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Chapter One

It was January 1941 and Paddington station was on a full wartime footing, which meant cancellations, delays and hordes of long-suffering passengers milling about in the public areas. A pungent mixture of engine steam and cigarette smoke permeated everything, rising towards Brunel’s graceful roof arches in grimy clouds. It felt sharp and gritty in Nancy Sparrow’s eyes as she marched purposefully through the banks of people on platform one, pushing a hand trolley piled high with luggage.

‘Mind your backs, please, folks.’ She was hoarse from shouting to make herself heard above the clamour of voices, hissing steam, whistles blowing, incomprehensible loudspeaker announcements and the bullet-shot slam of carriage doors. ‘Make way there please. Thanking you. Ta very much.’

A train had just come in and the crowd pushed forward in a frantic tide, clustering around the doors and barely allowing the disembarking passengers to alight before scrambling in, servicemen heaving kitbags, civilians dragging cases. These people had been waiting a long time and were eager to begin their journey.

Having loaded the luggage, Nancy then assisted its owners through the jostling tangle of people and on to the overcrowded train.The compartments were packed to more than twice their capacity and the corridor was full, people squeezed together as closely as cargo on the goods trains. But still they smiled tolerantly at one another and moved up to make room for more. In this job, Nancy came across plenty of wartime spirit.

‘Food, shells and fuel must come first. If your train is late or crowded - do you mind?’ enquired a railway placard aimed blatantly at the nation’s conscience. Most people realised that the inconvenience was inevitable and put up with it, recognising the value of the railway staff and treating them with civility, though they did take the brunt when frustrations proved to be too much.

Glancing at the platform clock now, Nancy saw with a great deal of relief that it was more than time she went off duty. She’d been on her feet since early this morning and was tired and cold to the bone, despite an extra layer of thick winter underwear.

A tall, blue-eyed woman of twenty-four, Nancy was plainly dressed in a dark serge uniform consisting of a jacket, a skirt and standard black lace-up shoes, her flame-coloured hair turned under into a pageboy beneath her cap. Eager to get home before the siren heralded an evening air raid, she hurried back along the platform, replaced the trolley in the bay and weaved her way through the masses on the concourse, towards the staff quarters.

A fierce-looking woman of about fifty, her ample  proportions clad expensively in a fur coat and elaborately feathered hat, had other plans for her, however, and gained her attention by planting a kid-gloved hand heavily on her shoulder.

‘My suitcase is still outside,’ she declared in a manner to suggest that Nancy had broken the law on several counts. ‘Go and get it, will you, and be quick about it. Fast as you can now, chop chop.’

Taken aback by this breathtaking display of bad manners, Nancy didn’t move.

‘Don’t just stand there gawping, you stupid girl,’ she ordered. ‘You’re paid to serve the public so get on and do it. I don’t have all day.’

Even Nancy, who was renowned for her kind and helpful nature, drew the line at rudeness. It wasn’t as if she didn’t understand how miserable the conditions were for wartime travellers. She knew only too well how difficult it was, especially for people in the services whose journeys were really  necessary, but this tyrant seemed to think her journey was more important than anyone else’s. Deeming it wise to be courteously assertive - since even the most difficult passengers must be treated with civility, according to the rules of the job - she said politely, ‘I’m sorry, madam, but I’m off duty.’

‘Oh, you are, are you?’ She was clearly miffed by Nancy’s effrontery, her greyish eyes gleaming like cold little marbles in her well-powdered face, cheeks glowing hideously with an excessive amount of rouge. ‘So what, may I ask, am I supposed to do about my luggage?’

The same as every other able-bodied person when they can’t find someone to carry it for them - bring it in yourself, Nancy was tempted to say, but actually suggested that she look for another porter.

‘And where am I supposed to find one, you half-wit?’ she snapped. ‘There’s not exactly an abundance of them on this wretched station, is there?’

‘There are a few around.’

‘I don’t know what things are coming to, I really don’t,’ the woman complained, feathers sweeping the air as she shook her head in disapproval. ‘There are no standards these days among you people, no standards at all.’

‘It isn’t that we don’t have standards but—’

‘This country is going down the drain,’ she interrupted as though Nancy hadn’t spoken. ‘There’s no such thing as decent service any more.’

Which was hardly surprising since the country was at war and London had been having the guts bombed out of it lately, thought Nancy, but she gritted her teeth and clung steadfastly to her patience. Off duty or not, if a complaint was to be made against her, however unwarranted, it would be positively relished by the bigoted supervisor. Mr Percy Wellington - irreverently known as Bootface or Perce by the female porters when he was out of earshot - was one of a group of men who still couldn’t accept the idea of women doing men’s jobs, even though they were desperately needed, and he leapt at any chance to throw his weight around.The main gripe among Nancy and her workmates was the awfulness of ‘Perce’. They were of one mind about that. 

‘We do our very best for our passengers here at Paddington, but there isn’t much we can do about the war or the lack of porters caused by the men being away in the services,’ Nancy pointed out now.

‘The train service is appalling.’

‘The service is restricted, yes, and we’re very sorry about that. But it can’t be helped, I’m afraid. Moving troops, tanks and essential goods has to take precedence over ordinary passenger trains,’ she explained reasonably, though this was common knowledge and the woman should understand that and do the same as everyone else - grin and bear it. ‘Then there’s the bomb damage and the blackout causing—’

‘Don’t waste my time with feeble excuses,’ the woman cut in brusquely. ‘I don’t care if you are off duty, you’ll go and get my case and no argument about it. So get on and do as you’re damned well told.’

A willing heart was one thing but slavishness quite another and Nancy had too much spirit to allow herself to concede to the woman’s unreasonable demands when she was off duty.

She was about to remind her of that fact when someone touched her lightly on the arm and said in a courteous but panicky tone, ‘Sorry to butt in, porter, but can I just ask you quickly if the train to Reading has gone yet?’

Responding to this warmer, more reasonable attitude, Nancy excused herself from Lady Muck - who complained bitterly before storming off to find some other unlucky porter - and turned away to find herself looking at a young woman of about her own age dressed in a shabby brown coat and  headscarf, gas mask slung over her shoulder. She was carrying a shopping bag in one hand and a small boy of about a year old in the other. She looked pale, weary and close to tears and Nancy instinctively wanted to help her, even though she wasn’t on duty.

‘No, not yet. It’s been delayed.’

‘Ooh, thank Gawd for that. I thought I’d missed it.’

