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Chapter One

Dunkirk

A blood red sun was dipping down behind a clump of trees and evening shadows lengthened across the flat French countryside as the two soldiers journeyed towards the coast. Private Danny Sutton felt deathly tired under the weight of his pack. He glanced at Albert Sweetland, the young soldier from the Royal Norfolks, as he trudged along with a cold determination, his thumbs hooked through his pack-straps. Danny gritted his teeth and cursed to himself as he tried to keep up.

The road the two soldiers travelled was busy. Laden trucks drove past carrying battle-weary troops. Civilians rode past on bicycles with large bundles slung across the handlebars, and occasionally a horse-cart went by carrying French women and their young children perched on top of their salvaged belongings. Up ahead, the tar-black pall of smoke from the burning oil installations at Dunkirk was rising high in the already darkening sky. The guns had ceased and it was strangely quiet. A faint bird-song sounded from a hedgerow and Albert held up his head.

‘That’s a jay. First I’ve heard this year,’ he said.

‘Is it? I wouldn’t know a jay from a cock robin,’ Danny  replied irritably. ‘I can reco’nise a sparrer though,’ he said as an afterthought. ‘Plenty o’ sparrers in London. Quite a few chickens as well. They keep ’em in their backyards where I come from.’

Albert grunted and hoisted his pack higher onto his sore shoulders.

The two soldiers lapsed into silence. The mention of chickens had conjured up visions of food which niggled at their empty bellies. Danny tried to forget that he hadn’t eaten all day. Christ! What a mess, he thought. Two starving infantrymen without a rifle and a round of ammunition between us. He puffed and hoisted his backpack higher onto his shoulders. They had to reach the coast as quickly as possible. The bloody remnants of the British Expeditionary Force were being squeezed into a pocket around the port of Dunkirk. Danny and Albert had seen their units decimated, and now the German Panzers were closing in behind them.

A breeze had sprung up and Danny shivered. The stocky figure of Albert plodding on steadfastly in front made the young cockney feel a grudging admiration. The country boy was not the most talkative soldier he had met but he seemed able to go on marching for ever. They could smell the stench from rotting carcasses of farm animals and it mingled with the acrid smell of the burning oil dumps as darkness settled over the French fields. It was May 29th, and only a few days away from Danny’s twenty-first birthday. He was feeling pessimistic about his chances of being around to celebrate the occasion. If he didn’t find a place to rest pretty soon he felt sure he would fall asleep on the march and sink beneath the muddy ditch-water. He tried to focus his mind on home. He attempted to picture his family in Dawson Street, and Kathy from the next turning, but all he saw were the faces of his comrades as they faced the onslaught of the German troops.

An old woman shuffled slowly along the road, her frail body  bent forward in the shafts of the creaking cart which rattled and jumped over the uneven surface, the contents swaying and bobbing around; a shrouded figure sat slumped in the back. When the woman reached the two soldiers she stopped and put down the shafts. She looked at them with baleful, sunken eyes and her lips moved silently. They could see she was very old: her face was skeletal and her hollow cheeks puffed out with her exertions; her dark clothes hung in tatters and her skirt touched the cobbles. Slowly she turned her head as they passed, her eyes narrowed, and she mumbled something, then her body bent as she picked up the shafts and set the cart into motion once more. The shrouded figure on the bundles rocked back and forth and Danny caught sight of the face. His flesh crawled and he gripped Albert’s arm. ‘Gawd Almighty! Look at it!’

Albert stared at the grey, bloated face of death and he turned his head away. ‘It’s been dead for at least a week,’ he muttered, unable to decide whether the corpse was male or female.

‘It’s tied on,’ Danny whispered.

They could now smell the stench and Danny retched into the hedgerow. He felt Albert’s hand on his shoulder and he straightened up. He had looked upon death before, but this was different. ‘Let’s go,’ he said, shuddering.

They trudged on for a few paces then both reluctantly looked back down the lane. The stretch was deserted. There was no sign of the cart.

The light had faded and Albert quickened his pace. Danny tried to keep up with him, and after what seemed an eternity the two young soldiers reached the edge of Dunkirk. For a while they trudged wearily along the bomb-damaged streets, then Danny leaned against a wall. ‘It’s no good, Albert. I’m done in,’ he said breathlessly. ‘We gotta find a place ter kip fer the night.’

Albert pointed to a row of shattered shops further along the road. ‘What about there? The roof looks solid at least.’

They walked over and entered a small shop. Inside a group  of soldiers from the Middlesex Regiment sat propped against the walls. One of the soldiers nodded at them and then pointed to the back of the shop. ‘There’s a tap out back,’ he said.

The two went outside into a small courtyard and washed the dust from their dry throats before filling their water bottles. Danny raised his pale blue eyes to the dark sky. A few tiny stars twinkled through the smoky clouds, and he thought of his home in Bermondsey. His folk might be looking at those same stars right that minute. He thought of Kathy and vowed to put things right with her if he ever got out alive . . .

He knew he had done wrong by taking her for granted. She had always been there when he needed her. It had always been him and Kathy ever since they were youngsters. She had been content just to be with him and he had to mess everything up. The other girls never meant anything to him; he could hardly picture their faces now. But there was the image of Kathy, strong and clear in his mind, as it had been throughout the long months away, filling him with a sense of calm. Only now it was too late. His sister had told him in her last letter that Kathy was seeing someone else.

