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I would like to dedicate this story to all readers everywhere who have enjoyed my stories over the years: those who kindly keep in touch through social media, the book buyers and library goers, the passers of books among friends and all of you who like to catch a glimpse of the past by reading about the lives of others in this way. I realize books have been part of helping everyone through the COVID-19 year – which as I write is turning into two years – so if I have contributed to taking people’s minds elsewhere for a while, I’m very glad of it.


Although this novel is part of a series that follows Chocolate Girls and The Bells of Bournville Green, this is a new story about a different family – so please come to it without expectations of it following on from the others. I hope you will enjoy meeting the Gilby family: Ann and Len, Sheila, Joy and Martin, and starting to share in all the ups and downs of their lives.


I have recently started a newsletter which will appear from time to time. If you would like to sign up, go to the home page of my website www.anniemurray.co.uk and you will find the sign-up form if you scroll down. Or do keep in touch on Facebook @Annie.Murray.Author or Twitter @AMurrayWriter.


With warm wishes,


Annie xx
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I


September – October 1940









One


‘Ouch – blast it!’


Ann Gilby straightened up, sucking her bleeding finger, in the middle of pinning the remains of an old sheet on as a fresh cover for the ironing board. To her annoyance, a couple of pinpricks of blood spotted the white. Wrapping her finger in a frayed ribbon of the leftover cloth, she folded down the wooden board.


‘This is just one of those flaming days!’


She leaned the board against the wall instead of putting it away. The wash, hanging outside on the line in the late-summer breeze, would soon be dry and she could get most of the ironing done today if she got on with it. At least it wasn’t raining – that was the one thing that hadn’t gone wrong today.


That morning she had hurried along to the shops with their ration books only to find, after queueing for nearly an hour, that there was only a scrap of bacon ration left – that would have to be Len’s; the rest of them would make do with bread dipped in the fat – and all the butter had gone. At least margarine was off the ration.


While she waited, two women behind her were rattling on in low voices about the raids. It had started last month, raids every few days and no one knew where or when they would be. They had already caused so much damage – the Market Hall in town was burned out. And they were bombing the hell out of London now. Everyone was living on their nerves. All summer people had been saying, ‘There’ll be Germans marching along the streets soon . . .’


Ann closed her eyes for a moment, queasy. She was tempted to turn round and give them a piece of her mind. Oh Lord, if only they’d stop keeping on. Careless talk, that was what those posters said – and even if it didn’t cost lives, it certainly frayed her nerves.


‘Mrs Terry at number eight said she was sure there was someone in her garden last night . . . She heard this funny noise but when they went out . . .’


Ann opened her eyes and counted how many people were in front of her in the queue. Do this bit of shopping, get home, do the washing, keep busy . . .


When she had eventually got the water heated for the wash, she found less than a handful of Sylvan Flakes at the bottom of the packet. After dashing out to get some more and reaching home in Beaumont Road for the second time, she realized they were almost out of Izal and Len wouldn’t half create if they started having to cut up newspaper for the lavatory . . . The whole morning had gone with her hurtling up and down the road to Bournville Village to the shops and then racing to get the washing out.


And even with all this going on, she still could not distract her thoughts. It was the war, stirring everything up again. Today, she would not be able to hold back from going upstairs to the bedroom, going to her drawer and reaching inside to look; to look back, to feel – however much she wanted to stop herself . . .


She hadn’t made the bed yet, her mind reasoned. That was an excuse to go up, and . . . At this rate she wouldn’t get the ironing done before tea . . . With her eldest, Sheila, living back at home now her husband, Kenneth, was in the RAF, Ann had taken on all her washing again – and the baby’s.


‘Why don’t you get her doing her own washing?’ her friend Hilda asked, after Sheila arrived home again with only a suitcase and Elaine in her arms. ‘ ’Stead of waiting on her like that. Hardly knows she’s born, that one.’


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Ann said. She knew Hilda thought she had not prepared Sheila for life properly – though God knew, she’d had some hard knocks lately. ‘I s’pose it’s easier than having her fluffing about in my kitchen. You know Sheila – makes such heavy weather of everything.’


‘Only yourself to blame then, Annie.’


Good old Hilda – you always knew you’d get a straight opinion from her and no flannel. Ann smiled as her feet took her upstairs, pretending to herself that all she was doing was bed-making . . .


Ann and Hilda had been friends for years, ever since they started together at Cadbury’s when they were fourteen. They had worked side by side in their white overalls and caps in the filling room, over trays of chocolate shells. And since they had left work, many cups of tea had been drunk together while looking after small children and as they all grew up. There was nothing she couldn’t say to Hilda. Well – almost nothing. And now, with the war on and men going off to the forces, Hilda was back working at Cadbury’s so she saw less of her these days anyway.


On the landing, she looked in through the open bedroom doors. Even if it was hard work, it was nice having the whole family here under one roof again. There was Len’s and her room and Joy’s next door, with all her fripperies on her dressing table – hairpins and make-up and ribbons – a pretty, peach-coloured skirt flung on the bed. She loved getting dressed up, Joy did.


Martin’s room was quite different – books, chess board, his train set in a box, bits of Meccano. She smiled though at the sight of the little animal figures on his desk – Brother Rabbit, Percy Parrot, Freddy Frog – happy that he still kept them there. Martin had been a keen member of the Cadbury’s club for children, the Cococub Club, when he was young. He used to save to go on their trips and holidays while the girls had not shown much interest. But the Cococub animals were given away with Bournville Cocoa through much of the thirties and they had bought a lot of cocoa in those days, to collect Martin’s animals for him! It had been quite hard to get hold of at times with everyone so keen on the little toys.


And now Sheila and Elaine were home and sleeping in the attic. Smiling at the thought of Elaine – the dear little poppet! – Ann went to her own room. The walls were papered in a fawn colour, pattered with little nosegays of white flowers, and it was nice and bright in there now, with the blackout screens taken down and curtains pulled right back. She opened the window to let out the faint smell of sweat.


Ann set about making up the bed with clean sheets, shaking out the blankets and turning back the dusty-gold eiderdown – Len felt the heat in bed and was forever throwing the thing off on to the floor. She folded his pale green pyjamas under his pillow; her peach-coloured nightie under her own.


Once she had tidied everything she sank down on her side of the bed, rubbing her hands which were red and sore from all the soap. Only then did she notice how shallow her breathing was – she was almost panting. She couldn’t keep the thoughts out of her mind for ever.


