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Dear reader,


I’m so excited to share this first book in the Blitz Girls series with you. 


Whatever led you here (whether you stopped by after reading my Bobby Girls series or you’ve discovered this series afresh), I hope you enjoy what I have created. 


I was so excited to start work on a new series, but it was bittersweet as it meant leaving my beloved Bobby Girls behind. However, as soon as I started writing and developing the main Blitz Girls characters, I fell in love with Viv, Dot, and Peggy. 


Switching my research from World War I to World War II, I was struck by how much more the Second War affected everybody back home in Britain. Innocent civilians, who hadn’t chosen to sign up and fight, were being targeted regardless. People of all ages and classes were affected. I found it difficult reading about young children being killed in such a violent, senseless way. The research was hard going at times, but I chose to include some of the tougher details in the book as I think it’s important that we don’t sugar-coat what our relatives went through in order for us to live with the freedoms that we enjoy today. 


I lost my wonderful father-in-law while my agent was negotiating the deal for The Blitz Girls. I’d told Gary about the book, and he was so excited for me and proud of what I was doing. He was always genuinely interested in 
what I was writing – even the projects I thought he would find dull seemed to spark a light in his eyes as he listened. I’m devastated that he passed before I got to tell him the deal had gone ahead and that he never got to see the finished product. I’ve dedicated this book to him, and I will donate a percentage of my earnings to the MND Association in his memory.


I really hope you enjoy reading The Blitz Girls as much as I enjoyed writing it, and if you do, then please keep an eye on my social media for details of the next book in the series.


Love,


Jo




Prologue


The sickening wail of a falling bomb filled the air as the ambulance driver carefully negotiated her ­vehicle around the wreckage. The noise was becoming far too ­familiar. The air-raid sirens had sounded just twenty ­minutes before, and already the streets of Chelsea were full of destruction. She closed her eyes briefly and took a deep breath when she spotted some poor soul’s severed leg at the side of the road. She kept her eyes fixed forward, then, not keen on discovering the rest of the body. There was no point in stopping here to help – she knew from experience that there was nothing to be done.


Making her way towards her destination, she was momentarily grateful for the fact she had some help to guide her on her way. She had grown accustomed to driving through the streets of London in the dark since the blackout had been imposed, but tonight there was light to guide her – only it was coming from the burning caused by incendiary bombs and explosions. A red glow filled the sky. She suddenly wished it was pitch black again, and that her route wasn’t being lit up by the bonfire caused by people’s homes and businesses – and lives – being destroyed. But as everyone around her scrambled for safety and shelter, she kept driving towards the danger that the city’s nightly visitors were inflicting. It’s what she had done most evenings since the Germans had started their relentless attacks on London a week before. To block out the terror that she felt, she tried to focus on how many people she and her partner could help get to medical aid.


Turning into Upper Cheyne Row, she felt bile rising in her throat. When the call had come in, they had only been given the street name. She had hoped all the way here that the public shelter hadn’t been hit, but there was no denying now that she was here that the Catholic Church of our Most Holy Redeemer and St Thomas More had taken a direct hit. She felt sick thinking about how many innocent people would have been sheltering in the crypt when the bomb had ripped through it. The one place they would have felt safe.


Searching around for an ARP warden, she spotted Dot and Peggy waving her over. She parked up a few houses down from the church – as close as she could get without shredding the tyres to pieces – and took a moment to digest the rubble and flames before leaping into action.


‘What a night to work your first shift,’ she said as lightly as she could manage to Dot as they all made their way towards the smouldering wreckage. She tried to block out the groaning and wailing that she could already hear coming from trapped survivors.


‘I don’t think there was ever going to be a good night to start,’ Dot replied, fixing her hat and smiling weakly. ­Suddenly, a worrying thought popped into Vivian’s head. She had run into this woman on her way home recently – and it hadn’t been far from here. She didn’t want to ask the question – too afraid of the answer. But she had to.


‘Do you know anybody who was in there tonight?’


Tears filled the warden’s eyes despite her obvious attempts to stop them. Peggy, who hadn’t yet taken her eyes off the flames licking the sky, took hold of Dot’s hand as they both continued to stare at the horror in front of them, and when she spoke her voice was shaking.


‘We both do.’
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Two weeks earlier


London, 1 September 1940


Dot Simmonds fiddled with the pages of her ration book as she waited in line at Woolton and Son greengrocer’s. She could hear Mrs Parker striking up a conversation with Mrs Woolton as she rang up her shopping, and there was an audible sigh of frustration from further down the queue. Everybody in their little corner of Chelsea knew that once Mrs Parker got started it was difficult to end the exchange. They could be stuck here for another ten minutes while the lonely old dear regaled Mrs Woolton with all the gory details of her latest ailments. When she had cut her finger making a vegetable stew, she’d spent so long telling Mr Wyatt at the butcher’s next door about it that he’d been forced to shut up shop an hour later than usual.


