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Chapter One


Mary bent her head against the wind and wrapped her edge to edge coat more closely round her slim body. It was more like winter than spring, and her feet moved faster as she thought of the hot cup of tea waiting for her at home. And with a bit of luck her mam might have scrounged enough coal together to have a fire lit. How she hated this two to ten shift. Life was all bed and work.


It was pitch dark as Mary hurried along the maze of streets with their two-up-two-down houses, and her high heels tapping the paving stones were the only sound breaking the stillness. In rhythm with her feet her long blonde curls bounced up and down on her shoulders. A gust of wind blew strands of hair across her face and as Mary brushed it aside the strap of her gas mask fell from her shoulder. Blasted gas mask, she muttered, pulling it back. I wish me mam wouldn’t make me take it everywhere with me.


There were no street lights burning, nor were there any chinks of light through the drawn curtains of the houses. But Mary knew these streets like the back of her hand and could have walked home from the bus stop blindfolded. It was May 1941, and by now everyone was used to the blackout, the rationing and the wail of the air-raid siren. That was the one thing Mary dreaded most … the wail of the air-raid warning. Liverpool had been getting a hammering from the German bombers every night for weeks, but thank God none of the bombs had dropped near where she lived.


I hope there’s no raid tonight, Mary thought, as her long slim legs covered the ground quickly. I’m so tired I don’t think I’d even hear the siren. A smile tugged the corners of her mouth. Not that me mam would let me sleep through it. She’d drag me out of bed if she had to.


Reaching the small terraced house, Mary let herself into the tiny hall. She was closing the door behind her when a frown creased her forehead and her head cocked to one side. Voices? No, everywhere was quiet. It must have been next door’s wireless she heard.


Walking in from the darkness, Mary was blinded for a few seconds until her eyes became accustomed to the glare from the electric light. Then she smiled when she saw her mother sitting in her armchair at the side of the grate where a fire burned brightly. ‘Oh, Mam, that fire looks lovely! It’s so cold …’ Mary had turned to close the door when she saw the soldier sitting on the opposite side of the hearth. Her mouth gaped. ‘Bob! When did you get home?’


‘A few hours ago.’ Bob’s grin was wide. ‘You should see your face! You look as though you’ve seen a ghost!’


Without taking her eyes from him, Mary slipped out of her coat and threw it over the back of a chair. ‘Why didn’t you let me know you were coming?’ Bob’s eyes held hers briefly, then looked away. ‘How about making that cup of tea, Mrs B? I don’t half miss your tea when I’m away.’


‘Never mind the tea!’ Mary frowned. ‘Why didn’t you let me know you were coming home?’


‘I’ll put the kettle on.’ Martha Bradshaw rose, smoothing down the front of her floral pinny. She smiled at her daughter. ‘You must be dying for a drink.’ With her snow-white hair, Martha looked much older than her forty-six years. The deep lines etched on her forehead and the sadness in her faded blue eyes told their story of suffering and heartache. It was hard to believe that only eight years ago Martha Bradshaw’s hair had been the same golden blonde as Mary’s. That the eyes had been the same vivid blue, and her pretty face had never been far from a smile. Her world had been so happy then, with a husband she adored and a daughter they both idolised. When George had come home from work one day saying he didn’t feel well, Martha had no idea it was the beginning of the end of her perfect world. She had nursed him for twelve desperate, nightmare months, before he died of TB at the age of thirty-eight. Within weeks Martha’s hair had turned white. During those first weeks all she had wanted to do was die herself. But it was Mary who made her carry on, and who kept her sane. Mary, who at fourteen couldn’t understand why her dad had been taken from them, needed all the love Martha could give. They had clung to one another then, and the strong bond between mother and daughter had never weakened.


On her way to the kitchen Martha laid her hand on Bob’s shoulder. ‘I’m making some toast, son, d’you want some?’


‘What do you think, Mrs B? Have you ever known me to refuse anything except blows?’


As soon as the kitchen door closed, Mary knelt in front of Bob. ‘What’s going on? I know there’s something up by me mam’s face.’


Bob West stared down at his clasped hands. ‘I’m on a twenty-four-hour pass, love, and I couldn’t let you know because I didn’t know meself until the very last minute.’ He rubbed his thumb gently over her slim fingers. ‘I’ve got to go back on the six o’clock train from Lime Street.’


‘But it’s time to go back before you get here!’


‘Our unit’s on stand-by,’ Bob said softly. ‘We’re being shipped out soon.’


‘Shipped out!’ Mary’s voice rose. ‘Shipped out where?’


‘I don’t know, love! They don’t tell us anything.’ There was no mirth in Bob’s laugh. ‘Being a poor private, I’m not in on the secret.’


Mary shivered. ‘You’re not going where the fighting is, are you?’


Bob stroked her face. ‘You look pale tonight.’


‘You mean I look a sight!’ Mary suddenly grinned. ‘If I’d known you were going to be here, I’d have combed me hair and put some lippy on.’


Bob fingered the golden hair before cupping her face between his hands and kissing her gently on the forehead. Seeing them together for the first time a stranger could easily take them for brother and sister. Their hair was the same blond colour and their eyes the same vivid blue. But while Bob’s face was square and rugged, Mary’s was heart shaped. She wasn’t just pretty, she was beautiful. Her wide eyes were fringed with thick black lashes beneath perfectly arched eyebrows that needed no help from tweezers or eyebrow pencils. Her skin was flawless, and when she smiled she revealed a set of small, white, even teeth. While Bob was tall, over six foot, and thick set, Mary was five foot four and slim. She had a tiny waist that Bob could span with his hands, and a firm full bust. Every time he looked at her, Bob told himself he was the luckiest bloke alive that she’d chosen him when she could have had her pick of any of the lads in the neighbourhood.


Mary drew his hands from her face and held them tight. ‘They can’t just give you twenty-four hours embarkation leave … it’s not fair!’


‘Nothing is fair in war, love.’ Bob sighed. ‘All I know is there’s a lot of activity at the camp, and over the last few days several units have been shipped out.’


