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One


September 1940


Sylvia was helping her mother with the weekly wash when she heard it. She was standing at the kitchen table, hands in a bowl of soapy water, while Mom was feeding clothes through the mangle. Sylvia pushed some dark curls of hair away from her forehead with her arm and tilted her head.


‘Ssh, listen – what’s that?’


Her mother, Pauline Whitehouse, her thick red hair held back in a flowery turban, stilled the handle of the mangle. They could both hear it then, coming from next door’s garden.


‘Oh good Lord, it sounds like Marjorie!’ Pauline rushed for the back door, wiping her hands on her apron.


It was raining outside. Over the pattering drops Sylvia could clearly hear the sounds of distress. Her heart pounded. Surely those noises weren’t coming from cheerful, good-natured Mrs Gould? But already she knew, with a terrible dread: something had happened to one of the boys.


In the distance she heard her mother’s soothing tones and Marjorie Gould’s terrible, choking cries. Mom led Marjorie through the gap dividing the two gardens and towards the house. Sylvia forced herself to move. She rushed to wipe her hands and put the kettle on.


‘Come on, bab, let’s get you in the dry,’ Pauline was saying. ‘That’s it, let’s sit you down . . .’


There were dark spots of rain on Mom’s apron and on Marjorie’s dress, which was royal blue, patterned with little white anchors. Sylvia froze again with shock. She had known Marjorie Gould all her life – Marjorie was like a second mother to her – and she had never, ever seen her like this before. Marjorie was a big-boned, normally splendid-looking woman with thick, blonde hair, who favoured bright frocks and lipstick. But today she was hunched over, shaking and weeping, her face contorted. As Mom guided her to the chair by the unlit range, Sylvia saw that Marjorie had no shoes on. She had run out into the wet in her stockinged feet.


‘No!’ she was sobbing. ‘No . . . No . . . !’ There was a piece of paper crumpled tightly in her right hand.


‘Get the kettle on, Sylv,’ Pauline said.


‘I already have.’ Her eyes met her mother’s and Pauline caught hold of Sylvia’s arm and pulled her hurriedly down the hall, out of earshot.


‘It’s Raymond.’ They were standing by the coat hooks. An old black mac of Dad’s sagged from a peg. ‘He’s . . . Oh good heavens—’ Sylvia saw the awful truth of it hit her mother. Her hands came up to her cheeks. ‘His ship’s gone down.’


‘No!’ Sylvia gasped. Raymond was the oldest of Marjorie Gould’s three sons: Raymond, Laurie and Paul. ‘But does that mean . . . ? Is he . . . ?’


Pauline looked down with a faint nod. ‘Must be.’


Sylvia felt sick and shaky, even though her mind could not fully take in the news. Raymond, the boy next door. Raymond, a gentle, dark-haired lad who had gone off and joined the Navy, looking for a new life, a way to escape from his father and to separate himself from the girl he loved, but who did not love him back – Audrey, Sylvia’s elder sister.


‘If only Laurie hadn’t just joined up as well,’ Pauline said, anguished. Laurie had not long gone into the RAF. ‘This terrible, wicked war . . .’ She squeezed Sylvia’s arm. ‘I must go back to her.’


Sylvia sank down onto the stairs as her mother headed back to the kitchen. She heard Mrs Gould break into more gulping sobs. Crouching on the third step up, she gripped her hands together to try and stop them trembling. She had to remind herself to breathe. Raymond – Raymond Gould, aged twenty-one. Sweet, solemn Raymond, just a year older than herself, whom she had known for as long as she could remember. Raymond who would now never be twenty-two, or -three or -four.


She rested her head in her hands, staring, unseeing, at the tiled hall floor.


Raymond was in so many of the family photographs.


Sylvia moved restlessly around the house that afternoon. Mom was next door with Mrs Gould and her youngest son Paul. Dad and Audrey were at work and her brother Jack was at school. Sylvia worked evenings, but it was her day off. She found herself wandering into the front room. They did not light the fire in there very often and the atmosphere was rather cold and stiff compared with the back room, where they all ate every night around the table.


There were three dark-green chairs arranged round the fire with its polished brass fender. On a side-table facing the window Mom kept her carefully dusted collection of framed photographs, arranged on a red chenille cloth. Sylvia and Audrey as little girls smiled out of the most eye-catching one. At least, Sylvia was smiling. She had been six when the picture was taken and Audrey eight. Sylvia, pink-cheeked, with her cloud of black, frizzy hair, was beaming amiably, displaying a selection of teeth and gaps. Audrey looked more solemn, unwilling to smile if she did not feel like it. She did have a full row of teeth, though.


Sylvia always wondered why Mom had gone to the trouble of having her children’s pictures done just when they had half their teeth missing. The one of their younger brother Jack, freckly and auburn-haired like Mom, showed him grinning, with black gaps along his gums. There was Mom and Dad’s wedding photograph: Dad skinny and happy, Mom with her hair piled magnificently on her head and looking shy. And in the front row there were tiny portraits in ornate pewter frames of each of the three of them as babies, once they could sit up. As they grew older there were lots of pictures, because the two dads, Ted Whitehouse and Stanley Gould, had bought a Beau Brownie camera between them. From all of these photographs the Gould boys smiled out as well. Raymond was in so many of them, dark-eyed and serious, while Laurie was blond like his mother. Paul came along later.


Sylvia chose a picture with all of them in, and sat down to study it. Raymond, about nine in the picture, was standing at the end of the line of children in the back garden where they spent so many hours playing. The picture seemed so real and close. She could hear his piping boy’s voice, before it broke into a deep, manly one; and she remembered his skinny legs in baggy shorts, tearing along the garden. Raymond bowling a tennis ball for cricket games, furious when Audrey whacked it over onto the railway line. Raymond intent on his homework, getting more and more nervy as he floundered at the grammar school into which Stanley, his father, had steamrollered him.


She looked closely into Raymond’s eyes. He was so familiar, like a brother. She realized then, though, with a pang, that in her whole life she had scarcely ever been alone with Raymond or talked to him on her own. They had always been in a gang. He had just been one of those things she took for granted, like the furniture, or the buses in Kings Heath High Street, or the Market Hall in Birmingham. And now Raymond was gone and the Market Hall had been wrecked by a bombing raid.


All through the long ‘phoney war’ of last winter Raymond had been on HMS Esk, a destroyer, laying mines around the coast of Norway and Holland. The ship had taken part in the evacuation of troops from Dunkirk. Sylvia knew all this must have made Stanley Gould prouder than he would ever be capable of saying. The last time Raymond came home on leave he had been just as serious, but he looked older, and strong and capable. Sylvia had wondered then whether Audrey might change her mind and love Raymond back. She knew Marjorie was hoping – and Mom. But no. Poor Raymond carried his flame for Audrey quietly and stoically. And now . . .


‘Oh, Raymond,’ she said, smoothing her finger over the glass. How could it be that he was dead, that they would never see him again, ever? Cradling the photograph in her arms, she rocked back and forth as if giving comfort to Raymond and to herself. Gradually the ache in her released into sobs and the tears came.


It was all they could think about.


Ted Whitehouse, Sylvia’s dad, was a foreman at the Rover in Acocks Green. It was one of Herbert Austin’s shadow factories, set up before the war to disguise the whereabouts of armaments production by removing some of it from well-known factory sites. The works were making parts for Bristol Hercules engines.


Since the bombing started Ted had to take his turn at the works, on fire-watch, but it was not his shift tonight. He was able to go round and commiserate with Stanley. Ted, a tall, slender man with dark hair and eyes, looked pale and strained after this experience. He sat down in the kitchen to unlace his boots. Sylvia and Jack, who was twelve, were in there with Pauline already. Pauline had broken the news to Jack when he came in from school. He went up to his room for a bit and now he was silent and withdrawn.


‘This is when you really know you’re at war,’ Ted said, pushing each boot off with the other foot.


‘Oh, I think we all know that, love,’ his wife said. They had got used to so many things already in this war: gas masks, the shortages, the dark streets and blacked-out houses, the terrible news as the Germans invaded one country after another. But this was the worst so far. This brought the war right up close, into their homes and hearts. Pauline’s eyes were red. ‘How’s Stanley?’ she asked.


Ted shook his head, laying the black boots side-by-side. ‘As you’d expect.’