‘Well, there’s a novelty,’ Nancy grinned. ‘We don’t often please our customers with the delays and disruptions there are to the service these days.’

‘No, I don’t suppose you do,’ said the young woman, making a rather unsuccessful effort to smile. ‘The buses are just as bad. That’s why I’m late getting here.’

Nancy nodded sympathetically. ‘Your train won’t be in for a while yet.’ She made a face.‘It’s an hour behind schedule apparently. Sorry about that.’

‘It’s not your fault. Anyway, I’d sooner have to wait an hour than miss it altogether.’ She gazed affectionately at the child who was peering out from the hood of a blue siren suit which looked to be a triumph to ‘make do and mend’. ‘Gawd knows how I’m gonna keep young Stanley amused while we’re waiting, though.’

‘Perhaps some refreshment might help if they’ve anything left in the station buffet. Shall I go and see if I can get you something?’ offered Nancy, her journey home now taking second place to this woman who looked in such dire need of support.

‘That’s kind of you. But are you allowed to spend time doing errands for passengers?’

‘It depends on the circumstances. But it doesn’t matter anyway because I’ve finished for the day, so I’m on my own time,’ she explained. ‘A cup o’ tea for you and a bun for his nibs might help to pass the time while you’re waiting. I’ll keep you company if you like.’

‘That’s very kind of you, but only as long as it won’t put you out.’

‘Not in the least.’

The woman looked thoughtful for a moment, then said, ‘Actually, I’m dying for a wee. Do you think you could look after Stanley for me for a few minutes while I pop over to the ladies?’

‘Certainly,’ Nancy agreed without hesitation. ‘I’ll take him with me to the buffet and get in the queue. Meet you over there.’

‘Thanks ever so much.’

‘A pleasure.’ Just a little ordinary human respect was all it took to have Nancy bending over backwards to help. The hard-eyed harridan with the imperious attitude could learn a lot from this weary young woman.

 



 



Despite her concern about getting home, Nancy didn’t leave until she’d seen the mother and baby safely on to the train. Over a cup of tea, Nancy had heard her companion’s heartbreaking story . . .

Mary and Stanley had spent last night at a rest centre after being bombed out of their East London home, and were on their way to stay with a relative in the country because they had nowhere else to go.

Everything Mary now owned was in her shopping bag - just a few mementos she’d managed to rescue from the rubble, and her handbag, which had been with her in the shelter. She and her husband - who was away in the army - had had a room at her parents’ house. Both parents and other members of her family had been killed last night when the house had taken a direct hit.

‘Stanley and me had been out visiting a mate of mine who’s got a baby of a similar age.We got talking and I stayed later than I intended and the siren went as I was walking home, so I went into a public shelter because I still had a long way to go.’ She paused, lips trembling, red-rimmed eyes brimming with tears. ‘When the all clear went, I carried on home.’ She stopped again, mopping her eyes with a handkerchief. ‘I turned the corner and half the street had gone. Family, friends, neighbours, all wiped out.’ Huge tears meandered down her cheeks and she could barely choke out the words. ‘All destroyed, as though their lives meant nothing. It’s so cruel. I mean, what had they done to deserve it?’

Deeply affected, Nancy had tried to find some words of comfort, but she hadn’t wanted to insult Mary with platitudes so she had just taken her hand, offered her a clean handkerchief and let her cry.

The baby had been sitting on his mother’s lap, chewing messily on a sticky bun. Mary kissed the top of his head and wiped her eyes.‘Now it’s just ’im and me until his dad comes home.’ She paused and blew her nose. ‘Please God that he does. I couldn’t bear to lose ’im an’ all.’ She looked at Nancy. ‘Is your ol’ man away fighting?’ she asked.

‘I’m not married.’

‘Boyfriend then?’

‘I don’t have one of those either.’

‘Oh.’ As usual, this admission produced a surprised, questioning look, almost as though an explanation was necessary. But Mary just said, ‘Oh well, at least you don’t have to spend your whole life wondering if he’s alive or dead.’

‘There is that.’

When it was time for Mary and Stanley to get their train, Nancy had gone with them. There was no shortage of assistance for anyone with a baby. A soldier took Stanley while his mother climbed aboard and an elderly man gave them his seat in the compartment. Such friendliness warmed Nancy’s heart and was just the antidote she needed for the incident earlier with the passenger from hell.

But now Nancy was a passenger herself and was standing on the platform in the underground station at Paddington waiting for the train to Ealing Broadway, her thoughts lingering on Mary and her little boy whose sad case was all too familiar these days. She felt a pang as the thought of Stanley’s sweet baby face and trusting eyes triggered off memories. Tears welled up.

Admonishing herself for dwelling on the past when so many lives were being lost every day, Nancy swallowed hard and looked around at the crowds of people who were already settled down for the night on the platform with their blankets and pillows, though it was still only six o’clock. Regular shelterers got here early to secure a place.

Having initially banned the use of underground stations  as a means of shelter, causing the public to overcome the restriction by simply buying a platform ticket and refusing to come up, the government had now conceded to demand and supplied temporary bucket lavatories and some bunks, though not nearly enough and many people still had to sleep on the floor. The raids had been slightly less regular since the beginning of the new year, after almost nightly heavy bombing through the autumn up until Christmas, but everyone still anticipated a raid every night.

It was stuffy down here and the odour of sweat and urine wafted around on the stale, underground breezes. Those halcyon days before the war when her working hours had been enjoyably spent selling women’s clothes in a small dress shop in Oxford Street seemed a lifetime ago. It hardly seemed possible that it was less than a year and a half since they’d clustered around the wireless to hear Neville Chamberlain tell them that their country was now at war with Germany.

A few months after that, Nancy had gone to the labour exchange full of patriotism and eager to do something worthwhile for her country. She’d been told that workers were urgently needed on the railways so that was where they were sending her, for the time being anyway. She was to be a porter on Paddington station and no argument about it. She’d had something more exciting in mind, like the Land Army or the Auxiliary Territorial Service, commonly known as the ATS. But they’d been adamant. She was young and fit and they, apparently, were the main criteria for a job as a porter. Older female volunteers were directed towards clerical work.

Now that she was actually doing the job, she could understand why. Handling heavy luggage and goods, and being on your feet for hours at a time required a great deal of energy and stamina. Muscles she hadn’t known existed had ached since she’d been working at Paddington.

But despite her initial reservations, she enjoyed the hard work and hustle and bustle. Doing something of national importance was a reward in itself. She wasn’t making shells or nursing wounded soldiers, but she was playing an important part in helping to keep the railways moving.