Albert had gone back inside and now Danny bathed his feet and used the last of the boracic powder on his raw heels. He rummaged through his pack and found another pair of socks and a field dressing. Once he had bound up his feet and put on the clean socks he felt a little better. The desire for food was giving way to tiredness and he went back into the dusty interior and slumped down beside Albert. The young soldier who had first spoken to them leaned over and nudged Danny. ‘Ain’t yer’ad any food terday?’ he asked.

Danny shook his head. ‘Me stomach finks me froat’s bin cut, mate.’

The soldier grinned. ‘Don’t worry. Oggy Murphy’s out on the scrounge. ’E’ll find somefink.’

Time passed and Danny felt his head drooping. Albert was  already snoring, his head resting against the crumbling plaster. Suddenly there was a commotion. Danny looked up and saw a huge soldier standing in the shop doorway. He walked in to ragged cheers from his comrades. He was bareheaded and his shaven skull shone in the light of the candle. His features were large and his fleshy lips were parted in a wide grin. ‘Oggy’s got the goods,’ he said in a bellowing voice.

He placed a sack down on the floor and immediately one of the soldiers grabbed at it. Oggy cuffed the young man smartly around the head. ‘Wait, me beauty. There’s bottles in there!’ he growled.

Everyone was now wide awake. Oggy laid down a bundle beside the sack and grinned at the group. ‘Wait fer it,’ he said as he reached into the sack.

Soon Oggy had spread out the contraband on the dusty floor. There were six bottles of red wine and two sticks of bread. Oggy then opened the bundle and produced three tins of corned beef and a chunk of mouldy-looking cheese. Last of all he felt into his uniform pocket and took out a packet of Craven A cigarettes.

‘Cor! Where d’yer get that lot, Oggy?’ the young soldier said admiringly, rubbing his head.

The ugly giant of a man touched the side of his nose with the tip of his finger. ‘Never you mind, sonny. Oggy could get court-martialled fer nickin’ officers’ grub an’ comforts.’

The food was shared out as fairly as possible and everyone in the room ate in silence. The wine tasted like vinegar but it helped the food down their dry throats. When the meal was finished some of the troops lit cigarettes, and Oggy pulled out a wooden pipe and packed it to the brim with tobacco which he took from a greasy pouch.

The loosely hanging shutters rattled in the wind and gunfire sounded in the distance. After a while the soldiers began to fall asleep. Albert was snoring again, his head tilted forward onto  his chest. Danny tried to think about home but tiredness prevented him from focusing clearly. His head drooped and he fell into a fitful sleep.

 



Danny was awakened by the noise of the Middlesex troops mustering outside the shop. Albert was in a dead sleep and he jerked violently as the young cockney shook him by the shoulder. ‘C’mon, Albert. It’s time ter go,’ he said, yawning widely.

In the grim light the two trudged slowly down towards the harbour. The scene that met them caused the two comrades to look at each other in disbelief. Thousands of troops were milling around, and long ragged lines of exhausted soldiers were wading out into the water in an attempt to board the small craft that were coming inshore. One large transport ship was moored at the jetty, and the long line of troops was four deep as the loading went on. The queue stretched back to the sea road and military police struggled to keep order.

‘It looks ’opeless,’ Danny said, puffing hard. ‘We’ll never get aboard that ship.’

Albert pointed to the beach. ‘Let’s catch a rest in them dunes. The tide’s coming in. There’ll be more boats soon.’

The two had only just made the dunes when the air attack started. Planes dived out of the sky and bombs fell, exploding in the water around the transport ship. The long line of waiting troops dived for cover as more planes swooped low and machine-gunned the defenceless men. Screams of the wounded and dying rose above the roar of the aircraft and the noise of the gunfire from the ship. Bullets whipped up the sand and soldiers were caught as they tried to clamber aboard the overturning craft. The bodies of the dead floated back to shore.

Danny lay beside Albert in the dunes as the aircraft made repeated runs over the churning water; they pressed their faces into the sand and waited, hardly daring to move a muscle. As  the carnage went on, thick, black smoke filled the sky and the lifting sun became red. When at last the planes roared off out to sea, the two young soldiers picked themselves up and dusted the sand from their uniforms. They could see the transport still intact by the jetty. Already the lines were forming up once again and more men began to wade out towards the few boats that were still afloat. Stretcher bearers moved along the beach and soaked, grey-faced men moved into the shelter of the dunes. A small group of bedraggled troops came by and one called out to Danny and Albert. ‘We’re trying La Panne. It’s hopeless here.’

Danny looked at his pal. ‘Where’s that, Alb?’

Albert pointed along the sea road. ‘It’s a couple o’ miles on. What d’yer reckon?’ he asked, looking at Danny.

The young cockney slumped down into the sand. The thought of another two miles walking on his raw and blistered feet made him feel sick. He looked around. At that moment he felt ready to give up. ‘Let’s wait till the tide comes right in, Alb. There’ll be more boats then,’ he said unconvincingly.

