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To the people of BARRA, the Birmingham Air Raids Remembrance Association, who have worked so hard to make sure that the long silence over Birmingham’s bombardment during World War Two was broken and a memorial set up in the name of the many people of the city who died during those dark years.




Pay attention, Hitler. You have the insight of a genius. You cannot pretend that you do not know it is either you or them. You must break them or be broken by them. Therefore, send your bombers, and more and more of them. Spare no means. Spread the wings of the Luftwaffe. Fling down fire. All is at stake.


But you must make haste: for hitherto they survive. Hitherto, they do not change. Make haste. If you leave them living it will be thought that there is something in the world that detonations do not shatter. Make haste, or their quietness will echo round the world; their amusement will dissolve Empires; their ordinariness will become a flag; their kindness a rock; and their courage an avalanche. Make haste. Blot them out if you can.


John Strachey, Post D, published 1941





I
Small Heath, Birmingham
1940





One


Night, 26–27 August


‘They’re coming for us . . . They’ll herd us all into camps and we’ll all be slaughtered . . . Oh – ohh!’


Violet longed to pull her arm away but the voice of her mother, May Simms, rose to a scream. Her scrawny fingers grabbed at Violet’s arm, the nails digging into her flesh. They were squeezed in side by side under the flimsy staircase.


Violet pressed her forehead to her kneecaps, the bridge of her specs hurting her nose. Everything shook. The candle was blown out and they were left in darkness.


‘Where’re you going? Don’t leave me!’ Mom’s fingers jabbed into her arm again, but she managed to pull away.


‘I’m just lighting the candle . . .’


Violet groped for the matches, flared one into life and brought it to the wick of the candle. Its light crept around the cramped, shabby living room of their back-to-back house. For a second it felt peculiar to see everything looking so normal: the familiar table and chairs, the range with their undies hanging on it to dry, the bodged rug on the floor and dark rectangle of blackout over the window. For now, the planes had passed over. She heard shouts coming from outside.


‘Get back here!’ her mother insisted.


Even in the middle of this raid, frightened as she was, Violet wanted to resist. Come here, stay with me . . . That was all she ever heard from her mother. If she tried to get out, to have more life of her own, it would be, ‘You’re a selfish girl! I don’t know how I brought you up to be so selfish.’


But hearing the drone of the planes overhead again she scuttled back under the stairs. Crammed in beside her mother was the last place she wanted to be – Mom with her sharp elbows and constant fretting – but her belly was churning with fear and it felt as if every hair of her body was standing on end.


‘Don’t go and leave me on my own . . .’


Violet shut her mind down, the way she had learned to.


‘Everyone leaves me – everyone. Your father . . . Left me to bring you up all on my own . . . It’s been a terrible, hard road . . .’


Well, I suppose he didn’t die on purpose, did he? Frightened as she was, Violet felt rage swell inside her. And did I ask to be born?


Here she was, twenty years of age, with Mom watching like a hawk as always, her life passing her by. She’d been a good girl, done as she was told, and in her drab little life she had hardly been anywhere, never once walked out with a boy, never been kissed! And it wasn’t just that she was small and shy and wore specs. How was she ever going to meet anyone nice when she was hardly allowed to budge from home except to go out to work at the biscuit factory? Their neighbour, Mrs Baker, said it wasn’t right – and it wasn’t.


The next thing was Mom’d be all sweet and sickly. ‘Aah – you’re my little baby girl, you are. You’re all I’ve got, Vi . . . Don’t go away and leave me . . .’


There was no point in saying anything. Not now. Even though she was getting to the point of being fit to burst with the need for freedom. Instead, she strained her ears to hear what was to come outside.


The raid last night had been the first really big one over Birmingham and this morning a sense of shock had spread across the city. The light of dawn brought the terrible sight of the Market Hall at the city’s heart – the much-loved, bustling arcade where they all loved to shop for fruit and veg, meat and fish, even live pets – now left a charred shell.


‘They’ll be going for the BSA and the Singer factory,’ people in Small Heath said fearfully. Birmingham Small Arms, a mile away from where Violet lived, was the main factory in England producing rifles and Browning machine guns – as well as bicycles and motorbikes for the war effort. And the Singer Works made engines on Waverley Road, just the other side of the canal. They had to be some of the city’s prime targets, as well as all the road junctions in the area.


And now, tonight, here they were again. Another wave of engines was drawing closer. Violet looked up at the staircase, flimsy as matchwood, which seemed to waver in the candlelight. Was this how it was going to be now, her here, night after night next to Mom? Violet took her specs off and pressed her head to her knees again, feeling a scream rising in her as the sounds built outside.


Further up along the other side of Archibald Street, Grace Templeton was squeezed with most of her family into the Anderson shelter Dad had put up on their little patch of garden.


Grace, twenty-one, strawberry blonde, pretty and full of life, had been more than ready to spread her wings – until the war came along and put the lid on all that. As the eldest of Cath and Bill Templeton’s nine children, she felt responsible for everyone, especially with Dad not here at nights.


‘Sure, it’s like trying to catch a sleep in a tin of sardines,’ Cath complained. As if anyone would have been able to sleep during this racket anyway.


Two of the Templeton children were in the neighbouring garden with an elderly couple whose own family were grown and gone. Grace longed to be one of the ones to go in next door with the Josephs. Imagine being able to stretch out on one of the narrow bunks with no one kicking her!


Marie had been chosen to go next door – of course. Out of the nine of them there were only three girls. Marie, at fourteen, dark-haired and pretty, was deemed the most acceptable to kindly old Mr and Mrs Josephs. Patrick, nineteen, and not just the oldest boy but the tallest, had gone with her. And anyway, Mom wanted Grace there as the eldest and she was in a state because Dad was working nights at the BSA.


Their father had put one narrow wooden bench in on each side so Grace was propped in a corner with two of her brothers beside her, while the other three lads were squeezed in on the opposite side like a row of ornaments in descending order of size. Cath Templeton sat on a chair in the middle holding baby Gordon, who was just over a year old. Being the summer, it wasn’t too cold, but Grace hated to think what it would be like if they had to be out here in winter. She sat longing for a cigarette, but she had promised Mom she wouldn’t smoke in the shelter.


‘Mother of God,’ Cath kept exclaiming as the sounds of the planes’ engines grew and seemed to be heading straight for them personally. ‘Mother of Mercy, spare us – and keep my Bill safe . . . Come on now, Grace, and the rest of you, we’ll say the rosary.’