Now her train came in and she was swept forward by the crowd and just about managed to squeeze in as the doors closed against her.

 



Initially blinded by the blackout when she came out of the station into the bitter night, Nancy waited until her eyes adjusted to the dark then went to get her bike from the cycle rack. She could make out the shapes of buildings, and just about see the white painted line on the kerb.

With her lights masked in accordance with blackout regulations, a coat over her uniform and her gas mask over her shoulder, she pedalled off towards West Ealing, glad she hadn’t had to cycle all the way from Paddington as she did when there were no trains or she was on late turn and would miss the last one home.

She headed for the main road, rather than take the short cut through the backstreets, because it had a small amount of authorised diffused lighting.This emitted only a pale glow around the base of the few lampposts on which it was  installed, but it was better than nothing in the crippling blackness.

Staying close to the kerb, out of the way of any trolley buses - otherwise known as ‘silent perils’ because of the number of accidents they caused in the blackout - she cycled hard, eager to be at home with the family.

She’d only been on the road a few minutes when the chilling air-raid siren warbled across the town. Here we go again, she thought, her insides twisting. Although she was, to a certain extent, resigned to the raids after so many, it was easier to be brave when you were with people inside somewhere than out on your own in the dark.

Turning off the main road towards Sycamore Road and home, her sense of isolation increased, though there were other people around. She could hear them blundering about trying to find their way home, and their extremely colourful language as they collided with walls, unlit lampposts and each other.There wasn’t a chink of light anywhere at ground level, but there was a pale slice of moon and the stars were magnificent in the midnight-blue sky, the silvery beams of searchlights weaving across the heavens.

When the siren stopped, the streets seemed hushed, as though the whole of Ealing was holding its breath. Then came the unmistakable drone of German bomber planes and the loud crack-crack of anti-aircraft guns. Somewhere nearby a woman started screaming in terror.

The serried rows of terraced houses - so ordinary in daylight - were sinister shapes in the dark. Even though she was familiar with practically every paving stone in this area,  having never lived anywhere else, for a moment Nancy lost her bearings and felt a flash of panic.There was a loud explosion that shook the ground beneath her, and the sky above the rooftops turned crimson, the air instantly filled with acrid smoke.

Realising how close the bomb had been, and now very frightened, she focused her mind on a prayer for the family and cycled on, frantic to end her journey now. There was another ear-splitting crunch which was so startling she swerved, hit the kerb and flew over the handlebars, landing with a thump in the road and seeing stars as her head hit the ground.

Dazed at first, she eventually scrambled up and dragged her bike on to the pavement, knees smarting, head throbbing. Touching her face, she felt a bump on her forehead. The ominous whoosh of a descending bomb sent her down again instinctively. Lying flat on her stomach, her hands clasped above her head and her eyes shut tight, she prayed hard then broke into a shaky version of ‘We’ll Meet Again’. Singing always seemed to help somehow.

 



 



‘Flippin’ ’eck, that was a close one,’ said Lily Sparrow to her mother Gladys.

‘Phew, not half. I thought our end had come,’ replied Gladys shakily.

‘It makes me wonder how much longer our luck will hold when they drop as near as that,’ said Lily.

‘It’s no good thinking that way, love.You just have to tell yourself that we’ve got the luck of the devil and long may  it last,’ advised Gladys with a mother’s natural instinct to reassure her child, even though her daughter was forty-one.

‘Our good luck is someone else’s misfortune,’ Lily reminded her. ‘Some poor devils around here will have copped it. It’s awful, the way we’re so glad that it wasn’t us.’

‘Everyone else is the same. Self-preservation is a natural instinct.’

‘Except when it comes to your own kids.Then your own safety comes second to theirs,’ muttered Lily, whose carrot-coloured hair was poking out of a blue woolly hat that was almost the same shade as her eyes.

She held a candle close to the clock on the rough wooden shelf they’d rigged up between them out of an orange box. An upturned beer crate served as a table, on which stood a teapot in a knitted cosy, some cups and a bottle of milk. ‘All three of them will be on their way home from work now.’ She emitted a shuddering sigh as she replaced the candle on the table. ‘I do hate it when they’re out during a raid. It turns my insides to jelly.’

‘I’m none too happy about it either, but it can’t be helped as they have to go to work. They’ve got their heads screwed on; they’ll find a public shelter,’ said Gladys, who lived a few doors down in a ground-floor flat. The local authority had provided a communal surface shelter for the flat dwellers, but Gladys preferred the company of her daughter and grandchildren during a raid.

Swathed in coats, scarves and blankets, the two women were sitting opposite each other on cushions on homemade plank benches in the candlelit Anderson shelter. Smudge, the  family tabby - who treated the raids with typical feline disdain, but fully exploited the extra care and attention that came his way from his loving owners - was dozing contentedly on Lily’s lap.

It was dank and dismal down here, despite their efforts to make it more bearable with a coat of green paint on the corrugated iron walls and lino on the floor. The constant seepage of water through the cracks in the concrete floor meant that there was always an unwholesome smell no matter how often they got saucepans and buckets to it. Most loathed of all by the entire Sparrow family was the constant presence of beetles and spiders.

‘The girls might have the sense to take shelter, but you know what Micky’s like,’ said Lily now in reply to her mother. ‘The war is just a big adventure to him. He’s probably outside somewhere watching the raid.’

‘He’s at the age to find it exciting, isn’t he? Most teenage boys are like that.’

‘He’s hungry for action, I know that much,’ said her daughter. ‘He can’t wait for his eighteenth birthday so that he can get out of the factory and go off to be a soldier.’

‘I think all little boys grow up wanting to be heroes. It’s how they’re made.’

‘I’m dreading him going, Mum,’ confessed Lily. ‘I can’t bear the idea of my boy going to fight.’

‘We’ll all miss him, that’s for sure,’ Gladys said with fond thoughts of her grandson. ‘He’s always so lively and full of chat . . . and cheeky if he’s got the devil in him.’

‘Kids, eh? At least when they’re little you know where  they are and can try to keep them safe. But now I spend my whole life in fear for them. Nancy’s sensible enough to take care of herself. But as for Jean . . . She won’t let the air raids interfere with her social life if she can possibly avoid it. So while we’re sitting here worried sick about her, she’s probably gone to the pictures straight from work, or out dancing or something.’

