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Chapter 1



July 1942


‘Say that again, Beattie Scuttle, and I’ll flatten you!’


Big May Maguire glared at the scrawny little woman sitting beside her. Beattie Scuttle was her oldest friend. They had known each other nearly all their sixty-odd years. They had grown up together, gone to school together, worked side by side in the netting lofts and brought up their families together. They had laughed, bickered, cried on each other’s shoulders and even had a couple of catfights in the middle of the street. Beattie was closer to Big May than her own sisters.


But she was pushing her luck with what she’d just said.


‘I’m only speaking the truth,’ Beattie repeated. ‘Your Iris is married to my Sam now. That makes her a Scuttle.’


Big May’s palms itched to slap the smirk off her face. ‘In name only,’ she muttered. ‘She’s still my daughter.’


‘And mine too now.’ Beattie looked pleased with herself. ‘I’ve always wanted a girl, what with having two boys.’


Be careful what you wish for, Big May thought. She had two daughters, and between them they had both brought her more worry and heartache than her three sons put together.


‘I’m glad Iris and Sam are wed at last, anyway,’ Beattie said. ‘I was beginning to think they’d never get married!’


Now that was something Big May could agree with. Her daughter Iris had kept them all waiting for a long time before she finally agreed to marry Sam Scuttle. Big May sometimes wondered how the poor lad had kept his patience for so long. Any other man would have given up waiting.


But then, Sam was devoted to Iris. He always had been, even when they were bains growing up together. But it had taken Iris many more years before she realised she felt the same.


And even then, she’d dithered about it for a good while before she accepted his proposal. Not that Big May blamed her for that. The poor lass had been through a lot of heartache in her life, losing her first husband and then her little daughter. She had been wretched for so long, it was little wonder she didn’t trust happiness when she found it.


But at least she was happy now. Even the steady rain that had sheeted down all day couldn’t dampen her daughter’s spirits. Big May could hear her from the parlour, laughing and joking with their family and friends. It was lovely to see her so happy at last.


Everyone was enjoying themselves. Beattie, Big May and her daughter-in-law Ruby had worked hard to put on a good spread for Iris and Sam. Now everyone was crowded into their little terraced house at the end of Jubilee Row, enjoying the party. Harry Pearce from the corner shop was already on the piano in the parlour, thumping out some good old tunes, while people sang along and danced around, spilling out into the passageway. The sounds of singing and laughter drifted down to the kitchen where Beattie and Big May sat facing each other across the fireplace. May’s grandchildren played around them, running to and fro, dressed in their Sunday best. The youngest, three-year-old Kitty, kept tripping over the hem of her frilly frock as she ran to keep up with her ten-year-old brother and their cousins.


‘It’s good to have something to celebrate for once,’ Beattie said, sipping on her sherry.


‘I know what you mean,’ Big May agreed. ‘Life’s been hard on us. Especially this past year.’


She sometimes wondered how they had made it through the past twelve months. Hull had suffered night upon night of relentless air raids that left most of the city in ruins. So many people had died, including Big May’s daughter-in-law Dolly and her own granddaughter, Iris’s daughter Lucy. Her other daughter-in-law Ruby’s house had been nearly destroyed by an incendiary, wiping out most of her belongings and many precious memories.


But May knew she could not complain. There were too many bains without families, too many people without a roof over their heads, for her to shed any tears over what she had lost.


‘At least you’ve still got your family around you,’ Beattie said. ‘And they’re all here for once.’


‘Aye.’ It was an unexpected blessing that they could all come home for Iris and Sam’s wedding. Her eldest, Jimmy, was on leave from the minesweepers, and John, the youngest, had come home from the Merchant Navy for a few days.


And by some good fortune, her twin granddaughters, Sybil and Maudie, were at home for a few days between finishing their basic training and getting their first WAAF posting. It couldn’t have worked out better if May had planned it herself.


But having them all around her was bittersweet because it made her realise how empty the place was when they were gone.


‘It’s just a shame they’ll all be gone again soon,’ she sighed.


‘At least you’ve still got your Florence.’


May flashed a look at her friend. Beattie was straight-faced, but there was a mischievous gleam in her eye.


As if she had somehow heard her name, at that moment May’s eldest daughter flew into the kitchen with an expression like thunder. She stormed past them and headed straight for the back door, pulling her coat off the hook. The children stopped playing and stared at her, agog.


‘Where are you going?’ Big May asked.


‘Out.’


‘But it’s pouring with rain!’


‘I don’t care. I know where I’m not wanted.’


Big May and Beattie exchanged looks.


‘What’s happened now?’ May sighed.


Just then, Iris stomped in, her wedding dress bunched up in her fists, the delicate lace a contrast to her flushed, angry face. ‘Are you trying to ruin my wedding day?’ she demanded.


Florence glared at her, then turned away to shrug on her coat.


Big May looked from one to the other. ‘Would someone mind telling me what’s going on?’


‘Iris told me I wasn’t welcome,’ Florence said.


‘I said you didn’t have to stay if you didn’t want to.’


‘Fine. Then I won’t.’


Big May looked at her eldest daughter. Florence towered over her, as tall as her brothers. She had the same dark good looks as the rest of the Maguire children, but in Florence they always seemed marred by a sullen or angry expression. May couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen her daughter smile.


‘What did you say to your sister?’ she asked.


Florence turned on her, brows drawn low over snapping dark eyes. ‘That’s right. It has to be me, doesn’t it? It couldn’t be our Iris’s fault.’


‘It was your fault,’ Iris protested. ‘Just because you’re jealous.’


‘Jealous? Of you marrying Sam Scuttle?’


‘Now then. That’s my lad you’re talking about!’ Beattie piped up.


