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  This book is dedicated to the memory of those people who were lost in the tragic Bethnal Green Tube disaster, Wednesday 3 March 1943.

  And for Mavis Eugene and The Cliff.




  Chapter One

  May 1941

  London’s East End

  Kay Lewis opened her sleepy grey eyes to the sights, sounds and smells of the world as she had known it for the past eight months of the London Blitz. Her immediate thought was
  that, unbelievably, she was still alive. After another night’s intensive bombing over the Isle of Dogs – the heart of London’s East End – the corrugated iron shelter was
  still in one piece over her!

  Kay inhaled the damp and stale air and tried to breathe shallowly as she watched the glistening drops of condensation slide one after another down the rust-pitted walls. With a strong sense of
  relief, she could hear the wail of the all-clear fading. However, the relief didn’t last long for, as always on waking, a sharp dart of longing went through her. Being parted from her
  two-and-a-half-year-old son throughout the bombing had been almost unbearable. Though she knew that she and her husband, Alan, had had no choice but to evacuate Alfie to her brother and
  sister-in-law’s home in the country, it didn’t stop the pain of separation. What she wouldn’t give to have him here and in her arms! She could almost feel his chubby body pressed
  against her skin and smell the silky-soft fragrance of his thick, dark hair.

  ‘Oh, Alfie, I miss you so much,’ she croaked as she shifted carefully on the narrow top bunk. ‘But I know you’re safe and that’s what counts.’

  With a huge effort, Kay drew her mind back to the present. Had Alan survived the night safely? During the Blitz, and much to her surprise, he had left his council job where he had been working
  in the maintenance department and joined the Heavy Rescue Squad. Kay had never quite understood why. Perhaps it had something to do with that letter he’d received. It wasn’t his
  call-up, which he’d been expecting, but from another section of the military. He’d dismissed it as just a lot of red tape and she hadn’t pressed the point. Alan was a man who,
  once he had decided on a course of action, would rarely change his mind. Nevertheless, she worried. His night shift would be ending soon, but that was no guarantee he’d be home. If there was
  someone trapped and in danger then it was down to Alan and his team to rescue them.

  Kay forced her arms and legs to move; every bone in her body ached. Her back creaked, her bottom was numb and her shoulders seized in a painful cramp as she ducked her head under the
  tunnel-shaped roof. During the night, her long, chestnut-coloured hair had escaped its pins and she pushed it back wearily from her face.

  ‘Ouch!’ Kay groaned as she landed hard on the floor. Even sleeping fully dressed in her coat together with two thick jumpers and a pair of Alan’s combinations under her utility
  trousers, she was chilled to the bone. It was May, but it was still winter in the Anderson.

  Kay shook the huddled form in the lower bunk. ‘Vi, wake up. The all-clear’s gone.’

  At this, the elderly lady threw off her threadbare blanket and stared up at Kay. Her careworn face, framed by scraps of thin grey hair, squeezed into a gummy smile. ‘Blimey, gel, are we
  still in the land of the living?’

  ‘It seems we are.’ Kay was as surprised as her friend to find they weren’t buried under tons of rubble from the overnight raid. ‘Are you all right?’

  ‘Nothing a fag won’t cure, love,’ Vi croaked as Kay helped her to her feet. Then Vi took a scarf from under the pillow and wound it expertly into a turban, tying the ends in a
  knot on top of her head. ‘Now me brains are safely in, where are me teeth?’

  ‘Try your pocket,’ Kay suggested with a grin.

  ‘Oh yes, course.’ Vi retrieved a pair of worn yellow dentures and snapped them into place. She gave a wide smile. ‘How’s that look?’

  ‘Like you’ve got your teeth in,’ Kay returned lightly as she handed Vi her battered old handbag. It was never far from Vi’s reach and had stayed with her throughout the
  bombing.

  ‘Ta, love, mustn’t forget me life’s savings. Not that there’s much, but enough for a rainy day.’