Grace murmured along with the Hail Marys, but all she could think about was Dad, her lovely Dad, being at the BSA. It was in Armoury Road, at the heart of the old Gun Quarter in Small Heath. When France fell under German occupation in June and during the withdrawal and rescue at Dunkirk, the servicemen who had pulled out had left behind their equipment – a host of motorbikes and cycles as well as guns – on French soil. The Birmingham Small Arms company had stepped up production even more and were working a seven-day – and night – week. Grace’s father worked on the motorcycles. It was terrible thinking about them dropping bombs on the works, with all those people on shift there through the long hours of darkness . . .


Grace straightened her aching back. Mom had drifted into silence. It was too uncomfortable to sleep even when the night was quiet. Tonight, they had all been in their beds until midnight when she was woken by shouts from the street outside.


‘Take cover! Get in the shelters! Air raid . . . Move, all of you – come on, wake up!’


A policeman had cycled frantically up and down the street blowing a whistle and he was soon joined by Jimmy’s dad, Mr Oval, from across the road, who was in the ARP. Shortly afterwards came the blood-chilling howl of the air-raid siren.


‘Lord above!’ Mom cried, jumping out of bed. They were all shocked out of sleep, blithering about like scared rabbits. ‘What do we do? Holy Mother of God – Grace, what is it I’m to be doing?’


‘Get Gordon, Mom!’ Grace shouted, rounding up her brothers. ‘Let’s get to the shelter!’


‘What about clean underwear . . . ? Have I time to boil some water?’


‘What? No! Let’s just get down the garden!’


Even after last night’s raid they were not at all in the swing of it. Joseph fell over putting both feet down the same trouser leg and they had a heck of a job finding the torch. Mom kept muttering because she had forgotten to make a flask of tea.


Grace grabbed two blankets along with a couple of candles and the box of matches.


Just as they got settled in, there was a knock on the side of the shelter.


‘It’s only me, Mrs T,’ they heard Mr Oval’s voice. ‘Just checking you’re all safe in there?’


‘Oh, hello, Mr Oval!’ Mom stuck her head out. Grace caught a glimpse of the barrel-like figure of Arthur Oval in his ARP uniform. Mr Oval . . . Guilt prickled through her. The man who, by now, could easily have been her father-in-law . . .


Mom exchanged a few words and drew her head in.


‘Ta-ra-a-bit then – keep safe,’ Mr Oval said, departing.


‘Oh, he’s a good man, so he is,’ Cath said.


Grace said nothing. She knew that under Mom’s words lay others. You could be married to his lovely son Jimmy by now, if you weren’t such a silly girl and too fussy for your own good . . . Brown-eyed, handsome Jimmy, who was undeniably also a good man . . . And Grace was left feeling as if she had been rubbed up the wrong way and didn’t know what to do about it.


‘Holy Mother,’ Mom said again. ‘Protect my Bill, dear Lord . . . Please let him be all right . . .’ After a while she sat up to shift Gordon’s weight a little, then said, ‘God, it’s funny to think of all his marrows up there above us.’


Grace smiled. Dad had shovelled soil on to the shelter and planted marrows. They were big this year – even bigger than Mr Oval’s, which Dad was quietly satisfied about. She pictured the long, green vegetables lurking out there while the searchlights jittered about and the guns were banging away. The thought of them was strangely comforting.


Mr Arthur Oval found himself breathing very heavily as he hurried back to the street from the Templetons’ Anderson shelter. He was a man who, having passed the age of fifty, already stout of build and never knowingly underfed by his wife Mildred, was not at the peak of physical fitness. By day, he worked at Gillott’s in Sparkbrook, a small firm making machine tools and, as a strong patriot in the face of what that German feller Hitler was up to, had joined up for Civil Defence training in the ARP long before the war began. They’d all known this was coming, of course – all the preparation for gas attacks and bombing raids. But knowing about it didn’t get you ready for all this lot – not really. All this rushing about. He was puffing like a train.


Must go and see my Old Lady, he thought. ’Er’ll be frightened to death in there.


He half-ran, lurching along to his house a few doors up and along the entry. Bombs were dropping some distance away. Not here at the moment, thank the Lord. Marrows gleamed faintly in the streaks of light.


‘Mildred – old girl? ’S’only me. You all right?’


He pulled the shelter door open. Their old dog, Ginger, gave a warning woof, which pleased him. You never knew who might be creeping around in people’s gardens during this lot.


‘All right, girl,’ he said, stroking her head as it emerged from the shelter.


‘Oh – Arthur!’ Mildred’s fleshy face peered out anxiously at him in the shuddering light of a candle. Her face – always there, always the same. Arthur felt a rush of love for her. His Old Lady. The best, she was. Pure gold.


‘Oh, I’m glad to see yer.’ She was barely talking above a whisper. ‘I’ve only just got our John to sleep – ’e don’t like it out ’ere one bit. Frightens ’im.’


John, their youngest of seven children, was a frail boy, handicapped from birth.


‘Poor little mite – I’m not surprised,’ Arthur said.


‘Hello, Dad!’ Dorothy, who was twelve, called to him. He couldn’t see any of them in the dark behind Mildred. His older boys had joined up, leaving the four younger children. They were good kids. He knew they and the wife would look after each other.


‘I think we’ll have to get a Tilley lamp, Arthur – the candle keeps blowing out.’


‘All right, bab, we’ll do that,’ he said. ‘Can’t stop now – long as you’re all right. Anything you need – pop over to the post, all right?’


‘I don’t like you being out there,’ Mildred said, pulling her shawl close round her matronly figure. ‘You go careful, Arthur.’


Arthur nodded. He felt suddenly emotional, as if he wanted to tell the Old Lady he loved her – but he didn’t feel he could bring that out in front of the kids. He turned and stumbled away to check along the street.


Grace knew her mother was worried to death. She kept thinking to herself, over and over, Let Dad be all right, please let him be all right . . . With another pang of guilt, she wondered where Jimmy was – Jimmy Oval, who loved her. He’s probably safer than us, she thought, even though he’s in the army. The rest of the Oval family would be in their shelter, under their own marrows.


Trying to snap out of her thoughts, she looked round at her brothers, hunched up together, all awake except five-year-old Adie, their faces hollowed out by shadows, dots of candlelight reflected in their eyes. This was about the quietest she had ever seen them. They were scared and exhausted. Suddenly she was filled with tenderness for them all, no matter how much they drove her mad most of the time.


