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  Prologue




  ‘Upstairs to your bedroom. NOW!’




  My mother’s eyes were flashing as she pointed her index finger towards the ceiling.




  I glared at her with all the indignation a five-year-old could muster.




  ‘It wasn’t me, it was Cliff!’ I screamed back, running upstairs as fast as I could. I slammed my bedroom door, my heart beating so loudly it sent a whooshing to my ears.

  Shaking with rage, I glanced at the bedroom window




  She’s not going to lock me in here, I thought defiantly, running over to it.




  With all my might, I shoved up the heavy sash window and, without thinking, sat on the sill, dangling my legs over the edge.




  I could see our small grassy front garden around fifteen feet below. Again without a moment’s thought, I shuffled my bottom further onto the edge of the sill, and suddenly I was in free

  fall, cool air whipping my hair up skyward.




  For a split second I felt as free as a bird. But as I fell, something ripped loudly.




  Landing in a heap on the lawn, I stared down at the fabric of my dress now in two halves, flapping open in the breeze. It had caught on the window opening but in my joy of escaping I’d not

  even noticed.




  Mum would be even crosser with me now. But it didn’t stop me from smiling.




  Nothing can stop me, I thought, triumphantly. I did it! I looked back up at the wide-open window, so pleased with myself.




  I could hear Mum clattering about in the kitchen, getting dinner on. She’d always been a good cook, if nothing else. Delicious smells of bread, casseroles or cakes were always emanating

  from the cooker. Mum was famed in our neighbourhood in Ilford, east London, for being able to make something out of nothing. Which was just as well, as my dad was never around. He worked in

  Coventry, as a Post Office engineer and we rarely saw him. He just popped in and out, setting the pattern for the rest of our lives.




  I liked sitting on this lawn, hugging my knees, contemplating how I’d managed to give Mum the slip. It was my brother Cliff’s fault anyway. Younger than me by twenty months, Cliff

  could wind me up rotten, and I didn’t deserve such a telling-off.




  Well, I wasn’t going to be banished to my bedroom, not for him, not for anyone.




  Then our neighbour’s face popped over the fence.




  ‘You all right, Win?’ she asked, her brows knotted. ‘What you doing down there?’




  ‘I jumped,’ I beamed, pointing at the window




  ‘You what?’ she said, turning pale, her face tightening with concern. We both looked up at my bedroom curtain now swaying in the breeze out the window.




  ‘From all the way up there?’ she gasped.




  ‘Yes!’ I giggled. ‘And it didn’t even hurt.’




  In an instant, the neighbour was hammering at our door and I could hear Mum’s voice shrieking.




  ‘WINI-FRED!’ she screamed. ‘GET YO URSELF BACK INDOORS NOW. WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU PLAYING AT?’




  And I was dragged back inside for a dressing-down. But as Mum ranted and raved, I just stared at her wondering where I could next escape. Where and when . . .




  





  Chapter One




  Bumpy Journey




  Right from the start life wasn’t all happy families for me. My mother, Doris Guest, married my father, Sydney James Phillips, in Barford register office, Nottingham &

  Derby County, when she was seventeen and he was twenty-two.




  I never knew my maternal grandparents, but they are named on the marriage certificate as Mary Elizabeth Guest (nee Duggins) and Harry Guest, an ironworker.




  From the beginning I don’t think my parents’ marriage was a match made in heaven. Mum was a beautiful lady with dark hair and pretty eyes but she never seemed happy. Dad was a

  balding man with glasses and a wide-open face and he seemed to come and go whenever he pleased. I was their baby number three after my two other brothers, Norman and Ken. After me came Cliff.




  Norman was ten years older than me and went to work as a milkman after leaving school at fourteen. Ken, seven years older than me, was still at school. We knew my paternal grandparents, but

  didn’t have much to do with them. Grandma (Minnie) Phillips was a force to be reckoned with. She hated my mum, and wasn’t afraid to show it. I remember her screaming at Mum to get me

  checked by a doctor after my adventure falling out of the window, but I didn’t much like her. A dour woman, she didn’t seem to have much time for us kids.




  Soon after this incident, when I was still about five, we moved into a downstairs flat in Ilford, near a railway line. My younger brother Cliff, then a toddler, was playing on the path outside

  our front door, running up and down the path.