‘And when the war started everyone said it wouldn’t last long.’ Mary dropped her gaze. She felt frightened inside. What would she do if anything happened to Bob? She couldn’t imagine life without him because he’d been part of it for so long. His family only lived a few streets away and they’d played together as kids. They’d started school the same day, and left the same day to take up jobs locally. Mary had gone to work behind the counter in a sweet shop, while Bob started as an apprentice with a furniture manufacturer. They’d each had their own friends but would meet at dances at Barlows Lane or the Aintree Institute. One night Bob had asked her for the last waltz and as they were dancing he’d asked if he could walk her home. As they stood outside her house he’d suddenly bent forward and kissed her on the cheek before hurrying away, red faced with embarrassment. He’d been shy the next time they’d met, but when Mary treated him as she’d always done, he became bold and asked if he could take her home. That night his lips had brushed past her cheeks and landed, for a second, on her lips. Neither had spoken, but, as Bob walked away and Mary opened her front door, they both knew their relationship had changed. And a week later they started to date without their friends.


The kitchen door was pushed open and Martha bustled in. ‘I’ve made enough toast for both of you, so eat it before it gets cold.’ She smiled at Bob as she set the tray down. ‘No sugar I’m afraid, son! We’ve used all our ration till next week.’ Stifling a yawn with the back of her hand, she looked at Mary. ‘I’m off to bed, I’m dead beat.’


‘It’s not that late, Mam!’ Mary jumped up. ‘Have a cup of tea first.’


‘No, I really am tired.’ After patting her daughter’s arm, Martha turned to Bob. ‘I won’t see you before you leave, then?’


‘Afraid not, Mrs B, I’ve got to be on that six o’clock train.’ Seeing the concern on the face of the woman who was like a second mother to him, Bob joked. ‘Can’t have them thinking I’ve gone AWOL, can we?’


Martha ruffled his hair. ‘Look after yourself.’ She gave a last smile before closing the door and mounting the narrow stairs. Twenty-two years of age and being sent off to war … it just wasn’t right! By God, that Hitler had a lot to answer for! She stopped on the top stair to catch her breath and sighed deeply. Surely there was enough sadness in the world without people fighting each other.


Mary stacked the dishes on the wooden draining board. Any other night she would have rinsed them through, but every second she could spend with Bob was precious. He was sitting on the floor in front of the fire when she ran back in the room, his back leaning against the couch. ‘Put the light out, love. It’s nice sitting in the firelight.’ He waited till Mary was nestled beside him then slipped an arm across her shoulders. ‘Now, let’s have all your news.’


‘Oh, I lead a very exciting life, and I don’t think!’ Mary pulled a face. ‘Unless you call sitting in next door’s air-raid shelter every night exciting.’ She snuggled closer. ‘Tell me what you do with yourself.’


‘Go for a pint with me mates. There’s quite a few lads from Liverpool in our unit, and we have a good laugh.’ Bob squeezed her shoulder. ‘That Spud Murphy from the Dingle is a real case; he’s always playing jokes on people and there’s never a dull moment when he’s around.’


‘You’ve got a flamin’ cheek, Bob West!’ Mary dug him in the ribs. ‘Going out every night and getting blotto, while I’m stuck in work or in next door’s shelter!’


It was cosy sitting in front of the fire holding hands, but as the minutes ticked by Mary could feel the nerves in her tummy tightening. ‘I wonder when we’ll be able to take the ferry across the Mersey again? Remember when we used to go to Seacombe and walk from there to New Brighton? We had some good times, didn’t we?’ There was a sob in Mary’s voice. ‘Are you sure you’re being sent overseas? Perhaps you’re just moving to another camp.’


‘No such luck, love! This is one of the camps where units are shipped out from. I knew as soon as we were sent there that it wouldn’t be long before we were on the move.’ Bob was silent for a few seconds. ‘You can understand all the secrecy though, because if they told us where and when we were going, they might just as well tell the Germans and they could have their subs ready and waiting to pick us off.’ He felt Mary’s shiver. ‘Don’t you worry about me, Mary Bradshaw! You won’t get rid of me that easy. I’ll be home before you know it, and I intend marrying you quick, before someone else snaps you up.’


‘You better had!’ Mary was running her fingers through his thick, coarse hair. ‘I’ve started me bottom drawer already. I went to Paddy’s market with Eileen last week and bought a tea set and some towels.’ Giving his hair a gentle pull, she laughed. ‘You should see the spivs down there. They look like gangsters with their trilby hats and long overcoats. I don’t know where they get the stuff from, but you can get anything from them if you’ve got the money. They’re making a packet out of the war.’


Bob took his arm from her shoulders to light a cigarette and Mary stared at the dying coals in the grate. He’ll be going soon, she thought, and God knows when I’ll see him again. When he’d first been called up he’d been stationed at Speke, which was only a few miles away, and he’d been able to get home a few times a week. Even when he was sent down South he’d been home every few weeks on leave. But now he was going overseas the war took on a new meaning to Mary. She’d seen pictures of the fighting on the Pathe News at the pictures, and the thought of Bob being in the thick of it terrified her.


Overwhelmed with emotion, Mary pulled Bob’s face down to hers and rained kisses on it. Suddenly they were locked in each other’s arms, straining to get as close as they could. ‘I love you, Mary Bradshaw,’ Bob whispered as he flicked his cigarette into the grate before easing her backwards until she was lying on the floor wrapped in his arms. He caressed her face and neck, and when his hand brushed accidentally against her breast a tingle, almost like an electric shock, ran through his body and passion raged high within him. What would he do if she met someone else while he was away? He looked down at the lovely face, the thick dark eyelashes fanning her cheeks, and his love for her overpowered him. His lips came down hard on hers as he moved sideways to tear at the buttons on his trousers. The coarse material of his uniform and his awkward position made it difficult and he pulled frantically, almost ripping the buttons off. It was as the last button gave way that a bomb seemed to explode in his head, clearing his mind. ‘What the hell am I doing?’ he whispered. He thought of her mother asleep upstairs, trusting him not to do anything to harm her daughter, and shame flooded his body. He mustn’t betray that trust. He bent to kiss Mary gently, but the second their lips met his love and his need surged like a tidal wave, and Martha was forgotten.


Bob’s hand up her dress sent warning signals to Mary’s brain. ‘No!’ Quickly her arm moved from his neck to push his hand away. ‘You mustn’t.’ But Bob was past the point of reason. All he could think of was going away and leaving her. It might be years before he held her in his arms again … if ever! ‘Please, Mary?’ His voice was thick with emotion. ‘I love you so much.’ Mary screwed her eyes up. What he wanted to do was a sin and against everything she’d ever been taught. But she loved him so much she couldn’t bear to refuse him. Sighing deeply, her arms went round his neck and she held him tight.