Dennis, twelve, was sitting up between her and little Adie. Dennis was a sweet lad, one of the quieter ones in the family. He was rocking slightly back and forth and after a time Grace felt his hand slip into hers. Touched, she reached out and put her arm round him, something he would never normally have stood for at his age. He didn’t say anything; but he cuddled up close, his bony shoulder digging into her.


‘All right?’ she whispered.


‘Yeah.’ He nodded, his dark hair rubbing against her. Dennis was a good lad and she was moved by his sweetness, his wanting the comfort of her. That was how she had felt about her dad when she was his age – still did, in fact. Just wanted Dad there because he was kind and reassuring. Mom was reassuring too but Dad would just sit, quiet and solid, and she liked that. Or he would pull her on to his lap as he sat at their old piano picking out jolly little tunes he had taught himself, like ‘Begone Dull Care!’ and ‘The Vicar of Bray’. She had always been a Daddy’s girl.


Putting her lips close to her brother’s ear, she whispered, ‘It’s all right, Den,’ and then, leaning forward, said more loudly, ‘What shall we sing, eh, boys? We’ll show those pesky Germans we’re not scared, won’t we?’


‘Ten Green Bottles?’ Joseph said.


‘All right – come on then.’ She started singing. ‘Ten green bottles, hanging on the wall . . .’


When she was the only one left awake, Grace got up quietly and pushed open the little makeshift door.


Pulling Mom’s old shawl round her she took in gulps of air. But though it was cooler than the fug in the shelter, it was thick with the stink of burning. She twisted round and dared to stand upright outside. Searchlights moved like restless wands about the sky. It was much less dark than usual and she could see no stars – the night was full of smoke and the baleful copper glow of fires coming from the middle of Birmingham.


So this is it, she thought. The raids they’d waited for all last winter and all through this strange, hot summer as Germany invaded country after country and France fell and the scramble to escape at Dunkirk had begun . . . The first raid on Birmingham had been a couple of weeks back, on 9 August, a lone bomber dropping two bombs on Erdington, killing a young man who was home on leave from the army. Since then, bombs had fallen on the Castle Bromwich aircraft factory, where they were building the Spitfires, killing five workers. Last night had been the first real shock – they were saying there had been fifty bombers over the middle of town. And here they were again – was this how it would be now, night after night? It was terrifying, but above all it was exhausting. All she really longed for was to be able to lie down and get some sleep.


Standing out in the horrifying night, beside the vegetables and the little corrugated-iron shell which contained her family, Grace thought, I can’t just keep sitting here like this when all these other people are out risking their lives – I’ve got to do something. At that moment, she felt like the only person left in the world.


Violet thought she had never known a night as long as this one. She felt as if her nerves were fit to snap. I can’t sit here like this night after night, she thought. Not with her, like this. It felt as if they were the only people left in Birmingham.


She must have dozed because the next thing she knew was the rising blare of the ‘All Clear’ and, almost immediately, someone knocking at the door. A correct-sounding, familiar woman’s voice called out in the darkness.


‘Are we all right in here?’ The knock was repeated. ‘This is your warden – everyone all right?’


Violet scrambled to her feet and opened the door. Outside, holding a torch, stood Miss Holt, in her ARP warden’s uniform, a coat with brass buttons and a rounded black steel helmet. Miss Holt, a retired elementary school teacher, lived along the street at number sixty-one and had offered her little terraced house as the warden post for Archibald Street.


She was a tall, grey-haired, unbending woman in horn-rimmed spectacles, who had taught Violet in her earliest years. Violet had always been in awe of Miss Holt, with her stiffly shingled hair, upright stance and the piercing stare some teachers seem to develop during their years of terrorizing infants. But Miss Holt had also been capable of kindness under her severe exterior. And at least she hadn’t been one for the cane – she’d never needed it, the way she looked at you. At that moment, Violet felt she had never been so pleased to see anyone in her life.


‘Ah – Violet,’ Miss Holt said, becoming stiffer again at the sight of one of her old pupils. ‘Are you and your mother all right?’


‘Yes, thank you, Miss Holt,’ Violet said, praying that her mother would stay out of it. She sometimes thought Mom didn’t always exactly mean to be rude, but she had a habit of saying the wrong things to people. ‘We’re all right, thank you.’


‘Who’s that?’ She heard her mother’s voice, muzzily from within.


‘It’s Miss Holt, Mom.’


‘Oh – Miss Holt!’ May Simms had no time for teachers. Those who can’t do, teach, was her view. But to Violet’s relief she managed to sound quite polite. ‘Morning, Miss Holt. What a night.’


‘Yes,’ Miss Holt said. ‘I gather the BSA has suffered a bit – no one injured, so far as we know. Some damage to a couple of houses at the bottom end of this street, though . . .’


‘Oh . . . Oh, dear.’ May finally crawled out from under the stairs, a blanket wrapped round her neat little form. With her clear blue eyes, wavy hair a deep brown against her porcelain-skinned face, she looked like a little doll. ‘That’s terrible. The damage, I mean. I was sure we were all going to die – I said to Vi, this is going to be the end of us . . .’ She had a high, whiny voice.


Oh, do be quiet, Violet begged silently. Please, Mom.


Violet felt Miss Holt sizing them both up.


‘Well, you can get to your beds for a while now, I think,’ she instructed, before adding briskly, ‘Since you have no cellar or garden, I would strongly recommend that you go into the public shelter. You have one in your own yard, so I really can’t imagine that squatting under the stairs is beneficial either to your safety or your nerves.’


‘Yes, Miss Holt,’ Violet said, though she knew Mom was snootily against the shelter. Violet hadn’t been sure about it either, the things you heard about what went on in them. But almost anything now seemed better than sitting here on her own with her mother.


‘I shall be coming round regularly, of course,’ Miss Holt said, looking severely at May Simms. ‘Do think about what I’ve said. The government has not had these shelters built for its own entertainment.’


Miss Holt was moving away to check on the rest of the yard, but she turned back.


‘And Violet –’ Even in the torchlight Violet could feel Miss Holt’s penetrating gaze. ‘We need more volunteers for this sector for the ARP. You might think about lending a hand.’


‘Me?’ Violet said, astonished.


‘Yes, child – you! Who else? There’s a lot a girl like you could be doing – the country doesn’t just defend itself, you know!’


As soon as Miss Holt had left, Mom said, ‘Shut that door, will yer? I can’t stand these dried-up old biddies coming and telling you what to do. I’m not going in that shelter with all those oily rags from the yard for love nor money.’


Violet said nothing, but her mind was reeling. Miss Holt had asked her – ordered her, practically. What an excuse she had now! Even Mom wouldn’t dare go against Miss Holt – especially now these awful raids had started. She could get out – get away!