  ‘Neeee naaaaw, neeeee naaaaaaw,’ he cried, as he went backwards and forwards. I didn’t take much notice until I heard the most ear-shattering crash. Then a sickening pause,

  before a huge wail.




  Poor Cliff had smashed head-first into the glass front door, going straight through. His hands were covered in shards of glass, cut to ribbons.




  ‘Muuum!’ I screamed. My poor brother was oozing with bright-red blood. Mum came running out and an ambulance was called. It wasn’t to be the last scrape Cliff would be in

  either. He was so accident prone and a worry to us all. He had scars on his hands from that accident right up until the day he died.




  Around this time, Norman also fell ill and had to have time off work, staying in bed with a sweaty brow, moaning with fever.




  ‘What’s wrong with him, Mum?’ I’d ask, listening to him breathing heavily.




  ‘It’s that water tank,’ Mum kept muttering. ‘That’s what’s made him sick.’




  Thankfully, Norman recovered and went back to work, which as far as Mum was concerned was a good job, as she needed the money.




  She never said much, but she’d often have to make food stretch and one chicken could be turned into many dinners. Dad came and went and although nobody said anything, it must’ve been

  an unusual household for an area where everyone else seemed to have a dad who not only lived with them but worked all day too.




  One morning, Mum packed small cases for us.




  ‘You’re going on a train,’ she said simply, as she hurriedly emptied our drawers. She was folding all our clothes very fast and really squashing them down. ‘Ken is going

  to look after you for the journey.’




  Even though I’d no idea what was going on, I felt a cold hard knot form in the pit of my tummy. I knew better than to ask questions though. You didn’t ask questions in those days.

  You just did what you were told, when you were told.




  The look on Ken’s face told me it was bad news, but again, I felt too scared to ask.




  Cliff and I had our coats put on and we were bundled up the front path. Mum waved goodbye briskly and our front door clicked shut.




  Ken walked us to the train station; he was only about thirteen himself. Tears were shining in his eyes.




  ‘Hold my hand,’ he said to Cliff, who started crying as he walked.




  Our little footsteps were swiftly made in silence, and then I realised tears had started to pour down my cheeks too. Ken stiffly asked the ticket man at the station for three seats to Coventry,

  handing over the money and trying to look grown-up.




  ‘Are we going to see Daddy?’ I finally spluttered. All I knew of Coventry was that he lived there sometimes.




  Ken nodded, sniffing and wiping his nose on his sleeve. ‘We’re leaving home,’ he cried. ‘And I don’t think we’ll be going back!’




  My eyes rounded with horror, but before I had a chance to ask anything else, the train had arrived and doors were opening. We climbed on board, along with commuters and other families. Mums and

  dads seemed to be everywhere, gently holding their children by the hand or sitting them on their knees. Noses were being wiped, biscuits handed out. Everyone looked quite normal, just busy or

  content, going somewhere for the day or heading home.




  But we were all crying. We’d no idea where we were going or what was to become of us.




  Ken tried to control Clif’s screams as the train pulled away.




  I sat and hid my face in my hands as big sobs heaved at my chest. Somehow I knew there and then Mum didn’t want us. Somehow I knew we’d been abandoned. I was being sent away.

  It’s a feeling that’s stayed with me for the rest of my life.




  I stared out of the window smeared with soot, watching as familiar streets and houses slipped by and then disappeared completely. They were soon replaced with unfamiliar rolling green fields and

  a grey sky to match all our moods. Wherever we were going and whatever was going to happen I couldn’t change, so I just tried not to think about it.




  After a few hours and a couple of changes we pulled into Coventry and piled off the train. I took Cliffs hand as Ken struggled with our bags, all knocking against his skinny legs.




  We stumbled along the platform, hearts in our mouths, wondering what was going to happen next. And then a man emerged from the crowds with a familiar bald head and glasses. I knew this man was

  my dad, but I didn’t really ‘know’ him.




  ‘You’re coming with me,’ he smiled, as he took our bags. ‘Did you have a good journey?’




  Once again, nothing was explained.




  I can’t remember much of this stay, we must have gone to Dad’s house, but I’ve no recollection of any of it. Very shortly afterwards, I was told I was going to Auntie

  Annie’s house in Canterbury. I’d heard of this auntie before, but up until then had no proper memories of her. She was almost a stranger really.




  ‘She’ll take good care of you, Win,’ beamed Dad, as if it was the most exciting thing in the world to happen to me.