Lily was chewing her thumbnail nervously through a hole in her grey knitted glove. She could be strong when everyone was here. But not knowing whether her children were alive or dead just knocked the stuffing out of her. Thank God the youngest of the four, ten-year-old Leslie, was away from all this and safe in the country. She hadn’t sent him on the first evacuation scheme of the war, but last summer, when invasion had seemed imminent, she’d felt duty-bound to register him. It was just as well she had, because the Blitz had started soon after that and it had been far too dangerous for a child to stay in London ever since.

‘I think I’ll go out the front to see if there’s any sign of them,’ she said.

‘That won’t bring them home any quicker,’ was her mother’s wise response. ‘And what will it do to them if you get yourself killed?’

A plane droned overhead, followed by the whistle of a bomb on the way down.They clutched each other, eyes shut, nerves jangling, until after the explosion. ‘I see your point,’ agreed Lily with a quiver in her voice.

Outside it went quiet. ‘Perhaps Jerry’s going home early tonight,’ suggested Gladys hopefully.

‘They won’t let us off that lightly.’ Lily put her hands to her head in desperation. ‘Oh, where are those children of mine?’

At that moment someone climbed down through the ground-level hole at the end of the shelter.

‘Wotcha, you two,’ she said.

‘Nancy,’ greeted her mother joyfully. ‘Thank God you’re here. I’ve been that worried.’

‘I picked her up off the pavement,’ said a voice behind her and Micky clambered in, a tall, thin young man with the same colour hair as his mother, more obviously ginger than Nancy’s which was a deeper shade of red.

‘I hit the kerb and came off my bike,’ Nancy explained, sitting down beside her mother.

‘Oh no! Are you all right, love?’

‘I’ll live,’ replied Nancy cheerfully. ‘I’ve got a bloomin’ great bump on my head, though.’

‘People trying to get about in the dark,’ tutted Lily. ‘The damned blackout will be the death of us.’

‘The blackout is the least of our worries,’ said Nancy with a nervous giggle which infected the others. It helped to release the tension.

‘We’ll be all right in here.These shelters have proved they can withstand anything except a direct hit, remember,’ said Micky, who was a mine of wartime information. ‘They’re safer than people originally thought they would be. Got any nosh down here, Mum? My stomach’s been screaming at me for hours.’

‘There’s some bread and cheese under the cloth on the  table and tea in the pot,’ his mother told him. ‘I’ll pour you both a cup.’

‘Good old Mum. I knew I could rely on you to look after my belly.’ Micky hugged her then sat down next to his gran.

Another member of the family appeared from above.‘Ooh good, a picnic,’ said Jean, a pretty brown-eyed brunette of nineteen whose colouring came from their father’s side of the family.

‘Looks like we’ve got a full house,’ said Lily, smiling with relief that they were all here.

Enemy aircraft could be heard again. Nancy started a chorus of ‘Ten Green Bottles’ and they all sang at the tops of their voices to blot out the din.

 



 



‘I’m going out dancing on Saturday night with the girls from work, bombs or no bombs,’ declared Jean Sparrow over her porridge the next morning. ‘I need a bit of pleasure after being stuck at a machine making shells all week.’

‘You’ll have to wait and see what the situation is with the air raids,’ advised her mother.

‘I’ll take me chances,’ said Jean, who had her curlers in under a turban but still managed to look attractive, with her small features and well-shaped mouth. ‘We can’t let Hitler take over our lives completely. He’s won if we do that.’

‘He’s won if we let him kill us, too,’ Lily pointed out.

‘All right, Mum,’ she sighed with emphasised boredom, and no thought for her mother’s concern. ‘But he’s not stopping me from going out. I’m young and I don’t wanna be stuck at home. There’s nothing like a night out at the Palais  to take you out of yourself. The war seems far away when you’re in there. There’s a magic about it - the music, the lights - ooh, how I love it.’

‘The music and the lights, my foot,’ teased Micky. ‘It’s the men you go for.’

‘What makes a little squirt like you the expert on the way I live my life?’ asked Jean, giving him a warning slap on the arm.

‘I’ve seen all the different blokes who bring you home.’ He paused, his blue eyes full of fun. ‘I’ve seen you kissing and cuddling at the front gate.’

‘Then you shouldn’t be such a peeping Tom,’ she rebuked. ‘You should get a love life of your own, then you wouldn’t get such a thrill from mine.’

‘Me, get a thrill from your goings-on?’ he said in disgust. ‘Don’t make me laugh.’

She gave him another playful slap. ‘There’s nothing wrong with my having a healthy interest in the opposite sex. I’m very choosy, you know. I only go out with the ones I really fancy.’

‘Which is the majority of the male population of this country,’ joshed Micky.

‘Don’t forget all the ones from overseas who are stationed here too,’ she said, playing along with him. ‘Canadian, Polish, Norwegian. Some of them are gorgeous, and such lovely manners too.’ She was an outrageous flirt and made no apologies for it. ‘A girl’s got to find a husband somehow. Anyway, there’s no law against having fun. Lord knows there’s enough misery happening everywhere. Live for today, is my motto. We might all be dead tomorrow.’

‘Thanks for cheering us up,’ said her mother.

‘Just being realistic.’

They were seated around the table in the spotlessly clean but cluttered living room of their end-of-terrace house, the dismal blackout curtains drawn back to the sides of the net-curtained window overlooking the street. The raid had gone on well past the small hours, so nobody had had much sleep, but they were all up early for work.

Jean turned to her sister. ‘Fancy coming with us on Saturday night, Nance?’

‘Not particularly.’

‘Oh, go on. It’ll be a laugh.’

‘I’ll think about it.’

‘You ought to come.’ Jean could be very persistent when she wanted her own way about something. ‘It’s about time you had a regular bloke.’ She scraped the spoon around her bowl for any last vestiges of porridge. ‘You’ll miss the boat altogether if you don’t find someone soon. I’d be really worried if I was twenty-four and didn’t have a man of my own. Most girls are married with a couple of kids at your age.’

‘Nancy’s happy as she is,’ put in Lily, who knew more about Nancy’s past than Jean did and wished her younger daughter would be a little more sensitive to other people’s feelings. ‘She’s still got plenty of time anyway.’

‘Phew! I wouldn’t say that. She’s getting on a bit in terms of finding a fella.’ Jean gave Nancy the once-over. ‘I can’t understand why you haven’t got anyone. I mean, you’re not all that bad-looking, apart from the awful red hair.’ Jean was always having a dig at Nancy and Micky about them  inheriting their mother’s colouring while she and Leslie were dark like their dad.

‘She’s got very pretty hair,’ defended Lily.

