

[image: cover]




A Perfect Stranger


Victor Pemberton


[image: image]




Copyright © 2001 Victor Pemberton


The right of Victor Pemberton to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2012


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN : 978 0 7553 9252 0


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk




Born in the London Borough of Islington, Victor Pemberton is a successful playwright and TV producer, as well as being the author of eight highly popular London sagas, all of which are published by Headline. His first novel, OUR FAMILY, was based on his highly successful trilogy of radio plays of the same name. Victor has worked with some of the great names of entertainment, including Benny Hill and Dodie Smith, had a long-standing correspondence with Stan Laurel, and scripted and produced many of the BBC’s ‘Dr Who’ series. In recent years he has worked as a producer for Jim Henson and set up his own production company, Saffron, whose first TV documentary won an Emmy Award. He lives in Essex.




Also by Victor Pemberton:


Our Family


Our Street


Our Rose


The Silent War


Nellie’s War


My Sister Sarah


Goodnight Amy


Leo’s Girl


A Perfect Stranger


Flying with the Angels


The Chandler’s Daughter


We’ll Sing at Dawn


The Other Side of the Track


A Long Way Home




For young couples like Ruth Madiewsky and Tom Phillips, the advent of the Second World War changes everything. So, when Tom proposes to Ruth during seven days leave, despite being only twenty, Ruth says yes. After all, who knows if they’ll ever see each other again? But, after Tom goes back to the front, Ruth doesn’t hear from him again. Is he missing, presumed dead? Or, even worse, has he just forgotten about her? Ruth is forced to get on with her life and finds herself enjoying attention from another. It is this temptation which threatens to alter Ruth’s life forever, and, when, the war is finally over, she will find the battle for her own personal freedom and safety has just begun. . .




For Christine and Alistair Wilson
with love and affection




Prologue


‘We want the King! We want the King!’ The deafening roar of the thousands of people massed in front of Buckingham Palace burst into a great chorus of ecstatic excitement, high up into the sparkling bright skies of a May afternoon, drifting gloriously above the ravaged streets of London town, which had struggled through the dark clouds of almost six heinous years of war. The elation was infectious; even the pigeon residents of Trafalgar Square had taken up their privileged positions on top of Nelson’s column, determined to join in the celebrations of a joyous event which all London, all Britain had been awaiting for so long. It was over! The war in Europe was over! No more drabness, no more belt-tightening, no more crowding into tiny Anderson shelters in the back yard or sleepless nights on a cold tube station platform. It was over! The war was over! Now it was time for everyone to share their feelings of ecstasy and relief with the royal family, that same royal family who, like their beleaguered subjects, had stayed behind in London, facing up to the relentless nightly aerial onslaught by the Luftwaffe. And it was time also to thank the man who had symbolised their determination not to give in to the bullying of a terrifying German dictator. ‘Winnie!’ they all chanted in Whitehall over and over again. ‘We want Winnie!’ For the time being, however, the clamouring pleas for their hero went unheeded, for the Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, was too preoccupied with the important task of preparing his speech that would inform the nation in a radio broadcast at three o’clock that afternoon that the war in Europe would officially end at midnight.


Ruth Madiewsky had never seen the King before – not in person, that is. However, she had once seen his wife when, at the height of the Blitz, she came to visit the people who had been bombed out of their homes near where Ruth lived in North London. She remembered how the colour of the Queen’s pastel blue hat and dress had stood out against the smouldering debris, and how she had smiled that sweet, comforting smile at those poor souls who had lost everything they had possessed. But now both the King and Queen had appeared on the Palace balcony; she had at last seen them in person, even if they were only tiny figures in the distance. Despite the fact that she was half-Polish, a landmark occasion like this made Ruth feel more British than ever. 8 May 1945. This was going to be a date which Ruth was going to remember for the rest of her life – for more reasons than one.


The victorious strains of ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ swept through the crowds at least a dozen times, their deliriously happy voices constantly swelling in a highly emotional crescendo. Ruth’s slight frame swayed to and fro with them, arms stretched high above her head, waving in time to the mass chorus. With hardly enough space to breathe, she could feel the heat emanating from the bodies pressed against her all around, but even in the great excitement of the moment, being hugged and kissed by complete strangers sent an uneasy shiver of foreboding throughout her entire body. However, despite the throbbing weight inside her stomach, she enjoyed being dragged time and again into one of the many ecstatic groups of revellers who had linked arms to do one frenzied ‘Knees Up, Muvver Brown’ after another, to the accompaniment of boisterous yelling and clapping from everyone around. Only after the final appearance on the Palace balcony of the King, in naval uniform, together with his beaming Prime Minister who had earlier addressed the nation on the wireless, the Queen in her favourite powder blue, Princess Elizabeth in ATS uniform, and her young sister Princess Margaret, did Ruth finally take the opportunity to join the exhausted stream of crowds who were slowly drifting back towards the nearest Tube station at Trafalgar Square.


It was still light when Ruth emerged from the depths of Holloway Road tube station. The main road outside was practically at a standstill, for it had been completely overwhelmed by the surging crowds who were determined to carry on the Victory in Europe celebrations right through the night. The air positively reeked of beer, and as she slowly made her way back home to nearby Jackson Road, hordes of well-oiled revellers frequently attempted to drag her into one of the many ‘knees-ups’ that were going on around the crackling flames of the many roadside bonfires. In Jackson Road itself the street-party was in full swing, and it was clear that for this one special night of the year at least, none of the excited throng of kids were going to be forced into their beds until they dropped with exhaustion, which for the time being looked most unlikely. The road had been blocked from end to end all day so that trestle tables could be set up for the neighbourhood kids’ tea-parties, but the left-overs of Spam sandwiches and fruit jellies had now given way to bottles of brown ale, black-market gin and whisky, and dozens of empty, scrunched-up packets of Smith’s crisps.


‘Poley gel!’ called a chesty female voice to Ruth from one of the tables. ‘We bin lookin’ for yer all day. Where yer been?’


Ruth had hoped to avoid the table where her neighbour Rita Simmons was boozing with a group of other high-spirited women. She hated being called ‘Poley’ just because she had a Polish mother, especially by someone like Rita, who was the neighbourhood’s number one troublemaker. But as she had already been seen, Ruth decided it was too late to make a quick getaway. ‘Hallo, Rita,’ she replied, as she reluctantly made her way towards the women.


‘Come an’ sit yerself down,’ said Rita, moving her large frame to make room for Ruth on the bench beside her. ‘’Ave a glass er muvver’s ruin.’


‘No, thanks, Rita,’ said Ruth, declining the large tot of gin one of the other women was already pouring for her. ‘I’m all in. I’ve been up West. I saw the King and Queen – and Mr Churchill. They were all on the Palace balcony with the two Princesses.’


‘Gawd bless ’em!’ croaked Edie Perkins, one of the neighbours, whose face was almost as plush red as the colour of the curlers in her hair.


‘Gawd bless ol’ Winnie!’ bellowed one of the other women in exaltation of the much revered Prime Minister.


They all joined in a quick raucous chorus of ‘For He’s A Jolly Good Fellow!’ during which Ruth was only too aware how Rita was smirking as she took a passing glance at the bulge that Ruth was doing her best to conceal beneath a loose-fitting summer dress. ‘Yer mum was out ’ere early on,’ Rita said, as soon as the boisterous singing came to an end. ‘She come an’ ’elped out at the kids’ tea-party. Went in when they was lightin’ up the bonfires. She’s not a one fer company, your mum, is she?’


‘I think today’s brought back too many painful memories for her,’ said Ruth defensively. ‘That’s why she didn’t want to come with me.’


‘Can’t be easy fer you eivver, can it, ducks?’ Rita said knowingly. ‘All fings considered.’


Although she knew exactly what Rita was insinuating, she was not prepared to show it. ‘What do you mean?’ she asked casually.