Albert was feeling too exhausted to argue and he slumped down beside Danny.

The sun rose overhead and the planes came back. The intermittent strafing went on until the sun began to fall towards the west, and then there was a lull. Danny mustered his last reserves of energy and stood up. ‘C’mon then, Albert,’ he groaned. ‘Let’s try that uvver place while it’s quiet.’

They left the dunes and walked wearily along towards La Panne. The road was busy, and they reached their destination only to see the dunes crowded with exhausted soldiers. As they walked along the sands a voice called out to them, ‘No luck at the jetty then?’

The two looked over and saw Oggy’s men sheltering in a hollow. They went and sat down beside the shivering hollow. They went and sat down beside the shivering Middlesex lads. One of the soldiers nodded towards the sea.  ‘We all got dumped in the drink, jus’ when we reckoned we’d made it. We ’ad ter tow Oggy back. ’E can’t swim.’

Oggy looked embarrassed. ‘All right, all right. Don’t tell everybody. Yer won’t get a medal fer it,’ he growled.

The soldier grinned and turned to Danny. ‘The boat we got on was a small fishin’ boat. The feller told us they’re sendin’ a lot more soon. That’s what we’re waitin’ for.’

‘What ’appened ter the bloke?’ Danny asked.

The soldier’s face suddenly became sad. ‘Poor sod didn’t make it. ’E got a bullet in ’is back. ’E only come ter ’elp us,’ he said, looking down into the sand.

A breeze began to blow, chilling the soldiers as they waited on the sands. The strafing had ceased completely and an eerie quietness settled over the dunes. Danny suddenly turned to Albert. ‘What did yer do in civvy street, Alb?’ he asked.

‘I was a clerk in a firm that sold farm machinery. What about you?’

Danny eased his position in the sand. ‘I was a bookie’s runner. Me ole man wanted me ter go in the docks wiv ’im, but I wasn’t ’avin’ none o’ that. ’E’s bin in the docks all ’is life. All’e’s got ter show fer it is ’ands like dinner plates an’ bronchitis frew workin’ out in all weavvers.’

‘You going back to being a bookie’s runner?’ Albert asked.

Danny grinned. ‘When I get out o’ this mess I’m gonna get rich. Don’t ask me ’ow, but I’m gonna make a pile. I might even do a bit o’ buyin’ an’ sellin’ like those Yiddisher boys over the Mile End Road.’

It was late afternoon when a flotilla of small craft appeared on the horizon. As the boats drew near to the shore the aircraft returned without warning and strafed their attack. Men were stranded in the water and those waiting on the sands ran back into the scant shelter of the dunes. One young soldier from the Middlesex saw an upturned boat floating near the water’s edge and he ran towards it. Machine-gun fire cut him down and his  body floated face up in the water. Oggy’s men jumped up and raced down towards the shore. Danny and Albert were following behind when the country lad fell face down in the sand. Danny could see the growing red patch on the back of his uniform blouse.

‘C’mon, Alb! Get up!’ he screamed, bending down and dragging his pal into a sitting position.

Albert groaned as Danny tried to lift him.

‘Can yer stand, Albert?’

Albert coughed and flecks of blood appeared on his lips. The young cockney looked at the white face of his comrade. ‘They’ve got the boat upright, me ole son,’ he said. ‘C’mon, you can make it.’

Albert coughed again. ‘It’s no good. Help me to the dunes. I’ll be okay,’ he gasped.

Oggy was in the boat and pulling his pals in with him. He shouted for the two to get a move on, but Danny realised that Albert was not going to make it and he waved the boat away.

Planes were still strafing the beach as Danny half carried and half dragged Albert back to the meagre shelter of the dunes. When he had propped his pal up against a sand mound he searched through Albert’s discarded pack and found a field dressing which he pushed beneath the country lad’s battledress to stem the bleeding. Albert opened his eyes and groaned. Danny gave him a sip of water from his field bottle and Albert leaned his head against the sand.

‘You go on. I’ll be okay,’ he mumbled.

‘Shut up, yer silly bleeder,’ Danny said gently. ‘They ain’t takin’ stretcher cases on the boats. Soon as one comes in I’ll carry yer out. Leave it ter me.’

As he looked along the sands Danny could see stretcher bearers running along to pick up the wounded. He could see Oggy’s boat riding out a few yards offshore. The men had oars in the water and the big soldier was standing up in the prow  waving frantically. ‘C’mon! We’re waiting fer yer!’ he bellowed out.

The young cockney stood up and tore off his battledress. ‘All right, Albert,’ he said. ‘We’re gonna make that boat. Did yer ’ear me?’

Albert’s face was grey and he tried to speak. Danny bent over him and held his face in his hands. ‘Listen, Alb. Yer’ll ’ave ter grit yer teef, me ole mate.’

Albert screamed with pain as Danny hoisted him to his feet and dropped him onto his shoulder. Danny’s feet sank in the soft sand as he moved slowly down towards the water’s edge. His breath came in short gasps and sweat was running into his eyes. His legs buckled under him and he fell. ‘Okay, Albert. One more try. We can do it!’ he said panting.

Albert was past caring. His eyes had glazed and his mouth hung open.

