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Chapter 1

Ruth Bentley sat staring into space. She shuddered. Although it was the end of June and the weather was warm, air-raid shelters always felt damp and smelt musty.

Her mind skittered about as she sat in the underground shelter close to the church with the vicar, her sister, Joyce, and her brother-in-law, Frank. She was miserable and tired. She wanted to shut out the present and the past – and what about the future? Alan, who was God only knew where, and her girls, miles away, did they have one? Her mother didn’t, not now. Ruth raised her eyes. If there was a God above why couldn’t He let them bury her mother in peace? And please, please take care of my family, they must have a future, after they had endured so much . . .

‘It’s all got to end one day,’ said Joyce nervously. ‘Especially now they’ve landed in France.’

At twenty-five Joyce was seven years younger than Ruth. Their parents had had no other children. They were so different in ways and looks. Joyce had a neat little black hat sitting on her bleached hair. A spotted veil covered her immaculately made-up face, but tears had made her mascara run like dirty streaks down her cheeks. She was slim  and always looked well dressed. Today she was wearing a smart black two-piece. Ruth, who was also slim, looked down at the clothes she was wearing. They weren’t her own. Her friend Lucy had lent her the black skirt, white blouse and black hat. All Ruth possessed was her underwear, a pair of black trousers, the short-sleeved jumper and the serviceable shoes she wore to work. Everything else, including her new high heels, had been destroyed, gone for ever. Although people had been kind, she felt so dowdy and unhappy and, even with her sister near, so alone.

Ruth looked about her at this sad little scene. What did Joyce really know about what she had been through? Joyce had been evacuated, away from it all, sheltered in a lovely house in the country since the early days of the war. She hadn’t lost her home yet again.

Sitting opposite Ruth, on the hard wooden slatted seats that ran all along the shelter walls, Joyce jiggled Bobbie, her year-old baby son, up and down while making soothing noises in his ears.

He smiled at his auntie and put out his arms. Ruth leaned forward and took the small chubby hand. The dimples in the back of his hand reminded her of when her own daughters were babies. Her thoughts went to their warm, sweet smell after a bath, and how she used to nuzzle her head into them to savour it. She choked back a sob. All the photos she’d had of them when they were babies had gone. Her wedding photos too. She wanted to put her head back, but knew the sides of the shelter were cold and damp. She closed her eyes and tried to remember Alan’s smiling, handsome face. She knew from his letters he was abroad. At the cinema she eagerly watched the newsreels, hoping  that one day she would get a glimpse of him. She was suddenly aware the conversation had been continuing around her.

‘Now we’ve got ’em running, it won’t be long ’fore it’s all over,’ said Frank.

Everybody had been elated when they heard about the D-Day landings, but that hadn’t stopped Hitler sending over more bombers and now there was this new menace: V1s.

Ruth looked at her brother-in-law who was sitting next to Joyce. He gave her a slight nod and a wink and her nerves went taut instantly. She wanted to scream at him. Somehow he’d managed to stay out of the thick of the war. He said he was exempt because of his ears, but as far as Ruth could see there wasn’t much wrong with him. True, he was an ARP warden – in charge of his post, in fact – but he should be fighting like her Alan. They had had some bombing round Sutton where Frank and Joyce lived, but nothing like they’d had here in London. Ruth knew he had been in London when they wanted help during the heavy raids, but she was never quite sure if it was to help others or himself. Buying and selling had been his business before the war, and it didn’t look like he had stopped.

She didn’t really dislike Frank, he was good to Joyce and the children and was great fun at parties, but she wanted everyone to go and fight the Germans and help to get this damn war over.

The vicar gave Ruth a slight smile. He looked tired. Like most people she met, he had that pale sallow look from spending so much time in air-raid shelters.

Then Ruth became angry with herself. She knew she  shouldn’t be hard on her sister; after all, Joyce had lost her mother too, but she was angry, so very angry, with the war, Hitler and everybody who had helped kill her mother and put her father in hospital. Every day since she left the clothes shop where she had been employed and had joined the Civil Defence she had tried to harden herself against some of the horrible things she had seen. Old couples who had died in each other’s arms. Crying children, who had been clinging to their dead mothers, whom she had to drag away. Although these had upset her, nothing affected her as much as the sight of her mum and dad lying in the overcrowded hospital. She knew by just looking at her mother’s terrible injuries that she wouldn’t last the night. Ruth had sat holding her hand till the end.

She was suddenly brought back to the present by a quick intake of breath from everybody. A silence fell over the small gathering as they strained their ears. Ruth knew the difference between the sound of the engines of the German and British planes. But it was a new menace that had taken their mother, their home and everything they had. It had even interrupted the service at the graveside. She wanted to yell out: Go away. Leave us alone. Slowly a tear trickled down her cheek. She wanted to run away. She wanted to leave all this death and destruction that had been going on round her day after day and year after year.

In the air-raid shelter, along with Joyce, Frank, their baby and the vicar, were two old men, the grave-diggers. They sat nonchalantly puffing away on their hand-rolled cigarettes. Ruth knew by their lack of expression that they had been through this scenario many times before.

All eyes were raised to the roof of the shelter when they  heard the sputtering engine right above them. Ruth gave up a silent prayer and hoped it would pass over. In many ways it was wicked to pray for someone else to be killed, but she’d had enough of death.

The engine cut out and they threw themselves to the ground. Ruth began mentally to count slowly. It was a habit people had got into. The number you reached before the explosion was supposed to tell you how many miles away the bomb had fallen.

Joyce began crying; her scarlet lips trembled as she held her baby close. Frank nervously wiped his forehead with a white handkerchief. It was spotless. Ruth surmised that, with Joyce away, his mother had been doing his washing. She couldn’t see him standing over a scrubbing board. Her own mother had never really taken to Frank. She always reckoned he had shifty eyes and was only mutt and jeff when it suited him. Amid all this drama, Ruth wanted to smile. Who knows, perhaps her mother had been right. Why did these strange thoughts always come into your mind in a crisis?