  Kay leaned her shoulder against the battered door of the shelter and pushed. The bright shaft of daylight momentarily blinded her and she took a crumpled hanky from her pocket to wipe her face.
  The corners of her mouth were filled with grit. Her skin felt as stiff as a washboard. If she hadn’t been so exhausted, she would have laughed – or cried, she didn’t know which.
  Throughout the Blitz she had felt she was living in a surreal world, constantly fighting her way through an endless stream of chaos and destruction. The basics of life had become luxuries: a
  comfortable bed to sleep in, fresh air to breathe and clear running water that was not restricted by damaged sewers.

  ‘Is yer house still standing?’ Vi demanded as they stepped out into the foggy, sulphur-smelling air that made Kay’s eyes smart all over again.

  Her heart thumped as an indistinct shape loomed out of the swirling mist. Her two-up two-down end-of-terrace house still seemed to be attached to the Tripps’. She thought briefly of the
  couple who had once lived there; Stan and Elsie Tripp had evacuated to Wales and the safety of their son’s home. Kay missed them and often wondered if she’d ever see them again. They
  weren’t the only ones who had evacuated either. Two thirds of the street’s houses were either standing empty or too bomb-damaged to be occupied. Only a handful of neighbours were left.
  The long, winding street following the curves of the River Thames had been so vibrant before the war. Now the road was just a shadow of its former lively self.

  ‘Our roofs still on and so is the chimney,’ Kay answered Vi. ‘But the back door’s blown open. Goodness only knows what mess we’ll find inside.’

  ‘And yer windows?’

  Kay smiled ruefully. ‘Alan’s idea to strengthen them with strips of wood over the tape seems to have paid off. I’ll bet you’re glad he did the same for your place
  too.’

  ‘You can say that again,’ Vi agreed quickly. ‘I didn’t want him to bother as he’s never got a minute to spare, but there he was one morning, standing on his ladder
  and ’ammering away.’

  ‘There’s not much he wouldn’t do for you, Vi,’ Kay told her friend as they made their way towards the back door. Her husband had a soft spot for Vi and had done all her
  odd jobs during the Blitz. Vi returned his affection and had told them that Alan reminded her of her only son, Pete Junior, who had died from diphtheria at eighteen.

  The two women were smiling as they entered Kay’s kitchen but their smiles disappeared when they saw inside. Every surface was covered in a thick blanket of dust and dirt. ‘Strike a
  light,’ Vi breathed. ‘What a mess!’

  ‘Just look at this,’ gasped Kay, pointing to the dresser. ‘My best set of china’s come off the shelves!’ She stared in disbelief at the floor where the teapot and
  her best cups and saucers were all in pieces. ‘Oh, Vi, that was a tea set from Mum an’ all.’

  ‘Bloody Hitler,’ grumbled Vi when she saw the extent of the damage. ‘He’s got no respect for other people’s property.’

  At this, Kay found herself laughing – laughing so much her face seemed to crack under the layers of dirt.

  ‘What’s so funny?’ Vi asked in a bewildered tone.

  ‘You. Course Hitler’s got no respect for our property. He’s bombing it, ain’t he?’

  Vi patted her arm. ‘It’s as well you can see the funny side, gel.’

  But Kay realized the laughter was more like hysteria and she was dangerously close to tears. When she looked inside the larder, she clapped her hands to her face. All the bottles, packets and
  even vegetables were covered in the same thick, grey grime. ‘How did this happen?’ she wailed. ‘The larder door was shut.’

  Vi bustled past her and lifted the wire gauze that protected the square wedge of Spam. ‘Don’t worry, ducks,’ she said, shrugging. ‘A quick wipe and Bob’s your
  uncle.’

  ‘I don’t want to wipe me Spam, Vi. I want to eat it,’ Kay moaned.

  ‘Spam’s got no taste anyway. You might as well be eating rubber.’ Vi clattered the gauze back into place unsympathetically.

  ‘It comes to something when you can’t preserve even the little food you have,’ Kay heard herself complaining. ‘Anything tasty is on ration and there are queues as long as
  your arm for the decent bits.’

  ‘I must admit,’ Vi said with a sigh, ‘I’ve not seen a nice chop since before the war or even a bit of pork cracklin’.’

