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			Chapter One

			April, 1940

			The early morning cool air wrapped its chilly breath around Kitty Williams, waking her from a deep fug of sleep. Keen to delay getting up for as long as possible, Kitty fought the chill by cocooning herself in the floral eiderdown. This morning ritual was something Kitty had down to a fine art and she knew without even glancing at the clock by her bedside that there were at least ten minutes before she had to get up for her shift at the car factory. 

			Lulling herself back into the comfort of sleep, Kitty tried to drown out the noise of her landlady, Mrs Carswell, humming tunelessly in the small kitchen below. Not for the first time, Kitty closed her pale grey eyes and tried to count her blessings. As an orphan without any brothers or sisters, she had struggled to find lodgings when she had left the children’s home seven years earl­ier. Many were put off by her lack of family, or concerned about having a young unwed woman under their roof, but unlike some with rooms for rent, Mrs Carswell had happily welcomed Kitty into her home. Since then Kitty had been grateful to the older woman for taking her in, but there were times, Kitty thought, as she heard the dulcet screech of Mrs C’s ear-piercing tones, when she could quite happily live alone. Continuing to clamp her eyelids firmly shut, Kitty was determined to make the most of her time left in bed, and thought about her beloved fiancé, Joe, who was away serving in the Navy.

			As she brought his handsome, chiselled face to her mind, Kitty tried to picture what he would be doing now. Would he be sleeping, eating breakfast with his colleagues or keeping watch, seeing the ship was going where she was meant to go.

			Joe’s letters, though always filled with longing, were scant on detail. Naturally, he talked about his friends, the terrible food on board his ship, and his occasional bouts of seasickness, but mainly Joe talked about the day war would be over so they could be married. This fight against the Germans was lasting much longer than anyone had expected, and Joe had admitted in his last letter he had been crushed when he realised he wouldn’t be back in Coventry in time for New Year.

			Kitty smiled at the image of Joe running his hands through his dark hair, scribbling down his thoughts about Navy life. He would know, Kitty thought, how much she needed to see that he still had his spirit. After all, Kitty had known Joe Simmonds since they were nippers when they had clashed heads in the playground. The next day the bruises had been forgotten but a deep friendship had been forged and Kitty knew she and Joe would be together forever. When Joe asked her to marry him last summer, saying yes had felt as natural to her as breathing in and out. He was her soulmate and had been since that childhood accident which had left Joe with a tiny scar on his forehead. Now it had been six months since Joe’s conscription and Kitty ached to see his warm smile and feel the weight of his arm around her shoulder as they enjoyed a Saturday night at the pictures. Most of all she just missed him, and it was these precious moments before her alarm went off that allowed her to dream of the day she and Joe would be reunited. 

			A loud banging coming from the front door cut her daydream short. Lifting her head from the cool pillow and pushing her bobbed light brown hair away from her face, Kitty blinked her eyes open and realised the knocking was becoming more insistent. A quick look at the clock told her it was just after seven. With a sigh, she threw back the bedspread and reached for her thick dressing gown. Pulling open her bedroom door, she heard the sound of Mrs Carswell hurrying along the passage towards the front door, shouting, ‘I’m coming, I’m coming.’

			As Kitty padded downstairs, she saw it was Hetty, her future mother-in-law, standing on the front step. Quickening her pace, she rushed towards the two women and saw Joe’s mother was still in her flannelette nightdress with only a thin green cardigan to keep out the early morning chill. Kitty’s heart thudded with fear, as she glanced up at Hetty’s face and saw her eyes were red-rimmed and raw, while bags as black as coal hung under her eyes.

			Kitty turned to her landlady in the dimly lit hallway, and smiled gratefully as the elderly lady beckoned Joe’s mother inside.

			‘Ta, Mrs C,’ Kitty said gently. ‘I’ve got this now.’

			‘Are you sure, dear? How about I bring you both a cup of tea? You’re welcome to use the parlour.’ Concern was written across her landlady’s face as she opened the door to the room used solely on high days and holidays.

			‘That’d be lovely, ta, Mrs C,’ Kitty said again, as she guided a clearly shaken Hetty towards the small grey settee, dust motes flying through the air.

			As Mrs Carswell shuffled out of the room and back along the passage towards the kitchen, Kitty settled herself by Hetty’s side and squeezed her arm encouragingly.

			‘What’s happened?’ Kitty asked, knees turned towards ­Hetty’s, her head bent low.

			‘It’s, it’s . . .’ the older woman gasped, struggling to find the words.

			Glancing at Hetty, Kitty noticed her hands lay in her lap; knuckles ice-white from clutching a slightly crumpled piece of paper. Looking more closely, Kitty spotted the paper was in fact a telegram, studded with the tell-tale insignia of the War Office and the words, regret to inform you.

			Kitty’s hands flew to her mouth, the reason for Hetty’s visit dawning on her. She looked away, her pulse racing as dread coursed through her before she returned her gaze to the telegram and knew her whole world was about to change. 

			‘Joe’s dead, isn’t he?’ Kitty blurted out, her voice shaky.

			‘Yes,’ Hetty sobbed, gripping the telegram more tightly. ‘My boy, my beautiful boy is gone.’

			‘How?’ Kitty asked in anguish.

			‘His troopship was sunk. Those Germans killed my boy.’ As Hetty’s shoulders rounded with tears, Kitty clasped her freezing cold fingers.

			‘It’s not true,’ Kitty said, her voice thick with shock. She felt as though she were watching a film at the pictures. This wasn’t her life, it was someone else’s. ‘Not our Joe, tell me there’s been a mistake, Hetty?’

			Hetty shook her head in despair, her red-rimmed eyes meeting Kitty’s. ‘There’s no mistake, Kitty, love. I’m sorry.’

			As the news sank in, Kitty allowed her head to fall into her lap and she let out a brief tortured wail as she contemplated a future without the man who was her rock. Kitty had never once thought war would drive them apart forever and the thought of never seeing Joe’s handsome, smiling face again ripped her to the core. 

			Kitty had no idea how long she stayed like that, all thoughts of time forgotten as images of Joe throughout the years flooded her mind. They had shared so many memories, had been the centre of one another’s worlds, that the idea of a life without Joe was unthinkable. They were meant to be together, everyone said so, what was she supposed to do without him? Kitty had no idea, and the crick in her neck as she remained huddled over her hands told her this wasn’t something that could be solved in half an hour.

			Gently lifting her face to meet Hetty’s gaze, Kitty took a deep breath and shot the older woman a watery smile. She may not have the answers to her own life, but Kitty also knew how much Joe would want her to be strong for his mother and take care of her when she needed it most. 

			‘I’m so sorry, Hetty,’ Kitty whispered, reaching for her tea and realising the liquid was now stone cold. Mrs Carswell had padded in silently and, seeing the two women’s faces, placed the cups down and retreated. ‘I dunno what to say, I only heard from him the other day. He was fine, I don’t understand how . . .’ Kitty’s voice trailed off as the enormity of Hetty’s news hit her like a fresh blow once more. 

			Losing her own parents in a factory fire when she was just eight years old had taught Kitty grief wasn’t something you could reason with any more than it was something you could get over. It was something you lived with, but dear God, thought Kitty, had she not seen enough grief in her twenty-one years? How was she supposed to cope with this? As for Hetty, Kitty realised, looking across at Joe’s mother still hunched over the telegram, this had to be the worst punishment in the world – for a mother to outlive her son. Joe was her only child and he had been doted on by his family.  

