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It is autumn 1940 and, as the bombs drop on London, a close-knit community struggles to survive . . .


Working at the local post office, Bessie Green does her best to keep her customers’ spirits up, but when a telegram arrives for her parents, there’s nothing she can do to prevent the heartache that lies ahead.


Eleven-year-old Daisy Mason has been orphaned in a blast, and Bessie’s sure that offering Daisy a home will help to heal her family’s sadness.  At first, Daisy finds it hard to settle and it isn’t until her brother Josh comes back on leave that things start to look up.  But the war brings further challenges for Bessie and her friends – with more hearts broken and loved-ones lost – before they can dare to dream of a brighter future . . .




Chapter One


One morning in the autumn of 1940, a group of women were waiting outside Oakdene Post Office when counter clerk Bessie Green arrived for work with her colleague Joyce, whom she’d met on the way.


‘Well, I didn’t expect to see you lot here so bright and early this morning after the terrible night we’ve had,’ said Bessie.


‘Me neither,’ added Joyce.


‘I thought you’d have had a lie-in to recover from the awful bombing,’ remarked eighteen-year-old Bessie to the assembly of regular customers at the post office in a parade of shops in a side street of Hammersmith in West London.


‘With the old man and the family to make breakfast for? Don’t make me laugh,’ said Annie, a middle-aged woman with metal curlers sprouting from the front of her headscarf. As well as looking after a grown-up family, she also worked as a bus conductress and liked her hair to look smart for work, which meant the regular use of ironware.


‘We’re not free to lie in like you young girls are,’ added Winnie, another mother of a large brood who was well wrapped up in a red knitted hat and scarf. ‘We’ve our families to look after and we have to get up to make their breakfast.’


‘My family flew the nest long ago, but I still get up to make breakfast for my old man,’ said their friend Grace, a pensioner who had come out of retirement to help with the war effort and had a job in the nearby Co-op grocery store. ‘But, oh dear, what a truly shocking night that was. I thought it would never end.’


‘One of the worst we’ve had so far, I reckon, and we’ve had some real shockers just lately,’ agreed Winnie, a tall woman with a kind heart and plenty to say for herself. ‘But there were bombs raining down one after the other for most of the night, weren’t there?’


‘I certainly didn’t think any of us would be ’ere this morning,’ said Annie, who enjoyed her job on the buses and thanked the war for making it possible for her to go out to work. Her husband would never have allowed it before for fear it would have damaged his status as breadwinner. Now it was seen as the patriotic thing to do so they were both happy, especially as there was extra money coming in. ‘I still feel a little bit shaky now.’


‘It made mincemeat of my nerves and all,’ said Ada, who was in her seventies and a widow. The loneliness of her solitary state had been very much reduced by her job as a dinner lady at the school. She was needed there because so many women preferred to work in the war factories where the wages were high.


‘But here we all are again to tell the tale,’ said Annie. ‘During the course of every single air raid, I think my luck will run out but I’m still around the next morning.’


‘And long may it continue,’ said Winnie.


‘Not half,’ echoed Ada.


There was general agreement and more talk about the bombing that had lasted for most of the night. After such an ordeal, Bessie found it comforting to be out of the house and among such a friendly group of people and guessed that the others felt the same. Even though they had become used to the bombing, it was beyond frightening to be confined to the air raid shelter and under fire for such a long period of time, even with the family for company and everyone trying so hard to make the best of it.


‘Come on then, girls, get this post office up and running,’ urged Edna, a large, lively woman of advanced years who lived in a nearby block of flats and had a big family of grown-up children and grandchildren living nearby. ‘I’ve got a lot to do this morning and I want some postal orders to send to my grandkids, who have been evacuated to the country. Poor little mites. As a family, we made the decision to send ’em away to keep them safe, but it’s breaking our hearts having them so far from home. We miss ’em something awful.’


‘Yeah, I can understand that,’ said Annie.


‘You did the right thing, though, love. They’re safer where they are while these terrible raids are going on,’ said Winnie. ‘I know it’s hard for you and your family, but at least the kids stand more chance of staying alive there than here in London. We owe that to the youngsters who have their lives ahead of them. Our grandkids went away on the school evacuation scheme. The whole family were miserable about it, but we felt we had to do it. I’ll never forget seeing ’em off on the train with all the other kids. I thought my heart would break.’


