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This is for all those who suffered in the London bombings. Everybody was so brave.




 Chapter 1

August 1939

 



 




EILEEN WELLS, LIKE every other housewife in Perry Street, stood looking up the road at the men on open-backed lorries piled high with huge silver corrugated sheets of metal that glistened in the bright morning sunshine.

The noise was incredible. Men were yelling orders to one another and throwing the large sheets off the lorries; with an ear-splitting clatter they hit the ground, sending up clouds of dust. Other men picked them up and stood them against the small wall that ran along the fronts of the houses. Slowly the lorries and the gang of men moved towards Eileen.

‘What’s your old man think of this lot then?’ shouted Nell Drury, trying to make herself heard above the din.

Nell lived opposite Eileen; they had been friends for many years. They went shopping together, then on two  afternoons every week, went off to the Gaumont to see the latest pictures.

Nell winced when another sheet hit the ground as she made her way across the road.

‘Reg thinks we could be in for it if this bloke Hitler carries on. And seeing this lot don’t help,’ said Eileen, waving her hands towards the lorries as her friend came within hearing distance.

‘My Fred reckons Chamberlain’s too weak to stand up to him. Please God we don’t have another war. Lost me dad in the last one.’

‘So did I. Reg was saying at least being in the docks should make him and your Fred exempt.’

‘S’pose that’s gonner be the one good thing about working at the Surrey then. Mind you, you’re lucky, your old man don’t come home covered in lamp black one night and flour the next. Never know what colour he’s gonner be when he walks in,’ laughed Nell.

Eileen smiled. Her Reg had been in the Surrey docks all his working life and slowly worked his way up. Now he was a stevedore, which sometimes meant getting the right men for the right jobs. They were comfortably off: money wasn’t a big worry for them, not like some of their neighbours round here. ‘And I’m glad I’ve got daughters as well.’ As soon as the words left her lips Eileen wanted to snatch them back. ‘I’m sorry, Nell. I didn’t think.’

‘S’all right. Me and Fred have been talking about it. It’ll be bloody rotten if Dan gets called away now, just  as he’s finished his apprenticeship and is earning a few bob. This is one time when you hope he’s got flat feet or something.’

Eileen knew how proud Nell and Fred were of their only child. Dan had got a scholarship and had gone on to become an engineer. It had been a struggle for them and for a while Nell had had to get herself a cleaning job, but they were determined to do all they could for him.

Eileen and Nell had lived in Perry Street all their married lives. Eileen already had Ann, her eldest, when Nell and Fred moved in opposite. Their children had grown up together.

Nell turned to the bloke who had just stacked some of the sheets against Eileen’s wall. ‘What’s gonner happen now?’ she asked.

‘There’ll be some blokes round in a couple of weeks to dig the holes in your back yard.’

‘How deep they gotter go?’ asked Nell.

‘Three feet.’

‘Three feet?’ repeated Eileen.

‘They then bolt ’em together and your old man’ll have to put all the earth back over the roof to act as a sort of camouflage.’

‘What if we don’t have a war?’ asked Nell.

‘Then I expect the government will take ’em back.’

‘All that lot gotter come through the house?’ asked Eileen.

‘’Fraid so, missis, as you lot in this street ain’t got back alleys.’

‘More bloody mess,’ said Nell. ‘Takes me all me time to clear up after the coalman’s been. He chucks more over the floor than under the stairs. That’s without the dust flying everywhere.’

Eileen sighed. ‘I know. I’d love to have things like the coal stored in a back garden and not have it under the stairs.’

‘Ain’t many of ’em got gardens round here. Can hardly call our back yards gardens, can we?’

‘Always been me dream that has, a house with a garden, but it looks like that’s all it will ever be: a dream,’ said Eileen, watching the lorry as it moved slowly along the road.

‘No harm in dreaming, ducks,’ said Nell. ‘I’m off up the Blue in a tick, fancy coming with me?’

‘Why not. I’ll just get me hat and coat.’

Eileen and Nell went to the market that was named after the Blue Anchor pub two or three times a week.

They wandered around the stalls buying a bit of veg here and a reel of cotton there. The banter with the stallholders was a laugh as usual, but this morning as they walked home the two friends were unusually quiet. As they passed the huge silver sheets of metal both were reflecting on all that was going on around them. They couldn’t help but worry about their future. If there was a war, what it would mean to them and their families?
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Eileen looked up at the wooden clock sitting on the mantelpiece. It was almost six: soon the house would be full of laughter and chatter when the girls and Reg came home from work.

‘Cor, Mum. What’s that lot outside? What’s going on?’ asked Shirley, her youngest, as she burst into the kitchen. At sixteen she was a stunner like all of Reg and Eileen’s three daughters. Slim, with short dark hair and sparkling brown eyes, Shirley was the shortest of the three, full of devilment and always smiling.

‘Shirley, take that bag off the table, can’t you see I’m trying to lay it?’

‘Sorry, Mum.’

‘Why do you do that every night? You know it makes me cross.’

‘Sorry, Mum,’ Shirley repeated, picking up her handbag and clutching it close to her. ‘Anyway, what’s all that outside?’

‘It’s for the Anderson shelter we’re having put in the yard.’

‘That sounds exciting.’

‘Won’t be if we have a war and we have to live in it. Be like bloody rabbits stuck down a hole.’

‘Mum!’ Shirley was shocked to hear her mother swear. ‘Don’t often hear you use naughty words.’