			Closing her eyes, Kitty cast her mind back to the last time she had seen Joe. Smart and handsome in his Navy uniform, at Coventry train station, about to start his new life in the forces. Before he had left, Kitty had told him she did not want to say goodbye to him like other couples, where the girls wept and clung to their sweethearts. Joe had understood, and been proud as punch when his girl, unlike nearly all the others, had refused to shed a single tear when they had parted. Instead, they had kissed affectionately on the crowded platform, until it was time for him to board and then they had waved each other goodbye, their faces full of smiles and hope. 

			Leaving the station and walking back to her lodgings, Kitty’s stern resolve had failed, and the tears she had stemmed in front of Joe streamed like rivers down her face, soaking the collar of her good coat, once she was safely away from prying eyes.

			Now Kitty knew she had to find the same courage again and she sat closer to Hetty on the settee, willing them both to find the strength to cope. They stayed like that for a long time, until Hetty broke the silence with a firmer and stronger tone than the one she had arrived with.

			‘There’s no denying it, lovey, this is a terrible day for us all,’ Hetty said, her voice soft and low. ‘But I do know our Joe went to fight Hitler and died doing his duty for a country he loved. He was brave and selfless, and we have to try and be the same way as we manage these dark days ahead.’

			Kitty nodded, knowing Hetty was right. ‘All Joe wanted was for us to have our freedom. He went to war determined, despite the risks, and we’ve to do the same,’ she said, a quiet steel in her voice. ‘He won’t be forgotten, Hetty. I’ll make sure of that.’

			‘I know he won’t, love,’ Hetty said in a firm tone. ‘I’ve always felt like a second mother to yer and it’s at times like this yer need your family. I want yer to know you’ll always be family, Kitty, marriage or no marriage.’

			‘I feel the same,’ Kitty replied fiercely. ‘Hitler may have taken Joe, but he won’t destroy our love for him. That’s what’ll give us comfort and the strength to carry on.’

			‘And work,’ Hetty replied, grimly. ‘Your job at the car factory making spare parts for all those extra trucks and cars the Army are reliant on will help yer more than yer know, Kitty. And my volunteer work with the Auxiliary Fire Service will help me cope. Joe was the luckiest boy in the world the day he met yer, Kitty Williams. You’ve more courage in your little finger than half those girls out there. I want yer to stay in touch, Kitty, love. Joe would have wanted that and it’d mean a lot to me as well.’ 

			As Kitty nodded, Hetty managed the hint of a smile, and fumbled in the brown bag behind her on the settee. Pulling out a small package, she pressed it into Kitty’s hands. ‘Joe wanted yer to have this if summat ever happened to him.’ 

			Kitty looked down at the parcel wrapped in newspaper and pulled at the string. As the fastenings loosened, a sliver of metal glinted in the early morning sunlight and a wristwatch with a stainless steel face fell into her hands. The sight of it brought a lump to Kitty’s throat; this was the watch Joe had been given by his parents to mark his twenty-first birthday less than twelve months ago, and he had cherished it. Turning the timepiece over in her hands Kitty realised there was hardly a mark on it. The only trace of damage was a tiny scratch along the side, while the tan leather strap was polished to a high shine. Kitty tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear and smiled. Typical Joe; he took such good care of everything and everyone around him that this watch looked as good as new.

			‘I’ll always treasure this,’ Kitty said gratefully.

			‘I know yer will, lovey,’ Hetty replied, wearily getting to her feet, already looking a good ten years older than when she had arrived. ‘And now I must be off. I’ve been here long enough, and you’ve a job to get to. I’ll pop round later in the week to talk about the funeral.’

			Kitty nodded, still stunned by the news she had just received, and saw it was almost eight. She realised she would be horribly late for work, but that was the least of her worries just now. Seeing Hetty to the door, she hugged her goodbye then hurried upstairs to her room.

			Having heard Mrs Carswell go out a few minutes earlier, Kitty knew she had the house to herself so sank onto her bed and fell face down into her pillow. It was only now she could let the tears flow as she wept for the boy who had been her past and her present, but would no longer be her future. She cried for the best friend she could no longer confide in, the boy who always made her pulse race and the fiancé who she had dreamed of finally finding her own happy-ever-after with. She sobbed for the wedding they would never have, the days out at the beach they would never enjoy, the big family Christmases they had dreamed of and finally she broke down for the children and grandchildren they would never have. After Kitty cried herself out, she sat back up on the bed, and looked at the watch she was still clutching. With a sudden shock, she realised it was time to face up to a very different kind of future to the one she had always imagined.

			Reaching for the work overalls that lay neatly folded on the wooden chair opposite her bed, Kitty pulled them on and went into the kitchen. Splashing some cold water on her face, she was surprised to bump straight into Mrs Carswell as she turned around.

			‘I’ve just been up to the car factory, lovey,’ Mrs Carswell explained. ‘I’ve told Mr Phillipson you’ll be a little late today.’ 

			‘Yer didn’t need to do that, Mrs C,’ Kitty whispered gratefully. ‘I would’ve had a word with Mr Phillipson when I got in.’

			‘I wanted to, Kit,’ Mrs Carswell told her softly. ‘Now, your boss is expecting yer, and the girls’ll have a cuppa ready and waiting when yer get there.’

			There were sometimes never enough words to express thanks for the little kindnesses people showed, Kitty thought as she squeezed Mrs Carswell’s hands appreciatively and made her way to the factory. Arriving at the car plant, Kitty was welcomed by all her workmates, just as her landlady had promised, and together they rallied around, keeping a watchful but distant eye and ensuring there was plenty of tea to help Kitty through the day.

			Kitty had expected the day to be nothing short of a nightmare, but it passed quickly. Her work, welding utility truck bonnets and hauling newly made car doors ready for distribution to Army units everywhere, left her physically exhausted, but it helped take her mind away from her grief.  

			Back home that evening, Kitty was surprised to find a familiar face sitting in the kitchen waiting for her. A tall woman with long blonde hair, pinned in elegant curls, and a smattering of flour across the shoulders of what Kitty knew was her good wool coat, Kitty felt relief thud through her. 

			‘Elsie!’ Kitty gasped gratefully, rushing towards her.

			‘Kit, I’m so sorry, word’s been going round the town all day about Joe. I came as soon as I could,’ Elsie said softly, getting to her feet and holding her arms wide open for Kitty to fall into. As the two girls embraced, Mrs Carswell set another pot of tea on the table between them and tactfully left them to it.

			Breaking apart, Elsie settled Kitty into a chair and poured her a cup then added two sugar lumps, despite the fact it was now rationed.

			‘For the shock,’ Elsie explained, setting the drink down in front of her. Kitty took a sip and grimaced. It was far too sweet for her tastes, but she was too exhausted to complain. 

			‘Has Hetty said anything about the funeral yet?’ Elsie asked as she poured herself a cup and settled into the chair opposite.

			Kitty shook her head. ‘She doesn’t know a lot yet. They only got the telegram late last night and it was all she could do to stop herself from coming over straight away. It was George that made her wait until the morning. Said I deserved one more night of peace even if they didn’t.’

			‘Poor Hetty and George. Losing their only child like that, it’s a tragedy.’ Elsie sighed, as she shook her head in sadness. ‘It doesn’t seem real, Kit.’