The explosion was a short distance away, but the shock waves still made the ground heave. They sat back up and brushed themselves down because of the fall of dust that always accompanied a falling bomb, or, in this case, a doodlebug.

‘I’m frightened,’ said Joyce.

‘I know,’ said Frank, putting his arm round Joyce’s shaking shoulders.

Ruth took off her borrowed hat and pushed her short dark curly hair back from her face. This was a familiar scene. She had lived with this for four years.

‘Don’t worry, love,’ said Frank, patting his wife’s hand. ‘You’ll soon be back with Alice.’

‘Frank!’ Joyce’s face was full of fear. ‘What if anything happens to us? She’ll have no one.’ She began sobbing, making Bobbie cry.

‘Nothing’s going to happen to us, and you’ll be back home as soon as we can get away.’

Alice was their four-year-old daughter and Joyce had left her with Mrs Cotton, the woman she and the children had been billeted with. Joyce’s kids were under the age of five and the government said they were to be moved from the danger zone. Ruth wasn’t sure if Sutton had been considered a danger zone, but, somehow, Joyce had managed to get herself evacuated after Alice was born. Mr and Mrs Cotton were farmers near a small village in Sussex. They had a very large house and Joyce had a nice self-contained flat there.

If only Ruth could get away. But how could she with their injured father in hospital? And her job. What about her girls, though, if anything happened to her? They were safe in Wales, but how would they know if . . . Ruth let her tears fall.

‘This is going to upset the girls, and Alan, losing Mum and your home again,’ said Joyce, as if reading her thoughts. ‘How will he and Shirley and Kay find out where you live now?’

‘I don’t know about Alan. I’ve not heard from him for a while.’ Ruth gave them a faint smile. ‘But that’s the way it goes, then I get a few letters all together. But he’s never been much of a letter-writer.’

‘You still reckon he’s in Italy?’ asked Frank.

Ruth nodded.

‘Been pretty bad over there.’

Joyce nudged her husband.

Frank looked embarrassed. ‘But don’t worry. Alan’s a survivor.’

‘I have written to him and the girls. I’ve told the post office to send my letters to Lucy; she’s going to let me stay there till I get something sorted.’

‘The girls are going to miss Mum.’

‘I don’t know. They haven’t seen her for years. They lead very different lives now.’

‘You ought to try and get to see them,’ said Frank.

‘I’d like to. It’s been a long while, nearly a year. I expect they’ve grown.’

‘Well, at least you know they are being looked after all right,’ said Joyce. ‘You hear terrible stories about what’s happened to some evacuees.’

‘Do they ever ask to come back?’ Frank asked.

‘No, not now. When they came home during the so-called silent war it was all right, but after that night of the big blitz on the docks, they couldn’t wait to get away. Nor could I wait to get them on that train again.’

‘That was a terrible night,’ said Frank.

‘The first of many,’ said Ruth. ‘At least I wasn’t here when they tried to set London alight.’

‘December 1940, just after Christmas as well. All those incendiaries. That was a bloody awful night.’ Frank, realizing what he had said, quickly looked across at the vicar. But he had his eyes closed and appeared to be nodding off.

‘Ruth, if there’s anything I can do to help . . .’

‘I’ll let you know, Joyce. That bag of clothes and those  blankets will do fine to start with.’

‘Good job we’re still the same size. I’ve put a pair of nylons in the bag. As soon as you get sorted I’ll let you have some cooking utensils. You know you could always go and stay with Frank at our house. There’s plenty of room.’

‘Thanks. But Sutton’s a fair way from here and, what with all the diversions, and the buses and trains all over the place after a raid, I wouldn’t be able to get to see Dad so much. ’Sides, I’ve still got to go to work every day.’

‘I’m glad they let me in to see him,’ said Joyce.

‘I think the strict rules about visiting times have had to go by the board. We have to go in when we can.’

‘But he was lying so still – it was terrible.’ Joyce dabbed at her eyes, making more dark smudges round her eyes. ‘D’you think he’ll get better?’ she asked her sister.

‘I don’t know. He might feel better when his leg, or I should say the stump, starts to heal, but I wouldn’t like to say. It’s early days yet. I’m worried about what other damage he’s got. His breathing’s terrible, and I don’t know how he’ll feel when he finds out about Mum.’

‘Will they send him out of London?’ asked Frank.

‘I don’t know,’ said Ruth. ‘We’ll have to wait and see.’

As the sound of the all clear filled the shelter Ruth could almost hear everybody breathing a sigh of relief. The two old men shuffled to their feet.

‘Shall we proceed?’ said the vicar.

The sorry group made their way across the graveyard.

Ruth looked down at her mother’s coffin. She was aware of the vicar’s voice droning on, but she wasn’t paying attention. She wanted her girls by her side. She wanted Alan. She wanted to lie in his arms. She wanted him  making love to her. She wanted to feel like a woman again.

Joyce nudged her arm and put some wet sticky earth in her hand. Joyce threw hers on to her mother’s coffin and Ruth did the same.

The vicar shook her hand. ‘God bless you and good luck, my dear.’

‘Thanks.’ She raised her eyes to heaven. She needed all the luck and blessings He could send her.

‘Come on Ruth,’ said Joyce. ‘Let’s be off.’

Ruth let Frank take her arm and lead her out of the cemetery.

‘We’ll pop into that pub on the corner for a nice drop of whisky. It’ll do us all good.’

‘What about me and Bobbie?’ asked Joyce as she tripped across the damp grass in her black suede high heels.