‘Well, it’s enough to make anybody swear.’

Shirley, still clutching her handbag, pulled a chair from under the table and sat down. ‘We won’t have to live in it, will we?’

‘I hope not.’

Eileen told Shirley what the delivery men had told her about what having a shelter meant. Shirley was very interested and asked plenty of questions, but in truth, nobody really knew that much.

Shirley worked behind the cosmetic counter at Woolworth’s and, despite being on her feet all day, enjoyed her job. She loved bringing home new make-up for her and her sisters to experiment with. Eileen would smile at the laughter that spilled down the stairs when her daughters were all together. She was very proud of her girls and although she knew it was selfish she knew she wouldn’t be happy when the day came for them to fly the nest. She loved them so much she didn’t want them to marry and leave home.

 



Half an hour earlier, it was time for Ann and Lucy Wells to leave the tea factory where they worked. Lucy was in an office with three other typists, which she enjoyed, though Ann had the better job. She had gone to night school to learn shorthand and typing and now she was secretary to Mr Harry Fisher.

Ann came into the room and pulled her sister to one side away from the other chattering women as they cluttered past. ‘Luce, d’you want a lift?’ she whispered. ‘Harry’s taking me home.’

Lucy smiled and placed the cover over her typewriter. ‘Course. Got to be better than waiting for a bus.’

‘I’ll see you outside.’

Ann at twenty-two was the eldest of Eileen and Reg Wells’s daughters. Her dark eyes were wide and alert and her short dark hair had coppery tints in the summer. Ann was the tallest and most striking; she had been going out with Harry for a few months now. Harry was a smashing bloke and Ann had told Lucy that she was very fond of him, but she had tried to keep her feelings for him from her mother, just in case Eileen jumped to the conclusion that he was stringing her along. Ann knew he wasn’t. She would have to bring him home soon as her mother had been asking questions about him. Although Eileen knew Ann had a boyfriend she had met at work, she didn’t know it was her daughter ’s boss. Ann had been Mr Potter’s secretary for years and when he’d retired a year ago Harry Fisher had taken his place and they had hit it off right away.

Harry was just like a film star: tall, dark and handsome, and the girls in the office were always looking at him and making very complimentary comments behind his back. Ann laughed when Lucy told her that. Lucy couldn’t understand why her sister was against bringing him home. Was she worried that they weren’t good enough for him?

Harry had a car and sometimes he and Ann would go out for a meal or to the pictures. They always acted very professionally at work and none of the girls in Lucy’s office suspected anything.

Ann and Lucy left Harry behind in his car at the top of their road. A car in Perry Street would have started all the tongues wagging and that was the last thing Ann wanted; she didn’t want all the neighbours to know her business, she was a very private person. The girls walked silently down the street looking at the sheets of metal: all-too-real evidence of the threat of war.

In the kitchen Ann took off her navy-blue beret and threw it on the chair. She ran her fingers through her dark hair. ‘I see it’s started,’ she said wisely, inclining her head towards the passage. ‘They reckon every home in London has got to have an air-raid shelter in their garden.’

‘Hope they send some good-looking fellers round to put ’em in,’ said Lucy, taking off her coat to reveal her round figure. The long-sleeved, sensible navy wool frock she wore for the office hugged her body; she wasn’t as slim as her sisters and her hair and eyes were slightly lighter. But she had a wonderful sense of humour and nothing seemed to get her down. ‘Could do with some handsome blokes to goggle at.’ Her one wish was that she had a boyfriend. She was very fond of Dan Drury, Nell’s son, who lived opposite; they had grown up together but he had only ever looked on her as a mate.

Eileen Wells smiled at the banter. ‘Now take your things upstairs before your father gets home.’

The girls traipsed out of the kitchen still all talking at once.

Eileen tutted and raised her eyes to the ceiling. She was so lucky; her ‘girls’ as she always called them got on very well and often went out together. As far as their money allowed they were very fashionable and apart from the odd argument about who was wearing whose blouse or skirt there weren’t too many skirmishes between then.

Upstairs the girls went into their rooms. Lucy and Shirley shared the back bedroom while Ann had the small front box room to herself. The third bedroom was their parents’.

‘Came home in Harry’s car today,’ said Lucy. ‘It seems funny calling him Mr Fisher at work - not that I see a lot of him - and Harry when I’m in the car.’

‘Luce, d’you think our Annie will marry Harry?’ asked Shirley.

‘Don’t know. He’s a nice enough bloke but a bit too staid for my taste.’

‘But that sort would suit Annie. I don’t know how you two can work in that stuffy office all day.’

Lucy smiled. ‘Cos we’re the brainy ones, that’s why.’ She sat at the dressing table and ran a comb through her mousy-coloured hair. ‘Could never understand you wanting to work behind the counter in Woolies.’

Shirley laughed. ‘At least we have a few laughs. Perhaps I should have paid more attention when I was at school. But I’m happy enough.’

They heard the front door shut.

‘Sounds like Dad’s home,’ said Lucy. ‘Better get downstairs.’

Reg Wells went into the scullery where Eileen was putting mashed potatoes on the plates. He kissed the back of her neck. ‘See we’re being blessed with that lot outside. Did they say when they’ll be back?’

‘No, love. Had a good day?’

‘Not bad. We had a Russian ship loaded with timber. Funny blokes, those Russians.’ The docks where Reg worked was only a short distance from Perry Street.

‘Why?’ asked Eileen.