‘Get up, yer stupid bastard, can’t yer?’ Danny screamed at him. ‘I’m not leavin’ yer ter die on a Froggy beach! Wake up! Wake up!’ he shouted, shaking the lifeless body roughly.

A firm hand gripped his shoulder. Danny looked up through clouded eyes and saw a medic standing over him. ‘Go for the boat, son. We’ll take care of your pal.’

Tracer cut across the sky as Danny stumbled into the cold water and swam for the boat. Oggy reached out a huge hand and hoisted the breathless cockney aboard. Danny dropped onto the planking shaking and Oggy patted the young man’s back.

‘Yer did yer best, son. Yer couldn’t ’ave done more,’ he said quietly.

Danny pulled himself up and looked back to the shore, to Albert’s lifeless body. Oggy’s men were pulling on their oars and the boat began to move slowly away, fighting against the tide. The big ships were getting larger against the evening sky and the overcrowded lifeboat was headed for the nearest of  them. Low-flying planes were roaring over the shallow waters, raking the helpless boats with machine-gun fire; men screamed as they were hit and went over the side. Danny saw the plane coming towards the boat.

He felt no pain as he fell into the cold sea. He could not move his limbs and he waited for the sea to swallow him. The last thing he remembered was the ugly face of Oggy Murphy beside him in the water.




Chapter Two

On the night of the 30th of May 1940 a military vehicle emblazoned with a large red cross left the quayside at Dover and drove the few miles inland to the red-brick Cavendish Home for the Elderly. The hospital stood in spacious grounds where flower beds were set amid chestnuts and willows. The walls of the buildings were covered with vines and a wide gravel drive led up to the entrance from the gates. Until the German army had swept across Europe, the place had been a serene refuge for the elderly and convalescent. Now it had been converted into a military hospital, filled with feverish activity as the casualties from France were brought in from the boats.

The vehicle pulled up at the entrance and medical orderlies quickly took off the stretchered wounded. A pretty dark-haired nurse helped wheel one of the casualties into the operating theatre, and two hours later she was on hand to take the unconscious soldier into a high-ceilinged ward. Throughout the night the young man lay comatose. Sounds of the night outside and sounds in the ward could not invade his sleep, but as the early morning rays of sunlight stole across the high white ceiling and lit up the white walls, the young soldier opened his eyes.

Danny Sutton’s drugged mind stirred and he saw a whiteness everywhere. He began to wonder whether he was dead.  His pain-wracked body sent signals to his befuddled brain and he knew he was still alive. There was no pain in heaven, and he knew he was not in the other place, for it was too white and bright. A wave of sickness overcame him and a soft body pressed against his head as he was attended to. He could smell soap and he felt soft, cool hands on his forehead. Danny breathed out deeply and sank back into a heavy sleep.

For two days and nights the young soldier drifted between sleep and consciousness. He was transported far away in his fitful dreams. He was back on the beach at Dunkirk and his screams were ignored. He was back home, and he searched for his family. He heard iron-rimmed wheels on cobblestones and he saw Kathy, but she walked past him. He could see his family gathered around the kitchen table. His father wiped his large hand across his straggly moustache as he read the letter. His glasses were set on the end of his nose and the sleeves of his collarless shirt were rolled up high. His grey-haired mother dabbed at her eyes with a tiny handkerchief and tears rolled down her thin, lined face. Danny could see his three sisters: Maggie, the eldest, sat beside her husband Joe; Lucy held the hand of Ben, her fiancé; and Connie, the youngest, who was a year older than Danny, sat beside her mother and sobbed loudly. Maggie’s two young children were playing in a corner. In his dream Danny was sitting at the table but his family ignored him. He felt himself being drawn away from the room and he struggled, trying to bang on the table. He opened his eyes with a start and the pretty nurse patted his forehead.

‘You’ve been dreaming,’ she said in a soft, lilting voice.

As the days passed slowly Danny grew stronger. He began to wait impatiently for the pretty dark-haired nurse to come on duty, and when she changed the soiled dressings around his chest he could smell the fragrance of her hair. He had been told that a shell splinter had pierced his lung and another fragment had been removed from his thigh. The wounds were healing  slowly, but after one week he was able to be wheeled into the sweet-smelling gardens of the hospital.

One afternoon Danny was sitting in the warm sunshine. The fresh smell of new-mown grass hung in the air, and early butterflies fluttered amid the spring flowers. The retreat seemed far away from this peaceful scene. Danny saw the nurse walking towards him and noticed how her hips swayed slightly. She wore a cape around her shoulders which flapped as she walked, and when she reached him she stood with her arms folded. Danny saw the pretty flush of her cheeks and noticed how her dark hair was swept up around her tiny ears. He had heard about patients falling for their nurses and he could quite understand it, if all nurses looked like her. She reminded him somehow of the girl back home–the one he had lost–and his eyes fixed on hers.

She smiled at him. ‘I’m going back on duty soon, soldier boy. I’m supposed to take you back, or you’ll miss your tea,’ she said in her sing-song voice.

‘Danny’s the name,’ he grinned. ‘What’s yours?’

‘I know it’s Danny, but we’re not supposed to get fresh with our patients,’ she grinned back.