‘I don’t reckon the landlord will mind us taking him in – probably be glad of the custom, that’s if he’s got any drink in the place. Mind you, it might be watered down. With all these shortages it wouldn’t be the first pub not to have any beer.’

Although it was warm Ruth couldn’t help shivering.

‘It’s probably delayed shock,’ said Frank.

‘You’d think I’d be used to it be now, wouldn’t you?’

‘I don’t think we’ll ever get used to it,’ said Frank. ‘Come on, let’s get a drink inside us.’

Ruth would have happily settled for a cup of tea, but she was so weary that she just let Frank take charge.

The landlord didn’t mind Joyce bringing Bobbie inside, as they were the only ones in the pub. Frank ordered three whiskies. The landlord shook his head and looked about him.

‘Er, I’m sorry, but we don’t have any whisky.’

‘Look, mate, we’ve just come from across the road; these two have just buried their mother.’ Frank pointed to Ruth and Joyce who were sitting close by. ‘Surely you can find them a small one?’ He put a ten-shilling note on the counter.

The landlord moved away from behind the bar and returned almost at once with a bottle held down low. ‘Can’t let anyone see it. Usually save it for me regulars, but with the way things are going I won’t have any left soon.’

‘What, whisky?’

‘No, regulars.’

‘Pour yourself one, mate.’

The landlord smiled. ‘Thanks a lot.’

Frank put the three glasses on the table. ‘Get this down quick. Reckon I can get him to part with another.’

‘This is enough for me,’ said Ruth. ‘I’m on duty tonight.’

‘Surely you can stay at home for one night?’ said Joyce.

‘What home? Oh, Lucy’s all right, but sitting in the shelter with her and her mum ain’t the best place to be. ’Sides, I feel I’m doing something worthwhile when I’m on duty.’

‘Now promise me you’ll come down as soon as you get a couple of days off.’ But without waiting for a reply Joyce looked nervously at her watch. ‘I don’t like to be a killjoy, but I’d like to get away as soon as we can, Frank.’

‘Certainly, love. Are you sure you won’t come with us, Ruth?’

She shook her head.

‘Can we give you a lift back to Lucy’s?’

‘Thanks, Frank, that’ll be a help. Gawd only knows what  the buses are like, or where they finish up. Some times the diversions take them miles off their routes.’

Outside the pub Frank held the door of his car open.

‘How do you still manage to get petrol for your private use?’ asked Ruth.

He touched the side of his nose. ‘It don’t pay to ask questions like that. Remember, careless talk costs lives, or in my case it could cost a heavy fine or even prison.’ He laughed. ‘I do get an allowance, remember.’

Joyce sat next to him in the front passenger seat with Bobbie on her lap. ‘I keep telling him, that’s where he’ll finish up, in prison. All this wheeling and dealing he does.’

‘You can’t grumble. You’ve always got nice clothes and the odd pair of nylons, when I can get hold of ’em. And living on the farm, you get more than enough to eat. I can tell you, things have really improved since the Yanks came over. They’re good blokes and, well, we’ve all got to do our bit to make them feel at home. Now don’t you go worrying your pretty little head about me. I can spot trouble a mile off.’ He looked over his shoulder. ‘Don’t forget, Ruth, I can get hold of most things, so just drop me a line if there’s anything you’re short of.’

‘Thanks, Frank, but at this moment I’m short of everything till I can find somewhere to live. Mind you, that shouldn’t be too difficult with all the empty houses. It’s just finding one that’s habitable. I’m waiting for the nine pounds they hand out to help you get started again.’

‘Nine quid? Blimey, is that all?’ said Frank.

‘It’s all we got the last time. Good job Dad was handy and could make it liveable. And we got clothes from the WVS.’

‘I can get hold of plenty of second-hand furniture, so let me know what you want.’

‘I’ll do that.’

‘I do feel awful,’ said Joyce. ‘You’ve got nothing and I’ve got it all.’

‘Make the most of it, Joyce. We never know what’s round the corner.’

‘That’s true,’ her sister replied sadly.




Chapter 2

Ruth pushed open the front door to her friend’s house and called out Lucy’s name. They had long since given up locking doors, as most nights front doors were blown open and the locks broken. ‘Anybody home?’ she faltered.

There was always that hesitation when you walked in, especially if there had been a raid. Lucy was a clippie on the buses and should be home as her shift finished at two, but since Ruth didn’t know where the doodlebug had landed, she couldn’t stop the familiar feeling of apprehension, that dread, stealing over her.

Lucy had been Ruth’s friend since the beginning of the war. They had met in an air-raid shelter. Lucy’s husband Charlie had just gone into the navy and she needed someone to talk to. As Ruth was also alone she was glad of her company; when they were able, they went to the pictures and the occasional dance together. Lucy and Charlie hadn’t been married very long before he was called up and they didn’t have any children. Lucy lived with her widowed mother a few streets away from where Ruth and her parents had lived before they had been bombed out the first time. Ruth had moved in with her parents when Alan was called  up and the girls evacuated. There didn’t seem any point in keeping two homes going then. Now they had been made homeless again; they said the bombs follow you.

It was Lucy’s mum who, the following day, had been standing in a queue and had heard the news about Ruth’s parents being badly injured, and her being made homeless for the second time. News travelled very fast. As soon as Mrs Graham had told her, Lucy went to the Warden’s post and asked Ruth to move in with her and her mother.

‘I’m here, in the kitchen,’ called Lucy.

Relieved at the cheerful sound of her friend’s voice, Ruth stood for a moment or two before walking down the passage, letting her eyes get accustomed to her gloomy surroundings. Although it was still early afternoon and the sun shining, the windows had lost their glass again and were boarded up with any old bit of wood or lino that could be scrounged from a bomb site, and so no light could get in. She moved into the kitchen where a bare bulb hung on its brown flex from the centre of the ceiling; the glass shade had been shattered long since. The back door was open, letting in a meagre amount of light.