Big May turned to Iris. ‘Well? What’s been said?’


‘She said my wedding was a waste of time and money.’ Iris glared at her sister.


‘I only said it was a lot of fuss over nothing,’ Florence shrugged. ‘I don’t know why you couldn’t have just gone to the register office and got it done. After all, it’s not like it’s your first time, is it?’


‘You see?’ Iris said to May. ‘She’s jealous.’


‘Of course I am!’ Florence shot back. ‘Having a husband is the be-all and end-all of everything, isn’t it?’


‘You never managed it,’ Iris said in a low voice.


Big May saw her eldest daughter’s face flush and stepped in quickly. ‘Take no notice of Iris, she’s only joking,’ she said.


‘No, I’m not,’ Iris snapped. ‘I’m speaking the truth. Talk about always the bridesmaid, never the bride!’


‘I didn’t ask to be your bridesmaid!’


‘And I didn’t want you!’ Iris flashed back. ‘I only asked you because Ma said I had to.’


‘Iris!’ Big May put in.


‘As if I’d want you looking miserable in my wedding pictures,’ Iris muttered.


Big May glanced at Beattie. She was looking down, trying not to laugh. Big May pressed her lips together to hide her own smile, but not quick enough for Florence.


‘I might have known you’d take her side,’ she snapped.


‘I’m not taking anyone’s side.’


‘No? I can see you think she’s funny.’


‘We’re only having a laugh. You should try it, it might crack that sour old face of yours!’ Iris put in.


‘That’s enough, Iris.’ May turned to rebuke her daughter, but Florence had already slammed out of the house, banging the back door behind her. ‘You’d best go and apologise,’ May said.


‘I’ll do no such thing!’ Iris replied. ‘Let her sulk if she wants to. She’ll come back in when she’s calmed down, I daresay.’


And how long will that be? Big May peered out of the kitchen window through the rain that streamed down the steamy glass. Florence’s prickly pride meant she would rather catch her death than climb down off her high horse. ‘She’ll get soaked out there.’


‘I don’t care. I’m going back to my wedding.’


Iris gathered up her dress and flounced off, leaving Big May and Beattie alone in the kitchen.


Beattie chuckled. ‘Never a dull moment with your girls, is there?’


‘No,’ Big May said. ‘No, there in’t.’


She looked towards the back door, wondering whether to go out and talk to Florence, then decided against it. Iris was right – it was better to let her calm down.


Florence was her own worst enemy, she thought. She managed to rub everyone up the wrong way.


Big May Maguire loved all her children, but she could never get close to Florence. She wasn’t like the others. She had always been so clever and complicated, even as a child. And sharp, too – she had a tongue like a knife blade.


Perhaps she would have been different if she’d had a home and family of her own, like Iris and the lads. May might have felt closer to her then; she would have been able to offer her help and advice. But Florence had gone her own way. She had a good job with the Corporation, she made her own money and depended on no one. She didn’t need anyone, least of all her mother.


Big May sometimes felt her eldest daughter looked down on the rest of the family, in their humble terrace, scraping together their living on the trawlers and down at the fish docks.


‘As I was saying,’ Beattie chuckled. ‘At least you’ve still got your Florence.’


‘Aye,’ Big May said grimly. ‘So I have.’


God help me, she thought.





Chapter 2



Florence could hear the sounds of laughter and singing drifting from the house as she stood shivering in the rain. No one bothered to come after her or make sure she was all right. They’d already forgotten all about her.


She had been too hasty in storming out, she decided. There was nowhere to shelter in the back yard, and her coat was no match for the steadily falling rain. Her best shoes were already soaked through, and her carefully styled hair clung in miserable tendrils around her face. And it had taken her ages with a curling iron, too. Florence hated wasted effort.


She didn’t even want to be at the wretched wedding. She had only taken the day off work because her mother had insisted she should be there.


‘You’ve got to do it for your sister,’ Big May had said. As if Iris cared whether Florence was there or not. She had already made that very clear. Besides, she was too busy showing off to everyone in Jubilee Row, grinning like the Cheshire cat, just because she’d snagged herself another husband.


You never managed it.


Her sister’s cruel taunt came back to her.


It wasn’t what Iris had said that had upset Florence. It was the way her mother had just stood there and let her say it. Oh, she’d made a half-hearted attempt to step in, but Florence had caught the smirk on her face, even though she’d tried to hide it. She thought Iris was so funny, with her cruel wisecracks and taunts.


But the minute Florence bit back – well, that was another story, wasn’t it? God forbid she should ever say anything to upset her precious sister.


Talk about the odd one out, Florence thought. Her mother couldn’t have made her feelings more plain if she’d tried. Iris was the favoured one, all right. She was like their mother in every way. They went shopping together, cooked meals together, looked after the children between them; they even worked together down at the netting loft.


And then there was Florence, forty-two years old, no husband, no children and still living at home with her parents.


No wonder her mother couldn’t be doing with her.


The back door opened behind her.


‘If you’ve come to tell me to make it up to Iris, you can forget it,’ Florence said, not turning round. ‘I’ll apologise to her when she does the same to me …’


‘Florence?’


She looked over her shoulder to see her friend Joyce Shelby standing behind her, sheltering under an umbrella.


‘I thought you were Ma,’ she mumbled, turning away.


‘She’s still in the kitchen, putting the world to rights with Beattie Scuttle.’ Joyce picked her way across the yard to stand next to her, putting the umbrella over her head. ‘I saw you having words with your Iris and came looking for you.’


‘It’s nice to know someone cares. No one else has even noticed I’ve gone.’ As if to prove her point, a roar of laughter went up from inside the house.


