

[image: Illustration]







[image: Illustration]











 


 


Also by Jean Fullerton


A Ration Book Dream


A Ration Book Childhood


A Ration Book Christmas


A Ration Book Wedding


A Ration Book Christmas Kiss short story


A Ration Book Daughter


A Ration Book BBC Christmas Broadcast short story


A Ration Book Victory











[image: Illustration]











 


 


Published in Great Britain in 2020 by Corvus, an imprint of Atlantic Books Ltd.


Copyright © Jean Fullerton, 2020


The moral right of Jean Fullerton to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.


This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities, is entirely coincidental.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


E-book ISBN: 978 183 895293 8


Printed in Great Britain


Corvus


An imprint of Atlantic Books Ltd


Ormond House


26–27 Boswell Street


London


WC1N 3JZ


www.corvus-books.co.uk









 


To young love everywhere











Chapter One





As the door of the cubicle situated at the far end of the westbound platform of Bethnal Green station swung open, twelve-year-old Michael Brogan jumped aside to avoid behind knocked over.


A beefy market porter, who’d just finished his morning ablutions, stepped out. Shrugging on his frayed collared shirt as he went, he stomped off along the platform, his heavy boots echoing beneath the arched ceiling of the underground station.


Well, it would be an underground station once they reopened the line through to Newbury Park and Epping, but for now, in December 1942, Bethnal Green station was one of East London’s largest bomb shelters.


Having been the shelter for over a thousand East Londoners for the past two years, the local council and ARP wardens had tried their best to provide all the comforts of home for those who bedded down there each night.


Along with the his-and-hers washing areas, there was a library, a canteen and a first-aid station in the curtained-off area in the corridor between the platforms. In addition, half a dozen chemical toilets had been installed at the opposite end of the platform to where Michael was standing; thankfully, Michael’s family’s billet was someway away from this pungent location.


Taking the towel draped over his shoulder and grasping his washbag in his hand, Michael stepped into the confined space. He turned on the tap above the enamel basin, washing away the residue of shaving soap left by previous occupier. When the sink was clean, he hooked his towel on the nail hammered into the plywood partition, placed his washbag on the bench next to the bowl and put in the rubber plug.


He studied himself in the mirror for a moment then smiled at his distinctly darkening top lip. The downy growth was pleasing enough as a badge of manhood, but Michael was particularly proud because although his half-brother was eleven months older, Billy still had cheeks like a baby’s bum.


Turning off the water, Michael stripped off his vest. Unrolling the slither of soap from its greaseproof-paper wrapping, he lathered up as best he could in the cold water.


Closing his eyes, he washed himself vigorously, remembering to clean his tideline and to scrub behind his ears: Aunt Ida was bound to check. Drying off, Michael slipped his vest back on, gathered up his washing gear and unbolted the door just as the seven o’clock pips sounded from a nearby wireless.


He opened the door and was about to let the next boy in when he saw his half-brother, towel in one hand and washbag in the other, running past the mothers gathering their children.


Unlike Michael, who had his father’s black curly hair and blue-grey eyes, Billy had a fair complexion and straight tawny hair. He was also three or four inches shorter than Michael. And that fact that irked Billy too.


Although Michael and Billy were more often than not at odds with each other, at the end of the day they were brothers and brothers stuck together. So, holding the flimsy partition, Michael blocked the cubical door.


‘You’re cutting it a bit fine, aren’t you?’ he said, as Billy reached him.


‘I forgot the time,’ Billy said, squeezing past him into the washing area. ‘Wait for us, will you? I won’t be long.’


The door banged shut and Michael turned to face the schoolboys waiting.


‘That’s not fair,’ said the fair-haired freckled boy at the front of the queue.


Michael glanced down at the boy’s short trousers, marking him out as a first year. ‘He went for his soap.’


‘No, he bloody didn’t,’ shouted the scruffy lad, glaring at him.


‘Don’t waste your breath, Smiffy,’ said the chubby boy next to him. ‘Those bloody Brogans always stick together.’