Rita grinned. ‘Oh, you know,’ she replied. ‘We’ve all done fings in this war that we’re goin’ ter ’ave ter put right now it’s over – ain’t we?’


For one brief moment, Ruth’s eyes met the beady ones of her bloated-faced neighbour. ‘If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to turn in now,’ she said. ‘Good night, Rita. Good night, everyone.’


The other women bid her good night, but were too much on a high to really take in that she was going. All except Rita, who smiled without saying anything.


As soon as Ruth had managed to get away, she slowly eased herself through the crowd of deliriously happy revellers until she was finally able to reach the corner of the nearby cul de sac where she lived. Before she disappeared out of sight, she stopped briefly to take a last look back to where she had just come from. In the distance, she could still see Rita watching her, her sly chubby face glowing red from the flames of the nearest roadside bonfire.


From the moment she entered the house, Ruth could smell the remains of the flaki that had been cooking earlier in the kitchen. Tripe had always been one of her mother’s favourite dishes; Bella Whitlock’s own mother had taught her how to cook it way back before she left her native Cracow in Poland to come to England with Ruth’s father Harry Whitlock. The fact that Ruth had always hated the stuff had never deterred Bella, for she was convinced that the more she gave it to her daughter, the more she would, one day, accept that a good tripe stew was not just an acquired taste.


Ruth crept upstairs. Although it was barely past ten o’clock in the evening, it was obvious that it would be quite some time before her mother would get used to the fact that the war was over and that there was now no need to draw the blackout curtains at lighting-up time each evening. On the first floor, she paused outside her mother’s bedroom. Pressing her ear gently against the door, she could hear the sound of snoring, a sure sign that her mama was well away. Bella Whitlock had always lived her life in the firm belief that nothing and no one should ever prevent her from getting her full eight hours’ sleep, and that clearly included the victory celebrations in the streets outside. But Ruth knew there was more to it than that. For Bella, today was not only a time of celebration; it was a time of looking back to a past that had brought not only joy but a great deal of pain.


The first thing Ruth did as she entered her own bedroom was to draw back the blackout curtains and throw open the windows. It was still light enough to see outside that there was no one in the cul de sac down below, for most of her neighbours were joining in the celebrations in Jackson Road. The ‘end house’ as the Whitlocks’ home was known locally was situated alongside an elevated railway bridge, which throughout the war had not only carried main-line passenger and troop trains, but also been used for the transport of ammunition and weapons. As she stood there Ruth recalled those long nights lying awake listening to the rumble of train wagon wheels as they echoed down from the bridge above, slowly heading off to distant places that she hoped one day she would be able to see for herself.


Despite the distant sound of overjoyed crowds of people belting out all the popular songs that had helped them through the darkest days of the war, the only sounds that Ruth could really hear were those from her own past, and all she could see were three images mirrored in the reflection of herself in the dark glass panes of the window she was now staring into, the three images that had helped to shape her young life so dramatically over the past two years. There she was, Ruth Madiewsky-Whitlock, twenty-two years old, beautiful to so many, with dark brown eyes that matched the colour of her shining shoulder-length hair, a milky-white complexion that seemed to be drained of any colour, which emphasised her high cheekbones and a doleful smile that more often than not was a vain attempt to disguise a nagging anxiety about the way she was living her life. Also reflected in the glass were two male figures, both young men, both in Army uniform, both staring at her.


In one swift movement, she drew the blackout curtains again, turned and went to sit on the edge of her bed, where she kicked off her shoes and lay down. She gently closed her eyes, but in her mind she could still see the faces of those two male images – staring at her, accusing her. She was adrift, floating in a sea of uncertainty. At that moment, she felt a movement in her abdomen, slight at first, but then more determined. She clutched at it. It throbbed, then became motionless again. Over and over again a small voice within kept asking her how she was going to deal with what lay ahead. All the fears were there, the doubts, the recriminations. The war was over, but the battle was about to begin. How did all this happen to her? How could she have let it happen?


The answers lay in the past, on that day two years before, when it all began . . . when life for a twenty-year-old girl was the start of something good . . .




Chapter 1


The smoke from the burnt-out shell of the second-hand clothes warehouse in Shoreditch was still spiralling up in an eerie thin funnel into the balmy air of an early bright June morning. Even though the previous night’s attack had been carried out by only three enemy raiders, once again the East End had taken the brunt of the bombing, and the trail of destruction they had left behind was devastating. By the time Ruth had reached the site of the incident to deliver her message to the NFS officer in charge of the team who had fought the blaze, most of the emergency services had already gone, leaving just a few weary fire-fighters to dampen down the last few flames. Ruth was also weary. After a long night trying to manoeuvre her motorcycle through streets littered with glass and rubble, she was more than ready for a cup of welcoming tea and a hot Spam roll from the nearby Fire Brigade mobile canteen. Being a firewoman dispatch rider in the middle of an air raid was quite a responsibility, especially for a girl who was barely twenty years old. But this was 1943, there was still a war on, and everyone had to do their bit.


‘I’m afraid there’s no mustard left, dear,’ said the middle-aged volunteer firewoman canteen server, her tin helmet still strapped firmly under her chin. ‘Can’t imagine why everyone’s got a taste for mustard all of a sudden. Can’t bear the stuff m’self. There’s still some ketchup left if you’d prefer.’


Ruth smiled back sweetly, but shook her head. ‘I’m fine, thanks,’ she replied, taking a bite of her Spam roll.


The woman watched her admiringly. ‘Don’t know how you can do the job you’re doing, love,’ she said. ‘It’d scare the daylights out of me, riding one of those things.’


‘It would scare the daylights out of me doing the things you’re doing,’ Ruth countered.


They both laughed. ‘Well, let’s hope we won’t have to do any of this for much longer,’ replied the woman. ‘When this war’s over, I never want to see another one as long as I live.’


Ruth agreed, then moved on to make way for two ARP men who were panting for a cup of tea. She paused awhile to finish eating her roll, squatting down on the remains of a collapsed brick wall, which seemed to be the only part of the building that had survived complete devastation. All around her the debris was still smouldering from the soaking it had had from the myriad hose-pipes that had showered hundreds of gallons of water onto the dilapidated building overnight, and she found it a sad sight to see the remains of sodden dresses, suits, hats, and underclothes that were now abandoned beneath the smouldering rubble. Despite all the activity around her, she felt strangely alone, finding it hard to reconcile the busy, thriving area this must have once been with the bleak wilderness that now surrounded her. However, in one respect life was still going on quite normally, at least as far as one hungry looking sparrow was concerned. ‘Oh come on now,’ she said to the tiny creature who was perched cheekily on a dislodged brick on the ground in front of her. ‘It’s been a long night. I’m starved.’ The sparrow was clearly not interested in excuses, and stood his ground. With a sigh, Ruth reluctantly pinched off a morsel of her Spam roll, and delicately fed it to her companion.


Whilst this was going on, she didn’t notice the group of men nearby who were panicking in a rush towards her, waving and shouting as they came. ‘Out! Out! Out!’


Ruth caught sight of them and saw them pointing frantically up towards the remains of an outer wall which was on the brink of collapse high above her. In the split second that followed, she suddenly found herself leapt upon by one of the shouting men and yanked out of the way. With a loud crash, the wall collapsed, only narrowly missing Ruth and the man who had just saved her. Sprawled out on the ground, covered in dust, Ruth found herself surrounded by anxious fire-fighters and emergency workers. To cries of, ‘You all right, gel? Blimey, that was close! You okay, Mike?’ Ruth gradually emerged from beneath the heavy weight of the man who was lying across her.


Somebody grabbed hold of Ruth’s hand and hauled her up. Her hair, face, and uniform were covered in dust, her trousers ripped right down one leg. Dazed and bruised, all she could splutter was, ‘What the hell happened?’


‘Bloody ’ell, you was lucky!’