  ‘At least the tea is safe.’ Kay nodded to the tin caddy beside the gas stove. ‘Do you reckon the gas is on?’

  ‘Shouldn’t chance it yet,’ Vi warned. ‘Wait till the warden or the gas blokes come round. There was an explosion in Westferry Road last week, remember? The old girl
  turned on the gas tap and the mains was ruptured. The bang was so ferocious it sent her flying out the back door. Lucky she was deaf already and only had a few bruises to show for the
  fright.’

  Kay felt exasperated as she looked round, gauging the work ahead of her. The clearing up after the nightly raids was not unexpected. But she had never encountered anything on this scale.

  Vi inhaled a wheezy breath and gave Kay a quick glance. ‘Good job your boy is safely away, love. Imagine him here in all this.’

  Kay nodded dejectedly. ‘Yes, but I miss him, Vi.’

  ‘Course you do, flower.’

  ‘I worry about how he’s taken to being away from us,’ Kay admitted as she thought of her brother Len and his wife Doris in Hertfordshire. The couple were well-meaning enough
  but had no children of their own. ‘Doris doesn’t have a clue about babies. Alfie was into everything and very mischievous when Len and Doris drove down to collect him last September. I
  hope they’ve been able to cope.’

  ‘What does she say in her letters?’

  ‘Not much.’ Kay shrugged. ‘Only that he’s filling out, whatever that means.’

  ‘Your sister-in-law seemed nice enough when I met her,’ Vi recalled. ‘And it was good of ’em to drive here to save you the bother of going on the bus.’

  ‘Len likes to show off his car,’ Kay pointed out. ‘He’s lucky enough to have a petrol allowance as he works in a specialized engineering department for the
  government.’

  Vi moved towards the empty coal cupboard and yanked the door open. She unhooked a broom hanging from a nail on the back of it and began to sweep up the broken china. ‘You go and check
  upstairs,’ she called over her shoulder, ‘whilst I chuck this lot in the dustbin.’

  ‘I won’t be a minute. Then we’ll go over to your place.’

  ‘Gawd knows what state me house is in, as I didn’t have time to cover anything up,’ Vi was saying as Kay left for the front room.

  Kay was relieved to find that the fireguard and boarding that Alan had wedged into the fireplace had prevented the worst of the muck from spilling down the chimney. As she had covered the couch
  and dining table with old sheets, the room was a big improvement on the kitchen.

  But upstairs was a different matter. A chunk of plaster had fallen from the ceiling to the landing, spreading a white coating over the banisters, stairs and the floor below. Carefully picking
  her way over the mess, she poked her head into her and Alan’s bedroom where a layer of dust had covered the wardrobe and three-mirrored dressing table. Luckily she’d had time to cover
  their bed and Alfie’s cot with sheets and the window remained intact thanks again to Alan’s ingenious boarding. The only other bedroom was very small and so full of clutter she could
  hardly open the door. Alan had put newspaper over everything in here. Somewhere underneath were the bits and pieces they had collected together from the markets or had been given by their friends
  and neighbours, yet with the onset of war had been forced to lump into one room until such time as they could restore order to their home.

  Kay came back to the present with a jolt. Someone was yelling in the street. She rushed downstairs, kicking up clouds of dust in her wake. The front door was open and she ran outside. In the
  distance was Vi’s small figure just visible through the mist.

  ‘Look at me house, Kay!’ Vi screamed as Kay ran to her side. ‘The devils have done it in!’

  It was a moment or two before Kay took in the huge black crater on the wasteland next to Vi’s house. It was strewn with debris, a mixture of tiles and rafters from Vi’s roof. Despite
  all of Alan’s careful precautions, every window had been blown out and the front door lay in the road. Glass and rubble were everywhere. A flicker of orange flame came from inside the dark
  passage.

  ‘I’ve got to save me stuff!’ cried Vi, lurching forward.

  ‘You can’t, Vi.’ Kay grabbed her tightly. ‘The rest of the roof could collapse.’

  ‘It won’t do that, will it?’

  ‘I don’t know. But you can’t take the chance.’