‘You would say that since you’ve got it yourself,’ chuckled Jean.

‘No I haven’t. Nancy’s is a different colour to mine,’ said her mother. ‘It’s a beautiful shade.’

‘Perhaps you need specs.’

‘And perhaps you need to watch your tongue, my girl.’ She gave Jean a warning look. ‘All this talk of Nancy missing the boat; she’s had boyfriends.’

‘Never gets much further than the starting post with ’em, though, does she?’ said Jean cruelly.

‘Oh, for goodness sake,’ protested Nancy heatedly. ‘Will you please stop talking about me as if I’m not here.’

‘Yeah, leave her alone,’ put in Micky. ‘Not everyone wants to spend their life chasing men.’

‘Keep out of it, you.’ Jean turned to her sister. ‘You don’t want to be an old maid surely, Nance?’

‘If that’s the way it’s meant to be, I can live with it,’ Nancy told her. ‘Anyway, as we’re all going to be dead tomorrow, according to you, there’s no need for me to worry about it, is there?’

‘There’s no need to be sarky,’ Jean objected. ‘You’ll be on the shelf if you don’t do something about it. Eligible bachelors don’t come knocking at the front door. You’ve got to get out there looking.’

‘You can worry about it if you like,’ said Nancy, who wasn’t as immune to Jean’s jibes as she pretended. ‘But I’m  not going to. We’re losing enough sleep as it is with the bombs raining down on us.’

‘I thought you’d be glad to come up the Palais with me. I thought you liked dancing.’

‘I love it, and the music and the atmosphere. It’s the standing there like a prune waiting for someone to ask me to dance I’m not keen on,’ she explained.

‘There’ll be plenty of partners, with all the servicemen in town.’

Nancy gave her a look. ‘Why do you want me to come if you’ve already got people to go with? It’ll be for your own benefit somehow.’

‘I was thinking of you.’

‘Oh, per-lease. This is me you’re talking to. I know how your mind works.’

‘All right, maybe it would help me if you came along. Some of the girls who are going are a bit pushy, and it would be nice to have you there as support,’ she grudgingly admitted. ‘But I was thinking of you as well.’

As fond as Nancy was of her sister, she had never seen any evidence of an altruistic side to her nature. ‘If you say so,’ she said with a shrug.

‘I don’t care what you say, it would do you good to go out dancing,’ Jean went on. ‘But if you wanna stay in on a Saturday night like an old spinster, get on with it.’

‘I will, don’t worry.’ Nancy turned her attention to their mother. ‘Come to think of it, Mum, you haven’t been out of an evening for ages.’

‘That’s true,’ agreed Jean.‘A night out would do you good.’ 

‘I hope you’re not suggesting that I go to the Palais with you,’ chortled Lily.

‘Not likely,’ Jean was quick to assure her. ‘I’m not so desperate that I’d want to go out dancing with my mother. That really would cramp my style.’

‘You used to enjoy going to the pictures and the works socials with your mates, didn’t you, Mum?’ said Nancy, remembering.

Lily nodded.

‘So why did you stop going?’ Nancy asked.

‘There hasn’t been much going on in that direction,’ she explained. ‘Anyway, I don’t like leaving your gran on her own during the raids.’

Not for the first time lately, Nancy noticed that her mother looked rather pale and drawn. She’d seemed a bit peaky for a while now, but when asked about it she’d brushed it aside and claimed to be fine. Nancy’s filial emotions were much stronger towards her mother than her father since he was so rarely around. Nancy admired her mother enormously. She’d raised four children virtually single-handed and with such joie de vivre. She’d been no pushover when they were younger; she’d been firm and straight with them, but good fun too, her love for her children always so reassuringly obvious. Nancy hated to see her below par and guessed it must be the strain of the raids taking their toll.

‘You never used to go out anywhere of an evening before you started going out to work, did you?’ Nancy mentioned, looking back on it. ‘Even though Dad’s been away at sea so much.’

‘I wouldn’t have dreamed of it before the war. Most married women wouldn’t,’ confirmed Lily, who worked in the offices of a munitions factory. ‘But with you lot grown up and Leslie being away, there seemed no reason not to join in when the women at work were going somewhere.’

There was a noise from the hall; the rattle of the letterbox. ‘The postman’s survived the night, then,’ said Nancy and went to get the mail.

‘It’ll take more than Adolf to stop us getting our letters,’ stated Lily. ‘They might take longer but they get here in the end. Well, most of them anyway.’

‘There’s just one from Leslie,’ said Nancy, handing her mother an envelope.

‘Nothing from Dad, then,’ mentioned Micky.

‘Your father never has been one for letter-writing,’ Lily reminded them to ease their minds. Her husband had been in the merchant navy for the whole of their married life and she was used to his being away and not hearing from him for months at a time. But she still missed him and was eager for news. Although she didn’t worry the children with it, she was very concerned at present because goods ships were prime targets for the enemy and many British ships had been bombed at sea.

‘What’s Leslie got to say?’ enquired Nancy.

‘Nothing much.You know Les, he’s not a boy much given to putting pen to paper. Takes after his dad in that respect.’ Lily finished reading the letter and passed it to Jean. ‘It just says he’s fine and can I send him some pocket money.’

‘That sounds like our Leslie,’ smiled Nancy, who was very  fond of her kid brother and missed his chirpy presence about the house. An energetic and entertaining child, he was always up to something.

‘I must get down to Devon again to see him as soon as I can,’ said Lily, her brow drawing tight. ‘I can’t go as often as I’d like with having to work most Saturdays.’

‘Don’t worry too much, Mum,’ encouraged Nancy. ‘We know he’s happy and being well looked after. You’ve seen that for yourself when you’ve been to visit him.’

‘Oh yeah, he’s having a whale of a time down on the farm,’ Lily agreed. ‘Such lovely people he’s billeted with, as I’ve told you.They’re kindness itself when I go there to visit. But I still hate not having him here at home.’

Jean finished the letter and handed it to Nancy.

‘Well, I’ve got to go and get ready for work,’ she said, rising and walking to the door.

‘Oi! What about helping with the dishes?’ Nancy called after her.

‘I haven’t got time,’ came Jean’s predictable reply.

‘You’re not the only one. We all have to go to work,’ her sister reminded her.

‘You’re such a nag.’ And with that she turned and sailed from the room, followed by Micky, who was already late.

‘She’s so damned selfish,’ muttered Nancy.