War. Again. All these terrible things happening – in Poland, in Belgium and France. Now it looked as if they were going to be next to be invaded. Things had been quiet for a while – the Phoney War they called it, after all the hoo-ha when they thought, last autumn, that they were going to be bombed any minute. Then nothing happened – not in this country – for months. Until now. And now Sheila was back home when she should really be with her husband – and . . . These memories which came flooding in, now they had entered this, the second war of her life.


Beside her was her chest of drawers. On the edge, within reach of the bed, were a bottle of aspirin, a screwed-up handkerchief and a glass of water. And resting on a long, crocheted mat, her Mason Pearson hairbrush, a few hairpins beside a cherry-red lipstick and the box of face powder with its pale pink puff, in front of the folding, triple mirror, which gave back the window’s light to the room . . .


Her face looked back at her, the soft wave of her brown hair round her forehead, her dark eyes that so many people had called pretty, her smooth complexion. There were a few threads of grey in her hair now though. She was a middle-aged woman of forty-six, she reminded herself. A matron.


Kicking off the worn old slippers she wore around the house, she stretched her toes on one of the rectangular flowered mats which covered the floorboards each side of the bed. It was suddenly so quiet. She let out a long breath. A faint ticking came from the living-room clock. Len and Joy were at Cadbury’s, Martin at school, and Sheila had at last taken Elaine out in the pram for a bit. It felt a long time since she had been alone or that the house had been this peaceful.


Almost as if it belonged to someone else, her hand reached out towards the top drawer. No. She tried to stop herself. You mustn’t. It will only make you feel bad, for days . . . The stirred feelings, the ache of memories – it was better not, better without. Her emotions already felt like a bucket full to the brim. She must not be shaken, must not let them spill . . .


But still, her hand reached out. It was a long time since she had allowed herself this. Pulling the drawer open, stealthily, even though there was no one else in the house, she looked down into it: a tangle of stockings; panties and an old roll-on; a spare brassiere atop a couple of warm vests . . .


Her fingers felt their way to the back of the drawer, under the bundle of knitting patterns – and there it was, the velvet-soft feel of the old brown envelope. She stroked it gently with her fingertips, was just pulling it out—


‘Cooee! You there, Annie?’


Ann jumped, jarred. Margaret, her mother-in-law, only lived a few houses away along the street.


‘I’ve brought a bit of cake . . .’ Her voice floated up the stairs.


‘I’m up here – coming!’ Ann pushed her feet into her slippers. ‘Just making the bed!’


Margaret Gilby was someone she had loved and respected right from the beginning, as much as anyone in this world. But all the same, her heart was pounding and she felt irritable, guilty, forced back to reality . . .


‘You all right, bab?’ Margaret was in the hall, swathed in a green-and-yellow flowered frock, a plate in her hand. She was a big-boned woman with ham-joint hands, almost a head taller than Ann. Her blonde hair had faded to grey and had, for as long as Ann had known her, been worn swept back from her face and pinned into a bun. The brown eyes which looked so striking against the pale hair were still as warm and kindly as they had ever been. ‘You look a bit flustered.’


‘Oh, I’m all right – it’s just been a bit of a morning.’ For a moment Ann felt bathed in shame. What she had been doing upstairs! Then, as usual, she pushed it away again where it belonged – into the past and forgotten. ‘Ooh – thanks for that. Martin’ll be pleased.’


‘It’s only plain – and a bit dry. You could put a bit of custard on it. Cyril and I don’t need all of it . . .’


Ann took the plate and they went into the kitchen. ‘Want a cuppa?’


‘If you’ve got time, bab.’


Margaret sank down at the table. They always went through this rigmarole. Ann always had time. She set the kettle on the gas.


‘I keep seeing that broom handle in our cupboard,’ Margaret said, wiping perspiration from her forehead. ‘Gives me a turn every time.’


‘Len did one just like it . . .’ Ann went to the cupboard under the stairs and brought out the old broom handle with a carving knife tied tightly to the top. Cyril, her father-in-law, had showed Len how.


‘Like them bayonets we had in the last lot,’ Cyril had said grimly. ‘You go in and up!’ He gave a horrifying demonstration in the air. ‘That’ll see ’em off.’


‘He says we should keep the bath full of water,’ Margaret said. ‘Buckets. Just in case.’


‘What for?’ Ann said.


‘Well, fires, I s’pose.’


‘We’ve got a stirrup pump – and a sand bucket . . . S’posed to be for bombs or summat . . . I don’t know how you stop a bomb with a bucket of sand, though.’


They’d both been stocking up on food ever since it all started – squirrelling things away in the larder – a tin of ham or salmon here, a few raisins there.


‘You all right?’ Ann said, sitting across the table from her. Margaret did look tired today. She was nearly seventy-two years of age and active with it – as was Cyril, a small man and chirpy as a budgie most of the time. Ann sometimes looked at Margaret and saw how her daughter would look – Sheila, not Joy, who was entirely different – when she was an older lady. The long, big-boned face that Len also had, seemed to carry distinctively down through the generations.


‘Oh, I’m all right. I’ve had that WVS woman round again . . .’ Margaret was saying, when a kerfuffle broke out at the front door. ‘Oh my word – is that Sheila . . .?’


They heard Sheila pull the pram inside, shut the door with a bang and burst into dramatic sobbing.


‘Mom?’ she wailed.


Little Elaine was starting to cry as well, no doubt at the sight of her blarting mother.


‘Oh Lor’.’ Ann and Margaret rolled their eyes at each other.


‘Sheila?’ Ann went into the hall, arms folded, as Sheila flung her box with its gas mask down on the lino as if it was to blame for everything. ‘You’re soon back!’


Sheila, her eldest, was now twenty, a solidly built girl – even more solid since giving birth to a child – with wavy, abundant brown hair, rolled back from her forehead and pinned attractively at the sides. It was hair that seemed made for the current fashionable style. At this moment, Sheila’s already high colouring was heightened by her upset so that her cheeks almost matched the colour of her pink-and-white spotted frock. Little Elaine, seven months old, was also pink-faced and squirming in her arms.


‘Here – give her me.’ Ann held out her arms.


‘No – she wants feeding.’


‘All right – come in the back and for heaven’s sake calm down.’ She beckoned Sheila towards the kitchen, making herself be patient. ‘Whatever’s the matter?’


‘What’s ailing you, bab?’ Margaret said.


‘All right, Nanna?’ Sheila sat, heavy with emotion, and unbuttoned her frock so that Elaine could feed. Ann made tea.


‘I thought you’d gone to Betty’s – I mean, she’s the one to be upset.’


‘I was at Betty’s.’ Sheila starting sobbing again. ‘Of course she’s upset – she’s no idea when she’ll see Fred again. It’s so awful. I mean, at least I know where Kenneth is . . .’