They heard the front door open as Audrey came in and they all exchanged looks.


Ted got up. ‘You tell her,’ he said quietly, moving out of the kitchen, boots in hand. ‘I’ve had all I can stand.’


They heard him say, ‘All right, love?’ quietly as he passed Audrey. She came into the kitchen in her office clothes: a dark-blue skirt and white blouse. She worked, without enthusiasm, as a shorthand typist for an insurance company. Crossing the kitchen, she flung herself into the chair next to the range in which Marjorie Gould had howled out her grief earlier.


Audrey was tall and slender, very much like her father with her brown eyes, dark lashes and long, sleek hair, which was pinned back in a fashionable style for work. Though less obviously pretty and pink-cheeked than Sylvia, she had a striking, strong-featured face and a large, well-defined nose. She gave off a fiery kind of energy, which attracted people to her. Among the three children in the family, she was definitely always the boss.


She slid her black court shoes off, crossed one leg over, twitching her foot impatiently up and down. She looked round at everyone.


‘What’s the matter with you lot?’ she asked. ‘You’ve got faces as long as Livery Street.’


In the silence that followed she uncrossed her legs and sat up, really taking in that something was amiss.


‘Why are you all in here?’ It was rare for Jack to be in the kitchen at this time, as the grammar school gave him so much homework.


Sylvia and her mother looked at each other.


‘Audrey, love,’ Pauline said, slowly, as if she didn’t want to bring the words out. ‘There’s been some terrible news today.’


Jack made a small sound, as if stifling a sob, and covered his face with his hands. Sylvia felt her chest tighten so that she could hardly breathe.


Audrey’s eyes searched their mother’s face. ‘News? How d’you mean?’


Pauline explained. Sylvia watched Audrey’s face as she tried to make sense of what her mother was saying. Her eyes widened. She curled forward, arms crossed, hugging herself.


‘Could he be alive?’ She just managed to keep her voice steady. ‘He could be . . . I mean, he can swim, can’t he?’


‘I think it’s over,’ Pauline said gently. ‘There was a telegram from the Navy.’


‘Marjorie came in earlier,’ Sylvia said. ‘She was in a very bad state.’


Pauline went to Audrey to put her arm round her. ‘Audrey, bab . . . ?’ But at the first touch on her shoulder, Audrey threw her mother off and got up.


‘That’s terrible news,’ she said. ‘Poor Mr and Mrs Gould.’ She wasn’t meeting any of their eyes. ‘I can’t really take it in. I’m going up to take my things off.’


She walked out of the kitchen, leaving them all watching the space she had left. Her shoes were discarded at untidy angles next to the range.


‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ Pauline said. She sank down on one of the chairs, looking completely exhausted.









Two


The Whitehouses and the Goulds had lived side by side in Kings Heath in their quiet, terraced neighbourhood for years. First Pauline and Ted moved into their house, with Audrey as a baby. When the house next door came up for rent a few months later, the Goulds moved in when they had just had Raymond.


The children grew up together and rubbed along, as youngsters are expected to, and most of the time it was lovely. But there were always things that were not so nice, that stayed with you – like that one afternoon Sylvia would never forget.


Mr Gould made them all play one of his games. Stanley Gould was forever thinking up pastimes designed to make his sons count or add up. Dad said that Stanley had always been ‘a clever bugger’, and he pushed his sons into anything he thought would make them grow up to be brilliant engineers. He loved anything to do with counting. One of his favourite hobbies was collecting loco numbers. They often saw him craning over the fence at the Kings and Castles and the other engines rushing along the LMS line. Just beyond the iron railings that bordered their gardens was the cutting, its vegetation scorched by fires from the scattering sparks.


Stanley Gould was a short, restless man, his hair brushed back over his head like two tarry bird’s wings. He had a clipped black moustache and, at the left side of his mouth, a metal tooth, which glistened when he spoke. Sylvia found it fascinating. Stanley worked as pattern-maker in a firm that, for the war effort, had gone over to making parts for tanks. He was quick-minded, competent and chirpy and expected everyone else to be the same. On this particular warm summer afternoon, when the children were playing in the Goulds’ garden, he started giving orders.


‘Come on,’ he urged. Sylvia could sense his impatience underneath the jolly tone. Life was for getting on – it was no good idling about, wasting time! She felt a plunge of nervousness in her stomach. ‘Line up now, in age order. Raymond first.’


Audrey was never easy to order around at the best of times. She planted herself in front of Mr Gould on her long legs, throwing her dark plait back over her shoulder.


‘I’m first. I’m the oldest.’


‘So you are!’ Mr Gould said, flustered at being found in the wrong. ‘By a whisker. Right, step up, Audrey.’


They lined up in front of the pile of builder’s sand that they called their sandpit.


‘Right, give your name and age.’


‘Audrey – ten!’


‘Surname?’


Audrey rolled her eyes. ‘Whitehouse, of course.’


‘Right, next. Look lively!’ Sylvia’s father sometimes said that Stanley Gould should have been in the Army, though up until now he never had been. He’d been too valuable in the factory during the Great War.


‘Raymond Gould.’ Raymond leapt into position, his pumps spraying gritty sand. ‘Nine – nearly ten!’


‘Sylvia Whitehouse – eight.’ She was always much more biddable than Audrey and plodded into the lineup, happy just to be included with the others.


In the middle of this Marjorie Gould came outside. She stood with her arms folded over a vivid green dress, watching the military line-up of the children.


‘Oh, Stan, leave ’em be,’ she said in her easy voice. ‘Let them come and have some lemonade – I’ve got it all ready – and a bit of cake.’


‘We’re in the middle of something, Marjorie,’ Stanley said. ‘They can have a reward when they’ve done some work.’


Marjorie went off, shaking her head. ‘Work . . . They’re only kids, Stanley!’


‘Now, next!’ Stanley Gould commanded.


Raymond’s little brother looked very uncertain and they hustled him into line. Sylvia took pity on him, whispering, ‘Say your name, and how old you are.’


‘Laurie Gould . . .’ He looked at Sylvia with anxious grey eyes and quietly inserted his little hand into hers. ‘Seven!’


There were only the four of them then, although Mrs Gould must have been carrying Paul at the time, but they didn’t know that. Jack’s arrival was a good way off yet.


‘Right,’ Mr Gould said, hands on his waist. His forearms, below the rolled-up sleeves of his shirt, were covered in dark hair. ‘Now, what do I get if I add Raymond and Audrey together?’


Sylvia tensed. Her hands started to feel clammy. This was when Mr Gould’s games stopped being fun. She had not the faintest idea what the answer was. In fact, she didn’t even realize he was talking about a number. She pictured a strange creature with four arms and four legs, with both Audrey’s and Raymond’s heads. The same cold dread filled her that she felt at school. She was about to be caught out and punished. She found she was gripping Laurie’s hand as tightly as he was hers.


‘You get nineteen,’ Audrey said straight away. Her handsome face looked back at Mr Gould with something like defiance.


‘And what if I take Laurie away from Sylvia?’


‘One!’ Audrey cried.


Sylvia was beginning to feel thoroughly fed up with Audrey, though at least it meant Mr Gould might not ask her his horrible questions. Although they weren’t at school now, and no one would stripe her hand with a ruler until it smarted, like Miss Patchett did, she was already feeling churned up with nerves. Fortunately Audrey had also had enough of Mr Gould and his numbers.


‘Can we have some lemonade now?’ she asked.


Stanley looked disappointed at their lack of stamina. ‘I think you mean: please may we . . . Go on then,’ he said. ‘Boys, we’ll carry on with this later.’


No wonder Raymond and Laurie had both won places at the grammar school. When Paul was born, they were told he was a ‘mongol’. It was some time before Sylvia had any idea what that meant. When they were at last allowed to see baby Paul – she and Audrey vying to be the first to look into the pram – she could see that his eyes were a bit different, that was all. It didn’t seem to be so bad, she thought. But Stanley Gould knew what it meant and saw it as a curse – probably from God, because it was hard to know who else to blame. He seemed to believe that God might be as spiteful as that, and didn’t know what to do with a child who wasn’t clever. It had taken years for him even to begin to come to terms with it. For a long time he didn’t even like Marjorie to take Paul out of the house, which of course upset her.


