, as always on Sunday, she was in St Philip and St Augustine’s, having completed her week’s obligation to God. Around her in the frigid church, wrapped up in scarves and gloves, were the fifty-plus congregation.


In common with all the Anglican places of worship in the area, those attending St Philip and St Augustine’s were the sober, respectable and upright members of the neighbourhood. Unlike the drunks and ne’er-do-wells clogging the pews in the Pope-worshipping Catholic churches, her daughter-in-law and her hateful Irish family included.


Feeling the anger rise in her chest, as it always did when she thought of Cathy, Violet weaved her fingers together and closed her eyes.


As she did each morning when she woke and each night before bed, she reminded God of Stanley’s many virtues and prayed earnestly for his swift return. She also assured God that although as a good Christian she couldn’t wish anyone ill, should part of His divine plan include her daughter-in-law’s demise, she wouldn’t question His great wisdom.


Waiting until the last note of the organ died away, Violet crossed herself and, leaning heavily on the seat behind her, stood up.


Hooking her handbag over her arm, she left the pew and made her way towards the side entrance, but she’d only got as far as the end of the aisle when Elsie Weston and Dot Tomms stepped out in front of her.


‘Any news?’ Elsie asked, her close-set eyes heavy with sympathy.


‘Not yet,’ said Violet for the umpteenth time that morning.


Dot placed her hand on her arm. ‘Well, you mustn’t give up hope.’


‘I haven’t,’ said Violet. ‘And I know he’s probably been captured trying to save others because my Stanley’s brave like that.’


‘I’m sure you’re right,’ said Dot, her eyes appearing abnormally large as she looked at Violet through the thick lenses of her spectacles.


‘Oh, yes, you mark my words,’ continued Violet, imagining her son striding tall and proud across the desert sands, ‘my Stan was never one to hold back from a fight. Nineteen thirty-three East London heavyweight champion, he was. I’ve still got the cup in pride of place on the mantelshelf.’


The two women looked impressed, as they should, and murmured their admiration.


‘And he’s such a wonderful son. So mindful of my feelings. Nothing is too much for him as far as I’m concerned,’ she continued, warming to her subject. ‘I got a letter each week without fail and I’m sure he’ll write to me as soon as he can.’


‘How are you, Violet?’ asked Ruby Wagstaff, who had sidled over to join them.


‘Very well,’ she replied.


‘No news?’ asked Ruby, her round face a picture of sympathy.


‘Not yet,’ repeated Violet.


‘How’s your daughter-in-law holding up?’ asked Dot.


Violet’s mouth pulled into an ugly line. ‘As far as she’s concerned my poor Stanley’s dead and buried.’


‘It’s a disgrace,’ said Ruby, and the others nodded their agreement.


Basking in their sympathy, Violet delved into her handbag and pulled out a handkerchief.


‘It almost broke Stanley’s heart the last time he was home.’ She dabbed her eyes. ‘When he saw how she treated me.’


‘She ought to be ashamed of ’erself, especially seeing as how you help keep a roof over her head and food on the table with your late ’usband’s pension.’ Elsie patted her arm.


Violet didn’t comment.


‘Mrs Wheeler.’


Violet turned to find Marjory Paget, the vicar’s wife, standing behind her.


In contrast to the Reverend Eustace Paget’s somewhat rotund figure, his wife was just an inch or two shorter than her husband’s stocky five foot ten and elegantly slim. With an oval face, cool grey eyes and her dark brown hair smoothed back into a French plait, Mrs Paget wouldn’t have looked out of place on the front cover of Vogue or Harper’s Bazaar.


Her family owned some manufacturing company near Birmingham, so she wasn’t short of a bob or two, as the expensive navy suit and silk blouse testified. The low-heeled court shoes and the handbag hooked over her arm probably cost more than a docker earned in a week and, although it invited gossip given her husband’s position, Mrs Paget was never seen without a powdered nose and a lipstick-reddened mouth.


She was in her early forties and had dutifully presented her heavenly minded husband with two boys who were in the army and air force respectively. She subscribed to the view that while her husband had been called to serve God, her vocation was to rule the congregation.


‘Good morning, Mrs Paget,’ the women around Violet muttered.


The vicar’s wife acknowledged them with a cool smile then her attention returned to Violet, who put on her holiest smile.