Could I . . . ? Shall I?




Two


‘Come on, Titchy Vi, get yer bits and let’s get out of ’ere!’


June Perry’s voice blared across the throng of chattering women. Violet’s shift had just ended at Alfred Hughes’s Biscuits the next day and everyone was hurrying to get out into the remains of the afternoon sunshine.


Violet ducked her head. Who did June Perry think she was, bawling at her like that? And calling her Titch like she used to do at school.


It was true that like her mother she was barely five foot in shoes. But she had not inherited her mother’s striking looks. She was a more muted version of May – though prettier than she knew – sweet-faced, with soft brown hair that barely waved at all and wide pigeon-grey eyes, but they were hidden behind embarrassingly thick lenses. Mom sometimes told her she looked like a mouse in specs. Even at the age of twenty, people still took her for a young girl. And she was shy with people. But that didn’t mean she was going to be pushed around by June Perry – not any more!


‘Oi – stop shoving, June,’ she heard the others saying. Everyone was tired out after last night. ‘We all want to get out.’


Ignoring June, Violet turned to the girl on her left as she hung up her overall.


‘See yer tomorrow, Bett.’


Bett, red-haired and freckly, was a quiet soul, but friendly when you got talking to her. Violet had been at Alfred Hughes’s for nearly two years now and was still shy of some of the women, but she always got along well with Bett.


‘Yeah – see yer, Vi,’ Bett said. ‘Let’s hope to God it’s quiet tonight!’


‘Well, we can hope,’ Violet said, smiling.


‘It’s funny how a night in your own bed starts to feel like the best treat you can have,’ Bett said, rolling her eyes. ‘Still, no rest for the wicked – I’m off doing First Aid tonight, at the Baths.’


‘Are you?’ Violet felt an immediate pang of envy. Everyone seemed to be getting stuck in except her.


‘Thought I’d better do my bit.’ Bett gathered up her bags. ‘Beats just sitting there waiting for them to come and get us, don’t it? – Oh-oh, old face-ache’s coming . . .’


Violet didn’t need to look round to see that June Perry’s sizeable form had elbowed her way almost over to her, causing some of the other women to tut in annoyance. June had a head of magnificent black hair, which was pinned back in thick waves from a thunderous-looking face. It had once been a bullying face, which had pursued other girls – including Violet at times – through elementary school, mercilessly, seeking out their weak points. Violet had tried to keep out of June’s way ever since, even though she only lived round in the next street. But then, just a week ago, June had turned up to work at Alfred Hughes’s and seemed to have changed her tune completely. She acted as if she was Violet’s best friend all of a sudden.


Doesn’t the stupid cow remember anything? Violet thought furiously. Why would she think I’d want to walk home with her?


‘C’mon, Vi!’ June called again, as if they were the best of pals. She was latching on like a leech. Just so she’s got someone to moan at, Violet thought resentfully. It wasn’t as if June ever listened to a word she said. And she had quite enough of being moaned at by Mom.


‘I’m just going to the lav . . .’ she called over her shoulder, vaguely, in June’s direction.


With her bag strap over one shoulder, the string of her gas-mask box biting into the other, she swam as fast as she could back through the crowd and tore out to the lavatories. She’d be late home now and Mom’d be on at her, but that was too bad.


Shutting herself in, she dumped her things on the floor and leaned against the grubby door. She took her smeary specs off and rubbed them on the edge of her cardi – which only gave her a clearer view of the fag ends trodden into the brick floor and the remains of a roll of Izal paper on its side by the lavatory. It stank in there, but it was worth it to get shot of June Perry.


There was a niggling pain in her right shoulder as if everything in her body was tense. All day she had been filled with a desperate feeling. In the last year, everything had come to be about the war. That Sunday morning when Mr Chamberlain – their Mr Chamberlain, a Birmingham man – had finally announced that they were at war, seemed a world away now. A lot of jobs were reserved in Birmingham, the factories all going flat out on war production of one sort or another, but ever since there had been men – and women – joining up, some going into the forces, but a lot into the Home Guard or on fire watch or Civil Defence. All day she kept thinking about what Miss Holt said this morning. She was desperate to get out of her home somehow – now she had a perfect excuse!


Most of her working life, all Violet had ever wanted to do was stick her nose in a book when she got home, to escape her mother’s mithering. Do this, Vi, do that, Vi, poor me, my life’s so miserable, Vi . . . Of course she felt sorry for her mother, being a widow and having to struggle so hard, but she was so full of self-pity, always trying to make Violet feel guilty.


And now she had June carrying on at her as well! It wasn’t that June was frightening any more – she just resented being forced into listening to her all the way home. Why did everyone try and make her do what they wanted? June would soon get fed up and push off, surely?


After spending what seemed ages staring alternately at her old brown lace-up shoes and a dead spider, crunched up in a web in one corner, she unbolted the door and peered out. And who should be waiting a little way away, leaning against the wall and smoking a fag as if she had all the time in the world . . . ?


‘Took your cowing time,’ June remarked, smoke streaming out of her nostrils. ‘What was you doing in there? You never even flushed it – you always was a little liar, Titchy.’


‘Don’t call me that,’ Violet snapped. She felt very daring standing her ground with June Perry. At school, she’d pull your hair or shove you so hard you fell over if she didn’t like the way you looked at her. Now she was sucking up instead.


‘All right, no need to get mardy,’ June whined, as if she was the injured party. ‘You’re still only the size of a shrimp.’ She tagged along as Violet marched off down the road.


It was nice to be outside, feeling the sun warm on her face. A bitter, tarry stench mingled with the usual smells along the Bordesley Green Road: the sweet, baking biscuit scents of Alfred Hughes’s, tinged with cinnamon and ginger, mingled with the acrid stink from Arthur Holden’s, the paint and varnish factory across the way.


She and June each lived in one of the ‘courts’, or cramped yards of houses – June’s at the top end of Arthur Street, one over from Archibald Street, where Violet lived at number three, back of twenty-four. Arthur Street, Archibald Street and Herbert Road ran roughly parallel to the main artery of the Coventry Road. It was only a ten-minute walk away, but that felt like an eternity with June rattling on at her.


Then she’d have to relieve Mom in the shop, but at least she could stand behind the counter with her book propped up and have a good read . . . She was just getting into a new book from the library in Green Lane. The Way of an Eagle by Ethel M. Dell. It was a lovely story – full of passion and nothing like real life whatsoever.