‘I fawt you’d ’ad it, an’ that’s fer sure!’


‘Nearest fing I’ve ever seen!’


Oddly enough, the chorus of breathless, desperate voices had no effect on Ruth. She was far too busy brushing down her uniform and spitting out dust.


‘It was the back wall of the factory,’ said the man who had leapt at her. ‘We all saw it comin’ down. Din’t yer ’ear us?’


Ruth snapped back. ‘Don’t be silly! If I’d heard you, I’d hardly have carried on sitting there, would I?’ When she turned round to see who she was talking to, she was surprised to see that, unlike the others, the man was really a boy, about the same age as herself, tall, quite lanky, and the only one amongst the group who was not wearing any kind of uniform.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said guiltily. ‘I didn’t hear anything.’ She smiled wryly, as she caught sight of the sparrow who had nearly cost her her life. ‘I suppose I was too preoccupied.’


A few moments later, the boy walked her back to her motorbike. ‘Bit dicey, this kinda work, ain’t it?’ he suggested, trying to be friendly.


‘Don’t know what you mean,’ replied Ruth, a bit puzzled by his remark.


‘A gel ridin’ one of these fings,’ replied the boy, whose dark brown hair flopped over his forehead the moment he took off his flat cap. ‘I’d be a bit nervous of comin’ off, ’specially in an air raid.’


Ruth grinned as she climbed onto the saddle of her motorbike. ‘Oh, they’re no trouble once you get used to them,’ she said. ‘In fact, I quite enjoy it. Gives me a sense of freedom.’ With one foot, it took her several attempts to kick-start the engine into life. When she had finally succeeded, the exhaust spluttered noisily into a series of deafening bangs, which sent a flock of pigeons fluttering in panic into the air. ‘Well,’ said Ruth, holding out her hand, ‘thanks for everything. I can’t tell you how grateful I am. It’s good to still be alive.’


The young bloke took her hand and smiled. ‘Just make sure yer keep it that way, right?’


‘Right,’ replied Ruth, shaking his hand. For one split second she thought he had been reluctant to let go, but then he had turned away and was making his way back to his mates. ‘Thanks again,’ she called, as she used the clutch on her handlebar to rev up. With a roar, her motorbike made a hasty retreat from the devastation of Shoreditch, and in a cloud of exhaust fumes headed off at speed towards her home fire-station in Islington.


Whitlock’s was a shadow of its former self. Before the war it had been a thriving newsagent and tobacconists shop, a haven for the kids from Hornsey Road School, who made a beeline for the place to buy their sweets or ice-cream on the way home. Everyone referred to the people who ran the shop as ‘the Poleys’, even though Harry Whitlock wasn’t Polish at all. But his wife Bella was, which made their only child, Ruth, half-Polish. No one liked Harry very much, for he was a brusque man and quite often rude, always giving the impression that he didn’t trust any customer who entered his shop. Bella was very different, a popular character with the kids, mainly because she often gave them a ‘taster’ when they came in to buy their penn’th of bull’s-eyes or humbugs, but also because she never told them to stop larking around in the shop. To everyone else, Bella was a quiet little woman, who rarely carried on a conversation with anyone, but always managed to smile when she did.


That was in the good old days. Today, it was very different. Ever since Harry had died, just before the war, Bella had had to run the shop virtually single-handed. Ruth had always loathed working in the shop when she was young because of her relationship with her father, which had always been strained, and was the reason why she had always preferred to be known by her mother’s maiden name. During the last few years of his life, Harry Whitlock had never approved of what he considered to be Ruth’s wild ways, the hours she kept, and the type of boys she mixed with out in the street. These days, however, Ruth did occasionally help her mother out whenever she could, but only when she wasn’t on dispatch-rider duty up at the fire-station. Fortunately, Bella did have young Phil and Dave to deliver the early-morning newspapers for her, and in the school holidays they would occasionally help out in the shop, shifting boxes and holding the fort whenever Bella had to pop into the back room for a few minutes or so.


Although the shop had been left to Harry Whitlock by his own parents after he had returned from a lengthy working trip to Poland in the early 1920s, he and Bella had always rented out the top two floors to the Dappers, a childless, now middle-aged couple; the Whitlocks themselves preferred to live around the corner in the ‘end house’ beneath the railway bridge in Jackson Road. When Harry died, the Dappers voluntarily increased their rent by five shillings a week after Bella discovered that she had been left huge debts by her husband, who had overstocked the shop quite unnecessarily.


When Ruth came into the shop after her near-fatal collision with the tumbling warehouse wall earlier that morning, her mother was alarmed to see the girl looking thoroughly exhausted and worn out. ‘Dear God!’ cried Bella, immediately coming out to meet her from behind the counter.


‘No need to panic,’ said Ruth reassuringly. ‘All I need is a smoke and a good bath.’


‘But look at you!’ exclaimed Bella in her Polish accent that had remained resolutely fractured ever since she had arrived in the country more than twenty years before. ‘What happened?’ she asked, clasping her hands in horror at her daughter’s appearance.


‘Stop fussing, Mama,’ replied Ruth, quickly avoiding her, and making her way behind the counter. ‘I’m perfectly all right. It’s all in a night’s work.’


‘Not for my daughter, it’s not,’ complained Bella. ‘A girl like you shouldn’t be doing this kind of work – riding motorcycles in the middle of an air raid. It’s not right, it’s not natural!’


‘There’s a war on, Mama,’ Ruth replied lightly. ‘Don’t worry, things will be different when it’s all over.’ She collected a packet of Players Weights from one of the shelves behind the counter, ripped it open, took out a cigarette, and quickly shoved it between her lips.


Bella watched whilst her girl searched for a new box of matches, then lit up. She hated to see Ruth smoking; she hated to see any girl smoking. In her eyes it was a manly thing to do, something of which her own parents back home in Poland would have strongly disapproved. But then everything the girl was doing these days seemed to be so unnecessary, so unfeminine. War or no war, standards, in Bella’s mind, were there to be upheld. She blamed it all on Harry. If it hadn’t been for his resentment that Bella had never given him a boy, if he hadn’t treated his daughter with such contempt, things might have been so different. ‘I wish you’d give up this terrible job,’ she said, her eyes welling with tears as they had done so many times before. ‘Why can’t you come and work with me here in the shop? We could have such good times together.’


Ruth drew deeply on her cigarette. ‘War isn’t about good times, Mama,’ she said. She exhaled a thin funnel of smoke from her lungs. ‘It’s about survival. It’s about winning.’


The bell above the shop door tinkled, and a customer came in. It was a fat man in shirt and braces, with sweat streaming down his face, neck, and back. ‘They caught a packet up Shoreditch last night,’ he panted, making his way straight to the counter, where Ruth had already laid out his usual two-ounce packet of medium brown tobacco. ‘We were lucky to miss that one.’


‘Not so lucky for others,’ replied Ruth, who had known ‘Tub’ Trinder, the gents’ tailor from down the road, since she was a kid.


‘I heard two people copped it,’ he said. ‘In some warehouse or other.’


‘Actually it was seven people,’ said Ruth, correcting him. ‘One of them was a fireman. He had a wife and four children.’


Tub wished he’d bitten off his tongue. ‘Why can’t I keep my big mouf shut,’ he said, collecting his packet of tobacco from the counter. ‘Sorry, Rufe.’


‘No need to be,’ she replied, taking the few coins he was handing her.


Tub made his way back to the door. ‘If me an’ my missus get fru this bleedin’ war,’ he said, on the way, ‘I’d like ter sell up an’ move us out ter the country.’


‘The country?’ asked Ruth. ‘You wouldn’t like the country, Tub. You’re a hundred per cent town boy.’