The fire had died down, sparing Bob the embarrassment of meeting Mary’s eyes. His hands trembling, he fumbled for his packet of Capstan and struck a match. As he drew hard on the cigarette he recalled snatches of conversation he’d heard between blokes in the barracks. He’d learned that some women didn’t like sex, and that was why a few of the men went with other women. Bob started to tremble inside. After what he’d just done, would Mary’s feeling towards him have changed? He forced himself to turn and ask, ‘All right, love?’


Racked with guilt and shame, Mary slipped an arm through his. ‘Me mam would kill me if she knew.’


‘It’s my fault, love. I shouldn’t have let it happen.’ Bob reached for her hand. ‘I wish we’d got married last time I was on leave.’


Mary’s laugh was shaky. ‘You’ll have to marry me now to make an honest woman of me.’ Her voice was wistful. ‘I wish you were back in civvie street.’


‘Me too! But if everyone felt the same way then Hitler would walk through this country as easily as he’s walked through the rest of Europe.’


‘I know, but I’m frightened of anything happening to you.’


‘Nothing’s going to happen to me!’ Bob pulled playfully on her hair. ‘With you to come back to, I’ll outrun every German bullet there is. Anyway, what about yourself? It’s not exactly safe around here with bombs dropping every night. Gerry’s after the docks and the munitions factory, and this is not far from either of them. I know Spud Murphy’s worried to death about his family because they live near the docks at the South End. So, while I’m busy looking after meself, will you promise to go to the shelter every time there’s a raid?’


‘I don’t have much option with me mam around.’ Mary’s brow creased. ‘I’ve just realised, this is the first night we haven’t had a raid for weeks!’


Bob chuckled. ‘I gave orders that I didn’t want me leave spoilt.’ He moved his arm from her shoulder and struck a match. ‘Oh, lord, it’s nearly four o’clock! I’ll have to make tracks or I’ll miss the train.’


‘Just stay for a few more minutes.’ Mary clung to his arm. ‘We’ve only had a couple of hours and it might be ages before I see you again.’


‘I wouldn’t need much persuading, love, so don’t coax me, please!’ Bob prised his arm free. ‘By the time I get cleaned up and have a few minutes with me mam and dad, I’m going to be hard pushed. There’s a tram leaves Fazakerly terminus at five o’clock and it gets here at twenty past. I’ll have to be on that to get to Lime Street station for six.’


‘Let me come to the station with you.’ Mary pleaded. ‘At least we’d have a bit more time together.’


‘I’m not saying goodbye to you on a crowded station platform.’ Bob stood up and switched the light on. He held her at arm’s length. ‘I don’t want anyone around when I tell you I love you more than anything in the world, and I’ll be counting the days until I’m home again and we can get married.’


‘You better had marry me, or I’ll tell me mam and she’ll come after you with a shot gun.’ Mary gazed into the features she knew as well as she knew her own. The thick bushy eyebrows she was always kidding him were long enough to put in curlers. The blue eyes that crinkled up when he laughed or shone with tenderness when he looked at her. He was smiling now, showing the gap where a kick during a football game had robbed him of one of his teeth. Her heart swelled with love as she stood on tiptoe to kiss him. ‘I love you, Bob West.’


‘I’d better go! You’re very tempting, Mary Bradshaw,’ Bob reached for the door, ‘and I’m crazy about you.’


Trained to be careful of the black-out, Mary switched off the light before opening the front door. Standing on the top step, she went to put her arms around Bob’s neck but he gripped her shoulders and held her from him. ‘Don’t forget to go to the shelter when there’s a raid on, d’you hear? Otherwise I’ll be worried to death every time I hear there’s been a raid on Liverpool.’ He bent his head, kissed her briefly, and whispered ‘I love you’, before hurrying away.


Mary watched till he reached the end of the block, and when he turned and blew her a kiss she blew one in return. Then he was out of sight. Mary stood for a few seconds staring down the deserted street then walked slowly back into the house. Inside, she leaned against the door and closed her eyes. The tears came slowly at first, trickling down her cheeks. Then they were gushing from her eyes as great sobs racked her body. Afraid of waking her mother, she tried to stifle the sound by putting a hand across her mouth. But she felt the beating of her heart was louder than her tears, and she had no control over her heart.




Chapter Two


Eileen Gillmoss was joining the end of the bus queue when she saw the familiar figure of Mary in the distance. ‘Blimey! She’s feelin’ energetic!’ Ignoring the curious glances coming her way, she set off after her friend. Puffing and panting she urged her eighteen-stone body forward, but Mary was walking faster and the distance between them grew. ‘She’ll be at the bloody Black Bull before I catch her up.’ Then Mary stopped to look in a shop window and Eileen breathed a sigh of relief. Cupping her hands round her mouth, she bellowed, ‘Hey, kid! Hold yer horses, will yer!’


Mary turned. She could see Eileen’s face red with exertion as her huge body waddled from side to side. ‘You walking, too?’


Small rivers of sweat trickled down Eileen’s face as she panted, ‘I didn’t intend bloody walkin’ till I saw you. Yer can’t half move, kid! Yer like a bloody whippet!’ She grinned and linked her arm through Mary’s. ‘Yer can help carry some of me weight.’


Mary’s eyes slid sideways. Over the last eighteen months Eileen had been a very good friend to her. She lived in the same street as Bob, but Mary had only really got to know her when she started work in the munitions factory and had been put on the same machine as Eileen. That first day had been terrible. The huge conveyor belt looked like a monster and the noise on the shop floor was deafening. It was so different to working behind a shop counter, Mary thought she’d never get used to it. And she wouldn’t have done if Eileen, fifteen years her senior, hadn’t taken her in hand and shown her the ropes.


‘What made yer decide to walk to the Bull, kid?’ Eileen always looked untidy, as though she’d dashed out of the house without even running a comb through her mousey coloured, straggly hair. The hem on her shabby, grey swagger coat had come undone in places and was hanging down. And her black, flat heeled shoes looked as if they’d fall to pieces if they saw a duster or polish. ‘Won’t yer get enough standin’ on yer feet in work?’


‘I felt like some fresh air.’ Mary looked straight ahead. ‘Bob was home and I was late getting to bed.’


‘Home on leave, is he?’


‘He had to go back this morning. He only had a twenty-four pass.’


‘Bloody hell! Wasn’t worth coming home for.’ Eileen noticed Mary’s pale face. ‘Course it was worth it! When yer in love, ten minutes is worth it.’


‘It was embarkation leave. He’s expecting to be sent overseas.’