As she grew up, Sylvia often wondered why Dad and Stanley were friends. They were forever arguing. For a start, Stanley was a staunch member of the Church of England, while Ted said he wasn’t having ‘any of that old claptrap’. And that was before you got to their views on politics, the education of girls (which Stanley Gould thought was basically a waste of everybody’s time) or the best way to grow carrots. But the two of them drank together, went for long bike rides, played the odd game of cribbage and chewed the fat contentiously over the garden wall while their wives rolled their eyes. Sylvia realized, eventually, that they thrived on their arguments. Maybe that’s how she and Audrey had learned to fall out all the time.


Despite pressurizing his sons, Mr Gould had a kindly side to him and could be a tease. It was he who had nicknamed Sylvia ‘Wizzy’ because of her dark, flyaway curls. The name stuck and her own family started calling her ‘Wizz’ sometimes as well.


But that afternoon stayed painfully pressed into Sylvia’s memory and one reason was that Raymond, who was usually quite kind, had been unkind. Audrey had managed to stop Mr Gould’s number games, but Raymond wanted to carry on after the lemonade and cake.


‘What are nine nines?’ he demanded. He was good at tables, and so was Audrey.


‘Eighty-one,’ Audrey answered smartly. She and Sylvia were kneeling, tunnelling their hands into the pile of reddish sand. They gave each other a shove every so often, if one felt the other was too close. ‘Get off, that’s my bit!’ ‘No – you get off.’


Sylvia loved playing with the sand and resented Raymond carrying on like this. She kept her head down.


‘What about six sevens, Sylvia?’ he demanded.


Sylvia pretended she didn’t hear him.


‘Come on,’ Raymond said, standing over her. ‘It’s easy!’


‘Sylvia can’t do numbers and things,’ Audrey said in her superior voice. ‘She can’t even read.’


Sylvia hid further under her cloud of hair to hide the red heat seeping through her cheeks. She squeezed handfuls of the coarse sand, longing to hit Audrey over the head with something. They knew she was bad at letters and numbers! They were so mean. None of them knew what it was like to see a mass of letters merge into a swimming chaos in front of her eyes until she was in such a panic she couldn’t think at all. With all her being she hated Raymond at that moment – and Audrey even more. But she felt too small and shamed to fight back.


‘Six sevens are forty-two,’ Audrey said airily. ‘It’s no good asking Wizz.’


‘Sylvia’s stupid,’ Raymond said. He stood rocking from foot to foot, chorusing, ‘Stupid-stupid Sylvia! Sylvia’s a du-unce!’


Then Audrey joined in the chant, hopping from foot to foot in time with the words. ‘Stupid-stupid Sylvia! Sylvia’s a du-unce!’


She thought she even heard Laurie join in, until she was surrounded by their jeering voices. Of course they teased each other often, but not like this. Not with this mean, humiliating nastiness. The words echoed in her head, filling her as if she would never be able to get rid of them.


Sylvia got to her feet, keeping her head down so that she didn’t have to look at their mocking, superior faces. All she wanted was to crawl somewhere dark so that she could curl up and never come out. Trying to keep from sobbing out loud, she hurried away, down to the gap where you could walk through between the wall and the railway fence and into their own garden.


‘I’m not stupid,’ she growled in a fierce little voice. ‘I’m not, I’m not! I hate you . . . I hate you.’ She ran into the house, hardly able to see where she was going through her tears.


Her teachers never understood that she was willing, but not able. Words and numbers ganged up on her. When they learned about the parts of flowers and fruit, everything went well until Miss Patchett wrote names by the arrows, pointing into the parts, and then Sylvia was lost. She sat staring at her slate in despair. A moment later she realized, to her terror, that Miss Patchett was standing over her.


‘What’s that?’ Miss Patchett pointed her scrawny finger. She was quite a young teacher, with wire spectacles, hollow cheeks and stony eyes.


‘It’s . . .’ The named bits of the flower scrambled in Sylvia’s head. There’d been something beginning with S, she was sure. ‘It’s a staple, Miss.’


Miss Patchett slapped the left side of Sylvia’s head so hard that for a moment she couldn’t see straight.


‘It’s a stamen. As I have written perfectly clearly on the blackboard.’ She pointed witheringly. ‘See? Stamen.’ This brought another slap with it.


The other children sniggered.


‘Yes, Miss,’ Sylvia murmured. She couldn’t see anything now through her tears.


‘Thank heavens your sister’s not like you!’ Miss Patchett said. ‘A staple,’ she went on, witheringly, ‘is for attaching one sheet of paper to another. Go on, girl – write the proper label on your flower.’


Almost beside herself with panic, Sylvia leaned towards the slate, her hand so sweaty she could hardly hold the pencil. She breathed in. S. It began with S. She managed to write a wavery S, but then couldn’t think for the life of her what came next. There was a twinge in her lower body and she was frightened she might wet herself. Miss Patchett was leaning over her. Sylvia could smell her greasy hair and body odour, blended with the stale tea on her breath. She squeezed her eyes closed, fidgeting to avert the urgent pressure from her bladder, and said ‘stamen’ to herself over and over again.


‘Come on, girl,’ Miss Patchett insisted, standing tall again. ‘Keep still! What comes next?’ The class had gone quiet. Sylvia felt as if she was the only person in the world apart from her bony teacher with her nasty, slapping hands.


‘I don’t know,’ Sylvia was about to say when Jane, next to her, dared to breathe, ‘T.’


‘T,’ Sylvia said grasping this like a life raft.


‘T! Well, write it down then, girl.’


‘A,’ Jane sighed next. How Miss Patchett didn’t hear her, Sylvia would never know. She was able to sit still now, for the crisis had passed.


With Jane’s help she managed to get to the end of the word without another slap. Miss Patchett moved away and Sylvia gave her friend the smile of the rescued.


She could draw a flower perfectly. Why could she not do the rest? She didn’t know, and no one seemed to understand. She hated school, every part of it except playtime, when she and Jane and some of the other girls played jackstones and skipping in the yard, at the other end from the rowdy boys. When she came home it was like being let out of prison. She tried to shut school right out of her mind so that the thought of it did not pollute the rest of her life.


But the teasing at home was different. The humiliation and unfairness of it bit deeply into her. She felt it as actual pain in her body, an ache that spread all over her. As she ran inside, Mom heard her sobs and came out to see what was going on.


‘Oi, where’re you off to, Miss?’ Pauline asked as her daughter tore up the stairs. She stood in her apron, looking up. ‘Have you hurt yourself?’


Sylvia curled up tightly on her bed in the room she then shared with Audrey. Hearing her mother’s steps on the staircase, she tensed, afraid this might mean more mockery or punishment.


‘Wizzy?’


Sylvia opened one eye. Mom was standing at the door.


She looked comforting, with her round pink cheeks and her auburn hair in thick plaits, pinned around her head and crossing over at the front. Sylvia desperately wanted someone to understand. Her reports from school were very poor, and her parents sighed over them in a way that Sylvia took to mean: Why can’t you be like the Goulds? Or at least like Audrey?


Mom came and sat on the bed. Her pinner was dusted with flour and there was a whiff of onions about her as well.


‘What’s going on?’ she said. ‘I thought you were all playing next door?’


Sylvia squeezed her eyes closed and pulled herself into an even tighter coil. Words burst out of her. ‘Raymond called me stupid. And Audrey! I hate them. Both of them are pigs.’


Her mother gave a long sigh and Sylvia felt her hand rest on her skinny shoulder.


‘You don’t want to take any notice,’ Pauline said. ‘Your sister should know better than to talk like that – and Raymond. I don’t know why you and Audrey can’t get on a bit better.’


Sylvia pushed herself up, limbs stiff with outrage. ‘I can’t not take any notice! They’re calling me horrible names and . . . And I’m not stupid!


Mom was looking at her with a tender expression. She raised her hand, and Sylvia felt her mother’s work roughened, oniony thumb rubbing away the tears from her hot cheeks.


‘Look at your little face,’ her mother said fondly. She dropped her hand again and sighed. ‘I know you’re not stupid, bab,’ she said. ‘That’s the worst of it. Your father and I’ve talked about it. You’re as bright as a button. So why can’t you read and write properly, like the others?’


Sylvia hung her head. ‘I don’t know. I just can’t.’


