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BOOK ONE




 CHAPTER ONE

3 March 1941

 




ESME ASHE lay quivering and panic-stricken on the mattress in her Morrison shelter. It was the fourth air raid of the night.

Beside her, her daughter, Hannah, whispered, ‘That last bomb was close.’ Esme gathered Hannah into her arms; her daughter’s body felt rigid with terror. To know she was frightened too made Esme feel worse.

She ached with love for her daughter, who would be celebrating her eighteenth birthday in two days’ time. She’d brought her up alone and they’d been all in all to each other. She wanted to keep her safe, protect her from danger and make sure Hannah had a better life than she’d had herself, but Hitler’s bombs were making that an impossible dream.

It was the fourth consecutive night on which they’d had air raids on Merseyside, but tonight there were more of them and the bombs were falling much closer. Esme felt worn out, and even Hannah had lost her smile and zest for life. With her slender frame and long straight blonde hair, she looked very much as Esme had at her age, but Hannah’s eyes were bigger and a brighter blue, and her features were neater. She was prettier than Esme had been.

So far, their house, in one of the streets running down to the river near Seacombe, had not been damaged, but all around them the chaos was mounting. Although Seacombe was on the Wirral bank of the Mersey, it was separated by only a mile or so of water from the main Liverpool docks, and it received a share of the bombs aimed at them. Esme was filled with dread that it must be only a matter of time before their turn came.

Tonight, the heavy bombers were coming over in wave after wave. She could hear their drone overhead again, and froze as she heard the ‘crump, crump’ sound of bombs exploding. Birkenhead must have caught that lot. Her stomach felt wobbly.

Suddenly, the house shook as a bomb dropped nearby. The explosion was like a thunderclap. As the glass in the bay window blasted in, Esme ducked under their eiderdown and felt Hannah do the same. She’d had her Morrison shelter, which looked like a strong metal table on metal struts, set up in her front room. It was the size of a double bed and took up so much space it was only a yard or so from the window. The glass was crisscrossed with sticky paper to prevent splintering, but whole panes of it crashed down on the roof of their shelter and the tinkling seemed to go on for ever.

‘We’re really getting it tonight.’ Hannah struggled out of her mother’s arms.

Esme groaned. She could smell the soot that had been blasted down from the chimney. ‘It’ll have made a dreadful mess!’

Several of their windows had shattered in a raid just before Christmas, so they both knew the work involved in cleaning up afterwards. Esme was proud of the home she’d made for  them both. She’d rented this little house since Hannah was four and old enough to start school. Who knew, if these air raids continued, whether they’d even have a home?

‘What’s that noise?’ Esme jerked her head up. ‘It’s not the roar of flames?’ She was terrified of incendiary bombs.

‘No, Mum.’ Hannah sounded calmer than Esme was herself. ‘All I can hear is the siren of an ambulance.’

‘It’s not a fire engine?’

‘No.’

‘I can hear shouting.’

‘Probably just the civil defence workers calling to each other.’

Esme felt quite agitated. ‘I can feel the house vibrating.’

‘That’s the ack-ack guns opening up.’ There was a gunsite nearby.

‘If the house goes on fire,’ she’d told Hannah several times, ‘we’ve got to get out, no matter what.’

Yesterday, she’d watched fires burning all day long on the Liverpool waterfront – too many and too large to be got under control.

Esme could hear bombs continuing to rain down, and tried to guess, from the intensity of the explosions, how near or far away they were falling. Suddenly, an almighty crash made her snatch Hannah back into her arms. The blast was ear-splitting and her head sang.

The floor beneath their shelter seemed to move, and great lumps of plaster and brick came thudding down on the top, followed by what sounded like a shower of gravel.

Hannah let out a squeal of terror and Esme was expecting the worst. She held her breath as thick clouds of choking dust and grit came inside and got into her mouth and her nose. Hannah’s fingers were biting into the flesh of her mother’s  arm as they clung together waiting for what surely must be their end as the house collapsed on top of them.

‘Are you all right, Mum?’ Hannah whispered after what seemed an age. Bits were still coming down but they couldn’t hear the outside noises as clearly now.

‘I think so. Are you?’

‘Yes. I’m going to try and get out.’ Esme felt Hannah climb over her. ‘I can’t, Mum!’ There was momentary panic in her voice. Then more calmly she said, ‘The whole ceiling must have come down, perhaps the roof as well. What are we going to do?’

After a lot of feeling around, Esme found the torch they kept here. It shone dimly through clouds of dust. Hannah was right; their way out was blocked by piles of rubble. ‘There’s a huge lump of masonry right here against us.’

‘I’ll try and push it out of the way.’

‘No!’ Esme dragged her back under the shelter roof as more pieces hurtled down on them. ‘You’ll get hurt. Goodness knows what you’ll dislodge. Don’t try that again.’

‘I can’t budge it anyway.’

‘Not much we can do then,’ Esme said, feeling utterly helpless. Her stomach was more than wobbly; she felt she could throw up.

‘We’ll have to wait and hope somebody comes to dig us out.’ Hannah’s voice was matter of fact.

‘But who?’

‘All the neighbours know we have this shelter. They’ll tell the ARP warden.’ Esme was amazed her daughter could remain so cool. Hannah had grown up without her realising it.

‘We’ve still got the flask of tea,’ she went on. They always brought one with them. Usually they drank it before they  went to sleep, but after several sleepless nights, they’d come here at nine o’clock last night and had gone to sleep straight away.

‘We’ve never needed it more.’ Hannah found it at the bottom of their mattress and poured out two cups.

It was lukewarm and gritty, but Esme savoured it as it washed the dust from her mouth.

‘Better if we don’t drink it all now,’ she said. ‘It could be a long time before we get rescued.’

She felt for her handbag, which she always brought with her, as well as a bag containing her valuables. She insisted Hannah bring hers too. Esme understood only too well the problems it would cause if ration books and clothing coupons were lost. Equally important were her insurance policies, their birth certificates and her identity card. She’d brought her jewellery too, although it didn’t amount to much – a ring set with a nice garnet and a string of pearls, though she knew these were artificial. She had to show Hannah that she valued the photograph in a silver frame of the young man in his Great War uniform of an army captain, so that came too.

She found a handkerchief and blew her nose. ‘That’s better, I can breathe now. You have a blow.’ She passed the hanky over.

‘Thanks, Mum.’

Esme couldn’t calm her fears. The cacophony continued outside. Nothing could shut out the noise of the exploding bombs.

‘I wonder how long we’ll have to wait.’

‘Turn your pillow over to get rid of the grit,’ Hannah advised, ‘then try to go to sleep.’ She was trying to settle herself.

‘Hannah! We’ve narrowly missed death! If we’d stayed in  our beds . . .’ Esme shuddered, only too well aware they might yet succumb if nobody dug them out. ‘How can you possibly feel like sleep now? Ugh, this awful stuff is in my hair and my ears.’ She patted the heavy pink hairnet she wore in bed to keep the waves of her perm in place. ‘It’s got everywhere.’

‘If we go to sleep the time will pass more quickly,’ Hannah said, shining the torch on her watch. ‘It’s nearly three o’clock; there’s nothing else we can do.’

Esme lay back and pretended to try, but she had too much on her mind for sleep. Where were they going to live if this house was badly damaged and not habitable? There were too many families in the same boat, hundreds of them, and they’d all be seeking other houses to rent.