Tub stopped at the door, and turned. ‘No one’s a ’undred per cent anyfin’, Rufe,’ he said. ‘There’s always somefin’ inside that tells yer ter try somefin’ new. You’re exactly the same. That’s why you’re doin’ the job you’re doin’. I tip my ’at to yer, Rufe. There ain’t many ’round like you wiv your guts. But I still fink yer shouldn’t be doin’ it. Ridin’ motorbikes in the air raids ain’t no job fer a gel. I just ’ope that boyfriend er yours ’urries up an’ makes an ’onest woman of yer! Cheers!’


‘If anyone tells me again that riding motorbikes is dangerous,’ said Ruth after Tub had left, ‘I’ll scream!’


‘All the same,’ said Bella, ‘he’s right. It is a dangerous job, darling. I get so afraid every time you go out.’


Ruth put Tub’s coins into the cash till. ‘A lot of girls are doing dangerous jobs, Mama. There’s not much we can do about it until the war’s over.’ She looked at her mother, who was standing at the front window, arms crossed, staring gloomily at the road outside. Ruth went over to her, and from behind, slid her arms around her mother’s waist. They stood there like that for a moment or so, Bella miles away, Ruth watching their reflection in the shop window. Ruth was glad she had inherited her mama’s eyes and high cheekbones, but regretted that, in contrast to her mother who was small and podgy, with a tiny nose that was slightly upturned at the tip, she herself was more like her father – tall and slim, with sharp determined features. Ruth kissed the back of her mother’s hair, which was drawn away severely from her face and plaited into a tight bun behind. ‘You mustn’t worry, Mama,’ she said softly. ‘Things always come right in the end.’


Without turning, Bella replied solemnly, ‘What kind of a mother would I be if I didn’t worry?’


When Ruth finally left the shop and went home, she found their neighbour Edie Perkins down on her hands and knees scrubbing and whiting the Whitlocks’ front doorstep with a piece of pumice stone. Despite her constant air of anxiety and agitation, Edie was a warm-hearted soul, the best kind of neighbour who was always ready to help out in times of need. Ever since Bella had lost her husband and was forced to work in the shop on her own, Edie had turned up trumps. In fact, the cul de sac was a close-knit little community, and although it was officially an extension of Annette Road, the residents in the few houses there considered themselves to be more a part of Jackson Road. And they seemed to be an ultra-clean lot for, despite the war, letterboxes were kept polished, front doorsteps scrubbed, and even the windows, which had frequently been shattered by bomb blast, were always hastily replaced, cleaned, and protective sticky paper gummed back to prevent splintering. Yes, all the three-storey houses were kept in tip-top condition, despite the thick black dust which billowed down every time a passenger or goods train passed over the bridge just above the end houses on each side of the road.


‘You’re a brick, Edie, you really are!’


Edie beamed when she looked up to find Ruth coming through the front gate, which was now made of timber after the original iron one had been confiscated by the local authorities for munitions at the start of the war. ‘Oh, you’re welcome, Rufie,’ returned Edie, dropping the floor-cloth and scrubbing brush back into her pail. ‘I ’ad some time on me ’ands, so I thought it’s the least I could do ter ’elp out.’ She stood up, and wiped her hands down her apron. In the heat of the morning sun, sweat was streaked across her forehead, and she had to rub it with the back of her hand to stop it from running down her nose and into her eyes. ‘Gawd! You look all in,’ she said. ‘I bet yer’ve bin up all night again?’


‘It was a long night,’ replied Ruth, who did look all in. Much as she appreciated her good neighbour’s kindness, she was desperate to get into the house to have a bath, and get to bed. ‘A busy one too.’


‘I ’eard,’ said Edie, who had lowered her voice as though what she was being told was a State secret. ‘Was yer up Shoreditch?’


Ruth nodded.


‘Yer poor fing,’ sighed Edie, sympathetically. ‘They shouldn’t expect young gels like you ter do that sort er work.’


Ruth was so tired, all she could bring herself to say was, ‘I don’t mind the work, Edie – honest I don’t.’


Edie wanted to stay there chatting to her; she loved to hear Ruth’s lovely clear speaking voice, with its faint hint of an accent picked up from her mum over the years. But even she was sensitive enough to realise that Ruth was dying to go inside, so she quickly replaced the doormat, and stood back to allow the girl to pass. ‘Oh, by the way,’ she said, as an afterthought, ‘I almost forgot. There was a telegram boy here a bit earlier on.’


Ruth stopped putting the key into the front door lock, and turned with a start. ‘A telegram boy?’


‘I asked ’im ter leave it wiv me, but ’e wouldn’t. ’E says they’re not allowed to. But ’e’s comin’ back.’


Ruth was suddenly agitated. ‘What time, Edie?’


‘’E didn’t say.’ Edie clasped her hand across her mouth. ‘Oh Lord!’ she cried, only just realising the significance of Ruth, or indeed of anyone, receiving a telegram in wartime. ‘Yer don’t fink . . . Oh Lord, Rufe . . . it’s not your Tom, is it?’


‘It’s all right, Edie,’ said Ruth, quickly opening the door and trying to sound reassuring.


‘This war!’ Edie growled. ‘They keep tellin’ us it’ll all be over soon – but then this happens!’


Ruth stepped inside. ‘It’s all right,’ she said again, trying hard to put on a brave smile. ‘I’m sure it’s nothing. Don’t you go worrying yourself. I’ll see you later.’


‘If it’s bad news,’ called Edie, as Ruth tried to close the door as politely as she could, ‘just give me a shout. I’m only next door, remember. I could always go and get Rita across the road . . .’


Ruth finally managed to close the door. For a brief moment she just stood there, leaning back against the other side of the door, eyes closed, trying to bring her thoughts into focus. Tom. No, it can’t be Tom. It mustn’t be, it just mustn’t be.


Her eyes sprang open again. She ripped off her uniform cap, threw it onto a hook on the hall rack, and rushed straight upstairs to her bedroom on the first floor. The room was stifling hot, so the first thing she did was to fling open the window and let some fresh air in. Then she took off all her clothes, and went down naked to the bathroom at the rear of the kitchen on the ground floor. It was a real luxury having a bathroom at all in the house, especially in wartime, when most people had to make do with heating buckets of water on their gas stoves and filling up aluminium baths in their sculleries, but it had at least been one of the few positive things that Ruth’s father had done during the last year before he died, for he had done all the conversion and plumbing work himself.


Once she’d lit the gas water geyser and drawn her regulation six inches of hot and cold water, Ruth lay down and stretched out, doing her utmost to cover at least part of her weary body with the measly ration of water she was allowed. Then she used the remains of some scented bath soap her mother had bought her for her twentieth birthday earlier in the year to wash off the sweat and grime of the previous night’s work, slowly working it up into a lather on her face. She closed her eyes. In her mind’s eye she could see Tom, all togged up in his brand new Army conscript’s uniform, tin helmet, gas mask strapped over one shoulder, rifle over the other, a vast soldier’s pack on his back. She could see him as clearly as the day she stood on the platform at King’s Cross station only a few months before, tears streaming down her cheeks as though she had known him all her life. And although they were both only twenty years old, in some ways she did feel as though she had known him all her life, even though it had really been less than a year. Saying goodbye to him as he was leaving for call-up was painful, oh so painful. She was convinced that if anything had happened to him, if that telegram was bringing her bad news, she wouldn’t know how to cope with it. Damn the war! And damn all those who were responsible for the war! The front door bell rang. Her eyes sprang open.


Her dressing-gown soaked with bathwater, she only just managed to reach the front door in time.


‘Wos up wiv you lot then?’ growled the petulant telegram boy from the front gate. ‘This is the second time I’ve bin round ’ere wiv this fing.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Ruth replied, anxiously reaching out for the telegram the boy was again retrieving from his leather dispatch pouch.


‘Your name Mad . . . somefin’ er uvver?’ he asked, trying to read the foreign name scribbled on the buff-coloured envelope.


‘Madiewsky!’ returned Ruth, impatiently.