Pauline had words with Marjorie Gould. Could she please ask Raymond not to be nasty and upset Sylvia? After that, they all kept off the subject. They never got to the bottom of Sylvia’s problems. Year by year she struggled on.


The one person she felt at ease with was little Laurie Gould. He was younger than her and left-handed, so he struggled with writing. Stanley did not like having a left-handed son. In his day you would have been made to sit on your left hand and write with your right one – that was his attitude. Under the pretence of Sylvia helping Laurie learn to read, she would help him with his little story books; and he helped her, with Sylvia learning along with him. She did get the hang of reading and writing eventually, but she was slow at it. After Paul was born, even Stanley Gould stopped keeping on about success and ‘getting on’, now that he had a son who had little prospect of it.


Sylvia dreamed of the wonderful day when she would be able to walk out of school and never come back. At last, when she was fourteen, the day arrived and it was one of the happiest of her life. She took her reference and headed away from the place of shame and humiliation, to a job – any job that did not involve reading or writing. At first she worked in factories and then a laundry. No one made her read or write. The work was boring, but restful. No one went out of their way to make her feel stupid.


Raymond floundered at the grammar school and did not pass his exams with much distinction. He couldn’t sit exams without being paralysed by nerves, which Sylvia’s dad said was obviously Stanley’s fault (‘the silly bugger’). Raymond left school when he was sixteen, almost as glad as Sylvia to get away from it.


Only when she was much older did Sylvia realize that Raymond’s nastiness that day was in some measure Raymond passing onto her what he felt about himself.









Three


22nd November 1940


Just for once, everyone was at home. Dad had just got in from the Rover works on his bike and they were all eating tea together.


‘So, is lover boy coming round tonight then?’ Audrey said, with a provocative smirk at Sylvia.


‘No, as it happens, Ian’s working late,’ Sylvia said, determined not to be riled. She knew Audrey didn’t like Ian much. But then it was she who was engaged to marry him, not Audrey, so Audrey could put whatever she thought in her pipe and smoke it.


‘Ah yes, the great radiologist,’ Audrey said.


‘Audrey!’ Mom warned, hearing her sarcasm. ‘If you haven’t got anything nice to say, don’t say anything.’


‘But he is a—’ Audrey began.


‘Wench!’ Ted snapped. ‘That’s enough.’


‘I’m not a wench,’ Audrey muttered.


‘I wish I could join up,’ Jack said gloomily, ‘and liberate myself from all these squabbling females.’


‘They don’t want a little squirt like you, Afterthought,’ Audrey said. Jack had been such an unbearable know-it-all since he got into the grammar school that they were still trying to squash him. Audrey did tend to overdo it, though.


‘At least I’m not an embittered harridan like you,’ Jack retorted.


‘Ooh, swallowed the dictionary, have we?’


‘Audrey!’ Pauline snapped. ‘For heaven’s sake—’


The air-raid siren wailed out, abruptly cutting her off. Sylvia’s heart immediately began to race.


‘Here we go,’ Ted said wearily, pushing back his chair, his tea only half-finished. ‘Those buggers are at it again. Best get weaving.’


‘Oh no!’ Pauline said, jumping up from the table. ‘We’ve only just sat down. You’ll have to bring your plates out with you.’


‘For heaven’s sake,’ Audrey groaned. ‘Not again.’


‘Those Krauts don’t care about your tea, Pauline,’ Ted observed, halfway out through the back door. ‘They’re not civilized people like us. I’ll go and get it opened up.’ Ted and Stanley had each put up an Anderson shelter in their gardens, halfway along.


‘At least we had last night in our beds,’ Sylvia said. ‘I’ll put the kettle on.’


‘There won’t be time,’ Pauline warned, but Sylvia did it anyway. The thought of a long night without a flask of tea was too much.


‘Get your siren suit, Jack!’ Audrey called.


‘Shut up, sis!’ Jack shouted, already halfway upstairs to fetch his things. The idea that he would be seen dead in a siren suit at his age was just another thing she liked to tease him about.


They all scurried about as the siren wailed on, collecting up blankets, which could not be left in the damp shelter, torches and flasks and things to do. Sylvia found herself running back and forth in a panic, forgetting where she’d put things. Everything seemed to take forever.


‘I’ve got the torch. We’ll have to come in and fill the flasks if there’s a lull,’ Mom was shouting from the kitchen. ‘Where’re those rugs, Audrey?’


They hurried into the freezing garden, wrapped in as many clothes as possible, with their plates of stew and rugs thrown over their shoulders. The drone of engines was already close, menacing in the sky. Sylvia felt the cold biting into her cheeks.


‘It’s so clear tonight,’ she said, looking up into the cloudless sky. The full moon had waned, but the sky was full of criss-crossing searchlights.


‘Yoo-hoo!’ they heard Marjorie, from over the wall. She was helping Paul out to the shelter.


‘We’re just over here, if you need us, love!’ Pauline called to her.


‘Stanley’s here tonight,’ she replied. ‘See you after the All Clear!’


‘Come on!’ Ted was shouting from the shelter. ‘It’s all ready – and it’s dry.’


‘Oh my Lord, what about the cats?’ Mom cried. Usually they gathered up the two cats, Sherry and Brandy, and brought them into the shelter. ‘Here, Sylv, Audrey – take these things. The two of them’ll be under the bed, that’s where they always go.’


But the planes were dangerously close.


‘Mom, leave them,’ Audrey said, bossy as usual, but for once Sylvia agreed with her. ‘They’ll be all right – they’ve got each other. They’ll be under your bed, you know they will.’


Their mother hesitated.


‘Look, we leave Mr Piggles out,’ Sylvia said. The family’s pet rabbit stayed in his hutch during raids. ‘He’s all right.’


‘What the hell are you all playing at?’ Ted came charging out of the shelter and grabbed his wife’s arm. ‘Get in, wench.’


‘Oh dear,’ Mom was saying. ‘I don’t like to leave them . . .’


For some reason Sylvia suddenly found the whole situation comical and got the giggles as they all ducked inside the shelter.


‘What the hell’s the matter with you?’ Audrey asked as they bumped about in the dark with only the jittering torchlight, trying to find a space to sit down.


‘Nothing.’ Sylvia couldn’t explain. It was how her nerves came out, wanting to giggle hysterically. But once she stopped laughing, a sober mood came over her. She couldn’t help thinking again what a tiny, flimsy thing the shelter was, when you set it against the destructive horror that could fall from the sky. She tried not to think about stories of direct hits on Anderson shelters.


‘Come on, budge up,’ Pauline said, closing the door. ‘Let’s get our dinner down us before it’s stone cold. I didn’t cook a meal for the flaming Hun to spoil it.’ In the torchlight she struck a match and lit the oil lamp, switching off the torch so that a different set of shadows patched their faces.


‘It’s going to be a bad one, I can feel it in my bones,’ Audrey said.


‘That’s it, Aud – look on the bright side,’ Jack retorted, through a mouthful of potatoes.


It was hard to think of anything but the noise outside. Sylvia, Audrey and Jack sat squeezed onto the wooden shelf on the left-hand side of the shelter, having to lean forward because there was a top shelf above them as well, for sleeping on. Pauline had a folding chair in the far corner and Ted waited until they were all in and then squeezed in another chair to sit on.


The cold air was knifing up into their nostrils. They all sat in silence for a time. Jack was polishing off his tea regardless, and soon the rest of them did the same. Pauline put her plate down, took Jack’s off him and lit a cigarette. Jack leaned against the wall, seeming lost in thought.


There had been a number of heavy raids this month already. Night after night the planes droned over Birmingham, looking to target factories and railways, wreaking huge damage and leaving houses without gas or water, as well as families without any homes. Many of Birmingham’s big works, like the BSA, Fort Dunlop and Lucas’s, had taken hits. With the lack of sleep and fear they were now experiencing, everyone was living on their nerves. For the moment, all squabbles were forgotten.


‘Why aren’t you working tonight, anyway, Sylv?’ Audrey asked, leaning down to put her empty plate on the floor. ‘It’s Friday.’ Sylvia’s latest job was as an usherette at the Theatre Royal in town.


‘I swapped with Betty,’ Sylvia said. ‘She wanted Saturday off, to see her feller. I didn’t think Ian would mind if I worked tomorrow.’


