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Dearest Nan,


How are you? That’s probably a stupid question to ask you as you’ve been dead for almost 12 years now. But that’s just it. You don’t feel ‘deceased’ to me. You feel as alive as you were as a young girl, skipping and laughing your way through the slums of Bermondsey.


Since I started writing this tribute to your life, it’s been just like the old days. You holding court (in my head), telling me story after story, reliving even the darkest moments of your extraordinarily brutal upbringing, sharing with me the love you had for your mother and siblings, showing me that in even the most difficult circumstances there is always room for laughter and love.


You have been resident in my head and heart. But then it’s not like you ever really left. Can I make that point clear, Nan? Just in case you decide to haunt me in other ways. No, you never left.


I’ve shared many a conversation with you since you died, and I swear I’ve been able to hear you cackle your responses with that great capacity for joy (you were always doubled up with laughter), and your equal tendency for sorrow. I’ve had the slightly disturbing pleasure of hearing your voice again as I’ve written the words on these pages. Once or twice, I swear you’ve even scolded me for saying something the wrong way.


You came alive for me during the days and weeks I pieced together the story of your life. I heard you whispering in my ear, joking in my head. I even felt you arch an eyebrow at me, as you sometimes used to do when I’d overstepped the mark as a youngster. I was instantly corrected, showing you still have the power to make me feel like a small child.


I can’t take the credit for what is contained within these pages. These are your words, your stories, your life. I felt like I was the channel, guiding the words out from you, crafting them into something that resembled your memoir, and all the while hoping I did you justice.


You were the matriarch of my family. You were the maternal head and the overflowing heart. You loved us all with fierce loyalty and passion. Yet you suffered terribly at the hands of your father. You suffered extremes of poverty and deprivation, living in filthy, desperate dockside rooms. But you never lost your infectious laugh or your dream that you could build a better life than the one you’d been brought into.


Remarkably, you succeeded. You met the love of your life, your Bert, and you took your future into your hands. You never lost the twinkle in your eye or your innate sense of theatre. You lived life with gusto, just how it should be lived, and this book, your book, is my offering to you.


Even though it has been a strange pleasure reigniting our conversations so that I could write you the book I’d always promised you, I would like my head back now, please. Hearing any voice, apart from my own, should not be encouraged. I told you I’d write your memoirs and so, finally, I’ve come good on that promise. Sorry it took me so long, Nan, you know how it is. Life sometimes gets in the way of a good story.


Your loving granddaughter,
Cathryn
September 2014











CHAPTER 11


Powder and Paint


1941


The undulating wail of the siren rose above the noise of the street. Where a minute ago there was chatter and gossip, as us girls from Peek Frean’s walked home together, arm in arm, there was now the silence of terror. Words froze in my throat. The sound was ghostly and yet terribly real. Alongside it was the deep throb of plane engines as the German bombers made their way across Kent and over the outskirts of London. We were under attack again.


The Blitz had become a way of life. Every night our homes and lives were subjected to the terror and bloodshed of the big German bombers. The evening was setting in and the blackout was in force, leaving us little light to guide our way through the dark streets to the nearest shelter. The lampposts and kerbs had been painted white to help us find our way. Me and my friends, Rita and Lily, grabbed each other’s hands and started to run wildly, not thinking where we were going.


My thoughts were immediately for my family. I shouldn’t have gone out and left them at home for the evening. How would I know if they reached safety tonight? Before I could think any further, a great booming noise came from the area to our right, near the docks, and the sound of buildings collapsing shocked us into moving yet faster. We turned left onto Tooley Street and ran towards London Bridge. As much as it pained me, there was nothing I could do about my family. I had to get underground, and fast. The shattering of buildings as they crumbled into dust, and the wail that seemed to rattle my bones played on and on.


The bombs were falling nearer and nearer. I could hear the engines as they carried the bombers closer: their guttural drone a warning of more bombs to come. Now there were flashes of red and orange as warehouses, shops and homes collapsed into flaming chaos under the incendiaries that rained down upon us.


Panting, almost retching from the hysteria, we stumbled into London Bridge Underground. People were arriving from everywhere like rats from a sinking ship. We pushed into the crowd, praying that we wouldn’t be next. A great smash nearby made us scream. There were children sobbing as they were roughly carried down the stairs and into safety. Terrified white-faced women pushed their way through, shouting that they had babies. The crowd moaned in mutual horror as another wave of explosions surrounded us. There was the clatter of gunfire in retaliation, the sudden flaring of light as bombs landed before erupting into flame and black smoke.