Today though, the thought made her feel discontented. She was fed up to the back teeth of escaping from life all the time – she wanted to have some life!


June managed to make thorough use of that ten minutes. After stubbing out her fag on the wall as they set off, she launched her heavy body off along the road and set her mouth in gear.


As ever, she was one long moan. June was from a family of thirteen children. She had arrived somewhere in the middle of all the Perry offspring and had scarcely a good word to say about any of the others. Some of them had been evacuated, but all somehow found their way like cats back to Birmingham during the first months of the war.


I don’t know why she’s always complaining, Violet thought, as June took a breath amid a diatribe about her elder sister Hilda, something to do with stockings . . . I wish I had some brothers and sisters.


June leaned over to light another fag. ‘I see the end of your street got hit last night.’ Two houses had been smashed to pieces at the bottom end of Archibald Street. Pausing to inhale, she went on lugubriously, ‘Them Germans are gunna come and take over soon, any road – you mark my words. That’s what they want. They won’t be happy ’til they’ve finished off every one of us . . .’


Violet rolled her eyes. God, she thought, this one’s another little ray of sunshine. She didn’t want to hear any more of this sort of talk because it was truly terrifying.


‘I mean – what if they come over ’ere – kill us all in our beds and there’ll be no one left . . . We’ll just all be Germans.’


‘Well, we won’t if we’re all dead, will we?’ Violet pointed out. Not that June was listening.


Suddenly June announced importantly, ‘My Sidney’s taking me out tonight – says ’e wants me all to ’imself – so I says to ’im, “You dirty devil! I know what you’re after! All to yourself!” She gave a loud, filthy chuckle but then her face sobered. ‘I ’ope there’s no raid or ’e won’t come . . .’


Violet had been wondering when ‘my Sidney’ was to make an appearance in the monologue. Sidney who only ever wanted ‘one thing’. Violet was starting to wish that whatever it was Sidney wanted, June would just flaming well hurry up and give it him.


‘How come he hasn’t joined up?’ she asked.


‘He works for the Wolseley,’ June said importantly. ‘That’s why he’s got his own car!’


Oh, yes. The car. There was just no way to shut June up so she thought about The Way of an Eagle again. Did real people ever feel all carried away by love like that or was it just in books? Home life had given her nothing to go on. She had never known her father and according to Mom, men were all wicked filthy beasts and best kept well away from. June and ‘my Sidney’ didn’t seem in the same league as Ethel M. Dell.


‘’Ere, I’ll walk yer down your road,’ June said, as if dispensing a great favour. They had reached the tramway depot, where they would separate to go down Archibald or Arthur. ‘I ain’t in a hurry to get home, what with the old man gobbing his guts up all day.’


June’s grandfather also lived with the already large family in Arthur Street. By the sound of things, he had become like an immovable bit of furniture in the only downstairs room, existing day and night in the same chair, whether or not there was an air raid.




Three


They walked along the sunny side of Archibald Street, a long, cobbled, curving vein through the heart of Small Heath, a neighbourhood tucked into the south-east side of the heart of Birmingham, between Bordesley to the north and Sparkbrook to the south.


Many of the soot-faced terraces housed small business, from Paine’s Undertaker’s at the top near the tram depot, to Strong’s Ironmonger’s nearer the middle. Some were the premises of small, often one-man, manufacturing businesses, bringing forth a range of items either for individual sale or components supplying larger firms. Others held a rich variety of shops: general hucksters’ stores, bakers and butchers, a fried-fish shop, beer shop, watch repairer, tobacconist and boot-repairer. And, in a cramped front house near the top end of the road, Quinn’s Pawnbroker’s, now run by Violet’s mother, May Simms.


Between the clusters of shops were dwellings, some whole houses, others in groups of courts, side by side – which consisted of houses built back to back. What looked from the front like one house was in fact divided in two: a front house facing the street, like Quinn’s, with a downstairs room and scullery and two poky upstairs rooms. The ones above Quinn’s were dark and cobwebby and in terrible repair. Backing on to it was another half house much the same, only facing on to a yard. Number three, where Violet and her mother lived on the yard, backed on to number twenty-four, a ‘front house’ facing over the street.


Threaded between every four or five houses was a narrow alley, or entry, leading to these yards, on to which opened the doors of the ‘back houses’. All the dwellings, front and back, shared the facilities of the yard – a tap on one wall, and three odorous lavatories at the far end, set close to a ramshackle brick wash house called the ‘brewhouse’, with a copper inside for heating water. There was no running water inside any of them.


And now, since these basic houses had no cellars, brick air-raid shelters had been put up wherever a space could be found, some in parks and on playing fields and in this case in a back alley behind their yard and the one next door.


So many things to do with the war were now so normal after all these months that they hardly noticed them: the blackout, sandbags piled against buildings and the white edges of kerbstones, which Mr Strong and Mr Oval and some of the other locals had helped paint to help people see in the blacked-out streets. The gently swaying barrage balloon in the park had become something so usual as never to be remarked upon now, as had the frequent arrival of government leaflets full of advice about gas attacks and air-raid shelters. But now it was the long-awaited bombing they were having to get used to.


‘Right, got to go,’ Violet said quickly as they drew near to Quinn’s. ‘Mom needs me in the shop.’


‘Oh – I’ll put in my head and say hello to her,’ June said unctuously.


Blimey, Violet thought, does she never take the hint? She was feeling all keyed up. How was she going to tell Mom she wanted to volunteer? Mom’d go mad!


The sign over the little shop said, ‘Quinn’s Pawnbroker’s’, with the three golden balls hanging majestically at one corner. The windows, like others in the street, were criss-crossed with tape to protect against the shattering caused by bomb blast. Mr and Mrs Quinn were long dead and Violet’s mother had taken over running the shop from them. She never changed the name – it was what people were used to. And anyway, she said, would I want my name plastered across a pawnshop?


Apart from regular visits to the library, the shop was where Violet spent all her time away from work. Behind the counter were shelves stuffed with objects and bundles wrapped in scraps of old sheet or sacking, some of which came in and went out each week on a regular basis. Some things never changed, war or no war. Others had been long abandoned and were stashed in the grim little rooms upstairs until May had a clear-out and sold them off.


June went breezing up to the door and stuck her head round.


‘All right, Mrs S?’


‘All right, June,’ Violet heard her mother say, managing to drag her voice into a pleasant tone. She had her affected voice for customers and June’s mother was a regular. But in any case, it didn’t do to get on the wrong side of the Perrys. June’s brothers were feared in the neighbourhood; even the very young ones would get into a scrap with anyone. ‘Just back from work are yer? Where’s Vi? I need her in here.’