  As Vi choked back her sobs, Kay looked around for help. Where was everyone? The Home Guard, the fire-men or the police and Rescue Squad were usually first on the scene. Suddenly she saw a lone
  figure appear out of the smoke. It was Harry Sway, the warden, pedalling his bike as fast he could go, his tin helmet askew on his head.




  Chapter Two

  Harry was panting as he dropped his bike on the ground and hurried over. ‘Are you two all right?’ He coughed, swivelling his helmet round to display the large
  letter W printed on its top. ‘Sorry I couldn’t get to you before, but half the city is on fire.’ He glanced across at Vi’s house and gave a groan. ‘Oh, Christ, what a
  mess! Is anyone in there?’

  ‘No, I ain’t had a lodger since the Blitz started,’ Vi informed him.

  ‘Lucky you was with Kay,’ Harry said with a sigh. ‘Luckier even that the council didn’t have room to put an Anderson in yer yard, Vi. You’d have not stood a chance
  with that blast.’

  ‘But what about all me furniture, me books and photographs?’ Vi whimpered.

  ‘You know the ropes,’ Harry told her. ‘No one goes into a damaged building until after it’s made safe.’

  Just then there was an eerie creak and what was left of the roof disappeared. ‘Step back, ladies, please,’ ordered Harry as a plume of smoke curled up in the air.

  ‘Oh, me poor house,’ Vi sobbed, grabbing Harry’s sleeve. ‘When is help coming?’

  ‘I told you, Vi,’ said Harry gently, ‘the CD and Home Guard has been hard at it all night. We’re short of fire engines and ambulances as so many people need
  assistance.’

  Kay looked along Slater Street towards Crane Street, beyond the empty and abandoned houses. Because of the bend in the road she couldn’t see as far as her closest neighbour’s house.
  Paul Butt and his father, Neville, still lived in one of the last surviving houses near the two Press sisters, who had also refused to evacuate. Their yards backed onto Crane Street which had also
  taken a pounding as the German fighters had aimed for the areas closest to the docks. Kay turned and her eyes searched in the other direction. There wasn’t much to see there either. Their
  good friends Babs and Eddie Chapman, the Suttons, Tylers and Edwards’ houses were all closer, but they too were lost in the mist.

  ‘There’s nothing we can do here, Vi,’ Kay said as she threaded her hand around Vi’s shoulders. ‘Let’s go back to my place.’

  ‘Good idea,’ said Harry, picking up his bike. ‘I’ve got a flask in me bag, so at least I can give you a cuppa.’

  ‘Is there any more damage to Slater Street?’ Kay asked as they walked, not expecting the devastating reply she was about to receive.

  Harry nodded. ‘Number two was the worst.’

  ‘The Suttons?’

  Again Harry nodded. ‘None of ’em made it I’m afraid.’

  ‘What!’ Kay stopped abruptly, wondering if she’d heard right.

  ‘Howard and Madge, old Mrs Sutton, young Robert who is fifteen and Kevin who was ten . . .’ Harry’s voice tailed away.

  ‘But weren’t they in the Anderson?’

  ‘The shelter was demolished too.’

  ‘I can’t believe it,’ Kay gasped incredulously. ‘I only saw Madge at the shops last week. And those lovely young boys . . .’ She stopped, staring at the warden.
  ‘Are you sure they weren’t at a public shelter?’

  ‘We’re checking, but from what has been found, it looks like they was all there.’

  Kay felt ill. She just couldn’t take on board that a family of three generations had been wiped out in an eye blink.

  ‘The Chapmans have lost their house too,’ Harry informed her. ‘But they’re accounted for.’

  ‘Thank goodness.’ Kay breathed in relief. ‘But I can’t imagine how Babs is feeling right this moment.’

  ‘I tell you, they were sensible to have gone to the public shelter and they won’t regret having sent their two kids to stay with relatives in Essex. It was hard at the time, but just
  imagine if they’d all been at home. It doesn’t bear thinking about.’ Harry shook his head. ‘The only casualty was the cat. I told ’em enough times to get rid of it.
  But they never took any notice.’