The only family she had was her sister-in-law. Philomena had been trying to persuade her to give up her little house and live with her again. She’d suffered from rheumatoid arthritis for years and was now a semi-invalid needing help about the house. She said she was getting worse but she was a bit inclined to cry wolf. She had a woman who came in six mornings a week. Brenda was reliable and had been working for her for years, so Esme thought her sister-in-law could manage. Philomena said she needed somebody in the house with her at night.

Esme knew she owed Philomena a great deal. She’d been her brother, Fred’s, wife and they’d come to her aid when trouble had almost overwhelmed her. Fred had been the vicar of St Augustine’s church in Rock Ferry for more than twenty years.

They had taken Esme in when she was expecting Hannah and given them both a home when she’d had no other. They’d given her financial and moral support until Hannah was old enough to go to school and even then they’d paid  her school fees at the convent. Esme had then been able to find a job and get back on her feet; she’d had several office jobs over the years and was currently working as a clerk in the local Food Office. She’d been content to provide for herself and her daughter, but the war was playing havoc with everybody’s life.

Last December, poor Fred had been killed, along with twenty-four others, when the public air-raid shelter in Delta Street had received a direct hit. He’d been doing his duty as an air-raid warden, helping to dig out the women and children who’d been injured, when more of the structure had collapsed and buried him and two other rescue workers.

Philomena had had to move out of St Augustine’s vicarage, of course, but she had been brought up in the house next door. Since the death of her parents, she’d owned Highfield House and had been very glad she hadn’t rented it out to somebody else.

Since then, Esme had gone to Philomena’s house every Sunday, which was Brenda’s day off, to cook dinner for her. It was like going back to her previous life, but now there was no Fred to provide sympathy when Philomena reminded her of the dreadful secret they must keep from Hannah, come what may.

Esme shook herself awake – was that somebody shouting? Yes, she heard her name.

‘Mrs Ashe, are you hurt? Mrs Ashe, can you hear me?’ The voice sounded a long way away.

Hope flared within her. ‘Yes,’ she called. ‘Yes, we’re here. We’re unhurt but we can’t get out.’

The man on the other side hadn’t heard her. ‘Mrs Ashe, can you hear me? Is there anyone there?’

She dug Hannah in the ribs, but it wasn’t needed: she  was already yelling her reply. Esme joined in, screaming at the top of her voice.

‘All right, we’re digging down. It’ll take a little time but we’re doing our best.’

‘How long?’ Hannah yelled.

‘An hour or more. Are you in the shelter? Can you both move?’

‘Yes.’

‘OK, love, hold on.’

Hannah put her head back on the pillow with a sigh of relief. ‘I told you they’d come and dig us out.’

‘That’s a load off my mind.’

Hannah was pouring out the last of the tea. ‘This will buck us up.’

Esme drank it gratefully though it was cold now. Her mouth seemed dry and full of dust again.

Hannah shone the torch on her watch. ‘Quarter to five – not bad. We should be out in time for breakfast.’

Esme had to chuckle; she felt a little better. ‘I’m afraid our kitchen won’t be fit to cook our eggs and bacon in.’

‘Did we have eggs and bacon?’

‘No, it was going to be toast and marmalade as usual.’

 



It was seven thirty when Esme emerged into the morning light clutching her handbag and valuables.

‘I had a suitcase packed,’ she told the men who hauled her out. ‘It was standing by our shelter. Can you get it?’

‘No sign of anything like that,’ she was assured. ‘Are you sure it wasn’t inside with you?’

‘No.’ Esme felt shattered. ‘There was no room for it inside.’ Every night she’d taken it out, every morning she’d  put it in again. It was months since she’d packed it with basic essentials in case this happened – nighties, a change of undies and some warm woollies.

‘Must have been flattened or blown to bits.’

When she turned to look at her house she was shocked. It was in the middle of a terrace, and some of the roof was gone, with the part still attached to the neighbouring roof moving in the slight breeze. She felt dazed, in a stupor.

Hannah was covered with dust and grime, her bright blonde hair a greyish colour. She didn’t seem clear-headed either. She’d pulled the eiderdown they’d been using up after her.

‘It might be all we have tonight,’ she said, as she stood blinking in the fresh air. ‘Mum, you look awful. I’ve never seen you in such a mess. Take your hairnet off.’ She did it for her, trying to shake some of the dust out of her hair.

‘I feel awful, but at least we’re decently covered.’ Esme dusted herself down. She had insisted that when the air-raid siren wailed they pulled on warm clothing, and in the winter months they’d needed it. She’d equipped them both with a siren suit, a one-piece garment of trousers, jacket and hood, which was considered the ideal garment to wear in air raids. They were all the rage.

‘I can see my wardrobe.’ Hannah let out a gleeful yelp. It had lost most of its mirror but was in one piece, lying on its back, where their living room had been. She made a move towards it.

‘No, love.’ A brawny hand yanked her back. ‘You can’t go there.’

‘I’ll need my clothes.’

‘It’s not safe. We’ve dug you out once, we don’t want to have to do it again.’

Esme caught a glimpse of torn red taffeta caught on a beam and recoiled.

‘Hannah!’ She pointed. ‘Your birthday present!’ Tears were scalding her eyes for the first time.

‘It doesn’t matter, Mum.’ But distress was making Hannah suck her lips in.

‘Oh dear, I am sorry!’ Esme had taken her round the big shops in Liverpool to choose a dress length and a pattern, and then a dressmaker had measured her and made it up. Hannah was keen on clothes and these days it was hard to find anything stylish. This way, it couldn’t be a surprise, but at least she could give Hannah a dress that really pleased her. Except now that was gone too.

‘What about all our bits and pieces?’ Esme asked the ARP warden. It had taken her years to furnish her house. It was heart-rending to see most of her things reduced to rubble. How was she going to cope?

‘Don’t you worry, love.’ She recognised Mr Peterson, a pensioner who lived almost opposite. ‘If anything can be salvaged, I’ll get them to put it in our yard and you can have it later. There’s a WRVS van just come into the street – they’ll give you a cup of tea.’

His wife said, ‘I’d ask you in to our place for tea but we have no water and no electricity.’

‘At least we still have a house.’ Her husband put his arm round her shoulders.

‘The windows have gone and it’s full of dust,’ she sighed. ‘What is the world coming to?’

Hannah pulled her mother up to the van, and Esme accepted the cup of tea pushed into her hand. It was hot and tasted marvellous. Hannah ate a bloater paste sandwich too, but Esme couldn’t face food.

‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ one of the women asked. ‘We can get somebody to take you to hospital if you’ve got cuts or grazes that need dressing.’

‘No, we’re unhurt.’ But Esme was at a loss, not knowing where to go. She looked back at the gutted remains of her house. ‘We’ve been made homeless.’

‘Go to the Methodist Hall. We’ll get a lift for you. Mr Williams, is there room in your car for another two?’

Almost before she knew what was happening, Esme found herself being pushed on to the back seat of a car that already seemed full of people. Hannah crowded in.

The Methodist Hall was crowded too. A brisk middle-class woman of middle age asked if they had relatives who could take them in.

‘No,’ Esme told her. She didn’t want to go to Philomena’s house. It wasn’t that she objected to giving Philomena a hand when she needed it – she owed her that – it was the thought of going back to live permanently in Grasmere Road, so near to Arnold Goodwin, that was upsetting her.

They accompanied Philomena to the early morning service at church every Sunday and had a big lunch with her afterwards, which took up most of the day. Arnold Goodwin was always in church and his dark intense stare seemed to follow her. Living close to the Goodwin family meant she couldn’t forget the painful years of her youth.