‘Poor bugger! The sooner this bloody war’s over, an’ all our lads are home, the better.’


They were passing Woolworths on Walton Vale and Eileen pulled Mary to a halt. ‘Cissie Nolan’s on the sweet counter ’ere. I’ll see if I can cadge some Liquorice Allsorts off her.’


‘Our bus is in,’ Mary protested. ‘You won’t have time.’


Eileen pulled free. ‘Two shakes of a lamb’s tail, kid!’


Mary kept her eye on the factory bus standing outside the Black Bull pub. If it went without them they’d be late clocking in. But within seconds Eileen reappeared, grumbling, ‘Just my bloody luck! She’s at her break!’


‘I’ll go ahead,’ Mary was already running. ‘I’ll keep the bus till you get there.’ She was waiting on the platform when Eileen came along, gasping for breath. Pulling herself aboard by the hand rail, Eileen waved Mary ahead of her. ‘You go first, kid, and I’ll sit on the outside so me backside can hang over the seat.’


Mary was turning sideways in the seat to give her friend more room, when she felt a dig in the ribs. Her eyes followed Eileen’s finger pointing to a couple passing the bus window. The man was an American soldier and the woman clinging to his arm was laughing up into his face. ‘Look at that brazen bitch!’ Eileen’s voice carried the full length of the bus and the loud chattering stopped as all eyes focused on the target of Eileen’s temper. ‘Her feller’s out there fightin’ for his country and she’s knockin’ it up to anyone in trousers.’ Eileen lowered her voice. ‘She deserves a bloody good hidin’, and she’ll get it if her feller finds out what she’s been up to.’


Mary eyed the big woman with genuine affection. God knows, Eileen had more than her share of worry, but she never complained. Her husband, Bill, had been taken prisoner in the fighting in Crete, and all Eileen had been told by the War Office was that he was in a prisoner of war camp. ‘Don’t you ever get fed-up, Eileen? If I had three kids to look after, and come out to work, I’d never stop moaning.’


Eileen ran her fingers through her hair, making it stand on end. ‘Moaning wouldn’t get me anywhere, kid. Anyroad, I’ve got me mam to help with the kids, so we manage all right.’


They showed their passes to the security guards at the gates of the Kirkby factory, and Eileen linked her arm through Mary’s. ‘There’ll be a lot of poor sods in for a shock when this war’s over, I can tell yer! There’s a woman livin’ next door to me auntie, and guess what? She had a baby last week, and her feller’s been away for fourteen months.’ Eileen whipped her clock card from the rack and punched it in the machine. ‘I’d like to be a fly on their wall when she tries to talk her way out of that!’


The noise in the cloakroom was deafening, with thirty women all talking at once. Mary hung her coat under a sign CARELESS TALK COSTS LIVES, and grinned when Eileen’s voice rose above the din. ‘Bloody hell! It’s like walkin’ into a chicken coop with all the cacklin’ going on.’


‘Hark at her!’ Maisie Phillips had been talking to her friend, Ethel Hignet, when she heard Eileen’s words. Maisie was small and thin, with bleached blonde hair, a heavily powdered and rouged face, and bright orange Tangee lipstick on her thick, full lips. It was difficult to guess Maisie’s age, but according to Eileen she’d been thirty-nine for ten years. Her friend Ethel was a foot taller, thin as a bean pole, with overpermed, frizzy black hair. Her face was devoid of colour and her ill-fitting false teeth clicked every time she spoke. ‘If we sound like chickens, Ethel,’ Maisie asked, ‘what would you say she sounded like?’


‘Cock of the North.’ Ethel’s teeth left her gums, then clicked back into place.


Eileen’s figure wasn’t so noticeable in her loose coat, but without it her huge body seemed to be fighting to get out of the too tight dress. ‘Don’t mention cocks, Ethel; it brings back too many memories.’ Laughing at her own joke, Eileen held her tummy while her whole body shook and her eyes disappeared behind the folds of flesh on her cheeks.


‘What does her bust remind you of, Maisie?’ Ethel’s head was tilted. ‘It reminds me of two barrage balloons floating in the wind.’


‘Oh yeh!’ Maisie giggled as she eyed the bouncing mounds. ‘I wondered where I’d seen them before.’


‘Yer only jealous, Maisie Phillips.’ Eileen wheezed. ‘’Cos yours are as flat as pancakes.’


Maisie shrugged. ‘Aye, I could do with a bit of your bust. Even Mae West would look flat chested next to you.’


The women had formed a circle around the three who were guaranteed to give them a laugh and put them in a happy frame of mind for the eight-hour shift ahead. Mary stood outside the circle … too shy to join in. But she enjoyed the exchange and when she walked with Eileen on to the shop floor she was feeling much more cheerful.


The women on morning shift left and Mary and Eileen took up their positions on each side of the long conveyor belt. Their job was to pick out any faulty shells as they passed down the conveyor. It was a monotonous job, but you needed to be alert all the time. Letting a faulty shell go through could cost the life of a soldier. Sometimes the women wrote messages on the shells to let the ‘lads’ know everyone at home was thinking about them. Eileen’s messages and crude drawings were always rude and they made Mary blush, but they were guaranteed to bring a smile to the face of a homesick soldier. Everyone working in the munitions factory was conscious of how important their job was. You couldn’t fight a war without ammunition, so working overtime was part of the war effort and no-one complained.


Mary was thinking about Bob as she watched the shells go by. He’d be back at camp now, and if he wrote right away she’d get a letter the day after tomorrow. On the other side of the machine Eileen was taking the mickey out of one of the labourers who was replacing the full trolley of faulty shells with an empty one. ‘How d’yer manage yer love life on this shift, Willy?’


Willy Turnley was thirty-nine years of age and would never be called up because of his asthma. He was a small, thin, sickly looking man, with beady brown eyes and large, yellow coloured teeth. He’d lost all the hair from the top of his head, so he let the sides grow long and combed them over in an attempt to hide the baldness. He thought he was God’s gift to women, and Eileen liked nothing better than to pull his leg. One of the wheels on the trolley had a mind of its own, wanting to go in a different direction to the others, and Willy bent to fix it before answering. ‘I don’t do so bad! If I get away handy I can get to Barlows Lane before the last waltz.’ He pushed down the packet of five Woodbines sticking out of the breast pocket of his overalls and showed his yellow teeth in a grin. ‘It’s the last waltz that’s important, yer see.’