‘Mustn’t upset Ian now, must we?’ Audrey said. The barbed tone was back and immediately infuriated Sylvia, but she silenced herself with a last mouthful of stew. ‘You’re a soft touch, you are,’ Audrey tutted, also drawing back from a squabble.


Perhaps, Sylvia thought, Audrey had had the same realization as herself: they might all be dead soon. It’d be terrible to die in the middle of a quarrel. ‘Mind you, you wouldn’t want to be in town in this. You might have done yourself a big favour.’


‘Oh dear,’ Sylvia said uneasily. She pictured the lit stage in the theatre, the frightening determination that everyone showed to keep going, whatever was happening outside ‘I hope they’ll be all right.’


The planes roared over. The ack-ack guns were pounding from Billesley Common. There were thumps and bangs in the distance. Sylvia was glad to have both Mom and Dad there. If they were all going to go, at least they’d go together. She found the smoke of Mom’s cigarette comforting, its tip glowing in the shadows.


‘Oh my Lord,’ Pauline said at regular intervals, between puffs. After a while she pressed the stub into the ground and stood up to arrange the bedding on the top bunk. She was a bulky figure in the flickering light, in her coat with a shawl wrapped round her head. Her breath came out in ghostly wisps.


‘You lie down, Mom, if you like,’ Audrey said. ‘I’m not sleepy – are you, Sylv?’


‘No, not yet.’ She blew on her hands. ‘I’m too blasted cold to sleep. Oh, let’s hope we can go in soon. If it lets up, I’ll go in and make some tea.’ She felt prepared to risk a lot, just for a hot cuppa.


Pauline swivelled round. ‘God, Sylv – did you turn the gas off?’


‘Yes, it’s okay. Hey, listen.’ There was a brief lull outside.


‘Come on, Jack,’ Pauline patted the top bunk, ‘you’ve got school in the morning.’


‘No, I haven’t – it’s Saturday!’ Jack protested.


‘All the same, lad,’ Ted ordered, looking up from the newspaper he was squinting to read by torchlight. ‘Do as your mother says.’


Jack scrambled up, grumbling, and got his book and torch out to read. He was deep into John Buchan’s The Thirty-Nine Steps.


‘Don’t go out there, Sylv,’ Ted said. They’ll be back any minute, sod ’em.’


‘Ted!’ Pauline protested. ‘All this language, in front of Jack!’


‘Doesn’t matter about the rest of us, of course,’ Audrey said. ‘Just the delicate little boy.’


‘Shut up, Audrey!’ Jack snapped.


Ted looked up at his wife in his lugubrious way. ‘Pauline, there’s blokes up there trying to bomb us to smithereens. I don’t think the odd word is going to be the lad’s ruination.’


‘Oh, ow – aaagh, I’m ruinated!’ Jack cried, acting as if he’d been shot. He made choking noises followed by elaborate death-rattles. ‘Dad said “sod”. Eeurgh – those are my dying words!’ He shone the torch up at himself and made a corpse-face.


‘Very amusing,’ Pauline said, sinking down onto the chair in a layer of rugs. ‘Now, you just settle down, all of you.’


The night seemed endless.


‘I hope Ian’s all right,’ Sylvia said, yawning. She and Audrey were each end of the little bunk, their legs squashed in beside each other.


‘Oh, I expect he is,’ Audrey said rather tartly.


Sylvia thought Audrey was jealous. Boys were always after Audrey, and at last she, Sylvia, was the one who had an admirer! Ian was rather a catch. He was tall, quite good-looking (at least she thought so, whatever Audrey said), with a good job. He was six years older than Sylvia and was a radiologist at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital, which was a reserved occupation, so he would not be called up. It still felt like a miracle that Ian had fallen in love with her, silly old Sylvia, when they met at a local church fete. She had gone to buy an old rugby ball for Paul, from the White Elephant stall, and Ian came up and told her that it used to be his. He had seemed attracted by her straight away, and she was flattered by this and by his gentlemanly quaintness. He and his family lived a few streets away, in a nice house in Kings Heath, although he more often came to see Sylvia than she went to his family.


‘That mother of his is going to be the bane of your life,’ Audrey predicted from the other end of the bunk.


Sylvia felt rage flare up in her. She felt like kicking Audrey’s legs off the side. But the remark hit home. Try as she might, she couldn’t warm to Mrs Westley, Ian’s mother. His father was nice enough, in a remote sort of way. He was a doctor and always seemed to have a lot on his mind. But she found Mrs Westley – a neat, brittle woman who had once been a nurse – cold and intimidating. Sylvia was sure that Mrs Westley looked down on her and thought she wasn’t good enough for her son. Ian told her she was imagining things.


‘You just need time to get used to each other, that’s all,’ he tried to reassure her. ‘She thinks you’re delightful – and so pretty! She told me so.’


Sylvia chose to believe him, though she just couldn’t imagine Mrs Westley saying anything of the sort.


‘Well,’ she told Audrey now, ‘I don’t know how you think you know what’s going to happen. But since Ian and I are getting married, we’ll all have to get used to each other. She’s all right, really.’


She heard Audrey say ‘Huh’ quietly.


It grew late. Jack had put his torch out, but the oil lamp was still burning steadily. It was hard to know how much time had passed: in the shelter, all time felt the same. The girls heard another wave of planes approaching.


‘Audrey,’ Sylvia hissed, wriggling about to try and get comfortable, ‘d’you think Mom and Dad’re asleep?’


‘I think so,’ Audrey said. ‘Dad’s snoring. He can sleep through anything.’


There was another silence while they listened to the banging, crumping sounds in the distance, and to Dad’s snores close up. The cold pressed on their faces. Sylvia found herself thinking, as she often did these days, about Raymond Gould. She imagined the huge ship in the grey, North Sea waters and a shudder passed through her.


‘Audrey?’


‘Mmm?’


Sylvia hesitated. ‘I was thinking about Raymond. Do you . . .’ she dared to ask, ‘I mean, d’you feel guilty about him?’


‘Guilty?’ Audrey sounded cagey. ‘How d’you mean?’


‘Well, he carried a flame for you, didn’t he?’


There was a long silence and Sylvia began to regret saying anything. She waited for Audrey’s rage to break over her.


In the end all Audrey said was, ‘I know.’ After another silence she half sat up, leaning on her elbow, and whispered, ‘I feel terrible – about what happened. Raymond was all right. Sweet. But I don’t feel guilty that I didn’t feel the way he did. It’d be like walking out with your kid brother, wouldn’t it? Imagine how it would feel, if it was you and Laurie. It’s not nice to say it, I know, but I found him a bit boring.’ She lay back again. ‘He’d have got over it. He wasn’t my type at all.’


‘I s’pose not,’ Sylvia said. She could see Audrey’s point. She had never given a thought to Laurie Gould, though he was nice enough. He was just a kid, compared with Ian. The thought of Ian filled her with a moment’s warmth. ‘Who is your type, d’you think?’


Audrey gave a low chuckle. ‘Oh, I don’t know. Someone with guts, and dashingly handsome! Nobody I’ve ever met yet. I just can’t see me getting married to anyone. I don’t want to spend all my time in a pinner with kids round my ankles.’


Sylvia listened, amazed at her sister, as she often was. It was nice that they were talking for once, but they were so different. The idea of a cosy house and children appealed to Sylvia. A house with Ian and a family, all safe and sound together. She would give Ian children! She might not be very clever, but at least that might be something she could do.


‘But what would you do all day?’ she asked Audrey. ‘You don’t even like your job. What would you do if you didn’t have a family? If you could do anything?’


‘Oh,’ Audrey said without hesitation. ‘I’d be an explorer. I’d go to India and Russia and China and make maps!’


‘Don’t they already have maps?’ Sylvia asked.


Audrey laughed. ‘I don’t know. I just mean I’d get out of here – see the world. I just think men have a much better life. I don’t want to live like women are supposed to. It makes me feel so hemmed in. Sometimes, when I’m sitting in that office with all those sodding typewriters clattering away, I feel as if I’m going to explode with boredom.’


‘Well, why don’t you get another job?’ Sylvia suggested.


‘It’d just be more of the same thing,’ Audrey said, sighing. ‘Unless, I suppose—’


She didn’t say what she supposed, because the noise outside built up again abruptly. There were planes loud overhead.


‘God!’ Sylvia whispered. ‘They’re so close.’ Fear built in her. She envied Jack and their parents, who were fast asleep.