  Only afterwards did I discover where my brothers ended up. We didn’t see much of each other for years afterwards. Ken stayed with my dad in Coventry, Cliff went to Mansfield where he

  stayed with Grandma Phillips, and Norman left home. We were scattered to the winds, family life never to be the same again and we just had to accept it.




  Auntie Annie was married to my father’s brother Percy. Originally Annie Dickens, she’d lived in Canterbury all her life, her father was an alderman on the council, and she had three

  children: Maisie, seventeen, Nora, nineteen (who was away working as a nanny) and fourteen-year-old George.




  When I arrived at Annie’s, at St Martin’s Road, Canterbury, I didn’t know what to expect. I was so happy to find it was a warm and loving home. Annie was a tall, plump lady who

  always wore smart knee-length flowery tea dresses, and seemed very happy to have me there.




  ‘You’re going to find a home here all right, Winifred,’ she said to me kindly. In comparison to my mother, who was always a little bit distant, this lady seemed like an

  angel.




  There was a big area at the back of the house and Annie’s family owned the land behind all the way up to No. 37. It was a bit of grass with lots of trees and, being the tomboy I was, I

  soon discovered I loved climbing them.




  Auntie Annie ran a sweet shop on Broad Street in Canterbury, which was every child’s idea of heaven. Filled with tall jars standing neatly on shelves, right up to the ceiling, it was a

  colourful place and smelled deliciously of burned sugar at all times. Sometimes, for fun, Annie asked me to go under the counter and look for any coins that had rolled under there.




  I’d come out with dusty knees, beaming, holding a few pennies. Then she’d let me choose any sweets I liked, usually boiled sweets or toffees. Strangely, I didn’t like chocolate

  back then!




  Annie was a very generous lady, well liked in the area. Her warm nature meant she could never see anyone go without. If anyone who was ill walked into the shop she’d not hesitate to pull

  up a small table and chair, and then ladle some soup into a bowl. She always had something going on the stove in the back of the shop, just in case.




  ‘There you go,’ she’d smile. ‘This will make you feel better.’




  And there were plenty of people in the 1930s who were grateful for her help. Many were wandering around ill at that time. There was a recession, high unemployment and little welfare provision.

  By 1931, the result of the 1929 stock market crash in America had spread to the rest of the world and by the end of this year a fifth of the workforce in the UK was unemployed. Soup kitchens sprang

  up in many cities just to stop people starving on the streets. Often it was the kindness of local people who helped those in need of something to eat or a kind word or two.




  Sometimes Auntie Annie would put me on the high wooden counter in the shop and ask me to dance. I was a little diva really and loved prancing and dancing around to old music-hall songs at the

  time. I loved making people laugh, feeling like the centre of attention. I suppose it was because I’d rarely got much attention up to this point.




  I might have looked like a happy child to the outside world back then. But inside, I don’t think anything could’ve made me feel happy or like I truly belonged. I missed my brothers,

  but no one ever explained anything about what had happened and I knew better than to ask. I missed my mum, even though she’d not been much of a mother to me; she was who I belonged to. But

  now it was clearly evident that wasn’t the case. I didn’t know if I’d ever see her again and nobody spoke about her.




  Shortly after arriving I was taken to an elementary school for my first day by Maisie. She walked me there and then dropped me off at the gate.




  ‘See you later,’ she smiled, waving at me.




  She must’ve thought it was obvious I was being picked up later, but to my young mind it wasn’t. I thought she was dumping me somewhere strange again and I feared being deserted.




  Oh no! I thought, as she turned her back. This is happening all over again! I’m being left behind!




  Again, I didn’t cry out or say anything. And I was very relieved to see her at the school gate afterwards, and clutched her hand tightly as we walked home.




  My memories of this school are very hazy, but I wasn’t there for long. Just a few months later, Auntie Annie patiently explained I would be going to a convent school nearby, the same one

  her daughters had been to years earlier.




  ‘This is the right thing to do, Win,’ she said, patting my hand.




  And, like everything else, I just had to accept this.




  I was to be a full-time boarder, so there from Christmas to Easter and not returning during term time at all. Of course, I’d prefer to have gone back to Auntie Annie’s, but I

  didn’t ask. Already, I was used to events being out of my control.