‘Well, how did it go?’ Lucy’s hands were covered with flour.

Ruth took off her friend’s hat and, after patting her hair into place, carefully placed the hat on a chair. Pulling another from under the table, she sat down. ‘As well as any funeral goes, I suppose.’

‘Sorry, that was a silly question to ask, but you know what I mean. Did that doodlebug drop anywhere near you?’

Ruth shook her head. ‘No, but we had to sit in the shelter with the vicar.’

‘So you had to mind your Ps and Qs then?’ said Lucy with a slight smile.

Ruth nodded.

‘Was Joyce looking all glamorous as usual?’

‘She looked very nice. I felt such a mess beside her.’

‘Thanks. That was my skirt and blouse and hat you was wearing, remember.’

‘I know. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean . . .’

‘Only kidding. I thought you looked very nice. The kettle’s just boiled so I’ll just wipe me hands . . .’

‘I’ll see to the tea. What are you doing?’

Lucy grinned. She was a short, well-built young woman in her early twenties. Ruth had had to put a pin in the waistband of Lucy’s skirt to keep it up as she was thinner. Lucy’s dark hair had been tucked into a scarf that formed a fat sausage-like roll round her head. Her dark eyes flashed with excitement. ‘You’re never gonner believe this, but Mum managed to get half a rabbit, so I thought I’d make a pie.’

‘Half a rabbit?’ exclaimed Ruth, opening her eyes wide. ‘Half of a real rabbit?’ Rabbit was off the ration and a rare treat.

Lucy nodded. ‘Mum was queuing up at the butcher’s, someone said he was gonner have some sausages. You know what it’s like, two women can stand outside a shop having a natter and before you know it, there’s a queue formed behind them.’

Ruth smiled. ‘Done that meself.’

‘It seems this bloke came up on a bike of all things and when he took about half a dozen rabbits out of his bag, well. Mum reckons he was lucky to get into the shop  without being attacked. She said most of the women went berserk and tried to drag him and his rabbits off the bike. The butcher had to come out and wave his cleaver at ’em. Talk about never a dull moment!’ She laughed.

Ruth made the tea and put the pot on the table. ‘We’ll certainly have a few things to tell our kids in years to come.’ She sat down and began pouring out the tea. ‘Joyce wants me to go down with her when I get some time off.’

‘Well, why don’t you? It’ll do you good to get a decent night’s sleep – and in a bed an’ all. Now, that’s got to be something – a real luxury. I’d love to get in a bed and pull the blankets up round me face.’ She grinned. ‘And it’d be a bloody sight better if I had Charlie next to me.’

‘I know. I wish I had Alan sharing me bed, I’d risk all the dangers of staying in the house.’

Lucy sighed. ‘So would I. I do miss my Charlie.’

‘And what about having a lovely bath with lots and lots of hot water in front of a roaring fire with the towels warming on the fire-guard.’ Ruth raked her fingers through her hair. ‘This feels dirty and greasy.’

Lucy had a dreamy look on her face. ‘And then, with just a towel wrapped round me, I’ll jump into bed with Charlie.’

‘You can have Charlie, I’ll have my Alan.’

They both laughed.

‘Perhaps one day,’ said Ruth.

‘God, I hope so. I don’t know how those people can do, you know, it, down the underground with everyone listening.’

‘I suppose it must get the better of you.’

Lucy still looked all dreamy. ‘Yer, I suppose it must.’

‘I wouldn’t like to sleep down there. The smell. All  unwashed bodies and wintergreen ointment,’ said Ruth, wrinkling her nose.

‘I know. D’you remember that night we was coming back from up West? The stink? They reckon that some old dear had upset the bucket.’

Ruth smiled. ‘I thought they was gonner lynch her, poor old girl. She looked scared stiff.’

‘Yer, but they’ve got it sorted out now. It’s much better organized, and you have to have tickets to get a place in some of the stations. It’s more like home for some of them. Sometimes they have some right old knees-ups and some good turns.’

‘I’d rather sit in the theatre.’

‘So would I.’

‘By the way, where’s your mum?’

‘Gone along to see Mrs Plater. She worries about her being all on her own now her Richard’s in the army.’

‘It’s a shame when the only son goes,’ said Ruth.

‘That’s all the poor old dear had,’ said Lucy sadly. ‘If anything happens to him I don’t reckon she’d be long after. Idolizes him, she does. It’s a good thing that so far, touch wood, she hasn’t been bombed out. I dunno how she’d get on.’

‘Like the rest of us,’ said Ruth. ‘But it’s bloody hard.’

‘I can remember when Dad went. It was hard for Mum. Good job I was working.’

Ruth had been told all about how Lucy’s dad had been killed in the docks two years before the war. He fell off a barge and drowned. The docks had been one of the main industries round this way before the big blitz in 1940. Ruth’s dad had worked there till then. Ruth shuddered. If  only he hadn’t been home that night with his rotten cough. But he would have still lost his wife. What will he do now without her? And what about when he realizes he’s lost the lower half of his leg? She sat with her elbows on the table holding her cup with both hands, and stared into space, fear once again filling her mind. So many lives had been shattered. What will I do if anything happens to Alan? And what about my girls if anything happens to me?


Ruth closed her eyes and tried to picture them. They must have grown since she last saw them. Shirley, with her dark hair pulled back into thick plaits. Her round, laughing face and warm inquisitive brown eyes, always looking and taking in all that was around her. She had a caring nature, and even at twelve she was the sensible one; she could keep Kay in order, but for how long?