‘Don’t be like that,’ Joyce said mildly. She was the same age as Florence, a slender, quietly spoken woman, with brown hair and kind blue eyes. They had been friends since they were at elementary school together. They had both grown up on Jubilee Row, and played together on the cobbled streets where her own nieces and nephews now played.


‘It’s true. They’re all too busy congratulating my sister on finding herself a husband.’


She hated the bitterness in her voice. Perhaps Iris was right, she thought. Perhaps she was jealous?


But deep down she knew she wasn’t. She was pleased for Iris. God knows, her poor sister had been through an awful time, and she deserved some happiness.


‘Do you wish it was you?’ Joyce asked.


‘Marrying Sam Scuttle? No, thank you!’ Florence laughed. ‘Don’t get me wrong, he’s nice enough. But he’s hardly my type!’


‘I don’t mean Sam! I mean, do you wish it was you getting married?’


Florence thought about the question. No, if she was jealous of Iris it wasn’t because of her new husband. It was because her sister belonged in a way that Florence never could.


All those weeks leading up to the wedding, Florence had watched enviously as her mother and sisters-in-law had rallied around Iris, planning and organising her big day, preparing food, even offering her their clothing coupons so she could get herself something special to wear.


Florence had tried to join in with the preparations. But when she had offered to help, they had rebuffed her.


‘Oh no, we can manage. It in’t your sort of thing, is it?’ her mother had said. So Florence had been made an unwanted bridesmaid, as much to keep her quiet as anything else, while the rest of the Maguire women closed ranks around the bride, like a secret club that only wives and mothers could join.


‘I think my mother wishes it were me,’ she said. ‘She’s never forgiven me for not finding a husband.’


‘That was hardly your fault, was it? You might have been married to Donald by now, if he’d come home …’


Florence stared at her friend, startled to hear the name after so long. Donald Davis had been her sweetheart once, but twenty-five years on, she could barely remember what he looked like.


Donald had worked with her older brother Jimmy on the trawlers, but when the Great War began, they had all signed up and gone marching off to France. Florence remembered them all going off together, their faces bright and full of hope, laughing about how they would come home once they’d seen off the Germans. Donald had taken Florence in his arms and kissed her in full view of everyone, much to her embarrassment, and made her promise to wait for him.


It had been her first and her last kiss.


Many of the local lads had eventually come home when the war ended, and Florence had watched as her friends got married one by one. Iris married her sweetheart, and her brothers all wed their girls too. But Florence was one of the unlucky ones, and she was painfully aware of the pity in everyone’s eyes.


‘You’ll find someone else, I’m sure,’ her mother had tried to console her.


But the reality was there simply hadn’t been enough young men to go round, and Florence had already made up her mind that she wasn’t going to be one of those girls, desperately pining and seeking a man. Like so many other young women, she was going to make her own way in the world and fend for herself. She stayed on at school and gained her qualifications, then found a good job in the Accounts department at the Corporation, supervising the typing pool.


But no matter how well she did and how much she had achieved, she always felt as if it wasn’t enough for her family. She could see her own failure reflected in the disappointment in her mother’s eyes.


‘Anyway, finding a husband isn’t the be-all and end-all,’ Joyce said, interrupting her thoughts. ‘I mean, look at me!’


Joyce was a cautionary tale, all right, Florence thought. Unlike her own family, Joyce’s parents had wanted her to stay on at school. But instead Joyce had shocked everyone by eloping with a local tinker called Reg Shelby. Their marriage had quickly turned sour, and poor Joyce had suffered years of unhappiness and abuse before she had found the courage to divorce him.


Now she was perfectly happy living on her own, running the ironmonger’s shop on Anlaby Road, assisted by Beattie Scuttle’s eldest son Charlie.


‘Have you heard from Reg lately?’ Florence asked.


‘No, thank God.’ Joyce suppressed a shudder. ‘Last time I heard from him, he was making some other poor woman’s life a misery over in Grimsby. But I don’t care what he does as long as he stays well away from me!’ She smiled at Florence. ‘If you’d been through the same unhappiness I’ve had, you’d know there are a lot worse things than being on your own.’


Just at that moment, the back door flew open and Florence heard her mother’s voice coming through the darkness, rising over the sound of the falling rain.


‘You’ve made your point. Now are you coming back in or what?’


Joyce raised her eyebrows. ‘Looks like you’ve been summoned.’


‘You go. I’ll be there in a minute.’


‘Here, you’d best take this.’ Joyce handed her the umbrella. Then, as she turned to go, she added, ‘Remember what I said, Florence. It’s far better to be on your own than married to the wrong person.’


Florence glanced past her towards the house. She could hardly see anything through the dense blackout and the driving rain, but she could feel Big May’s beady eyes on her all the same.


‘Try telling that to my mother,’ she murmured.





Chapter 3



‘Where’s your sister? Surely she should be home by now?’


Maudie Maguire watched her mother peering anxiously out of the kitchen window into the rainy back yard. She had been doing the same thing on and off for the past hour.


‘You know what Syb’s like,’ Maudie said. ‘She’s probably lost track of time again.’


‘As long as she doesn’t make you miss your train.’ Her mother turned back to the bread she was spreading with dripping. She had been trying to keep busy all day, and Maudie knew it was so she didn’t have to think about them leaving. ‘Where is she, anyway?’


‘She went into town to meet some of the girls from Hammonds. Peggy and Cath are on leave from the ATS, so they wanted to catch up before we go.’


‘Didn’t you want to meet them too?’


Maudie shook her head. ‘They’re more Syb’s friends than mine. Besides, I’d rather stay here.’


Maudie was secretly annoyed at her sister for going out. Anyone could see Ruby was struggling, and it would have meant so much to her if she could have spent one last day with both her girls.