			Kitty said nothing, the events of the day beginning to hit her hard. Before war had broken out, she and Elsie had worked together in the town bakery. They would get up at four in the morning ready to start kneading loaves at five, but the gossiping during cigarette breaks more than made up for it. Saturday evenings were spent at Coventry’s biggest dance hall, the Crystal, with her beloved Joe, while Elsie and her husband Charlie O’Connor, who was Joe’s best friend, made a regular foursome. 

			Occasionally, Elsie’s older brother, Arthur, would join them. He had joined the Navy at the same time as Joe, though they had been stationed with different batteries. Tall, dark and more than a little handsome, with the same olive green eyes and Roman nose as his sister, he had his pick of the girls at home and away but often preferred whirling Kitty and his sister around the dance floor. A fancy mover, with more than a little mischief in his eyes, he would spin them around in a flurry of steps that left them spent, and their sweethearts doubled over with laughter at their shocked and exhausted faces. Kitty smiled at the memory. Life had been so simple then. 

			‘And how are yer managing?’ Elsie asked gently, interrupting Kitty’s thoughts. 

			Kitty paused before she spoke. ‘I don’t think it’s properly sunk in yet, Els. I’ve been going from feeling bereft to angry all day.’

			Elsie leaned forward and squeezed Kitty’s hands. ‘That’s natural, lovey. It’s going to take a long time to get through this, but me, and the rest of the family, we’re here for yer.’

			Kitty smiled fondly. Elsie’s family had always treated her as one of their own since she had moved into the house next door with her parents, Betty and Sid, when she was just six, and she loved them for it. 

			‘And yer know I’m grateful, but all this . . .’ Kitty shrugged her shoulders as she looked helplessly around her before turning to face her friend. ‘The truth is, Elsie, I left the bakery to go and work in the factory for Joe. I knew the vehicle factories that were making trucks and cars for our boys were crying out for more help and I got it into me head that welding parts for our boys abroad could help end this war a bit sooner and get my Joe home quicker.’

			Elsie smiled wryly at Kitty’s confession. ‘Well, I didn’t think yer left because yer were sick of Eccles cakes! Course yer left to help him, love. There’s nothing wrong with that, all of us want to see an end to this war, and we’re all doing whatever we can.’

			Kitty smiled at Elsie’s kindness as she reached into the pocket of her overalls, pulled out the watch Hetty had given her only that morning and set it on the table in front of her friend. Kitty knew she ought to have kept such a treasured keepsake in a safe place, but she had wanted to keep a piece of Joe close to her heart all day long. 

			‘It’s gorgeous, Kit,’ Elsie exclaimed, turning the timepiece over in her hands and admiring its elegance. 

			‘It was Joe’s twenty-first birthday present from his mam and dad last year.’ Kitty smiled, watching Elsie admire the watch.

			‘I remember. They had that little party for him in their front room, didn’t they?’ Elsie recalled. ‘His Auntie Jane was horrified he was being childish, ripping the paper off his presents, because she’d wanted him to save it.’

			Kitty pulled a face. ‘Like our Joe would be bothered about saving paper! He was a big kid that day. But when he pulled that watch out of the box, he was transformed, Els. There was nothing but joy and gratitude written across his face.’

			‘He had sworn never to take it off, but then he went into the Navy . . .’ Elsie broke off.

			Kitty gulped loudly, the emotion of the day suddenly overwhelming her. She reached for the watch where Elsie had left it on the table. As Kitty pressed her nose to it, she breathed in the heady scent of Joe and enjoyed the brief feeling of being transported back to happier times. As she lost herself in the tang of leather, she knew the watch wasn’t just a reminder of the childhood sweetheart she had loved and lost. This watch was a reminder to keep fighting until the Jerries were finally defeated. Most importantly, Kitty realised, it was Joe’s last message; he wanted her to remember what he stood for and how much he had wanted to join the thousands of other men doing their bit for their country. Kitty set the watch back down. It was time to consider how she could take over where Joe had left off.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			 

			By the time Joe’s funeral took place a month later, Kitty felt as though she had been put through an emotional mangle. She was exhausted, her overriding grief for Joe and their lost future together playing over and over in her mind, like a film on a loop. Waking to a suitably rainy morning after a fitful night’s sleep, Kitty slipped on her only black dress and examined her reflection in her vanity mirror. She could tell she had lost a lot of weight, even though she had only been a scrap of a thing in the first place. But her face looked as if it had aged a hundred years since losing the love of her life.

			Even now there were times when she had to pinch herself that Joe had really gone. After all, there had been no body and, as Kitty lay tossing and turning at night, she would indulge in the possibility that Joe was out there somewhere, lost at sea or in a strange faraway land, trying to find his way back home. But every time Kitty allowed her thoughts to wander in that direction, she had to stop and bring herself firmly back to reality. Joe was gone, nobody on his ship had survived and, as hard as it was to face, Kitty knew she had to accept it.

			Since Joe’s passing she had taken care to visit Hetty and George each day, calling in on them after work with a simple stew or bottle of stout, just to make sure they were getting something inside them. If she felt overwhelmed with grief, Kitty couldn’t begin to imagine how dreadful they were feeling. As their only child, they had worshipped Joe. Kitty knew how scared Hetty had been when Joe was conscripted, but like any mother, she had put a brave face on and told everyone how proud she was. Her performance had been so convincing she had nearly fooled Kitty, but the ghost of a smile she wore like armour whenever Joe’s name was mentioned told a different story.

			Standing in a packed church beside Hetty and George on the family pew, Kitty saw that wan, ghostly smile appear once more and knew that like Kitty herself, all she would be thinking about was her precious Joe. As the opening bars of ‘Jerusalem’ sounded, she turned to Hetty, a lump catching in her throat, and saw the older woman’s determined gaze towards the front of the church. Kitty knew she had to follow Hetty’s lead and opening her mouth, she remembered with a jolt that this was one of the hymns she and Joe had chosen as part of their planned wedding ceremony. The hymn was one they had both adored, and she sang her heart and soul out, wanting Joe to know how much she had loved and cherished him.

			The service was mercifully short because there would be no burial. Instead, the vicar invited everyone to say a prayer for the departed. Kneeling onto the hard little cushion, head bent low, Kitty couldn’t stop thinking how Joe had been just twenty-one; his life had hardly had time to begin. 

			‘I’ll never forget yer, sweetheart,’ she whispered as the vicar led the congregation outside into the pouring rain. As well-wishers came to offer their condolences to Hetty and George, Kitty realised she couldn’t face any more sympathy today, no matter how well intentioned. Quietly, she slipped off and found Elsie and Arthur, who was on three days’ leave from the Navy, sheltering from the rain under a large tree.

			‘How are yer holding up, love?’ Elsie asked through red-rimmed eyes as she saw Kitty approach.

			‘Bearing up.’ Kitty shrugged as she dodged a large raindrop. ‘I’ll be glad once this wake at Hetty’s is over.’

			‘We all will,’ Arthur agreed, brushing a piece of lint off his uniform. ‘It’s a rotten day, there’s no doubt about it, but we’ll get through it. Joe wouldn’t want us feeling maudlin about it for too long.’

			Kitty smiled gratefully at Elsie’s brother. He had a way of hitting the nail on the head. She could imagine Joe now, encouraging them all to have a drink to send him on his way, but not to make a performance of his passing. No showboating, she could hear him saying.

			‘You’re right.’ She laughed quietly. ‘He’d say we were going soft if he could see us all now, moping about. He’d tell us he wasn’t worth all this fuss.’