The boy allowed her to snatch the telegram from his hand. ‘Bloody foreigners!’ he said cheekily, then cycled off before he got the response he was expecting.


Ruth hurried back inside, and slammed the door behind her. Heart thumping, she ripped open the envelope and read the telegram which was printed on strips of sticky tape:


ARRIVING KINGS CROSS FROM LEEDS 2.56 STOP
CAN’T WAIT TO SEE YOU STOP TOM STOP


Edie Perkins could hear the howls of delirious joy coming from her next-door neighbour.


King’s Cross station was jammed to suffocation. Three troop trains had left for unknown destinations within the past hour, and just as many were due to arrive from different parts of the north, bringing service personnel either back home on leave or to travel on to other London railway stations for journeys to secret transit camps. Despite the heavy raid on the East End the night before, there were plenty of relatives crowding around to meet or bid farewell to their loved ones, which meant that the atmosphere in the choking, steam-filled station was charged with emotion.


Ruth arrived almost half an hour early, only to find that the train Tom was due in on was running over forty-five minutes late. With so many people around, she wondered whether she would be able to meet up with Tom’s sister Kate, and their parents, but the more she searched for them, the more hopeless her task became. To pass the time, she joined a long queue in the station café for a cup of tea, but it was bedlam in there with kids yelling and playing tag with each other around the tables, and a tannoy speaker relaying music from Charles Shadwell and his Dance Orchestra on the wireless. The whole place was thick with cigarette smoke. As the temperature outside was in the eighties, the combination of smoke and sweat was too much for her, so she abandoned her attempts to get a cup of tea and made her way through the crowds on the station concourse outside, past Special Constables in tin helmets, all kinds of servicemen and their relatives, dogs on leashes, and wartime posters everywhere carrying sinister messages such as CARELESS TALK COSTS LIVES and IS YOUR JOURNEY REALLY NECESSARY?


Once again she had to join a queue, this time to buy a penny platform ticket from a machine. Although the train had not yet arrived, the platform was already overflowing with people. Halfway along, a group of young airmen conscripts, who were clearly waiting to take the train out on its return trip, were lined up for inspection by their Sergeant and Warrant Officer. Ruth felt truly sorry for them all, as they struggled to stand to attention with all the heavy equipment they were having to bear across their shoulders. With no sign of either Tom’s sister or their parents, she slowly weaved through the waiting passengers, and made her way towards the far end of the platform. There was still fifteen minutes or so to wait before the delayed train was due to appear, which gave her time to ponder over what Tom would look like after being away for the past few months. Would he still look the same, with that lovely round face and perpetually glowing smile? Would he have been allowed to grow his hair a little longer after the way the Army barber had savaged it so badly when Tom was first called up? Most of all, she wondered whether he still felt the same way about her, whether he still meant what he had said when they parted on this very same platform: ‘I love yer, Ruth. Don’t you ever ferget that.’ Ruth never had forgotten it. In fact, she had dreamt about it every night since he had left.


The first sign of the train was the distant shrill sound of its engine whistle. By the time she caught her first glimpse of the engine itself, gliding slowly but effortlessly alongside the platform, Ruth’s heart was thumping so hard she could scarcely make out all the faces of the servicemen who were hanging out of every one of the smoke-smudged train windows. She didn’t see him, but she did hear his voice. ‘Ruth!’ She swung to left and right, then finally picked him out. By then, despite the fact that the train hadn’t yet come to a halt, all the carriage doors were flung open, and the platform was immediately invaded by a sea of khaki. Amidst scenes of high emotion, pushing and shoving, yells and shouts, Ruth finally managed to stretch out her hands over the heads of the crowd and clasp Tom’s hands. A second later she was engulfed in his arms, their lips pressed tightly together in a passionate embrace. They stayed like that for several minutes, completely oblivious of anything that was going on around them, an island in the middle of a vast ocean. When they finally pulled back to look at each other, Ruth could see that Tom hadn’t changed, he hadn’t changed at all. In fact, he looked stronger, more fresh-faced, more bright-eyed than he had been the last time she had seen him. He tried to say something to her, but not only were they being pushed and shoved by the crowds surging along the platform, the noise made it almost impossible to hear anything that was being said.


‘I can’t hear you!’ yelled Ruth.


Tom shrugged his shoulders and looked puzzled.


Ruth tried again, but louder. ‘I said, I can’t hear you,’ she bellowed. ‘What did you say?’


In desperation, he pulled her back to him, and spoke directly into her left ear. ‘I said, let’s get married.’


This time she heard him loud and clear.


Whitlock’s was full of kids. It was like this every day after school hours, and as it was the middle of June and it was stinking hot outside, they were all streaming in with their pennies to buy fizzy drinks, liquorice sticks, and bags of sherbet, harassing poor Bella, and causing as much havoc as they could until they got what they wanted. It was at times like this that Bella missed her husband Harry most of all, for he was the one person who knew how to deal with the kids; one word from him and they’d shut up like an oyster. But that was the past, and Bella knew that if she wanted to carry on the business, then she had to cope the best way she could. Even so, she often told herself, a little help from her own daughter wouldn’t come amiss. It took her more than twenty minutes to get rid of the last of the kids, and just as long to clear up the shambles they had left on the newspaper and magazine racks.


‘Little perishers!’ said Freda Dapper, Bella’s lodger from upstairs, as she came into the shop after the last hell-raising boy had cleared off. ‘Pity they didn’t all stay evacuated,’ she said acidly. ‘It’s ridiculous to let them come back.’


‘You can’t force their parents to send them away,’ replied Bella, always aware that Freda’s constant snide remarks about children were probably because she had never been able to have any of her own. ‘After all, they’re flesh and blood.’


Freda snorted indignantly. She was quite a pretty woman, with a lovely flock of natural brown curls, and a clear complexion that many a woman half her age would have died for. In fact, Freda’s looks were her greatest asset, and when anyone ever referred to her as the living image of Loretta Young the film star, she immediately pulled off her glasses and glowed with pride. ‘I just come down ter see if yer need any help,’ she said, looking around. ‘It’s too hot for yer ter cope all on yer own.’


‘I’m all right,’ replied Bella, who was lifting heavy crates of empty lemonade bottles into the back room. ‘I’m used to this. Anyway, I’ll be shutting up shop in an hour or so.’


Freda went to her at the counter. ‘If you go on like this, yer know,’ she said, ‘you’ll wear yerself out. Why don’t yer ask your Ruth ter give up her job up the fire-station. Her place is here – with her mum.’


Bella was irritated. ‘Now don’t let’s go through all that again, Freda,’ she said. ‘I’ve told you before, I don’t interfere in Ruth’s life. She’s old enough to make her own decisions.’


‘And what happens when she gets married?’


Bella swung round on her with a start. ‘Married? My Ruth?’


‘Well, she’s got a boyfriend, ain’t she? It’s only natural she’ll want to get married one of these days.’


Bella thought about this for a moment. Ruth had had several boyfriends since she left school, but it had never occurred to her that she might want to keep one for life. ‘I think you’ll find that, until the war is over,’ she replied unconvincingly, ‘Ruth won’t be thinking about such things.’


Before Freda had a chance to reply, a customer came into the shop.


‘’Allo,’ said the tall, lanky young man, who looked quite smart in a freshly washed white cotton shirt and navy blue trousers. ‘Mrs Madiewsky?’


As he seemed to have addressed his question to Freda, she in turn nodded towards Bella.


‘Mrs Whitlock,’ said Bella. ‘Madiewsky is my maiden name.’


‘Actually it’s yer daughter I’m lookin’ for,’ said the boy.


Bella exchanged a brief, puzzled look with Freda. ‘Ruth?’ she asked.


‘That’s right.’


‘I’ll go an’ make yer a cup er tea,’ said Freda, discreetly disappearing into the back room.