‘You definitely made the right decision, no doubt about it,’ added counter assistant Joyce, a redhead in her forties. She was one of the many women who had recently returned to work after a good few years as a housewife. Female workers were urgently needed to fill the vacancies left by the men away at the war. Many women had headed for the services and the high wages to be earned in the war factories. Some had trained for traditionally male trades such as welding and engineering, leaving plenty of shop jobs available. As terrible as the war was, it had opened up some interesting employment opportunities for women.


‘The kids are probably having a whale of a time, truth be told,’ suggested Bessie. ‘All that fresh air and open space will do them the world of good. I bet there’ll be plenty of larking about.’


‘Ours are very homesick, according to their letters,’ said Edna, looking worried.


‘Ah, bless ’em. Well, that’s only natural at first, I should think,’ said Bessie, hoping to reassure although, as she was only eighteen and single, she had no personal experience of such things. ‘But I’m sure they’ll be all right when they get used to it, especially as there are no bombs there.’


‘The kids may very well be all right,’ said Edna, who had warm brown eyes and dark hair mostly hidden under a woollen headscarf, ‘but their family won’t be until they’re back where they belong, at home with us. We miss ’em something awful and we’re going down to Dorset to bring ’em back as soon as the bombing eases up, war or no war. We ain’t waiting for the victory parade. It could be years away.’


‘I don’t blame you, luv,’ said Winnie. ‘We can’t wait to have ours home either. The place seems dead without them.’


‘Not half,’ agreed Edna.


‘Can you open up, girls, please?’ asked Mary, whose own children were grown up. She worked as a cashier at the butchers in the same parade. ‘It must be time by now.’


‘Still a few minutes to go,’ said Joyce, who had a cheerful disposition and was married with one son, Jack. He was nineteen and worked at the post office sorting depot, having failed the medical for military service, which he saw as a personal failure. After many years at home as a housewife, Joyce thoroughly enjoyed going out to work and was good at the job. ‘The boss never opens for business until the dot of nine.’


‘Tell him to let us wait inside then,’ requested Annie. ‘It’s bloomin’ nippy out here.’


Bessie and Joyce exchanged glances because the senior clerk, Mr Simms, wasn’t the sort of man you gave orders to. He was the boss around here and he never let anyone forget it, albeit in his own quiet, rather surly way. He wasn’t a local man; he lived in South London and took no interest whatsoever in the people or events of this area even though it was where he earned his living. ‘All right, follow us,’ said Bessie as she tapped on the door to be let in.


Mr Simms’s brow furrowed slightly when the women trooped in, but he made no comment, probably because it was almost opening time anyway. Once inside, everyone had something more to say about their night in the shelter and there was speculation about where the bombs had actually landed. The current nocturnal bombing of London, generally known as The Blitz, had been relentless since September.


‘Apparently, the East End is getting it a lot worse than us because of the docks,’ Winnie mentioned.


‘Yeah, the poor things,’ came a response from Edna. ‘I heard it’s been terrible over there.’


‘But knowing that someone else is taking more of a hammering than you don’t really help when you’re hunched up in the air raid shelter expecting to meet your maker at any minute, does it?’ said Winnie.


There was overall agreement then the conversation became general as Bessie and Joyce went behind the counter and through to the staffroom, took off their coats and tidied themselves before taking their positions beside Mr Simms. This busy post office was a popular meeting place for the locals, who were all on friendly terms.


Bessie thoroughly enjoyed the camaraderie. She had been brought up around here so knew a lot of the customers quite well. An attractive and intelligent brunette with large dark eyes and a ready smile, she found it easy to get along with people so was well suited to the job. The occasional customer could be a bit snooty and impatient towards anyone the other side of the counter, but they were few in this working-class area and Bessie took it in her stride. Her sunny nature made her popular with the clientele.


Her first customer of the day was Mabel, a talkative regular in full flow. Bessie could almost feel the disapproving glare of the man sitting beside her as she responded to Mabel’s chatter. Mr Simms, the chief clerk, rarely let them forget that he was in charge. A tall, upright man in his late fifties with thinning silver hair and watchful grey eyes behind his spectacles, he didn’t have much to say, but could make his feelings known with the slightest change of expression. He rarely smiled and never at the staff. An occasional stiff grin to a customer was about the limit of his communication. Naturally he wasn’t popular with the locals and Bessie got the impression that that was the way he liked it because he wanted to keep to himself. He was the most unsociable person she had ever met.