			‘Except he was,’ replied Elsie loyally as she stemmed a fresh round of tears with her hanky. ‘And yer, Kitty. I’ve hardly seen yer this past week. I’m worried about yer, it’s at times like these yer need your pals.’

			Kitty cast her eyes downwards, avoiding Elsie’s gaze. As the funeral loomed Joe’s loss had become even more real and Kitty did not feel like talking. Instead, she had buried herself in her job and caring for Hetty and George. She opened her mouth ready to explain when Hetty called out to them.

			‘There y’are, Kit. I wondered where you’d gone.’ 

			‘Sorry,’ Kitty replied awkwardly. ‘I didn’t mean to leave yer on your own. I just wanted a quick word with these two,’ she finished, gesturing towards the siblings.

			‘No harm done,’ Hetty said, slipping her arm through ­Kitty’s affectionately. ‘And anyway, I was glad of an excuse to get away from everyone offering me their condolences for a minute. I know everyone means well,’ she smiled guiltily, ‘but I felt a bit done-in with it, and I know George can cope. I thought we might walk over to ours together. What d’yer say?’

			Kitty nodded as the foursome walked out onto the street towards Hetty’s around the corner. As Hetty pushed open the door Kitty saw a spread Joe would have been proud of. Piles of ham and egg sandwiches rested on a large table, while bottles of stout and an urn of tea stood opposite. In the corner Kitty saw a stack of rock and Eccles cakes, which Kitty could tell had been thoughtfully provided by Elsie and the bakery.

			‘Thanks, love,’ Kitty said, squeezing Elsie’s hand.

			‘It was nothing,’ Elsie replied quietly. 

			But Kitty knew it was something. Food had already started being rationed, and she knew Elsie would have had to ask a lot of favours to supply so much food in Joe’s honour. The thoughtful yet simple gesture touched Kitty to her core and she hurriedly turned her face from her friend to hide the tears that were threatening to spill down her cheeks. She had no idea what she would do without Elsie, but the past few weeks had taught her she needed to find out.

			Summoning up all her courage, Kitty caught Elsie by the elbow. 

			‘Can I have a word?’ she asked gently, not waiting for an answer. Guiding her friend out into the passageway, she looked her squarely in the eye. ‘I’ve been doing some thinking.’ Kitty gulped. 

			Elsie eyed her friend with curiosity before she spoke. ‘Well that’s never a good sign, Kit,’ she teased.  

			‘I know what I’m going to do next,’ Kitty announced.

			‘Yer haven’t got to do anything, love,’ Elsie said gently, as she squeezed Kitty’s shoulder. 

			Kitty shook her head. ‘I’ve got to carry on Joe’s fight, Elsie. He wanted to see the back of Hitler once and for all. Now it’s my turn to finish what he started. I’m going to join-up meself. I’ve got an appointment at the recruitment office tomorrow in town.’

			‘Don’t be daft, Kitty. This is just grief talking. You’re not serious,’ Elsie gasped, visibly shocked.

			But Kitty’s mouth was set. ‘I’m very serious, Els. Me mind’s made up. I’ve thought of nothing else since Joe’s passing.’  

			‘But you’re doing more than enough, getting cut to ribbons at the vehicle plant, welding bits of Army trucks together,’ Elsie pointed out. ‘We need people up the factories so our lads have got the equipment they need to keep fighting.’ 

			‘It’s not enough, Elsie,’ Kitty protested. ‘I’ve been reading about how the women’s Army needs girls like me who are unmarried and strong to carry out work at home so more of our boys can join-up and fight.’

			Kitty met her friend’s eyes and instantly knew what Elsie was thinking. That a life in the forces was no picnic, as her husband Charlie was always telling her. He had been called up to serve in the Army shortly after Joe and they had decided to marry before he left rather than wait until he was next on leave. 

			‘Kitty, the Army’s hard work,’ Elsie insisted, ‘and dangerous . . .’ Her voice trailing off.

			‘I know that, Els, but this is important. None of us will ever have a life of our own if Hitler gets his way. Don’t yer see?’ Kitty implored.

			‘I do see, Kitty,’ Elsie snapped. ‘But where’s your common sense? Yer might not be fighting on the front lines but if there’s a mustard gas attack or worse, who d’yer think Hitler’s going to target? Civvies like me or the forces?’ she finished before spotting Arthur walking down the passageway towards them. ‘Arthur,’ she called, beckoning him over. ‘Have a word with Kitty, will yer, she’s thinking about going in the Army.’

			Arthur raised his eyebrows as his sister shoved him forwards towards her friend. ‘Tell him, what you’ve just told me,’ she said firmly. ‘He’ll tell yer how it really is.’ 

			‘Er, I’m not sure what I’m meant to be saying to yer, Kit.’ Arthur frowned as his sister gave him a firm nudge in the ribs. ‘Why are yer thinking of joining-up, like?’

			Looking from one sibling to the other, Kitty took a deep breath, before patiently repeating her reasons to Arthur.

			‘Sounds fair enough to me,’ he said, shrugging casually as he turned back to Elsie.

			‘Have yer gone soft, Arthur Higginson?’ she asked, hands on hips. ‘It’s far too early for Kitty to be thinking about what she wants to do next, never mind joining-up.’

			Arthur gave Kitty a sympathetic smile as he addressed his sister. ‘I think it’s the perfect time for a fresh start. There’s nothing to keep her here. Why shouldn’t Kitty go off and do more for the war effort in the Army? It’s a shame more women don’t feel the same way,’ he finished.

			‘Ta, Arthur,’ Kitty said gratefully, looking at her friend to gauge her reaction.

			Elsie glared at them both reprovingly before finally opening her mouth to speak. ‘Yes, ta very much, mouthpiece! Well done, Arthur, if she wasn’t set on going before she will be now.’

			‘Sorry, Elsie, but I’m not going to lie to Kit,’ Arthur insisted. ‘You’re right, the military’s hard work and dangerous, but that doesn’t mean Kitty shouldn’t go. If we all had that attitude, Hitler would have won already.’

			Elsie opened and closed her mouth like a goldfish, seemingly struggling with what she wanted to say next. ‘Does Hetty know?’ she asked eventually, turning back to Kitty.

			Kitty shook her head. ‘No. I was going to tell her once I’d joined-up,’ she admitted.

			‘And what d’yer think she’ll say? She’s already lost her son, how d’yer think she’ll feel about yer going off to war weeks later?’

			‘She’ll understand,’ Kitty reasoned, wrapping her arms around herself protectively. 

			‘Will she?’ Elsie said brusquely. ‘Because I’m not sure I do.’

			‘Leave her be, Elsie,’ Arthur said. ‘Kitty’s mind’s made up, now let it go.’ Turning back to Kitty, he gave her shoulder a quick squeeze. ‘I’ll walk yer down there tomorrow if yer like? Give yer a bit of support.’ 

			‘Yer sure yer don’t mind?’ Kitty gasped. ‘You’ve only a few hours left before you’re off to your next posting, yer don’t want to spend it messing about in a recruitment office.’

			‘I only offered to walk yer down, I’m not joining-up meself,’ he teased good-naturedly. ‘It’s no trouble, I’ll call for yer first thing.’

			Kitty’s mind was reeling. Support could be found in the unlikeliest of places. 

			‘Ta, Arthur, I’d really appreciate that.’ 