He laughed. ‘Can’t speak a bloody word of English. We spend all our time waving our arms about and shouting at ’em.’

‘Oh Reg, you didn’t?’

One after the other the girls came into the kitchen.

‘Hello, Dad,’ they said as they sat at the table.

‘All right then, girls?’

‘Not bad,’ said Ann. ‘What d’you think of that lot outside?’

‘Not much. Seems the government’s determined to get ready just in case.’

‘D’you think we will have a war?’ asked Eileen as she put the last plate of meat pie, cabbage and mash on the table.

‘Wouldn’t like to say, but I hope not. Mind you, they was saying in the papers that they’re going to be issuing us gas masks and identity cards next.’

Lucy looked up. ‘Can’t say I fancy wearing a gas mask.’

‘You’d have a bit of a job kissing your boyfriend,’ laughed Shirley.

‘It won’t be a laughing matter if there is another war,’ said Ann seriously.

‘I don’t want another war,’ said Eileen.

‘Neither does anybody who’s got any sense.’

After that Ann, Lucy and Shirley sat very quietly. They could see the worry on their parents’ faces and it unnerved them.

 



It was a week later before they had any further news about the shelters.

Nell called out as she pushed open Eileen’s front door: ‘Ooh, ooh, Eileen, it’s only me.’

Eileen came out of the kitchen. ‘Hello, Nell. I’ve just made meself a cuppa, fancy one?’

‘You should know me be now. Never say no.’ Nell sat at the table. ‘Just popped over to tell you that Mrs Jacobs in the newsagent’s says the blokes who’re supposed to be putting them shelters in, they was in there for their baccy, well, they reckon they should be starting in this street early next week.’

Eileen pushed a cup of tea and the sugar bowl towards Nell. ‘Christ, I hope it ain’t on Monday, wash day. What’ll we do about the washing? We won’t have anywhere to hang it.’

Nell put a spoonful of sugar in her tea and slowly  stirred the contents. ‘That’s true. Let’s hope it don’t rain. Think of all the bloody mud they’ll be bringing in and out.’

‘Oh don’t, Nell. I hate mess.’

‘So do I. Not a lot we can do about it though, is there?’

‘What if we don’t have a war? All this will be for nothing.’

‘Do you honestly think the government would be spending all this money if they thought that?’

Eileen shrugged. ‘I don’t know. All I know is that I don’t want a war.’




 Chapter 2


LUCY GOT OFF the bus at her stop and turned when she heard her name being called.

‘Hello, Dan.’ Lucy’s heart gave a little flutter. ‘What was you doing on the bus? You always use your bike.’

‘Got a puncture. I was upstairs having a smoke.’

‘There was standing room only when I got on so I had to stay downstairs.’

‘Should have come up and you could have sat on me lap.’

‘No thanks. But I’m glad to see you took your old overalls off, wouldn’t fancy sitting next to you covered with oil.’

Dan grinned. He was two years older than Lucy and they had played together all their lives. He had gone from being a gangly kid to a spotty youth, and now he was a tall, fair-haired, good-looking young man with twinkling blue eyes. Lucy had always had a soft spot for him but knew he didn’t lack girlfriends.

‘So, how’s work?’ asked Lucy.

‘Great. I don’t know what I’ll do if there’s a war though,’ he said as they walked past the lumps of steel that were waiting to be put into the back yards. ‘Could find a job that would make me exempt, I suppose, but I’d fancy doing me bit.’

‘What, going off to fight?’

He nodded and, pushing a lock of hair from his eyes, asked, ‘What uniform d’you reckon would suit me?’

‘Dunno. Air force or navy, I reckon. What’s your mum got to say about it?’

‘Ain’t said nothing to her yet, so don’t say a word to your mum, you know how they gossip when they’re together.’

‘Shouldn’t you tell her and your dad what you’re thinking of doing?’

‘Not yet. Let’s wait till it all happens. See you,’ he said, arriving at his house and pushing open the wrought-iron gate.

‘If it happens,’ said Lucy as she crossed the road and walked through her own gate. Lucy was deep in thought as she pulled the key through the letterbox and opened the front door. If there was a war all the young men like Dan would have to go away. And a lot of them wouldn’t come back. Although it was a warm evening she still shuddered at that thought.

‘Hello, Mum,’ she called out when she went into the kitchen.

‘Mum’s in the lav.’ Shirley was sitting in the armchair  and she looked up from her magazine when Lucy walked in. ‘What’s wrong? You look like you’ve just lost a shilling and found a tanner.’

‘Nothing.’ She threw herself down in another armchair. ‘Walked home with Dan. He had a puncture and had to use the bus.’

Shirley grinned. ‘So what did he say to make you look so miserable? He gonner take you out?’

‘No, course not, you daft ha’p’orth.’

‘He’s a good-looking bloke now.’

‘Yes, I know.’ Lucy looked at the scullery door; she didn’t want her mother to hear what she was going to say. ‘We was talking about if there’s a war. It ain’t gonner be a bowl of cherries, you know.’

Shirley put her magazine down. ‘Don’t, you’re making me nervous. Does Dan think there’s gonner be one?’

Lucy shrugged. ‘Dunno.’

‘I don’t want any more talk about a war,’ said their mother as she walked in.

‘Can’t stop talking about it when you see the newsreels and that lot outside,’ said Lucy, going out of the kitchen.

‘What’s got her goat?’ asked her mother.

‘Dunno. She came home with Dan. It seems they’ve been talking.’