  At the time, I thought I hated the convent, but looking back we made our own fun. It was a cold, austere-looking building in beautiful grounds filled with cherry trees. The girls’

  dormitory was the part built to look like a castle. The nuns had another building attached, and were always nearby to keep a close eye on us.




  My best friend there was a girl called Joan Grant. A pretty brunette, she was always up for a giggle. She was also a full-time boarder, so was around all weekends like me. I didn’t know

  her family background and we never ever spoke about why we were there. In those days you didn’t talk about personal things, even with friends. We just knew we had no mum or dad to look after

  us like the others and that was that.




  I didn’t care that much for working at school, although I enjoyed writing and soon found myself to be very clever at spelling in particular! I also discovered I loved geography, especially

  reading about other cultures and looking at maps; the world was such an enormous place. I often found myself staring at a world map on the wall, daydreaming about places oceans away from Canterbury

  and Coventry.




  One day . . . one day, I thought. I’d like to see some of it.




  Strangely, I had a phobia about the paper I was writing on touching my hand. So I worked out how to write resting my hand on a wooden ruler. The teachers didn’t approve of this and would

  bellow across the room if they caught me.




  ‘Winifred!’




  I’d jump out of my skin, as they’d whip the paper from under me.




  ‘I don’t want to do it now,’ I’d argue, folding my arms across me. Right from then, I learned to know my own mind and if I didn’t want to do something I could be

  rather difficult.




  Although I didn’t see my auntie until the holidays, I never felt rejected by her. She’d welcome me back with a warm hug and make me lovely dinners, always making

  sure I was fit to bursting.




  Often, during term time, I’d spot her driving up the hill near the convent when she visited her daughter Nora, who by now had got married to Harry.




  I’d be going for a walk with my class along the pavements in a strict crocodile line, when Auntie would drive past in her Austin 7, giving me a ‘toot-toot’ on her horn.




  I’d look up and give her a wave back when the nuns weren’t looking, feeling happy she was thinking of me.




  Auntie Annie was a very protective mother, and she bought properties for all her children to live in once they were older, and would go and visit them regularly.




  I was often taken on holidays during the summer months with the family. Uncle Percy would pile up the Austin with small bags and we’d set off to places like Brighton or Torquay for little

  breaks by the sea. This was quite far to go in those days! I think this added to my thirst for adventure and to see the world. I noticed how accents changed the further away we drove, how the

  colour of the bricks of houses were different, how the air smelled differently by the sea. These experiences made me long for more.




  As for my parents, Dad only visited me a few times. I’d since learned they’d separated and that’s why Mum had sent us kids off to live with relations. Mum visited me only once.

  One day, out of the blue, Auntie Annie just said: ‘Incidentally, your mum is coming this afternoon for a little visit, Win.’ It didn’t upset me as by then I’d detached

  myself from her so much. By now she was just a woman, not my mum.




  She came to visit all smartly dressed and smiling.




  We stood awkwardly at the door for a moment before she firmly clasped my hand and took me out shopping for the day in Canterbury. I don’t remember much, just walking round the shops with

  her as we made small talk. As we gazed in one shop window, full of lovely things, I looked longingly at a bag. It was one of those that looked like it had been knitted with silver. Very fashionable

  at the time.




  ‘I’d love one of those,’ I sighed.




  And without hesitation she jumped in and bought it for me. It was only the second thing I’d ever been given by her. On another occasion, when I was very little, she’d handed me a

  small gold watch. I kept that by my bed and never wore it; it was more of a keepsake.




  After her visit, I wasn’t especially upset about her going. I’d grown to expect it now. Auntie Annie just made an extra fuss of me over dinner and made sure I was tucked up for bed

  afterwards.




  The visits from Dad were slightly more frequent at school but always short and awkward – with stilted, polite conversations and stiff handshakes at the end. I felt detached from both

  parents now. After all, what kind of mum and dad were they to me? We’d become nothing but strangers by then.




  On the odd occasion, I got to visit Cliff at my grandparents in Mansfield. And sometimes I had to go and stay with Dad in Coventry. By now he’d hooked up with a new lady friend, a widower

  called Olive. She was a round-faced fat lady who was always very stern with me. She had a look in her eye that told me she’d kill me if she could’ve got away with it! All she seemed to

  say was ‘Winifred, do this’ or ‘Don’t do that’. She showed no interest in me otherwise. She had a daughter though, called Margery, who was a few years older than me

  but absolutely lovely, a complete contrast to her mum. She always had time to chat and take an interest in me.