			*

			The following morning Kitty woke as determined to join-up as she had been the night before. Elsie’s reaction had shocked her. She had known her friend wouldn’t be pleased, but she had expected her to understand. Kitty had felt so troubled after the funeral that she had taken a sleeping draught as she had not expected to sleep a wink, and therefore she had slumbered straight through the night. After breakfast, true to his word, Arthur called for her and, as she heard Mrs Carswell welcome her friend inside, Kitty stuffed Joe’s watch into her pocket for added moral support.

			‘Morning, soldier,’ Arthur called cheerily, as he saw her walking down the stairs. ‘Nervous?’

			‘A bit,’ Kitty admitted, as Arthur helped her on with her hat and coat.

			‘Perfectly natural,’ he assured her as he opened the front door and followed her outside.

			Together they walked companionably down the road in silence, the sunshine peeping behind the clouds, almost as though the world was encouraging her on, Kitty thought as she looked up at the sky. Despite her nerves, with every step towards the recruitment office Kitty was more and more convinced she was doing the right thing. There was one thing playing on her mind, and turning to Arthur, who was strolling happily beside her, hands in pockets, she couldn’t resist asking.

			‘What’s it really like, Arthur?’ she ventured. ‘Life in the forces, I mean.’

			Arthur looked at her curiously. ‘Well, as I said yesterday, it’s hard work, Kit, but it has its rewards. Yer know you’re doing some good with every day yer serve. Yer know you’re fighting for freedom and everything else this blessed country of ours stands for.’

			‘That’s what I thought,’ Kitty said, nodding. ‘I know Elsie thinks it’s too soon.’

			‘She’s just worried about yer,’ Arthur reasoned. ‘She was the same with me when I went. The only difference was that unlike yer, I didn’t have a choice.’

			‘I’m not sure it’s a choice for me,’ Kitty admitted. ‘It feels like summat I have to do. Since Joe died all I’ve wanted to do is carry on his work, and make something of meself. I don’t want him to have given his life for nothing.’ 

			‘Yer don’t have to explain to me, Kit,’ Arthur said, as they reached the small redbrick office at the bottom of the town. ‘And that’s why you’ll make an excellent recruit. Now, knock ’em dead. I’ll be waiting here for yer when you’re done.’

			Walking towards the door, Kitty pulled it open and stepped inside to find a room full of battered filing cabinets and a young woman in a smart khaki uniform behind a small, orderly desk.

			Looking around her at the recruitment posters urging women to do their bit for the country, she felt a sense of pride wash over her. Despite Elsie’s reservations, she knew she was in the right place and confidently walked towards the young woman.

			‘I’m here to join-up,’ Kitty said, more assertively than she felt.

			The woman barely glanced in her direction as she handed her a large form and a black fountain pen. ‘Fill this in and hand it back to me when you’re done,’ she said, gesturing to one of the hard-backed chairs.

			Kitty scribbled away as quickly as possible, keen to get on with this next part of her life. Reaching the end, she signed her name, agreeing to serve king and country for the duration of the hostilities, and handed the form to the woman. Sitting back down, Kitty felt pleased to realise that her grief had for a moment been temporarily replaced with hope, and she waited for her name to be called.

			Just a few minutes later, a motherly-looking officer wearing a tailored uniform opened a door marked ‘Section Leader Gunn’. 

			‘Kathleen Williams,’ the woman called, beckoning her into the small corner office. Kitty followed. Clearing her throat, Section Leader Gunn looked through Kitty’s application and then trained her eyes on the potential new recruit. 

			‘So, Kathleen, have you left Coventry before?’ the woman asked in an accent straight from the Home Counties.

			Kitty nodded. ‘Yes, to Hunstanton for a day trip to the seaside and I’ve been to Birmingham once or twice.’ Kitty knew she wasn’t well-travelled, but did not consider that to be a job requirement.

			‘You do understand that the demands of the Auxiliary Territorial Services mean you could be posted anywhere for basic training, and that could be far away from Coventry, though not always, of course.’

			Kitty nodded once more, showing she understood.

			‘And you realise you will have to leave your friends and family behind, you may not see them for weeks or even months,’ Section Leader Gunn continued.

			‘I don’t have any family, not any more,’ Kitty replied sadly.

			Section Leader Gunn rested her pen on the scratched wooden desk and put down Kitty’s form. ‘And is that why you’re here?’ she asked gently.

			Kitty paused. ‘It was,’ she answered honestly. ‘Me fiancé was killed and since then all I’ve been thinking about is a way to carry on the work he wanted to do. He was so keen to join-up, yer see. And I know that while I still want to do this for Joe, I also want to do it for me ’n’all.’

			‘Well, then it’s my great pleasure to welcome you to the ATS, Kathleen Williams.’ Section Leader Gunn beamed, pushing her chair back and getting to her feet. ‘You will need to have a medical in the next few days and then if that all goes all right, you will receive call-up papers shortly after. Pay is eleven shillings a week, any questions?’

			‘No, ma’am,’ Kitty replied, astounded it was over so quickly. 

			‘Then I would like to wish you the very best of British,’ Section Leader Gunn said, offering her hand to Kitty. Standing up, Kitty shook the smiling officer’s hand, then left the office and walked out onto the street to find Arthur waiting for her with a ready smile.

			‘How did it go?’ he said with a warmth to his voice. 

			‘Good, very good in fact,’ Kitty said, grinning. ‘I’ve to go for a medical and if I pass that, then I’ll be an ATS girl.’

			‘Piece of cake.’ Arthur grinned as they walked back up the road towards the vehicle plant. ‘You’ll be Volunteer Williams in no time.’

			Kitty grinned and hugged herself. She had been unsure what to expect, yet Section Leader Gunn had been very welcoming and forthright, two qualities Kitty always appreciated. All she had to do now was wait.

			‘So p’raps now you’re going to be in the services yourself, I can trouble yer for the odd letter from wherever yer end up so I know how you’re getting on,’ Arthur said, interrupting her thoughts.

			Kitty smiled. The very least she could do was put pen to paper after Arthur had shown her such kindness since Joe’s passing. 

			‘I reckon I could do that. Consider me your pen-pal,’ Kitty said happily. ‘Course, I’ll expect the odd one back.’

			Arthur gave her a playful nudge in the ribs with his elbow. ‘Yer drive a hard bargain, Kitty, but go on then! Pen-pals it is. I’ll write yer when I get back.’ 

			‘Good to see you’re starting as yer mean to go on,’ Kitty said affectionately as they reached the factory. ‘This is me,’ she said, gesturing to the car plant behind her. ‘I’d better not dawdle, Mr Phillipson’s been ever so good about time off.’

			‘Understood,’ Arthur replied gently as he waved her goodbye. ‘Take care of yourself.’

			‘T’ra, Arthur.’ Kitty smiled, mirroring his wave. ‘I’ll be looking out for your letter.’

			*

			Just as Arthur had assured her, Kitty passed the medical with flying colours and her call-up papers arrived shortly after, summoning her to report to Leicester’s barracks for basic training in just a fortnight’s time. Section Leader Gunn had explained to Kitty that all women in the ATS initially went to a training camp for a month to receive basic instruction in discipline, marching and physical education. But the biggest challenge would be a series of selection tests to determine which trade – cook, storekeeper, driver or orderly – Kitty would be best suited to before being posted elsewhere. Kitty was pleased; she had made her choice and saw no sense in delaying the process. Elsie, to her credit, had been nothing but helpful the moment she saw Kitty had made her mind up. As usual, she had gone out of her way to support her best friend, using any spare money she had to buy her extra chocolate bars to keep Kitty going during her time away.  