Nothing would stop the German air force as they ripped down our city, brick by brick, life by life. My hand was clenched so tightly in Rita’s that my knuckles showed white. It wasn’t until we reached the platform that our grip relaxed and we could breathe again.


‘Gawd, it ’ad to be tonight,’ exclaimed Lil, choking with the dust that followed us down into the dimly lit Underground. ‘I was on a promise wiv that geezer down at the dance,’ she said crossly, her expression furious.


Rita and I looked at each other, then burst into laughter in the face of the adversity we all faced, and Lil’s indignant tones.


‘Blimey, Lil,’ I said, between giggles, ‘you’d be on a promise wiv a bigger bang than ’im if you stayed out there tonight! An’ anyway the air raids ’ave been goin’ on every night for Gawd knows ’ow long – it weren’t exactly a surprise!’ And we all dissolved into cackles again, releasing the panic of tonight’s attack.


When we’d got our breath back we turned and looked around. ‘There ain’t much space in ’ere. Where the ’ell are we goin’ to kip tonight?’ pouted Rita.


‘Come on, there’s space over there,’ I said, pointing to the side of the platform near the steps. ‘It’s not exactly the Ritz but we’re together, and we made it down ’ere alive, so we’ll make the best of it,’ I tried to rally them, with moderate success.


The girls, Rita and Lil, were my best friends from the biscuit factory. We were thick as thieves, and had taken to going out in the evenings before the raids usually started. Tonight’s wave of bombing had come earlier than expected, so we’d been forced to run for our lives. I was happy being with them though, even under these circumstances. Having friends outside of home, with all the violence and drama there, was a lifeline for me.


I’d blossomed into a young woman with a love of dancing and laughing, and it was all because of my best pals. I loved my family passionately, but it was this new, treasured freedom that had brought me out of myself. Ironically, since there was a war on, I was the happiest I’d ever been in my life. I was 20 years old, I had a little money in my purse and a new dress made from navy-blue cotton with puffed sleeves and a swishy skirt, which had earned me my first ever wolf whistle the other day. I reckoned life was for living, despite the carnage that surrounded us. In fact, it was the nightly onslaught from enemy planes that forced us to live life to the full. There was no point moping about when you could be dead the next day.


I squeezed Lil’s arm and the three of us, arms entwined, picked our way through the bodies of those already crammed in tightly, apologising each time we trod on someone’s hand or stray foot. People were already sitting or lying down with blankets. Children were crying or sleeping, some with their dolls or toys, some clenched tightly to their mothers while they waited out the storm being unleashed on our borough. Despite being far under the ground we could feel the earth shaking as bombs hit the homes and factories above us. The booms were relentless but the noise was diluted, which made us feel safe. Before long we were squabbling about who got to sit with their back against the step. Rita won, she always did, so Lil and I leant against her legs and wondered how long it would be tonight.


‘I wish I could find out where Ma is tonight,’ I worried. It was pointless to say it but I couldn’t get my family out of my head. ‘At least she’s got an Anderson shelter in the yard,’ I added, hoping the thought of Ma, Les, Joanie, Ron and Patsy all huddled inside there would make me feel better. There was a small patch of dirt out the back of the house and Pa had dug it out and fitted the corrugated iron shelter, in case the attacks were too close for us to have time to run anywhere else. It didn’t look strong enough to withstand the force of an assault, but it was better than nothing.


‘I ’ope Ma’s in there wiv the others,’ I said again, knowing I wouldn’t know if they were all right until the raid was over, and that could take all night.


‘There’s no point in you worryin’, ’ilda. There ain’t nuffink any of us can do about it. We’ve all got family out there tonight. They’ll be right as rain, you’ll see,’ said Lil reassuringly, patting my hand for comfort.




‘Yes, I’m sure you’re right. Sorry, of course we’ve all got family out there,’ I replied, forcing myself to smile, but then wrinkling up my nose in disgust. ‘It absolutely stinks in ’ere!’ I held my hand up to my nose to try and shield it from the appalling stench of unwashed clothes, sweat and stale tobacco.