‘I hope Dan ain’t thinking of doing anything silly,’ said Eileen. ‘That would break Nell’s heart.’

‘He might not have a lot of choice.’

‘Don’t say that.’ Eileen went back into the scullery. She rested her hands on the deep white sink and stared out of the window at the back yard. She tried to imagine one of those shelters out there; the yard wasn’t very big. Would it take up all the room? She didn’t like all this talk that was filling the newspapers, the news, the newsreels and was on everyone’s lips. The thought of all these young men going off fighting upset her. The sound of the potatoes boiling over on the gas stove brought her back. She quickly lifted the saucepan off the stove and plonked it on the wooden draining board next to the sink. ‘I really should keep me mind on me work,’ she muttered.

 



The following Monday the men arrived at the bottom of Perry Street to start the digging. Eileen and Nell, like many of their other neighbours, stood at their doorways watching the proceedings as the large silver sheets began to disappear inside the houses.

Above the din there was suddenly a blood-curdling yell from Mrs Conner who lived a few doors down. She came running up the road clutching a bundle that was wrapped in an old towel. ‘They’ve killed him,’ she shrieked. ‘They’ve bloody well killed him.’

‘Who?’ asked Eileen. ‘Who’s killed who?’ Fear filled her. Mrs Conner had two young boys.

‘Me cat. Jimmy me cat. Clumsy sods. They’ve killed me cat.’

‘How did they do that?’ asked Eileen, relieved.

‘Trod on him, that’s what, then threw one of those sodding sheets on him. Look. They’ve squashed the life out of him.’

Eileen didn’t want to look at the squashed cat. What if it was all bloody? But Mrs Conner was gently unwrapping his head. With his staring eyes, he did indeed look very dead.

‘I’m so sorry,’ said Eileen. ‘What you gonner do?’

‘I’ll have to bury him. I loved him, you know,’ she said with a sniff.

‘But you’ve got others,’ said Nell.

‘I know. But even with six you still get upset when you lose one.’

Mrs Conner’s cats were the bane of Perry Street, even if they were good mousers. They used everyone’s yard for their toilet.

Mrs Conner walked away clutching her bundle.

‘I thought it was one of the kids be the way she was carrying on,’ said Nell.

‘So did I.’

‘I’m surprised those cats stay in that house with those boys. Have you seen what they get up to?’

‘I can guess,’ said Eileen as the lorry came closer.

‘Mind you, I ain’t sorry to see one go,’ said Nell. ‘I forgot to tell you, the other night Fred went out to the lav for a pee, he didn’t have any shoes on, well, you can guess what happened.’

‘Oh no. He didn’t . . . ?’

Nell nodded. ‘You should have heard him hollering.  I’m surprised the whole street didn’t hear him yelling and carrying on.’

Eileen laughed. ‘Sorry, Nell, I shouldn’t laugh.’

Nell laughed with her. ‘Don’t worry, me and Dan had a good giggle. I wouldn’t let him in the house till he’d washed his feet.’

Eileen was looking at the lorry. ‘Look, I’m going in to take me runners up then I’m gonner put newspaper all up the passage.’

‘D’you think that’ll help?’

‘Dunno, but we’ve gotter try to keep the place up to scratch.’

‘It’s gonner be hard work. Look at the state of their boots.’

Eileen shuddered at the thought of all that mud and mess being brought through her passage.

 



‘Right, missis, your turn,’ yelled one of the men as he pushed open the front door. ‘Don’t reckon that paper’s gonner be a lot of good.’

‘P’r ’aps you can try to walk on it,’ said Eileen.

She stood and watched as pickaxes and shovels were brought along the passage and out into the yard. Eileen followed them through the kitchen and scullery and stopped at the scullery window to watch the men start to break up the yard, piling the earth and rubble in a corner.

Perry Street consisted of a row of back-to-back houses. The sculleries had been added on and from  the upstairs windows looked like a row of carbuncles protruding into the yards. As the morning went on the hole gradually got larger and deeper, until one of the men with a pickaxe had jumped down into it.

Suddenly there was a shout and water began to shoot up into the air. The man down the hole scrambled up.

‘Bleedin’ hell,’ he shouted. ‘We’ve hit a water main.’

Eileen looked at the water spurting upwards and filling the yard. ‘What you gonner do?’ she screamed through the open scullery window.

‘Bert. Quick, turn the water off in the street.’

Bert ran through the house with his wet muddy boots and out into the street.

Eileen stood watching as the plume of water gradually subsided. Tears filled her eyes at the mess.

‘What’s happening over here?’ said Nell as she came through the house. ‘Bloody hell,’ she said as she too looked through Eileen’s window at her flooded yard. ‘What’s gonner happen now?’

‘Well, you can’t have an Anderson, that’s for sure,’ said the bloke who had been down the hole. The water was running off him.

‘Why?’ asked Nell.

‘Water main. Can’t go down deep enough.’

‘So what happens now?’ asked Eileen.

‘Have to fill it all in again when they mend the pipe.’

‘How long will I be without water?’

‘Not long. We’ve got a gang with us.’

‘This happened before?’ asked Nell.

‘A couple of times. We thought these pipes was deeper than that.’ With that he threw his pickaxe over his shoulder and went to leave the scullery. As he turned the pickaxe caught the lace curtain and pulled it out of his hand and straight through the window.

The tinkling of glass brought a gasp from Nell. ‘Bloody hell.’