  Although visits to see Dad were few and far between, there was one particular visit I’ve never forgotten. I was packed into the car with Dad and we drove off with him looking particularly

  grim.




  ‘Where are we going, Dad?’ I asked.




  ‘You’ll see when we get there,’ he said. ‘A solicitor’s office.’




  I didn’t know what that meant, but I also knew from his tone that it was better not to ask.




  Arriving at an austere-looking building in Birmingham, we got out and walked into an office off a place called ‘The Judge’s Chambers’.




  Dad knocked on the door and ushered me into a room. A serious-looking older man was sitting behind a desk. I had to sit in a hard fancy wooden chair next to Dad, my feet almost dangling off the

  floor.




  The man, a solicitor, shook Dad’s hand and then carried on writing on some papers.




  As we waited for him to finish, Dad fidgeted in his seat.




  ‘Right,’ said the man, finally, clearing his throat. He peered at me over his glasses. Then he clasped his hands in front of him, making a steeple out of his fingers.




  ‘Winifred,’ he said, ‘we’re here to decide who you want to live with. Your mother . . .’ Then he glanced at Dad. ‘Or your father?’




  My heart started speeding up straight away, boom, boom, boom.




  ‘You have to decide who would provide the best upbringing for you. You have to make a choice about what each parent could provide. Your father can provide a good, solid, stable home . .

  .’ His voice just tailed off as my father sat watching me very carefully.




  My heart was banging in my head so loudly now, I could barely hear anything at all. I covered my ears and squeezed my eyes shut.




  ‘Stop, STOP!’ a voice shouted. Then I realised it was my own.




  I glanced at the door, resisting the urge to run out. Then I peered at the solicitor’s big oak desk, covered in papers, files, a posh lamp. I knew if I had anything in my hand I’d

  have thrown it hard at him.




  ‘Leave me alone!’ I shouted, my voice now strong and clear. ‘Let me live as I am!’




  Dad sucked his lips in, and the solicitor looked taken aback. The pair of them ushered me out of the room as they carried on speaking. I didn’t know what to think. What a question to have

  asked me! At the end of the day neither Mum nor Dad were real parents to me. I felt horrible inside. It was a choice but with no real choice.




  The case was closed there and then. I was to live with my dad, although he never talked to me again about it.




  In any case, I was back at school in Canterbury that Monday morning, just as if nothing had happened.




  





  Chapter Two




  Growing Pains




  Although the nuns were not in any way violent, we were very clear about who was in charge of us at the convent. On the whole they were quite friendly, the Notre Dame Dominican

  order, but you were expected to do what you were told, no questions asked. Of course, we got away with things behind their backs wherever possible.




  There was a farm over the back of the convent, filled with apple trees. So when the time was right and the boughs were heavy with ripe fruit, we’d flit over the fence at a quiet moment and

  help each other to climb the trees, pulling at the stalks and filling our skirts with fruit.




  Then we’d collapse on the grassy banks and eat with the juice dribbling down our chins until we were full.




  ‘This is the life!’ said Joan with a wink. We liked being outside in the fresh air, with the smells of the nearby farm. It meant freedom to us.




  Joan and I were friends right from the start when I was about six until we left at thirteen. As we blossomed into little ladies, she loved getting us to pose in the big mirror in the living room

  when no one was looking. She’d pull up her skirt slightly so I could admire her legs.




  ‘Look at us, Win,’ she laughed, turning this way and that. ‘Look how pretty we are!’




  I just laughed at her. But we were growing up fast and I couldn’t wait. I wanted to be a woman. I wanted to leave the convent. I felt like my life was on hold until this happened.




  One thing I did enjoy was our end-of-term concerts. We’d stage a production in front of all the parents, or in my case Auntie Annie, dressing up and singing usually. It was a big occasion

  and the Reverend Mother would reward us with prizes of chocolate, although I still wasn’t keen on it at the time. Every time I performed I always managed to spot Auntie Annie’s face in

  the crowd. She was very good, never missing me in a single show.




  During the shorter holidays like half term, when we didn’t go home, the girls who stayed on would get together for a dance.