Sheila’s old friend Betty had a child of nearly two. Her husband had been – they thought – captured at Dunkirk but they could not be sure of anything.


‘But then her mom came round. I mean, you’d think she’d try to find something cheerful to say, the way things are, but you know what she’s like. On and on she went about how they’re going to bomb us until there’s nothing left. I just wanted to stuff a cushion in her mouth! She said they’ll soon be marching along the Bristol Road . . .’


‘Yes – well, you can always rely on Vera to be cheerful,’ Ann remarked, bringing the teapot to the table. Her granddaughter’s round cheek could just be seen, sucking away at her mother’s milk, and it melted Ann’s heart.


This had been going on all summer, since the Germans had marched into Paris. The government leaflet which had dropped on to the mat a few weeks ago was sitting on the sideboard in the front room. If the Invader Comes! What to Do and How to Do It! When it arrived, Ann had been tempted to hide it from the rest of the family – it was enough to frighten anyone to death. They were all to stay where they were, report anything suspicious. The thought of Germans suddenly parachuting in at any time of the day or night was truly terrifying.


There had been so many changes already: the sandbags and shelters, their Cadbury factory – it felt like theirs since everyone in the family except Martin had worked there – swathed in camouflage. The carillon bells were, like all the church bells, to be silent unless there was an invasion, so that now the thought of hearing a church bell was too horrible to imagine. And there was a barrage balloon tethered at Rowheath, the Cadbury recreation ground where they had all swum and danced and played. It hung there like a great big fish and everything beneath it had changed too – what had been playing fields were now part of the Dig for Victory campaign and had been carved up into allotments for food.


‘I should never’ve come back here.’ Sheila had dried her eyes but her long face was still as mournful as a hound’s.


Ann looked over the rim of her teacup, trying to forget how much nicer tea had been with more sugar in it. Another thing to get used to.


‘Well – that was then. None of us were to know how things were going to go.’


Kenneth Carson, Sheila’s husband, who was in Air-Sea Rescue, had been posted to the east coast in the New Year. Sheila went with him, heavily pregnant with Elaine, and had had a frightening time, going into labour with no one there until a neighbour took pity on her. She had then spent most of her time alone, in their two squalid, rented rooms. After two months of that, with a new baby, she had had enough of coldness and loneliness and feeling like a foreigner and fled back home. According to Sheila, Kenneth had also been relieved, much as he had wanted his wife and daughter with him. Ann could believe it, knowing just how miserable Sheila could be, but she could see that the girl had had a hard time.


‘If Birmingham’s where most of the industry is, they’re going to bomb the living daylights out of us!’


‘That what Vera said?’


Sheila nodded tragically, then looked down at Elaine, more tears falling.


‘Oh Lord – I should’ve stayed in Grimsby with Kenneth . . . But I don’t want to go back there. I know it’s not his fault that he has to be on duty so much and never knows when he’s coming back – but I can’t stand it.’


Ann sighed. ‘No. You’re better off here. Look – instead of getting all wound up and expecting the worst, why don’t you just wait and see?’ She felt irritable, even though she knew it was serious. Everyone was frightened and edgy with all this talk of German spies and more bombs about to fall any moment.


‘No – I think I ought to take her out of Birmingham.’


‘Oh, d’you think so, bab?’ Margaret sounded very doubtful.


‘But you’ve just said . . .’ Ann put her cup down, exasperated.


‘No – to . . . I don’t know . . .’ Sheila wailed, looking tragically at them. ‘I don’t want to leave you all – but I’m a mother now and, you know, being a mother comes with responsibilities.’


‘Yes – I do have some idea,’ Ann said.


‘I’m going to go and find out where else I can go – for evacuation!’ she announced dramatically.


‘But Sheila,’ Margaret pointed out, ‘we’re not even in the evacuation area here.’


‘Oh, for goodness’ sake!’ Sheila erupted so suddenly that Elaine’s head popped up, startled. ‘D’you think they’re going to mind where they drop their bombs just because the corporation have drawn some lines round Birmingham? They could wipe out the whole city and we’ll all be killed in our beds!’









Two


‘Mom!’


Just a few hours later and it was Joy, crashing into the house and arriving in the back kitchen, tears streaming down her cheeks.


‘Oh, good Lord – what now?’ Ann, bent over by the oven to check on the shepherd’s pie, stood up, mopping her face.


Joy more usually lived up to her name. In looks she resembled her mother, but somehow with the volume turned up, Ann often thought. Joy was slight, nippy on her feet, with glossy black hair nestling in waves into her neck and round her forehead; big, liquid brown eyes and a dimple in each cheek. She was only two years younger than Sheila, but the gap seemed much wider. Sheila had become more matronly than her age, both in outlook and in the thickening of her waistline. Whereas Joy looked as youthful as her eighteen years, bursting into the kitchen in a dress of white-spotted navy with a white collar and a full, swinging skirt. But her cheeks and eyes were teary pink.


‘It’s Al – he says he’s gone and joined up!’ Joy wailed, as if the world had actually ended. ‘And he never even told me he was thinking about doing it!’


Alan and Joy were the same age and had both started work at Cadbury’s on leaving school. They had been good pals ever since they got to know each other – friends, but never anything more, so far as Ann knew. He was also Joy’s main partner for the thing that was her life’s obsession – dancing.


‘Well,’ Sheila said, sitting at the table, feeding Elaine a spoonful of mashed carrot and gravy. ‘There’s a war on. In case you hadn’t noticed.’


‘But why didn’t he say anything?’ Joy wailed. ‘He’s going in the Army – starts training in a week or so! Who am I going to dance with now?’


‘For goodness’ sake – you think you’ve got problems!’ Sheila twisted round in her chair, exasperated. ‘It wasn’t as if you were walking out with him, was it? Not so far as I could see.’


‘No – but . . .’ Joy looked confused and really upset. ‘I thought . . . I don’t know. But we always went dancing!’


‘If he wanted to go out with you properly, I’d say he’s been a bit slow on the uptake,’ Sheila commented, adding smugly, ‘Kenneth wasn’t backwards in coming forwards – he asked me out the second time we met.’


‘Yes – we know,’ Joy said, wiping her eyes miserably. ‘Don’t we just. There’s no need to be nasty. Alan’s just a bit shy. And it’s none of your business anyway.’


Joy bent over Elaine, running a finger down her round cheek.


‘Hello, squeaky! Aren’t you beautiful? Aah – she’s enough to make anyone feel better. You coming to Auntie for a love?’