Kay was blonde, tall for her age, and flighty; although she was fourteen months younger than Shirley, she was taller and slimmer than her sister. Her long legs seemed to go on for ever; she was very pretty with large blue eyes that could melt any heart. Ruth worried that with her bubbly outgoing personality, she would be a handful when she got a bit older.

How many times had people who knew Ruth and Joyce commented on how it looked like history repeating itself? Ruth had been the dark-haired, brown-eyed sensible one, while Joyce was the blue-eyed, flighty blonde.

Thank goodness they had been lucky enough to be billeted with Mrs Davies and her daughter. They were nice people.

Ruth thought about when they were tiny. Shirley had  been a good, quiet baby, so when Kay came along they really knew they had her, with her yelling and always wanting to be the centre of attention. Alan was wonderful with the girls. He loved them dearly. When Ruth first met Alan she had been in the cinema queue with Joyce, who, as usual, had done all the talking. But Ruth managed to sit next to him. She found he was shy, but he did ask her out and within a year they’d married. She sighed: 1930, that seemed so long ago.

‘Ruth. Wake up. I asked you what time you are on duty?’

‘Sorry, I was miles away.’

‘So I could see.’

‘I’m on the eight till six shift, that’s of course if it ain’t a bad night and I stay on. I hate it when you’ve been helping to dig someone out and then, just as you’re almost there, they make you go because your shift’s over.’

‘But you don’t always go, do you?’

Ruth shook her head.

‘They’re only trying to help. If you’ve been at it all night, you’re exhausted. Sometimes a fresh crew will be stronger and more alert.’

‘I know, but we still all resent it. I’ll be going to see Dad before I go on duty.’

‘You still haven’t told him about your mum, then?’

‘Didn’t see the point till he was able to take it in.’

‘No, s’pose not.’

‘He don’t even know he’s lost a leg. Since the op he just drifts in and out of consciousness.’

‘Bloody shame.’

Ruth didn’t answer.

Lucy continued to roll out the pastry, then she put it on  top of the pie and held the dish up. ‘I can’t wait to get me teeth into this.’

‘It’ll be a nice change.’

Lucy placed the pie on the oven shelf. Straightening up she said, ‘Be lovely if we could have some really nice exotic veg with it. Mum got some carrots.’

‘They’re supposed to be good for you. Help you see in the blackout.’

‘They’ll have us believing anything they tell us.’

‘I wonder when this will all end?’

‘Dunno.’ Lucy sat at the table next to Ruth. ‘I hope this’ll be last one we see.’

‘So do I. I feel so sorry for our mums and dads. They’ve had two wars to put up with, and the depression.’

‘I know. Makes you wonder how they manage to carry on.’

‘Lucy, if anything happens to me . . .’

‘Now don’t you go start talking daft.’

Ruth looked down at her hands. ‘At night when I’m driving round picking up casualties, I don’t have time to worry about meself, but when we get back to the depot, I can almost hear myself praying.’ She looked up again. ‘And you know that ain’t me. But you will tell the girls, and Joyce, won’t you?’

‘Do you honestly have to ask?’

Ruth shook her head and a tear ran down her face. ‘I’m so tired.’

‘I’m not surprised. You been on duty all night and at your mother’s funeral this morning. Look, why don’t you go and have a little lie down? I’ll call you when the pie’s ready.’

‘Thanks. I think I will. Luce, you don’t happen to have a button, do you? Only the nob on my suspender’s broken and I ain’t got a farthing to put in it.’

‘Christ, you ain’t that hard up, are you?’

‘No. I’ve only got ha’pennies and pennies.’

‘That’s all right then. Mum’s button box is over here.’ Lucy went and took it from the cupboard next to the fireplace. ‘It was an old tea caddy.’

Ruth studied the faded pictures on the side and lid. After years of handling they had almost worn off. She tipped the contents on to a sheet of newspaper and began sorting through them. Tears began to run down her face again and she sniffed.

‘What is it?’ asked Lucy. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘I just realized I ain’t got a button box now. Like you, I had me mum’s. It was blown away like everything else. All the years it took her to fill it with interesting buttons, hooks and eyes and press studs, and the bits of trim that was cut off favourite frocks. Me and Joyce used to play for hours, stacking the buttons up, putting them in colours.’ Ruth gently ran her fingers over these gems. ‘Have you got any favourites in this lot?’

‘I love those glass ones. If you hold them up to the light, they sparkle. They came off a dance frock me mum had before she got married.’

Ruth held the button up to the light. ‘They are very pretty.’

‘Never had the heart to put them on anything I made. Didn’t seem right somehow.’

‘I bet she would like you to use them.’

‘I might, one day.’

Ruth picked out a button and put the rest back into the box. ‘Thanks. I’ll just go and have a lie down now.’

‘I’ll call you later.’

 



Ruth woke with a start and sat up.

‘All right then, gel? Been dreaming?’ Mrs Graham, Lucy’s mother, was standing over her. She was a round woman with an equally round happy face. Her dark hair, now sprinkled with grey, was cut short to her ears and pulled back with a hair clip. She had honest brown eyes that were full of concern and she was always kind and helpful.

‘No. I think I was too tired to dream.’

‘Sorry I had to wake you. You was really gone then. That pie’s ready. Can’t wait to get me choppers into it.’

‘It smells good.’ Ruth followed Mrs Graham as she shuffled out of the front room, where Ruth had a bed.

‘Let’s hope it’s as good as it smells,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘That half of rabbit wasn’t very big, so I hope the poor thing didn’t die of old age.’

Ruth laughed. Mrs Graham was such a cheerful old lady, who never let anything, or anyone get her down. It was easy to see where Lucy got her personality – as well as her looks – from.

Ruth looked at the kitchen table. The three plates appeared to be loaded with steaming food.

‘This is more like a feast,’ said Ruth.

‘Let’s hope it ain’t the last supper.’

‘Mum! What a thing to say.’