‘Christ, yes it’s disgustin’, an’ we’ve got all night to go,’ said Rita with a resigned expression. The smells never bothered her. She had eight brothers and sisters and lived in two rooms, so didn’t know anything better than overcrowded space and the mingling odours it created. I’d obviously gone soft by living in Spa Road, having four rooms between the seven of us. Even though we had as little money as we’d ever had, and the house was a wreck that we couldn’t afford to patch up, I still felt like I was living in a palace compared to our rooms in Bevington Street.


I sighed as we settled down for the long night ahead. The chaos of so many people crammed into the space meant that sleep was virtually impossible. Some lucky buggers had grabbed the bunk beds that lined the inside of the station, but we weren’t so fortunate. There was a steady drip, drip of water from the murky ceiling. We wrapped our coats more firmly around us and shared the only food we had, a few broken biscuits given to us by the foreman at the end of our day packing.


‘At least we’ve got supplies,’ I said, cheerily. ‘That’s sum-fink – shows there’s always a bright side.’


‘Aw, ’ilda, you’ve always got something good to say. That’s why I love you,’ said Lil. ‘Now, who’s up for a game of cards?’


The next morning, a long high monotone sound announced that our night in the shelter was over and we’d survived to live another day. It was time to get back to being a worker. We queued and shuffled towards the stairs, fighting against the early morning workers coming towards us. We struggled up till eventually we made it out into the grey morning, gasping with the novelty of leaving behind the stale air and odours from deep inside the station.


It was still early, just before 6 a.m.. I’d caught a few minutes dozing on and off during the night but really we’d had no substantial rest at all. Despite that, I was desperate to see the others and to know they were safe, and so taking a bleary-eyed leave of my friends, I cantered the mile or so back to Spa Road.


The smell of burning was thick in the air. There were still great plumes of smoke rising upwards, covering the horizon with a ghostly pall. Flames licked the skyline. It was obvious that our part of London had taken a pummelling last night. Several buildings on the route were now just enormous piles of smoking rubble, there were puddles of water where water pipes had burst, and people were milling about, some crying, others too shocked to speak as they surveyed the wreckage of their homes, businesses and lives.


I stumbled over a glove, which I reached down to pick up, then recoiled in shock when I realised there was still a hand inside it. I retched at the side of the road. My shock at seeing bodies, and worse still, parts of bodies, lying in the streets we all called home was complete. London had become a place of nightmarish disaster, not the busy metropolis we all knew and loved.


I stumbled on down Tooley Street, past the charred buildings, past the pieces of those poor people lying scattered like rubbish. Now and then, bricks would topple from on high, falling from the wrecked buildings, making me dodge round, all the while breathing in the dust and smoke. I walked on, with my heart beating so loudly in my ears I thought I might burst. With every step I took, my sense of anxiety about my family and their safety increased. Every corner I turned revealed fresh horrors, which made me pant with fear. By the time I got to Tower Bridge Road I was pelting as fast as I could, running through the rubble of the city I adored, desperate to find out if my Ma and the others had survived. How could I have left them? Now, I was mad with terror, berating myself for not running through the bombs to reach them.


My thoughts were a cacophony of anxious questions and unspoken fears, but as I turned into my road, thankfully, they dissipated. There was no need to speak my darkest thoughts because the row of houses was still standing. Miraculously, there seemed to be little damage done to our street. All around us was carnage and despair, but apart from the smoke and dust that hung over it, our road felt like a little island of calm. Most of our neighbours were out on the street, looking up and down, sweeping their steps, hurrying off for work, carrying on with the business of life.


I felt a sudden, and warm, feeling of pride in my community. Whatever happened, we got through thick and thin. The lean times of the Great Depression, the shrinking work at the docks, even a whole load of German bomber planes didn’t stop us in our tracks. We dusted ourselves down and we got on with life. I couldn’t have been more proud to be a Londoner, and a south-east Londoner at that. The grit and determination of our community, carrying on as normally as we could, impressed me far more than those huge towering machines of metal that rained down death and destruction upon us. We’d see this war through, I could see that in the activity around me.


The town hall, which sat virtually opposite our house, was layered with sandbags, and yet people were starting to turn up for work, undaunted, eager to get on with the war effort. The coal man was already touting his wares at one end of the street, while the milk lady with her vast milk churn was working the other end. There were dockers hanging around the Queen’s Arms, waiting for the landlord to open early so they could have a smoke and a drink before setting off for Surrey Docks.