‘You know my daughter?’ asked Bella, after Freda had gone.


‘We’ve met,’ returned the boy, who pushed back a lock of long brown hair that kept tumbling down into his right eye. ‘They told me where ter find ’er up the fire-station.’


Bella looked at him with deep suspicion. ‘Is it anything I can help you with?’ she asked.


‘Oh no,’ returned the boy. ‘I was wiv ’er last night – durin’ the air raid up at Shoreditch. She’d ’ad a pretty rough time of it. I just wanted ter know if she’s all right.’


Bella stared at him without response.


‘Anyway,’ said the boy, moving uncomfortably from one foot to the other. ‘P’raps you’d tell ’er I called. Tell ’er it was Mike.’


‘Mike?’


‘Mike Buller. She won’t know me name, but she’ll remember me, all right. At least I ’ope she will!’


He went to the door, and opened it. The bell above him tinkled. ‘Nice shop yer’ve got ’ere, Mrs Whitlock,’ he called. ‘Very nice indeed.’ He left, shut the door behind him, but then immediately opened it again, and peered round. ‘Oh by the way,’ he called. ‘Ruth’ll be sorry she missed me. But tell ’er not ter worry. Tell ’er – I’ll catch up wiv ’er later.’




Chapter 2


Although Ruth had only met Tom’s parents a couple of times, she did like them. This might have had something to do with the fact that, despite their strong Anglican beliefs, they had so far never shown any concern about their son having a girlfriend who was not only half-Polish, but also a Catholic. And when they had all met up at King’s Cross station an hour or so before, they seemed to be just as pleased to see her as they were to welcome their son home. Ruth also got on very well with Tom’s sister Kate, who was a couple of years younger than her brother, but because of her deeply religious upbringing, was quite old-fashioned in the way she dressed for a girl of her age. She also refused to wear make-up, which in some ways was a pity, for, like her mother Pearl, she had rather a dull skin, which would have benefited from a little pampering. To Ruth, Pearl herself was the perfect mum, always fussing over her family, always cooking and making excellent meals out of sparse wartime rations, and supporting her kids in any way she could; and Tom’s father Ken was the most amiable man Ruth had ever met, even if he did sometimes give a somewhat overdone impression of a good churchgoing man. But even though Ruth was very comfortable with the Phillips family, she was none too sure how they would react to the news that Tom had asked her to marry him.


‘Bit sudden, isn’t it, son?’ asked Ken Phillips, eyeing Tom and Ruth sceptically over a cup of tea at the garden table. ‘Yer’ve only known each other five minutes.’


‘Come off it, Dad,’ replied Tom, who was sitting with his arm around Ruth’s shoulders on a bench seat opposite his mum and dad. ‘What difference does it matter how long I’ve known Ruth? As long as we love each other.’


‘It makes a lot of difference,’ said Ken firmly, retrieving his pipe from an ash-tray on the table in front of him. ‘You ’ave ter know a person if you’re goin’ ter spend the rest of your life with ’em.’


Ruth was embarrassed, and lowered her eyes.


Ken was undeterred. ‘Yer mum an’ I walked out tergether three years before we called the banns.’ He seemed quite oblivious of how ridiculous he looked in the large white handkerchief that was tied in a knot over his head to protect him from the fierce rays of the afternoon sun. ‘Yer grandfather was a stickler for doin’ things the right way,’ he said, digging into the stale remains of the tobacco in his pipe bowl with a dead match. ‘That’s why they were married for over forty years.’


‘I hope Ruth an’ I will be married longer than that,’ retorted Tom. He turned to Ruth and squeezed her shoulders affectionately.


Ken grunted, and scooped the stale tobacco into his ashtray.


‘Mind you,’ continued Tom, ‘she hasn’t said she’ll ’ave me yet. I only asked ’er on the platform at King’s Cross a couple er hours ago!’


‘Oh she will!’ cried Kate, after listening with contained excitement to her brother’s news. ‘Won’t you, Ruth?’


Ruth looked across at her and beamed. ‘Well, it all depends, doesn’t it?’


‘On what?’ asked Kate, impatiently.


Ken resisted the urge to look up.


Ruth, eyes gleaming, turned to Tom. ‘On whether Tom still feels the same way about me when he leaves the Army.’


‘Oh, but he will,’ insisted Kate, whose delicate, pallid face was suddenly flushed. ‘You’re mad about ’er, ain’t yer, Tom?’ she asked. Without waiting for an answer, she continued, ‘Yer told me so – before yer went away.’


Both Ruth and Tom laughed.


‘Tell me, dear,’ asked Pearl Phillips, whose question came right out of the blue. ‘What does yer mum fink about all this?’


A bit taken aback, Ruth replied, ‘I don’t know, Mrs Phillips. I haven’t had a chance to tell her yet.’


‘She’s a French lady or somefin’, in’t she?’


‘Polish, Mum,’ sighed Tom. ‘Ruth comes from a Polish family.’


‘Half-Polish,’ Ruth said, correcting him. ‘My mother was born in Poland, but my father was English. He used to work in Poland – for a shipping firm.’


‘Oh really?’ said Pearl, with a polite but fixed smile. ‘Isn’t that interestin’, Dad?’ she said, turning to her husband whom she always addressed as ‘Dad’ in front of the children.


‘He died just before the war,’ continued Ruth falteringly. ‘He had a long history of heart problems.’


‘I’m sorry ter ’ear that,’ said Ken Phillips. ‘It can’t be easy, goin’ through life wiv just one parent.’


Ruth immediately picked up on this. ‘Oh, my mother’s managed perfectly well, Mr Phillips,’ she said. ‘She works very hard. She’s never let me want for anything.’


‘I would’ve thought yer only ’ave the good Lord ter fank fer that?’ suggested Ken, wryly.


The expression on Pearl’s face showed that she was proud of her husband’s comment. ‘You must bring yer mum over ter tea one day,’ she said, patting Ruth’s hand. ‘I’m sure we’ll get on like a ’ouse on fire.’ As an afterthought she added, ‘Does she speak English?’


‘Don’t be daft, Mum,’ said Tom. ‘Ruth’s mum has been in England for years.’


‘I was only asking,’ retorted Pearl. ‘I know plenty of foreign people who’ve been ’ere fer years an’ they still can’t speak English.’


‘As a matter of fact,’ Tom countered, ‘I know plenty of English people who can’t speak English!’


Pearl smiled bravely whilst Tom, Ruth and Kate laughed at the joke.


‘What about you, Ruth?’ asked Kate. ‘Can you speak any Polish?’


‘Not really. A few words here and there. But I can usually understand what’s being said when other people are speaking it. You see, I was born in England. I’ve never actually been to Poland.’


With his arm around her shoulders, Tom hugged her tight. ‘Well, when the war’s over,’ he promised, with a reassuring smile, ‘I’ll take yer there.’


Ruth smiled affectionately at him. ‘If there’s anything left once the Germans have finished with it,’ she said.


A few minutes later Tom and Ruth were strolling hand-in-hand through the labyrinth of lush green plants and shrubs in the Phillipses’ back garden. Every so often Ruth stopped to admire the inumerable fragrant blossoms and the zigzag of stone borders and winding paths that divided the long narrow lawn in two. Ruth marvelled at the loving care Ken and Pearl Phillips had put into what they called ‘their little back patch’ and the strenuous efforts they had made to create an escape from the ugly sights of war. With the boughs of two apple trees dipping low over the path as she went, Ruth found it hard to believe that she and Tom were not out in the open countryside, but were surrounded by the urban jungle of human habitation. However, when they reached the far end of the garden there was a painful reminder that there was still a war on, for, despite the attempts to disguise the Anderson shelter with as many shrubs and annual blooms as its curved corrugated iron roof could hold, tucking it away in a corner in the bowels of the earth could not disguise the fact that it was there to save lives.