Eileen stood transfixed, her face a deathly white.

‘Sorry, missis. I’ll send the winder bloke round.’ With that he left the kitchen very quickly.

‘From the state of your yard it looks like the war’s already started,’ said Nell.

Eileen looked round her scullery and back yard. ‘Look at this mess. Where do I start?’

‘You can’t do much till they’ve mended the pipe and the window, then I’ll give you a hand to clean this lot up,’ said Nell. ‘Give us your dustpan and brush and I’ll clear this glass up for now.’

In a daze, Eileen took the dustpan and brush from under the sink and handed it to her friend. Then she took the torn piece of curtain down from the window. ‘Good job I’ve got another one I can put up. Don’t like to think that lot over the back can nose in.’

 



By the time the family came home at six-thirty the water had been put back on, the window repaired and the hole filled in. Eileen and Nell had spent the afternoon clearing the mud from inside the house.

When they were sitting round the table Eileen told  the others what had happened, from Mrs Conner’s cat to the broken window and the burst water pipe.

‘Sounds like you’ve had a busy day, Mum,’ said Shirley.

‘A day I could have well done without.’

‘So we can’t have an Anderson then?’ asked Reg. ‘I hope the government’s got some other ideas.’

‘The blokes told us we could be having a brick one. That means more mess being brought through.’

‘What about Nell? Will she be having one of those underground ones?’ asked Ann.

Eileen shook her head. ‘No. They reckon the water pipe runs along her back so they ain’t taking any chances. All along the road from us up are gonner have to have these brick ones as well.’

Reg sat back and grinned. ‘Well, if we don’t have a war looks like I could end up with a very nice workshop. It’ll be nice to have a work place.’

‘Thanks,’ said Eileen. ‘What would you do in a workshop?’

‘Could get a few tools in there and make things.’

‘Is that all you can think about? Remember it’s me that’ll have to clean up after ’em.’

Reg stood up and collected the plates. ‘Don’t worry about the mess, love. I’ll give you a hand.’

Eileen tutted. ‘Now that’s something I’d like to see, you on your hands and knees scrubbing the floor.’

‘Have to get the camera out for that picture,’ said Lucy.

‘Saucy cow,’ said her father laughing as he went into the scullery with the dirty plates. He was trying to ease the tense situation, but at the back of Reg’s mind was the thought that the government wouldn’t be spending all this money and going to all this trouble if they weren’t sure there was going to be a war.

 



Late one Monday afternoon at the end of August, Eileen and Nell were in the grocer’s, busy chatting, when Mrs Conner walked in. They could see she had been crying.

‘Another cat must have kicked the bucket,’ whispered Nell.

‘Shh,’ said Eileen. ‘Got problems?’ she asked Mrs Conner.

She nodded and blew her nose. ‘Just had a letter from the school. All the schoolkids over five have got to be evacuated out of London.’

‘No,’ said Eileen.

‘What about those under five?’ asked Nell.

‘Their mothers can go with ’em.’

‘I wish my Charlie was still only five. Him and

Ronnie thinks it’s great going off on their own. They’re only six and seven. It’s gonner break me heart.’

‘Where they sending ’em?’ asked Eileen.

‘Don’t say. Just that we’ve got to go to the playground at eight o’clock on Sat’day morning and the buses will take ’em to the trains.’

‘That’s awful,’ said Eileen.

‘The war ain’t even started yet,’ said Nell.

‘I know.’ Mrs Conner wiped her nose.

‘And you don’t know where they’re going or who’s gonner look after ’em?’ asked Eileen.

She shook her head. ‘No. I don’t want me boys to go.’

‘Can you refuse to send ’em?’ asked Nell.

‘The letter said all the schools will be closed and if the war comes London will be the first to suffer. So what do we do? Let ’em stay and be killed, or let ’em go?’

‘I can’t answer that,’ said Nell softly.

Eileen swallowed hard. The threat of war was getting ever closer.

 



That evening, as the family sat round the table, Eileen told them about Mrs Conner’s boys, then added, ‘There’s some more of those government leaflets on the dresser. There’s one telling us about the gas masks we’ve got to be fitted with - they’re coming round every night this week - and there’s another telling us about the identity cards we’ve all got to carry and about these blackout curtains we’ve got to have up at the windows.’

Everybody was very quiet. They each had their own thoughts, but they all hoped that Mr Chamberlain would come back from Munich with good news, like they thought he had a year ago when he promised ‘Peace for our time’ after his previous meeting with Adolf Hitler. But that was a year ago. Things were very different now.




 Chapter 3


THE MORNING OF Saturday 2nd September saw most of the inhabitants of Perry Street standing at their front doors. Those that didn’t have children being evacuated watched with sympathy as the sad little ones, like many of their mums, shed tears. The small ones walked along clutching their parents’ hands. One or two of the older ones were excited. They thought this was going to be a great adventure and waved happily goodbye to the neighbours they had known all their lives. The brown luggage labels with their name and address on tied to their coats made them look like parcels waiting to be delivered. Some of them carried small attaché cases with their few bits of clothing inside, while others only had a brown paper bag to carry their meagre belongings. Many were clutching their favourite toy close to them, their eyes wild and bewildered. Over their shoulders on a length of string was a brown square cardboard box that held their gas masks. The schoolchildren had been the first to be fitted. Next week the rest of the country would have theirs. It  was heartbreaking to watch and Eileen, like most women, stood quietly dabbing her eyes.