‘Yes – she’s about finished.’ Quarrel at an end, Sheila wiped Elaine’s smeary cheeks and handed her over, smiling. Elaine gave Joy a grin, showing her four little teeth, and Joy’s natural optimism began to reassert itself. ‘Who’s a gorgeous girl then?’


‘Sheila’s saying she’s thinking of taking her out of Birmingham,’ Ann said.


As she spoke, she felt a desperate pang, the full implications of this only just sinking in. If she was honest, it was a mixed blessing having one of your married children move back into the house, but the thought of them not being there, and not seeing her little granddaughter every day, was awful. But even if it felt safer having them here, it didn’t mean it was safe.


‘Oh no – you can’t!’ Joy wailed all over again. ‘What – you mean go back up there where Kenneth is?’


‘No . . .’ Sheila began.


‘What’s going on?’ Martin came crashing in, dumping his school bag on the chair by the door. ‘Ooh – something smells nice!’


Ann softened, as she so often did at the sight of her boy, pale-faced, with his freckles, straight brown hair and wide, pebble-grey eyes. Martin, at thirteen, had a fresh innocence about him still and he seemed so even-tempered and uncomplicated compared with the girls.


‘Shepherd’s pie,’ she said. ‘More spud and turnip than mince, but there we go. Oh – did you put your bike in the shed?’


‘What – in case the German spies steal it?’ Martin made a face, raising his arms in a monster pose. ‘Raaaargh!’


‘It’s not funny, you idiot,’ said Sheila.


‘Yes – I put my bike in the shed.’ He went over and eyed the stove, lifting the lid of the boiling carrots to sniff them. ‘Glad to see you haven’t given away all the saucepans.’


‘Well – they said we had to.’ A WVS lady had come round collecting scrap metal. Making aeroplanes with your old pans seemed far-fetched but that’s what she said. Ann had parted with a saucepan, a battered old colander and a bowl that had been kicking around in the garden (though she was not really sure what that was made of and just hoped it would be useful for something). Len had kept the shell of an old motorbike sidecar in the shed for years, so they had thrown that in too.


‘Your dad’ll be in in a tick so lay the table, Joy, will you?’


‘But you can’t just take her away,’ Joy was saying, in between kissing Elaine’s downy head. ‘What’re we going to do for cuddles without little Lainy?’


Still in her apron, Ann slipped out into the back garden, a long, narrow space scuffed by Martin’s football and cricket games. Not that there was much room for that any more. The path ran along one side down to the shed and the washing line had had to be shortened to about half the length now they had a much bigger veggie patch and a hen coop that Len had knocked up, like the one his father had built at the back of their house along the street, each with four hens pecking about in it. They were good layers as well. And, right at the end, the Anderson shelter which had arrived last year.


All that kerfuffle! she thought, looking at the curved shape of it, now shrouded in late-afternoon gloom at the bottom of the garden. When they had come round delivering them, Len had quietly – as he did everything these days – got on with digging down to the right depth to put the curve of corrugated iron in and shovelled earth over the top. Now, more than a year on, it was covered with grass and weeds. He had tried to make it as comfortable as possible inside with wooden benches along the edges. But in all this peculiar time of nothing much actually happening, they had never used the shelter at all except for keeping a sack of harvested potatoes in there.


Looking at the humped shelter, Ann felt that chill, dreadful feeling again. What a pathetically small, defenceless thing it looked . . . The thought of Sheila taking Elaine away made her throat ache and she knew if she went on like this there’d be tears. It was no good – she needed to pull herself together.


She unpegged the washing, folding the stiff cotton, enjoying its clean scent of soap and sunshine and dropping the pegs back into the cloth bag, glad to be away from the emotional hubbub going on in the kitchen.


Len would be back any minute – and then no doubt go straight out again. What with helping out at a nearby ARP post and the Local Defence Volunteers at Cadbury’s, he was hardly even in these days. He seemed so quiet – tired, nervy. That must be the war – and all this training they were doing.


That’s what she told herself. It was easiest to blame the war. But was that the truth? Sometimes it felt as if Len was deliberately avoiding her. He was so remote lately, hardly seeming to meet her eye. Ann had started to feel that she was living with a stranger and whatever she did, she could not seem to bring back the man she’d married who had laughed and joked and seemed so much lighter and more carefree. Even with the troubles they had had they had pulled together. All that seemed so long ago now. Life took its toll, she told herself – and bringing up a family. He was just tired and worn down.


But carrying the basket of dry washing along the garden, she felt suddenly sad and weary to her bones. They were always busy, it was true. But, beneath the hard work and busyness of every day, she knew her husband was unhappy – and deep down, that it was all her fault.









Three


‘Where’s Dad?’ Martin said, just as Ann was about to call them all in for tea.


‘Out there.’ She jerked her head towards the garden.


‘I s’pose he’s going out again?’


‘ ’Fraid so.’


She knew Martin wanted to listen to the wireless with his dad after tea – laughing along at Tommy Handley and the ITMA gang. Martin could also do an impression of Lord Haw-Haw, the propagandist for the Germans, that was so unnervingly good that Ann sometimes whipped round to check that it was really just her son in the room!


‘OK. How long ’til tea?’ He stood holding the doorknob. Of course, Martin was almost a man now and the same height as herself. But for a second she saw the small boy in short trousers, freckle-faced, as now, fresh home from school – ‘What’s for tea, Mom?’


‘Couple of minutes.’ She smiled fondly. ‘Go and wash your hands.’


As Martin went out she saw Len pass the window, pushing his bike along the path to the shed, the hems of his trousers still tucked into his socks. Instead of coming straight in, he brought out a hoe and started attacking the weeds between the now-empty bean sticks and last few marrows, still to be harvested.


She watched, a tea towel in her hand. Len, her husband of twenty-one years, looking much as he had always looked – at least, since he came back from the first war and they were finally able to marry. Then he seemed so much older and more gaunt than when he had left. His flesh had filled out since, of course, but the joking lightness of his youth before the war had never quite come back.


Len was of medium height and sturdy build, and had the strong, sandy-brown hair which Sheila, unlike either of the other two, had inherited. His had a wiry curl to it, sitting neat and close-cropped, with little soft bits round the back of his neck that always wanted to curl as soon as they were allowed to grow. For some reason she had never understood, he called these his ‘bum-fluff’ – though wasn’t that supposed to be elsewhere on the body? (Was there even a proper answer to that or had he just made up the name for it?) He had always had a pink, healthy complexion, eyes blue and wholesome-looking; a quiet, humorous nature. Except that these days there was a lot more of the quiet and less of the humour.


She watched as he jabbed at something by their patch of radishes. Who are you? Twenty-one years sleeping, breathing through the nights side by side and three children later. But who was this man, out there, bent over, burdened-looking, in a world of his own?