Esme and Hannah were given another cup of tea and put into a queue of those made homeless and needing hostel care for tonight. All around them, bedraggled anxious people were talking about the savage raids of the night. Their stories were pitiful. Like Esme and Hannah, most people here had lost everything they’d owned. Many had seen members of their family killed.

‘Mum,’ Hannah was pulling at her sleeve, ‘wouldn’t it be better if we went to Aunt Philomena’s? I mean, a bed in a hostel, then possibly being evacuated . . .’ Her earnest blue eyes stared into Esme’s. ‘Aunt Philomena’s would be better than that, wouldn’t it?’

She was right, of course, and Esme couldn’t explain her objections. ‘If we could find a phone, I could ask her if she’ll take us in,’ she conceded.

‘The phone lines are all down,’ Hannah said. ‘I’ve just heard somebody say so. We’ll just have to turn up on her doorstep. This is an emergency, Mum. It’s the best thing to do. Just look at this queue for hostel accommodation. How are they going to find beds for everybody?’

‘What if Philomena’s house has been bombed too?’

Hannah groaned. ‘Fate couldn’t be so cruel.’

‘Right, let’s go and see if she’ll have us.’

‘She will. She wants us there, Mum, you know she does.’

Esme was in despair. She knew she had no choice but to go to Philomena’s house – it was the only practical solution – but she felt vulnerable. She told the woman who had greeted them on arrival that she thought she could make her own arrangements and asked the way to the nearest bus stop.

The WRVS woman said, ‘The buses aren’t running to their normal timetables, I’m afraid. Some of the roads are blocked with rubble.’

‘The nearest train station then – that would be almost as convenient. We want to go to Rock Ferry.’

The woman pulled a face. ‘There’s no train service between here and Birkenhead. Park Station has been bombed; the trains can’t get through.’

Hannah had been given a piece of string, and a man was helping her tie her eiderdown into a manageable roll. He  told them he was going into Birkenhead and would give them a lift if they could wait a few moments.

It was more than a few moments, but Esme sat back resigned to their predicament. She felt like a zombie, the loss of her house hard to take in. On the journey into town she found the devastation shattering. The man dropped them off and they took a train from Hamilton Square to Rock Ferry. As they came out of the station they saw a bus disappearing down the road.

‘We might as well walk,’ Hannah said. ‘It isn’t far.’

After crossing the New Chester Road, they went down St Augustine’s Road, passing the church on the corner. The vicarage was round the corner, the first house in Grasmere Road, a large detached villa. The second, Highfield House, was even larger and had been built by Aunt Philomena’s forebears in 1855. It had had a classical portico over the front door, giving it an imposing air, but the front of the house had caught the wind off the river, and in an effort to stop the winter draughts, the portico had been turned into an enclosed porch some twenty years later.

Philomena’s family had owned a quarry and a brick-making business in New Ferry. They had provided the land for the church and vicarage, and had built both, using the family bricks.

It had been the intention of the family that all the houses in Grasmere Road would be detached and rather grand. However, by 1884 the business was not so profitable and they’d sold off some of the land to a builder. He had erected a row of a dozen large semidetached villas; big houses in the Victorian Gothic style, all to the same design. In the 1930s smaller modern semis with tiny gardens were built facing them on the other side of the road.

It took a long time for anybody to answer their knock, but Esme could hear her sister-in-law shuffling towards them. ‘Brenda’s gone shopping. You’ll have to wait.’ The door opened a crack and Philomena’s face peered anxiously out at them. ‘Esme!’

Hannah said, ‘We’ve been bombed out, Aunt Philomena. Can we throw ourselves on your mercy?’

‘Of course.’ The door opened wider. ‘Come on in. You both look in a sorry state.’ She shuffled ahead of them back to her sitting room.

At fifty-four, Philomena was twelve years older than Esme and despite the slowness of her gait, she had an aura of strength and power. She was stout, with a pouter pigeon chest, a large nose and a determined chin; her hair was iron grey, strong and wiry, and cut into a severe Eton crop. Her pale protruding eyes, behind their rimless spectacles, missed nothing.

‘Tea, Esme? Perhaps you’d make it, Hannah?’

‘Of course,’ Hannah leaped to her feet and went to the kitchen. She was used to helping in this kitchen.

‘I’m distraught, Esme. Such a terrible time I’ve had. Last night was dreadful.’ Philomena had to air her worries first, before enquiring about those of her guests. ‘Such awful damage. I couldn’t believe it.’

Esme had seen no broken windows as she’d walked here. ‘At least the bombing wasn’t too close,’ she said.

‘Much too close for comfort,’ Philomena complained. ‘I feared for my life. Birkenhead caught a packet last night.’

‘Wallasey too,’ Esme retorted.

‘I heard on the news this morning that they’d sunk one of the Mersey ferry boats at its moorings at Seacombe landing stage.’

Hannah returned with a tea tray set with dainty china cups, a silver teapot and milk jug, the way Philomena liked her tea served.

‘The Royal Daffodil,’ Hannah said. ‘I heard the ARP men talking about it. I’m sure we heard the explosion.’

Esme said, ‘My house has been decimated. We can’t live there. The roof came down on us.’

Philomena looked taken aback. ‘Well, at least neither of you is hurt.’

‘But we’ve lost everything, our home . . .’

‘Esme, you have only yourself to blame. Haven’t I been pleading with you to come back here and live with me? You don’t understand what it is to be disabled and alone in this house with these dreadful raids going on.’

Esme did. She hadn’t been alone because she’d had Hannah with her, but she’d felt responsible for her safety. ‘You can take us in? It’s all right if we stay?’

‘You know it is. Aren’t I always willing to help you when you’re in trouble?’

‘Thank you, Philomena. I do appreciate what you do for us.’

‘You know I can’t manage the stairs any more, and I’ve turned the laundry room into a new bathroom. All the upstairs rooms can be made into a flat for yourself and Hannah. The main bedroom would make a reasonable living room, and we could get a sink and a cooker put into my father’s old dressing room.’

‘Thank you,’ Hannah said. ‘It sounds as though we shall be comfortable here.’

‘I hope we all will, and if we each have a flat, it will ensure we both have privacy when we want it.’

Esme felt she’d misjudged Philomena. ‘I’m very happy to  accept. You couldn’t be more generous. I’ll be able to pay you rent.’

‘No need for that, Esme. You are my sister-in-law. What I suggest is that instead, you help me where you can. I have Brenda here every morning, she does the cleaning and a bit of cooking, but in the afternoons and evenings—’

‘I’ll be only too pleased to do all I can,’ Esme said, and meant it.

‘I’m sure it will be the ideal arrangement for us all,’ Philomena said. ‘Why don’t you go upstairs and look round? The place will need cleaning, of course, but you can decide where you’ll sleep and make the beds up. I’m sure you’ll find enough linen in the cupboards.’

Esme followed Hannah upstairs, the girl bounding ahead, excited at the prospect of a new home. The arrangement sounded better than Esme had dared hope, but there was still the problem of the Goodwin family living at number eight. They would be her neighbours again.




CHAPTER TWO


BY MIDDAY Hannah was hungry, but with rationing she was wary of asking Aunt Philomena what they could eat for lunch. She was glad when her aunt called upstairs to them that she wanted hers.

‘Brenda prepared some soup for me – perhaps you’d heat it up, Esme? There might be enough for us all. She usually makes enough for two days.’