‘Always get a click, do yer, Willy?’ Eileen’s eyes slid from the conveyor. ‘I bet the girls queue up for yer to take them home.’


‘I can’t complain.’ He smirked. The war was the best thing that had ever happened to Willy. With the shortage of men, even he could ‘cop off’.


As she turned back to the conveyor, Eileen saw their supervisor walking towards Mary. She leaned forward and bawled, ‘Ay out! Here comes lover boy.’ Mary glared, but didn’t have time to answer before Harry Sedgemoor was standing beside her. She’d known Harry all her life because they lived only a few doors away from each other. But he was five years older, so had never been one of their gang. She knew he’d tried to join the Army but had been turned down because of perforated ear drums. He was a tall handsome man, with jet black hair, deep brown eyes, a strong jaw, white teeth and a dimple in his chin. Unmarried, he was the target for every female in the inspection department … even the married ones. They fell over themselves to flirt with him, but although he was pleasant with everyone, as far as Mary knew he had never been out with any of the women he worked with.


Harry checked every conveyor twice during each shift, and if he stayed longer by Mary’s machine she put it down to their being neighbours. But Eileen had noticed the hungry look in his eyes when he was near Mary and she pulled her friend’s leg about it.


‘Hello, Harry.’ Mary glanced at him briefly. ‘Everything all right?’


Harry nodded. ‘How are things with you?’ Someone had told him they’d seen Bob yesterday, and he waited now to see if Mary would tell him. But when she walked down the conveyor, saying over her shoulder, ‘I’m fine!’ he had little option but to carry on to the next machine.


As soon as he was out of earshot, Eileen clapped her hands to attract Mary’s attention. ‘He doesn’t half fancy you, yer know! Yer better watch out!’


Mary shook her head vigorously. ‘Knock it off, will you, Eileen! It’s not like that at all! I’ve known him all me life and he’s like a big brother.’


Eileen whooped. ‘There’s nowt brotherly about his feelings for you, my girl! He wouldn’t need much encouragement to push Bob’s nose out of joint.’


‘Fat chance!’ Mary huffed. ‘He’d be wasting his time.’


‘Time is something he’s got plenty of.’ Eileen’s voice never seemed to lose its volume, no matter how long she shouted. ‘He’s not a bad catch, yer know. There’s plenty of women would give their eye teeth for him to look at them the way he looks at you. He’s handsome, got a good job, and, more important, he’s here!’


Mary tapped a finger on the side of her head to indicate she thought Eileen was barmy for thinking Harry Sedgemoor could hold a candle to her Bob.


After their half hour dinner break the rest of the shift flew over and it seemed no time at all before they were stepping off the bus and Eileen was walking to the bottom of Mary’s street with her. ‘One more shift then I’m off for two glorious days. Ain’t that a lovely thought?!’ Her voice loud enough to wake the dead, she yelled. ‘Ta-ra, kid! See yer tomorrow!’ The words were no sooner out of her mouth than the air-raid siren started. ‘Oh, Christ, the buggers are at it again! I better get a move on and help me mam get the kids to the shelter.’


Mary was already running up the street. Doors were opening and families pouring out to go to the safety of the Corporation shelter in the park. Children too small to hurry were being swooped up into arms, while the older ones were urged to move more quickly. Searchlights lit up the sky and as Mary neared her home she saw her mother standing on the doorstep.


‘Come on, lass; let’s get next door before Gerry starts.’ Martha was pushing Mary ahead of her through the house. ‘I’ve made a flask of tea so you can have a drink in the shelter.’


Mary laughed as she picked up the big bag standing by the kitchen door. ‘Ready for any emergency, aren’t you, Mam?’


‘Better sure than sorry, lass.’ Martha switched the light off and pushed Mary out of the back door. ‘They’re early tonight. Let’s hope it doesn’t last long.’ They made their way through the temporary gate between the two houses and stumbled down the crude steps into their neighbours’ shelter. Fred Smith had had half his back yard dug up, about five feet down into the earth. The walls of the shelter were corrugated iron outside and lined with wood inside. A piece of corrugated iron also served as a roof. It was a home-made affair, and Mary felt they would be just as safe in their own house under the stairs.


Fred and Elsie Smith were already in the shelter with their two sons. Tommy was twelve and Dennis ten. They were huddled on two of the three benches that ran round the walls, and the two boys sounded half asleep, as though they’d just been dragged out of bed. The smell of the damp earth invaded Mary’s nostrils and she shivered with the cold. How Mr Smith could stand it she’d never know. He was a chronic asthmatic and sometimes could hardly breathe in the claustrophobic atmosphere. When it was quiet in the shelter you could hear him gasping for air, and Mary was more frightened of him stopping breathing than she was of the German planes.


‘They’re at it again, Martha.’ Elsie Smith’s whining voice matched the rest of her. In all the years they’d been neighbours, Mary had never heard Elsie Smith give a hearty laugh. It was too dark in the shelter to see her, but Mary could picture how she’d look. Her sparse grey hair would be snatched back from her face and tied in a bun. And her pinched face would be sunken because she’d have left her false teeth in a cup at the side of the bed. She was a miserable woman was Elsie Smith. Old before her time.


‘Let’s hope it’s a false alarm.’ Martha reached for the blanket Mary had taken from the bag. ‘Give it here, lass, and sit down and have a drink to warm you up.’


Mary wrapped the blanket over her knees. ‘D’you want a drink, Mam?’


‘No, thanks, lass. What about you, Elsie? Any of yours want a drink?’


‘No, ta, Martha.’ Elsie felt Tommy stir and said quickly. ‘Oh, no you don’t! You’ll be wanting to go to the lavvy, and you’re not moving till the all-clear goes.’


The hot steam wafted up into Mary’s face. She gauged the cup to be half full then balanced it on her knee while she screwed the top back on the flask. Warming her hands round the cup she sighed in appreciation. ‘I can feel the warmth go right through me body.’ She had the cup half way to her lips when the ack-ack guns started and a second later a terrific explosion shook the earth all around them.


‘My God, that was close,’ Fred croaked. ‘Too close for comfort.’


Mary had jumped with fright, and now she could feel the hot tea trickling down her legs and into her shoes. She bent to put the cup on the ground but froze when there came the whistling sound of a bomb coming down. It seemed like an eternity, but it was only seconds before the explosion shook the tiny shelter. The drone of planes overhead became louder until it seemed the sky must be full of them. Mary put her hands to her ears to blot out the sound of bombs as they dived towards their target, but she couldn’t blot out the sound of them exploding or the ground shaking beneath their feet. When the sound of the planes died away and the ack-ack guns stopped firing, they could hear the crashing of buildings and the shouts of people shouting and screaming. ‘This is the worst night we’ve had.’ Fred’s breathing was laboured. ‘There must have been hundreds of planes out there, and there’ll be plenty poor buggers without a roof over their head after this night. And for all we know, we might be among them.’