The young cockney started to propel his wheelchair, but the nurse stopped him, as a sharp pain shot between his ribs.

‘And what do you think you’re doing, Danny Sutton?’

‘I was jus’ goin’ ter push me chair over ter the seat,’ he said. ‘You could sit down an’ talk ter me fer five minutes.’

‘Just five minutes,’ she said in mock seriousness as she walked around the wheelchair and pushed her patient over to the wooden bench.

The sun was slipping down in the afternoon sky and already a pink tinge lit up the western horizon. It was cooler now as a very slight evening breeze rose. It rustled a loose strand of the girl’s hair and she patted it down as she talked.

‘Why do you insist on knowing my name?’ she asked.

Danny grimaced. ‘I can’t keep on callin’ yer “nurse”. It sounds too . . . I dunno.’

‘Let me tell you, Danny. If Sister heard you calling me anything but nurse I’d be in trouble.’

‘I wouldn’t get yer inter trouble. I’d only use yer name when we was alone–like now,’ he persisted.

‘Listen, soldier boy, we’re not likely to be alone. And anyway, you’ll be off in a few more days.’

Danny looked into her dark eyes. His hand went up to his chest and he grinned. ‘I’m goin’ ter ’ang this out as long as possible. I’d really like ter get ter know yer better, honest I would.’

The nurse flushed slightly and glanced into Danny’s pale blue eyes. His vivacity attracted her and she warmed to his serious look. She noticed the way his fair hair tended to curl above his ears, and the way he had of grinning suddenly. She liked the humorous twitch of his mouth and the way his eyes seemed to widen when he spoke. ‘They’ll be sending you to the other hospital in a few more days,’ she said smiling.

‘What uvver ’ospital?’ he asked.

‘Why, the convalescent hospital up in Hertfordshire. It’s supposed to be very nice there.’

‘Cobblers! I like it ’ere fine,’ he said quickly.

The young nurse’s eyes opened wide in surprise. ‘Danny Sutton! Don’t use that word! I don’t like it.’

Danny touched her arm and she stiffened noticeably. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s jus’ that, well, I’d like you an’ me ter get ter know each uvver better. ’Ow the ’ell am I gonna find out more about yer up in bleedin’ wherever it is?’

‘Okay,’ she replied in resignation. ‘My name is Alison Jones. I’m twenty-two, and I come from Cardiff. Is that enough to be going on with? Now come on, I’ve got to get you back for tea. By the way, if you mention my name in front of Sister or the doctors, I’ll never speak to you again. Is that understood?’

Danny grinned and raised his hands in mock fear. ‘Understood, Alison.’

When he got back to the ward, Danny learned that only the more seriously wounded were to get visitors. The others would have to wait until they reached the convalescent hospital. He was not unduly worried; he did not want his parents to see him until he became more mobile. He thought about the letter he had scribbled, telling his family that he had only a few scratches. He knew that they wouldn’t believe him. His mother would cry into her handkerchief, while his father would polish his glasses and read the letter again. He pictured the scene back in Dawson Street, Bermondsey. The neighbours would call round to commiserate, and that would only start his mother crying again. He thought of Kathy, the girl from the next street, and wondered if she would get around to dropping him a line.

 



Casualties had been crowded into the old vine-covered buildings, and as soon as the less severely wounded were able to travel they were transferred to other hospitals around the country. Danny found himself waiting with a dozen or so soldiers at the hospital gates for the coach to arrive. It was only three days since he had persuaded Alison to tell him her name. He had managed to snatch a few minutes alone with her once or twice and she had told him a little about herself. She came from a mining family; her father had been killed in a pit accident when she was a child, and her mother had been left to bring up a large brood with little help. Alison told him about the hardships during the miners’ strike, and how the illnesses often caused by coal-mining affected the families in the Welsh Valleys. She said she would have liked to study medicine but it had been impossible, and nursing had been the only alternative. She told him that nothing else mattered to her. Danny responded by telling her about his home in dockland and how his family had suffered during the strikes for better working  conditions. Her wide dark eyes had become sad when he told her the stories he had heard from his mother, of his father coming home bloodied on more than one occasion after clashes with the police at the dock gates. Alison’s frank sympathy had surprised him. She said that there had been many dark stories when the army had been called in to threaten the striking miners in the coalfields. Danny had become captivated by her pretty looks and lilting voice as she chatted away to him. He wanted very much to see her again when he got his medical discharge, although Wales seemed a very long way from his home in the grimy, rundown area of London’s dockland. He felt that Alison liked him, and he wondered whether she would agree to meet him again. She had seemed happy and relaxed in his company, but when he had attempted to find out about her life outside the hospital she had been quick to change the subject. He wondered whether or not there was someone else in her life, and he became anxious. His feelings for Alison had grown during those all too brief interludes, and he realised that he was now beginning to think of the Welsh nurse rather more than of Kathy back home.

The coach pulled up at the gates and the waiting patients were hustled into their seats. Danny looked around urgently as his name was called and an orderly helped him to climb aboard. There was no sign of Alison. He sat down despondently and stared out of the window as the coach driver climbed aboard and started up the engine. Suddenly he saw Alison. She waved at the driver and he opened the door for her. She came along the aisle, her face flushed, and when she reached Danny she quickly gave him some letters which she had in her hand. ‘Good luck, soldier boy,’ she said lightly.