Dot smiled to herself, grateful to her neighbour for adding time to her trip. Most people Dot knew groaned about the queues for groceries these days. It had grown gradually worse since rationing had been introduced at the beginning of the year. Back then they were only rationing butter, bacon and sugar. These days, meat, tea and even margarine had been added to the list. It seemed that you couldn’t pop out for anything without getting caught up in a long wait. But while everybody else seemed to get upset about anything that delayed their onward journey – like Mrs Parker holding up the queue as she nattered – Dot welcomed the hindrance. In fact, she quite enjoyed it.


Dot’s weekly trip to Woolton and Son for the household shopping was the highlight of her week, because it gave her a break from Beryl. Dot had been stuck at home alone with her mother-in-law since her husband Tommy had joined the Royal Engineers in April. Dot had never quite hit it off with Beryl. Tommy was the older woman’s only son and she had leaned on him for support ever since his father died five years before. Tommy had even left a well-paid job in the north of the country to move in with his mother after his father’s death. Dot hadn’t thought there’d been anything wrong with them being so close – in fact she’d believed a strong bond between mother and son suggested a good, reliable and caring man. And, besides, Dot would probably have never met Tommy if he had stayed up north instead of moving to London to look after his mother. She had all but given up on finding love after years of ­loneliness – all the men in Chelsea had seemed to either be taken or downright awful.


So, Tommy had walked into her life like a breath of fresh air just when she had decided she needed to come to terms with living out the rest of her days as a spinster. Dot could still picture the way he’d grinned at her when he’d first come to her father’s garage to work for him – how romantic he’d been then. Thinking back now, she realised she had been so desperate to settle down and get married that she had made it quite easy for Tommy to sweep her off her feet. But sweep her off her feet he had done, and they had been happy for a time. She smiled as she remembered how good he had been at making her laugh in the early days of their relationship. And how he’d made her feel so special. But that was before she’d known what married life was really like.


After losing her own mother when she’d been a ­teenager, Dot had been desperate to form a close bond with ­Tommy’s mother when they’d first met. But every effort she made seemed to be thrown back in her face; Dot felt as if she couldn’t do anything right in Beryl’s eyes. The older woman had been unwilling to let go when Tommy had met Dot, and just refused to accept her no matter how hard she tried. To make matters worse, Tommy appeared to be completely oblivious to the tension between the women. Instead of ­trying to help his mother understand there was room enough for the two of them in his life, Tommy ignored ­Beryl’s ­possessive behaviour and appeared to suffer bouts of blindness and deafness whenever his mother said anything out of turn to his wife – which she often did.


When Tommy and Dot had first started courting, Dot had tried on occasion to talk to him about it, but he’d been so ­protective of his mother that the conversation had never ended well. Then he would say something to make Dot laugh and her heart would soften and she would forget why she had felt so upset. When she had complained about it to her friends all those years ago, they had asked why she put up with it and that was when Dot had realised she was in love with Tommy.


‘When you fall in love with somebody, you fall in love with every part of them – faults and all,’ she’d said with a shrug. They had wed soon after and, suddenly, putting up with Beryl had seemed bearable if it meant Dot had ­Tommy’s devotion.


Mrs Parker finally finished her monologue and a tired-­looking Mrs Woolton waved forward the next customer. Dot noticed the woman’s blue air-raid-warden overalls and felt a wave of sadness sweep over her. Dot was desperate to do her bit for the war effort but, instead, she was stuck at home all day every day with Beryl. Tommy had never wanted Dot to work. When they’d married, she had been excited about finding work as a receptionist – she had spent many years helping out on the reception at her father’s garage, after all. But as soon as they were living under the same roof, Tommy had insisted she focus on starting a family. She had planned on asking her father for support in convincing Tommy that she was capable of manning the reception at the garage at least, but her beloved daddy had died a few months after their ­wedding. Tommy had taken over the business and Dot’s dreams of a career had died along with her father.


As the queue shuffled forward again, Dot noticed a poster in the window. She was pulled in at once by the picture across the top of women walking together with purpose, and the striking photograph of a woman in a gas mask. Dot read the text with interest:


ARP


It’s the women we need . . .


Women ambulance drivers, women wardens, ­women for first aid and casualty stations.


ENROL AT ONCE!


Of course, when women had started signing up to help keep the country running as the men went off to fight, Dot had been keen to get involved. But she hadn’t mentioned it to Tommy. He’d made it clear that Dot getting a job was out of the question, and he’d been so relieved that she was going to be at home to look after his mother while he was away that she couldn’t bring herself to say anything. How could she tell him that she’d much rather be out on the streets putting her life at risk to help others than sitting at home with Beryl? It would break his heart and she couldn’t do that to the man she loved. Her ‘job’ these days seemed to be making sure Beryl was fed and watered and that her house was clean and tidy, when Dot knew full well that her mother-in-law was capable of taking care of all of that herself.