To her surprise, Audrey suddenly said, ‘Take my hand, sis.’


‘I can’t.’ There wasn’t enough room to sit up, even though they both strained towards each other. ‘Here –’ She pressed her feet against Audrey’s leg and they lay like that instead. Neither of them spoke.


Go over, just keep going . . . She found her lips moving. Don’t stop here, please just keep going.


There was an almighty series of bangs and long, crunching crashes, horribly close. The ground jerked under the shelter. Both girls instinctively wrapped their arms over their heads.


‘Uh! My God, what was that?’ Ted and the others woke with a start.


‘Oh! What’s happening?’ Pauline cried. ‘Audrey? Sylvia? Jack? You all right?’


‘Mom!’ Sylvia heard her voice come out like that of a frightened child. Thank goodness Mom was here. There were more explosions, and the ground was shaking again.


‘God, that was close,’ Audrey said hoarsely as it began to die away. ‘It’s not ours, is it? D’you think the Goulds are all right?’


Jack jumped down and went to open the door of the shelter.


‘Don’t, Jack!’ his mother ordered. ‘For heaven’s sake, leave it.’


But he had the door open and they all peered out to see a sky that was orange with the flames of fires. The outside air, full of bitter, burning smells, poured into the shelter, making them all cough.


‘Oh, my,’ Pauline Whitehouse gasped. ‘That’s our street, surely? Oh, Lord save us. Jack, shut it again, please. I can’t bear to look.’


Now that they were all awake, they sat in tense silence, listening. Fire-engine bells tinkled in the distance. The raid was the worst they had known in their part of town. Sylvia never knew afterwards how much sleep she had managed. A little perhaps, in quick snatches. But it had started at seven, and it was six the following morning before the All Clear sounded. Now the Germans were in France, they could keep it up for hours, flying back and forth. It was a test of everyone’s endurance.


Nauseous from lack of sleep, they all crawled out of the shelter in the morning, commiserating with the Goulds as they walked back to their houses.


‘Well, we got through another one!’ Marjorie called.


‘You all right, love?’ Pauline asked.


‘Yes – right as rain, ta.’ Marjorie waved bravely.


However cold and stiff, though, they were alive! It was a wonderful and exhilarating to be out in the morning light, even though the air was still heavy with burning.


‘At last,’ Sylvia said, ‘we might get that cup of tea.’


‘We’d better go and see the damage,’ Pauline said. Sylvia checked on Mr Piggles, who was trembling when she took him out for a cuddle. But the big, lop-eared rabbit seemed happy enough when she let him loose in the garden to nibble the grass. As they walked into the house, the cats fled screeching outside. Mom put the kettle on and they all went to look out at the front.


‘Oh, my!’ Sylvia gasped. The road was full of rubble and there was a gap further along where two houses had been. An ambulance was parked near the end, unable to get right up to the houses because the road was obstructed.


‘Oh dear Lord – that’s Mrs James’s,’ their mother said, hand going to her heart. There were people in shocked huddles along the street. Pauline pulled her shawl back around her and hurried along to speak to them. Sylvia could hear a woman crying.


‘I’d better go and see if I can help,’ Ted said. He headed off along the street after his wife.


The three of them followed, trying to take in what had happened to their close neighbours, thinking how easily it could have been them. They had to watch where they were walking over the rubble: glass crunched under their feet. Sylvia stared at the ruined shells of the houses, showing the remains of sooty fireplaces and fragments of flower-papered walls. Mixed with the smoke was a horrible musty smell.


‘God, look at it,’ Audrey said. There was bitter rage in her voice. Arms folded angrily, she stood for some time, taking in the piles of brick and plaster and timber, the mess of ruined possessions amid the rubble; a battered game of Ludo, smashed chairs, a pink dress twisted and filthy in the gutter. ‘Right,’ she said, furiously. ‘That’s it. I’ve decided. I’m not just sitting here any longer. I’m going to join up – today.’









1941









Four


January 1941


When Sylvia stepped out of the dark theatre, Ian was waiting for her. The audience, whom she had ushered into their seats, had already hurried away. They had to file out almost in darkness, the lights dimmed in the foyer so as not to let any glare escape. They had got through tonight’s performance without a raid, but the first thing everyone did outside, by instinct, was to look up at the sky. It was bitterly cold and foggy, but so far also blessedly quiet.


‘Hey, Wizzy, I’m here!’ Even Ian had taken to using the family nickname.


Sylvia stopped, her heart lifting with excitement. He’d come to meet her – that was a rare treat these days!


‘Ian?’ She could hear his footsteps, crossing over from the bottom of Bennett’s Hill and suddenly he was right there, stooping to kiss her cheek.


‘Hello, pretty lady,’ his said in his quaint way.


‘Have you been waiting long?’ she said, pushing her arm happily through his. ‘You never said you’d be in town.’


‘Long enough for a quick one in the Gallery Bar. I came in earlier to meet John Dawson, a chap who was in my form at school. He’s off into the Navy, last-night nerves and all that. But I thought it was about time for you to finish, so I waited around. Come on, we’ve got a few minutes before the bus. Quiet tonight, thank heavens.’


She snuggled up to him. ‘Oh, I love it when you’re here, waiting.’ It meant not having to feel her way, frightened, along blacked-out New Street on her own. In daylight, she knew, there were chalked signs saying, ‘BEWARE FALLING DEBRIS’. They could sit cuddled up on the shrouded late bus, talking over the day and snatching kisses.


She took his arm and they felt their way cautiously between the scarred buildings. Ian had a tiny torch, which let out a thread of light, but in the fog it made the visibility worse, so he turned it off. They could hear, rather than see, other people in the street. Sylvia loved walking about with Ian. He was so nice-looking, tall and always sprucely dressed, with neat brown hair and a thin, clever-looking face. In this darkness, however, no one could see anyone at all. And tonight she felt nervous, for more than the usual reasons. Her stomach clenched whenever certain thoughts came to her.


No one knew yet about the interview she’d had yesterday. In two days’ time she’d be gone from the theatre into an entirely new job! The idea of it made her thrum with nervous excitement. She still hadn’t told anyone – not even Ian. She had felt very emotional tonight, standing as usual, in her dark-red dress and neat black court shoes (her stockings were hardly holding together and she had mended endless numbers of holes in them, but there were no new ones to be had). Outwardly she was guiding the theatre-goers to their seats, polite and helpful, but in her head she kept repeating, Soon I won’t be doing this any more. As the music struck up from the orchestra pit, she stood at the back in the velvet darkness and felt tearful. She had been there for two years now, and in many ways it was a lovely job. But the restlessness – the feeling that everyone else was moving on and leaving her behind – had grown too much for her.


Audrey had finally received her call-up into the WAAF just before the New Year began. Her letters home were full of a new vocabulary of service life. Jane, Sylvia’s best school friend, was now somewhere up north with the ATS. It was all awful and frightening, and not what any of them had planned for their young lives, but it was an adventure as well. As the weeks sped by, Sylvia felt more and more as if life was passing her by. Paul was the only one of the Goulds left at home, and she missed Audrey, even if they did squabble. She wanted to do something new herself. Joining up was unthinkable for her. She didn’t want to leave Ian, and she couldn’t do it to Mom. Pauline had been upset enough when Audrey went; she didn’t like any sort of change. The world was a nasty, dangerous place in her eyes and she wanted them all safe in the nest together.


Sylvia had butterflies in her stomach as they reached the bus stop. Ian should be the first to know. He’d be so proud of her! His own job at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital was recognized as useful, while all she could feel was useless. But now she’d answered that advertisement she had seen in the paper, at least she could say she was joining other women in doing something.


She was about to speak when Ian said, ‘We had a lady in today, fell down her cellar steps in the blackout. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a leg more smashed up. If you only saw the X-ray, you’d think she’d just jumped out of a plane.’ He began telling her about various other accidents he’d seen, and then the bus came and there were people sitting so close that Sylvia didn’t feel like being overheard saying what she had to say. Ian was in a chatty mood, so she listened, as she often did. It wasn’t until they had got off the bus in Kings Heath and he was walking her home that she managed to get a word in.


Once they had turned off the main road she tugged on his arm. ‘Stop a minute, Ian. I’ve got a surprise – some news to tell you.’