She realized her hands were clenched, wringing the tea towel tighter and tighter until it was a tangled knot. She shook herself and hurried to the pan of boiling cabbage, just as Martin came back.


‘Call Dad in, will you, love?’


The rest of them were already round the table when he came in. Len went straight to the sink to wash his hands, without a word. Even though he had been in the garden, she caught the sweet, caramelly smell that he carried home from work and which was hardly ever absent from him for long. He was in the chocolate-making department at Cadbury’s. He spent all day feeding chocolate crumb into the great vats, or melangeurs, where they were swirled with condensed milk and sugar to make smooth, liquid chocolate. This was carted in tanks to the other departments for tempering and moulding into bars or Easter eggs or individual chocolates – the full range of Cadbury delights.


Len sat down with a sigh, sleeves still rolled. Ann liked him to unroll them at mealtimes – it looked better, less like having a labourer at the table. But she didn’t say anything.


‘What’s up, Dad?’ Joy said, as Ann handed her a plate of shepherd’s pie. ‘Ooh – nice. Pass us the cabbage, Mart. There any mustard?’


‘Not much point in mustard if there’s no actual meat,’ Martin said.


‘Yes, there is,’ Joy argued. ‘Makes it taste of something.’


‘And there is meat,’ Ann pointed out, passing it over. ‘A bit, anyway.’


‘Nothing’s up,’ Len said. ‘ ’Cept I’ll have to get this down me and get out again. It’d be nice to stay in for once.’


Would it? Ann thought, watching him shaking white pepper over his cabbage. He was only in for a couple of evenings a week and even when he was, it did not feel as if he really wanted to be with her at all.


Len dolloped mustard on to the side of his plate, then looked round the table and for the first time almost smiled.


‘Where’s the little ’un? Asleep?’


‘Yes – she’s just gone down,’ Sheila said wearily. ‘I hope she’ll give me a few hours’ peace now!’


‘Shall I put the wireless on?’ Martin said, through cabbage.


Before the war the wireless had been in the front room, only turned on sometimes, for some entertainment. Now though, Len had moved it into the back room, on the sideboard with its accumulator. All summer they had been listening to it during meals, bulletins about the air battle raging over the southern counties, scores of how many planes had been shot down on each side. It felt indecent to her – too much like a sport.


‘No,’ Ann said. ‘Let’s have a rest from it.’


Martin nodded, then looked at Len. ‘How’s the old “Look, Duck and Vanish” going?’


‘They’re calling it the “Home Guard” now,’ Len said, rolling his eyes. ‘Even though they’ve sent out all our LDV armbands!’


He had volunteered – ‘better do my bit’ – for this home defence force since it was set up in May and was in the 27th Warwicks, in a unit established to guard the Cadbury works. It had all been quite sociable at times with the families invited out for a picnic now and then with their ‘fighting men’ when they had to go off for a weekend training camp.


Martin had been teasing him ever since. ‘Tonight could be the night! All those “aliens, fascists, communists, pacifists” – oh no, not those terrible pacifists! – “religious dissenters under Nazi control . . .” You might capture some prisoners!’


Martin had been mugging up on the Training Manual.


‘They’re going to be terrified of those broom handles of yours – at least you’ve got a tin hat! Are they handing out walking sticks as well?’


Apart from armbands and helmets, the uniforms or any kind of weapon were proving a long time coming.


‘Glad you find it so funny.’ Len was on his dignity. In fact, he was getting annoyed. ‘Those of us who went through the last lot might not be the youngest but we can pass on a lot of our experience.’


‘I know, Dad,’ Martin said good-naturedly. ‘I was just kidding around.’


‘Have you got much homework?’ Ann asked quickly. Martin’s school was still managing to function, even though they were short-handed.


‘Nah – won’t take long.’


Ann sat eating the stodgy shepherd’s pie – though the mustard helped. She had been on edge in case Martin pushed it too far with Len. He was such a sunny boy, always the amiable tease, but it was hard to predict whether her husband would take it all in good part or suddenly get the hump.


‘Have you told Dad my news?’ Sheila said, looking woefully round the table.


‘He’s only just got here,’ Joy pointed out.


‘What?’ Len looked wary.


‘I’m going to have to evacuate.’


‘Evacuate what?’


‘Oh, don’t be dense, Dad! I mean take Elaine out of Birmingham before it all starts!’


He nodded, mid-mouthful.


‘Well, don’t you mind?’ Sheila saw herself as her father’s favourite.


‘Not if you want to keep safe,’ he said. ‘It’s not for me to say – you’re a married woman now . . .’


‘I might just as well not be,’ Sheila said woefully.


‘At least you know where he is,’ Joy said, attempting a cheerfulness which would only irritate Sheila further.


‘Not for much longer – he says he reckons some of them will have to get posted overseas if things keep going like this – while we’re all dying here in our beds!’


For the first time Ann’s eyes met those of her husband and in each was a knowing glint of amusement.


‘That’s it, Sheila – look on the bright side,’ Len said. ‘But you’ll have to do what you think best.’


‘And Alan’s gone and joined up!’ Joy erupted, not to be left out. ‘I never even knew he’d gone for the medical!’


‘Who’s Alan?’ Len said.


‘Dad! You know who Alan is – I’ve been dancing with him for years!’


‘Oh yeah – him.’ Len got up, his plate cleared. ‘Well, good for him – he’s a good lad. I’d best be off . . .’


‘D’you want some pears?’ Ann said. ‘With evap?’


‘No – gotta go. See yer later.’


Oh well, Ann thought. At least he got paid an extra one and six for a night shift – that was something at least.


It still felt strange, going to bed on her own. A relief, in a way, Ann realized guiltily. But that night, as soon as she lay down, she wished Len’s warm, solid body was beside her. He had never been away before – hardly ever in the day during their marriage except to his mom’s up the road, let alone at night.


Lying in the strange silence, without his breathing – or snoring – going on beside her, she found dark thoughts crowding her mind. The war – closer now and closer. The slightest sound from outside felt terrifying. Was this it – were they coming at dead of night, across the fields, heading into the cities? Boots marching along New Street, out along Linden Road . . .?


She tried to get hold of herself. Ridiculous. She was being silly. But the idea of a German in a helmet creeping along the garden towards her back door was so compelling she actually got up and pulled one of the blackout boards out of the way to look, though she could hardly see a thing. She tugged the window open a few inches.


Tossing and turning, neither her body or mind would lie still. By the time the first glimmers of light began to appear at the edges of the curtains, she was not sure whether she had slept at all.