‘Are you thinking of volunteering?’ A voice cut into Dot’s thoughts, making her jump. She’d been so caught up in ­imagining herself out on the streets, rounding people up and guiding them to safety, that she hadn’t even noticed the queue ahead moving forward again, much less the ARP ­warden ­paying for her shopping and walking back towards her. Dot took in her overalls now, as she tried to come up with a response that didn’t make her sound terribly pathetic. My husband won’t let me was the truth, but there was no question of her admitting that – especially not to someone who was clearly very brave and selfless. This warden was also younger than Dot – she must only have been in her early twenties while Dot was almost thirty. The realisation made her feel even more wretched.


‘Oh, erm . . . I have a lot on, caring for my mother-in-law, and looking after the house,’ Dot stuttered, avoiding eye ­contact. She was ashamed of her lie, and she knew it sounded pitiful – but it was better than being honest.


‘That’s a shame. We could do with some more plucky women on our side. You look like you know how to stand up for yourself.’ Dot could feel her cheeks flaming red as she smiled apologetically and shrugged her shoulders. As the woman walked away, Dot wondered what had given her the idea that she could stand up for herself. She might have thought that about herself many years ago, but ­married life and a nit-picking mother-in-law had drained all the fight out of her.


Walking home with her shopping, Dot couldn’t stop thinking about the friendly air-raid warden and the exciting life that could open up to her if she signed up to volunteer. Of course, it would be dangerous – but war in itself was dangerous. She was at risk just by being in London. What more peril would she put herself in by trying to help those around her? Besides, despite all the talk of air raids, and all the preparations the country had gone to, nothing much had happened so far. There had been some bombs dropped on the East End a week or so before, but, after the initial panic and Churchill’s orders to retaliate on Berlin, nothing had come of it all. The city had emptied out following France’s surrender to Germany back in June but, even then, none of the feared aerial bombardments had followed. People who’d fled to the countryside had now started returning, and even some of the children evacuated at the start of the war were being sent home to their families.


Would it be so bad if she volunteered to help make sure people stuck to the blackout and got to shelters safely when the regular false alarms sounded? Dot wondered. When she turned the corner into Lawrence Street and the Simmonds’ terraced house came into view, Dot’s heart did its usual drop. Shaking her head and laughing lightly, she pushed all thoughts of signing up to volunteer to the back of her mind. What had she been thinking? Clearly, she wasn’t going to become an air-raid warden. Tommy wouldn’t even let her get a job in an office, for goodness’ sake! But then, Tommy wasn’t here . . . 


Stop! She scolded the naughty little voice in her head. Yes, she was frustrated with her life, but it was no reason to rock the boat and cause problems with Tommy. There was ­absolutely no way she would be able to keep it from him, anyway, not with Beryl breathing down her neck. Dot had to admit, though, that it had been fun to entertain the idea – even if it had been very briefly.


With a long sigh, Dot opened the front door and waited for Beryl’s tedious voice to ring out. When she was met with silence, she walked quietly along the hallway and peered into the living room, hopeful that her mother-in-law had fallen asleep in her armchair after eating the breakfast Dot had left out for her. Beryl was never up before 9 a.m. and yet she regularly dozed in her favourite chair after stuffing her face. Dot had made the mistake of sitting in the seat one afternoon shortly after she and Tommy had started ­courting. The old woman had let out a shriek so loud it had probably woken the baby five doors down. Such was the fuss that Beryl had made, Dot had worried she’d failed to spot a cherished pet on the chair and managed to sit on a cat and squash it without ­realising. But after jumping back to her feet and checking, she’d found the spot empty.


‘Didn’t your parents teach you any manners?’ Beryl had roared as she’d shoved Dot out of the way and plonked ­herself down on the chair. ‘You’d think she’d check before ­making herself at home,’ she added as a quiet aside to Tommy, tutting as she picked up a newspaper and turned all her attention to that. Dot looked to Tommy for backup; surely, he wasn’t going to let his mother talk to her like that just because she’d sat in her chair? But he simply gave Dot the cheeky wink that always made her knees go weak and waved her through to the kitchen where he proceeded to make a pot of tea as if nothing had happened. She went to protest but he leaned over and kissed her so passionately that she thought she was going to lose her balance. She couldn’t be upset with him after that.