  We’d pull a big gramophone outside down the steps towards the tennis court and hold each other as if we were boyfriend and girlfriend, then start spinning around to all the great 1930s

  tunes at the time, sung by stars like Al Bowlly or Bing Crosby. The nuns must have known but chose to turn a blind eye. Perhaps they felt sorry for us having to stay at school in the holiday.




  At the convent I quickly discovered what sport I liked and didn’t like. I loved netball and tennis, they were so much fun. But I absolutely loathed cricket. It seemed like such a

  boy’s sport and not suitable for us girls. Even the word ‘cricket’ sounded like a masculine word to me!




  Although I didn’t see much of my brothers, I always wrote regularly to Ken and Norman. Norman had now signed up to the army and sometimes I went to visit Cliff in Mansfield. I still

  didn’t like my Granny Phillips much. She was a hard woman and didn’t have much time for me; there was no maternal instinct there. But I loved Cliff so much. We were really rather close

  at the time. After effectively losing our parents, we appreciated having each other. He was very much my little brother though, always rather impatient and immature.




  During one visit, Cliff, who as I say was always rather accident prone, fell over in front of me and bumped his head on the pavement. He must have been only about seven or eight and ended up

  with a bit of an egg on his head. When I saw him hurt, I cried and cried. I couldn’t bear to see my little brother in pain. It was almost like I felt it myself.




  Poor Cliff was always in the wars. Once, Granny Phillips took him out in a spanking new suit to the local park and he ended up slipping on the bank by the duck pond and going right the way

  in.




  By the time I was nine years old I really felt as if I knew my own mind and I decided I wanted to become a Roman Catholic. It was not only being in the convent that made me

  want to change, it was living with my Auntie Annie too, who was a Catholic herself.




  I’d heard Annie had even been to Lourdes a few years earlier. I wasn’t sure why but it fascinated me how miracles could happen. On one of his visits, I told Dad of my plans.




  He stared at me through his glasses at the end of his nose and started wagging his finger at me.




  ‘Well, girl, if you become a Roman Catholic you will stay a Roman Catholic for the rest of your life,’ he said.




  I nodded. I’ve done just that.




  As I approached my teens, life was to change yet again for me. And not for the better. Little did I know, but Auntie Annie had fallen ill. All I’d heard, during a visit

  to her house, was she wasn’t there because she was in hospital.




  I’d known something was wrong the last time I had visited a few months previously. Auntie had been quieter than usual and I was sure I caught her grimacing in pain a few times. But she

  carried on making her lovely dinners, asking me about school and my dad, as cheerful as anything. Like most things, illnesses were brushed under the carpet and not spoken about. Especially to

  children.




  One afternoon, a lady from down the road called Kitty popped in. I didn’t know why but I really didn’t like her. There was ‘something about her’ that put me on edge. She

  always seemed to brighten when Uncle was in the room, especially when Auntie wasn’t there too. I couldn’t put my finger on it but I didn’t like her attitude.




  Auntie Annie was washing vegetables at the kitchen sink as Kitty stuck her head around the door.




  ‘Cooee,’ she said, grinning to Annie. ‘How you doing?’




  ‘Not too bad, not too bad,’ said Annie, her hands full of spuds. She let them drop into the sink as she turned to look at Kitty.




  The pair of them chatted for a little while about other neighbours and how the shop was doing. Then Annie looked directly at Kitty. She looked more tired than usual, pale and thinner too. I

  wondered if she’d been sleeping properly.




  ‘Look after him, won’t you, Kitty? Look after him,’ she murmured before turning back to the spuds.




  Kitty’s eyes were momentarily sad before they sparkled again. She ran her fingers through her hair.




  ‘I promise I will, Annie,’ she said. ‘You have my word.’




  I didn’t know what she meant then. But sadly it wasn’t to be long before I’d find out.




  There was a lot of talk among the adults about the war. The Germans under Adolf Hitler were making aggressive demands on other countries and Neville Chamberlain had tried to find peace with

  Hitler after meeting him in Munich, but still the country was bracing itself for more news.




  I’d heard so much about the horror of the last war. None of the details, I would just overhear adults in my family or friends’ parents talk about how ‘awful’ the Great

  War was. I didn’t know anyone who had died but it seemed like the huge loss of life had affected everyone, even if no one directly in my family. The thought of us going to war again excited

  me in a strange way, but at the same time it was a very frightening prospect. I’d hear talk about gas attacks and bombs. It all seemed like a world away from our quiet little street.