‘So, what can I get for you, Mabel?’ asked Bessie through the protective metal mesh near the edge of the counter.


‘Sorry for holding you up with all the nattering, love,’ she said, smiling and not looking particularly apologetic. ‘I can’t seem to stop yapping lately. Must be these bloomin’ awful air raids. They play havoc with my nerves and I talk to calm myself down.’


‘That’s all right, my dear,’ said Bessie kindly. ‘We all enjoy a chat, especially in these dangerous times.’ She knew she had to speed things up with Mr Simms breathing down her neck. ‘So, what can I get for you this morning?’ she asked again.


‘Three one shilling postal orders and some stamps, please.’


‘Certainly.’


Bessie completed the purchase and worked her way through the queue, dealing with a diverse array of business including postage stamps, registered letters, pension collection, a wireless licence and National Savings stamps.


‘I would appreciate it, both of you,’ began Mr Simms, frowning at his two underlings when the queue had cleared and they had a few quiet moments on their own, ‘if you could be less chatty with the customers. All this gossiping holds things up.’


‘But being friendly to the customers is part of the job, surely,’ suggested Joyce.


‘And it’s always them who start chatting to us,’ added Bessie. ‘We just respond. It’s the polite thing to do.’


‘Then you should discourage them,’ he said sternly. ‘It slows everything down and people in the queue are kept waiting longer than necessary. We are in charge of this post office, not the customers.’


‘This is a community post office, Mr Simms, and without the customers it wouldn’t exist,’ Bessie reminded him, in a polite but firm manner. ‘People come here in the hope of seeing their neighbours, especially after the night we’ve just had. They need company in these terrible times. We all do.’


‘Even so . . .’


‘If it’s too dismal in here they can easily go to one of the other post offices in the area,’ she pointed out.


‘This is a place of business and should be treated as such by the staff to set an example,’ he went on. ‘By all means let the customers have a chat if they feel they must, but keep it brief and don’t let it slow you down. You are here to serve, not socialise. As you are both very well aware, we have to maintain a certain amount of business going through this office to justify its existence.’


‘We more than meet our targets,’ Bessie reminded him. ‘You told us that the other week.’


‘And we always work while we’re talking,’ added Joyce, respecting the fact that he was her boss even though she didn’t agree with him and couldn’t bear the man, who made it abundantly clear that the feeling was mutual. ‘But we can try giving the customers the silent treatment if you want to lose their custom.’


‘We wouldn’t lose their custom because we are very convenient for them.’


‘This is a busy part of London and there are several post offices not too far away,’ Bessie reminded him.


‘All right, be friendly but within limits. Keep it professional and cut down on the gossip,’ he persisted.


‘We’ll try, Mr Simms,’ said Bessie, and Joyce muttered a half-hearted agreement.


But when a customer came in a few minutes later in floods of tears because she had just heard that a relative had been killed in last night’s air raid, Bessie couldn’t help but offer her heartfelt sympathy and allowed the woman to unburden herself. She’d have given her a cup of tea and a shoulder to cry on if she hadn’t known it would probably send Mr Simms over the edge.


‘Poor soul,’ said Joyce when the distressed customer had left, still quite tearful.


‘Yeah. It’s terrible how people are suffering,’ agreed Bessie with feeling. ‘It really gets to me.’


‘Me too,’ said Joyce.


One of their regulars, Maisie, was looking gloomy as she took her turn at the counter.


‘Air raids getting you down, Maisie?’ asked Bessie. ‘You don’t look your usual cheerful self.’


‘I’m not,’ said Maisie, who was a pale woman in her thirties with straggly fair hair and a worried look about her. ‘But it has nothing to do with the bombing.’


‘Oh, what’s the matter then?’


‘I’m in the family way again and I’m not happy about it,’ she said. ‘Not happy at all. I’ve got four lively boys and that’s quite enough for any woman.’


‘Oh dear,’ sympathised Bessie. ‘Perhaps you’ll be pleased when you get more used to the idea.’


‘I expect I will and I’ll love it when it comes, of course,’ she said. ‘But I was looking forward to a bit of freedom. I was even going to look for a job when my youngest starts school in the spring. No bloomin’ chance of that now.’