Dot often thought back to that first encounter with Beryl and wondered why she hadn’t run a mile. Well, she had a pretty good idea – it was Tommy’s charm that had won her over every time. But she should have known then that Tommy would always put his mother first, no matter how awful the woman was being to her. Maybe she had overlooked the ­negative signs in her desperation to settle down before she was too old, and with no other prospects in sight. She’d felt so relieved when Tommy had shown interest in her that she’d been worried about messing things up. Of course, she felt guilty for thinking that way – she did love Tommy. But they had certainly faced a lot of obstacles during their time together, and his mother was one of the biggest. Dot felt a pang of longing when she thought back to the early days with Tommy – things had been so fun and easy between them. Where had it all gone wrong? Had he turned off the charm, or was she just blind to it now?


‘You took your time,’ Beryl snapped. Dot took a deep breath and walked through the living room to the kitchen to unpack the shopping. This is where it all went wrong, she thought bitterly, looking at Beryl. But then she scolded herself. She couldn’t put all the blame on her mother-in-law. Tommy had changed, too.


‘It was busy at Woolton’s. I got stuck behind Mrs Parker again. She burned her finger this week.’


‘Silly old fool. They should have sent ’er off to the countryside when they got rid of ’er grandchildren. ’Ere, that egg you left me was too runny. You know they make me sick if they’re too runny.’


Dot bit her tongue. She couldn’t remember a time when Beryl had thanked her for doing anything. She was often left wishing she hadn’t bothered. But, as awful as Beryl was to her, Dot just wasn’t the kind of person who would do – or not do – something to spite somebody. She’d been making an egg for herself that morning so it had been no bother to do an extra one for her mother-in-law, although she wondered now if she would have been met with less criticism if she had only looked after herself.


‘Maybe it’s not your cooking, though,’ Beryl ­continued. ‘June at number thirty says eggs lose their quality the ­further they travel.’ Dot stopped what she was doing. Was Beryl being nice to her? Maybe the runny egg really had made her sick. ‘Of course, if you’d managed to give me a grandchild by now, then we wouldn’t have this problem, would we? We’d ’ave been packed off to a lovely ­little ­country cottage with the little ’un when the war had started, where we’d be able to get eggs straight from the hen.’ Dot turned to look at Beryl, who put on her glasses and picked up her newspaper. ‘Just imagine the quality of those eggs!’ she exclaimed as she shook out the news­paper and started to read intently. Shame rushed through Dot. She hated how other women judged her because she hadn’t been able to give her husband a child yet. On her worst days, she feared it was the cause of Tommy’s coldness towards her. And she hated how Beryl constantly used the fact to put her down.


‘Make us a cuppa while you’re up, would you, ­Dorothy?’ And that was another thing. Beryl insisted on calling her ­Dorothy even though she knew full well that she didn’t like people using her full name. She much preferred Dot – it was fun, young and friendly. And her own mother had always called her by the shortened version. But she’d given up asking Beryl to stop using her full name. She suspected she did it out of spite now, so she tried her hardest not to bristle when Beryl addressed her. A knock at the door made both women jump. Dot wiped the tears of anger and frustration that had formed in the corners of her eyes and she stomped past Beryl to the front door. She knew that the lazy so-and-so wouldn’t even consider getting up to answer it herself.


Dot was surprised to find the air-raid warden from ­Woolton’s standing on the street outside. The sun behind her seemed to glisten off the strands of dark hair which had escaped from the ponytail hidden beneath her tin hat. Dot could see her own face reflected back in the woman’s big brown eyes.


‘Hello again,’ the warden said with a laugh. ‘I’m Peggy Miller. I’m just doing the rounds to check on blackout preparations. Are you getting on all right with it all so far?’


‘Dot Simmonds. And we’re doing just fine, thank you.’ Dot smiled. ‘There’s no light coming out of these ­windows after dark.’


‘For what good it’s doing!’ Beryl bellowed from the ­living room. Dot flushed crimson and gave Peggy an ­apologetic look. ‘Waste of time, all this blackout ­nonsense! The shelter they made my Tommy build in the garden was a waste of effort, too! And you lot – you’re just ­busybodies – everyone knows ARP stands for ’­anging round pubs!’ Embarrassed, Dot stepped out of the house and pulled the door to behind her.


‘I’m so sorry about that. My mother-in-law’s convinced the bombs are never coming but I keep telling her we need to be prepared. Especially now Churchill has retaliated on Berlin.’ She wasn’t convinced herself that more bombs were on the way – surely, they would have landed by now. But this Peggy seemed like a lovely girl, and she admired what she was doing, even if it did appear to be in vain.


‘Don’t worry, I come across the same kind of resistance every day. But they’ll all be grateful of us when the proper bombing starts up.’ Dot nodded meekly. She hoped Peggy was wrong – on the bomb front, at least. ‘Are you sure you won’t sign up? She doesn’t seem like she needs much looking after, if you don’t mind my ­saying,’ Peggy added quietly, nodding towards the door. Dot cleared her throat awkwardly.