  ‘What am I gonna do now?’ Vi whimpered, her gaze vacant as she appeared not to have understood what the warden had told them. ‘I’ve got nowhere to go, nothing!’

  ‘Have you got your gas mask?’ Harry asked ill-advisedly as he leaned his bike against the wall of Kay’s house. ‘You must keep it with you at all times.’

  ‘Harry Sway, do you imagine a gas mask was the first thing I thought of when the bombs started dropping?’ demanded Vi, suddenly rearing up. ‘Would I have said to meself, Vi,
  don’t worry about putting on yer warm coat and boots and three layers of clothing that will save you from dying of pneumonia in a rotten old tin shed. Instead go and find that flamin’
  contraption that neither you nor the rest of the population has ever had the need to wear!’

  Harry stared down at his dirty boots. ‘Sorry, gel. Didn’t mean to upset you. But rules are rules.’

  At this, Vi burst into tears. Kay led her into the kitchen where Harry pulled out one of the four wooden chairs tucked under the square table. After brushing the dust from the seat, he stepped
  back, allowing Kay to make Vi comfortable.

  Kay’s hands were trembling as she did so. She was feeling weak and shaken. The news of the Suttons’ deaths had made her feel physically sick. It was the worst tragedy in the street
  so far.

  ‘Harry, have you seen Alan?’ asked Kay, as Vi blew her nose loudly while continuing to glare at Harry. ‘Is he working in this sector?’

  ‘Don’t think he is,’ Harry replied with a frown. ‘His squad might have been sent up West to help out. Word came through to the ARP depot this morning that the House of
  Commons, Westminster Hall and St Paul’s all bought it. What’s worse, there’s hundreds buried under the rubble all over the city. There’s people still trapped as it’s
  too dangerous to try to rescue ’em.’

  Kay felt another wave of nausea. Alan was in the thick of it and though she prayed every night and morning that her husband would be safe, she knew there was always a chance he wouldn’t
  come home.

  ‘Don’t worry, he’ll be all right,’ Harry said when he saw the effect his words had on her. ‘There’s no one savvier than your Alan. He knows when not to push
  his luck.’

  Kay hoped so, although she wasn’t as certain as Harry that Alan wouldn’t risk his own life to save someone else’s. He worked in dangerous situations helping the fire-fighting
  teams and demolition squads to rescue victims of the bombings. Knowing Alan as she did, she suspected it was his heart rather than his head that sometimes governed his judgement.

  ‘Well, where’s that cuppa you promised me?’ Vi blinked back the tears and frowned at Harry’s canvas bag. ‘Gawd, I really fancy a smoke too. But I suppose striking a
  match is out of the question?’

  ‘Fraid so, love,’ Harry said. ‘But I’ve got a sandwich if you’d like it.’ He slipped the bag from his shoulder and opened the flap, removing his whistle,
  respirator and flask, together with a brown paper packet covered in greasy stains.

  ‘I ain’t hungry,’ Vi said sourly. ‘The Rosie will do.’

  ‘You should have a tot of something stronger with it,’ Harry suggested. ‘Got any brandy, Kay?’

  ‘We keep some for medicinal purposes.’ Kay hurried to the front room to fetch the small bottle from the sideboard. Once back in the kitchen, she added a tot to Vi’s tea.

  ‘Go on, Vi,’ urged Harry. ‘Trust me, it will help.’

  ‘It ain’t bad,’ Vi admitted after a sip or two.

  ‘Don’t worry about nothing,’ Harry said cheerfully as he repacked his bag. ‘We’ll soon have you sorted. The council will see you go somewhere safe for the
  future.’

  At this, Vi nearly dropped her mug as she stared up at the warden. ‘What do you mean, “somewhere safe”?’

  ‘Well, you can’t stay here, love.’

  ‘I’ve lived in Slater Street all me married life!’

  ‘Yes, but you ain’t got a—’

  Kay was relieved when Harry stopped himself in time from repeating the obvious. Vi was in no mood to be told again that she had just lost her home.