  I could see how worried people were, but didn’t really understand. I just knew people who’d lived through the Great War hadn’t had much to eat and lots of lives had been

  lost.




  In Christmas 1938, I went to stay with Maisie, who’d since married and moved out, during the holidays as Annie was still ill.




  Maisie was very quiet that Christmas Eve. I thought she looked more pale than usual as she picked me up from school, but I just assumed it was the cold weather making her peaky. It was a stark,

  grey day and the light seemed to have gone from her eyes. But the preparations for the big day had still been made, presents were wrapped and all the usual plans in place. I couldn’t wait. I

  loved Christmas, it was always a cheerful time of year in Annie’s household. We were to have dinner at Auntie Annie’s house, my Uncle Percy was going to help with the meal while she was

  poorly and we’d have decorations and presents like always. Dad always sent something down for me too.




  I just assumed Maisie was upset about her mum being ill, as I was, so I went to bed early ready to rise in the morning to go to Mass on Christmas Day as usual. I took comfort in the traditions

  at this time and hoped by next year Annie would be right as rain again.




  The following morning was another gloomy day but we all said ‘Merry Christmas’ to other neighbours and then walked to church to hear the sermons and sing hymns.




  After the priest spoke about the nativity story and we’d sung a few hymns it was time to hear the announcements about people living in the parish. He started reading the list of people who

  were poorly or who’d died and needed our prayers.




  I kicked my legs under the seat in front, thinking about what we were going to have for dinner as the priest’s deep voice rang out. I loved a good roast with potatoes, and it

  wouldn’t be long before Uncle Percy was carving it up.




  Then, suddenly, the priest’s words seemed to boom out loud as if he was shouting through a loudspeaker.




  ‘And we remember Annie Phillips who sadly passed away last night in Kent and Canterbury hospital . . .’




  I felt as if I’d been punched in the guts. I turned to look at Maisie – her lower lip was quivering but she didn’t look in my direction. She just wiped her eye with her sleeve.

  Then she took my hand and squeezed it. I knew there and then she must’ve known Auntie Annie had died but couldn’t find the words to tell me. Her heart was broken and she couldn’t

  bear to break mine too.




  So I said nothing. I sat back in the pew, hot tears pricking behind my eyes but never emerging.




  Auntie Annie! I wanted to scream. Not my Auntie Annie!




  By now I had been through enough. I’d started to disconnect with my emotions a little, so I just followed Maisie out of the church, copying the straight-backed fast pace she had.




  We filed out with our brave faces firmly on, not catching any of our neighbours’ sympathetic looks. Then we drove back in silence. As soon as I walked through Annie’s front door

  though, I found tears slipping down my face despite myself. I just couldn’t stop crying.




  Uncle Percy ushered me in. The same old paper ring decorations hung across the living room, the same lights were on the tree. All the family was here, but the gap Annie had left was huge. I sat

  and looked at her empty chair and just sobbed. The others all cried too, I’m sure, but it was in private. Grief was a private thing then.




  During dinner I was very quiet and couldn’t help myself but cry as I watched Uncle carve the turkey and dish up the veg. How could poor Annie have gone so suddenly?




  It should be Auntie, I thought over and over, as my plate was filled.




  Despite trying to keep my brave face, more tears slipped down my nose. I just couldn’t believe Annie was gone for ever. It seemed so cruel. Maisie and Nora tried to pat my hand, and pass

  me tissues.




  ‘There, there, Win. Look what I’ve got for you!’ Uncle said, brightly. He turned to the cupboard behind him and pulled out an envelope. I ripped it open to find a pound note

  from my dad.




  ‘Happy Christmas,’ his note read.




  This was an enormous sum of money in those days. ‘Thank you,’ I whispered, my voice sounding hoarse.




  The next day Uncle Percy told us we were going to see Auntie Annie in the morgue. We all sobbed quietly in the back seat of the car as we drove up there.




  On arrival, a nurse ushered us in. I didn’t know what to expect, but part of me desperately wanted to see my lovely auntie, just to try and understand what had happened.




  Maisie held my hand as we followed the nurse down the corridor.




  ‘She’s not coming in,’ said the nurse, pointing at me. ‘Not a child.’




  Maisie opened her mouth to argue but closed it again as she changed her mind.