‘I think it’s all wrong sending these little ’ens away when we ain’t even at war,’ said Eileen. ‘Perhaps it’s just a precaution,’ she added hopefully.

Nell sniffed as the Conner boys gave them a wave. ‘I feel so sorry for their mum and dad. Fancy sending your kids off to Gawd only knows where.’

‘And will they be wanted and properly looked after?’ asked Eileen.

‘This street’s gonner be like a graveyard with no kids running about,’ said Nell. ‘And I bet some of the blokes whose wives are going are secretly saying that they can’t wait for ’em to go.’

‘I bet they won’t be saying that in a few weeks’ time when they can’t find a clean shirt or their socks want darning,’ said Eileen.

As the last of the children waved before they turned the corner, Eileen whispered almost to herself, ‘Let’s hope they’ll all be home next week when Mr Chamberlain comes back from Germany with good news.’ She looked up at the sky at the large silver barrage balloons bobbing about on their long strong wires. They could now be part of their life as would be the sandbags that were being stacked in front of every important building and hospital if Mr Chamberlain didn’t come back with the right promise. She gave a long sigh.

‘All right, Eileen?’ asked Nell.

‘Not really, but we can’t do anything about it, can we?’

‘No. But we must all stick together.’

Slowly, one by one, the women in Perry Street went quietly indoors. None of them really knew what to believe any more.

 



The following morning, Sunday 3rd September, at eleven o’clock, like most of Britain, the Wells family sat quietly listening to the wireless. Mr Chamberlain was telling the world that they were now at war with Germany.

‘What happens now?’ asked Eileen.

‘I don’t know, love. Carry on as usual, I suppose, till we’re told to do otherwise.’

‘I’m frightened,’ said Shirley.

‘We all are,’ said Ann.

‘Dad, do you think he’ll bomb us?’ asked Lucy.

‘I don’t know, love. As Mum says, I think we should try and carry on as usual. Now, who’s going to the creamery for the cream?’

Every Sunday morning one of the girls would go to the factory under the arches to collect the cream for their afters. Some of the arches were very low and Shirley hated it as the trains rushed across almost on top of their heads.

‘I’ll go,’ said Lucy. ‘I need to get out.’

Eileen gave her the pretty bone china jug that had belonged to her mother. It was one they always used and every Sunday she always added, ‘Don’t drop it.’

To Eileen it was precious; she loved to see it in pride of place on the table at dinnertime. It was one of the few things she had from her mother. They had been very hard up after the war and most of their belongings had been pawned or sold.

As Lucy walked along, she looked constantly about her. She was frightened to be alone; she should have made Shirley come with her. She was almost expecting a German to run round the corner with a bayonet on the end of his rifle.

When she went into the factory she was surprised and pleased to see Dan there.

‘Don’t normally see you here,’ said Lucy, trying to sound light-hearted and brave. ‘Is your mum all right?’

‘She’s worried now the war’s started. She didn’t want to go out, she thinks Hitler’s gonner send his bombers over right away. So I said I’d get the cream. Must have cream on me apple pie.’

Lucy smiled. She didn’t tell him she too was scared.

As they were walking home from the creamery, suddenly the mournful sound of the air-raid warning filled the air. They had been told about the up and down sound that would herald the start of an air raid.

Lucy screamed and, dropping the jug, flung her arms round Dan’s neck.

‘Don’t worry. I expect they’re just trying it out,’ he said, holding on to her.

Tears ran down Lucy’s face. ‘What if he’s going to bomb us?’ she yelled out. ‘Quick, let’s get home.’

‘No. Stand here.’ He held her close. ‘We should be safe under the arches.’

Lucy stood shaking. She looked at the ground. The precious jug was in pieces and the cream had spilled all over the pavement. She began to sob.

‘Here, come on,’ said Dan, lifting her chin. ‘No good crying over spilled milk.’

‘I’ve broke me mum’s jug.’

‘It ain’t the end of the world.’

‘It is for me mum.’

Dan smiled as the all clear sounded. ‘See. I told you they was only trying it out.’

‘I’m glad you was here with me,’ said Lucy. ‘I was ever so frightened.’

‘You don’t have to be frightened when I’m around.’

‘What can I tell me mum about the jug?’

‘She’ll understand. Tell her it’s the first casualty of the war.’

Lucy wiped away her tears and smiled. ‘Let’s hope it’s the last.’

They both knew that wasn’t going to be.

Eileen was at the front door when Lucy turned into Perry Street. She rushed towards her daughter.

‘I’m so sorry, Mum, but I dropped the jug. The air-raid siren frightened me.’

Eileen held her daughter close. ‘Don’t worry about it. It’s only a bit of china.’

‘But it was your mum’s.’

Eileen gently stroked Lucy’s hair and kissed the top of her head. ‘You’re far more precious to me than a jug. I was so worried about you out there on your own. What did you do?’ she asked as she ushered Lucy into the kitchen.

‘Me and Dan stood under the arches.’

Reg quickly looked up. ‘Was that wise?’

‘Didn’t know what else to do.’

‘Good job Dan was with you,’ said Shirley.

‘I know.’

‘I don’t like it,’ said Eileen.

‘Nobody does, love.’ Reg could not hide his concern. What was going to happen to them?

For the rest of the day they listened to the wireless, hoping for any scrap of news that would lift their spirits. Today’s date, 3rd September 1939, would certainly go down in history.