‘I thought your husband’s sermon on Sodom and Gomorrah was very thought provoking,’ she said.


‘I’ll be sure to tell him, Mrs Wheeler.’ A small frown creased Mrs Paget’s brow. ‘From what I understand, Piccadilly and Mayfair are not too dissimilar to that wicked city since the Americans arrived in London.’


The women nodded their agreement.


‘I’d just like to say how sorry I am to hear your news, Mrs Wheeler,’ said Mrs Paget. ‘Both Eustace and I will remember you in our prayers. And you must have faith.’


‘Thank you, Mrs Paget.’ Tilting her head, Violet gazed at the high altar. ‘And where would we all be without it?’


The three women put on their Sunday faces and nodded piously.


‘Indeed,’ agreed the vicar’s wife.


‘Will we be seeing you at Mothers’ Union on Tuesday?’


‘Sadly not,’ replied the vicar’s wife. ‘I’ve just had another three of my regular volunteers at Smithy Street rest centre move to other centres, so I’ve been to HQ to ask them to find replacements.’


‘You do seem to be very unlucky with your volunteers,’ said Violet.


‘Indeed, I am, Mrs Wheeler,’ agreed the vicar’s wife. ‘The WVS is a uniformed service, after all, so why the women baulk at the least bit of discipline is beyond me. After all, there is a war on.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘Goodness, is that the time? I should be getting back to the vicarage to supervise.’


‘Supervise?’ asked Violet.


‘Yes.’ Mrs Paget sighed. ‘Since our char Mrs Fowler had to go to tend her sick sister in Southend, I’ve got a new one, a Mrs Levin or Levi or something, and yesterday she served the reverend his afternoon tea in a coffee cup! We’ve got the archdeacon for luncheon so I want to ensure she doesn’t lay out dessert spoons for the soup!’ She gave them her Sunday-morning smile. ‘I trust I’ll see you in church for midweek communion.’


‘Of course,’ said Elsie.


Violet gave a sweet smile. ‘It’s the highlight of my week.’


Adjusting the handbag hanging on her arm, the vicar’s wife turned on her expensive heels and marched back across the hall towards the door.


Violet watched her go for a few moments then turned back to Elsie. ‘And I’ll tell you something else that good-for-nothing daughter-in-law of mine said ...’


As Sunday evening crept towards midnight, and with the fog from the River Lea swirling around the front wheels of Archie’s Triumph Tiger motorbike, he finally reached the dull brown door halfway down Wise Road where the hard-pressed billeting officer had allocated him digs.


Like the dozens of streets running off the Romford Road in Stratford, Wise Road comprised two-storey terraced houses with bay windows. The small area in front of each house was separated from the pavement by a low wall with evenly spaced puncture holes running along the top of the brickwork, showing where they had once held ornamental wrought-iron railings, which were probably now part of a fighter plane or battleship.


As a scabby-kneed kid growing up in a one-room tenement, the solid respectable houses lining both sides of Wise Road, with running water and their own toilets, would have been considered palaces where he came from.


Yawning, Archie switched off the motorbike’s engine. Taking hold of the handlebars, he wheeled his bike down the arched alleyway between the houses.


Lifting the gate latch, he rolled it into the handkerchief-sized backyard. Under the mound of earth, safe in their Anderson shelter, Mr and Mrs Charlton, his landlord and landlady, snored the night away.


Careful not to kick the troughs sprouting carrots and turnips, or knock the zinc bath hanging on the wall, Archie guided the front wheel of his Triumph to the far side of the garden and heaved it on to its stand, then secured the tarpaulin over it.


Satisfied his motorbike was protected from the elements, Archie nipped into the brick-built toilet by the back door. Leaving the cistern to rattle into a flush, he retraced his steps back to the street and, retrieving his key, opened the front door.


Closing it and the blackout curtain behind him, Archie switched on the hall light and spotted a six-by-three brown parcel next to the telephone. His name was written in bold letters across the middle and it had ‘Glasgow PO’ stamped over the array of colourful postage stamps in the top right-hand corner. There was also a scribbled note from his landlady apologising for not leaving it out yesterday when it arrived.


Slipping his key back into his pocket, he picked up the parcel and, with his feet feeling like lead, trudged up the stairs.