‘Don’t let her get to you, and don’t you worry about the washing-up, love.’ Lily moved on quickly to avoid more discussion on the subject, seeming weary as she got up and began clearing the dishes. ‘It won’t take me a minute. You go and get ready for work.You’ve got further to go than me.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Nancy. ‘You look all in. You go and sit down and I’ll finish this off. It won’t take long.’

‘Thanks, love. I don’t know what I’d do without you.’

 



 



Sycamore Road was an ordinary street of red-brick terraced houses, fronted by tiny gardens, some of which had privet hedges. The wind was biting as Nancy cycled towards the main road on her way to the station, progressing into similar backstreets where there were smouldering ruins from last night’s raid, people standing around the debris that had once been their homes, looking bewildered, some of the women crying. Nancy herself wanted to weep at the terrible sadness these people were forced to endure.

The leaden skies were smudged with black smoke and there was a pungent smell of burning in the air. One house had had the front blown off so that the interior was exposed, people’s privacy on show for all to see. West London hadn’t suffered as much destruction as the East End, according to the papers, but they’d had their share of damage and loss of life around here.

It was a raw, dull day, the silver barrage balloons floating reassuringly above the rooftops like huge, overfed fish. Sandbags were very much in evidence, piled high outside a disused building which had become the Air Raid Precautions Control Centre. There were plenty of people about on the main road, most of them walking in purposeful strides, queuing at bus stops or cycling. To the majority, getting to work on time was a matter of pride, even if they had been kept awake most of the night by the bombing. Some of the  shops along here had been damaged in the heavy raids last autumn. There was a notice on a boarded-up shop warning that looting was punishable by death or penal servitude for life. She’d never heard of anyone receiving these dire punishments or seen anyone committing the offence, but rumour had it that the demolition squads and rescue workers pocketed valuables from bombed houses.

Her thoughts turned to her sister’s comments. Jean tended to be shallow and immature, but some of what she’d said about Nancy’s single status had hit home. She wanted love; she wanted marriage and children, very much. But what had happened years ago had made her wary and afraid. Love had become synonymous with pain and she couldn’t bear to go through that again. This was why none of her relationships had lasted. But Jean knew nothing of this.

Nancy felt a knot of worry as her thoughts returned to her mother and how strained she seemed to be. Maybe I’ll suggest an outing to the flicks for the two of us at the weekend, she decided. That might cheer her up. Jean could manage perfectly well at the Palais without her. Mum needed her more.

Meanwhile, there were more immediate matters to be contended with, she thought, as she reached the station and chained her bike up. She had to fight for a place on the train, if they were running today. If not, it was back in the saddle for her all the way to Paddington. She headed hopefully into the station with the surge of other commuters pouring in.
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Lily always called in on her mother on her way home from work and they usually had a quiet cuppa together if they could spare the tea. Lily arrived back earlier than the others, so could spare a little time for a chat with her mother on her own, and did so that same evening.

Born and bred in the area, sixty-three-year-old Gladys had moved to the flat near her daughter after her husband had died, thus being able to retain her independence while having Lily and the family close at hand.

Since rationing had begun to bite hard, they often pooled their rations to make them go further. As Gladys didn’t go out to work, she cooked the evening meal at her place then carried it round to her daughter’s so that the family could eat together. It was company for Gladys, and saved on fuel too.

‘I’ve made a stew for tonight as we agreed.’A small woman with hazel eyes that shone warmly from a round, pink-cheeked face, she was wearing a crossover apron on top of her jumper and skirt, a hairnet keeping her white hair in place.

‘Thanks, Mum. I don’t know what I’d do without you now that I’m out working.’

‘You’d manage. But you don’t have to because I’m here. We work as a team, you and me. You’re on war work and I help you out at home, which makes me feel as though I’m making a contribution.’

‘You are, a huge one.’

‘Anyway, the stew is ready and only needs the dumplings to go in, though Gawd knows what they’ll be like with hardly any suet. Like ruddy golf balls, I should think.’

‘No they won’t. The meal is bound to be delicious, if I know anything about your cooking.’ Her mother was an absolute whizz in the kitchen, and a mistress of invention since food had been in such short supply. What she couldn’t do with corned beef and a few vegetables wasn’t worth mentioning. ‘As long as it’s warm and filling, we’ll be happy.’

Gladys nodded. ‘Had a good day?’

‘Yeah, pretty good, thanks. How about you? What have you been up to?’

‘The usual things. Cleaning, cooking, queuing at the shops. I got lots of knitting done as well.’ Gladys knitted tirelessly for the war effort. ‘I was pleased about that, as warm things are so badly needed by the troops.’

‘Yeah, I must try to do more.’

‘You do what you can, given that you’re out at work all day.’

‘I knit while I’m listening to the wireless in the evening, but I can’t seem to stay awake long enough to do more than a few rows lately.’

Gladys gave her daughter a studious look. ‘You look worn out now, love,’ she observed.

‘No, no, I’m fine, Mum,’ Lily said, trying to sound convincing. ‘You know me. I’ve always got bags of energy. It’s only later in the evening I feel a bit tired.’

‘You look exhausted already tonight.’

‘Everybody’s tired, which isn’t surprising as we’re all being kept awake at night by the bombs, and turning up for work the same as usual.’

Going out to work for the first time since her marriage  had given Lily a new lease of life and freedom she’d never even dreamed of before. She had money in her pocket, new friends and, having discovered that she could actually do something worthwhile outside of the home, her self-confidence had soared.

Inspired to take the plunge and go to the labour exchange because war workers were so urgently needed, she’d volunteered her services. Prepared for gruelling work in a factory, she’d been surprised to be directed into simple clerical work at a munitions factory. Wherever possible, apparently, women over forty were being given lighter duties than the younger women. She enjoyed the job enormously and everything had been going swimmingly . . . until recently.

Now tension was drawing tight between herself and her mother as the unmentioned created a palpable barrier between them. They were both avoiding the subject.

But Gladys couldn’t bear a bad atmosphere for long. So she peered at her daughter over the top of her spectacles and came right out with it. ‘You’ll have to tell the children sometime soon, Lily.’ Her tone was kind but very firm. ‘This isn’t going to go away and they have a right to know.’

‘Yeah, yeah, Mum, I know and I really will do it soon,’ she replied, her face turning even paler. ‘It’s just that . . . well, it’s going to be so hard.’

‘It won’t be easy, that’s for sure, but it has to be done. It won’t get any easier for putting it off.’

Lily’s heart was full of dread. ‘You’re absolutely right,’ she  agreed with a sudden air of resolve. ‘I will definitely talk to them in the next few days.’