‘Really, Wizzy?’ He had a teasing way of talking sometimes, which made her feel even more the difference in their ages. Obviously Ian was much cleverer than she was, but sometimes it felt as if he was talking to her as if she were a child. Tonight that irked her more than usual. He put his hands on her shoulders and she could just make out the whites of his eyes in the darkness. ‘Am I going to like the surprise?’


‘Of course you are,’ she replied, in an arch way to match his tone. But this didn’t feel right for her momentous announcement. It was all turning into a joke.


For a second he bounced her dark curls against the palm of his hand. The cuff of his flannel jacket brushed her cheek. ‘Let’s hear it then.’


‘Well . . .’ Her heart was thudding. ‘I decided I wanted to do something different. So I’ve got myself a new job.’


‘Oh,’ Ian said pleasantly, making as if to start walking again, but she stopped him, gripping his arm. ‘Where are you going off to then? The Prince of Wales? Or the Hippodrome? That’d be a change of scene – oops, sorry. Terrible pun.’


Feeling rather put out at his joking, she said firmly, ‘No, a bigger change of scene than that. I’ve been taken on by the railway.’


Ian drew back in surprise. ‘Oh! Gosh. That really is a change of . . . I see!’ He was chuckling. ‘Yes, well, I suppose they must need a lot of extra staff. Good for you! So what will it be? Filling in forms at New Street? Pouring the tea – I imagine the cafeterias must be rather jolly places to work, even though everything is rationed up to the hilt at the moment.’


‘No,’ Sylvia said, trying to sound casual. ‘I’m going to be working as a goods porter. For Great Western.’


She waited for his gasp of surprise and admiration. She wanted him to be proud, to congratulate her on being selfless and brave. What she heard was an even bigger explosion of laughter. He rocked with it.


‘Oh dear, oh dear – that’s a good one! A porter, you? You are joking, I hope?’


Sylvia withdrew, hurt and annoyed. ‘No, Ian, I’m not. I’m glad the thought of me trying to do anything for the war effort seems so flaming hilarious. I’m not stupid, you know, whatever you may think!’ She moved off along the road, her body stiff with an anger that increased with every step. Why did everyone always think of her as incapable of doing anything?


‘Hey, Wizz! Stop!’ He was beside her, reaching for her hand. ‘Look, I’m sorry. Of course I don’t think you’re stupid – you’re one hell of a girl. I just thought you were joking. I mean, seriously, it’s not very feminine, is it? And that’s what you are, always. To me, you’re just so womanly. You’re not one of those mannish types in trousers and caps, like those girls in the services. I can’t imagine you like that at all – you always look so pretty and nice.’


‘Well, I can hardly lump heavy goods around in a frock and heels, can I?’ she snapped.


‘No, I suppose not . . . Well, gosh. I can hardly take this in, to tell you the truth. No, it’s marvellous. Well done you.’ He tried to pull her to him, but she resisted.


‘I just want to do something.’ She was close to tears suddenly. She wanted to feel understood, and Ian had failed her. ‘Your job’s useful, and you can feel as if it’s important—’


‘Well, I’m not so sure,’ he interrupted. ‘All the other chaps are going off.’


‘But I feel . . .’ She trailed off. It was hard to put into words what she felt. ‘I feel left out. I just thought you’d understand.’


‘I do, Sylvia.’ He sounded serious now, and careful. No nicknames. ‘I really do. It just takes some getting used to, that’s all.’ He put on a wheedling tone. ‘Don’t be cross with me.’


‘I’m not,’ she said. Crossly. She felt like a mutinous little girl.


They were walking on now and had turned into her road. Sometimes, even if it was late, he came in for a cup of tea before walking back to his family home in Cartland Road. Mom and Dad always made him welcome if they were up. But tonight she didn’t want to invite him in. She wanted him to know how fed-up she was with him.


‘I think I’ll head straight for bed tonight,’ she said, outside the house. ‘I’m feeling done for.’


‘That’s all right,’ Ian said, in a stiff, gentlemanly way. ‘And, Wizz, don’t be cross. The railway – my goodness, what a girl! When does all this start then?’


‘Next week.’ She felt suddenly very tired and cold, as if something had been spoiled.


They embraced and kissed, and it was lovely to feel his arms round her, but she couldn’t be completely wholehearted tonight.


‘One day we’ll be together, properly,’ Ian whispered, his lips close to her ear. ‘Oh, my darling, you’re lovely.’ She heard him take a sharp breath of desire. ‘God, I only have to come near you for a few seconds. If only we didn’t have to wait . . .’


‘Well, you do,’ she said, the one teasing now. Ian’s desire was always a pressure. ‘I’m a respectable girl, remember?’ But she began to relent and snuggled closer to him. They were engaged, were planning to marry in July. At least that was something sure. And while everything else was so uncertain, Sylvia told herself, why waste precious time being angry?


‘Not too long now,’ she said. ‘I’ll be Mrs Westley and an old matron.’ She knew this would please him.


Laughter rippled through his body. ‘Not you – never. See you tomorrow?’


‘I expect so.’ She took out her keys. They’d had a set cut in case she came in very late.


‘I love you, girl.’ He was backing away.


Sylvia ran to him and kissed him again. ‘I love you too. Goodnight.’









Five


Sylvia did not sleep well. There was no raid, but even with this golden opportunity for sleep, she lay awake for what seemed the whole night, her mind racing.


She heard the trains moving along the line at the end of the garden and thought of all those people out there, toiling in the night. Her tiff with Ian went round in her mind: You’re just so feminine . . . It was odd how this didn’t feel like a compliment, even though it was meant as one. Why did being feminine seem to mean . . . what did it mean? Feminine: soft and weak and not able to do anything very much? Was that what Ian was implying? She knew that if she put that to him, he would argue and say that was not what he meant at all. But that was what it felt like. As if he wanted to keep her locked up, like something decorative, but of no real use.


Heavens, she thought, I’m getting like Audrey.


‘As soon as you get married you’re tied, like a dog to a post,’ Audrey sometimes said, in her scathing way. ‘I’m not having someone bossing me about, telling me what I can and can’t do. I’m not bothering with all that.’ She somehow managed to make Sylvia feel that, in promising to marry Ian, she was giving in to something and was slightly pathetic.


‘You don’t want to take any notice of her,’ Mom would say, even though she found Audrey bewildering as well. ‘She’ll settle down in the end.’


After what felt like an endless night, Sylvia pulled back the corner of the curtains and saw a hint of light in the sky. Cursing the fact that she felt every bit as queasy and exhausted as she would after a night out in the shelter, she dressed in as many layers of clothes as she could find and went downstairs. In the kitchen, she filled the kettle from the groaning tap and set it on the gas.


The pail for the hens was set ready by the back door. It was so hard to buy eggs that Mom had decided, a couple of months back, that they would keep chickens. Then they’d gone in for rabbits as well. What with them and the enlarged vegetable patch, there was not much left of the garden where she, Audrey, Jack and the Goulds used to play.


Sylvia picked up the pail and went out to the hen coop. Freezing, smoky air stung her nostrils. She unfastened the hatch in the top and tipped in the cooked-up mess of bran, potato peelings and cabbage leaves.


‘Here you are, girls. Grub’s up – come and get it!’


The five Rhode Island Reds stalked out of the coop: the ‘royal ladies’ – Isabella, Elizabeth, Victoria, Eleanor and Lady Jane – pecked at their mash with little scurrying noises. The missing one of their number out of the half-dozen they had bought from the Bull Ring at the end of November had turned out to be a cockerel, Henry VIII, who had roasted nicely for Christmas dinner.


Sylvia looked along the garden, hugging her coat round her. To the right, familiar after all these months, was the Anderson shelter with its thick layer of soil on the roof, now draped with strands of dead nasturtiums. Sylvia shuddered, thinking of the cold hours of terror they had spent in there. When did it become so normal, always listening for the sirens and feeling sick with fear?


Hard up against the shelter, and nearer the house, was the rabbit run. Sylvia went over to the rabbit hutches and let the brown rabbits – the ones she didn’t permit herself to grow fond of because they were also destined to feature as dinner – into the run. Then she went to the one solitary hutch nearest the house.