Violet, attuned as she was to Mom’s moods, could hear the chill edge to her voice. As she stepped into the musty stench of other people’s old clothes, the swelling, rebellious feeling that had taken her over all day, boiled over. All these evenings of her life she sat in with Mom, reading at the table while Mom smoked, or they had the wireless on – as the mantel clock ticked her life away . . .


I’m going to do it! she raged in her head. I’m going to do what Miss Holt said. She can’t go against Miss Holt!


‘Mind the shop for me, Vi,’ Mom said, rushing towards the door. As usual she looked very nice, her petite figure – she was an inch taller than Violet – in a blue-and-white flowery frock, her hair pinned back so that it waved prettily round her cheeks.


‘Mom –’ Violet blurted quickly, her heart picking up to a crazed speed. Her mother wouldn’t be able to argue, not with June there. ‘You know what Miss Holt said – about me volunteering – you know, joining up . . . ? Well, I’ve gone and done it!’


Her mother stopped abruptly, head snapping round.


‘What d’yer mean – what, the army? You can’t go into the army!’


‘No – oh, no!’ Violet almost laughed. The army – now there was a thought! Imagine if she’d decided to just take off and leave home! ‘No – the ARP. Like Miss Holt said.’


Mom gaped at her, then her eyes narrowed into a mean, calculating look all too familiar. But June was still standing there gawping, her mouth slightly open.


‘So I’ve already done it, Mom. I’m in the . . .’ Violet groped around for the right term. ‘Civil Defence – that’s it. I’m going to work in that. You’re going to volunteer as well, aren’t you June? First Aid, I think you said? People have been joining up for months – we all have to do our bit,’ she ended virtuously.


June was obviously having a job keeping up with all this. But wanting to remain in Violet’s good books, she didn’t argue.


‘We’ll talk about this later,’ her mother said. She went storming out.


June leaned against the door frame. For a moment she didn’t speak, which was restful. Violet looked down at the counter for a moment, the ledger with its lists in Mom’s careful, looping hand, of people’s pawned goods. Beside it was a leaflet.


City of Birmingham Water Department


In the event of an Air Raid . . .


‘You haven’t really gone and done that, have yer?’


Violet made a split-second calculation. She needed June on her side. Raising her head, she kept her eyes fixed on June’s. ‘Not yet. But I’m gunna.’


‘Your mom’s not gunna like it, is ’er?’ She shrugged. ‘I ain’t gunna tell on yer.’ June stood there, like a young heifer, shifting her weight from one chunky leg to another. Violet suddenly felt sorry for her.


‘Why don’t you then?’ she said. ‘Sign up for summat?’


‘Me?’ June said gloomily. ‘What’m I gunna do? I can’t do nothing much, me.’


‘Course you can. Like I say – First Aid.’ Something not the same as me, she thought. She could only put up with so much of June Perry. ‘Bett Carter’s doing it – at the Baths. You’d be good at that, I reckon.’


June seemed to be taking the bait all right. And Violet softened at the sight of her face. June seemed a bit nicer than she used to be and she felt generous towards her. The girl’s heavy features had taken on a look of amazement, honour even.


‘What, me? You think I could do that?’


‘Yeah.’ God knew, they both needed to get out of home somehow. ‘Course you could.’


June stood, looking stunned.


‘You’d best find out, hadn’t you?’ Violet said.


‘First Aid!’ June appeared all lit up. She left the shop looking ready for anything. Violet watched her go, a little smile on her lips, then idly picked up the information leaflet from the counter.


‘ “Draw sufficient water in clean receptacles for immediate drinking requirements,” ’ she read. ‘ “If the house is fitted with a bath . . .” ’


‘ “Fitted with a bath!” Ha, flaming ha,’ she said and went back to Ethel M. Dell.


Half an hour later, the clip-clip of her mother’s best white shoes – a find in Rag Alley, with Cuban heels – sounded across the shop floor and suddenly the book was snatched from in front of her.


‘What’ve I said about reading in the shop?’


Violet did her usual, automatic calculation of what mood her mother was in. Often she was cheerful enough, always busy and competent about the house. You couldn’t fault her when it came to practical things. But today, after the night they had had, was one of her low days when she was crabby and all pent up about things. And now, what with this bombshell Violet had dropped on her . . .


‘What’s all this then?’ She rapped on the counter. ‘You come in here, dump this news on me in front of her, of all people.’


Violet looked up at her carefully. ‘If I hadn’t done it now, she’d keep on – you know what Miss Holt’s like.’


Mom’s cold blue gaze bored into her. She gave a shrug. ‘Well?’


‘I . . .’ Violet wrestled with getting her story straight. She’d had to say she’d already volunteered or Mom would have tried to stop her. ‘Civil Defence, like Mr Oval. Air-raid warden. It’s only an evening or two a week,’ she guessed. All official – an order. Mom couldn’t argue.


‘Leaving me all alone, I suppose? Selfish, like you always are.’ May folded her arms, her mouth hard and tight.


Violet lowered her gaze to hide the gleam in her eyes. There was nothing her mother could do about it. ‘Sorry, Mom.’




Four


June Perry drifted back along the street.


‘Out the way, yer little bleeders!’ From habit, she bawled at a group of girls blocking her path. The road was full of kids – skipping, marbles, hoops coming flying at you, games of tag – it was a right dodgem trying to get along.


The children scattered. She knew they’d be pulling faces behind her back but sod ’em. She had things to do. In fact, she felt heady with excitement. First Aid. Violet Simms thought she ought to do First Aid!


Some women near the top of Archibald Street were perched on the front steps they had scrubbed clean that morning, peeling vegetables or knitting and having a natter with their neighbours. It was the only way to get some sun on your face, living in those dank little houses.


‘All right?’ June said to everyone, but quite a few of them never answered. Too good to speak to me, are yer? she thought.


She saw Susan Crosby coming towards her with a bag in one hand, three kids all strung out holding hands from the other, and well out at the front with another baby. Susan lived up that end and there was nothing stuck up about her.


‘All right, Susan?’ June said. Susan was only a year older than she was.


‘All right, June,’ Susan said distractedly.


‘They’ve said I’ve got to go and do First Aid,’ June said.


‘Oh – well, that’s good.’ Susan seemed startled by June beaming at her all of a sudden. ‘Good for you.’