			She had said her goodbyes to Hetty and George who had surprised Kitty with their support. Hetty had understood immediately why Kitty wanted to join-up and had pressed into her hands plenty of writing paper so she had no excuse not to keep in touch. All that was left for Kitty to do was take her belongings over to Elsie’s, who had kindly offered to store them for her while she was away.

			‘Are yer sure your mam and dad don’t mind looking after me things?’ Kitty asked for the umpteenth time that day. 

			Elsie rolled her eyes at Kitty’s question. ‘Don’t be daft. With all me brothers gone, they’ve that much space they don’t know what to do with it.’ She chuckled, surveying Kitty’s boxes, pleased to see there wasn’t much. ‘There’s only Mike, in the front room now Arthur’s in the Navy.’

			‘He seems a nice lad.’ Kitty smiled.

			Elsie nodded. ‘He is. I have to admit I wasn’t sure when Mam said we were having a soldier from Brighton billeted with us, but yer have to do what yer can when there’s a war on.’

			‘Too true,’ Kitty agreed. ‘But he’s no bother surely?’

			‘He’s a treasure. And with Charlie gone and our Arthur back at sea, it’s nice to have another bloke about the house.’

			‘Have yer heard much from Arthur since he went back?’ Kitty asked as she reached for a box. 

			‘I’ve had a letter and he seems fine,’ Elsie replied. ‘But yer know Arthur, he so rarely lets on if summat’s troubling him. Just between us, I think Joe’s death has knocked him for six. He might have been four years older than him, but they were still the best of pals.’

			‘I know how that feels,’ Kitty admitted.

			Elsie smiled sadly and drew her friend in for a hug. They stayed that way for a while until Elsie pulled away and they both wiped the tears from their eyes. ‘Now then, I don’t want yer missing that train because of me. The Army’ll probably court martial me or summat.’

			Laughing tearfully, Kitty picked up her battered teal suitcase, carried it down the stairs and said her goodbyes to the landlady who had taken such good care of her.

			Thankfully the weather had been kind and it had only taken two trips between them to get all of Kitty’s belongings into ­Elsie’s small bedroom. Once everything was neatly stacked in the corner, Kitty realised she had just a few minutes to spare before she had to catch her train. 

			Sitting down at the Higginsons’ oval kitchen table as she had for years, Nora placed a steaming cup of tea in front of her. 

			‘You’ve time for a few mouthfuls,’ Nora said kindly. ‘So are yer ready, lovey?’ 

			‘As I’ll ever be,’ Kitty replied as she took a quick sip. 

			‘Don’t take on, Kit. I reckon you’ll be the best recruit the ATS has ever had,’ Elsie said, glancing at her watch again. ‘Kit, I don’t want to rush yer but I think it’s time for yer train. Are yer sure yer don’t want us to come with yer?’

			Kitty shook her head as she stood up. Checking her watch herself she felt a lurch of fear in the pit of her stomach. It really was time. 

			‘No, ta. I hate goodbyes. I’d just as soon do it here if yer don’t mind.’

			‘Course we don’t, yer ninny,’ Elsie said, her eyes brimming with tears as she walked around to the other side of the table and squeezed her friend tight.

			Standing in the hallway, luggage in one hand, rail ticket in the other, Kitty smiled at the Higginsons’ faces for the last time before she opened the front door. Walking quickly, she squared her shoulders, took a deep breath and marched firmly towards the station. It was time to start her new life.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Three

			 

			Kitty stood in front of the vast, grey building in awe as she allowed her eyes to roam over the barracks. The base reminded her of a castle with its Gothic turrets and narrow windows, but the uniformed guards standing authoritatively at the opening gates quickly made her realise a life in the ATS was going to be far from a fairy tale. 

			As the early evening sun dipped behind the clouds, Kitty drank in her new surroundings. Activity was everywhere with a constant thrum of cars and lorries providing the soundtrack to scores of ATS girls practising fire drills and marches or carrying supplies.

			Naturally, Kitty had been unsure what to expect, having never visited an Army barracks before, but since joining-up she had often pictured herself in a khaki uniform and sleeping twenty to a room. The actual barracks, and the work involved, had been unimaginable, but with a sudden jolt, she felt a pang of excitement as she understood she had reached the place where she could honour the love of her life by doing something even greater for the war effort. 

			Kitty was surrounded by at least fifty other new recruits, who, like her, had been collected from Leicester train station in a large, open-top lorry and whisked back to the barracks. Unlike her, however, most of them appeared to have met on the way up and were chatting to each other, nineteen to the dozen. Steeling herself to make new friends, Kitty was about to open her mouth and introduce herself to the woman next to her when she noticed a smiling woman in uniform had appeared before them. 

			‘Right then, you noisy rabble,’ she shouted crisply, making it clear that despite her welcoming face, she was not in the mood to mess about. ‘I’m Company Commander Benson and I’m going to divide you into groups.’

			Quickly, she reeled off a list and it took Kitty a few minutes to notice Company Commander Benson was only listing surnames. At the sound of her own last name, Kitty picked up her suitcase and nervously smiled at the handful of women she had been asked to join. Wordlessly, they stood together waiting for further instruction from their Section Leader who was scurrying across the yard towards them, brushing crumbs from her khaki jacket. 

			‘’Ello, ducks,’ she said breathlessly, in a strong Midlands accent as she reached them, tugging her felt cap straight over blonde, curly locks that looked as if they were trying to make a break for it. Kitty liked her immediately, the soft set of her jaw and her crinkly brown eyes making her feel as though this woman was an ally. 

			‘I’m Section Leader Lawton and you’ll be under my care for the next four weeks while you’re here. I run a tight ship, but I don’t believe life should be miserable, especially while you’re serving king and country, so I’ll encourage yer to enjoy yourselves when you’re not on duty. I also know that for most of yer this is the first time you’ve left home and no doubt you’re feeling all at sea, so feel free to come and talk to me if you’re feeling down. That said, when you’re here, you’re here to do a job and I’ll expect yer to give it your all. I don’t like excuses and I don’t take nonsense. If yer give me the run around you’ll be for the high jump. D’yer understand, girls?’

			Kitty, along with the rest of the new recruits, mumbled a quiet yes, while Section Leader Lawton shook her head.

			‘Dear, dear, ducks, we don’t mumble in the Army,’ she chuckled. ‘I asked yer all a question, and this time I’d like to hear the answer.’

			‘Yes!’ Kitty and the girls shouted back.

			‘Much better, ducks,’ Section Leader Lawton said, smiling. ‘Now if you’ll follow me, I’ll show yer where you’ll be sleeping over the next few weeks.’

			As they walked towards the grey building, Section Leader Lawton kept up a running commentary as she gave them a guided tour of the complex.

			‘This here’s the mess where you’ll be eating,’ she said, gesturing towards a large room on the left, lined with wooden tables and benches. ‘Some days are better than others, but Cook does a lovely sausage and mash. Oh, and remember to always take your eating irons with yer, otherwise you’ll not get very far.’

			‘Excuse me,’ called a timid voice from the back of the group. ‘What are eating irons, Section Leader Lawton?’

			‘Oh, sorry, ducks,’ she said, turning around and stopping so suddenly that Kitty nearly fell on top of her. ‘I’ve been here so long, I forget not everyone knows what I’m on about. Eating irons are knife, fork, spoon and mug. You’ll be issued with them at the stores when yer get your uniforms and they’ll go with yer wherever you’re posted so remember to wash ’em up when you’re done with ’em.’