Hannah lit the stove and took over; her mother looked ready to drop with exhaustion. She was too thin, and always seemed in a somewhat anxious state. Today she was worse than ever and, of course, they hadn’t had much sleep this last week. Together they’d decided which of the rooms they’d use as bedrooms. They’d even found enough bedding but had not yet had time to clean the rooms or make up the beds.

Between two plates, Hannah found a corned beef sandwich, which had also been prepared for Philomena’s lunch. That would definitely not stretch to feed the three of them. But there was margarine and marmalade and half a loaf of stale bread, so she could make some toast.

A bigger problem was what they would eat tonight. She peeped in the oven and found a casserole prepared for Aunt  Philomena’s dinner, but there seemed to be very little else. Mum wouldn’t care – she had the appetite of a sparrow – but Hannah knew she’d want to eat. She’d have to go shopping. Her first day here looked like being a busy one.

Over lunch, Esme said, ‘I should be at work now. Heavy raids make work for us.’

‘We’ve been bombed out, Mum. You could hardly be expected to turn up at your office at nine o’clock this morning.’

Esme pursed her lips. ‘I should let them know.’

‘You can use my phone to do that later this afternoon,’ Philomena told her. ‘Tell them you’ll be living here from now on, and it won’t be possible for you to travel to Wallasey every day. Perhaps they could transfer you to a nearer Food Office?’

‘I’ll ask them,’ Esme said.

‘And what about you, Hannah?’

Hannah had been helping out in the infant classes at the convent. She’d decided to start a teacher training course as soon as she was old enough.

‘She’s going to apply to Chester College for a place in September,’ Esme said.

Hannah sighed. ‘That was before I realised I’d be directed into war work once I turned eighteen. Anyway, I should be doing something to help the war effort.’

‘Such as what?’

‘I’d quite like to join the WRNS.’

‘Hannah!’ She could see her mother was shocked. ‘I don’t want you to go away.’

She understood. Her mother didn’t want to be left here alone with Aunt Philomena. She didn’t blame her; already it seemed Philomena wanted to be waited on hand and foot.  The new kitchen she’d put in was built to a height she could use from her wheelchair, but that stood empty in the hall as she said she didn’t like using it.

‘The WRNS?’ Aunt Philomena’s protruding pale eyes swung to her. ‘You’d get a commission?’

‘No,’ Hannah faltered. ‘No, I don’t think so. Certainly not to start with.’

‘Why not? A nicely brought-up girl like you, convent educated.’

‘I have no special skills, Aunt Philomena. I’m a school leaver. They’d have to teach me what they wanted me to do.’

‘Then it’s quite unsuitable. Goodness knows what the other girls would be like. You’re far too young to leave home and do that.’

‘But they take girls from age eighteen—’

‘No, Hannah. It doesn’t bear thinking about. You could land yourself in all sorts of trouble. Your poor mother wouldn’t get another full night’s sleep. I’d be much happier if you found your war work here and stayed with us.’

Her mother’s eyes were pools of distress. ‘Please, Hannah,’ she said.

Hannah felt she didn’t have much choice. She couldn’t turn her back on Mum just after this disaster.

Aunt Philomena wanted her to make coffee after lunch and brought out a tin of fancy biscuits to eat with it.

‘My favourite,’ Hannah told her. ‘I haven’t seen these for years. Where d’you get them?’

‘Brenda finds me little luxuries from time to time. She’s very good.’

Afterwards, Philomena went to her bedroom for her usual afternoon rest.

Hannah said, ‘Lie down on the sofa, Mum. You need a rest too.’

There was a thick car rug folded over the back of a chair, which she’d seen Aunt Philomena put over her knees on cold Sunday afternoons. Now she spread it over her mother.

‘What about you?’

Hannah looked longingly at an armchair, but said, ‘I’ll go upstairs and start cleaning.’

‘I’ll come up and help you make up the beds later.’

Hannah was heading upstairs when the front doorbell rang. She went to answer it. The grey-haired woman on the step looked surprised to see her.

‘Oh, my dear. . . I was expecting to see Mrs Wells.’ She wore a grey wool coat, a plain felt hat and gloves.

‘Hello,’ Hannah said. ‘You’re Mrs Osborne, aren’t you?’ She recognised the wife of the vicar who had replaced her Uncle Fred, and who now lived in the vicarage next door. ‘I’m Hannah Ashe, Mrs Wells’s niece.’

‘Yes, of course! I came to see if your aunt was all right. I mean, she lives on her own, but now you’re with her. . .’

‘My mother’s here too. They’re both having a rest. We were bombed out last night, we’ll be staying here from now on.’

‘Oh, my dear, how terrible for you. Your mother, is she all right? Not hurt?’

‘She’s upset. We’ve lost almost everything and she’s very tired.’

‘Yes, I am sorry. If there’s anything I can do, don’t hesitate to ask.’ Her expression was benign, full of goodwill. ‘I’ll leave you to get on. I hope you’ll both feel better soon.’

‘Thank you.’

Hannah went on upstairs and opened all the windows.  She was damp-dusting the room her mother had chosen when the doorbell rang again. She ran downstairs quickly before Mum tried to answer it. There was a young officer in RAF uniform on the doorstep. He was holding out a carrier bag.

‘Hello. My mother asked me to bring these few things round to you.’

‘That’s very kind.’

‘I’m Robert Osborne, usually known as Rob.’

‘I know who you are – I saw you in church once. Aunt Philomena pointed you out.’

She’d said, ‘A very nice young man, he left university in the middle of his course to fight for his country.’

Friendly brown eyes were smiling down at Hannah. He was tall and handsome. His uniform had been recently pressed and couldn’t have been smarter. The Battle of Britain had given airforce men more than a touch of glamour. They were the heroes of this war.

Hannah felt a mess when she’d have liked to look her best for him. She still wore the siren suit she’d slept in for some time, and it and her hair were impregnated with gritty dust.

She peeped into the bag, and saw a tin of Spam. ‘Just what we need, something to eat tonight. I won’t have to go shopping straight away.’

‘Mother said you’d be bound to find it difficult, with rationing.’

‘Do thank her. I’m so grateful. Mum will be too.’

He half turned to go, then swung back to face her. ‘I say, I’m having a bit of a do tomorrow evening, just a few friends round – would you like to come?’

Hannah smiled. He had an engaging manner, which she found attractive. ‘I’d like to, but I haven’t any clothes. Literally nothing but what I stand up in.’

He laughed. ‘Come as you are then. You look fine.’

‘I look like a refugee and I feel worse.’

‘Do come, I mean it. Seven o’clock tomorrow. We’re going to be terribly short of girls. Apart from one cousin, I don’t think there’ll be another, unless you come. It’s my birthday.’

Hannah laughed. ‘Tomorrow is your birthday? It’s mine too.’

‘Then you must come, I insist. I’ll be twenty-two.’

‘I’ll be eighteen.’

‘Do please come.’

Hannah went back upstairs, thinking she’d like to, but she’d have to find a dress and some different shoes. She couldn’t possibly go as she was.

If only the dress Mum had planned to give her as a birthday present had survived. She hadn’t seen it in its finished state, but she’d had a fitting and she’d chosen the pattern. It would have been her first grown-up party dress and she knew she’d have loved it. Mum said she’d left it hanging from the picture rail in her bedroom, and they’d seen torn red taffeta shining like a jewel amongst the rubble, so it hadn’t survived. But it was no good thinking about it now.

Later in the day, she told Philomena about the invitation.

‘You must go, Hannah,’ she said earnestly. ‘He’s a very nice young man. I thoroughly approve of him. I expect you’re dreaming of young men and marriage. He’s very eligible.’