The moment they found a secluded spot out of sight of the house, Tom pulled Ruth to him and kissed her. There was a lot of raw passion in the way he did it, for it had been a long time since they had been together. Ruth loved his lips. She had always loved them from the first time they had met, for they were so full, completely engulfing her own which were in comparison fine and neat. When he eventually pulled away, he looked into her eyes and used the fingers of his right hand to delicately trace the outline of her mouth. Then he kissed her again. ‘I want you so much,’ he said, his voice no more than a whisper. Then on a sudden impulse he said, ‘I don’t want to wait a minute longer. Let’s get married now!’


Startled, Ruth pulled away. ‘Tom!’ she cried incredulously.


‘Well, why not?’ he asked. ‘If we love each other, why do we have to wait? I want ter marry yer, Ruth. I want ter marry yer right now.’


‘Oh, don’t be so ridiculous,’ she said. ‘How can we get married? You’re only home on seven days’ leave.’


‘We can get a Special Licence. We can get married up at Finsbury Town Hall. I’ve heard it’s easy. We can do it within a couple of days.’


‘No Tom!’


Ruth’s firmness took him by surprise. ‘Why not?’ he asked.


She shrugged. ‘We’re under age, remember. We both need our parents’ consent.’


Tom gave her a puzzled look. ‘So why should that be a problem?’


Ruth hesitated, then dropped down onto the small square of turf they were standing on. Troubled, Tom joined her. For a moment they said nothing. In the distance they could hear the traffic rumbling up and down Camden Road, a sound that competed with the busy chirping of a male blackbird who was distinctly aggrieved to find intruders hanging around near his nest in the adjoining hedge. Tom leaned forward and with one hand raised Ruth’s chin. ‘Sounds to me as if you’re lookin’ fer excuses,’ he said, looking directly into her eyes.


She smiled affectionately at him. ‘We have to be practical,’ she said, awkwardly. ‘We have to think about your parents.’


Tom pulled his hand away. ‘Mum an’ Dad?’ he asked with a puzzled frown. ‘They fink you’re marvellous.’


Ruth reached out for his hand and squeezed it tenderly. ‘They have convictions,’ Ruth said, choosing her words carefully, ‘strong religious convictions. They won’t find it easy to accept someone like me into the family. I was brought up a Catholic. I may not be a very good one but, as much as I love you, I just can’t give it up.’


‘Come off it, Ruth,’ Tom snapped, pulling his hand away again. ‘Nobody’s askin’ yer ter give up yer religion. And in any case, I’m not asking yer ter marry me family, I’m asking yer ter marry me! That’s why I’m sayin’ let’s do it in a Registry Office. That way there’ll be no problems with religion – yours or mine.’ He looked away, staring aimlessly at the profusion of wild daisies and buttercups that had completely covered the roof of the Anderson shelter. ‘Of course, if I don’t mean that much to yer . . .’


Ruth moved round so that she could kneel directly in front of him. Then she kissed him tenderly on his lips. He responded, and they eased themselves back onto the small patch of turf so that they were lying on their backs beneath the broken shadows of an apple tree. She reached for his hand and held on to it. They stayed like that for several moments, the hot rays of the late afternoon sun squeezing through the branches of the tree, dazzling them with streaks of sharp-pointed light, and covering their faces with a gradually deepening red glow. ‘D’you remember when we first met?’ she asked dreamily, her eyes still fixed firmly on the branches of the tree above them. ‘That day on Holloway Road Tube station,’ she continued, turning to look at him, ‘when you bumped into me on the edge of the platform, and nearly knocked me onto the track?’


Tom was still looking skywards. ‘I remember,’ he replied, with a grin.


‘Was it really an accident?’ she asked. ‘Or did you do it on purpose?’


‘What do you think?’ he replied, turning to face her.


‘I think you did it on purpose.’


‘I saved your life,’ he said, now with a broad grin. ‘And in any case, you didn’t seem to mind.’


‘That you saved my life?’


‘That we got ter know each uvver.’


Ruth smiled. ‘No, I didn’t mind,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mind at all. In fact, I thought it was a lovely way to meet. It always seems to happen like that in the pictures.’


‘Pictures ain’t real,’ Tom replied laconically.


‘No,’ she replied. ‘But we are.’


Tom stared at her. ‘I don’t know what that means,’ he said, puzzled.


Ruth paused. ‘It means that I’m willing to take the risk if you are.’


Tom sat up with a start. ‘You mean – we can do it? You’ll marry me?’


‘I’d be very proud to,’ she replied.


He suddenly grabbed hold of her, and held her in his arms.


‘But not yet,’ she said quickly, just as he was about to kiss her. ‘Not just yet.’


Tom froze.


‘We’ve got seven days,’ she continued. ‘Let’s see how we get on. Let’s see how we can get to know each other.’


He immediately held her at arm’s length. ‘Get ter know each uvver?’ he snapped. ‘Bleedin’ ’ell, Ruth, we’ve known each uvver fer munffs.’


‘I mean really know each other,’ she replied. As she looked at his face, all screwed up with irritation and frustration, she noticed for the first time how full it had become in the short time he had been away. His eyes were also more piercing than she had ever seen them, and for one split second, it disturbed her. ‘When two people are going to spend the rest of their lives together,’ she continued, ‘they can’t afford to take decisions lightly.’ She leaned forward, and held him tight, her head resting on his shoulder, her long brown hair suddenly flowing down over her own shoulders as it became released from the comb and pins that had been bunching it tightly behind her head.


‘And seven days is goin’ ter make all that much diff’rence, is it?’ replied Tom, unimpressed.


‘I don’t know,’ she said quietly in his ear. ‘But we can at least give it a try.’


At the other end of the garden, Pearl and Kate were clearing the tea things from the garden table. Above them, Ken Phillips was at a second-floor window of the house, straining to see what his son was up to with the Polish girl at the end of the garden. He didn’t like what he saw.


In the sky above, the sun was evaporating behind a thin layer of haze which had been gradually floating in during the last part of the afternoon. The relentless sunshine was now being replaced by an impending gloom. The hot spell was coming to an end. Storm clouds were gathering.


At the ‘end house’, the gutter hadn’t been fixed for years. Consequently, the rain which was pounding hard on the roof was gushing straight down onto the front doorstep below, which Edie next door always did her best to keep clean and sparkling white. Although the blackout restrictions weren’t due until well after eleven o’clock, by early evening the thunderstorm had reduced the midsummer light along Annette Road to a dismal glow, leaving Ruth to battle her way along pavements whose gutters were struggling with the rush of fast-flowing water that was desperately trying to reach the nearest drains. Once inside the house, her only thought was to get out of her wet things as quickly as possible for, like so many other people who were out in their flimsy summer clothes, the sudden rainstorm had taken her by surprise. ‘I’m home, Mama!’ she called, as she rushed up the stairs.


Bella, who had been balancing the shop books in the sitting room, came out into the passage, and followed her daughter up to the girl’s bedroom. ‘What happened?’ she asked, as she watched Ruth pull off her sopping wet dress and underclothes. ‘Why didn’t you wait somewhere until the storm was over?’


‘There was nothing I could do about it,’ replied Ruth, briskly drying herself with a towel. ‘I got caught when I was walking back from Camden Road.’


Bella was puzzled. ‘Camden Road?’


‘I went to have tea with Tom and his parents.’


‘Your Tom?’ asked Bella, taken aback. ‘He’s home?’


‘He sent me a telegram – I went to meet him at King’s Cross this afternoon. He’s got seven days’ special leave.’


‘Special leave?’ asked Bella. ‘What does special mean?’


Ruth put on her dressing-gown and perched on the edge of her bed. ‘It means he’s being posted somewhere,’ she said, drying her hair with the towel, ‘and I may not see him again for some time.’