Smiling, Michael flipped his towel over his shoulder and strolled away.


Auntie Ida was just packing away the lunch tins, thermos flasks and dirty clothes from the previous night when Michael arrived back at the three-tier bunk bed where the family slept.


In her middle forties, Ida Brogan had a ready hug when you behaved and a sharp tongue when you didn’t. She wasn’t much more than five foot three and, since his birthday last July, Michael was able to look her in the eye.


Already dressed in her coat and with a scarf over her light brown hair, she turned as he approached.


‘Did you see Billy?’ she asked, her hazel eyes looking anxiously at him.


‘Yes, he went in after me so he shouldn’t be long,’ Michael replied, picking up his school shirt that she’d left out on the middle bunk for him.


‘I hope not,’ she said, balling a pair of socks, ‘or you’ll be late for school.’


‘And breakfast,’ said Michael, buttoning up his shirt. ‘Has Cathy gone?’ he asked, indicating the empty top bunk.


‘Yes,’ said Aunt Ida. ‘She wanted to get to the shops early today. Now you put your tie on and pack your satchel and let’s hope Billy’s back—’


‘Ain’t you ready yet, Micky?’ yelled Billy, barrelling down the platform to join them.


Michael didn’t reply.


‘Hurry up, and get the rest of your uniform or you’ll be up in front of the headmaster again for being late, Billy,’ said Auntie Ida, thrusting his school blazer at him.


The title tune of Up in the Morning Early, the nation’s seven-thirty keep-fit programme, blasted out along the length of the platform as all around them mothers and children were making their way out.


Packing his geography books and the previous night’s homework into his satchel, Michael waited while Billy knotted his tie.


‘There you are,’ Auntie Ida said, handing the two boys thruppence each. ‘Now off you go.’


‘Ta, Mum,’ said Billy, giving her a peck on the cheek before running off towards the stairs.


‘Thank you, Auntie Ida,’ said Michael, following Billy’s lead and planting a quick kiss on her soft cheek.


Joining the stream of people making their way up to street level, Michael soon caught up with his half-brother at the top of the narrow concrete steps.


It was just after eight when they emerged from the shelter and the first few streaks of light were visible in the sky in the direction of Roman Road, but with half an hour to wait until the blackout finished, it could still have been the middle of the night.


Shoving their hands in their pockets and tucking their heads down against the icy wind, Michael and Billy set off at a brisk pace.


Twenty minutes later, passing the Bethnal Green Infirmary on their left, the two boys reached Parmiter’s Road, where their grammar school of the same name was situated.


The solid red-brick building with evenly spaced casement windows took up most of one side of the street. At the front of the school was a Grecian-style portico entrance for visitors, while a side entrance for the pupils lead to the playground at the back.


The boys managed to scoot through the gate just as the bell rang. Wondering in passing why there was a thick rope with red flags slung across the playground, Michael, with Billy a step behind, ran across the ice-glistening tarmac. Taking his cap off as he entered the building, Michael folded it into his pocket and walked into his classroom. Mr Wilkins was already at his desk, waiting, at the front of the class.


‘Nice of you to join us, Brogan,’ he said, looking over his half-rimmed spectacles.


Michael made his way to his desk three rows back from the front and sat down as Mr Wilkins took the register.


Satisfied all were present and correct, the schoolmaster stood up and the thirty boys in the room did the same. Like every other morning, they marched out in single file, back down the stairs into the hall for morning assembly. However, when he walked in today, Michael’s jaw dropped.


There, occupying the seats on the right-hand side of the hall, were girls, their pigtails hanging down the back of the bottle-green uniform jackets and their pleated skirts spreading over the sides of the seats.


As the boys trooped in some of them turned around quickly and, with their hands over their mouths, whispered to each other.


Taking a hymnbook from the prefect handing them out, Michael passed between the lines of goggle-eyed boys and giggling girls. He took a seat in the row in front of Billy and his friends, next to Terry Dutton.