‘I’m not sure I’m cut out for it. I can’t even stand up to my mother-in-law. I’m not sure I’d cope with everything you have to put up with.’


‘I think you might surprise yourself,’ Peggy said confidently. ‘If you can deal with an old battle-axe like that, then I reckon you can deal with anything.’ Dot couldn’t help but laugh. ‘Sorry,’ Peggy added hastily. ‘I know she’s your family.’


‘Oh, goodness, don’t apologise.’ Dot smiled. ‘I’ll think about it, all right?’


‘Make sure you do,’ Peggy sang out as she made her way along the street. Watching her go, Dot allowed herself once more to imagine what it would be like to volunteer as a ­warden and finally have a sense of purpose.


‘I’m dying of thirst here, Dorothy!’ Beryl’s voice screeched through the gap in the door, and she was pulled back into her mundane, miserable life once more.
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As she poured out tea into the mismatched row of mugs, Peggy took a deep breath and whispered to herself, ‘Please keep the bombs away for another night.’


‘What was that, Pegs? You doing your praying business again?’ Stan called out from across the dining hall and into the kitchen. Peggy ignored her colleague and continued making the round of teas. She often volunteered to make the hot drinks when she was on duty and waiting for a possible call-out at their ARP base at Cook’s Ground School in Old Church Street. She didn’t particularly enjoy the task, but it gave her space from Stan – the only air-raid warden at the base who didn’t seem to be able to accept a woman in the same role as him. He put her down at every opportunity and, although the rest of her male colleagues showed her respect and were kind to her, they rarely stuck up for her in front of Stan. She could understand why – he was a nasty piece of work and nobody wanted to get on the wrong side of him. Whenever they interacted, he was downright hostile towards her. And if he wasn’t being mean, then he was acting creepy. She wasn’t sure which one she disliked more.


Peggy knew Stan picked on her because, as well as being an easy target, she was a woman in a ‘man’s job’ – although that phrase annoyed her because the Air Raid Wardens’ ­Service was actively looking for women to join the ranks now. She deserved to be there just as much as he did. And she had done all the same training as him. But there were still a lot of men around who just couldn’t accept women stepping up to help where they could – and trust her to get stuck with one of them. Sometimes she wished the elusive bombs would drop on Chelsea so that she would get a chance to prove herself, but then she told herself off for hoping for such a dreadful thing.


‘Hitler’s not gonna listen to you, love – you just keep on doing what you’re good at,’ Stan called from the doorway, nodding towards the teapot and laughing to himself. Peggy rolled her eyes at the plump, balding lump of a man – he always seemed to be hanging around when she was having a rest break. As usual, there was no backup from any of her other colleagues.


There were warden posts every five or six hundred yards in London, with a maximum of ten posts per square mile. It meant that nobody was ever more than a half-mile walk from a post. There were six of them based at the school post: Peggy, Stan, Charles, Roy, Bill, and their ­senior ­warden, ­Victor. There were also a couple of messengers ready to cycle around the streets they covered when the bombs dropped and inform Victor of their locations and casualties so that he could phone it in.


Peggy was desperate for some female company on her air-raid-warden shifts – and the support that would bring. She was certain that a coward like Stan wouldn’t pick on her or letch over her if she had another woman with her. Men like that were only brave when a woman was on her own and vulnerable. What made things worse was that Stan was Victor’s brother-in-law. So, as much as she longed to tell him to bog off, she couldn’t very well do so without getting herself into bother with their senior warden. She suspected this was also one of the reasons her colleagues never stuck up for her.


Thinking about having another female on duty with her reminded Peggy of Dot Simmonds again. She seemed as though she would be perfect. She was older than Peggy, and she was married, which Peggy always felt made a person more worldly-wise. Dot could be somebody to look up to as well as an ally against Stan. And she had definitely been looking at the recruitment poster in Woolton’s longingly. Lawrence Street wasn’t on Peggy’s usual patch, but she had had some extra time that afternoon and decided to do some blackout prep check-ups in the wider area. It felt like fate that she had bumped into Dot so soon after talking to her about volunteering at the shop.


‘Please keep the bombs away for another night,’ Peggy whispered to herself again, more quietly this time so that Stan didn’t hear her. She didn’t like to be disturbed when she made the plea. She wasn’t entirely sure who she was pleading with. She certainly wasn’t religious, and she wasn’t praying as her colleagues always assumed. It was just a habit she had got into when she’d first started her rounds as an air-raid warden that had sort of stuck. They hadn’t had any raids so far although everybody had been certain they were coming when the war had started. Peggy knew it wasn’t anything to do with her little mantra every evening, but now she got ­panicky if she didn’t go through the ritual properly. As long as she did it the same way every time then she wouldn’t be able to blame herself if a raid finally took place on her shift.