The men, all hardened, tough people with hardship and poverty etched into their faces, were all of them up and ready for work, as if they hadn’t spent last night crouching in damp, cold Anderson shelters or under draughty railway arches. The women were sweeping and talking, shooing away ragged children, getting ready for the day ahead. I loved each and every one of them as I paused there, on my road, for the briefest of moments.


Shaking my head to clear my thoughts, I realised I had the important business of seeing if everyone was okay to deal with. I ran through the front door.


‘Gawd, ’ilda, you gave me a start!’ exclaimed Ma, holding the kettle and chiding Ron at the same time. ‘Now, Ron, if I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times, get your ’ands off the table an’ wait for the others to start eatin’,’ she screeched.


Ron was a handsome boy of 12 and Les about to turn 16. Neither was old enough to enlist, but Les had started saying he wanted to ‘get them Jerry bastards’, and I realised with a sinking heart it was only a matter of time.


‘Now then, ’ilda, get your apron on an’ giv me an ’and. I’m dead beat after last night. Patsy wouldn’t stop cryin’ an’ I ’aven’t ’ad a wink of sleep. That blinkin’ shelter was full of water again. It’s ’orrible in there. I don’t know why we bother wiv it.’


With that, I grinned; it was business as usual here too. No one looked shell-shocked or frightened. It was an ordinary day in the Johnson household, and no Jerry bomber was going to change that. ‘Alright, Ma, just let me get this coat off an’ I’ll be there. I ain’t got much time as I’ve got to get off meself,’ I bantered, grabbing my apron and tying it round my slim waist.


I brushed my tousled thick hair till it resembled a sleeker version than last night’s conditions had permitted. I still wore it as a bob but curled it up at the sides as was the fashion. I gave myself a brief look over. There were dark circles under my eyes from lack of sleep, and my skin looked a little paler than normal, but all things considered I looked ready to face the day. I moved a curling tendril of hair back behind its pin and reached for the jug of water to wash with. I wiped a cloth over my face, rubbing away the soot and grime of the Underground, then turned with a cheery, ‘Well, I’ll be blowed, what’s all this noise? You’re all louder than a German plane.’


I chuckled as I put my mind to cutting bread and smearing it with marge and jam for Patsy.


Later that day, while I was standing on the factory floor, with girls front and back, all packing their boxes of biscuits, Lil gave me a nudge. She looked to see if the foreman was looking our way, and when she saw he’d wandered off in the opposite direction, she said, ‘Pssst, ’ilda, you up for a night on the tiles tonight, if the Jerries don’t get in the way, of course? There’s a dance on ’ere at the factory, ’an it’s only sixpence to get in. What d’yer say?’


I adjusted my hairnet, and smoothed down my white coat, all regulation uniform at Peek Frean’s. I cocked a look behind me to check the miserable old git hadn’t decided to come back this way, and shouted back, over the hubbub, ‘No, I don’t think I’m up for it tonight, duckie. Ma’s on ’er own wiv the others, an’ I couldn’t forgive meself if anything ’appened while I was out. I’d rather stay at ’ome tonight.’


‘Oh you’re no fun, ’ilda. What’s got into you? We might all be dead tomorrow, so what’s the use stayin’ in wiv your mother? You’ve got to enjoy yerself,’ said Lil, mouthing the words with exaggerated expression so I could get the gist above the factory’s din.


There were men shouting and women talking, and great sacks of flour being unloaded, huge milk churns upped and emptied into vast vats. There were hundreds of women in matching hairnets and coats picking biscuits off the moving conveyor belt, packing boxes with diligent movements, then, quick as lightning, checking, sealing and labelling their boxes. It was a hive of activity, and we always used it as a chance to catch up with the gossip and make plans for the evenings. But after last night’s panic at the thought of Ma in the Anderson with the kids, I couldn’t go out again.


‘Not tonight. You go an’ ’ave fun. See if you can’t find your young man again,’ I hollered at Lil, one eye on my box, the other on the garibaldis, which were travelling past me.


‘I’ll tell you what,’ I relented, ‘I won’t go out but I’ll pop down the Blue wiv you after work so I can get meself that skirt I wanted.’


‘Alright, ’ilda, we’ll go down the market, an’ I’ll bet you’ll look so pretty you won’t want to miss out on the fun,’ Lil laughed.