Mary’s tummy was knotted with fear. Would Bob’s mam and dad be all right? And what about Eileen and the kids? Please God, let them be safe, she prayed.


‘Is it over now, Dad?’


Mary hadn’t realised it had gone quiet until she heard Tommy’s high, tearful voice. Poor kid, she thought. I’m frightened, so how must he feel?


‘It won’t be long before the all-clear goes, son. And it mightn’t be as bad as we think. Things always seem worse when you don’t know what’s going on.’


‘What time is it, Mr Smith?’ Fred always brought a torch with him, and now Mary could see the tiny glow.


‘It’s twelve o’clock, lass. It might be over, but if I were you I’d wait till the all-clear goes, just to be sure.’


‘Oh, we’re not going!’ It was Martha who answered. She heard Mary’s weary sigh and put an arm across her shoulders. ‘You’re dead beat, lass. Put your head on my shoulder and if you fall asleep I’ll wake you as soon as the all-clear goes.’


Mary nestled into her mother’s neck where it was safe and warm, and she felt herself drifting away from the sound of Elsie Smith’s voice.




Chapter Three


Eileen broke into a run after leaving Mary. The wail of the siren was urging her on but the exertion of forcing her heavy body to move quickly was causing her heartbeat to race and she had a pain in her chest. Beads of sweat ran down her neck and into the valley between her breasts. How the hell I keep so fat I’ll never understand, she muttered to herself. It’s not as though I sit on me backside all day doing nothing. I’m on me feet from the time I get up in the morning till the time I go to bed. In fact, if it wasn’t for me mam, I wouldn’t get to bed at all!


When Eileen’s dad had died eleven years ago, just after her and Bill got married, she’d asked her mam to come and live with them to save being on her own. And what a Godsend she’d been since the war started and Bill had been called up. If it wasn’t for her helping with the kids, Eileen wouldn’t be able to go out to work and she’d have to struggle along on Bill’s Army pay. At least now they could afford a few luxuries.


People were walking in the opposite direction and Eileen scanned their faces looking for her mam and the kids. But she was at the corner of their street before she saw them. The two girls had hold of their nanna’s hands and all three were looking over their shoulder. There was impatience in her mother’s voice as she called, ‘Come on, Billy! Hurry up!’


‘OK, kids; what’s goin’ on?’ Eileen’s voice made them jump, then the two girls started to talk at once. ‘Our Billy wouldn’t get out of bed, Mam!’ This was from the baby of the family, Edna, who was six. ‘He gave me nanna cheek, too!’ said Joan, who was eight.


Billy, the object of their complaints, hung behind. He was ten years of age and full of fun and mischief. Although she wouldn’t admit it, even to herself, he was the apple of Eileen’s eye. Every time she looked at him she could see Bill. Young Billy had the same jet black hair as his dad, and the same deep brown eyes. But he was more stubborn than his dad, and would have the last word even if it meant getting a clip round the ear for it.


‘OK, kids! Let’s get our backsides down to the shelter before Gerry starts his shenanigans.’


‘Ah, ray, Mam!’ Billy wailed. ‘Why can’t we stay in our own ’ouse? Robbie Watson sleeps under the stairs in their ’ouse, so why can’t we?’


‘’Cos I say so, bugger lugs!’ Eileen grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and marched him in front of her. ‘Been playin’ yer up, has he, Mam?’


‘He’s no different to the others; none of them do as they’re told.’ Maggie Henderson tried to keep the weariness out of her voice. At sixty-five she was finding it a handful looking after three lively children. But not for a big clock would she tell Eileen. Her daughter had enough on her plate with working and worrying about Bill. Anyway, Maggie felt sorry for the kids. They missed their dad.


Walking behind Eileen, Maggie noticed the weary sag of her body. She could see her shoes digging into the fat hanging over them, and knew each step must be agony. Maggie sighed. Where she gets her size from I don’t know. She was as thin as me until she started having the children. Then she’d piled the weight on, and had never lost it since. Maggie’s eyes went down to the two girls holding on tightly to her hands. They were the image of Eileen at their age. She used to be like them; small, with thin spindly arms and legs. They had her mousey coloured hair, too; and it was cut in a fringe just like hers used to be.


They turned in the park gates and when they reached the long, sloping concrete path that led down into the shelter, they could hear singing.


‘Sounds like a full house, Mam,’ Eileen laughed over her shoulder. ‘Yer wouldn’t think there was a war on, would yer?’


‘That’s the only good thing about the war,’ Maggie answered. ‘Everybody’s more friendly. Pity it takes a war to bring people together, though.’


When the shelter was built, just before the war started, nobody ever thought it would be used. They certainly didn’t think they’d be getting out of their beds every night to come to it. And they didn’t, until the blitz started a few weeks ago. Now it was full every night.


Eileen pushed her way good-naturedly through the noisy crowd, with Maggie and the kids following. Their neighbours smiled when they saw the small procession. Eileen was well liked in their street because you could always go to her if you were skint in the middle of the week and didn’t have anything for the pawn shop. Never see you stuck for a couple of bob, would Eileen, and she had a smile for everyone.


‘Sit yerselves down there!’ Eileen pointed to an empty space by the wall. ‘And for Christ’s sake, don’t start fightin’ like yez did the other night or yer’ll get a clip round the ears.’


‘Well tell our Billy not to keep pinchin’ us when you’re not lookin’.’ Joan glared at her brother who stuck his tongue out at her. ‘He’s always kickin’ or pinchin’ us.’


‘Then pinch him back where it hurts! But for cryin’ out loud, sit down and shut yer gobs.’ Eileen turned to smile at a little woman standing near. She was about seventy-five, and was wrapped in a blanket with a scarf over her head. ‘Hello, Nellie! Where’s your feller tonight? Out with that young blonde again, is he?’


The lines in Nellie’s face deepened as she grinned. ‘It’s his night for fire watching. He was out with the blonde last night.’


‘Oh, aye! Playin’ with fire both nights, eh?’ Eileen laughed. ‘He’ll be comin’ home one of these nights and tellin’ yer he’s got a girl in the family way! Yer can’t trust these men, yer know.’