‘Is your husband pleased?’


‘He doesn’t know yet. It happened on his last leave and he’s away again now. In the army. But he’ll be thrilled to bits when he gets my letter. He loves kids and would like a houseful, but he doesn’t have to give birth and stay at home to look after them, does he?’ she said. ‘Not to mention the flamin’ morning sickness I’m plagued with at the moment.’


‘Oh dear,’ said Bessie sympathetically.


‘Don’t get me wrong, I love my boys to bits and I’d give my life for any one of ’em. But I didn’t want any more children because I think four is quite enough for us,’ she said.


Bessie nodded politely.


‘It’s my husband’s fault,’ Maisie went on. ‘He doesn’t like taking precautions and I think that is plain selfish. I keep telling him we’re not living in the dark ages now. Well I’m gonna make sure he’s more careful after this one, I can tell you that.’


‘Quite right too,’ approved Annie. ‘You could end up with a ruddy football team.’


‘There is one thing that would make me happy about this pregnancy, though,’ Maisie mentioned.


‘What’s that?’ Annie enquired.


‘If I was having a girl,’ she said pensively. ‘I really would love a daughter. But you can bet your life it’ll be another boy. That’s all I seem able to produce.’


‘It might be different this time,’ said Bessie hopefully. ‘And we’ll all be keeping our fingers crossed for you.’


‘Thanks, love,’ said Maisie. ‘I feel a bit better now I’ve told you lot about it. This post office has a soothing effect.’


‘I’m glad,’ said Bessie with a warm feeling inside. They must be doing something right. Birth, death, pregnancy, sadness, joy and everything in between; it was all discussed here. She had yet to experience many of the things the women talked about; the trials and tribulations of marriage and motherhood mostly, but she took an interest to be polite and because she was fond of them.


‘Morning all,’ said Stan, one of the local postmen, a tall man in his forties with beer-brown eyes and a ready smile. ‘I’m just checking that you’re all still here after the night we had.’


‘All present and correct,’ replied Bessie, but she knew his main concern would be Joyce, whom he obviously had a soft spot for.


‘Nice of you to think of us,’ said Joyce, smiling at him in that special way she had when she spoke to him.


Stan had been a widower for several years and his children were grown up. He was well known and popular in the area with his easy-going charm and dry sense of humour. Not bad looking either for a mature man and his job delivering the post kept him in good shape as he walked miles every day. Past the age for the services, he did a lot of voluntary work for the war effort in his spare time. He and Joyce were very friendly and indulged in a lot of banter, but Bessie assumed it was all just in good fun because Joyce was married and she wasn’t the type to play around.


‘I’ve always got my friends at Oakdene in mind,’ he was saying, giving her a friendly look as he replied to her.


‘Ah, that’s nice to know,’ she responded.


‘Glad that you’re pleased, Joyce,’ he said, smiling so warmly at her that if Bessie didn’t know better she might have thought they were more than just friends.


‘Anything good on the wireless tonight, Mum?’ asked Bessie of her mother, Doris, over dinner that evening.


‘Yeah, there’s a variety show on later which might be worth a listen,’ she replied. ‘There’s bound to be a comedian on the bill and we could do with a good laugh.’


‘We’ll probably be down in the shelter so we’ll miss it,’ said Bessie’s brother Tom, who was eleven, nearly twelve. ‘The siren’s bound to have gone off by then.’


‘Ooh, hark at you, being so cheerful,’ said Bessie in a jokey sort of manner.


‘I’m only saying what’s true,’ said Tom, at an age to be tall, long limbed and cheeky, but often in a comical way because he was a warm-hearted boy despite his tendency to lark around. He had blue eyes and a mop of fair, floppy hair that was usually untidy. ‘It’ll probably start wailing any minute now.’


‘Let’s hope we have a break from it tonight,’ said Bessie’s father, Percy, a man of stocky build with brown, receding hair. ‘I’m on ARP duty so I’ll have to leave you again. In fact, it’s time I was off so I’d better get a move on and be on my way.’


‘On duty again?’ said Doris with an air of disapproval. ‘You do much more than your share.’


‘I have to at the moment, love, because there aren’t enough volunteers,’ said Percy, who belonged to the Air Raid Patrol and was out on the streets most nights in all conditions after a long day in his regular job as an engineer in a factory.