 



As the month went on it seemed that every day government leaflets were delivered offering advice and warnings of what could happen in a gas or bomb attack. They were told not to talk to strangers and what to do if they saw a parachutist; rumours were flying about all the time. There was even talk that there would be cardboard coffins available.

‘I don’t like the sound of that,’ said Nell as she and Eileen stood in the grocer’s.

‘Always wanted to be buried with me mum and dad,’ said Mrs Toms as she sliced up some bacon.

‘It’s this talk about rationing that worries me,’ said Eileen.

‘Don’t know how we’ll manage sorting out the books and all that,’ said Mrs Toms. ‘We’ll have to be strict when they do start. They’ve told us that the inspectors can come and check at any time.’

Eileen looked at Nell and smiled. She knew that what the woman was saying in a roundabout way was: Don’t ask for more than your allowance.

When the identity cards appeared Reg decided to give the girls a bit of a talking to. He thought they were taking things too flippantly.

‘Now then, you’ve got to remember your identity number and carry these about all the time.’ Reg waved the blue card at them. ‘And if a policeman or warden asks to see them and you ain’t got it, well, you could finish up with a big fine or even be sent to jail.’

‘I don’t like sitting on a bus with no lights,’ said Shirley. ‘You never know who’s sitting next to you, could be some dirty old man with wandering hands.’

‘I’m afraid our lives are going to be very different from now on,’ said Reg.

Carrying gas masks about with them was something everybody quickly adapted to. There had been a great deal of merriment in the Wells household when they were being fitted.

‘What do I look like?’ asked Shirley, her voice muffled.

Lucy was laughing, which made the visor steam up.

Eileen quickly took hers off. ‘Don’t think I’ll ever get  used to wearing that,’ she said, wiping her brow. ‘Look, it’s made me all sweaty.’

‘You’ll have to if there’s a gas attack,’ said Reg.

‘Don’t say things like that, Reg.’

‘We have to be prepared.’

‘Don’t even think about it, Mum,’ said Ann.

Eileen and Nell had been to the market to buy blackout material and had been busy making new curtains. Every night they had to be drawn and someone had to go out and check that there wasn’t even a small chink of light shining through, otherwise hefty fines would be imposed.

Without too much trauma the brick shelter had been put up in the yard and Reg had busied himself making it as comfortable as possible. He had put a door on the opening, bought a couple of cheap armchairs, put up a shelf for a torch and some candles and fixed up a hurricane lamp.

‘Looks like home from home,’ said Nell when she came over to examine it. ‘Dan and Fred have made a good job of ours as well. Well, it gives ’em something to do.’

‘I’m a bit worried about those old chairs though,’ said Eileen. ‘I hope they ain’t got any bugs or fleas in ’em.’

‘D’you think we’ll ever have to use these things?’ asked Nell, sitting herself down.

‘Dunno. I hope not. Can’t say I fancy staying in here for long.’

‘I’ll be glad when things settle down and they open the pictures again. I really miss our little trot up the Gaumont,’ said Nell.

‘Reg said it’ll all take time.’

‘I’m still worried about when they start the rationing. We’ll only have three books, of course. How will you manage?’

‘Shouldn’t be too bad. Reg reckons it’ll be a good thing having some things on ration. It’ll stop people stock piling.’

‘That’s true.’

Eileen gave a little smile.

‘What’s funny?’

‘Us. Here we are sitting in a brick air-raid shelter talking about rations, as if it was all normal.’

‘We ain’t got a lot of choice. Mind you, I hope we don’t ever have to wear those rotten gas masks.’

‘So do I. I hate the smell of rubber.’

‘Eileen, I’m worried about our Dan. I don’t think his job makes him exempt.’

‘Oh Nell. I’m so sorry.’ Eileen felt full of guilt. She couldn’t find any words of comfort for her friend. She was so grateful she had daughters and knew they wouldn’t be made to go off and fight. ‘When will he know?’

‘Fred said he’ll hear soon enough. I don’t want him to go.’

‘Course you don’t.’

‘I was talking to Mrs Conner yesterday,’ said Nell.  ‘She was telling me about her boys. They’re down in Sussex. They seemed to have settled in all right.’

‘She must miss ’em,’ said Eileen.

‘She was saying she might bring ’em home for Christmas.’

‘Is that wise?’

‘She said she wants to have ’em round her at Christmas, it’s only natural. After all, not a lot’s happened, has it?’

‘Not yet it ain’t.’

‘You’re a right Jonah. We’ve all gotter have something to cheer ourselves up.’

‘That’s true.’ Eileen sat thinking about Christmas, although it was still weeks away. Not everybody would have the heart to enjoy it, but she thought they had to make the most of it. ‘I’m glad I got a bit of dried fruit in for me pudding and cake. Mrs Toms said she’s having a job to get stuff.’

‘It’s funny to see nearly all the shelves in the shop empty.’

‘She was saying she’s only got empty boxes to put on display.’

Nell laughed. ‘I wonder what else will disappear under the counter?’

‘Dunno. Let’s hope she remembers us when something comes in that ain’t on ration.’

 



The girls had been listening to the news before going up for their Friday evening chinwag. As the advert on  Radio Luxembourg told them: Friday night was Amami night when all women should stay in to wash their hair. They were sitting on Ann’s bed painting their nails and doing one another’s hair. They were a lot quieter than usual.

‘You look a bit down tonight, Ann. What’s up?’ asked Lucy.

‘Harry got his calling-up papers this morning.’