‘Oh, my feller’s fire burned out a long time ago.’ Nellie was enjoying the joke. ‘There’s not even a flicker left now.’


‘He’s no good to me, then! I’m lookin’ for a man with fire in his belly! Mind you,’ Eileen grimaced, ‘it’s so long since I had a man I wouldn’t know what to do with one now.’


A small, thin woman, whose dark hair was heavily tinged with grey, touched Eileen’s arm. ‘Getting to be a regular thing now, isn’t it?’


‘Hello, Mrs West! Where’s yer husband?’


‘Fire duty,’ Bob’s mam answered. ‘D’you know if Mary would have had time to get to a shelter?’


‘Yeh. She’d be home before me, so don’t worry.’


‘Come on, let’s have a song,’ a young sailor shouted. ‘Any requests?’


‘Roll Out The Barrel!’ a voice from the crowd called. ‘You start, and we’ll all join in.’


Everyone started to sing with gusto, and they were halfway through the song when an almighty explosion shook the shelter. The voices stopped as one, and all eyes turned upwards, expecting the roof to cave in on them. There was a shocked silence for a few seconds then women started screaming and there was a mad scramble for the exit as another explosion shook the earth beneath and around the shelter.


The kids had jumped up crying, and they clung to Eileen’s waist. She glanced from her mother to Mrs West and saw stark fear in their eyes. Then she was aware that the movement of the crowd had stopped, and she heard a voice telling people to calm down. It was an Army corporal, and with two other soldiers he was trying to stop people leaving the shelter. ‘You’re safer here than outside,’ he told them. ‘These shelters will stand up to anything, so calm down and wait till the all-clear goes.’ What the corporal didn’t tell them was that he’d been on the slope outside when the last two bombs landed. They’d been very close, and the corporal knew that the homes of some of the people he was trying to calm down would be in ruins.


There was a shuffling of feet but no one made any move to leave the shelter. Complete silence reigned until the ack-ack guns started again, and they could hear the drone of planes. Eileen gathered the children to her ample breast and rocked gently to and fro. ‘It’s all right,’ she crooned softly. ‘I won’t let anything happen to yez.’ But the children screamed as the ground trembled beneath their feet. ‘I’m frightened, Mam,’ little Edna sobbed. ‘When can we go ’ome?’


‘Soon, baby, soon.’


The corporal pushed his way to where the young sailor was standing and whispered in his ear. The sailor nodded, then in a loud voice, called, ‘One more song, folks, then I promise it’ll all be over.’ No one was in the mood now for singing and they turned their backs. He looked at the corporal and shrugged his shoulders. ‘Go on!’ mouthed the corporal, and after another shrug the sailor opened his mouth and his clear voice rang out.


‘Land of hope and Glory, Mother of the free,


How can we extol thee, who are born of thee.’


The servicemen in the crowd joined in, then a few people half-heartedly spoke the words. Gradually more voices joined, softly at first, then stronger as the words gave them courage, determination and pride.


‘Sod the Germans.’ Eileen wiped a tear away and her voice rose to join the chorus. Each time the song ended the sailor would begin again, and they were halfway through the fourth rendition when a voice shouted, ‘The all-clear’s going.’ Immediately there was a stampede towards the entrance and Eileen held her children close in case they were trampled underfoot. The corporal and two of his friends formed a barrier across the entrance, and it was the note of authority in his voice that halted the surge. ‘Just hang on a minute! It’s pretty bad out there, so don’t anyone go home on their own. Stay with friends and keep away from the fires.’


Eileen held the children back. ‘Let’s wait till the crush is over. You wait with us, Mrs West, and we’ll all walk home together.’


Ten minutes later the front of the shelter still hadn’t cleared, and Eileen whispered in her mother’s ear. ‘There’s somethin’ wrong, Mam! Keep your eyes on the kids while I go and see what’s up.’


Elbowing her way through the crowd she reached the slope which was jam packed with people who were standing like statues. She didn’t have to ask why. ‘Bloody hell!’ she gasped. The whole sky was like a bright orange ball, and Eileen felt her heart turn over in fear. ‘Would yez all start movin’ please? No one can get out while you’re blockin’ the entrance, an’ we’d all like to get home.’ Her loud voice brought the people out of their trance, and slowly the mass started to move. Her face grey, Eileen fought her way back to the family. ‘I don’t know how far away it is, but it looks bloody awful out there.’


‘What is it?’ Lily West’s face was anxious. ‘What did you see?’


‘From the colour of the sky, I’d say half of Liverpool was on fire.’


‘Oh, dear! I hope Bob’s all right.’ Lily was shaking with nerves. ‘He’s on duty, and he’ll be in the thick of it.’


‘Don’t start worrying till yer know what’s happened.’ Eileen winked over the heads of the children in a warning not to frighten them. ‘The fire might be miles away for all we know.’


It was ten minutes before the shelter cleared and Eileen was able to move her family out. She heard Lily’s cry of horror as they reached the end of the path and could see the flames licking the sky and heard the sound of crashing buildings.


‘Mam, will our ’ouse be all right?’ Tough little Billy wasn’t feeling so tough now. He was frightened.


‘We’ll have to hope for the best, won’t we, son?’ In her heart Eileen was crying. Oh, God, Bill, where are yer? Me and the kids need yer! For the first time in her life she was afraid. ‘Stay with us, Mrs West! We’ll walk yer home.’


‘I’ll run on and see if Bob’s all right.’ Lily was impatient. The children were slowing her down. ‘I’ll be fine; don’t you worry!’


‘Mrs West, wait! Those fires are near our street, an’ I think we should stick together.’


But Lily ran on, and Eileen had to force the children into a trot to keep up. They were three streets from their home when Lily screamed. ‘It’s our street that’s on fire; I know it is!’ Then her feet seemed to leave the ground as she spurted forward. Eileen dropped the girls’ hands and took off after her, shouting over her shoulder ‘See to the kids will yer, Mam?’


Fear must have given wings to Lily’s feet because she was out of sight in no time. Gasping for breath Eileen turned the corner, then leaned against the wall. Her eyes widened in horror as she took in the scene further down the narrow street. It seemed as though the whole bottom of the street was on fire. In the light from the flames Eileen could see men shading their faces with their hands, against the heat. Others were stooping down throwing bricks into the middle of the road.