Poor Mum, Maudie thought. Her family was her whole life, and now they had all left her. Their eldest sister Ada was married with a home of her own, and their father was away at sea for months on the minesweepers.


At least she and Sybil had managed to get a few days at home on leave between finishing their training in London and starting their first official posting. But she wasn’t sure now if it had been a wise thing to do, since it meant going through the wrench of saying goodbye to the family all over again.


‘It’s lucky we’ve been posted local,’ she said, desperate to cheer her mother up.


‘Aye,’ Ruby agreed. ‘I s’pose they could have sent you anywhere, couldn’t they?’


‘We could have ended up on the south coast, or down in the West Country.’ It had been nothing more than sheer good luck that they had ended up at RAF Holme, a bomber station about twenty miles outside Hull.


‘It still feels a long way away, though,’ her mother sighed. ‘The house is so quiet without you two.’


‘Without Sybil, you mean!’


Ruby smiled sadly. ‘I suppose so.’ She looked at Maudie. ‘You will look after your sister, won’t you?’


‘Don’t I always?’


‘I know,’ Ruby smiled fondly. ‘You’re a good lass. And it was so kind of you to give up your chance to—’


‘Don’t,’ Maudie cut her off before she could finish her sentence. ‘You know I wouldn’t have gone anywhere without Syb.’


‘Talk of the devil …’ Ruby turned as the back door flew open and Sybil breezed in, her coat flapping.


‘What time do you call this?’ Maudie glanced at the clock. ‘You promised you’d be back by half past.’


‘Keep your hair on, I’m here now.’ Sybil threw her hat down on the kitchen table and helped herself to a sandwich.


Ruby slapped her hand away. ‘Don’t touch them. They’re for the journey.’


‘What difference does it make whether I eat them now or later?’


‘Because you’ll be hungry again by the time we get on the train and you’ll end up wanting to share mine,’ Maudie said.


Sybil grinned at her. ‘We’re twins. We’re supposed to share everything,’ she said through a mouthful of sandwich.


‘Don’t I know it?’ Maudie sighed. She and Sybil had been inseparable since they’d come into the world twenty-two years earlier. Sybil, typically, had shouldered her way out first, never being one to miss anything.


‘Listen.’ Ruby lifted her hand. ‘Is that Pop I can hear?’


Maudie cocked her head. From out in the street came the faint clip-clop of hooves on the cobbles. She hurried up the passageway and opened the front door.


There was her grandfather, known to all as Pop Maguire, sitting on top of his wooden rully, his cap pulled down low over his eyes, the collar of his battered coat turned up against the rain. Bertha, his faithful old horse, stood still, her heavy head nodding.


‘All right, lass?’ Pop caught sight of her and pushed the peak of his cap back to get a better look. ‘My, you’re a fine sight.’


Maudie glanced down at herself. She had forgotten she was in her WAAF uniform. She had taken a lot of trouble with it as it was their first posting. Her blue skirt and tunic were neatly pressed, the brass buttons gleaming thanks to a lavish amount of Duraglit and elbow grease.


Pop twisted round in his seat. ‘May?’ he called out, his voice ringing down the street. ‘Have you seen our Maudie?’


Almost immediately, the front door opened and her grandmother’s bulky form appeared, arms folded across the chest of her flowered pinny. Maudie knew full well she had been lurking behind the lace parlour curtains, watching out for them. Very little happened on Jubilee Row without Big May Maguire knowing about it.


‘Will I do, Grandma?’ Maudie turned to face her, suddenly shy. She could feel herself blushing as her grandmother’s appraising gaze moved up and down. Big May was a tough woman to please.


‘I reckon you will, lass.’ Her grandmother’s voice sounded gruff with emotion. Maudie could have sworn she saw a tear in her eye. But that wasn’t possible because everyone knew Big May never cried.


‘What about me? Will I do?’


Sybil appeared behind her, still fumbling with the buttons of her tunic. Her tie was crooked and her cap sat askew on her head. But typical Sybil, she somehow managed to carry all her faults with aplomb.


Maudie looked at her sister and saw herself mirrored in her slim figure, dark hair and brown eyes. People often asked her what it was like to see her face on someone else, but Maudie had never known any different. She and Sybil had always been two halves of a whole.


‘Look at them,’ Ruby said fondly. ‘My babies.’


‘They in’t babies any more,’ Big May said. ‘They’re young women, off to do their duty for their country.’


She pressed the heel of her hand into her eye, and this time Maudie was certain she was dashing away a tear.


By the time Pop had hoisted their kitbags into the back of the cart and covered them with canvas to keep the rain off, most of the street had turned out to see them off. Seeing all their friends and neighbours standing on their doorsteps made Maudie feel emotional all over again.


For the first time, it began to dawn on her that they were going away for good. Even when they were in London, Jubilee Row had been her whole life for the past twenty-two years. Her whole family lived on the narrow little terrace, bordered by the fish docks of Hull’s Hessle Road. It suddenly hit her like a blow that she would no longer be able to nip in for a gossip with her grandmother or her aunties every day, or hear the laughter of her niece and nephews ringing out as they played on the street.


Their mother hugged them both fiercely.


‘You will let me know when you’ve arrived safely, won’t you?’ she said.


‘We’re only going down the road!’ Sybil scoffed, wriggling from her mother’s embrace to scramble up onto the bench seat beside Pop.


‘We’ll write as soon as we can,’ Maudie promised. ‘And we’ll come and see you the minute we get leave.’


‘What did you have to say that for?’ Sybil hissed, as Pop jingled the reins and the rully lurched off. ‘We can’t keep coming back here every five minutes, you know. We might have better things to do with our time.’