  ‘Yes I am!’ I wailed. I was twelve years old, and I desperately wanted to go in.




  ‘No, you’re not,’ said the nurse, gripping my hand. She opened the door for the others and they all trooped in to pay their final respects.




  I started crying. I wanted Auntie Annie.




  After Christmas we saw in the New Year of 1939, but it didn’t feel like a time to celebrate. The talk of war was imminent. It wasn’t a case of ‘if’ anymore but

  ‘when’ it broke out.




  Within a year Uncle had married again. Kitty from next door became his wife. It was then their conversation as Auntie washed the vegetables sprang to my mind. She’d

  known, even back then, and had just wanted her much-loved husband cared for.




  





  Chapter Three




  At War




  With the war on its way, and Auntie Annie gone, Dad decided he’d take me back to Coventry to start a new life with him. By now there wasn’t anyone else to look

  after me, so I suppose he had no choice. It was sad saying goodbye, but I didn’t have long to dwell on it. My life was about to change again and I had to focus on that!




  By now Dad was officially living with Olive, even though they’d not wed yet. I couldn’t have been less thrilled. She made no effort to get to know me, or care for me. She just told

  me off and glared at me whenever Dad left the room. I soon grew to deeply dislike her.




  After being allowed to finish the school year at Canterbury, I was enrolled from September 1939 as a boarder at Our Lady’s Convent boarding school in Southam, Rugby, a few miles away from

  where Dad was living.




  It was very different from Canterbury, but I quickly made lots of friends, including a girl called Pat. She was a small, dark-haired pretty thing with a wicked sense of humour. There were quite

  a few younger kids there too, evacuees from some of the bigger cities.




  Strangely enough, all of the nuns at the convent were German, but nobody made any comment about it. They were from the Sisters of the Poor Child Jesus. We were all victims of this war whatever

  our nationalities were.




  One of the girls there was a very quiet blonde-haired Jewish German girl, who had been evacuated from her country. She slept at the other end of the dormitory from me, and always seemed to be a

  lone wolf, never saying boo to a goose. I often wondered how she felt about things and what her family were doing. It must’ve been so hard for her.




  We were all given identity cards and gas masks in little cardboard boxes. Sometimes the nuns made us practise our gas-mask drill. They timed us as we put them on as fast as possible, and then

  made sure they fitted, with no gaps anywhere. The country was in great fear of a gas attack by the Germans and every child in the country had to carry one around their necks on pieces of

  string.




  One thing we all loved doing was running into the tiny dairy they had there. It made all the butter and cream for the convent and sold some on to the local area. I loved running into the cool

  parlour, and when no one was looking we’d ask the maid if we could have a go on the heavy wooden handle used to stir the curds and whey. We’d stand and heave it around and around until

  our arms were tired as we stood on the cool stone floor. It was something different to do, something a little bit naughty, as we weren’t supposed to be doing it.




   




  I’ll never forget the day ‘war’ broke out for us. I was in Coventry, staying with my father in the holidays before starting my new school. Life was fraught at

  home, and my relationship with Olive certainly hadn’t thawed. I think by then, I’d grown so suspicious of my parents or anything to do with them, nobody could do enough for me. I was

  used to being second best.




  Although I didn’t see eye to eye with Olive, I’d grown quite close to Margery. She was just fantastic (and so unlike her mum!). We shared the same sense of humour, and even looked a

  bit alike. At seventeen, Margery was like my big sister. But she was so full of compassion for me, and always liked to help me out or tell me about her nights out dancing. I really looked up to

  her. Whereas her mother was always on at us kids, telling us not to do this or that, Margery was relaxed and happy. I felt a bit sorry for her too. She was often ill, and had to take to her bed

  sometimes.




  Ken really liked her when he came to visit. In fact, the two of them grew rather close, always giggling together, heads down when people came into the room. Once Olive spotted, though, she went

  mad. ‘Stop it, the pair of you!’ she cried, pushing herself in between them. I don’t think she liked the idea of them getting ‘too close’.




  That particular day Olive was cleaning the front windows on the terraced house they rented.




  I was just hanging around outside, watching her. She was a rather fat lady and was huffing and puffing as she kept bending her back to dump the rag cloth into the bucket to soap up the water. I

  was sure she wanted me to help her, but that wasn’t likely! I couldn’t be bothered to try and score points with someone like her.
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