‘Sorry, gel, I didn’t mean . . . Well, you know what I mean, we ain’t gonner get another rabbit for a while, and after all it’s his last supper, ain’t it?’

Despite the swift cover-up, Ruth knew that Mrs Graham had just been telling the truth. People knew that every meal could be their last, and every night, the end.

‘Well, I reckon we should have a little snifter with this banquet,’ said Mrs Graham, opening the black bag on the floor next to her. Wherever she went, the bag never left her side. It contained her insurance policies, a small piece of jewellery, photos of her late husband and Lucy’s wedding, as well as a small bottle of whisky.

Everybody had a policy bag like Mrs Graham’s, which was always thrown into the air-raid shelter first. Ruth always left her bag at home when she was on duty. She had lost all her photos and personal belongings when the house was bombed.

‘We can’t drink that, that’s for emergencies,’ said Lucy.

‘Emergencies, and treats, and I reckon this is a treat. ’Sides, we can water it down well.’

‘I hope I’ll be in a fit state to drive tonight if we get called out.’

‘Why’s that, gel? You’re only getting the one.’

‘I know, but I had one at lunchtime. I reckon that’s what made me sleep so well.’

‘Well, that little forty winks didn’t hurt you,’ said Mrs Graham, pouring a small drop of whisky into three glasses.

‘Look, you two, stop mucking about and sit down otherwise this dinner will be stone cold,’ said Lucy.

‘Course it won’t. Here’s to all our good health and a long life.’ Mrs Graham raised her glass.

‘A long life,’ said Lucy and Ruth together.

That’s all anybody could wish for these days.




Chapter 3

Joyce held her son close and let her thoughts drift as they sped through the open countryside. It had been a sad, long and worrying day. Frank had collected her early that morning before Alice was even awake. Thank goodness she had Mrs Cotton around to look after her daughter. Even so, Joyce had only gone to London for the day.

It had been a while since she had been to Rotherhithe and, as Frank drove her to see her father, she couldn’t believe how much damage had been done. It was as if a giant’s hand had smashed down, destroying everything in its path.

Streets she had known as a child had disappeared. She tried hard to remember what was there before. Shops and pubs had gone; she couldn’t recognize many roads; and there were lots of places they couldn’t get to because of damage and diversions. The strain of it all was evident on the faces of people they drove past.

There hadn’t been time for her to drop by the house she and Frank rented in Sutton. It was almost a year since she had seen it. What did it look like? Did Frank do any cleaning? Joyce knew that as his parents lived close by, his  mother would be looking after him most of the time. That was when he wasn’t working, or with her and the children. He had told her they hadn’t had too many bombs round them, so there wasn’t any damage. But with these doodlebugs, how long would it stay standing? Somehow she couldn’t get very concerned about it; she really didn’t feel it was her home any longer. She should feel guilty about that when her sister had lost her home yet again.

Joyce had never really felt at ease in Sutton; she preferred London where she had grown up with its bright lights and wonderful shops. But Frank, who was ten years older than her, had insisted when they got married that they rent a house there. Both his parents were still alive and lived in that area. At the beginning she had been happy enough working in a large department store, but a year later when she found she was pregnant with Alice, and the bombing began, she knew for her baby’s sake she had to get away. Frank worshipped Alice and when his son came along he told Joyce his happiness was complete.

Joyce glanced at him. She loved him. He was tall and good looking, with his mop of dark hair and lovely dark eyes. He could dance well and was good company – both men and women found him so. And he never seemed to be short of money. She smiled when she remembered how she had met him at a dance. He had made her feel so special and, much to her parents’ disapproval, had swept her off her feet. Her mother knew that Joyce was a dreamer and always drooled over film stars: she worried that Joyce had fallen for Frank’s sophistication, rather than the man himself. Nor did Mrs Harris approve of the fact that Frank didn’t have a proper job. But Joyce adored the way Frank  made her feel: very grown up, and accepted immediately when Frank asked her to marry him. Her parents, however, refused to give their permission as she was under twenty-one. Frank promptly threatened to take her to Gretna Green, which Joyce thought was very romantic. When her mother and father heard that, they gave in and Joyce and Frank were married with all the trimmings.

Did she want to go back to Sutton when this was all over? Joyce mused. Much to her surprise and despite being a Londoner at heart, she had found she loved the country. Her children looked so healthy, out in the open air all day. This morning she could see that the children still in London looked pale and scruffy, and skinny and underfed. What sort of parents would let their children stay there with all that danger?

Her thoughts went to her mother. If only she had seen her before she died, been able to talk to her, hold her and tell her she loved her. But everybody takes parents for granted. They’re always there when you need them. Now she was gone. How dare this bloody man kill her mother and maim her father? How could Ruth bear to stay in London with all that death and destruction going on around her every day? What if anything happened to her? Joyce knew she would look after her sister’s girls if . . .

She tried to dismiss all these morbid thoughts from her mind, but she couldn’t.

It had upset Joyce to see her father lying in the hospital bed, so pale and still. He looked lost, small and vulnerable. He didn’t even open his eyes all the while Joyce sat there; when it was time for her to leave she gently kissed his cheek, but he didn’t make any movement. The nurse said he was  heavily sedated. How would he manage without Mum? They had been married for so long. And without his leg? He was always such an active man, this would devastate him. She let a tear gently slide down her cheek. Now she didn’t have a mum.

‘You all right, love?’ asked Frank, gently patting her knee and interrupting her thoughts.

‘Not too bad,’ she sniffed. ‘Young Bobbie’s nodded off.’

‘It’s been a long day for him. You should have let Mrs Cotton look after him.’

‘I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t leave him. What if he got upset or something?’

‘You worry too much about that boy.’