Maudie looked sideways at her sister. ‘You mean boys?’


‘Why not? Just think of it, all those handsome pilots!’


Maudie sighed. Sybil’s lively social life took up most of her time. She usually had at least one boyfriend on the go, often more.


While Maudie had been learning cloud formations and memorising weather charts in London, Sybil had spent most of her time chasing around the West End with a dashing Frenchman who had come over to England with De Gaulle and his Free French army.


‘What about Jacques?’ she asked.


Sybil blinked at her. ‘Who?’


‘The man who declared his undying love to you at King’s Cross Station two days ago?’ He had caused quite a stir, running along the platform beside the train, gabbling away in French.


‘Oh, him.’ Sybil smiled at the memory. ‘He was fun while he lasted. But it doesn’t do to go round getting too serious, you know. The war’s put paid to all that. No, we’ve just got to have our fun while we can.’


‘I reckon you’re having enough fun for both of us.’


Sybil nudged her in the ribs. ‘This is our chance to change all that. You’ll see, Maud. We’ll have our pick of men at Holme.’


Maudie didn’t reply. She was too preoccupied staring at her sister’s silk-clad legs, so elegant next to the thick lisle she wore.


‘You do know silk stockings are for officers only?’ she reminded her.


‘So?’ Sybil was already delving into the sandwiches their mother had made for them.


‘So you’ll be in trouble if you’re caught.’


Sybil grinned mischievously. ‘They’ll have to catch me first!’


‘I wish you’d take this seriously, Syb. You were bad enough in training, but we’re proper WAAFs now. They’re not going to put up with any nonsense from you. You can’t go round breaking the rules.’


‘Honestly, Maudie, you and your rules!’ She proffered the bag. ‘Want one?’


‘No thanks.’ Maudie turned away. There was no point in telling her to save the food. There was no point in telling her sister anything.


She was going to have her work cut out keeping her promise to their mother, Maudie thought as they lurched down Hessle Road, heading for the station.





Chapter 4



They reached Paragon Station just as the guard was blowing his whistle. Sybil and Maudie ran towards the platform, shouting and dragging their kitbags, but the train was already pulling away slowly, disappearing in a belch of dirty steam.


Maudie stood and watched it go in despair.


‘Now what do we do?’


Sybil shrugged. ‘Wait for the next one, I suppose.’


‘But they’re expecting us at Holme by four o’clock.’


‘Then they’ll just have to wait, won’t they?’


Maudie looked back down the empty train track. ‘That won’t make a very good impression.’


Sybil sat down on her kitbag and took out her cigarettes. Maudie stared at her in frustration.


‘This is all your fault,’ she accused.


‘Me?’


‘If you hadn’t come back so late from meeting Peggy and Cath …’


‘Oh, give it a rest, Maud,’ Sybil said irritably. ‘You’ve been moaning about it since I got back. I was enjoying myself and lost track of time, all right? You should try it sometime,’ she muttered under her breath.


‘And where would we be if we were both as irresponsible as you?’ Maudie turned away in disgust and noticed a sandy-haired young man in an RAF uniform standing a few yards away, watching them with interest. Maudie glared back at him until he turned away.


‘I’m going to find out when the next train is due,’ she said.


‘Bring us back some matches, if you can find any. I’ve forgotten mine,’ Sybil called after her.


‘Get them yourself,’ Maudie muttered under her breath. As she stomped past him, the young man turned his head to watch her. Maudie ignored him.


It took her a few minutes to find out the time of the next train. Paragon Station was crowded with service personnel, a hubbub of kitbags and khaki and blue. Many had gathered around the WVS tea wagon. Seeing the woman at the hatch, so proud in her green uniform, gave Maudie a pang. Her mother was a stalwart of the Women’s Voluntary Service and often spent her days manning such a wagon, handing out tea and sandwiches.


Maudie queued up with the others to buy a box of matches for Sybil. As she waited to be served, her gaze went to a group of young girls, saying tearful goodbyes to their families. She felt tears sting her own eyes as she remembered her mother and father seeing them off three months earlier, when they set off for their basic training. It seemed like a lifetime ago now.


When she returned, Sybil was not alone. Maudie’s heart sank when she saw the young man leaning down beside her, talking to her. She suspected he had been waiting for his moment to pounce.


Sybil turned to smile at Maudie as she approached. ‘Here she is now,’ she said. ‘You took your time.’


‘I queued up to get these for you.’


Maudie held the matchbox out to her, but Sybil held up her lighted cigarette and said, ‘I don’t need them now; Mike gave me a light.’


The young man straightened up, brushing down his trousers. ‘I’m Mike Mitchell,’ he said.


‘Pleased to meet you. Sybil, our next train isn’t for another hour.’


‘Oh, that’s all right,’ Sybil said breezily. ‘Mike says he’ll take us.’


‘I couldn’t help overhearing you saying you were on your way to Holme?’ Mike said. He was well spoken, Maudie noticed, but with the faintest hint of a local accent. ‘I’m stationed there myself – I’m just waiting for the lorry to pick me up. You’re welcome to have a lift if you don’t mind roughing it a bit?’


‘Of course we don’t,’ Sybil answered for them. ‘That’s very kind of you. In’t it, Maudie?’


Maudie looked up and down the station platform, thinking about it. It was a long wait for the next train, and she didn’t want them to be late on their first day.


Besides, she could see the gleam in Sybil’s eye and knew she had already taken a fancy to Mike, though he wasn’t her usual type. He was tall and sort of gawky-looking; his sandy hair was cut too high over his ears, and there was a gap between his front teeth. But his freckled face wasn’t bad to look at, and his eyes were a nice shade of somewhere between amber and green. They reminded Maudie of Beattie Scuttle’s cat.


‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘A lift would be very nice.’


No sooner had she said the words than a voice roared across the station.


‘Mitch! Put those WAAFs down immediately. You don’t know where they’ve been!’


Everyone on the platform turned to look their way, and Mike blushed, the tips of his ears turning red.


‘I’m sorry,’ he mumbled. ‘Take no notice of Ackroyd.’


He slung his kitbag over his shoulder and picked up theirs, one in each hand, and carried them towards the station entrance, where a fair-haired young man lounged against the wall. He was tall and angular, with sharp cheekbones and a long thin nose. He looked amused to see Sybil and Maudie.


‘And what have we here?’ he drawled, pushing his cap back to get a better look. ‘Picked up two girls, Mitch? And I thought you were such a shy boy.’


‘Two new recruits for Holme. I said we’d give them a lift.’


‘Delightful. I’m all for a bit of female company.’ The young man winked at Maudie. She blushed furiously and looked away, which only seemed to amuse him more.


‘This is Pilot Officer Ackroyd,’ Mike introduced them. ‘Be warned, he has a reputation.’


‘And thoroughly deserved, I assure you. Well, come along, ladies,’ he swept his arm to usher them through the door. ‘Your carriage awaits.’


Their ‘carriage’ was a battered old lorry, with an impatient LAC at the wheel. He glared at Maudie and Sybil in the wing mirror as Mike and Ackroyd tossed their kitbags into the back of the truck, then gave each of the girls a leg-up.


Ackroyd launched Maudie over the tailgate into the back of the truck, straight into the lap of a grinning pilot officer.


‘Excuse me,’ she muttered.


‘No harm done, I assure you.’ He looked from Sybil to Maudie and back again. ‘Good gracious, am I seeing double?’


‘Double trouble, you mean!’ a gruff Scotsman at the back of the truck muttered.


There were at least a dozen young men, crammed in two rows on either side of the lorry. Maudie was embarrassed to find herself the focus of so much attention, but Sybil seemed to be taking it all in her stride as she sat opposite, wedged in between Ackroyd and a burly Welshman.


‘First posting, is it?’ the pilot officer asked Maudie. He was breathtakingly handsome, with dark hair and intense blue eyes.


She smiled back nervously. ‘Yes.’


‘Thought so. You can always tell the rookie WAAFs by the duff knots in their ties!’ he grinned.


‘And those long flapping greatcoats!’ the Welshman joined in.


They all laughed, and Maudie stared down at her lisle-clad knees in dismay.


‘Pay no attention, I’m only teasing you,’ the pilot officer said. ‘I’m Tom, by the way. Tom Davenport.’


‘Maudie Maguire.’ She bent down to shuffle her kitbag under her seat.


‘Here, let me.’ Tom reached down to help her and let out a groan. ‘Christ, that’s heavy,’ he said. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve smuggled your boyfriend in?’


‘We had to,’ Sybil spoke up. ‘We heard there were no decent men at Holme.’


Tom laughed. ‘And what do you think now you’ve met us?’


Sybil looked him up and down. ‘I’ll let you know,’ she said finally.


‘Let me know if I can do anything to improve your opinion.’


‘Oh, I will.’


Maudie saw the flirtatious glance that passed between Tom Davenport and her sister. Poor Mitch, she thought. He wasn’t going to get a look-in.


Not that he seemed too troubled as he sat wedged in beside Maudie, their shoulders touching as the lorry lurched along. Maudie ducked her head to try to catch one last glimpse of the city as it disappeared behind them.


‘Not much to see, is there?’ Mitch seemed to read her thoughts. ‘The Luftwaffe saw to that.’


He was right, Maudie thought. A year ago, German bombers had laid waste to the centre of Hull, reducing it to little more than a heap of smoking rubble. So many of the city’s familiar buildings and landmarks had been destroyed that Maudie scarcely recognised it any more.


Among the buildings that had gone was Hammonds, the department store where Maudie and Sybil had worked selling hats. They’d managed to reopen again in West Street, where the staff air-raid shelter had been. But it wasn’t the same. It was almost a relief when they were called up to register for war work.


‘Are you local?’ she asked.


‘My family lives in Kirk Ella.’


That explained the well-to-do accent, Maudie thought. Anyone who spoke so nicely would have to come from a smart suburb like that. She imagined his father must be a solicitor, or a bank manager.


‘How about you?’ Mitch asked.


‘Hessle Road.’ She braced herself, waiting for him to lose interest or turn his nose up at her. But his expression didn’t even flicker.


‘Where will you be working at Holme?’ he asked.


‘The Met Office.’


‘Met girls, eh?’ Ackroyd spoke up. ‘So you’ll be the one deciding if it’s safe for us to fly or not?’


‘I hope not!’ Maudie thought about all the instruments she had learned about over the past month: the barometers and barographs, thermographs and hygrometers, wind anemometers and rain gauges. She had barely got to grips with what they all meant.


‘Shut up, Ackroyd. Can’t you see you’re terrifying the poor wee girl?’ the Scotsman, whose name was Ferguson, said. He was an older man, in his thirties, with a weather-beaten face and bright green eyes. ‘Take no notice of him, lassie,’ he said to Maudie. ‘It’s not all in your hands.’


‘Although a few prayers never go amiss,’ Mitch said, and the other men muttered in grim agreement.


Maudie looked around at them all. They seemed like nice lads. A couple were very young, barely more than boys, and a couple, like the Scotsman, were a few years older. Most of them were around her age, full of fun and laughter.