Danny looked up into her dark eyes and she bent her head and kissed him lightly on his cheek. He could find nothing to say but he gave her a huge grin as she stepped off the coach.

[image: 001]

The driver pulled into the Three Counties Hospital near Hitchen after a tiring journey and the casualties found themselves billeted in prefabricated wards; the hospital had been built in 1938 to accommodate the possible civilian casualties in the event of war. Danny settled quickly into the routine and he was cheered by the fact that he could now get around with the aid of a stick. After a week at the hospital his parents visited him. Alice Sutton fussed over him and said how thin he was looking on the hospital food; Frank Sutton sat uncomfortably on a small garden seat and tried to have a word with Danny when his wife ran out of things to say. Danny felt uncomfortable with them and was glad when it was time for them to go. He felt guilty for his lack of patience as he watched his parents walk arm in arm through the hospital gates. They seemed to have aged; his father was still robust, but his thinning hair had gone completely grey. His mother was lined and frail, and she looked diminutive beside his father. Danny couldn’t understand why it had been so difficult meeting his parents, and he felt sad as he turned and limped back into the ward.

After the weekend visits the hospital settled down to its usual routine. Danny spent most of his time in the hospital grounds. His wounds had largely healed and he could now walk without the aid of a stick. He realised that his twenty-first birthday had passed and he had hardly even remembered it. The days passed slowly until he was finally pronounced fit enough to travel home. The documentation was completed and he had his medical discharge book, a travel warrant, some back pay and a bundle of dressings. As he was piling his belongings into a suitcase Danny saw a figure hobbling towards him. ‘Well I’ll be blowed. Look who it is,’ the soldier said, grinning widely. ‘Remember me?’

Danny recognised the soldier as one of Oggy’s crowd. ‘’Course I remember,’ Danny said loudly with a huge smile. They shook hands, and the slight young man sat on the edge of  Danny’s bed and ran his fingers through his wiry hair. His face became serious. ‘I saw yer mate cop it. I didn’t fink you was gonna make it ter the boat.’

Danny shook his head. ‘I can’t remember much after you lot pulled me aboard.’

The soldier eased his plastered leg. ‘Me, you an’ Oggy was the only ones ter make it.’

Danny gasped. ‘I felt sure Oggy drowned. ’E couldn’t swim, could ’e?’

The wiry-haired lad laughed aloud. ‘If you ever bump inter that ugly gypsy yer’ll ’ave ter buy ’im a pint. ’E saved your life. We was ’oldin’ on ter that upturned boat fer dear life. Oggy ’ad yer roun’ the neck. We was in the water fer ages before we was picked up. Me an’ you ended up in different ’ospitals.’

‘Where did Oggy go?’ Danny asked.

‘Back to our depot, I s’pose. ’E never ’ad a scratch on ’im. I tell yer mate, ’e saved both of us that night. I was ready ter give up, but ’e kept on shoutin’ fer me ter ’old on. What a great feller, that Oggy Murphy.’

‘’E sure is,’ Danny said quietly with a smile. ‘’E can get pissed at my expense any time.’

‘Me too,’ the soldier said, nodding his head. ‘They give out medals fer less than what Oggy did.’

Danny finished his packing and clipped the case shut. The two shook hands and the young cockney walked out into the bright sunshine to wait for the coach that would take him to the station. He felt a sudden dismay. The lifeboat had been packed with soldiers and only three of them had survived. The day seemed to have grown cold, and he was glad when the coach finally arrived at the hospital gates.

 



War-time King’s Cross was full of life. There were uniforms everywhere, servicemen moved about the station with kitbags slung over their shoulders, and sandbagged entrances and exits  were flanked by large war posters. Military policemen stood in pairs, biting on their chinstraps and eyeing the itinerant servicemen with a cold severity. Danny stared hard at one pair as he walked past them, but they ignored him. He saw placards outside a kiosk tempting the travelling public to read more about the capitulation of France, and he was struck by the serious expression on everyone’s face. The news was bad. He had managed to catch some of the radio bulletins while he was at the hospital, although the matron had forbidden the nurses to let the patients listen. Danny had heard about Italy declaring war on Britain, and it made him think of those Italians who lived around the docks. Some had shops, like the Arpinos and the Lucianis. He had played with Tony Arpino as a kid; together the two of them had got into their first scrape with the police. Danny remembered how Tony, who was a year younger than him, had run home crying after a cuff around the ear from the street bobby, and his enraged father had taken the belt to him for bringing disgrace upon the good name of Arpino. Danny himself had scooted off home with two large cooking apples still stuffed down his trousers, his head ringing from the whack. Danny wondered what would happen to the Italian families. The news broadcasts had said that the Italian nationals were being rounded up and interned and he did not expect to see Tony Arpino or Melissa Luciani around dockland. The whole thing seemed ridiculous to him–Tony was as cockney as anyone in Dawson Street.