He’d only just sat down on the hard wooden bench when Mr Griffiths, the headmaster, his black scholar’s cloak billowing behind him, swept on to the stage at the far end of the hall, and the boys all rose again as one. He was followed by his deputy Mr Vernon, similarly attired, and Mr Quinn, the elderly music teacher, who shuffled on to the stage. However, as he took up his position at the grand piano, instead of half a dozen heads of year bringing up the rear, a stout woman in a tweed suit and heavy-duty brogues marched on.


‘Who’s the old boiler?’ muttered Terry out of the side of his mouth.


Michael shrugged.


Mr Vernon and the woman took the seats on either side of the headmaster, who stepped up to the lectern.


The low rumble of voices ceased immediately. Mr Griffiths surveyed the assembled pupils.


‘Good morning, School,’ he boomed.


‘Good morning, Mr Griffiths,’ chorused the assembled boys.


‘You may sit,’ he replied.


And to the sound of benches scraping on floorboards, a hundred and fifty boys did just that.


‘Now,’ he said, gripping the edges of the stand, ‘I’m sure the more observant among you will have noticed we have some young ladies sitting in the hall.’


Laughter ran around the room for a moment before quiet descended again.


‘The more informed among you might even have noticed the badge our visitors are wearing,’ Mr Griffiths continued. ‘If not, then I will enlighten you. The delightful young ladies joining us this morning are from Burdett-Coutts School for Girls. In fact, School, they will be joining us every morning for a month or so because—’


Excited chattering broke out but the headmaster’s steely gaze silenced it again.


‘As I was saying, the young ladies from Burdett-Coutts, along with my esteemed colleague, Miss Trussell’ – he indicated the tweed-clad woman to the side of him – ‘will be here until Christmas because the Luftwaffe decided to drop a high explosive on the paper factory behind the Burdett-Coutts School last Friday night. Thankfully, there was no loss of life, but the school building has been damaged. So, once Miss Trussell and I have had a chance to look over the timetable, the Burdett-Coutts young ladies will be sharing our lessons until it is repaired. The playground has been sectioned off for the girls so they won’t be knocked off their feet by boys barrelling into them like wild beasts, and the girls will come into school via the caretaker’s gate. The school toilets, too, have been clearly marked so no one should find themselves in the wrong place.’ His gaze fixed on Michael’s side of the hall. ‘Now, I cannot impress on you boys strongly enough that the young ladies from Burdett-Coutts are our guests and you will treat them with the respect their sex demands.’


A finger poked Michael in the back.


‘Did you hear? Old Griffiths said sex, Micky!’ sniggered Billy over his shoulder.


‘I’m not blooming deaf,’ Michael replied, keeping his eyes fixed on the stage.


‘I wonder if he still does it with his missis?’ asked Wiggy.


‘Don’t be daft,’ Trotter snorted. ‘He’s forty if he’s a day.’


Leaning forwards, Mr Griffiths’s fleshy face took on a menacing expression. ‘So, boys, let me warn you. If I find any of you treating any of the young ladies from Burnett- Coutts in anything less than a gentlemanly manner, you will find yourself in my office, after which I guarantee you won’t be able to sit comfortably for a week. Do I make myself clear?’


‘Yes, Mr Griffiths,’ the left side of the hall replied.


‘Good.’ The headmaster gave them a threatening look then turned to the woman sitting behind him. ‘Now, in the spirit of cooperation, I have asked Miss Trussell to lead this morning’s assembly.’


He stepped away from the lectern and Barrett-Coutts’s sturdy headmistress rose to her feet and took his place.


‘Thank you, Mr Griffiths, for extending such a warm welcome to me and my gals,’ she said, giving him an apple-faced smile. ‘It is customary for us, at Barrett- Coutts, to start the day with our school prayer and I’m going to ask Jane Bamber, the head of second year, Tudor House, to read it for us.’