Bella remained in the doorway watching her daughter, understanding the girl’s pretence, knowing only too well how this kind of desperate situation was being suffered by women all over the country, their menfolk going away to fight a war from which so many would never return. ‘He didn’t tell you where?’ she asked tentatively.


Ruth stopped drying her hair for a moment, ran her fingers through it, then exchanged a brief glance with her mother. ‘I doubt even he’ll know that until he’s on board a ship somewhere,’ she said.


Some time later Ruth, who had changed into her dispatch-rider’s uniform, came downstairs to the kitchen where her mother had prepared some hot borsch. Beetroot soup with mint was one of Ruth’s favourites, and considering how chilled she felt, she was glad her mother had heated it up. It was hard to believe how, just a few hours before, the temperature had been in the upper eighties, but even in the kitchen it was now cool and damp. Ruth felt a glow of affection for Bella as she watched her pottering around the place, making last-minute additions to the salad dressing she was preparing for supper, and briefly stopping to wipe the top of the old gas cooker which seemed to have been in the family since the year dot. Ruth knew how much her mother loved the kitchen. It was the one room in the house that was fully her own personal domain. She practically lived in it, and would probably even move her bed in there if she had the chance.


‘Seven days doesn’t seem very long,’ she said, as she sat down to join Ruth at the table. ‘When you’re walking out with someone and there’s so little time, there must be a lot of things to talk about.’


Ruth knew her mother was watching her, but she just carried on eating her soup.


‘Especially when you have to go riding off on a motorcycle every night.’


Ruth looked up. ‘It’s my job, Mama,’ she said. ‘Just like Tom. The war won’t stop just because we only have seven days together.’


For a moment or so, they sat in silence, sipping their soup. From time to time, Ruth sneaked a look up at her mother, and when she did she felt nothing but affection for her. She also thought to herself that despite how hard her mother worked, it was amazing how young she looked for her age, so much so that some customers in the shop had sometimes taken them for sisters. Ruth took that as a compliment, not only to her mother but to herself as well. Nonetheless, Bella was still her mother – a woman who was brought up by strict Polish-Catholic parents who believed in the traditional way of life, where a girl should grow up under close supervision, find a respectable job, meet a respectable man, marry him in a good Catholic church, then give him as many children as he wanted. So as she watched her mother sipping her hot borsch, Ruth wondered how on earth she was going to explain that she wanted to marry a man in great haste, and in a Register Office, too.


‘Mama,’ she said suddenly, on an impulse.


Bella looked up.


‘Tom’s asked me to marry him.’


Bella slowly put down her spoon.


‘I haven’t really agreed. Not yet.’


Bella looked as though she was shell-shocked.


Ruth put down her soup spoon, then dabbed her lips, which left a dark red stain on her handkerchief. ‘We still have a lot of things to talk about,’ she explained. ‘You remember I told you, he’s not a Catholic.’


Bella leaned back in her chair. Until that moment, she had felt quite weary, but Ruth’s news had given her fresh energy. ‘I’ve been thinking about that,’ she said. ‘There are ways round it. I was talking to Father O’Leary, and he said there was no reason why an Anglican can’t convert. It happens all the time. It just needs a little bit of discussion between both parties.’


‘Mama,’ said Ruth, leaning towards her. ‘Tom wants to get married in a Registry Office.’


Bella stifled a gasp with her hand.


‘If you agree, if his parents agree, he wants me to marry him before he leaves for duty.’


Bella’s eyes were almost bulging out of her head. ‘Holy Mother Mary!’ she cried, her fingers automatically searching out the small silver cross hanging around her neck.


Ruth stretched across for her mother’s other hand, that was still resting on the table. ‘Would you hate it, Mama?’ she asked sympathetically. ‘Would you really hate it?’ Her mother was clearly too shocked to answer, so she got up and went to her. ‘Of course you would, wouldn’t you?’ she said, kissing Bella gently on her forehead. ‘But I promise you, I won’t do anything until I’m sure.’


‘Sure of what?’ asked Bella.


‘Sure that Tom’s the man I want to spend the rest of my life with. At the moment, I think he is, because he’s kind, and thoughtful, and he’s the only boy I’ve ever really loved.’


‘Is that enough?’ asked Bella mournfully.


Ruth hesitated. For one split second she could see Tom in her mind’s eye, smiling at her, a smile that had melted her the very moment she had set eyes on him, his rough unshaven face rubbing against her own, leaving a rash, a rash that she had never wanted to disappear, and his large frame engulfing her in a passionate embrace on the platform at King’s Cross station just a few hours before. ‘I don’t know,’ she replied. ‘But it’s a start.’ From behind, she put her arms around her mother’s shoulders, and hugged her.


Bella waited a moment before saying anything more. But when she did, what she had to say came as a surprise. ‘You say that Tom is the only boy you’ve ever been with?’


‘You know he is.’


Bella hesitated. ‘Then who was this person who came into the shop looking for you today?’ she asked.


The kitchen suddenly reverberated to a loud clap of thunder outside. The storm was now right overhead.


By ten o’clock that evening, the sky was so clear it was as though not a drop of rain had fallen. There wasn’t a cloud to be seen, and the sun had made a triumphant reappearance, sinking slowly in the distance behind Highbury Fields, where dozens of kids were playing football on the wet grass, climbing trees, or just loafing around, all of them totally unaware that they were now bathed in the deep red hues of a perfect sunset.


At the nearby fire-station in Upper Street, some of the crews were busily checking their fire-fighting equipment and getting the fire-engines and water pumps ready for the first emergency call of the evening, whilst others were biding their time, fully clothed and stretched out on their beds in the upper-floor dormitory, flipping through copies of the Star, Evening News, or the Standard. After the previous night’s random air raid on the East End and parts of North London, everyone hoped they were in for a relatively incident-free night. Fortunately, the raids were coming far less frequently now than they had done up until a few months before, but with regular Allied air attacks now taking place on Berlin and other cities, no one was taking the Luftwaffe’s current lull in activities for granted.


Ruth had checked in for duty just before ten o’clock; she went straight up to the female quarters she shared with two other firewomen. The accommodation was little more than a small room with three beds and three lockers, so it was lucky that all three girls got on well together.


‘Out with it!’ demanded Mavis Miller, who was still in bra and knickers when Ruth came in.


Ruth stopped with a start. ‘What do you mean?’ she asked.


‘You’re a dark ’orse, you are!’ said Mavis, with a broad grin. ‘I fawt you ’ad a regular. So wot’s ’appened ter poor ol’ Tom?’


‘I’m sorry, Mavis,’ returned Ruth, ‘but I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ This wasn’t true, of course, for only a short time ago her mother had asked her the same question.


‘Oh yes?’ said Mavis, stepping into her uniform trousers. She was a year younger than Ruth and always a tease. ‘Now pull the uvver one.’ She perched on the edge of her bed, and slipped on her shirt. ‘Bit of all right if yer ask me. If you don’t want ’im, I know somebody who does!’


Irritated, Ruth pulled off her uniform cap and dropped it onto the bed. ‘Don’t want who, Mavis?’ she asked with a sigh. ‘If you could just stop talking in riddles . . .’


Mavis stopped what she was doing and looked up at her. ‘Mike,’ she announced with another broad grin. ‘Mike Buller. The bloke who come round lookin’ for yer.’


Ruth froze. Why was this man, whom she had only met for no more than a few minutes, why was he pursuing her? ‘Who gave him my address?’ she asked warily.


Mavis took a puff of a half-finished cigarette that was smouldering in a tin-top ash-tray at the side of her bed. ‘I fink it was Sweetie,’ she replied, unconvincingly, returning the cigarette to the ash-tray.


Ruth didn’t believe her. Out of the other two girls who shared the room, ‘Sweetie’ – whose real name was Hazel Berkeley – seemed to Ruth to be the less likely to divulge that kind of information to a stranger. No, if it was anyone, it was sure to be chatterbox Mavis.
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