Danny walked through the station exit lost in thought and the scene that met him at the busy junction brought him to a halt. Everywhere there were signs of war. Neatly stacked sandbags fronted office buildings and public institutions; there was a public shelter near where he stood; outside, a poster demanded retribution, and another implored everyone to ‘Dig For Victory’. Trams and buses all wore a canvas-like material on their windows, and every building had the criss-cross  pattern of brown paper strips over its larger panes of glass. The traffic noise on that Friday afternoon in June 1940 made Danny feel light-headed. He wanted to get away from the stir and disquiet of King’s Cross and back home to his own familiar surroundings. First though, he needed a cup of tea. There was a stall only a few yards away outside the station; he gripped his almost empty suitcase and went up to the counter. The only other customers were two taxi drivers who were talking loudly together. The stall-owner looked at Danny cross-eyed and he ordered a mug of tea. As the tea was being poured into a cracked mug one of the taxi drivers nudged his mate and then looked up at the stall-owner. ‘’Urry up with that pie, Sid,’ he said.

Sid peered over his beaked nose at the leering cabbie. ‘Can’t yer wait five minutes?’ he moaned in a nasal tone. ‘Bloody pie ain’t warm yet.’

Danny put down a threepenny bit and picked up his mug from the soaking wet counter. As he sipped the hot tea he watched the cabbies. The vociferous one returned his stare. ‘Joinin’ up, son?’ he asked with a smirk on his face, his eyes glancing down to the suitcase at Danny’s feet.

The young cockney looked hard at the cabbie. Danny sensed an unpleasant seriousness and aggression in the cabbie and he was not prepared to be insulted. He took the mug away from his lips and his eyes hardened. ‘No. I work the ’alls,’ he said quietly.

‘You on stage then?’

‘That’s right.’

The cabbie looked down again at Danny’s suitcase. ‘You a magician or somefink?’ he smirked, looking at his silent friend for support.

Danny’s eyes glinted. ‘Matter o’ fact I’m a ventriloquist,’ he said. ‘Trouble is, I’ve ’ad me dummy nicked. You wouldn’t like ter earn a few bob, would yer?’

The stall-owner turned and roared with laughter as he banged the hot pie down on the counter. ‘Got yer there, didn’t’e?’ he rasped.

The cabbie’s round face flushed and he looked away from Danny’s challenging stare. ‘Poke yer pie,’ he sneered as he turned on his heel and walked away from the stall. Danny exchanged a smile with the other cabbie as he moved off to catch up with his friend.

Sid looked at the young cockney. ‘Are yer joinin’ up, son?’ he asked quietly.

Danny put the mug down on the counter. ‘No, I’m goin’ back ’ome. I was at Dunkirk.’

Sid’s crossed eyes lit up. ‘’Ere, son, you ’ave this pie on me. Best pies in norf London, straight.’

Danny took the hot pie and fished into his trouser pocket for some change. ‘I can pay. I’ve got money,’ he said.

‘Nope, I insist yer take it. Me an’ my ole Dutch cried when we’eard about it on the wireless. Must ’ave bin terrible out there.’

Danny nodded and bit into the steaming pie. A few customers came up to the stall and Sid became very busy serving tea and shovelling fresh pies into the metal box on top of the tea urn. Danny thanked him and picked up his suitcase. As he walked away Sid turned to his customers and said knowingly, ‘’E was at Dunkirk. ’E only looks a kid.’

Danny walked along the busy thoroughfare until he came to King’s Cross Road. A few yards down he saw a bus stop where a queue was beginning to form in the early evening coolness. Danny had been waiting about ten minutes when a number 63 bus came into sight. The queue shuffled forward anxiously as the bus squeaked to a halt. The conductor leant out from the platform and counted the passengers on. ‘No pushin’. There’s anuvver one behind,’ he shouted authoritatively. He pressed the bell as Danny stepped on the platform. ‘Put yer case under the stairs, son. Full up inside. Yer’ll ’ave ter go on top.’

Danny climbed to the upper deck and found the last remaining seat beside a dapper-looking man in his sixties. He had a well-trimmed goatee beard and wore a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles. The bus jerked away from the stop, accelerating quickly as it moved down the King’s Cross Road. Danny saw the long queue outside the working men’s hostel waiting for their chance of a bed, and the second-hand book market traders packing away for the day. Farringdon Road was heavy with lorries, taxis and horse-drawn carts, and to his left Danny caught a glimpse of the now deserted Smithfield Meat Market. The bus passed under Holborn Viaduct and reached Fleet Street before it stopped. The hustle and bustle of the City had always fascinated Danny, but it now seemed there was a strangeness in the way people hurried by. Everyone seemed to have a serious expression, and nearly everyone was carrying a newspaper under his arm. There were no smiles, and no one was standing still. As the bus got under way again and started over Blackfriars Bridge Danny saw the exodus from the City as crowds flowed along the pavements overlooking the river.

The little gentleman next to Danny chuckled and tapped the window. ‘Look how calm that River Thames is down there beneath all those frantic people,’ he said.

Danny smiled cautiously. The bus had reached the centre of the bridge, and down below the grey water sparkled in the evening sunlight. Barges were moored up for the night, crane arms were secured against the closed and bolted warehouse loop-holes, and the ebbing tide lapped lazily against the mud-streaked stanchions.