‘No I don’t.’ Joyce was on the defensive. ‘No more than I worry about Alice.’ But deep down Joyce knew that Bobbie was her favourite. He was the boy she had always wanted.

At last they reached the village and the house came in sight. As they turned into the tree-lined drive, Joyce felt a pang of relief: she was home, even though it was only one living room; the bedroom they had to share with the children. But the kitchen Mrs Cotton let her have was a dream. It had been part of the old dairy, it was light and airy and looked out on to the garden and the green fields beyond, and she loved it.

She knew Frank couldn’t wait to get back to Sutton, or London. Was it because of his work? Joyce had never really known what he did for a living, yet she never went short of money. ‘Why can’t he tell us about these little so-called deals he’s always supposed to be doing? Too bloody smart to be a rag-and-bone man.’ Joyce could hear her mother’s words ringing in her ears. Even after they had married, Mrs  Harris had never trusted him. She glanced up at the sky and whispered under her breath. ‘Well, you’ll never know now, Mum.’

Frank was very generous. He told her he was in the business of buying and selling anything that he could make a profit on, but she didn’t know what. Nor did she care. He was always very smartly turned out and he was never in trouble with the police and he adored her and the children.

As he turned the key in the large ornate front door and pushed it open, Alice, their four-year-old daughter, came running up to them.

‘Daddy. Daddy,’ she called.

‘Shh,’ said Joyce. ‘You’ll wake Bobbie.’ Her son gave a little whimper.

Alice’s little pink mouth turned down.

‘How are you, darling?’ said Frank, lifting her off the ground and kissing her cheek. ‘Have you been a good girl?’

She nodded her head vigorously. ‘You didn’t come and see me this morning.’

‘You were still fast asleep.’

‘Are you going to stay with us a long time?’

‘Just till tomorrow.’

‘That’s good. I can show you some flowers me and Mrs Cotton picked for Mummy today. Come on.’

Frank was led away by his daughter.

‘Has she been all right?’ Joyce asked Mrs Cotton who had come to the door behind Alice. She was plump in a nice way and looked just like the farmers’ wives you saw in children’s picture books.

Mrs Cotton’s shining, rosy cheeks curved with her  beaming smile. ‘She’s no trouble. It’s been a pleasure having her around. How did it go?’

‘Not too bad. There was an air raid and we had to wait for the all clear before we could bury Mum.’

Mrs Cotton put her hand to her mouth. ‘My dear, I’m so sorry. Did you get a chance to see your father?’

‘Just for a short while. He didn’t wake up. Oh, Mrs Cotton, when’s it all going to end?’ Suddenly Joyce slumped into a chair in the vast hall and began to cry.

 



‘I was a bit disappointed you didn’t get time to go home,’ said Frank that night when the children were asleep.

‘I didn’t want to stay up there too long, not with the raids an’ all. Besides, I couldn’t leave Alice for too long.’ Joyce was bending down and peering into the dressing-table mirror as she removed her make-up. ‘Frank, I’m worried about Ruth. And I expect young Kay and Shirley are going to be upset about Mum. They were very fond of her.’

‘Poor kids, stuck in Wales.’

‘Ruth was saying the woman and her daughter who they live with are very nice. They give the girls lots of treats.’

‘That’s as maybe, but it’s a long way away. What if anything happens to Ruth?’

‘That did run through my mind, but we mustn’t talk like that.’

‘Well, let’s face it, girl, she is in the thick of it all.’

‘I know and it worries me to death. I don’t think I can stand much more of this.’

‘Come here.’ Frank put his arms round her slender waist and kissed the back of her neck.

‘I’m glad you’re not too far away,’ whispered Joyce.

‘I wish we had our own room and could romp about on the bed and not have to worry about waking them.’ He nodded towards the bed on the far side of the room where the two children slept.

Joyce settled into his arms. ‘So do I. I’m so lucky to have you around.’

‘Well, you will all the time they don’t start calling up us poor old bods with only one good ear.’

‘Ruth was saying she couldn’t understand why you haven’t been called up to do war work?’

‘I do my bit. Blimey, sometimes we’re in the thick of it. And I reckon we do a sight more than some of those blokes in the forces, especially those who sit at a desk pen-pushing all day.’ Frank’s voice rose slightly.

‘Shh,’ said Joyce.

‘Sorry, love. But don’t you go worrying your pretty little head about things like that. I’m a warden and somebody’s got to look after people. Remember, careless talk costs lives. Now, let’s stop talking, shall we?’ He kissed her tenderly at first, then with the passion that Joyce had come to expect from him.

 



‘What you got there?’ Kay asked Shirley when she walked into the bedroom the girls shared.

‘A letter.’

‘Let me see,’ said Kay, snatching the paper her sister was holding. ‘Who’s it from?’

‘Mum.’

‘Why are you crying? Hey – it’s got a different address.’

‘Mum’s been bombed out again and Gran’s dead and Grandad’s lost his leg,’ Shirley said bluntly. She looked at  her sister, waiting for a silly remark like: That was careless of him, but even Kay with her quick answers was subdued. Shirley wiped her tears with the back of her hand.

‘That’s awful,’ said Kay softly. ‘Poor Mum and Grandad. Where’s she living now?’

‘She’s staying with her friend Lucy till she gets something. Why won’t she go and stay with Auntie Joyce in the country? I wish she would get away from all those bombs. I wish this bloody war was over.’

‘Shirl.’ Kay quickly glanced at the closed bedroom door. ‘Stop swearing. What if Mrs Davies hears you?’

‘I don’t care. Oh Kay, when are we going to be a family again?’

‘I don’t know. Poor Mum.’ Kay held her sister close and they cried together.

‘I don’t want Mum to die as well,’ sobbed Shirley.

‘She won’t,’ said Kay, rocking her sister back and forth.

‘She will if she stays in London.’