Maudie discovered that they were all air crew, returning to RAF Holme after a couple of weeks away at a bomber station in Lincolnshire, where they had been learning to fly Avro Lancaster planes, a replacement for the Halifaxes they had been using.


‘Except Mitch, he’s been on leave. Lucky blighter!’ Ackroyd reached across and ruffled his friend’s hair.


‘I had a broken arm!’ Mitch protested.


‘You know what’s going to happen, don’t you?’ the Welshman, Owen, piped up beside Maudie. ‘We’re going to be up there, flying over the target, and he’ll be fumbling around, trying to find the right button to get the bomb bay open!’


‘I’m sure I can pick it up quickly enough,’ Mitch said. ‘I mean, how hard can it be if they can teach you lot?’


‘And now we’re going back to Holme,’ Tom said, pulling a face.


‘What’s it like there?’ Sybil leaned forward.


‘It’s a dump!’ Ferguson grumbled.


‘It’s not that bad,’ Tom said. ‘Just a bit small, that’s all.’


‘A small dump, then!’ Ferguson said.


‘Anyway, you’ll find out soon enough.’ Tom lifted the canvas flap and peered out as the truck turned off the road and began to bump along a rough track. Maudie had to cling onto the edge of the bench seat to stop herself tipping off. ‘Looks like we’re nearly here.’


‘Aye, I can tell by the smell.’ Ferguson inhaled a deep breath, then turned to Sybil and Maudie. ‘Well, here we are, lasses. Holme, sweet Holme!’





Chapter 5



Their first sight of RAF Holme was not promising.


The station consisted of a huddle of rounded Nissen huts with cinder paths leading here and there, all looking dismal under the darkening canopy of sky. A few grey-blue-clad figures could be seen trooping from one hut to another.


At the end of the track was a two-storeyed building, and beyond that a vast empty space. As they watched, an aircraft lumbered across it on its way to the runway. Sybil looked at Maudie and could tell immediately she was thinking the same thing.


This was it. After weeks of training, poring over books, going to lectures and enduring hours of drill practice, they were finally fully fledged WAAFs with a real job to do.


They booked in at the Guard Room and were told to make their way to the Control Tower to report for duty.


The Met Office was on the ground floor. It was a large room, with windows on two sides looking across the airfield. A long plotting bench dominated the centre of the room, where a WAAF sat feverishly scribbling on a chart while another reeled off figures aloud from a long scroll of white paper. They were watched closely by the Met officer, a middle-aged, bespectacled man in plain clothes, and a pair of senior air-crew officers. No one looked very happy, Maudie noticed.


A moment later, the officers left and the man noticed them for the first time. ‘Good lord, who are you?’ he asked, peering at them over his spectacles.


Sybil found her voice first. Straightening her shoulders, she announced, ‘We’re the new Met assistants, sir.’


‘New girls?’ The man turned to the WAAFs poring over the chart. ‘Did you know we were getting new girls?’


The WAAFs looked blank. ‘No, sir,’ they chorused.


‘That’s just what we need. As if we weren’t busy enough already!’ the Met officer groaned. ‘Oh well, you’d better show them round,’ he said to one of the WAAFs. ‘Give them a quick tour, then send them up to the Waafery. Let them deal with them up there. And mind you get back here as soon as you can,’ he called after her.


‘Don’t mind him. He’s always tetchy on ops night,’ the girl said as she closed the door quietly behind them. ‘I’m Rose, by the way.’


‘I’m Maudie, and this is Sybil.’


‘Twins, eh?’ She was about the same age as them, tall and slender with sleek chestnut hair tucked neatly into her cap. Every one of her buttons gleamed. ‘That must be fun. You’re lucky you ended up posted to the same place.’


Maudie looked at Sybil and saw her own horror dawning on her sister’s face. It hadn’t even occurred to either of them that they might be separated. Much as she moaned about her sister, the idea of them not being together filled her with panic.


Rose took them around the Control Tower, pointing out the Flying Control Office, which took up the entire upper floor, and the Signals Office and the Telephone Exchange on either side of the Met Office. At the far end of the corridor was a door mysteriously called ‘Intelligence’.


‘Don’t worry about that. We lesser mortals aren’t allowed to go in there,’ Rose told them. ‘The girls keep themselves to themselves.’


Outside, she pointed out the Navigation Office and the air crews’ Briefing Room on the other side of the main cinder road.


‘They’re always coming over to the Met Office after debriefing to let us know how right or wrong our forecast has been,’ she grimaced. ‘A lot of the pilots take our reports seriously, but some think it’s all mumbo jumbo.’


Maudie thought about Ackroyd’s mocking smile in the back of the truck. It was hard to believe he took anything seriously.


When the tour was over, Rose summoned a passing truck and asked the LAC to take them up to the WAAFs’ living quarters – the Waafery, as everyone called it. This turned out to be a dismal semicircle of about ten Nissen huts at the furthest reach of the station, beyond the perimeter of the airfield, the hangars and the runways, a no man’s land on the fringe of woodland and fields.


Maudie looked back down the track as she clambered out of the truck. She could barely make out the main buildings in the distance.


‘You might have to beg or borrow a bicycle if you don’t want a long walk every day,’ the LAC said cheerfully, reading her thoughts. ‘Either that or hope you can flag down a car coming from one of the hangars.’


Miss Leech, the section officer, was waiting for them in the WAAF Guard Room. She was a motherly woman in her forties, with a soft, round, smiling face and pink cheeks. Maudie and Sybil offered their papers and were issued with towels, sheets and pillowcases and instructed to go to Hut Number Nine.


The huts were long and low, with ten beds arranged down each side at right angles to the walls. Each bed had a small chest of drawers beside it and a couple of hooks above.