I shook my head but smiled back. Working in the factory had given me a life I had never dreamt of when it was just me and Ma at home, looking after the littl’uns and bearing the brunt of Pa’s tempers. Pa was still quick with his fists, but somehow being a working girl outside of home gave me hope that in the future I might not always be at his mercy. The work itself wasn’t all that interesting, but being part of a team of women my own age had opened my eyes to the wider world outside our cramped rooms. I’d always had friends at school, and playing away from home had helped me grab precious hours away from the intensity, and the chores. But I’d finally found friends who were more than just an escape. They made me laugh, and I felt like I had a new family, albeit one where music and dancing were the norm, not scrubbing and cooking!


I didn’t neglect my home life, my family ties were too strong for that, but I had a new world away from the relentless darning and washing. A world of excitable chatter, flirtations with soldiers on leave in London, and, most of all, friendship.


When the home-time hooter went, we all trooped out as part of a great surging mass of men and women to wait in front of the factory gates. Every night we stood there, fidgeting and gossiping until they were finally opened and we could pour out into the streets. There must have been several thousand workers in that crowd each night, though the war had removed all the young men our age.


In a few minutes, Lil and I, arm in arm, arrived at the Blue, the main market place in Bermondsey, where I’d seen the skirt I wanted being sold by a man with a suitcase filled with women’s clothing. It was nothing fancy. It was a plain brown wool skirt with a satin lining, but I thought it was the smartest thing I’d ever seen. It looked like it would fit me perfectly.


I ummed and ahhhed for a few moments, before reaching for my purse. I didn’t need my tokens, I knew my skirt was for sale on the black market, but I wanted it so desperately I bought it anyway. Feeling pleased as punch, I waved goodbye to Lil and headed home.




It wasn’t long after we’d eaten our dinner that the siren went off. We scrambled about, grabbing the children and heading into the back yard where the Anderson shelter stood. Inside it was as dank and smelly a hole as you’d be likely to get. Ma had tried her best to make it look cosy, with a paraffin lamp and extra blankets, but we knew we were in for a cold, uncomfortable night. I wrapped Patsy in one of the blankets as she huddled with Joanie and Ron on one of the wooden benches and Ma opened a book and started to read bedtime stories. Pa had been out all evening, and he often didn’t come back during the raids, preferring to shelter under one of the arches near whichever pub he was in or make a drunken dash to the Underground.


We could hear explosions and the rattle of gun fire but nothing came too close, and despite the discomfort we all managed a fitful night’s sleep. The next morning we climbed out, grateful to be out of the tiny, claustrophobic space. By the low early morning light, I noticed Ma looked tired and ill. Her feet and legs were swollen with the dropsy. I’d scraped together the money to pay for a doctor a few weeks earlier, but there was little he could do, advising her to rest up now and then. Well, no woman in our neck of the woods ever had a chance to ‘rest up’, the thought was laughable. The only time Ma got any rest was the scant hours she spent sleeping, and even then Pa wanted his duty from her, and like all ‘good wives’ she had to submit to his clumsy, drunken advances or get a beating.


I’d heard Ma and Pa in bed since I was a little girl, when we all shared a bed. After we moved to Spa Road, the walls were so thin that everything could be heard through them anyway. It was a fact of life, and we didn’t think anything of it. Everyone else had it the same. Ma and Pa just got on with it and we either slept through it or heard them at it. Privacy was a luxury none of us could afford.


The birth of Patsy seemed to have stopped Pa in his tracks, though. Ma was looking ill and maybe even he had noticed. Either that or he had a new fancy woman, which was more likely. He still treated Ma as badly as ever. He knew she was suffering with sore legs and tiredness, yet he resorted to violence at the drop of a hat, with the arrogance of a vain, insensitive man. She still submitted to his lusts occasionally, but his vigour seemed to have worn out with her as well, and the nights had been silent on that front for months now.


I made Ma go and have a lie down while I got the others their breakfast and shooed them out to school. The factory day passed. Ma had promised us all fish and chips for dinner that night as a treat because the younger ones had behaved so well in the shelter. It gave us all something to look forward to. A fish supper was something we all loved, and as it was the only food not rationed, it was readily available.


Rationing for food had started early in 1940. It didn’t make much difference to us as food was always scarce in our home. The only thing that was different was that Ma had to register with the local grocer store and queue up for hours each week to get supplies.