The Charltons’ house had two decent-size bedrooms at the front, one of which Mrs Charlton insisted was her son Malcolm’s, and which, she was at pains to tell him, wouldn’t be touched until Malcolm returned, so Archie had been given the smaller bedroom on the turn of the stairs. Although it was half the size of the other upstairs rooms and sat over the scullery, Archie was more than happy with his billet because it faced full south and had good light from sun-up to sunset, even now in the winter.


Flicking off the hall light, Archie opened the door to his room.


He’d left before dawn that morning and Mrs Charlton hadn’t been in to sweep, so the blackout curtains were still drawn. Turning on the bedside lamp, Archie shrugged off his sheepskin airman’s jacket and hung it on the back of the door.


With just a single wardrobe, three-drawer chest and free-standing oak vanity washstand with a flowery bowl in the corner, it was pretty basic, but Archie didn’t mind.


The sparse nature of the room suited him perfectly. It gave him plenty of space to store not only his kit but also his collapsible fisherman’s stool and paint-splattered easel, which slid easily under the bed and out of the way, while the lack of furniture meant he had the whole wall opposite the window against which to lean his stretched canvases and art-grade cardboard without fear of them being knocked over or damaged. The stoneware jars with his brushes were kept under the vanity unit, while his paint box, with his mixing palette inside, sat on a folding card table in the far corner of the room.


Loosening his tie, Archie sat on the bed, the rusty springs creaking as they took his weight. Weariness stole over him, but he shrugged it off and picked up the parcel.


Breaking the sealing wax, Archie untied the knot and unwrapped the brown paper. As he opened the last fold, a three-page letter and two boxed tubes of Winsor & Newton block paints, wrapped in another sheet of paper, fell out.


Archie smiled.


Yellow ochre and indigo, just what he needed.


Archie stood up and crossed the bare boards of his bedroom floor. Lifting the paint-box lid, he placed the unopened tubes alongside the half-squeezed, twisted ones lined up in colour order in their balsa-wood slots.


Closing the lid, Archie unfolded the sheet of paper the paints were wrapped in and he smiled again.


It was a picture, drawn in multicoloured crayons, of a woman with yellow hair and a little girl with long black plaits, standing side by side. They both had smiling red lips and were waving. The words ‘love to Da’ were carefully written above the figures, while at the bottom of the page it read ‘Kirsty McIntosh, age 6 ¾’.


Archie glanced up at the picture of his daughter, all pigtails and freckles, sitting on the mantelshelf. It was a studio photo taken a few months back, and she was smartly dressed in her school uniform. As his tired eyes took in the image yet again, Archie’s heart ached to hold her.


His gaze lingered on her laughing face for a second or two, then his attention shifted to the image of Moira sitting in a deckchair with a six-month-old Kirsty on her knee. He’d taken the photo with the second-hand box Conway camera Moira had bought him for his birthday a few weeks earlier. They’d been on a day trip to Largs, and for once the sun had shone. They’d spent the day pushing their baby daughter’s pram along the esplanade and stopping at cosy little tea shops from time to time, enjoying ice cream, fish and chips and the good weather, before catching the train back to Glasgow as the sun sank into the western sea. Studying his wife’s smiling face, Archie’s heart ached again for a very different reason.


When, with twenty-month-old Kirsty in his arms, he’d stood and watched the undertakers lower Moira’s coffin into the grave on that damp winter’s day, Archie thought the pain of losing her would never go away. It hadn’t, not completely, but now, after all these years, it was like an old scar that ached from time to time but no longer shaped his life.


As his gaze shifted back to his daughter, the image of the little boy he’d apprehended dashing from church that morning flitted through Archie’s mind.


Actually, if the truth were told, it was the attractive young woman chasing the boy that Archie remembered vividly.


Hoping her husband, whoever he was, appreciated his good fortune, Archie sighed and then, putting the memory of his early-morning encounter aside, he picked up a drawing pin from the little dish on the chest of drawers and pinned the picture to the back of the bedroom door facing the foot of his metal-framed bed.


Sitting down, he unlaced his boots and kicked them off then, without undressing further, lay his head on the pillow. He studied his daughter’s artwork for a moment longer then opened the three-page letter that accompanied the package.
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