There were several girls there already, gathered around the coke stove at one end. A lanky redhead was ironing a shirt, her iron precariously plugged to the light fitting above her head. She froze as Maudie and Sybil walked in.


‘Thank God for that,’ she breathed out, her hand to her chest. ‘I thought you were the section officer, come to do an inspection.’


A long-limbed blonde, with corporal’s stripes on her sleeves, got up and approached them.


‘You’re the new girls?’ She looked from one to the other. Thankfully she didn’t comment on them being twins; Maudie had heard it so many times that day, she thought she might scream. ‘I’m Corporal Banks. There are spare beds there, if you’d like to unpack?’


She pointed to two empty bed frames on opposite sides of the hut. Maudie immediately started to drag her kitbag towards one of them, but Sybil hesitated.


‘Is something wrong?’ Corporal Banks asked.


Maudie knew what her sister was going to say before the words came out of her mouth.


‘Can’t we be next to each other?’ she asked.


‘I beg your pardon?’ Corporal Banks blinked at her.


‘We’d like to be next to each other. We’re not used to being apart, you see.’


‘You’re only opposite each other,’ the corporal pointed out.


‘Yes, but we’d rather be next to each other. If it’s all the same to you?’ Sybil gave the corporal her most winning smile. It usually worked well, but Corporal Banks was unmoved.


‘Those are the only beds we have spare,’ she said coldly.


Maudie cringed. ‘It really doesn’t matter—’ she started to say, but Sybil interrupted her.


‘Perhaps someone would like to move?’


She looked around hopefully at the other girls. They looked back at her with stony faces. Talk about making an impression!


‘It’s all right, really,’ Maudie stepped in quickly. ‘We’re happy where we are. In’t that right, Sybil?’ She sent her sister a pleading look.


‘I’m relieved to hear it,’ Corporal Banks replied. ‘Get unpacked quickly, we’ll take you down to the Airmen’s Mess for something to eat at seven.’


With a last long look at Sybil, she turned and went back to her place beside the stove. One of the other girls leaned over and whispered to her, and then a couple of them started giggling.


‘What did you have to say that for?’ Maudie hissed at Sybil.


Sybil shrugged. ‘It never hurts to ask, does it?’ she said.


Maudie stared at her sister. Sybil had the cheek of the devil, their grandmother always said. With that, and a big dose of charm, she usually managed to get her own way.


But Maudie had a feeling these girls would not be pushed around so easily. Especially Corporal Banks. The way she was looking at Sybil, she clearly already had her card marked.





Chapter 6



They dumped their kitbags and then unstacked and made up their beds.


Learning to make a bed to Air Force standards had been a big challenge for both of them. The mattress came in three hard, flat sections, called ‘biscuits’, which had to be laid out every night and then stacked in a neat pile again every morning.


Maudie was trying to tuck in the sheet, starched as stiff as cardboard, when one of the girls came over. She was mousey-haired, with a slight build and pale, watery eyes.


‘I’ve left the top two drawers empty,’ she said, nodding to the chest of drawers that separated two beds.


‘Thanks.’


The girl sat down on the bed next to Maudie’s. ‘I’m Joan,’ she said. ‘Joan Mason.’


‘Maudie Maguire.’


Maudie tucked the sheet untidily under one corner. It wouldn’t pass inspection, but it was the best she could do. She glanced over at Sybil, who seemed to have given up even trying to tuck hers in.


‘I don’t mind moving?’ The girl, Joan, spoke up again. She had a clear, well-spoken voice with a southern accent. ‘If you want to be next to your sister?’


‘Thank you, but we’re fine.’


‘Are you sure? She seemed very insistent …’


Maudie glanced across at Sybil, who was now struggling to spread out her grey official-issue blanket over the bumpy mattress. ‘She’ll be all right. But thank you for the offer.’ She flashed the girl a quick smile.


She started to unpack her belongings, hanging up her gas cape on the peg beside the bed and her greatcoat and best blue uniform on hangers underneath it. All the while, she could feel Joan watching her.


‘Have you come far?’ she asked.


‘Only from Hull.’


‘That’s not far at all. Lucky you. My family are all down in Sussex. Heaven knows when I’ll see them again.’


Maudie had no idea where that was, but from Joan’s doleful expression, she guessed it was a long way.


‘Have you been here long?’ she asked.


‘A month, I think. Although it seems like a lifetime!’ she smiled. Her smile transformed her little face, lighting up her pale eyes. ‘Are you an R/T operator too? They didn’t mention anyone new coming.’


Maudie shook her head. ‘We’re Met assistants.’


‘So you’ll be working with Libby and Alice?’ Joan nodded towards the redhead with the iron and a plump, brown-haired woman a few years older than them, who was knitting furiously beside the coke stove. ‘And Corporal Banks, of course,’ she added. ‘They’re a nice group of girls,’ she went on. ‘You’ll like them. Even Imogen – Corporal Banks – is one of us.’


But will they like us? Maudie looked at the cool blonde, writing a letter by the stove. She hoped she wouldn’t hold Sybil’s cheekiness against them. They hadn’t exactly made a good first impression.


‘Come and say hello,’ Joan said, standing up.


Maudie was slightly apprehensive, meeting her new roommates for the first time. She was glad to have her sister beside her. Sybil was usually the one who did all the talking – a bit too much, sometimes! But Maudie was usually grateful for her sister’s outgoing nature, especially as she was generally so shy herself.


Anyway, she needn’t have worried. The other girls were all very friendly and welcoming. Even Corporal Imogen forgot her cool reserve as they chatted. They moved round to make room for Maudie and Sybil around the stove, and one of the girls – Diana – brewed up some cocoa and offered them each a slab of home-made cake.
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