‘It’s time you had a night off,’ said Doris, protective of her man.


‘When the raids ease off a bit I’ll stay at home more,’ he said, ‘and that’s a promise.’


‘I wish I was old enough to join up,’ said Tom.


‘Your turn will come soon enough,’ said his mother. ‘And you’ll have to go in the full-time army.’


‘I know and I can’t wait, but the war will be over by then so I’ll miss all the action,’ said the boy, sounding regretful.


‘I bloomin’ well hope so too,’ said his mother. ‘I’ve got two sons away fighting, I don’t want all three of you at it.’


‘I wonder how Frank and Joe are getting on,’ said Tom, referring to his older brothers.


‘All right, I very much hope,’ said Doris. ‘We haven’t heard from either of them for a while so I hope nothing has happened to them.’


‘I don’t suppose they often get the chance to write letters, but I expect we’ll hear from them soon,’ said Bessie with her usual optimism. ‘They’ll be thinking of us, that’s for sure.’


‘Yeah. ’Course they will,’ said Doris.


The conversation was interrupted by the air raid siren so the family quickly finished eating and made their way to the shelter while Percy hurried off to ARP duty.


The post office seems busier than ever, recently, Bessie thought. It was a few weeks later and there was a noisy queue at the counter with the regulars in full flow with all the latest gossip. Edna was having them all in fits about how she’d been in the bath when the siren went and in the rush to get to the shelter she had forgotten to put on her knickers. They all found that very funny.


The staff had just managed to clear the queue at the counter when a noise from the telegraph machine behind them indicated that a telegram was coming in. Bessie went to attend to it, hoping it wasn’t bad news from the War Office for someone. Telegrams were sent to the nearest post office to the addressee so it would be a local person, possibly someone she knew.


It was bad news; the worst – someone’s son had been killed in action. When the name of the addressee registered, Bessie’s legs almost buckled and she had to grip the edge of the desk for support. With trembling hands she telephoned the sorting office to ask for a telegram boy, as was the usual procedure, then typed the message on to an official form and put it into a yellow envelope ready for delivery.


Shaking all over, she had a few words with Joyce then went to Mr Simms and explained the terrible personal situation that had just arisen. He told her to go home at once.


She ran all the way home and found her mother in the kitchen preparing lunch.


‘You’re home early, dear,’ said Doris, whose warm, smiling eyes lit up her rather nondescript appearance. ‘Your meal isn’t nearly ready yet.’


‘Mum,’ began Bessie, her voice hoarse and trembling.


‘What’s the matter, love?’ asked her mother worriedly, her face creasing with concern. ‘Aren’t you feeling well?’


‘I’m fine.’


‘Something’s happened though, hasn’t it?’ said Doris, her eyes narrowing fearfully.


‘Yeah. Sorry, Mum, but it has and it’s really awful.’


‘You’d better tell me what it is then, hadn’t you?’ said Doris with a worried frown.


Bessie couldn’t bring herself to utter the words.


‘Spit it out, girl, for goodness’ sake,’ urged Doris shakily.


‘It’s Frank,’ she blurted out, barely able to utter the words as she referred to her older brother. ‘The telegram boy is on his way.’


Doris’s face flooded with colour then turned ashen. ‘Oh, no, you mean . . .’


‘Yeah, I’m really sorry, Mum,’ Bessie said thickly, tears pouring down her cheeks as both women collapsed into each other’s arms. ‘He’s been killed in action. I processed the telegram myself, but they have to send the boy. It’s procedure.’


She led her mother to the sofa where they hugged each other and sobbed uncontrollably.


Bessie took the rest of the day off work to give her mother some moral support. That evening as the family sat together, an air of terrible grief hung over everything and Doris sobbed her heart out. They were all devastated and trying to help each other.


‘So, Frank won’t be coming home again ever then,’ said Tom, the youngest of the four Green children.


‘That’s right, son,’ said Percy. ‘But you can be proud of him. He died in the service of his country.’


‘I’d sooner he was coming home,’ said Tom, sounding sulky because he was so upset. ‘I hate this rotten war.’


‘We all do, son,’ said his dad, ‘but don’t go on about it. You’ll upset your mother.’


‘He’s not doing any harm, love,’ said Doris, who never failed to defend any one of her children.