After her cup of tea, Peggy made her way around the local streets on her usual rounds. She took her role of ­warden very seriously despite the lack of raids, and she did her best to make sure she knew as much about the ­residents on her patch as possible. A lot of people thought she and her colleagues were just nosey, but the true reason was more heartbreaking than they imagined. When she had done her training, the importance of knowing everything possible about everybody on her patch had been drummed into Peggy. She had been taught that a good warden knew the habits of the people who lived in their sector so that when the bombs dropped, the ­emergency services could be directed straight to where the survivors were likely to be found. Her knowledge could make the difference between life and death. Knocking on Mr and Mrs Young’s door in Old Church Street, just down the road from the ARP base, she smiled when the old lady answered with her usual bluster.


‘Yes, yes, dear – Harold’s over at his brother’s for his evening dram. Just like he is every night. Now, can I help you with anything else?’ Poor Mrs Young sighed and looked like she couldn’t wait to get rid of her unwanted visitor. Peggy knew that the pensioner found her regular call-ins a hassle. She didn’t like being disturbed on her nights off from her husband as she didn’t get to enjoy a lot of peace and quiet when he was around. But it was vital that Peggy was certain Mr Young was at his brother’s house around the corner – because if a bomb dropped on this part of Chelsea tonight, then she wanted to make sure the rescue teams were digging in the right place to find him. She knew that he wandered over to his brother’s for a drink and a break from his wife most evenings. But what if he didn’t go one night and she directed the search teams to the wrong house without realising? Mrs Young might find her tiresome, but Peggy’s constant checking in could end up saving her husband’s life.


Peggy also knew the shift patterns of all the factory ­workers in the street, as well as who was sneaking around with who when they shouldn’t be. Brenda at number twenty-­five was carrying on with Philip across the road while her ­husband was fighting in France. Peggy had seen him surreptitiously letting her in after dark one evening when they’d thought nobody had been watching, and when she had knocked to do her daily rounds he had claimed to be in on his own. The encounter had angered Peggy. Not the affair – that was none of her business, although she did feel it was particularly off of Brenda to do the dirty on her husband while he was away fighting for her freedom. But it was the disregard for the ­rescue workers that really got to Peggy. What if a bomb dropped while they were up to no good? If she hadn’t rumbled their secret and had spent the last few weeks believing their lies, then she could end up sending the search teams into Brenda’s house to look for a body that wasn’t there. The two of them rarely made it to the local shelter when the siren sounded, and none of the gardens in this street had room for Anderson shelters, so she suspected they took the opportunities to cavort in the comfort of one of their homes.


Peggy waved Mrs Young goodbye and retrieved her list from her jacket pocket. She carried the log of all the ­residents on her patch with her whenever she was on duty. When the sirens sounded and everybody gathered at the public shelter in the crypt at the Catholic Church of the Most Holy Redeemer in Upper Cheyne Row, Peggy would tick them all off the list. And if anybody was missing, then she knew if it was because they were at work or if she needed to scramble back out and round them up. Some of the older residents insisted on staying at home, especially now there had been so many false alarms. She could understand them not wanting to spend all night cramped up in the crypt getting no sleep, but she was ­terrified about what might become of them when the bombs finally did fall. There wasn’t a lot she could do for them if they dug their heels in though – apart from direct the search teams to them if it ever came to that.


After another quiet shift, Peggy returned to her boarding house on Bramerton Street the following morning. She changed out of her overalls and sat down at her dressing table, picking up the framed photo of her siblings. Peggy had taken the picture just before she and the oldest of her brothers and sisters had gone their separate ways when war had been declared. She was the middle child of seven, and she missed her family desperately.


Growing up in Sussex, they had all been very close. Peggy would have loved nothing more than to have ­bunkered down at home with them for the duration of the fighting, but everyone had been keen to do their bit when war had broken out. Peggy had signed up for air-raid training in ­London immediately, while her older brothers, Lee and Jamie, had joined the forces along with their father. Joan – who at nineteen was the closest to Peggy in age – was working as a land girl now, and their three younger sisters – Lucy, six, Martha, four, and Annie, three – were all still at home with their mother, who had recently taken in ­evacuees. Peggy had thought it ironic that as she had left the countryside for London, younger children had been ferried into the safety of her childhood home. But she was glad that her mother and sisters had the distraction of the city ­youngsters to keep their minds from wandering to the dangers Peggy, Joan, their brothers and their father were in.


Sitting down after a shift and taking time to think about her family and wonder what they were up to and hope they were all right was another little ritual Peggy had slipped into recently. But this one brought her comfort. She felt like they were all close when she did this. She often wondered if any of them were thinking about her at the same time. She hoped so. A knock at the door forced Peggy to set the photo back down. She was pleased to find Lilli on the other side of her door, holding out a cup of tea and a slice of toast.