‘That’s the spirit,’ said Gladys, smiling, but her gentle eyes were clouded with worry.




Chapter Two

‘Mind how you go now, girls,’ said a railway worker of about fifty a day or two later, as he lifted an enormous trunk down to Nancy and a porter called Polly from the back of a horse-drawn cart piled high with suitcases, trunks and bags.The petrol shortage had brought the horse back into its own as a working animal and a much needed means of transport. ‘Careful now. Have you got a firm hold on it? Don’t go dropping it now.’

‘We’ve got it, Charlie,’ puffed Nancy, breathless from the sheer weight of it, shoulders aching with the strain.

‘Phew, and don’t we know it,’ added Polly as the two women struggled to heave the trunk on to a trolley. ‘Gawd knows what the toffs put into these things.Ten ton o’ house-bricks, judging by the weight of ’em.’

‘Still, look on the bright side, eh? All this lifting and carrying will do wonders for your muscles,’ joked Charlie, who had a habit of speaking with a cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth. ‘You’ll be as strong as boxers and well able to keep your old man in order when he comes home on leave.’

‘You’ve got a good point there, Charlie boy. It’ll come in very useful if I find out mine’s been messing about with any of those foreign women.’ Polly paused to catch her breath from the exertion.

‘The poor bloke.’ Nancy’s tone was light-hearted. ‘He’s out there fighting for his country, and living under the most terrible conditions. How is he going to get the chance to go chasing after women?’

‘Men will always find a way.’ In her early twenties, Polly was a blue-eyed blonde with a cheerful disposition and a wicked sense of humour. ‘I’m only kidding. Of course I trust him.’ She regarded Nancy thoughtfully. ‘That’s one advantage of being single. At least you don’t have to worry about what your other half ’s up to when you’re not there to keep an eye on him.’

‘Single?’ Charlie immediately picked up on it. ‘A smasher like you? Cor, what a shocking waste. Now . . . if I was twenty years younger . . .’

‘Make that thirty and you might be somewhere near the mark,’ teased Polly.

‘You’d sweep me off my feet, would you, Charlie?’ Nancy entered into the banter with good grace, but the frequent references to her single status did get rather irritating at times.

‘Not half.’ Tough and fit-looking, despite his greying hair, he drew on his cigarette. ‘I used to cut quite a dash with the ladies when I was young.’

‘You can give us the juicy details of your misspent youth while we’re working,’ suggested Nancy. ‘Come on, let’s have another suitcase down and get this job done.’

They were in one of the station sheds, unloading the luggage that had been sent on ahead under the Passenger Luggage in Advance Scheme, which enabled travellers to send their baggage before their journey, and was especially useful at this time of difficulties on the railways. As long as the luggage was properly labelled, the system worked well.

Having regaled them with stories of his life in London before the last war, Charlie said, ‘It’s no good, I shall have to go and answer a call of nature. I shan’t be a minute. Don’t touch anything until I get back. I’ve got my own system and I don’t want you two messing it up.’

Complying with his wishes, the two women stood there chatting to pass the time. Polly sat down on a nearby trunk.

‘I was hoping to get a letter from my Bill this morning.’ Polly’s soldier husband was stationed in the Middle East. ‘But not a bloomin’ sausage. I hope he’s all right. I haven’t heard for quite a while.’

‘I’m sure you’ll hear soon,’ Nancy reassured her. ‘I expect there are several letters on the way and they’ll all come at once. We can’t expect postal deliveries to be normal with chaos reigning everywhere.’

‘That’s what I keep telling myself, but it’s worrying, even so.’

Another woman porter walked by, pushing a loaded station trolley.

‘Wotcha, Ruby. How’s it going?’ called out Polly with a friendly smile.

‘All right,’ she replied in a surly manner, pausing and looking at them.

‘You settled into the job yet?’

A rather unprepossessing woman of Nancy’s age with dull brown hair and greasy skin, Ruby Green was fairly new here at Paddington station. ‘Of course I have. I’ve been here for two weeks, so I ought to have done by now.’

‘Well, don’t be afraid to ask one of us if there’s anything you need to know,’ offered Polly.

She gave Polly a withering look. ‘It’s hardly brain surgery, is it? Any fool can do this job,’ she stated categorically. ‘So I won’t need to ask anybody anything, thanks very much.’

‘Polly was only being friendly,’ put in Nancy, who had known Ruby Green distantly at school. ‘There’s no need to bite her head off.’

Ruby gave a careless shrug and went on her way without another word.

‘Miserable bitch,’ said Polly.

‘Mm. She is a bit spiky, to say the least,’ agreed Nancy. ‘I knew her vaguely at school. Or, rather, I knew of her. She was in the same year as me, but not the same class. Everyone had heard of Ruby Green because she had a reputation as a troublemaker. A right little bully, if I remember rightly. Nobody liked her.’

‘Can you wonder at it, if that’s the way she treats people?’

‘She must be quite unhappy, though, to behave like that,’ suggested Nancy.

‘She’ll feel even worse if she carries on as she is,’ was Polly’s opinion. ‘Friends keep you going in a job like this. She’s doing herself no favours by treating her workmates like dirt.’

‘I agree with you. I think I’ll have a chat with her if the opportunity arises,’ decided the warmhearted Nancy. ‘See if I can bring her out of herself.’

‘Why bother?’ queried Polly. ‘She’s made her position perfectly clear. I should leave her to get on with it. You just said she was a right little horror at school.’

‘Yeah, she was, but we’re adults now,’ Nancy pointed out. ‘Old enough to know that there’s usually more to these things than meets the eye. Anyway, it won’t hurt me to make a bit of an effort.’

The conversation was cut short when Nancy spotted the supervisor marching towards them with a thunderous expression on his face. ‘Look out, kid,’ she warned. ‘Bootface is heading this way, with the look of battle about him.’

‘Ooh, blimey.’ Polly leapt up as a short, stocky man of middle age stormed on to the scene, holding a clipboard.

‘Oh, very nice too. Having a little rest, are we?’ said Percy Wellington sarcastically, his beady little grey eyes seeming magnified as they glared at the women through the thick lenses of his horn-rimmed spectacles. ‘A nice woman-to-woman chat. How very pleasant for you. Put your feet up, why don’t you? Do a bit of knitting perhaps. Maybe I should have a tray of tea and biscuits sent over?’

‘We’re waiting for Charlie to come back, Mr Wellington,’ explained Nancy.

‘You’re not paid to stand about doing nothing,’ he said, glowering at her. ‘You should get on with the job while you’re waiting.’