‘It isn’t right that people have to die so young,’ said Tom. ‘Shouldn’t be allowed to happen.’


‘No, it isn’t right, son,’ agreed Doris. ‘But it’s what happens in wartime and there’s damn all any of us can do about it.’


‘What about Joe, is he gonna get killed as well?’ Tom blurted out.


‘We certainly hope not,’ said Bessie.


‘Don’t even suggest such a thing,’ his father put in sternly.


‘It’s all wrong and should be stopped,’ said Tom, his voice breaking, and he left the room and rushed upstairs.


Doris got up to go after him but Bessie intervened. ‘Leave him, Mum. I’ll go up in a little while when he’s had a chance to shed a few tears on his own and has calmed down a bit.’


Doris nodded. ‘I’ll see to the food, then,’ she said miserably. ‘We have to eat whether we feel like it or not.’


‘I’ll lay the table,’ said Bessie sadly.


‘The food is ready,’ Bessie said to her brother who was sitting on the edge of his bed, his eyes red and swollen from crying.


‘Don’t want any.’


‘Even so, you must come down and have it,’ she said.


‘I don’t see why,’ he said, ‘if I’m not hungry.’


‘Because Mum has got it ready for us,’ she told him. ‘I don’t feel like eating either and I don’t suppose Mum does but she has queued up for it and cooked it so we must eat it. Food is very short so we mustn’t waste so much as a morsel.’


‘I don’t care about food,’ Tom said sulkily, his voice trembling on the verge of tears. ‘I only care about my brother.’


Bessie herself was devastated by the news and could barely function, but Tom was at a particularly vulnerable age; on the brink of adolescence and wanting to be more adult than he was capable of. He was trying to accept something truly awful and needed her support. The boy had always adored his older brothers, in fact he almost hero-worshipped them.


‘I care deeply about Frank, too, but we have to somehow bear it and stay strong for Mum and Dad,’ she said. ‘It’s worse for them.’


‘Why?’


‘Because a parent isn’t meant to outlive their child,’ she said, struggling to stay strong. ‘Us kids are everything to them. So you and I are going to give them all the support we can and when Joe comes home he’ll help as well. All right, kid?’


‘I s’pose so,’ he agreed miserably.


News travelled fast in this close-knit community and several neighbours called that evening to offer sympathy. Bessie found this comforting and one caller in particular raised her spirits.


‘I hope I’m not intruding,’ said Bessie’s best friend, Shirley, who lived just around the corner. ‘But I heard about Frank so I had to come and pay my respects.’


Bessie ushered her into the hall, closed the front door and threw her arms around her. ‘You could never intrude, Shirley,’ she said. ‘You’re the one person I want to see more than anyone.’


‘There, there . . .’ soothed Shirley, enveloping Bessie in the warmest of hugs.


‘I’m so pleased to see you; I need someone of my own age from outside the family,’ Bessie said emotionally. ‘We are all heartbroken and don’t know how to comfort each other and poor Tom can’t cope at all. He’s in an awful state.’


‘Poor kid,’ said Shirley, her blue eyes brimming with tears. She had known the Green family all her life and cared for them deeply.


‘He’s doing his best but I know how much he is suffering and it breaks my heart.’


‘He adores his brothers, I know.’


‘Absolutely!’


‘One bit of good news, though. I had a letter from Joe today,’ said her friend referring to Bessie’s other brother who was also Shirley’s fiancé. ‘I thought you and your family would be pleased to know that he’s all right.’ She paused. ‘Well, he was when he wrote the letter anyway.’


‘Oh, that’s marvellous; even more so after the terrible news we’ve had today; that really is something to cheer us up. Mum will be ever so pleased to know that you’ve heard from him. She’s in pieces about Frank.’


‘I bet she is,’ said Shirley, full of sympathy.


‘So come and see the others,’ said Bessie, but at that moment the air raid siren wailed across the town so Shirley made her condolences brief then hurried home while the grieving Green family made their way to the air raid shelter.


‘Do you still help at your local Brownie group?’ Joyce asked Bessie a few weeks later during a quiet moment at work when Mr Simms had gone out to the bank.


‘Only now and again if they are short of helpers. They don’t need me all the time.’


‘You’re not a Brown Owl or anything, then?’