June walked on, still smiling. She didn’t want to go home. It was a right barnyard in the house. They were a family of fifteen, plus Grandad, and lived in a two-up, one-down back house on a yard, the family spilling outdoors whenever possible. The house stank of damp and mould, of stale food and wee in brimming po’s forgotten under beds, of the sulphur candle Mom burned to try and shift the bugs in the walls.


June’s two eldest sisters and one of her brothers were now married, so they’d been down to twelve before the war and then another brother went into the army. But she still slept crammed into a bed with Hilda, her bossy older sister, and the three younger girls with their bony knees.


June dawdled, then stopped in the entry and lit a fag, drawing on it nervously. Could she really go and volunteer for First Aid training? The thought made her nervous. More bothersome at this moment, though, were her worries about Sidney.


If only Sidney truly acted in the way she wanted mousey little Vi Simms to think he did, like the pinnacle of a woman’s dreams: handsome, full of desire, his dark eyes fixed on her with constant attention.


Because attention was something she had never had in her life – least of all, truth be told, from Sidney Bowles. The males who did pay her attention – her elder brother Bert for a start at one time, the dirty sod – were all . . . Well, they weren’t the mooning romantic heroes she dreamt of. They were lads who were always after one thing, with pawing hands and filthy minds to match. She’d tried belting one or two of them when they started and that put some of the lads off. She’d got herself a bit of a reputation. ‘Flaming June’ they’d called her, sniggering.


And then Sidney had come along.


The corners of her mouth turned down. Sidney was almost twice her age. She knew all about him now. Not just that he was an agent for the Wolseley, liking to show off his car – but that he also had a wife somewhere in Warwickshire, two kids – and a seemingly endless desire for . . . It.


June still never knew what to call it. Sidney would turn up about once a fortnight, now. This had been a regular thing ever since he’d drawn up beside her in his motorcar last winter, raised his hat through the window and she had seen his round pink face, bristly black moustache and dimply chin.


‘Afternoon, my dear!’ he said. ‘Well, aren’t you something?’ At the time she had been on her way home from work at the biscuit factory. Sidney’s voice made it sound as if she was a walking miracle.


Just shows how green I was, she thought now, sourly, as she stood propped against the wall. Sidney sweet-talked her into getting in for a lift, which turned out to be in the wrong direction. Before they had gone more than a couple of miles, he’d pulled up by some warehouses where the street was quiet, his hand reaching round to thrust down the front of her blouse.


‘My God, you’re the woman of my dreams,’ Sidney breathed on her, a pronouncement laced with raw onion. Soon both hands were up inside her camisole. Sidney was obsessed with – well, with titties. Every time she saw him, he fell on her as if she was a meal.


She’d never actually done it with Sidney. Not the full thing. She wasn’t that stupid. In a family as big as hers she knew what brought a baby on. But gradually Sidney drove her further afield, to quiet lanes on the edge of town, where he persuaded her to do a range of things exciting at least to him, which left him sweaty and out of breath. And it was exciting in a way – then. She even imagined that Sidney bringing her little presents – a thin silver chain with a heart on it, a special decorative hair slide – meant that one day he might want to be with her for ever. (She only found out later about the wife and two children.)


The last time she saw Sidney was a week ago, before the raids really got going. He didn’t even bother to take her anywhere – didn’t want her to unbutton his fly or let him fumble about inside her clothes. All he did was park up in Sydenham Street just past the Queen’s Gravy Salts factory. He didn’t even look at her.


‘Well, I’m afraid this is goodbye, Jen.’


‘June,’ she said.


‘Time to knuckle down.’ She had no idea what this meant.


‘You joining up then or summat?’


‘Me?’ he said. ‘Oh, no! But I won’t be seeing you any more.’ He added briskly, ‘Been fun though, hasn’t it, old girl?’


She didn’t like the way he was talking, as if she was something he wanted over with, like an unwanted dog he was about to dump at the side of the road.


Thinking about it, she kicked at the wall. A lump of dry, soot-encrusted moss dropped off. Sod Sidney and his puffing and panting. She’d learned her lesson with him all right. Cowing blokes – she was going to make sure she was the one in charge now, if any more came along.


In combative mood, she marched into the yard, where a couple of younger kids were playing with a go-kart.


‘Out me way!’ she roared, shoving past them and into the house.


Grandad was in his usual chair, seemingly asleep though it was hard to tell. Despite being in his seventies he still had a head of dark hair and a long, saggy face. His mouth was drooping open. The room stank of him – unwashed clothes, wee, his tobacco. June scowled in disgust. Otherwise though, it was surprisingly quiet, the other kids all out.


‘That you, June?’ Edith Perry came out from the scullery, squinting. She was a worn little woman with straggly grey-brown hair, yanked back by a couple of Kirby grips and only a few remaining teeth, resulting in the prematurely sunken look of her face. And she was so short-sighted she often couldn’t tell her own children apart.


June was about to give her lip about why didn’t she find someone else to do all the work, when her mother took her completely aback. Drying her hands on her pinner, she fished about on the shelf that held the family’s crocks and lifted down a couple of cups.


‘Fancy a cuppa tea? It’ll be a weak’un, mind.’


June looked at her mother in astonishment. Not only was tea now on the ration, but even more extraordinary was Mom addressing her as a person who might want to sit and drink a cup of tea with her, just with her, like a grown-up. Her sisters, maybe, now they’d left home – but her, never. As kids they’d eaten perched round one pot on the staircase. There was never enough room round the table.


Mom stood there, resting her work-worn hands on the chair. June could see the blue veins on the inner sides of her arms where they poked out of the baggy sleeves of her frock. In a rare moment of noticing, June saw, sadly, what a wreck of a woman her mother looked.


‘Go on then,’ she said. ‘If you’re having one.’


Mom filled the pot and laid out the saucerless cups. They sat at the table.


‘Who’s that?’ Grandad piped up suddenly. He sat up, looking bleary. ‘Is that our Hilda?’


‘No, Dad,’ Mom said. ‘It’s June.’


‘Oh,’ Grandad said dismissively. ‘Her.’ And sank back in the chair, coughing, lungs bubbling.


‘Want a cuppa tea, Dad?’ Edith poured him one anyway, her face close up to the pot so she could see not to spill tea all over the table.


‘Mom?’ Jean wrestled to get back this rare thing she had hardly ever had in her life before: her mother’s undivided attention.


‘What?’ Mom peered at her over her cup.


June took a breath for her big announcement.


‘They’ve said I’ve gotta do summat – for the war. First Aid, I reckon.’