That evening, Pa donned his trilby and went out in search of supper. We couldn’t have been more pleased to see him arrive home with a stack of battered cod and freshly fried chips, all wrapped in yesterday’s newspaper. It was a sign that some things carried on, despite the bombs and the sirens.


We all sat down together. Ma gave us forks and put the salt on the table but we all preferred to eat the oily treat off the paper it was served on, with our fingers. Pa had drenched the food in vinegar and the bitter-sweet smell sent me into a hungry swoon. I scattered salt crystals across the yellow chips and golden batter, then added more, my mouth watering in anticipation.


In sensual reverie, I finally lifted a chip to my mouth. Biting into it I could feel grease coat my lips then the fluffy white potato inside it as the perfect culinary counterfoil. I don’t think a fish supper had ever tasted so good! I chewed slowly, and closed my eyes for a second to appreciate the moment. I licked the oil from my fingers in a wanton, and rare, lack of table manners. I applied liberal amounts of salt over my meal and bit into another golden chip. Despite the rationing of the rest of our food, despite the horrors of last night, there was something marvellous about the meal. It was as stubbornly English as ourselves. Fish was plentiful in the waters off our island, and potatoes were our staple diet. The combination spoke to us of homely comfort, and our refusal to be anything other than what we were: British and proud of it. It also meant that the heart of our community was still beating. We could still get fish and chips, so the world had to be alright. London was still in business, however many Jerry bombs kept falling.


The cod was white against the crispy batter. I sank my teeth into a large piece, savouring the luxury of it. The fish was light and fresh-tasting. The batter surrounding it peeled off in greasy, crunchy orange clouds. For a few minutes we all fell silent as we munched through our glorious dinner. Somehow, the meal acted as a salve. For a moment I could almost believe I had the father and the family life I’d always yearned for. We looked up as we ate, grinning in acknowledgement of the pleasure it afforded us. No one used a fork. We were all cramming the thick golden parcels of cod into our mouths.


Finally, sated, Pa sat back in his chair and rubbed his belly. The rest of us took this as our cue to start chatting as if it was just another ordinary day. For a brief moment, the war faded away and we became what I’d always wanted us to be: a happy family enjoying time spent eating together.


Once Ma and I had cleared away the grease-stained newspaper, I went upstairs to try on my skirt. I had decided to go out for a short while with the girls, after checking it was alright with Ma. The dinner had reminded me that life had to carry on as normal, and I couldn’t hide away from the Blitz trying to protect everyone, as none of us would be safe till this blasted war ended.


So I pulled on my new garment, relishing the feel of the material against my skin. I came back down the stairs holding myself like royalty, desperate to show it off to the others.


‘You’re a beauty. It goes lovely wiv yer pretty hair,’ said Ma as I entered the kitchen, with love shining from her brown eyes.


‘Thanks, Ma,’ I said, giddy with her reaction. ‘Can I please borra a bit of your lipstick to wear out tonight?’ I blushed as I asked, knowing it was cheeky of me to ask her. She had one pink lipstick, it had lasted her years and I knew I shouldn’t really ask to use it. But I wanted so much to look my best. After all, who knew who I might meet at the dance?


Ma scrutinised my face. Then, frowning, she said: ‘Listen, ’ilda, this is what me mother always said to me: “A littl’ bit of powder, a littl’ bit of paint, makes a girl, what she ain’t!” ’


I giggled, but realised the message behind it. It was the message all of us slum girls heard from our parents and from school: to not get above yourself, to mind your station in life and be happy with it. It was a bitter-sweet moment with Ma, because I knew I didn’t want her life of continual child-rearing and cleaning. I didn’t want a man who treated me the way her husband did. I wanted more than that. Was that wrong of me? I looked away, not wanting to hear it.


Ma grabbed my shoulders and continued, ‘ ’Ilda, I’m not sayin’ it to ’urt you, I mean it to be a warnin’. You don’t need fancy clothes or lipstick to be beautiful, you’re that already, because you’ve got the biggest ’eart of anyone I know. That’s what makes you beautiful, not all that clobber like skirts and lipstick.’ She smiled at me, eyes twinkling, then kissed my cheek.


‘I love you, Ma,’ I said, quietly.


Later that evening, before the night raid, I was wolf-whistled and winked at twice. Ma’s words rang in my ears, though, and I didn’t get above myself at all, just smiled to myself that life, though dangerous and chaotic at the best of times, also had its moments of pure beauty.
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