There was a movement at the far left of the hall and all heads turned as a slender girl, the ends of her long chestnut-brown plaits skimming her waist, stood up.


A strange feeling started in Michael’s chest.


Mesmerised, he watched as the girl straightened her skirt and made her way to the steps that lead to the stage.


Stopping next to Miss Trussell, she smiled. Michael’s thoughts were captured in an instance.


Jane. Her name rolled around in his head as he noted her oval face and brown eyes.


Taking a piece of paper from her pocket, she unfolded it and looked across the sea of faces.


Mr Griffiths and the other two teachers on the stage bowed their heads but, although the boys around him did the same, Michael couldn’t. He just couldn’t because his gaze was glued to the young girl in bottle-green skirt, blazer and woolly grey stockings standing on the stage.


With an accent like a BBC announcer, she started to speak, her voice clear as it echoed around the high-ceilinged hall. He knew it was the school prayer she was reciting but, to be honest, it might have been ‘Three Blind Mice’ because a thick fog seemed to be stopping Michael’s brain from working.


After what seemed like an eternity she said ‘Amen’ and the boys around Michael muttered the same.


‘Thank you, Jane,’ said Mr Griffiths, swapping places with the headmistress again.


Giving him a shy smile, Jane walked off the stage and Michael’s eyes followed her all the way back to her seat.


‘Now, our hymn this morning is number twelve,’ boomed the headmaster. ‘“Fight the Good Fight”.’


Someone poked Michael in the back. He blinked and, realising he was the only one still seated, hurried to his feet.


Frantically flipping through the pages, he found the hymn but then, instead of joining in with the singing, he just stared past the dozen or so girls at the angel fallen to earth – Jane.


‘So for homework tonight I want you to complete the fractions test on page twenty-four of your textbooks,’ said Mr Inglis, the maths teacher. ‘Then revise multiplication of fractions as it will be in Friday’s exam.’


‘Bloody fractions,’ muttered Alfie Hayward, who was sitting at the desk next to Michael.


Michael gave his friend a sympathetic look as he noted down the instructions in his rough book.


It was the last lesson of the day and he was sitting in room five on the second floor along with the rest of A maths class.


As the clock on the wall over the blackboard ticked over to half past three, the end-of-the-day bell rang.


Screwing on the top on his Parker pen, Michael stowed it in his pencil case then sat up straight.


Mr Inglis surveyed the class for a second.


‘Willis to collect the books and Brogan to clean the blackboard,’ he said. ‘The rest of the class is dismissed. Quietly,’ he shouted as chairs were scraped back. ‘And make sure you put your chair on the desk properly.’


As boys pushed past him to the door, Michael stood up. Shoving his books into his satchel, he made his way to the front of the class. He dropped his satchel on the floor by the teacher’s desk, picked up the rubber and ran the felt edge over the chalk numbers.


‘Teacher’s pet,’ said a familiar voice.


Michael looked around. ‘Sod off, Billy.’


His half-brother grinned. ‘D’you want me and Trotter to wait in the playground?’


Michael shook his head. ‘No, I’ll catch you up.’


Billy disappeared again.


The corridor outside was almost empty by the time Michael reached it. After collecting his overcoat from the cloakroom, he made his way down the stairs. Like the school itself, the playground was empty except for Mr Lennon, the caretaker, over by the far wall with his yard brush. Wrapping his scarf around his neck against the gathering fog, Michael headed out of the gate. However, as he turned to cross the road, he saw Jane looking anxiously down the road.


His heart picked up a pace. Running his fingers through his curls to bring them into some sort of order, Michael strolled over.


‘Hello.’


She looked around. ‘Hello.’


Noting that he topped her height by a good three inches, Michael gazed into her large hazel eyes for a moment then spoke.


‘You’re one of the Barrett-Coutts girls, aren’t you?’ he said, swallowing the lump in his throat.


‘How did you guess?’ she replied.


She’s wearing a Barrett-Coutts uniform, you stupid blooming idiot!
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