Hannah recoiled. ‘Not immediately, no,’ she said stiffly. She’d rather liked Rob, but Aunt Philomena’s whole-hearted approval was turning her off him.

‘All girls do. If you’re sensible you’ll make every effort to know him better. You must take him a nice present.’

‘What? There’s no time to think of presents. It’s tomorrow.’ A far more pressing matter was to find a dress she could wear.

‘I’ll find him a present.’ Philomena said. ‘You won’t have to go empty-handed. You mustn’t miss this opportunity. When you’re a little older and out in the world, you’ll need somebody to look after you.’

Hannah said, ‘I need a bath and some clothes. I can’t go anywhere like this.’

That drove Philomena to take her and Esme into her bedroom and throw open her wardrobe and chest of drawers. ‘You must take what you need to tide yourselves over. There’s plenty here. I haven’t always been as stout as this, Esme. You’ll find clothes nearer your size at the back there.’ She took one out. ‘This is a nice warm dress. I was sorry when I could no longer get into it.’

Esme accepted it and seemed pleased. She picked out some underwear.

‘I must apply for extra clothing coupons. There’s an allocation for those who are bombed out and lose everything; we’ll get twelve pounds each too.’

Hannah looked at Philomena’s clothes and felt at a loss. There was nothing that she could possibly wear to a party.

‘I’ll go back to Wallasey in the morning,’ she said, ‘to see if anything was salvaged from our house. If not, I’ll stop in Birkenhead and buy myself a dress and some shoes. I think I’ll have enough coupons for that.’ Both her mother and Philomena pressed more coupons on her.

Hannah selected a very ample nightdress and dressing gown, then looked at the large pink Directoire knickers Aunt Philomena favoured. She sighed, but took a pair. At least they’d be clean.

She felt a little better by the next morning when she’d had a bath and washed her hair. Philomena’s knickers came below her knees.

When she went downstairs her mother was already in the kitchen. She kissed Hannah’s cheek and put an envelope into her hand. ‘Happy birthday, love.’ There was a birthday card and three pound notes folded inside it. ‘It’s the best I can do this year.’

‘Mum, thank you, thank you. I didn’t expect anything when I saw the frock in shreds. This is very generous of you.’

‘Philomena says I must send you in to see her as soon as you’ve finished your breakfast.’

When Hannah went to see Philomena, her aunt had a card and a small packet for her. She opened it and was thrilled with the gold bracelet inside.

‘Aunt Philomena, it’s really lovely. I’m delighted with this.’ Hannah kissed her soft wrinkled cheek. ‘Thank you very much.’

‘It isn’t new, of course. I used to wear it when I was a girl.’

Hannah snapped it on her wrist.

‘Take care of it. It’s eighteen carat.’

‘I will. It’s my first really nice piece of jewellery. I shall wear it tonight.’

‘I’ve asked Brenda to make a birthday cake for you, but it’ll have to be sponge because we’ve no dried fruit.’

Hannah smiled and kissed her again. ‘You’re very kind. It really does feel like my birthday now.’

Hannah went out into the back garden and put her siren suit over the line. It took ages to beat the grey cloying dust out of it with a carpet beater, but she felt she’d be more comfortable in that than something belonging to her aunt.

 



When she saw what remained of their house, Hannah felt her guts wrenching. It was not just their house that had been wrecked. Four houses in the middle of the terrace had  been reduced to ruins. A lorry was parked in the street and workmen were loading broken window frames and beams on it.

She turned to the Petersons’ house, which was almost opposite, and knocked on the door. When Mrs Peterson came she put her arms round Hannah and kissed her, though she’d never done that before.

‘Your poor mother, what she must be feeling . . .’

‘She’s all right,’ Hannah said, deciding there was no point in saying Mum was exhausted and a bag of nerves. ‘But a bit worried because she didn’t go to work yesterday.’

‘We managed to salvage quite a lot for you. Come and see. Some of it is in our shed, the rest in the back yard.’

‘My wardrobe!’ Hannah was delighted to see it leaning against the yard wall.

‘It isn’t up to much now,’ Mr Peterson said. ‘The mirror’s broken and it won’t stand up straight.’

‘I don’t care about that, it’s the clothes inside I want,’ Hannah said.

‘It’s locked,’ the old man told her, ‘so you might be lucky. Have you got the key?’

‘I always left it in the door. It was the only way to keep it closed.’

‘Well, it’s not here now. Shall I break it open?’

‘Yes, please.’

‘Won’t be much good when I’ve finished with it.’

‘It isn’t now.’

Hannah thought of Aunt Philomena’s well-kept house. She’d probably refuse to let this battered wardrobe over the doorstep anyway.

Mr Peterson forced the door open and Hannah was thrilled to see her clothes again. Most of the hangers had come off  the rail and her clothes were in a heap at the bottom. She lifted them out eagerly.

‘Everything seems all right, if a little crushed. I’m delighted to have them back.’

There was no sign of Mum’s wardrobe but Mr Peterson had collected quite a lot of her clothes together.

‘They’ll need washing,’ his wife said, ‘and perhaps a stitch here and there, but most of them are still wearable.’

There was even Mum’s blanket chest and her chest of drawers with only one drawer missing.

Mrs Peterson brought out a number of paper carrier bags and her husband helped her tie the rest of her things up into bundles. There were a couple of cardboard boxes into which they’d packed a motley of dishes, cutlery, hairbrushes and books.

‘Too much for me to carry on the bus,’ Hannah said. ‘I’ll walk as far as the ferry and try and get a taxi. What about this broken furniture?’

‘Don’t worry about it, love. I can get some morning sticks out of it and the rest I’ll put out for the men. They’ll take it away on the lorry. A waste really – it was right nice stuff.’

They insisted Hannah have a cup of tea and a biscuit before setting out. They’d been good neighbours; Mum had been fond of Mrs Peterson. Hannah thanked them and went to look for a taxi, then rode home in style with her various belongings piled high all round her. She was pleased she’d have a dress to wear to the party this evening.

 



When it was time for Hannah to get ready for the party, she was having second thoughts about it. She hardly knew Robert Osborne, and in fact was unlikely to know anyone else there.

She’d looked through the clothes she’d brought home,  and found them all a bit dusty, but she did have a choice. She settled on a sky-blue cotton frock that used to be a favourite. It was clean and still fitted her although it was three years old. She ironed it and it came up crisp and fresh, but she was afraid it looked a touch schoolgirlish for the party she was going to; it had a Peter Pan collar and ruching on the bodice. After all, Robert Osborne was a grown man of twenty-two.

Hannah found being bombed out was proving a big turning point in her life. It had drawn a line between her childhood and her adult life. It meant a new home and her first real job. She’d go to the Labour Exchange on Monday and ask about war work. She didn’t know many people round here, and felt she really ought to go to this party and try to make new friends.

‘You look very nice,’ Aunt Philomena told her when she went downstairs.

Hannah thought she looked fifteen again. Her dress had short sleeves and a full skirt. She was wearing an Alice band on her long fair hair and had left it loose.

‘Will you be warm enough in that?’ Philomena asked. ‘I have a pretty shawl you could borrow. Go and look in my bottom drawer.’

Hannah went reluctantly, but when she found it, she thought it pretty too. It was a darker blue than her dress and went well with it, and it would hide some of the ruching on the bodice.

She felt nervous as she walked round to the vicarage next door, but as soon as the door opened and Rob drew her in, she felt at ease.