‘The girls in the office were saying that some of the blokes on the shop floor have got theirs as well. What’s gonner happen to them?’

‘I don’t know. I will miss him. I promised that I’d write to him.’

‘I ain’t got no one to write to,’ said Shirley. ‘What about you, Luce, you got anyone?’

‘No.’ She didn’t want to add that if Dan went away she would be more than willing to write to him.

‘There won’t be anyone left round here if they all get called up,’ said Shirley, drying her hair on the towel. ‘Can I borrow your curling tongs?’ she asked Ann.

‘Yes, but be careful, you left them on the gas too long the last time you used them and you nearly lost a lump of hair.’

‘That’s cos Mum was talking to me and I forgot about ’em. So what’s this Harry like?’ Shirley went on.

‘He’s very nice.’

‘Lucy said he was your boss.’

‘Yes, I do work for him.’

‘Is he old?’

‘Of course not.’

‘Do you like him in a lovey-dovey way?’

Ann didn’t answer and looked away. She didn’t want her young sister to see feelings that might be written in her face.

‘So do you like this Harry then?’ Shirley persisted.

‘Yes I do. He’s very nice.’

Shirley giggled. ‘When we gonner see this mysterious man?’

‘I don’t know.’ Ann gave a little smile. She could never get cross with her youngest sister even if she was a scatterbrain. Her thoughts went to Harry; she was going to miss him. She had been out with him quite a few times now and she really did like him a lot, but hadn’t mentioned that to any of the family; even Lucy didn’t know the depth of her feelings for him. Before he went away Ann was going to invite him round to tea, then all the family would see what a nice person he was and how he wasn’t that posh.




 Chapter 4

IT WAS JUST two weeks to Christmas and Eileen was smiling. She had never seen her sensible eldest daughter look so flustered and tongue-tied. And the tall good-looking young man who was causing all this was sitting opposite her. As soon as Harry Fisher had come into the house he’d been at ease with the family, happily joining in the conversation. Shirley was almost drooling over him and Lucy was enjoying his company even though he was her boss at work. When he’d first arrived Reg had stood at the front-room window admiring his car.

‘So how’s petrol rationing affecting you then, Harry?’ Reg had asked when he walked in.

‘Well, at the moment it hasn’t as I only use it for work.’ He smiled at Ann and ran his fingers through his unruly dark hair. ‘I might have to put Nancy in a garage when I go, that’s if I can’t take her to wherever I finish up.’

Ann smiled back at Harry. His smile gave her a thrill.

‘Ann said you’ve got your call-up papers?’ said Reg.

‘Yes. Go next week.’

Ann was getting a little fidgety. She wanted him to talk to her.

‘Do you fancy a little spin before it gets dark?’ Harry asked Reg.

‘I should say so.’

Shirley giggled. ‘Nancy? Is that what you call it?’

‘Please,’ said Harry with a mock pained expression. ‘Don’t let her hear you call her “it”.’

Everybody joined in the laughter.

‘You don’t mind, do you, Ann?’ asked Harry gently.

‘No. No, that’s all right,’ she answered with a false smile.

‘We won’t be long.’ He gently squeezed her arm, which sent shivers down her spine. Soon they were all standing at the window watching as Harry and Reg climbed into the little dark-blue Morris.

‘I bet there’s a few curtains twitching,’ said Lucy.

‘Well, we don’t see that many cars round here,’ said Eileen proudly. ‘Why didn’t you say he was your boss?’

‘I don’t know. I suppose I didn’t like to just in case you thought he was an old man. I wasn’t sure how he would feel when he saw us either.’

‘D’you know, you can be such a daft ha’p’orth at times.’

‘Well, I like him. I think he’s ever so nice,’ said Shirley.

‘Yes, he is.’ Ann was still gazing out of the window even though the car was out of sight.

‘When’s he got to go off?’ asked Eileen.

‘He has to report to a camp somewhere up north next week.’ They were trying to make the most of every moment they had left as the war had suddenly hastened things up.

‘Will you write to him?’ asked Shirley.

‘If he wants me to,’ said Ann as they wandered back into the kitchen.

‘I expect he will,’ said Lucy. ‘He’s a lot different at work, but he’s nice and all the girls like him.’

‘Where does he live?’ asked Eileen.

‘Southwark Park Road.’

‘Cor, there’s some really posh houses over there,’ said Shirley. ‘Does he live in a posh house?’

‘I think so. That sounds like them,’ said Ann as the front door slammed.

‘That was great,’ said Reg. ‘When this lot is over that’s what I’m gonner get. It’ll be smashing being able to pop down to the seaside for the day.’

Nobody answered. This war had only just begun and none of them knew what was in store for them.

Tea was a huge success and Ann’s eyes had never stopped sparkling. Eileen could see her daughter was in love with this young man. Would Ann be the first of her daughters to get married and leave home? They were such a happy family that the thought of her and Reg finishing up alone frightened her - but that was life. She knew she had to accept it. Then what about  when there were grandchildren? She smiled at the thought of that.

In the middle of December everybody was elated and surprised when the news came through that the German ship the Graf Spee had been scuttled by its crew. It had been hounded by the Royal Navy and its captain was determined his ship wasn’t going to be sunk by the British. But that would never compensate the loss of the navy’s battleship the Royal Oak, which had been torpedoed a few months before.
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LOVE AND _WAR

‘A cosy chair and a
Dee Williams book
is a little bit
of heaven’
Lesley Pearse