‘Oh no,’ Bessie said. ‘I was at school with the girl who is, though, and go along if she needs an extra pair of hands. They’ve had to suspend it for the moment anyway as no one turns up because of the air raids. I know that adult places of entertainment are carrying on as normal and the cinemas and dancehalls are packed out every night, but when there are children involved people are more cautious.’


‘Are there still enough little girls around to make up a group when the air raids stop?’ Joyce enquired with interest. ‘They’ve not all been evacuated to the country, have they? I’ve seen quite a few kids still around.’


‘Yeah, there are still plenty in London,’ said Bessie. ‘Some parents just don’t want to part with their nippers. They prefer to keep the family together come what may. Mum hasn’t sent my brother Tom for that reason.’


‘Understandable, I suppose,’ said Joyce. ‘My boy is grown up and a six-foot-tall postal worker so I’m well past having to make that sort of decision.’


The two women were good friends despite the age gap; united by their job, mutual dislike of Mr Simms and a similar sense of humour and attitude to life.


‘At least helping with the Brownies got me out of the house of an evening,’ Bessie went on to say. ‘The place is like a flippin’ morgue every night because of Frank’s passing. We are all feeling it and it’s real heavy going. We try to help each other, but it seems to make things worse somehow.’


‘Why don’t you go out to the pictures one night with that pal of yours?’ suggested Joyce. ‘There’s nothing like a night at the flicks to take your mind off things.’


‘Ooh, I’m not sure how Mum would feel about that, this being such a sad time for the family.’


‘I thought you said there wasn’t going to be an official period of mourning under the circumstances,’ Joyce remarked.


‘There isn’t,’ Bessie confirmed. ‘Just a memorial service at the church. But I think Mum might disapprove of my going out for pleasure at a time like this.’


‘Yeah, I can understand that. But these aren’t normal times we are living in and we have to get by as best we can. I’m sure your mum wouldn’t mind if you want to go out one night for a break,’ suggested Joyce. ‘She does have your dad’s shoulder to cry on.’


‘Mm, that’s true,’ said Bessie. ‘He’s been taking time off from his ARP duties to be at home with her.’


‘There you are, then,’ said Joyce with enthusiasm, because she really cared about her friend. ‘She’ll be fine with him and a night out will do you the world of good.’


‘Mm, maybe I’ll see how Mum feels about it and if she approves I’ll pop around to see Shirley and suggest it,’ said Bessie. ‘Why don’t you come with us?’


‘Er, I don’t think so,’ said Joyce, flushing. ‘I don’t usually go out without Jim.’


‘Another time perhaps,’ said Bessie, but she thought it unlikely because Joyce was usually busy with her husband after work. Bessie knew Joyce’s son Jack and found him to be friendly and extremely likeable; warm hearted like his mother. Bessie had only seen her husband a couple of times, but he seemed cold and she got the impression that he didn’t approve of his wife going anywhere without him. Joyce never spoke ill of him, but she had mentioned that he didn’t like her going out to work and she’d had to really make a stand about it. Fortunately for her and Oakdene Post Office, women without dependents were encouraged to go out to work. There was even talk about it becoming compulsory soon.


‘Can I come?’ asked Tom on hearing that his sister was going out to the cinema.


‘No,’ replied Bessie simply.


‘Certainly not,’ added their mother in a definite manner. ‘It’s far too dangerous for you to be out at night.’


‘Why is Bessie allowed to go then?’ he asked predictably.


‘Because I can’t stop her,’ said Doris.


‘I’m grown up, in case you haven’t noticed,’ added Bessie lightly.


‘So am I.’


‘You are eleven,’ his sister reminded him.


‘Almost twelve. I’m not a kid at junior school, you know,’ he stated haughtily. ‘I do go to senior school.’


‘That doesn’t make you an adult,’ Bessie pointed out. ‘Anyway, you wouldn’t want me to come and play marbles with you and your mates, would you? Neither do I want my kid brother tagging along with me and Shirley when I go out.’


‘Oh, that isn’t very nice.’


He looked so dejected that she added, ‘I don’t mean that in a nasty way, Tom. It’s just that we talk about girls’ stuff and you wouldn’t enjoy that, would you? But I’ll go to the pictures with you another time. We’ll see if we can find a film you would enjoy. Maybe one Saturday night soon.’


‘Really?’ he said, brightening.