‘You’ve come after all. I hoped you would.’ He was smiling his welcome. He had nut-brown hair, brushed straight back from his forehead. He was even more good-looking than she’d thought yesterday.

‘Happy birthday,’ she said, putting two small packets into his hand.

‘You didn’t have to bring presents.’ He was embarrassed, a little awkward. ‘I should have told you. I didn’t intend to put you to any trouble, not when . . .’

‘Open them,’ she said.

‘Gosh, gold cufflinks?’ His brown eyes came up to meet hers, full of amazement. ‘You’re very generous, thank you. Outstandingly generous.’

‘They’re from Aunt Philomena. Not new – they belonged to my Uncle Fred. Did you know him?’

‘My father did.’

‘She wanted you to have them.’

‘It’s very kind of her. I’ll write a note to her tomorrow.’

Actually, Philomena had said, ‘He might as well have them as leave them lying in my drawer. They’re no good to us women.’

‘The leather bookmark is from me.’ It had been in the box of oddments picked up from the ruins of their home. She’d bought it at a bring-and-buy sale at the convent and never used it. As he took it out of the tissue paper, it looked a bit pathetic.

‘The best I could do, I’m afraid.’

‘I read a lot,’ he told her. ‘Fine tooled leather – I shall think of you every time I use it.’ He smiled ruefully. ‘But it’s your birthday too and I’ve nothing to give you. Sorry, I should have thought of it.’

‘No,’ she said, awkward too now. ‘No, don’t worry about that.’

‘Come and say hello to the others.’ He took her into the sitting room where several other guests were chatting.

‘This is Hannah,’ he announced. ‘It’s her birthday too.  She’s eighteen today. Happy birthday, Hannah.’ He went on, ‘I’d forgotten that, which is very remiss of me, particularly as Hannah was bombed out of her home only two nights ago and lost almost everything.’

Hannah smiled at the group and said, ‘My birthday gift from my mother was to be a party dress, but when I went back to look for it, I saw it torn and filthy in the rubble. I’m lucky to have this one. It survived inside my wardrobe.’

Everyone told her it was very nice.

‘For a fifteen-year-old,’ she giggled. ‘I was fifteen when it was new.’ She didn’t mind saying that since Rob had told them all she was eighteen.

‘This is my cousin, Margaret,’ Rob went on.

She was wearing a sophisticated silk party dress in a pretty apricot colour, and was the only other girl there.

‘I think you’re very brave to come out like this,’ she told Hannah. ‘I’d still be cringing in a corner if that had happened to me.’

Hannah sat on the large sofa and looked round. This had been Aunt Philomena’s home once, and her sharp eyes were going round noting all the changes. She’d come here fairly often when her Uncle Fred had been alive. The room seemed lighter than she remembered, and more comfortable.

There were four men. Hannah thought Philomena would have approved of all of them. Rob’s parents had gone out, leaving a real spread on the dining-room table to which everyone could help themselves.

The rugs had already been taken up in the hall. Rob wound up the gramophone and put on a record of Joe Loss and his orchestra.

He turned to Hannah. ‘May I have the first dance? Only right we should start things off, as it’s our joint birthday.’

Rob held her close as he twirled her round, making it easy for her to move with him, matching her steps to his. She found it exciting to be in his arms like this. The tune throbbed out, giving up its wild energy to Hannah’s feet.

‘You’re a good dancer,’ he murmured in her ear. He spun her round with a flourish as the tune came to an end. The two men without partners had been cavorting together, making them all laugh.

‘Now it’s our turn to have the real partners,’ they sang out as soon as the girls were released, and Hannah was waltzed off to music from Henry Hall’s band. Neither of the girls had a chance to sit down all evening.

Hannah enjoyed it all immensely, but she was disappointed not to have made new friends in the neighbourhood. Margaret lived in the Lake District and was staying only for a few days. Of the men, Rob had met Mike since he’d joined the RAF and the other two were his school friends who came from Liverpool.

It was after midnight when the party broke up, and they found it was raining.

‘Not a night for the bombers,’ Rob said, looking up at the overcast sky.

‘That’s a comfort.’

‘I’ll walk you home.’

Hannah giggled. ‘It’s only next door.’

‘I need to see you safely inside,’ he said gravely.

Hannah led the way up Philomena’s path and put the key she’d been given into the porch door. A few steps beyond was the front door, and she opened that too. Rob was leaning against the outer door, a darker curve against the dark sky. She wondered if he’d kiss her, but he made no move to come closer.

‘Thank you for coming, Hannah.’ He kept his voice low so as not to wake her family. ‘It wouldn’t have been much of a party without you.’

‘And Margaret.’

‘Yes, Margaret too. I don’t know when I’ll see you again. Mike and I have to report back tomorrow. Our leave’s over and we’re off to Canada for more training next week.’

Hannah was sorry. She’d have liked him to take her dancing again.

‘Good luck.’

‘Thanks, same to you. For your war work, I mean.’

‘Thanks.’

They were running out of things to say but he seemed reluctant to go. Hannah was on the point of saying good night and stepping inside.

Rob said, ‘I’ve had a jolly good birthday.’

‘So have I,’ Hannah smiled. ‘Better than I expected.’

‘Good. I wonder where we’ll be this time next year.’

‘I’ll still be here.’

‘I’ll drop you a birthday card.’ She saw his teeth flash white in a smile. ‘I won’t forget again. Good night.’

He was going, keeping his step purposely quiet. Hannah went in and tiptoed up to her room.

 



On Monday morning, Hannah woke to find her mother bringing her a cup of tea. She was fully dressed, even to her hat.

‘What time is it?’ asked Hannah.

‘Half-past eight. I’m sorry to wake you so early, but I’m going to the Food Office in New Ferry now. I told you, didn’t I?’

‘Yes. I want to go to the Labour Exchange this morning to see about a job. If I’m not here when you come back, that’s where I’ll be.’

‘Right. I’ve been talking to Philomena and her daily help. Brenda’s husband is a painter and decorator and she’s going to bring him round here this evening to see us. If we can get some paint, he’ll buff the place up a bit for us.’

Hannah drank her tea and got up. She was excited at the thought of a proper job. The nearest Labour Exchange was in New Ferry. She’d already discussed getting there with Philomena, who had advised her to walk up to the New Chester Road to catch a bus. She could have gone with her mum if she’d got up earlier.

When she reached the bus stop, a pretty girl with a pert upturned nose was sitting on the low wall behind it.

Hannah asked, ‘Can you tell me what number bus I need for New Ferry?’

The girl looked up and smiled. ‘They all go through, any bus will do.’

‘When’s the next one due?’

‘It’ll come when it’s good and ready,’ she said, ‘and not a minute before. I’ve been waiting ten minutes. I could have walked it in the time. But look, here’s one coming, you’re in luck. A number forty-two, that’ll do us.’

The bus was full and they both had to stand. Hannah paid her fare and asked the conductor to put her off in New Ferry. More passengers were squeezing on at every stop. The conductor was upstairs when the bus was slowing again. Hannah sensed that this time there’d be a general exodus.

‘This is your stop,’ the girl said as she made to get off too.

Out on the pavement, Hannah was looking about her. ‘Can you tell me the way to the Labour Exchange?’ she asked. ‘I’m new round here.’

The girl smiled. ‘I can do better than that, I can take you there. I’m going myself. Come on, it’s down Bebington Road.’

‘Thanks.’ Hannah told her how she and her mother had been bombed out of their home in Wallasey four nights ago, and had had to come to live with her aunt.