			‘I’ll bet there’s a few ’ere who’ve never washed a pot in their lives,’ the girl next to Kitty whispered in a broad West Midlands brogue, a cheeky grin plastered across her freckled face. ‘My name’s Diana Mills, but everyone calls me Di.’

			Kitty smiled as she turned to face the girl beside her. Tall, with an open, honest face, gleaming brown eyes and glossy chestnut hair, she gave off an air of cheeky confidence.

			‘Kitty Williams,’ she replied, briefly shaking Di’s hand before Section Leader Lawton turned on her heel and walked them up a flight of stairs, where they passed a large washroom, complete with a long row of washbasins, three toilets and baths.

			‘Would you look at that bathroom!’ one of the recruits gasped. ‘Indoor lavvies!’

			‘We don’t say washroom, or even privy in the Army, duck.’ Section Leader Lawton chided. ‘We call the washroom “ablutions” in the military, if yer please.’

			As the girls reached their final destination Section Leader Lawton pushed open a set of double doors then stopped in the middle of a large room filled with twenty narrow single beds. Apart from the steel lockers that stood overhead the room was bare. There were no mirrors, chairs or even blankets, and the small window at the end of the room and stark light bulb overhead gave the room a distinctly bleak air.  

			‘Not exactly the Ritz, is it?’ one of the girls loitering near the doors whispered. 

			‘I wouldn’t know, duck,’ Section Leader Lawton called from the front. ‘I’ve never been, but I do know I’ve ears like an African elephant so shut your noise and mind what you’re saying. Now, how about yer each get yourselves a bed, summat to eat in the canteen and I’ll meet yer back here in an hour. Then we’ll get yer kitted out in uniforms. See yer later, ducks.’

			With that, Section Leader Lawton turned on her heel and marched quickly out of the room, leaving the girls to fight over beds. Kitty, who was no stranger to dorm life, knew the best spot was by the door away from the draught of the single window. She immediately rested her case on the bunk, while everyone else stared helplessly at one another, apart from Di. Quick to spot Kitty going for the bed nearest the door, she took the one opposite.

			‘You look like you know the ropes.’ Di smiled as she hefted her luggage onto the narrow mattress. ‘Blimey, you felt these? No wonder they call ’em biscuits, they’re ’alf bloomin’ baked.’

			Kitty smiled at the sight of Di trying to bounce up and down on the bed.

			‘They don’t look comfy, I’ll give yer that,’ replied Kitty, gingerly sitting on the end and grimacing at the hardness of the thin mattress. 

			‘It’s a bally disgrace,’ said a voice from the bed next to Kitty. ‘How do they expect us to sleep on these?’

			Kitty and Di exchanged a smirk as they looked at the girl whose name they had not yet learned, shaking her head in disgust at the thin mattresses on the iron frame. 

			‘I’ve a jolly good mind to have a word with Chief Controller Gwynne-Vaughan.’

			‘Oh yes?’ Di laughed. ‘Know ’er personally, do you?’

			‘Not me,’ the girl said, fishing into her suitcase and pulling out an expensive-looking pair of red pyjamas. ‘But Daddy does. Only trouble is Daddy and I aren’t talking at the moment so it could prove tricky.’

			‘That does sound difficult.’ Kitty smiled, the devil in her deliberately putting on a fancy voice to tease the posh girl. ‘Perhaps your grandfather could help? Or an uncle? I mean you’re right, it’s an awful bally shame you’re stuck in one of those.’

			Di rocked with silent laughter at the sight of Kitty, head on one side cocked in faux earnestness. 

			‘It is a bally shame,’ the girl exclaimed. ‘And that’s not a bad idea! Uncle Percival does know the Chief Controller too. But then, Uncle P is Daddy’s brother so he’s probably in cahoots with Daddy over all this blasted business as well.’

			The girl sat on the bed, the cogs clearly turning, while Kitty couldn’t hold back any longer and roared with laughter. The day had taken its toll and Kitty thought she had gone through just about every emotion possible. 

			‘Are you bally well laughing at me?’ the girl asked, hands on hips. ‘Because you’ve no bally right! Don’t you know who I am? I’m Mary Holmes-Fotherington. How dare you?’

			Kitty glanced up at the girl towering above her. With her curvaceous frame, raven hair, striking green eyes and delicate features, she was clearly a beauty. And now a rather cross one, Kitty realised as she sat up and controlled her laughter. Despite this girl’s rather privileged position, Kitty had no desire to make enemies so early on in her new life or upset anyone, come to that.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she said, regaining control of herself. ‘I didn’t mean to make yer feel bad.’ It was true, Kitty realised. Everyone, rich or poor, was struggling to make sense of their new surroundings and it was unfair to laugh at the poor girl.

			Mary peered down at Kitty and fixed her with a piercing stare, before her face broke into a huge grin. ‘Only joking!’ she exclaimed, swatting Kitty’s arm. ‘Honestly, your face. I’ve got three sisters and your leg-pulling is nothing compared to the swine of a time we give one another.’

			Sitting back down on her mattress, she leaned towards Kitty conspiratorially. ‘So what’s your story?’ she asked. 

			‘I don’t have a story. I wanted to do more for the war,’ Kitty explained, realising that her jaw was clenched as she was unable to bring herself to talk about Joe on her first day.  

			‘Tosh! Everyone’s got a story,’ laughed Mary as she wagged her finger in Kitty’s direction and turned to Di. ‘And what about you?’

			Di, who had by now managed to unpack the entire contents of her suitcase into the locker above her, looked at Mary in amusement. 

			‘I was a Canary Girl in Birmingham till last week. Realised I were taking me life in me ’ands every week packing ammunition so thought I’d get away from ’ome and take me life in me ’ands doing me bit for the country instead.’

			Kitty glanced across at Di who was now lolling on her bed, hands tucked casually behind her head. She appeared so relaxed, almost too relaxed, Kitty thought. She had always been able to read people and she had the strongest feeling Di was keeping her cards close to her chest.

			Keen to take the glare away from Di, Kitty turned her attention back to Mary. ‘So what’s your story, Mary?’ she asked as she began to unpack her suitcase. 

			‘Oh gosh!’ she squealed. ‘It’s the most frightful gas. Daddy and I had a huge row, so to get back at him, I joined-up.’

			‘Is that the only reason you’re ’ere?’ Di asked incredulously, a look of disgust flashing in her large brown eyes.  

			‘Yes, well no, not the whole reason.’ Mary sighed. ‘Daddy wanted to send me to finishing school in Switzerland, and I thought it the most horrific waste of time, what with there being a war on and all. I said to Daddy that I thought it would be more useful for me to join the services than learn how to walk properly with a silly old pile of books on my head in the mountains,’ she continued, warming to her theme. ‘Well, of course, Daddy went wild. Told me no girl of his would be joining the forces, and I’d be off to Geneva forthwith. Of course that did it for me. Nobody tells me what to do, so the next day I went to my local recruitment office in Chester and joined-up. Daddy went puce with rage. Threatened to cut off my allowance and all my trusts but I told him, Daddy, your trust fund isn’t going to win the war against Mr Hitler, and my allowance won’t be one bally bit of good if we’re all speaking German in a couple of years. So I left.’

			‘Blimey,’ marvelled Kitty. ‘So where does your father think yer are?’

			‘Oh, he knows I’m here. Tried everything to talk me out of it and even locked me in my room to stop me leaving, but of course I shimmied down the wall and took off with Driver before he could do a thing. And here I am.’ Clearly exhausted by her tale, Mary flung herself back on the uncomfortable mattress and sighed. ‘What about you girls? Who are you running from?’