‘Charlie told us not to touch anything, Mr Wellington,’  Polly informed him, careful to use his proper title. He was very fussy about that.

‘Bloody petticoat porters, stopping work every time the mood takes them,’ he muttered, fiddling with his droopy moustache irritably. ‘I don’t care what anyone says, women aren’t up to this job. It’s men’s work and always has been. You shouldn’t be employed here when you’re so obviously unsuited to it.’

‘Tell the labour exchange, not us,’ responded Nancy, standing her ground. ‘We just went where we were sent. And you’d be in real trouble without us, seeing as there aren’t enough men to work on the railways.’

‘We’d manage.’

‘It isn’t exactly the job of our dreams, you know, Mr Wellington,’ Nancy pointed out bravely, ‘but we’re here because we’re needed.’

‘That’s right.’ Polly backed her up.

‘Don’t talk back to me,’ he bellowed, his face potholed and wrinkled. ‘Have some respect for your superiors. I’m your supervisor and don’t you forget it.’

‘I doubt if we’ll be given the chance,’ riposted Nancy.

Most people had now got used to seeing women in jobs formerly thought of as male preserves, but Percy was still rattled by it. His face was dark with fury and he grabbed Nancy roughly by the arm and took her aside.‘You’re a troublemaker, Miss Sparrow,’ he said in a low voice, making sure he wasn’t overheard. ‘And I don’t like troublemakers on my team.’ His grip was tight and his hard eyes full of malice. ‘Is that clear?’

‘Perfectly clear.’ She met his hostile gaze. ‘Now can you let go of my arm, please, before I find it necessary to contact my union representative.’

That shifted his grip on her and she saw fear as well as fury in his eyes. He wasn’t used to having anyone stand up to him, let alone a woman. Suddenly she could see beyond the bossy persona to a sad and ageing man - too old to fight for his country and too young to draw his railway pension - feeling threatened by the changing times.‘Any more trouble from you and I’ll report you to the stationmaster. Tell that to your ruddy union rep.’

He could be a dangerous enemy, she was under no illusions about that.Women were too urgently needed as porters for her job to be under any serious threat, but he did have the power to make her life a misery while she was working here. At the same time, it wasn’t in her nature to kowtow to bullying from anyone. ‘You must do what you feel you have to, Mr Wellington.’

He gave her a long, cold look, then his gaze moved beyond her to the cart to which Charlie had now returned. ‘Go and get on with your work before you try my patience too far,’ he ordered, and swung round and walked away.

Polly was eager to know what had been said.

‘He was just emphasising his authority, as usual,’ Nancy told her, lifting a smaller suitcase off the cart and putting it on the trolley. ‘You know what he’s like.’

‘Don’t I just.’ She appeared to be mulling something over. ‘He always seems to be picking on you. Do you think it’s because you stand up to him?’

‘It could be. But whatever the reason, I’m not one of his favourite people, that’s for sure,’ agreed Nancy.

 



 



When Nancy was waiting for the train that evening after work, she spotted Ruby Green on the platform. Elbowing her way through the crowds, she went up to her.

‘Hello there, Ruby.’

The other woman didn’t look pleased to see her. ‘’Lo,’ she said, turning away and staring straight ahead.

‘Do you still live in Ealing?’ enquired Nancy in a friendly manner.

Ruby nodded.

‘Me too.’

Silence.

‘Still living at home?’ She was still Ruby Green so Nancy knew she wasn’t married.

‘Yes,’ the other woman ground out with seething impatience. ‘Not that it’s any of your business.’

‘I’m still under my mother’s feet too.’ Nancy was determined to persevere, because she had the suspicion that, deep down, Ruby wanted someone to take the trouble with her. Surely no one could really want to be isolated from their workmates, could they? ‘I don’t suppose there are many from our school year still doing that. I expect they’re all married with kids.’

‘Could be. I dunno.’

‘Where is it you live, Ruby? It can’t be that near to me or I’d have seen you around.’

‘Highgrove Crescent. Near Haven Green.’

‘Ooh, very nice too.’ It was in a much classier part of the  borough than the Sparrows’ humble abode.‘Lovely and handy for the station.’

Ruby stared disinterestedly ahead.

‘I leave my bike at Ealing Broadway station,’ Nancy went on chattily, still hoping to draw Ruby into conversation. ‘It’s quite a long walk for me and you can’t rely on the buses these days, can you?’

Ruby swung round, her cheeks flaming. ‘What is this, the third degree or something?’ she demanded. ‘Why can’t you shut your trap?’

‘Just trying to be friendly,’ replied the indomitable Nancy, keeping a tenacious grip on her patience. ‘I was thinking that as we both live in the same region of London, we might as well keep each other company on the journey home.’

Behind the spite in Ruby’s nondescript eyes, Nancy could see something else. Regret perhaps? Sadness? Maybe there was even a hint of wishfulness.

‘Look, you probably mean well, but I don’t want company and I certainly don’t want to be friendly, so you can cut out all the matey stuff.’

‘But . . .’

‘Spare me the bit about there being a war on and everyone being part of one big happy family, please. I don’t buy that one at all.’

‘They’re a smashing bunch of girls at the station,’ Nancy went on. ‘It helps the day go by with a swing when you can have a bit of a laugh with your workmates. Helps you forget all the terrible things that are going on around you, too.’

‘I don’t doubt it, but I prefer my own company. I don’t  run with the pack. I never have done.’ She gave Nancy a close look. ‘But you were at school with me so you already know that.’

‘That’s a long time ago. We’ve all done plenty of growing up since then.’

‘I am what I am, so just leave me alone, will you?’ Ruby’s voice rose with temper. ‘Find someone else to talk to on the train.’

‘If that’s what you really want.’

‘I wouldn’t have said it if it wasn’t, would I?’

‘All right, I won’t bother you again. But I think you’re going to feel awfully lonely, being outside of the group at work, turning everybody away.’

‘It’s the way I want it, thanks very much,’ came the curt response.

With a shrug of resignation, Nancy turned and weaved her way through the crowds to another spot on the platform. She wasn’t so much hurt by the rejection as puzzled by it.Why would anyone want to shun companionship from people they were working with all day? Ruby was obviously a very strange and complicated woman.

 



 



Mum seemed especially tense that evening, Nancy noticed. As soon as they’d finished every last morsel of the corned-beef hash, Gran disappeared into the kitchen to wash the dishes and Lily stayed at the table and said she had something important to tell them.
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