She heard the back door opening, very carefully. Len must be home. She heard him moving about downstairs. Finally, he came up, quiet, in stockinged feet. As the door opened she closed her eyes, pretending to be fast asleep as he peeled off his clothes and sank, with a heavy outbreath of exhaustion, into the bed beside her.


Sleep still would not come. Her mind was flashing memories, images of the secret past she had tried to forget, both precious and painful, which just kept arriving in her mind whether she wanted them or not.









Four


1915


She was working on fillings, alongside Hilda. The two of them had been taken on at Cadbury’s in the batch of school leavers in 1908, once they had passed the stringent tests of good character and clean habits expected by their Quaker employers.


Mrs Elizabeth Cadbury, Mr George Cadbury’s wife, had herself inspected their hands, to make sure they were clean and free of any kinds of blemish. They all knew what a fine lady she was, doing all sorts of good things for people in the city. The Cadburys seemed a very grand family, living in their big house, Manor Farm, off the Bristol Road, but they seemed to spend all their lives working for good causes in the city and they were always giving away their money. Even though she knew how kind she was, Ann found Mrs Elizabeth Cadbury faintly terrifying when she came along the line, with her long, serious face and tightly curled hair. Ann’s hands were trembling as she held them out to be inspected.


‘It’s all right, my dear,’ Mrs Elizabeth said, with a slight smile. ‘I won’t bite.’


Afterwards, Hilda, who was standing next to her, nudged Ann and said, ‘She looks a bit like the old Queen Mary, doesn’t she?’


Ann turned to see a girl with very dark brown hair smoothed back from a pale, heart-shaped face with rounded cheekbones, full pink lips and laughing brown eyes. They started giggling together then – and never really stopped, over the years.


They’d worked side by side on fillings for a long time, for the boxes of chocolates – marzipan and caramel, or strawberry and orange crème – to be pressed or squirted carefully into each chocolate shell.


There wasn’t to be much chat in the factory, of course, as they sat in front of the piles of trays of chocolate shells waiting to be filled. Cadbury workers were expected to be calm, sober and obedient – and in return, the young ones carried on their education in classes at the Continuation School on Bournville Green one day a week. They worked forty-eight hours a week – shorter hours than other factories in the city. And they had access to opportunities undreamt of in any other workplace: art clubs and acting and singing and sports. Anything you wanted to do, you could find a club and join in. Getting work at Cadbury’s was a dream job.


As soon as there was a break, Ann and Hilda would be together in the girls’ dining room each dinner time, and in summer, out in the garden specially set aside for the girls of the factory, where they could sit in the shade of the trees or at the edge of the pond, the breeze rippling its surface. They had always been a proper couple of chatterboxes.


1908 was the year Cadbury’s launched the new dark bar, called Bournville, which Hilda was mad about and they used to have teasing arguments.


‘Dairy Milk’s much better!’


‘You ought to be in the advertisement for that one!’ Hilda teased her. ‘I think it’s too sweet.’ ‘No, it’s not!’ And so on. Was it better when they added fruit and nuts? Ann, yes, but still not as nice as Dairy Milk on its own – Hilda, no!


But over the years they had talked about almost everything. Ann had found, all her life, that there was no one she could confide in, or while away hours chatting to, the way she could with Hilda as they grew up together; Hilda with her happy nature and blunt, straightforward manner. Their lives, over time, ran in parallel, living through the Great War, getting married, having children.


The factory had been expanding then, before the war broke out, with building works all round, new blocks going up with the cryptic names ‘M’, ‘Q’ and ‘T’. Milk condensing factories, they heard, were being set up away from Bournville, at Knighton in Staffordshire and Crampton, Gloucestershire, places close to canals so that the milk could be brought gliding along by water to the wharf at Bournville while other ingredients came into the Cadbury’s railway siding.


Chocolate was mixed and moulded, the bars moving along conveyors to be wrapped and packed and sent out all over the country and to other countries round the world. Everything felt safe and prosperous and promising.


And in the months before war started, Ann met Len. Every time they went out together, she told Hilda all about it, because Hilda was also walking out with Roy by then – or Carrotty Roy as he was called, after his very noticeable hair. It was still a long time before she found that she had secrets she could not even share with Hilda.


Once taken on at Cadbury’s, in one department or another, that was where you generally worked and stayed. So, although Len had been working there even longer than she had, Ann had never come across him before.


That day, because someone was off sick, Len was doing something different. It was a warm summer day, 1915. Ann and Hilda were outside, aprons off, in their light summer frocks, walking back from the girls’ grounds to work after the dinner break. One of the tanks of liquid chocolate was being pulled, trundling along towards them, on its way from the chocolate-making department. Not that this was anything unusual. Once the chocolate was mixed it was poured into a tank on a three-wheeled bogie with a towing arm to haul it along to the other rooms for moulding into bars or individual chocolates. And this time, it was Len pulling the thing. Afterwards it felt like fate.


Ann wasn’t taking any notice to begin with, but gradually she took in his energetically curling hair, his jaunty walk and – as he came up close – the very blue eyes and cheerful smile. And Len’s gaze was fixed, she realized, blushing, very definitely on her. Not on Hilda, with her sultry looks, who Ann always thought was the more striking of the two of them. Ann was pretty enough with her dark, wide eyes and hair with its pretty waves – but Hilda was a bit of a stunner.


Len nodded at the two of them as they walked by, a grin spreading across his face. Once he was well past, they broke into giggles.


‘He looked nice,’ Hilda said, nudging Ann again. ‘He was staring straight at you.’


‘He wasn’t!’


‘Yes, he was! And he went all red – don’t tell me you didn’t notice!’


She had noticed. And she was flattered and a little bit shaken. She was very soon to turn twenty-one then, but she had been very sheltered. Her mother, Mrs Jessie Williams, was a strict pillar of the Methodist Church and Ann, like her two younger sisters Ruth and Elizabeth, had almost no experience of men except her father.


‘I wonder who he is – he’s quite a looker,’ Hilda was saying.


Ann shrugged.


Hilda leaned round and peered mischievously into her face.


‘Look at you, all blushes as well!’


‘Oh, for goodness’ sake,’ Ann said. ‘I don’t even know who he is.’ It seemed unlikely that she would see him again anyway.


But she did – and soon. Then it really did feel like fate. She passed him in Bournville Lane after work one day not long after – and from then on, Len seemed to keep appearing in Bournville Lane, miraculously, at that time. By the third or fourth time, he stopped right in front of her. She looked up, startled, to find him smiling down at her from his few extra inches of height. He looked shy and bashful, but the smile crinkled up his face in a way that she liked immediately.