			‘Nobody,’ Di snapped. ‘Some of us are ’ere because we want to be, eh, Kitty?’

			‘Yes,’ agreed Kitty, trying to sound confident. ‘And now I think I want to be in the canteen, because me stomach thinks me throat’s been cut. What d’yer say, girls?’

			Nodding their approval, the trio walked to the mess, and found the place filled with girls in khaki, chattering away about their days and feasting on minced beef and onion pie. Kitty’s stomach rumbled in anticipation. She had tucked into one of Elsie’s emergency chocolate bars on the train, but it felt like a lifetime since she had eaten anything proper. Reaching for a tray, the girls joined the back of the queue before realising that as they were still to collect their eating irons, the only thing they would be able to eat were meat paste sandwiches on cardboard-like grey bread. Disappointed, they ate quickly and returned to their dorm just in time to meet Section Leader Lawton who marched them to the stores to collect their uniforms, eating irons, gas masks along with regulation brushes for hair, clothes, shoe and button.

			Once they had been measured, Kitty was pleased to discover that despite her rather rapid weight loss, she was a standard size so would be able to receive everything on the uniform list, unlike some of her colleagues. Those who were too tall, too small or too large were unable to get a full set of clothes and had to wait for items to be specially made. Unsurprisingly, this caused an outcry among some of the new recruits who had not brought enough of their own clothes to last. Once the stores had been exhausted, Section Leader Lawton marched them back across the barracks towards another tin hut where a team of seasoned ATS girls checked each one of the new recruits for head-lice before sending them next door to the medical officer for TB and typhoid jabs.

			After their arms were rubbed with iodine and the girls were given a series of pricks with an eye-wateringly large blunt needle, Di, Mary and Kitty returned to their dorm worn out and ready for bed. Already the room was full of hustle and bustle with girls getting changed into winceyette nightgowns or pyjamas, one of the few things that had not been supplied by the Army. The air was alive with nervous anticipation as everyone got ready for bed, all the while babbling about the events of the day.

			Di clambered into her bed and thumped her pillow. ‘This isn’t a bloomin’ pillow! It’s a sack of spuds!’

			‘I think a bag of potatoes would be more comfortable,’ Mary quipped as she climbed under her army issue blanket and turned to the girl in the bed next to her who was quietly weeping. ‘Well, there’s no need to cry about it. We’re all in the same bally uncomfortable boat,’ she said, not altogether unkindly.

			‘Leave her alone,’ Kitty said, eyeing Mary’s neighbour with concern. Kitty had not yet had a chance to talk to the girl, but had seen the look of fear she had worn all day. Walking towards her bed, Kitty sat down next to her and pulled a packet of mints from her pocket.

			‘Fancy one?’ Kitty asked, holding the packet in front of the girl’s face. With tears pouring down her face, the girl barely glanced at Kitty as she shook her head. Kitty tried again. ‘It’s hard being away from home, isn’t it? The first night’s always rough. I’m Kitty, by the way.’

			The girl stopped dabbing her eyes with the sodden hanky she was clutching in her hands and turned to face Kitty. 

			‘Peggy,’ she whispered. ‘And I just want me mum.’

			Kitty smiled gently at the girl, who looked as if she was barely out of her teens. Plump and with long, lank, red hair, grey skin and matching eyes, Peggy appeared to be frightened of her own shadow. It was a look Kitty had seen many times before on the faces of the children arriving at the care home. In fact, Kitty had felt that way herself when she spent her first few nights in the home, weeping for her parents. Eventually, Kitty had learnt how to cope and as the months passed and she grew more confident she welcomed the new children to the home as if she were their big sister. Something, Kitty had a feeling, Peggy needed more than anything at this moment.

			‘First time away then?’ she coaxed.

			‘Never left me mum before,’ Peggy replied quietly in her West Country burr. ‘Me and me mate Bess thought it’d be a giggle when we joined-up in Bristol. Now it don’t seem like such an adventure, ’ere on me own.’

			‘The two of yer were hoping you’d be kept together then like?’ Kitty asked softly.

			Peggy sniffed and nodded as more tears welled. ‘Bess was the one what led me to the office. We’ve been friends since we was kiddies so when she said we should do our bit for the war I agreed. But look at them girls,’ she said gesturing to the other women in the bunks ready for bed. ‘I’m not strong like them.’

			As Peggy’s frame wracked with a fresh round of sobs, Kitty put her arm around the girl. ‘Come on, lovey, there’s no need for all this blarting,’ she soothed. ‘Nobody knows anyone and we’re all out of sorts. The beds are rotten, we dunno what we’ve let ourselves in for, and I expect most of us want to go home. But we’re here to muck in together.’ 

			Peggy stopped sniffing and looked at Kitty earnestly. ‘D’you reckon?’ 

			Kitty nodded. ‘I do. Now, have a mint, get yourself settled in bed and tomorrow everything will seem brighter.’

			‘Thanks,’ Peggy replied, a ghost of a smile playing on her lips as she gratefully took the sweet Kitty offered. As Kitty walked back to her own bed, she caught Di’s eye.

			‘You were very patient with ’er,’ Di said, propping herself up on one elbow. 

			‘Not really. I was in a care home for years, it’s hard on everyone away from home for the first time.’ Kitty shrugged as she threw back her blanket and got into her own bed.

			Di’s eyes widened in astonishment as she sat bolt upright. ‘You never were. You poor love. Why didn’t you say?’

			‘Because I don’t want pity,’ Kitty said matter-of-factly. 

			‘Whoops, sorry.’ Di gasped in embarrassment. ‘I shouldn’t ’ave stuck me oar in.’ 

			Kitty sighed. She had expected to have to tell her life story when she joined-up, but hoped she would be safe from revealing her heartache during their first night.

			‘It’s fine. Me parents died in a fire when I was eight. I was an only child, no relatives, so I was put in a home until I left school at fourteen and got a job.’

			‘Golly.’ Mary whistled, all ears along with Di. ‘How frightful. Were you beaten? Sent up a chimney?’

			Kitty shook her head and laughed. ‘No, Mary, that’s the workhouse. I wasn’t Oliver Twist.’

			‘So what was it like?’ Mary persisted.

			Kitty was about to open her mouth and beg for mercy, when a loud horn sounded, breaking the relaxed chatter.

			‘What on earth was that?’ Mary gasped in shock, clutching the blankets to her chest.

			‘Lights out, I think,’ Di said, as the bright white light of the bulb abruptly vanished to be replaced by the inky black of the night.

			‘Night, girls.’ Kitty smiled, grateful to be let off the hook. 

			As softly whispered goodnights gave way to the echo of gentle snores, Kitty lay awake urging sleep to find her, but it was no good. Finally alone with her thoughts for the first time that day, all she could think about was Joe. Whatever would he make of her being in the Army, tossing and turning in the dead of night? 

			A flash of grief sent a tear rolling down her cheek as she ­realised her life was moving on without him. He would never see this Army barracks or her uniform or these girls. In fact, they had never even talked about the possibility of her joining-up. She was leaving him behind for an unknown future and the thought terrified her. She had never once imagined a life without Joe in it, even when she was in the children’s home, grieving for her lost mum and dad, Joe had been there to help. Now she had to find a new way, and, as the tears silently streamed down her cheeks, her earlier courage started to fail. Could she really cope without him?
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