‘Hello, Mr Piggles.’ Squatting, she unfastened the door and reached in for the big, lop-eared bundle of rabbit that sat complacently on her crouching legs, his nose wiffling. She stroked his velvety ears, then stood up, cuddling him, enjoying his furry warmth and his comforting rabbity smells. The light was rising. She could see the railings at the end of the garden more clearly now, and the hens were tinged with russet.


‘I’ve really gone and done it now,’ she murmured. ‘I don’t wish I hadn’t or anything, but I haven’t half got collywobbles, Mr P. How am I going to tell Mom? She’ll have a fit.’


Faintly, she heard a train coming. In the cutting between their garden and the park ran the LMS line to Bristol and the West Country. Even though they had lived here, backing onto the railway all her life, the sound always made her blood thump harder, the familiar whoomp-whoomp of the engine growing louder as it hurried towards New Street. The loco rushed past and she could just see the top of it, black and dramatic. There was a second’s glimpse of the orange glow from the furnace and a thick sleeve of smoke unfurling behind its chimney. Sparks whirled up into the morning gloom, carriages rattled and lurched and then suddenly, with a last rush of sound, it was gone. The noise died as it ran on into Birmingham, leaving them in a sprinkle of cinders and with the smell of smoke in the freezing air. The banks on each side were always charred black. Sylvia loved the trains, although Mom was always cursing that there was no point in hanging out washing, with the state in which it came in again.


‘You’re up early. I shan’t have to dig you out for once.’


Sylvia jumped. With all the racket she hadn’t heard her mother come outside. Pauline was in her dressing gown, with a coat over the top, fleece-lined slippers and her shawl wrapped over her head. With her thick auburn hair – her crowning glory – hidden beneath it, she looked more like an old lady than someone in her forties. The cats had followed her out and were stalking across the grass.


‘Couldn’t sleep,’ Sylvia said. It was no good; she was going to have to tell her.


Her mother came close and stroked the rabbit. ‘Look at him – loving it . . . Have you fed the girls?’ She nodded towards the hens.


‘Yes. Mom . . . ?’


‘You can help me with some shopping before you go to work. All this endless queuing.’


Cuddling Mr Piggles even closer, Sylvia said, ‘Mom. I’m finishing there on Friday. I’ve got a new job – different hours.’


Pauline turned, frowning. ‘What d’you mean?’


Mom wasn’t going to like this. She was another one who thought there were all sorts of things girls shouldn’t be doing. Or at least, not her girls.


‘I’ve got a job with Great Western.’


Her mother’s grey eyes narrowed. ‘What’re you on about, Sylvia? You’ve got such a nice job at that theatre. And I thought you were engaged? You’re going to marry Ian.’


‘Well, yes,’ Sylvia laughed. ‘But not this week! I don’t have to stop work because I’m engaged, do I?’


‘Does Ian know about this? What on earth does he think?’


‘He’s right behind me,’ she fibbed.


‘I should’ve thought he’d say you’ve gone mad,’ Pauline said, beginning to turn away, arms folded.


Sylvia could feel more frustrated anger boiling up in her. Why was it up to Ian what she did? And why did Mom always walk off when you were trying to talk to her?


‘Why should Ian mind?’ she said to her mother’s back. ‘Things are changing, Mom. Girls are doing all sorts, now the war’s on. We’re not still living in the Stone Age. And anyway, it’s not as if Ian and I are married yet.’ Why couldn’t everyone be pleased and think she was doing something good?


‘He ought to have a say, Sylvia.’ Her mother turned to her again. ‘You can’t just do as you like once you’re married.’


‘But I’m not married!’ she almost shouted. ‘He doesn’t own me, Mom.’


‘And what d’you mean, working for the Great Western – as a clerk? You know how much trouble you had with writing and sums at school. I don’t mean to be unkind, Sylv, but you’d have to admit, it was hopeless.’


As if I need reminding, Sylvia thought.


‘No, I just . . .’ She hitched up Mr Piggles to her. ‘You know when I went to see Auntie Jean, the other week? When I came back in, through Snow Hill, there was a lady there, in uniform, collecting tickets at the gate. And I just thought: I could do that! I don’t have to stay put, being so useless.’ She tried to pour into the words all her feelings of restlessness and frustration. ‘After all that’s happened, Mom – all the bombing, and the lads all going off, risking their lives.’


‘Not Ian, though.’


‘No, not Ian – but Raymond and Laurie; and girls like Jane and Audrey.’


Pauline Whitehouse tutted, pulling the ends of her shawl more tightly round her. ‘Oh, you’re not just trying to keep up with her again? Audrey’s just Audrey – she always has to be difficult. Why can’t you just ignore her and live your own life? You’ve always been more of a home bird. Horses for courses.’


Their mother had been frightened and appalled when Audrey joined up. Both of them were puzzled by the force of Pauline’s reaction.


‘Anything different and she goes round the bend!’ Audrey had said.


The girls had spent a long time discussing whether this was to do with their mother’s own upbringing. She had grown up in a poor area – a ‘slum’ she called it – right in the middle of Birmingham. She never wanted to talk about it, and they knew better than to push her to.


‘What happened, Mom?’ Audrey had plucked up the courage to ask, before she left. ‘When you were young?’


‘Happened? How d’you mean? Nothing happened. No one murdered anyone, if that’s what you mean. It was poor and sordid and unpleasant, and there were people I never want to see again in my life – always poking their noses in. And then I met your father and got out of it.’ She shrugged. ‘I want your lives to be different, that’s all.’ Now she had made a comfortable nest, she didn’t seem to want anyone else to leave it.


‘I do think Audrey’s doing something important, Mom,’ Sylvia said now. ‘But it’s not just that, anyway. It’s all of it! Every time there’s a raid: what they’ve done to Coventry, and all the mess in town and the Market Hall . . .’ She was almost in tears. Emotions seemed to rise up and startle her these days. And what about Mr and Mrs James?’ There had been two couples killed that night when their street was bombed, and Mom had been friends with one of them, Mrs James. ‘And we just sit here while everything’s breaking up around us. All I’m doing is that silly job.’ Tears escaped and ran down her cheeks into Mr Piggles’s fur. ‘Anyway, it’s too late now. The GWR have taken me on.’


‘To do what, pray? Drive a train?’


‘They want me as a porter. I told them I was no good with writing and such.’


‘A porter?’ Her mother removed the shawl from her head as if to make sure she hadn’t misheard. Her hair stood up in a wild coppery mass. ‘A little reed of a wench like you, heaving stuff about like a man? They can’t want you to do that!’


‘They do – and I can!’


Pauline Whitehouse shook her head. In her world, the best thing was never to stand out or make trouble. Girls shouldn’t draw attention to themselves.


‘I can’t see the men putting up with it. They won’t want you taking their jobs.’


‘Mom, you used to work on a milling machine – like the men!’


‘That was only during the war.’


‘This is during the war, too. There aren’t enough men left – you know that.’ Sometimes it felt as if her mother lived with her head in a pile of sand.


‘But they are bombing the railways . . .’


‘They’re bombing everything. They could bomb the theatre just as easily.’


There was a silence. Both of them stared down towards the railway line. Sylvia knew her fearful mother was torn between not wanting her children to take any risks, to wrap them up and keep them safe forever, and knowing that everyone had to do their best for the war effort. And no one was guaranteed safe. Not anywhere.


Pauline let out a long sigh. ‘Well,’ she said at last, less frostily, ‘I hope you don’t live to regret it. But as you’ve already gone and done it without asking my advice, or your father’s, I suppose there’s not much left for me to say, is there?’ She paused and, to Sylvia’s surprise, a smile appeared on her lips. ‘Fancy, you’ll be at Snow Hill. I used to meet your father there when we were courting – under the clock in the booking hall. Handsome devil he was, in those days.’


‘He’s not so bad now, Mom,’ Sylvia said. Mom was coming round.


Pauline smiled properly now and looked at her. ‘No, I s’pose not. Seems a long time ago, though.’









Six


Audrey sat crushed into the canvas-scented darkness of the heavy truck, holding on tightly to the handle of her old suitcase. Though the WAAF driver was speeding along expertly, the winding roads were making her feel sick. Around her was yet another collection of young women, mostly in their late teens and early twenties, a few older, all clad in Air Force blue uniforms and most of whom she had never seen before. Now that she had been in the WAAF a few weeks she was getting used to this: having to keep starting again and adapting.
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