‘That was a terrible night. Thank goodness it’s been quieter since then.’

‘It’s the bad weather. We’ll be in for it again when we get a fine moonlit night.’

‘This is the Labour Exchange.’ The windows had been painted green so it was impossible to see inside. There was a queue.

‘Looks as though we’ll have to wait,’ the girl said, joining the line.

‘I’m looking for a job,’ Hannah told her. ‘War work. After being bombed out, I feel I’ve got to do something to help. I’m eighteen anyway, so I think they’ll make me.’

‘I’m looking for war work too,’ the girl said quickly. ‘I’ve got a nice job in a dress shop, but . . . well, my fiancé is being sent overseas soon. I’ve got to do something to help too. I want him back home as soon as possible.’ Hannah saw she was wearing an engagement ring.

‘What sort of war work do you want?’ Hannah asked.

The girl shrugged. ‘The papers are full of forms to apply for the Land Army or the WAAF or nursing or whatever. If you haven’t done that and you come here, I gather they decide for us. It’s wherever workers are needed most urgently.’

‘Oh!’ Hannah had an unwelcome vision of being told to work in a munitions factory.

The girl pushed her dark curls away from her face. ‘I don’t care so long as it helps and it pays well.’

They didn’t have to wait too long. There was a special clerk dealing with local war work. He took them to his office  where they found two other girls already there. They were all given forms to fill up. Hannah wrote her name and address and looked at the form her companion was filling in.

‘Georgina Goodwin,’ she read aloud.

‘Known as Gina. What’s your name?’

Hannah pushed her form nearer to her.

‘You live in Grasmere Road?’ Gina was giggling.

‘I’m staying with my aunt; that’s where she lives.’

‘I live there too.’ Gina pushed her form in front of Hannah again. It showed her address as 8 Grasmere Road. Hannah started to giggle too. The two other girls joined in. They were called Josie and Grace.

The clerk returned, collected their forms and dealt with them all together. They were told to report to Hooton Aerodrome at eight o’clock the next morning. They would be helping to repair Mosquito planes damaged in battle.

‘Your normal working hours are eight to five for five days a week, eight till one on Saturdays and the pay for that will be thirty-nine shillings a week at age eighteen.’

He went on to explain that at present the whole work force was doing regular compulsory overtime of three hours each day and finishing at eight in the evening. There would be extra pay for that. He then gave them each another form to fill in.

‘You can take this home with you and do it there. It’s about your medical history. The firm has a doctor and you’ll each have a medical examination sometime in the first few days. You need to take this form with you tomorrow as well as a reference from your last employer.’

He gave them each a page of written directions on how to get there, told them to wear warm clothing and sensible shoes and ushered them out.

‘Phew! What have we let ourselves in for?’ Josie giggled. ‘A twelve-hour day! I don’t know if I’ll be able to stand that for long.’

‘You’ll have to,’ Gina told her. ‘If you’re over eighteen you get directed to work where you’re needed.’

She was studying the directions. ‘It says it’s possible to get there by bus or train. A workmen’s bus ticket at a reduced rate is available on all buses before eight in the morning, and there’s a special one put on from the New Ferry bus depot that leaves at ten minutes past seven.’

‘Gosh, that means an early start.’

Gina grimaced. ‘Yes, crack of dawn. Doesn’t bear thinking about. There’ll be plenty of buses at that time in the morning to get us to New Ferry, but we’d better be at the bus stop by five to seven.’

‘It looks as though we’ll be seeing a lot of each other,’ Hannah said.

‘I’ll call for you in the morning, shall I? I have to pass your place.’

‘Yes, please. I’m glad I’ve got you to go with. I wasn’t looking forward to the first day.’

Gina gave her a radiant smile. ‘Makes it easier, doesn’t it? Knowing each other first.’




 CHAPTER THREE


WHEN HANNAH turned into the gate of Highfield House, Gina continued up Grasmere Road, not altogether pleased with the war work she’d just volunteered to do.

She was glad she’d met Hannah Ashe. She liked her and was happy they’d be working together. It was the thought of those long hours she found off-putting. Eight till eight, twelve hours a day!

She reached the gate of her own house, turned and looked across the road to the line of recently built semidetached ones. Number twenty-two was where her fiancé’s mother and sister lived.

The Latimers had moved here a few months before the start of the war. Jim had already been in the Army when she’d first met him, he’d come home on fourteen days’ leave. It had been love at first sight for both of them and he’d turned all her ambitions upside down. Now she was writing to him every day and he was rarely out of her thoughts. It was three months since she’d seen him.

Gina studied his home. The bay windows were curtained with net. Everything was ultra neat and tidy, but there was no one to be seen.

His mother had let Gina know that she disapproved of the engagement, by saying, ‘Jim has always been impulsive; he makes big decisions without any thought. Often, he regrets them later.’

Gina blamed Pa. He’d been too officious and made enemies of their neighbours. He’d banged on their doors and complained they were showing chinks of light through their blackout curtains.

There was a letter from Jim waiting for her on the kitchen table when Gina got inside. She opened it eagerly and started to read. Jim’s excited scrawl seemed to jump off the page. ‘I’ve just heard I’ll be coming home at the beginning of next month. Embarkation leave this time.’

To think of seeing him again set her heart racing, but then she thought of her new job and was sorry she’d signed up for it. She wanted to thump the table with frustration. She shouldn’t have gone for war work just yet. If she was working twelve hours a day she wouldn’t be able to see much of Jim when he was here.

Gina started to make herself something to eat, still thinking of Jim. Her family hadn’t approved of the engagement either.

‘You’re far too young to think of getting married,’ Pa had told her, ‘and you hardly know him. Don’t do it.’

Gina wouldn’t be eighteen for another few months but she knew Jim was the man for her. She’d gone ahead and accepted his ring though she knew they’d have a long wait before they could be married.

He was twenty-three and seemed grown up and sophisticated. He’d been working in Clapham as a primary school teacher for almost a year before he’d been called up. She knew his sister, Moira, who was a good customer at the dress  shop where Gina worked, though she was more of an acquaintance than a friend.

Pouring herself a second cup of tea, Gina heard footsteps coming down the hall. Her elder brother, Eric, came in to slump at the kitchen table opposite her.

‘What are you doing here?’ she asked. ‘Shouldn’t you be at work?’

Gina had two brothers: Leslie, who was younger, and Eric, who had turned twenty-one. She also had a little sister, Betsy. Everybody could see she and Eric were brother and sister. They were very much alike to look at, with the same dark curly hair. She was particularly close to Eric. She and Leslie followed wherever he led.

Eric dropped his head in his hands. ‘I’m sick. Is there more tea in that pot? I feel as though my throat’s cut.’

Gina got to her feet and poured him a cup. Eric’s health had to be taken seriously. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘Tonsillitis. I didn’t go to work this morning. I went to see the doctor.’

‘He’s given you medicine?’

‘Something horrible to gargle with and some pills.’ The doctor took Eric’s health seriously too. ‘He’s signed me off work for a week.’

‘That should cheer you up. What about fire watching? Aren’t you supposed to be doing that tonight?’

‘Yes, but Leslie said he’d take my turn. If I feel better tomorrow, I’ll do his for him.’

‘I’d have made you something to eat if I’d known you were upstairs.’

He sighed. ‘I’m not hungry.’

Eric had been called up for military service at the beginning of the war but had failed his medical examination. He’d  had rheumatic fever as a child and they’d told him it had affected his heart. The news had hit him hard, particularly as their mother had died of heart problems when they were children.