Her mother looked at her. ‘Oh, ar,’ she said. She looked away, fingering the chip in the teapot spout.


June stared at her. Her little triumph was wasted, like pouring water straight down the drain, and for a moment she felt like crying. But when had that ever done her any good?


Staring at her mother’s indifferent face, she was filled with an enraged determination. She’d find a better bloke – there must be one somewhere. And she’d go and volunteer for First Aid – she’d cowing well show them all!




Five


Grace Templeton sashayed along Archibald Street on her way home, singing to herself in between drags on her cigarette. She was practising a walk that she thought would look seductive, feet lined up as if she was parading along a narrow wall – the catwalk gait she’d read about in a magazine. Turning into the entry to the back of number sixty-eight, she imagined her parish priest, Father hellfire O’Riordan’s, face if he could see her now and stifled a giggle. A wanton woman! God, she thought, it didn’t take much to get accused of that when you were a Catholic. Even the thought brought out devilment in her.


She stubbed out her cigarette on the entry wall and pushed open the back door, still singing away and swinging her hips.


‘Oh, Grace, darlin’, thank the Lord you’re home!’ Her mother, with her hair hanging dishevelled about her face, was kneeling on the bodged rug next to the range, changing Gordon’s napkin. ‘Go and give the pot a stir, will you? The stew’s starting to catch!’


Cath Templeton’s red-haired, Irish looks had faded over the years. Her face was thin and lined, though her smile still lit it into the sweet expression that long ago had charmed Bill, her English husband, into falling madly in love with her. Grace was very like her, a more curvaceous and robust version of her mother, her long hair a striking strawberry blonde and her face made up, lips a cheerful rosy pout.


‘Marie’s just sitting there doing sod all – why can’t she do summat for once?’ Grace said. ‘I’ve been on my feet all day.’ It was busy enough normally, working at the Co-op on the Coventry Road. But what with them losing staff to the army, and shortages and ration books to deal with, they were rushed off their feet.


Fourteen-year-old Marie, studiously pretending she couldn’t hear any of this, was sitting on the fray-topped piano stool, picking out bits of tune with one hand, and holding a book with the other, making a show of reading it at the same time. The room – a table, a few chairs but not enough for all the family, a sideboard with shelves above it – was cosy but had the battered, overwhelmed look of anywhere inhabited by the whirlwind of seven growing boys. A few of the yellowed piano keys had subsided below the others, refusing to rouse themselves now to make a sound. Amid the crocks looked down statues of Our Lady and St Anthony.


‘Oh, just do it, will you, before it’s spoilt?’ her mother retorted. She fastened the final pin in Gordon’s nappy and took him on to her lap to suckle him. ‘I’ve got my hands full enough, with this one and all that’s going on . . .’


At the moment no one else was in apart from Marie, who skived off everything because she had a ‘weak chest’ – and my God, did she play on that one, Grace thought – and liked reading books so must be ‘brainy’. All the lads were either still at work or out running the streets. And in any case, when did they ever raise a finger to do anything? They were little princes in Mom’s eyes.


She went moodily into the back kitchen from whence drifted the smell of potatoes and singeing Irish stew. She lifted the lid of the enormous pan and moved the greyish concoction of scrag-end and carrots around with the metal spoon. Steam drifted from the potato pan. Her mouth watered – she was hungry enough to eat the whole lot right now!


‘Did you hear, Theresa couldn’t go to work today – there’s that much damage to the factory?’


‘I know,’ Grace called back. ‘Terrible.’ It was all the customers had been talking about all day – damage to the BSA and the Queen’s Gravy Salts factory in Sydenham Road where Mom’s friend Theresa worked, and the firms on each side had been badly smashed up.


She gave the pot a good stir. ‘I’m going to get changed,’ she said, hurrying to the stairs, not wanting to stick around down there. She couldn’t stand the sight of Mom with her tit out. Gordon, at nearly thirteen months, was an idle little so-and-so who was barely even attempting to stand let alone walk. Mom was still feeding him and Grace loathed the whole business. Every time there was a new baby, the sight of those swollen-up bosoms with blue veins showing under the skin repelled her. Would that have to be her one day? And if she married Jimmy – well, it could be in a year or less! She didn’t want to stick around to see Gordon grabbing at his mother, latching on as if it was his divine right.


All Grace’s life her mother had either been carrying a child, suckling one or – on two heart-rending occasions – burying one. Grace shuddered. She had seen too much of it: Mom with her head over a bucket in the scullery when a baby had started and all the exhaustion and blood and endless nappies that came after.


Mary and the angels help me, she thought, filled with dread. Never let me end up like that! She felt truly sinful even thinking like that. This was the one thing every woman was supposed to want – to get married and have babies. And she did want it, didn’t she? One day – one distant day, maybe . . . But pray God, not yet!


But just as she opened the door to the staircase, she heard Marie say in gleeful tones, ‘What about the letter?’


‘Oh, Grace!’ Mom called to her as she got to the bottom of the stairs. ‘Sweet Jesus, how could I have forgotten!’


Grace went reluctantly back. Cath stood up, adjusting her clothing. Birthing eleven children and raising nine had shrunk her thin and wispy, her face aged for a woman of forty-one. She pushed her hair out of her face and their eyes met, each vivid and light blue.


‘You don’t know when you’re well off, that’s your trouble, Gracie. How could you do any better than Jimmy Oval? He’s a lovely lad, from a good family – Mildred his mother’s a saint, so she is.’


‘I do know, Mom. Jimmy’s a lovely feller. And I . . .’ She couldn’t put all her fears into words, her sense of being trapped by the thought of marrying Jimmy. And she certainly wasn’t going to try within reach of Marie’s flapping ears.


‘Snap him up and marry him while you’ve got the chance,’ Cath said. ‘Or someone else will. A lad like Jimmy’s not going to wait about for long.’


Marie, now blatantly listening, was smirking over the top of her book. It would have been hard to tell that Grace and she were sisters, except, perhaps, for the challenging look each of them had in their eyes at that moment. Marie favoured their father in colouring, having gravy-brown hair and grey-blue eyes. Grace tried to ignore her, until Marie started humming the wedding march, conducting with one finger.


Grace rolled her eyes. ‘I write back, don’t I? I’ll take this one out of your way,’ she said. With Gordon on one hip and the letter in her hand she went out to the back.


‘Right, you lazy so-and-so – you can go down for a bit.’ She plonked Gordon on the small remaining patch of grass where he sat on his bottom, looking at her with a quivering lip. ‘No – I mean it. You stay there for a minute.’
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