‘Good morning.’ Lilli smiled as Peggy took the mug gratefully and retreated back inside, gesturing for her to follow. Lilli was a refugee from Austria whom Peggy had taken under her wing when she had moved into the room next to hers at the boarding house. Poor Lilli had arrived with nothing and knowing nobody after losing her ­parents back home. Peggy had done everything she could for her – she couldn’t stand to sit by and watch ­anybody struggle, especially somebody so young. Lilli was still in her teens and Peggy couldn’t comprehend somebody so young going through what her new friend was ­having to deal with. Despite this, Lilli was always cheerful and bright. The two girls had grown close. Peggy had soon realised that Lilli was filling the void left by Joan’s absence, and she had become a bit of a surrogate sister to her. Lilli brought Peggy a cup of tea and a slice of toast after every shift, and the small but generous gesture made her heart burst every time. Not least because Lilli did it despite being well aware that Peggy had a gas ring in her room and was more than able to rustle up breakfast for herself.


They sat on Peggy’s bed together while she ate the toast and drank her tea. This was their usual routine and Peggy always looked forward to it. She told Lilli about her evening and watched as her long blonde hair bobbed up and down while she nodded along and took in the details. Her hazel eyes always showed such interest in what Peggy had been up to, even on the quietest of evenings. She knew Lilli looked up to her and it made her feel even more responsible for the young woman.


‘So, what did you do with your evening?’ Peggy asked now.


‘Some of the older gentlemen taught me some card games in the living area.’ Lilli beamed. ‘It was much fun. I even won a game!’ She launched into details about the various tricks she had picked up, talking too fast as her eyes shone with glee. Peggy couldn’t help but get caught up in her enthusiasm despite the heavy tiredness that was descending on her limbs.


‘Maybe we can show the others when we go over later,’ Peggy suggested. ‘Let’s remember to take a pack of cards with us.’ Lilli nodded her agreement.


Helping Lilli had opened Peggy’s eyes to the plight of ­refugees – many of whom were now being housed in ­Chelsea. At first, she had simply donated what clothes and kitchen equipment she could spare, as a lot of locals seemed to be doing in response to the borough’s appeal for help. But after doing some research she had joined a Committee of Women, which had been set up to look after the refugees. They met regularly at the artist James Whistler’s former house in Cheyne Walk to discuss all that needed doing. All the women had adopted several houses each and become godmothers to the refugees living in them. Peggy had only taken on one house because her work with the ARP took up a lot of her time. Lilli had become her unofficial assistant as her impressive English made her a very helpful interpreter for Peggy.


‘You sleep now,’ Lilli said warmly. She got up off the bed and took Peggy’s plate and mug from her before leaving the room. It always amazed Peggy how caring and nurturing Lilli was towards her, despite the fact she was the youngest of the two of them. Sinking under the bedcovers, Peggy looked forward to getting some rest. She needed to be up in time to go and see her refugees with Lilli ahead of her next shift that evening. All her ­volunteer work kept her very busy, and she sometimes felt exhausted, but she knew that it was nothing ­compared to what so many men were going through in order to ­protect her and everybody else still enjoying their freedom in Britain. She closed her eyes and sent safe wishes to her father and brothers before falling into a deep slumber.
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Making her way down to the dance floor, Vivian Howe searched around for her friend’s face in the crowded room. She should probably call William Carter more than a friend by now – they had been stepping out together for a little while, and she could tell just by the way that he looked at her that he was besotted. If she was being honest with herself, then she had to admit that she was besotted with him, too. But she wasn’t ready to declare that to him – or to anybody, for that matter. As the band started up a lively number, Viv – as she liked to be called – smiled and continued down the stairs to search for William. The band had set up in the space in the ­middle of the two staircases that swept down to the dance floor, and Viv watched the musicians dancing away as she made her way down the steps.


Viv was a regular at the Café de Paris in Coventry Street, Soho. She was a regular at most of the London nightspots that had reopened their doors since the government had relented on their silly ban on entertainment in 1939. She had experienced quite the panic when all her favourite haunts had been forced to shut up shop immediately after war had been declared. Viv had always used dancing as a way of helping her deal with whatever stresses she was having to face. Letting loose to some good music was a sure-fire way of melting away her worries. She had thrown herself into training to become an ambulance driver as soon as all the entertainment venues had closed – she was desperate to do something to help and she also needed a distraction from what was going on in the world without her beloved dancing to take her mind off it.