‘That is the greatest river in the world, young man,’ the man continued. ‘There are longer rivers and wider rivers, but where else is there one with such character? It’s our heritage,’ he said with conviction, his small eyes glaring at Danny through his spectacles.

‘You’re right there, pop. It wants some beatin’,’ Danny grinned.

The old man nodded his head. ‘I know I’m right. And yet those crowds we just passed, they seem to walk over that river without even noticing it.’

‘Well, I s’pose they see it every day. They mus’ get fed up wiv the sight of it,’ Danny said.

‘“When a man is tired of London he’s tired of life”,’ the man said, his eyes twinkling. ‘I worked in the Royal Mint for more than twenty-five years, young man. Do you know where that is? Well let me tell you, I walked over Tower Bridge twice each day for all that time. I never once got fed up with the sight of Old Father Thames. It is London. Without that river this city would be nothing. London would dry up like a desert. It’s your heritage, young chap.’

The bus stopped at the Elephant and Castle junction and the old gentleman bid Danny farewell. Danny eased up against the window and the vacant place was taken by a large lady who puffed noisily as she sat down. He stared out of the window, excitement building up inside him as he recognised the familiar sights of South London. At the Bricklayers Arms he got off the bus and walked towards the river. The evening was cool and clear, and starlings were chattering noisily in the leafy plane trees. The quiet thoroughfare had taken on a cloak of war. Windows were criss-crossed with brown paper strips and sandbags were piled against factory entrances. He saw the shelter signs, the war posters, and the arrow that pointed to the first-aid post. He noticed the splashes of white paint on the kerb stones, and around the boles of the large trees. He glimpsed the iron stretchers strapped to the roof of a passing car, and up ahead the huge imposing mass of Tower Bridge.

He could now smell the Thames and the docks, the spices and fruit, and the pungent smell of vinegar as he walked past a quiet factory. At Tooley Street he turned left and saw the  familiar wharves and warehouses to his right. Small streets led off opposite the large buildings and it did not take him long to reach Clink Lane. The next turning was his street.

The slanting hitching post was still leaning towards the wall and the little houses on both sides of Dawson Street still looked as he had remembered them. The railway arch at the end of the turning had been given a coat of paint, and Granny Bell’s front step gleamed as white as ever. Danny saw the Brightman children swinging around a lamppost on a piece of fraying rope, and ginger-haired Billy, the Birkitts’ youngest, sitting in the gutter slowly counting a pack of cigarette cards. Billy Birkitt stared at Danny with a fixed grin. Danny smiled back, but he did not know that young Billy was only displaying the gap where his two front teeth had been. He spotted Crazy Bella who was standing arms akimbo in her doorway. She gave him a stare and then went in.

Nothing seemed to have altered in the months he had been away. His own front door was closed; it still had the same cracked knocker-pad and the withered weather-board. Number 26 Dawson Street was like every other house in that tumbledown turning: the windows were clean, the front step was whitened, and the street door sorely needed a lick of paint. Danny stood outside his house for a few seconds before he knocked. Apart from Crazy Bella and the children no one had seen him. He raised the knocker and banged it against the plate. His mother opened the door and stood staring at him.

‘’Ello, Mum,’ Danny said. ‘Well ain’t yer gonna let me in?’




Chapter Three

Alice Sutton looked up at the mantelpiece and noticed that the clock had stopped. She got up and put on her glasses before opening the glass door of the chimer and moving the minute hand around to the half-hour. Still the clock did not start ticking. She fished out a key from beneath the ornate stand and wound up the twin springs. A sharp tilt woke up the pendulum, and the clock started again. Alice could have sworn that she had wound the thing that very morning. It was supposed to be a seven-day timepiece, at least it had been when it was given to her and Frank as a wedding present more than thirty years ago. It’s getting old, like the two of us, Alice thought.

‘Good job Dad didn’t see yer do that, Ma,’ Connie laughed. ‘Yer know ’ow ’e fusses over that clock.’

Alice grinned and sat down amidst her three daughters. Tonight she felt happy and contented. For the first time since last October, when Danny had gone off to France, the family were all together–all except the two grandchildren, who should be in the land of nod by now, she thought. Tomorrow she would be spoiling the kids. Tonight it was the turn of her grown-up children to be fussed over, and she got up again to gather up the tea things.

‘Stay put, Mum. I’ll make us a fresh pot,’ Maggie volunteered.

Connie got up and followed Maggie out into the scullery. The back door was ajar and voices could be heard coming from the small yard, where the men of the family were gathered for a quiet drink.

Alone in the parlour with Lucy, Alice turned to look at her daughter, eyes filled with concern. Lucy had seemed rather quiet at tea time, she thought. It was a pity, because everything had gone off so well. The large rabbit stew had been ample and the plum duff with treacle was scraped clean from everyone’s plate. The little wooden table looked nice with its linen tablecloth and best dinner plates. She had squeezed seven places around the table, and Connie had helped out by eating her dinner sitting in the armchair. Even Frank looked well scrubbed and sober, although he had stopped off on his way home from work for a couple of pints, as was his usual custom on Friday nights. Alice had noticed that Danny struggled to finish his meal, but she would soon get him used to her big meals again and get some meat on his bones.
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