‘Sure,’ she said.


‘He isn’t going anywhere of an evening while these air raids are on,’ Doris declared. ‘I don’t think you should be going out either, Bessie, I really don’t.’


‘The siren hasn’t gone off, Mum,’ her daughter reminded her.


‘Not yet, but it will do later,’ she predicted. ‘You can bet your sweet life on it.’


‘I’ll take my chances,’ said Bessie. ‘Sorry, Mum, I really don’t want to upset you but I can’t let the war stop me from ever going out. I won’t go if you think it would be disrespectful to Frank, but I can’t let the war keep me at home every night. That way Hitler will win.’


Doris sighed. ‘I don’t suppose there’s anything I can do about it then, is there?’


‘You can hope for the best,’ said Bessie. ‘We’re all getting plenty of practice at that lately.’


‘Yeah, you go, love,’ said Doris, her spirit returning. ‘And make sure you enjoy yourself.’


‘I will and thanks, Mum.’


The big film had just started when the cinema manager came on stage to tell the audience that the air raid siren had now sounded and would those people who wished to leave please do so quietly. There would be a notice on the screen when the All Clear went.


A few people left but Bessie and Shirley remained in their seats. In here it was warm and the film was absorbing, certainly more appealing than the damp and chilly air raid shelter. The film was The Grapes of Wrath, the classic story set near America’s Deep South.


‘What a fantastic film,’ said Shirley at the end as they made their way out into the street where the air raid was still in progress. ‘I was absolutely engrossed in it.’


‘Yeah, and a good film certainly takes your mind off what’s going on out here,’ said Bessie.


Suddenly there was a loud explosion that shook the ground and sounded very close. Almost immediately afterwards some men ran in the direction of the blast, which was the opposite way to where the girls lived.


‘Our families will be worried sick, thinking that we’ve copped it,’ said Bessie shakily, breaking into a run.


Shirley agreed and they mustered all their courage and tore homewards through the streets.


There was much speculation at home as to where the bomb, which had sounded so close, had actually landed. News travelled fast among the local shop-workers and customers so within minutes of the post office opening the next morning, Bessie found out.


‘It was in Bishop Street,’ said Winnie, who was always a fountain of local knowledge because she made it her business to find out what was going on.


Bessie felt a reaction because some of the Brownies she knew lived over that way. ‘Do you happen to know who copped it?’ she asked anxiously.


‘Yeah, the Masons,’ Winnie replied. ‘Two generations wiped out just like that. Mum and dad and grandparents, all gone. Just the little girl, Daisy, survived and that was a miracle in itself. She’d gone to a neighbour across the road on an errand for her mother before the bomb dropped.’


There was a general outpouring of sorrow amongst the assembled customers.


‘Her older brother is away in the army so he’s all right, but not much help to his sister now when she needs him,’ Winnie went on. ‘The poor little thing has been left all on her own.’


‘Where is she?’ asked Bessie, her heart racing because she knew of Daisy from Brownies.


‘At the community centre or the church hall, I should think,’ said Winnie. ‘That’s where they usually take people who have been bombed out until they can find somewhere permanent for them.’


‘I’ll go and see her in my lunch hour,’ she said.


‘She’ll be very glad of that I’m sure,’ said Maisie, who was in the queue. ‘Poor little mite.’


Eleven-year-old Daisy was sitting on a thin mattress on the floor of the hall along with other victims of the bombing. There were a lot of them, Daisy noticed, some in family groups.


‘Hello, Daisy,’ said Bessie.


The child looked up at Bessie, her sad eyes full of tears. Although very pale at present she was a pretty girl with dark eyes and near-black hair parted on the side and fixed with Kirby grips. ‘I want my mum,’ she said.


A woman helper took Bessie aside. ‘She has been told that her family has been killed, but I don’t think she’s quite ready to accept it yet, the poor little thing.’


‘So, what will happen to her?’


‘If we can’t find anyone to look after her she’ll go to an orphanage, I suppose, though I’m not absolutely sure about that,’ said the woman sadly. ‘Her older brother is away in the army so he can’t look after her.’


Bessie knew that it wasn’t possible for her to do nothing. ‘Could you give me time to speak to my mother?’ she asked. ‘I’ll be back as soon as I can. Don’t let them take her away while I’m gone.’
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