When her breathing had eased Eileen walked down slowly to where Lily West was being restrained by two men. ‘I want to get to my house!’ she was screaming. ‘Leave go of me! It’s my house, and I want to get me things.’


One of the men holding her spoke softly. ‘You can’t go any nearer, love! The whole place could go up any minute.’


His words caused Lily to struggle more violently. ‘Me husband might be in there! Let go of me!’


‘Your husband will be here soon, love! He’s all right, and we’ve sent for him.’


‘You’re lying!’ Lily spat. ‘He’s in there, and I want to go to him.’ She was nearly demented as she wriggled to free herself. ‘Take your hands off me!’


Eileen moved forward. ‘Let me talk to her.’


The man moved aside and Eileen took hold of Lily’s arm. ‘Yer husband’s all right, Mrs West, honest! He’ll be here soon!’ She put her arms round the shaking woman and held her close. Patting her back as she would a baby, she soothed, ‘That’s it; have a good cry.’


The two men watched for a few seconds, then seeing Lily was in good hands they went back to work on the fire that was destroying her home.


Then Bob West was standing in front of them and Eileen turned Lily round. ‘Here’s yer husband.’


Bob didn’t speak. He just held out his arms and his wife rushed into them. ‘Thank God, you’re safe.’ Sobbing uncontrollably, she cried, ‘Our house has gone, Bob! We’ve got no home, now.’


‘There now, lass, don’t cry! We’re safe, and that’s the main thing.’ He held her close till her sobbing eased, then he looked over her head to Eileen. ‘Stay with her, lass, till I run for her niece. Lily can stay with her until I can get something sorted out. Then I’ll have to get back to the depot, because they need every pair of hands they can get.’


Eileen couldn’t trust herself to speak. Putting her arms round Lily, she drew her from Bob’s arms and nodded.


Maggie was standing at the front door, a worried expression on her face. ‘I’m afraid you’re coming into a right mess, love!’


‘Mam, if the four walls are standin’ I’ll consider meself very lucky.’ Eileen waved her arm down the street. ‘The Wests have lost their home; it’s been gutted! And when yer think, it could just have easily been this end of the street that caught that lot!’


‘I’ve put the kids to bed; they were falling asleep on their feet.’ Maggie followed her daughter down the hall and watched the expression on her face as she surveyed the mess in the living room. ‘I haven’t had a good look upstairs, but it doesn’t seem too bad. There’s a few broken windows, and some of the ceiling’s down in your room, but nothing that can’t be put right.’ Eileen stepped over the broken mirror and ornaments strewn across the soot-covered floor. She was about to sit down when Maggie said sharply, ‘Don’t sit down! Everything’s filthy!’


Sitting down heavily, Eileen closed her eyes. ‘Mam, I really couldn’t give a shit!’


‘There’s no need for language like that.’ Maggie tutted. ‘I don’t know where you get it from. You never heard me or your dad use that sort of language.’


‘I know, I know! Neither does me posh sister, Rene!’ Eileen sounded weary. ‘I’m the black sheep of the family, and I’m no lady! But yer know what they say, Mam; yer can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear.’


‘Don’t talk stupid! You’re as much of a lady as our Rene, except that she puts on airs and graces.’ Maggie grinned, ‘Anyway, there’s more of you than there is of her!’


‘Yeah! About ten stone; give or take a stone or two.’ Eileen suddenly started laughing. ‘We’ve certainly picked a fine time to have a heart to heart talk, Mam! This place is like a midden, and we’re discussin’ whether I’m a lady or a big, fat, loud-mouthed cow!’


Although they were alike in looks, except that Eileen was fatter than her mother had ever been, Maggie wasn’t as outgoing, or as outspoken as her daughter. She looked at her now and pursed her lips. ‘I don’t know what’s come over you lately. You’ve changed since Bill went away. When he was here you never used to swear, and you always kept yourself neat and tidy! Now you don’t seem to care how you look.’


‘What’s the good, Mam? With Bill not here, who is there for me to dress up for?’ Eileen’s body sagged, as though all the fight had gone out of her. ‘I don’t half miss him, Mam! I wouldn’t mind so much if I knew he was all right, but I don’t! Sometimes I think I’ll never see him again.’


‘Of course you will!’ Maggie had never heard Eileen sound so defeated. ‘What’s the matter with you tonight? I’ve never heard you talk like this before.’


‘No! I’m the big, tough Eileen, who wouldn’t worry if her backside was on fire! That’s what everybody thinks, isn’t it, Mam?’ Eileen’s voice was bitter. ‘Well there’s times when I get fed-up tryin’ to put a brave front on, and tonight’s one of them. I’m tired, Mam! Tired of goin’ to work every day, and tired of tryin’ to be both Mother and Father to the kids.’


‘Shall I make us a cuppa?’ Maggie didn’t know how to take Eileen in this mood. ‘That’s if we’ve got any cups left.’


‘No, thanks, Mam! I’m goin’ to bed.’ Eileen put her hands on the side of the chair to lever herself up. ‘Yer’ve had all me moans tonight, but don’t worry, I’ll be back to normal tomorrow.’


‘You might be back to normal, but this room certainly won’t!’


‘Well, I’ve got two days off after tomorrow’s shift, so I’ll get stuck in. A dollop of elbow grease an’ we’ll soon have it straight.’ Eileen reached the door, and when she turned there was a grin stretching from ear to ear. ‘If I got a telegram tomorrow, saying Bill was on his way home, you wouldn’t see me heels for dust! I’d be down at the hairdressers getting me hair permed, then on to TJs to buy meself some glamorous clothes. I’d even buy meself a pair of them french knickers!’


‘Go on with you!’ Maggie laughed. ‘French knickers indeed!’


Eileen had her foot on the first stair, then turned back and popped her head round the door. ‘On second thoughts, I won’t bother with the french knickers! They’re very expensive, an’ it would be a waste of money because Bill would probably tear them off in his haste to get to me body!’




Chapter Four


‘Come on, lass, the all-clear’s gone.’ Martha shook Mary’s shoulder. ‘Fold the blankets and let’s go home.’


Mary bent her head as she stood up, careful not to bang it on the low roof. She bundled the blankets into the bag and opened the door. The sight that met her caused her to gape in horror and brought cries from the others. The whole sky was a bright orange glow from the fires they could see raging above the roofs of their houses. They could feel the heat on their faces, even inside the shelter, and were rooted to the spot, unable to take in what they were seeing. The smell and crackle of burning wood was mixed with the roar of the flames, the crashing buildings and the screams.
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