‘Don’t say things like that. Where will we live when the war’s over?’ asked Kay.

Shirley shrugged.

‘How will Dad know where to find Mum?’

‘I expect the army will tell him.’

‘Shirl! What if both our mum and dad get . . . We’ll be orphans.’ Kay began to cry harder. ‘I don’t want to be an orphan.’

‘Nor do I.’ Shirley wiped her eyes. ‘We mustn’t think like this. Come on, let’s go and tell Mrs Davies what’s happened. ’

Kay put out her hand and stopped her sister. ‘I want to go back home.’

‘So do I. But we can’t. We don’t have a home, remember. Besides, Mum wouldn’t let us.’

‘We could go on our own. Mum would be ever so pleased to see us.’

‘Would she?’

‘I think so.’

‘Well, I don’t think she would.’

‘I reckon it could be very exciting. D’you remember that night when they bombed the docks?’

‘Yes I do. I don’t suppose I’ll ever forget it. Mum couldn’t wait to get us back here, out of harm’s way. I wouldn’t want to be there now, not with all these bombs.’

‘I don’t know.’

‘I was frightened, and I remember you cried and was scared stiff as well.’

‘It’s different now. We was a lot younger then.’

‘Oh yes. You’re all of eleven and I’m twelve, really grown up.’

‘You’ll be thirteen this November, and next year you’ll be leaving school and going to work. Will you get a job here in Wales?’

‘I shouldn’t think so. ’Sides, we might be home by then.’

‘Well, if you go, then so shall I. But I still think we should go now.’

‘We can’t.’

‘It could be exciting, going back.’

‘Sometimes, Kay Bentley, you talk a right load of rubbish.’

‘Well, I think we should go and see our mum.’

‘And how could we pay the train fare?’

‘We’ve got some money.’

‘Not that much. Anyway, I thought you liked living here?’

‘I do. But I want to be with Mum. I want to see her.’

‘So do I, but we can’t. She wouldn’t be very pleased about us going to London on our own. It’s a long way away, so stop talking stupid.’

‘When we first came here we were on our own.’

‘We came with the school.’

‘I’m going to find out how much it will cost. I mean it. I want to be with Mum,’ said Kay defiantly.

‘We don’t know where she lives.’

‘We’ve got an address, so we can ask someone.’

‘No, we can’t go, Mum would be livid. I’ll write and ask her to come here to live,’ said Shirley, trying to make her sister see sense.

‘Can’t see her doing that. She wouldn’t leave Grandad, would she?’

‘I don’t know. But I can ask.’

Kay sat on the bed. ‘It would be nice to see Auntie Joyce and her babies.’

Shirley sat next to her. ‘We’ve only had that one picture of her little Alice and Bobbie.’ She nodded towards the dressing table where the photographs of their family were displayed. There was one of their mum and dad, gran and grandad; it had been taken by a beach photographer when they all went to Southend for the day. Shirley remembered Kay getting really cross because they were playing in the sea and so missed out on being in the picture. There was a picture of their handsome dad in army uniform with his arm round their mother’s waist. She looked so happy. And one of Joyce with Frank and the children. Bobbie had only  been a few weeks old when it was taken.

‘I expect they’re getting quite big now,’ said Kay sadly. ‘Perhaps we could go and live with Auntie Joyce. She lives in a big house.’

Shirley picked up the photograph of her gran, who was laughing. ‘We’re never going to see our gran again.’ Slowly another tear ran down her face.

‘And what if Grandad dies?’

‘Don’t!’

‘I’m going home.’

‘What about school?’

‘I’m not worried about school. It might be very exciting dodging the bombs and doodlebugs. I wonder what they sound like?’

‘They might show them on the newsreels,’ sniffed Shirley, wiping her nose with the back of her hand. ‘Stella said she was taking us to the pictures next week.’

Stella, Mrs Davies’s daughter, was a happy young woman. She had moved in with her mother when her husband, like her father, had joined the navy. They had looked after the two London girls for four years now, and thought the world of them.

‘Don’t say anything to Mrs Davies. She’s such a nice lady and I know she and Stella would be upset if she thought we was planning on running away.’

‘Not “we”. You,’ said Shirley forcefully.

‘All right then. Me.’

‘You wouldn’t, would you? Would you really go without me?’ asked Shirley.

‘I’ll let you know.’

‘Mrs Davies will be very worried about you if you go.  What if there was an air raid?’

‘I’ll go down a shelter.’

‘Mum will be very cross.’ Shirley opened the bedroom door. She stopped and turned. ‘Kay, you wouldn’t really go to London without me, would you?’

Kay looked at her sister and smiled.




Chapter 4

Ruth was waiting at the bus stop. It was early evening, and the sun was warm on her face. She didn’t see a lot of sunshine as she tried to sleep through the day when she was on night duty. Two weeks had passed since her mother’s funeral. Ruth clutched her handbag close to her, knowing that inside, as well as a note from Joyce, was a letter she had received from Alan that morning. Her husband’s letter had been readdressed, and the date told her he hadn’t got her letter telling him about her mother and father.

She had just spent two hours sitting with her father. It had been very hard work. He knew about his leg, and the nurse had told him about her mother.

‘Should have gone with Betty. What bloody good am I with only one leg?’

‘Don’t talk like that, Dad.’

‘I don’t want to end up like those poor buggers after the last lot. Standing on the street corner with a tray of matches round me neck.’

Ruth laughed.

‘It ain’t funny.’

‘Sorry, but can you honestly see me and Joyce letting that happen?’

He looked at her sheepishly. ‘No.’

‘Well then. Cheer up. Think of the pilot, Douglas Bader, he lost both his legs.’

‘He’s a lot younger than me.’

Twice during her visit she had helped the nurses to make sure the patients got under the bed when the doodlebugs came over.
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