It had been easier than Viv had expected to become a ­London County Council ambulance driver when she had arrived in London a year ago. She had already known how to drive: growing up in the Surrey countryside she’d been taught by her father when she was just twelve. But being asked to transport a very old and rusting bus around the streets of London had somewhat thrown her. To her relief, the streets around County Hall in Waterloo that she had been asked to negotiate had been quiet, and she had found the vehicle easy to manoeuvre. She’d also had to steer the bus around obstacles in a yard and had done her best not to spill the water in a bucket sitting in the footwell while doing so.


Once she had officially become a member of the ­London Auxiliary Ambulance Service, she had discovered that standards for the tests had been dropped dramatically due to a shortage of ambulance drivers in the city, but she hadn’t let that dampen her spirit or quell her pride at what she had achieved. She also hadn’t mentioned it to her father when he had written to congratulate her.


Soon after she had joined the service, most of the restaurants and dance halls that Viv loved had seen sense and started up again. The management at The Berkeley, which had a particularly lovely dance floor, had even declared: ‘Dancing will make people forget their worries,’ when they’d reopened their doors the previous September. Viv couldn’t have agreed more. She couldn’t understand these people who sat cowering at home, listening to the news bulletins and just waiting for the bombs to drop.


Viv tended to lean towards Café de Paris for a good dance these days. As much as she hated to admit it out loud, the fact that it was two floors beneath the pavement tended to make her feel that much safer. She loved the feeling of leaving the blacked-out, eerie streets of ­London and emerging twenty feet below ground to be surrounded by glitz and glamour. And she loved the music of the resident band: the West Indian Orchestra. Their frontman, Ken ‘Snakehips’ Johnson, was such a joy to watch and ­listen to. Viv could pretend she wasn’t living in the midst of a war while she was down here, dancing the night away. Or at least, she could, if she wasn’t surrounded by so many uniforms and casual frocks.


There seemed to have been an unspoken change in dress rules since the outbreak of war; while Viv still made sure to dress her very best for a night out in the West End, it was suddenly acceptable for women to arrive straight from the factory in a boiler suit to sip cocktails and dance. Uniform, daytime dresses and workwear were all acceptable in the fanciest of venues, along, of course, with soldiers in their kit. Viv didn’t think any less of the women who had stopped going to any effort, but she certainly wasn’t ready to drop her own standards just yet.


As she reached the dance floor, Viv felt a hand on her shoulder, and she knew immediately that it was ­William. He was tall, broad, and strong, but he had such a gentle touch. She spun around and grinned up into his bright blue eyes as his hand went down to her waist and he peered ­longingly into her own eyes. Viv was tall, but ­William was even taller. When a strand of blonde hair fell forwards across his forehead, Viv couldn’t help herself – she reached up and swept it away at which point William leaned down towards her and planted a soft kiss on her cheek. Her body tingled with the sensation and for those few moments it felt as though they were the only two ­people on the crowded dance floor.


The band started up with a livelier number, which snapped both Viv and William back into the room. Suddenly, couples were twirling and swirling around them as they jostled to keep from being knocked into.


‘If you can’t beat them, join them, darling?’ William said, a grin spreading across his face and reaching those beautiful eyes as he held his hand out to Viv. She took his hand and nodded gratefully. William had driven down from his RAF base in Sussex for the evening to see her before she clocked on for her night shift, and, while she knew they should take the opportunity to catch up, she found she would much rather dance the night away with him. William had been so much fun when they had first met at one of these dances at the beginning of the year, but lately he had started trying to get all deep and meaningful with her. Viv really liked him and she didn’t want to ruin things by pushing him away. So, she was trying to keep the fun going between them by avoiding situations that allowed him to get too heavy. If she could keep him on the dance floor until her shift started, then she would be happy.


But, after an hour of dancing, Viv couldn’t avoid it any longer. She finally agreed to William’s fifth offer of a drink, and she did her best to keep the conversation light as they sat at a table on the edge of the dance floor.


‘I got a letter from my mother today,’ she said brightly as she swished the straw around in her lemonade. William nodded and raised his eyebrows, indicating that he wanted her to tell him more. As she rambled on about her mother’s latest drama as head of the local WI in the Surrey village where Viv had grown up, she could sense from William’s expression that he was only half listening while waiting for his chance to change the subject. She carried on regardless – if she could just make it to the end of her drink, then they could enjoy another dance and finish the evening on a high. But when the band broke off for a break, William took his chance to lead the conversation.


‘I have something serious to talk to you about, my ­darling,’ he said. He pulled his chair closer to Viv’s and her heart flipped. Having him so close gave her goosebumps but at the same time terrified her. He leaned in closer, so he was able to whisper into her ear while the room bustled around them. ‘There’s a rumour that Hitler is turning his sights to London and civilian targets. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since it started circulating.’ He paused, closed his eyes briefly and sighed, and then looked at her again. ‘I don’t stop thinking about you, anyway. But now I can’t stop worrying.  I don’t think you’re safe here anymore, Viv.’
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