Gina remembered clearly how Eric had taken a slip of paper from his pocket when he’d come home.

‘Myocardial degeneration, they called it. I copied what they wrote on my forms.’

Gina had stared at the bit of torn paper. The whole family had been in the kitchen that night and had been stunned at his news. Even Cicely, their stepmother, had looked concerned. Gina had seen the colour drain from Leslie’s cheeks; he’d had rheumatic fever as a child too. Little Betsy hadn’t really understood – she was still a toddler – but she knew they were all shocked.

‘What is myocardial degeneration, Pa?’

‘I don’t know exactly.’ For once, their father was at a loss. ‘Go and see Dr McPherson. He’ll tell you.’

Gina knew Eric had seen their doctor, but all he remembered being told was that he must avoid heavy work and all exertion, that he should get plenty of sleep and regular meals.

‘Sounds like I’ll be fine if I live the life of an invalid,’ Eric had said miserably.

‘You’re not the sort to do that. Especially if you feel all right.’

‘I felt fine until they told me,’ he’d retorted angrily. ‘Until then I had no idea there was anything wrong with me.’

They had gone to the library together the next day and asked for help to find out what exactly this ailment was. They’d read sections in several tomes.

‘D’you understand now?’ Gina had asked, when he’d slammed the last one shut.

‘Not entirely – they use such long words – but I’ve got the gist of it and I wish I hadn’t. My heart has been damaged and there’s nothing can be done about it.’

‘That’s overstating it,’ Gina had said briskly. ‘Look at this list of symptoms. You don’t have any of them, do you?’

‘No.’

‘You don’t even look ill.’ In fact, Eric looked robust; he was a handsome young man. ‘You’ve got years ahead of you. You’ll probably live to a ripe old age.’

‘You’re right.’ He’d smiled. ‘I’m going to forget the whole damn thing. I was looking forward to joining up. It might have been more fun than the Co-op shoe department.’ He’d been working there since he’d left school.

From that time, they’d all been concerned whenever Eric felt off colour, though he was ill no more often than the rest of them.

Now Gina told him about her new job and the long hours she’d have to work while Jim was home on leave.

‘I was too keen to get war work,’ she said. ‘I should have left it until I was eighteen. I was a fool.’

‘Go and see the doc,’ Eric advised. ‘Get yourself a week off. That would solve it.’

Gina pretended to be envious. ‘He gives you time off whenever you go to see him, but he wouldn’t do it for me.’

‘He would if you played your cards right.’ He grinned at her. ‘I could tell you how to do it.’

‘What are you trying to do, Eric, train me into your evil ways? I wouldn’t dare.’

 



Hannah found her mother had returned home before her. Esme was quite excited and said she had been transferred to  the New Ferry Food Office, and would be starting work the next day too.

They were getting ready to go to the shops to buy groceries when the doorbell rang. Hannah ran down to answer it and found Margaret, Robert’s cousin, on the step.

‘Hello, Hannah,’ she said. ‘Rob’s gone back to his unit but he asked me to deliver these.’

‘To me?’

‘The package is for you, the letter for Mrs Wells.’

‘Thank you. Won’t you come in?’

‘I’m afraid I can’t. I want to catch the two o’clock train home. Nice meeting you. Bye.’

Hannah took the letter to her aunt.

‘There,’ Philomena said, ‘I told you he was a nice lad. He’s written to thank me for those cufflinks. What’s that you’ve got? Has he sent you a birthday present?’

Hannah could only suppose he had. She took off the wrapping paper. It was a box of chocolates.

‘Lovely,’ she said. ‘I haven’t seen chocolates like this for years.’ She opened the note he’d enclosed.

‘Very nice, dear,’ Philomena said. ‘You must write to him and keep in touch. Has he given you his address?’

‘Yes, though he said he was going to Canada next week.’

‘He’ll be glad to have letters from you. All the boys do when they’re away from home.’

‘I’ll write to thank him, of course,’ Hannah said as she read his note.


Dear Hannah,

Please forgive me for not having a small gift ready for your birthday.

After hearing how you lost your presents and almost  everything else you owned in the bombing, I feel guilty that I thought only of myself when it was your birthday too.

See you again sometime, but don’t know when.

All the best,

Rob



For once, Hannah decided Aunt Philomena had been right about Rob. He was a rather dashing pilot and had been kind and friendly. Hannah had liked him but they’d been such a sophisticated lot at his party that she’d felt like a naïve schoolgirl in comparison. He’d danced with her and made much of her because there was no other girl there but his cousin.

She felt a pang of disappointment that Rob was going to Canada. She’d have liked to see more of him. In the middle of a war another continent could almost be another planet.

Hannah shivered. He could be killed. During the Battle of Britain they’d estimated that a new pilot’s career lasted three weeks on average. It could be years before their paths crossed again, if ever.

 



The next morning, Hannah was waiting at her gate when Gina came running down the road to meet her. They were both shivering with cold and excitement as they waited at the bus stop. They met up with the other two new girls when they changed to the works bus in New Ferry. It was a long slow journey as they stopped frequently to pick up other workers. Hooton Aerodrome was about five miles away.

When they arrived the new girls were directed to a small office. Their boss told them that before the war this had  been an airfield where flying had been for fun, with small private planes and lessons available. Now, Mosquito planes that had been damaged in battle were being repaired in the hangars.

Hannah was separated from the others and taken to the woodwork department. It seemed a cold and noisy place. There was hammering and sawing close by and a perpetual buzz of machinery from the other side of the hangar where a team of engineers repaired and serviced the engines.

Old Charlie, the foreman, who should by rights have retired some time ago, explained that the plane’s frame was built largely of plywood ribs. A team of carpenters was replacing broken ailerons, tail rudders and damaged ribs, and gluing them in position. Hannah was given the job of reinforcing the glue with tiny nails.

Charlie showed her how to insert them in a zigzag pattern about an inch and a half apart.

He said, ‘Men find it difficult to work with tiny five-eighths nails – they’re always hitting their fingers – but with your little hands you should have no difficulty.’

Monica, the only other girl working in the woodwork department, mixed the glue. Hannah soon mastered the job and was afraid she might find the work monotonous after a time, but wireless programmes were broadcast through speakers high up overhead to keep the atmosphere lively. She particularly enjoyed Music While You Work and Workers’ Playtime.

When the wooden framework was restored, the plane went to the dope room where other girls repaired flak damage to the outer shell with fabric, and painted it over with some chemical solution that set hard and looked like dark green paint. They called it doping. Gina and the two other girls had  been given masks to wear and were sent to work in there. The stench of chemicals was overpowering. Hannah thought she’d been given the better option.

Even so, everything seemed very strange, and it was a long hard day. Hannah was weary when at last finishing time came. On the bus going home, she said, ‘Another early start tomorrow.’

‘Most of the girls cycle in,’ Gina told her. ‘It would take less time than coming on the bus. Have you got a bike?’

‘I did have, but it was one of the things I lost when we were bombed out.’ Hannah bit her lip. ‘I’m going to miss it.’

‘Couldn’t it be repaired?’

‘No, it was blown to bits. I saw parts of it in the rubble; the frame was bent and twisted.’

‘My brothers are dab hands at restoring bikes. They could build one for you, if you like.’

‘Could they?’ Hannah was interested. Cycling to work would save money as well as mean they didn’t have to get up so early.

‘Course, it’ll take a bit of time. They rebuilt one for me. It’s a real racer with a dynamo and three gears. I love it. It would be cheaper for you than buying new.’
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