Len, that Len, before he went away to war, was light-hearted about everything. They only had three months before he joined up – he agonized about it, but he felt he must – but they were lovely times. Len was fun and being with a lad was all new to her. They went about for walks, to the Cadbury’s leisure area at Rowheath where they ate picnics beside the little lake and, now and again, she watched him play football. He was crazy about football – and Birmingham City in particular. And Len taught her to ride a bicycle, holding her at the waist and running along beside her until she was laughing so hard she could hardly cling on to the handlebars.


Best of all, she met his family. Len had one brother, Ron, who had already joined up in the 14th Royal Warwicks. Ann only ever met him through his photograph – a new one, on the dresser in the back room, in his Army uniform. He had a longer face even than Len, his hair darker and eyes more serious – or perhaps it was just the new thought of being sent to France.


Right from the start, Ann loved Len’s parents. Margaret and Cyril Gilby were both in their forties then. Ann was not especially close to her own mother who she found severe and not especially sympathetic. She realized, when she met Len’s mom, how joyful a person she was compared with her own mother. It was only much later she began to ask herself what the relationship – on the face of it, calm and dutiful – had really been between her own parents. Had they ever loved each other? It was not something she would ever really know.


But in Margaret Gilby, tall, with her long, pink-cheeked face, affectionate eyes and easy laugh, she found a person who was warm, welcoming and able to keep her head up and see the funny side of things even when at her most sad. They took to each other straight away. And she could see that Margaret and Cyril, Len’s dad, were what she thought of as properly married. They loved – and liked – each other. They seemed like a team, sharing things, little and large, in a living friendship. They created something – an atmosphere, bigger and more enveloping than just themselves – and she was gladly embraced within it.


In those days they had a dog called Trigger. He was some sort of mutt with enough boxer in him to give him an iron-hard body, all muscle, which wiggled with endless happiness at the sight of any visitor, his thin tail whipping at their legs. His face – not like a boxer, just wide-eyed, and somehow smiling – seemed to beam even more broadly at the sight of her.


‘Look at him – he likes you!’ Margaret exclaimed the first time Ann went to the house. She was wearing a cream dress sprigged with tiny pink flowers and a baggy fawn cardigan over the top. Ann sensed that she was careless of her appearance, was comfortable and unconcerned with such things. ‘Look at Trigger, Cyril – he’s really taken to Ann!’


And Cyril, a short, stocky man from whom Len inherited his build, if not his features, came obediently into the back room, rocking on his heels as he laughed at the way Trigger was making up to Ann, his head resting hopefully on her lap and his tail swinging.


‘You’ve made a hit there, bab,’ Cyril laughed. He was an ordinary-looking man, with receding mousey hair and regular features. But his personality radiated kindness and good nature. When he smiled, his lips shaped upwards with an almost cartoonish glee.


‘Right – I’ll get the kettle on,’ Margaret said. ‘You’ll have a cup of tea, won’t you, Annie?’ She had called Ann ‘Annie’ right from the start.


The back room, with its iron range, its table and store cupboard, and its muddle of jugs and ornaments and bits and pieces on the mantelpiece, all indicated a homely contentment. Trigger came and sniffed at Ann’s hands as she sat down by the table and Len laughed.


‘I think he’s decided Ann’s all right! She’s passed the test.’


‘What test?’ Ann asked.


‘The sniff test.’


‘Does everybody have to smell of chocolate?’ she asked, laughing. This was a Cadbury family – everyone had worked there at some point.


‘I wouldn’t be surprised!’ Margaret said, filling the pot. ‘He doesn’t know anything else.’


‘Go on with yer,’ Cyril said, giving the dog a shove as he sat down beside Ann. ‘Leave her alone, you hairy hound!’ He twinkled at Ann. ‘I hear you’re on fillings, bab? Our Len’s in the mixing department – but then he’ll’ve told you that, I s’pose?’


Ann agreed that he had. It was nice being in a household where everyone worked – or had worked – at Cadbury’s because at home she was the only one. It was another family they all belonged to.


They drank tea and ate cake dotted with sultanas and sprinkled with brown sugar. As they sat there round the table, with the pot and milk jug and the cake on little flowery plates, the Gilbys chatted in a relaxed, friendly way. Margaret told her about Ron, how much they missed him and how odd it was not having him at home. Ann could see she was worried but trying not to show it. Cyril talked about cricket and he and Len had a friendly ding-dong over it and Ann and Margaret rolled their eyes. It was quite unlike home where having any visitor was an ordeal of stiff tension.


Len looked round and his eyes met hers. Aren’t my mom and dad nice?


He was always proud of them. So kind, so right in his eyes. And they were. They were the nicest people she had ever met. And sometimes she wondered, looking back on the way she and Len had grown together, how, before he went away, they had promised to marry just as soon as he could get back again – whether she had in fact fallen in love more with Len, or with his family.









Five


Saturday 21 September 1940


Elaine’s eyelids fluttered in her sleep. Sheila leaned against the train window, feeling the reassuring weight of the little girl in her lap and watching the country scenery pass outside.


Birmingham was a long way behind them now. Sheila felt lost and afraid and terribly unsure if she was doing the right thing. She had no real idea who these people were who said she could come and live in their house and she had to resist the urge to jump out at any station where they stopped and catch a train going back the other way. But at least having to look after Elaine made her feel stronger.


The weather was still pleasantly warm and the train rumbled along coughing smoke and occasional smuts in through the window above her head. By now there were not many people left in the carriage. There had been servicemen and a whole crowd of others when they started out, but they had all got down at the bigger stations. Oxford was the last, where she had changed on to a local train, and now she sat with just an elderly man snoozing in the opposite corner.


Soon they slowed again, pulling into another small station. It was no help looking out to see where they were – all the signs had been taken down when the danger of invasion became imminent. No good helping the enemy by signposting where they were. But this only increased her nerves as she was frightened of missing the right stop.


‘Cholsey!’ a voice shouted outside. ‘This is Cholsey!’


Panic rose in her. Weren’t they supposed to be getting off at the next stop? She did not know how far that was, but they seemed to be stopping rather often. Holding Elaine carefully, she stood up and laid her on the seat in order to lift the suitcase down in readiness, sitting with it on the floor by her feet.


‘Oh, Kenneth,’ she whispered, as the whistle blew outside and the train got up steam again. ‘Why can’t you be here with me?’


The ache of missing him rose in her like sickness. Missing him and worrying about him. His latest letter had arrived just before she left and she had it in her handbag. It was short, as ever – Kenneth wasn’t the letter-writing sort. A few details about what he and his pals had been up to in their spare time. But he always ended with loving words. ‘That’s my girls – you give Lainy a big kiss and a cuddle from her dad – and all my love to you, She-she.’


Her eyes filled with tears at the thought of Kenneth’s (never Ken, he hated that) face – the face she loved. He had light brown hair, hazel eyes and a cheery personality. He was a steady, kindly lad – they were both secure in each other’s love.


And all I ever wanted was a normal life, Sheila thought miserably, as the train trundled along again. There was a glimpse of the river from a bridge, water sparkling as it passed beneath them. Not like Joy, out dancing and gallivanting, needing all the attention. She just wanted a home, husband, kids, a little house near Mom and Dad. And now with the war, even that was being snatched away.


She had felt guilty when she first ran away from Grimsby with Elaine, only two months old, in her arms. Kenneth had meant well, had rented two cold-water rooms so that they could be together as a family. But he hadn’t got much clue what was needed and the rooms were dark, damp and cheerless. Even though the neighbours were kindly enough, Kenneth had hardly been there, leaving her alone for hours – days even – on end. It wasn’t his fault – they had to go out to sea in the boats looking for survivors whose planes had come down. It was impossible to predict how long any of it would take and she lived in fear that he might not come back at all. But there was nothing they could do – the war and its demands had to come first.


When she went into labour with Elaine, alone one evening, she had been so frightened and embarrassed. And with the strain both of them were under and with a new baby, things had changed even when they were together.


‘Can’t you leave her – even for a moment?’ Kenneth snapped one evening, when Sheila was back and forth, looking in on the little girl in their bedroom. ‘It feels as if she’s taken over everything! It’s not as if we get much time together!’


Sheila tried to make it up to him, sitting over their evening meal with her fists clenched in her lap, her breasts aching and tingling with the peculiar feel of milk arriving in them. She tried to keep her mind on what her husband was telling her about one of his pals – because she really did want to pay him attention. But by the end of their meal of chops and potatoes the front of her dress was wet with milk.


Try as she might she could only find Grimsby foreign and bleak, rough grey waves crashing in all the time, filling the air with spray. And you couldn’t even go on any beach because they were all edged with rolls of spiky barbed wire. Sheila felt a complete fish out of water. She got very low in herself and Kenneth was worried. She did not want to be parted from him really, but in the end she could stand no more and ran home to her mother’s.


Kenneth had been very loving before she left, saying how much he would miss them both. But she was peeved to realize that he was also relieved, as if he felt she had become a ball and chain, not just someone who was always there putting his needs first.


Afterwards, though, he had written loving letters saying how much he missed them both but that they had been terribly busy – even if he could not say with what exactly because it was all hush-hush. But that made her feel better. What was the use of her sitting up there in Grimsby on her own if he was not even there?


‘Dear Kenneth,’ she had written to him a few days ago:




I’m very worried about being here in Birmingham now, with our daughter.’ (Our daughter sounded rather grand, she thought, like something you might read in a story.) ‘It does not feel safe. There are bound to be more raids soon. At night the sky is full of searchlights – it’s eerie. It’s very bad in London, they say, and Portsmouth has been bombed as well. They are coming for the big cities and I know we’ll soon be next as it’s already begun. I’m frightened to death here. I’ve applied to the council to be able to take Elaine away and they’ve told me there’s a family will take us in somewhere down south. They’ve got small children so Elaine will have some company. It’s not a nice thought having to go and live among strangers but all in all, I hope it’s for the best . . .





Her hosts, whose name was Vellacott, had sent a telegram instructing her to wait at the station that Saturday afternoon where she would be collected. Telegrams being the way they were, the instructions seemed terse and forbidding, and had only increased her nervousness about who she might be going to live with.


After a few minutes the train slowed again, and she saw another anonymous station similar to the last. Unsure, she threw her coat on, scooped Elaine up with one arm and picked up the heavy case with the other.


‘Goring and Streatley!’ she heard.


Managing to get the compartment door open – the sleeping old man still being oblivious – she scrambled to the outer door of the train and stepped out into a whorl of smoke and steam.


Only one other person, a middle-aged woman, got down from the train – and she walked briskly away. Looking across the station, Sheila was not sure which side to go as there seemed to be two ways out. Someone in a railway uniform disappeared up the steps from the platform before she had a chance to ask him anything. Her arms were shaking with the effort of holding the case and Elaine, who was now waking up. The thought of lugging them up and down all those stairs just felt too much for her.


‘Don’t wriggle, Lainy, I’ll drop you, else.’ She staggered over to a nearby bench.


She dumped the case and sat down holding Elaine. She felt hot and sticky in her coat which was too warm for the day, and close to tears. It just felt like Grimsby all over again. If only there was a kind, welcoming face waiting for her. And Elaine was starting to grizzle.


‘No – don’t you cry – please. Here – have a drink of water.’


She found Elaine’s little beaker and pacified her. It wasn’t a bad day – comfortable enough, sitting here. And what else was she supposed to do with no one to help, she thought, feeling very sorry for herself. Whoever was meant to be meeting her would have to come and find her.









Six


A few minutes passed. Footsteps hurried back and forth somewhere but she could not see anyone until they started to come down the steps on to the platform. She saw feet in brown shoes, blue trousers, a sleeveless V-neck woolly with a hectic Fair Isle pattern over a white shirt, and finally a panama hat at a jaunty angle over a frowning face.


He hesitated halfway down the steps, catching sight of the mother and child perched tensely on the bench.


‘Mrs Carson?’


Sheila struggled to her feet, nodding, clutching on to Elaine. ‘Yes . . . Are you . . .?’


He completed the steps two at once and landed in front of her. A man in his mid-thirties, his face long and rather rectangular, a sharp, chiselled nose, thin lips and black hair just visible from under the hat. It was almost a handsome face, but stern and forbidding, until he managed to give her a second’s hint of a smile which softened things briefly. He had an equally clipped way of speaking.


‘Right, er, well . . . How d’you do? Maurice Vellacott. Delighted to meet you.’


He spoke with a certain charm, but this expressed delight did not translate to his features, apart from that glimmer of a smile. After a second, he held out his hand before realizing that she could hardly spare one of hers to shake his.


‘Ah, yes – let me take your case. Motor car’s out at the back . . .’ He seemed in a hurry, with other things on his mind. They were halfway up the steps before he thought to say, ‘Good journey?’


‘Er, yes – thank you.’ Sheila did not feel at all at ease with this man with his piercing grey eyes. He was polite enough, but her spirits sank. Grimsby had been bleak and cold, but at least most of the people around her had been warm and down to earth. What on earth was his wife going to be like?
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