  ‘Well, can’t stop.’ Harry patted his pockets and took a step to the door. ‘Gotta meet the rescue services in Crane Street now I’ve checked on you two. But
  I’ll let you know when the gas is safe to use. Keep the flask, ladies, till I see you next.’

  He didn’t wait for Kay to reply but rushed out, leaving Vi staring after him. ‘He wants to get rid of me!’ she exclaimed.

  ‘He was only trying to help.’

  ‘Well, he didn’t. He put the wind up me instead.’

  ‘Drink your tea.’ Gently, Kay drew the mug to Vi’s lips. She knew Vi must be in a state of shock. She hadn’t even registered the deaths of the Suttons or the Chapmans
  becoming homeless.

  Vi downed two more cups of alcoholic tea before allowing Kay to take her to the front room. In a matter of minutes she had fallen asleep on the couch. Kay gently removed her boots and lifted her
  feet, her heart squeezing with pity as she saw the big holes in her thick socks. Covering her with a blanket, Kay drew the curtains and, closing the door softly, made her way back to the
  kitchen.

  Standing quite still, her thoughts went to the Suttons. They had been a lovely young family. Madge Sutton had vowed she would never leave her East End home but had evacuated her two boys. But
  Robert and Kevin had taken it into their own hands to return. Just after Christmas, they had appeared on the doorstep, refusing to go away again. Tears filled Kay’s eyes as she remembered the
  brave family.

  ‘Snap out of it, Kay,’ she told herself firmly, sliding the palms of her hands over her damp cheeks. ‘Find yourself something to do.’

  Rolling up her sleeves, she set to work washing every surface in the kitchen with cold water and Lifebuoy soap, leaving the air smelling pleasantly of disinfectant. She threw the pails of dirty
  water over the yard and swept the path clear of punctured sandbags. There were roof tiles and bricks scattered everywhere. Alan would be able to replace a few, but most were broken. At least the
  toilet in the yard was working. She could hear the clang of fire-engine bells in the distance. That meant the demolition and rescue squads were on their way to clear the roads and check the gas
  mains. She thought the noise would wake Vi and fully expected her to come bursting out of the front room, but she didn’t. Kay guessed that Vi was exhausted both from the shock she’d
  received and their nights of broken sleep.

  By the time Kay had restored order to the kitchen and upstairs landing, it was the afternoon. The last time she and Vi had eaten was in the shelter and too many hours ago to admit. She was
  tempted to take Vi a snack, but instead she let her sleep. Going to the larder, Kay did as Vi had suggested and wiped the Spam clean with a cloth. As much as she hated Spam, she carved two thin
  slices and lay them on a small wedge of bread taken from the safety of the bread bin. She found she was ravenous and didn’t care about the taste. With the sandwich devoured, her spirits
  revived.

  Feeling more like her old self, Kay took out a small, rust-pitted mirror from the kitchen drawer. All the other mirrors had been taken down. No one wanted seven years’ back luck if they
  were cracked in a raid. To her horror, the woman who returned her stare was a complete stranger. The dust and ceiling plaster had formed her coppery-coloured waves into stiff, ugly spikes. Her skin
  looked like a mask. It was only the soft, light grey of her eyes that showed any sign of life. ‘Kay, what’s happened to you?’ she gasped. ‘You look a hundred and seven, not
  twenty-seven!’

  She considered dragging in the tin bath and braving a scrub in cold water. But one of the civil defence workers or Harry might knock to tell them about the gas supply. No, she would have to make
  do. And since she didn’t have to go to work at the armaments factory on Sunday, there was time to stand at the sink and wash.

  When she felt clean again, she brushed as much dirt from her hair as she could then leaned over the sink and put her head under the cold-water tap. The remains of the Lifebuoy was not the best
  shampoo in the world but was better than nothing. When she looked in the mirror again, her skin was back to its normal healthy colour. Her high cheekbones had regained their prominence in her
  oval-shaped face. Shaking out her damp hair, its glossy thickness started to dry. Kay even considered changing her clothes but what would be the point? In a few hours’ time she and Vi would
  return to the shelter for another cold and sleepless night.

  Just then, Kay heard the front door open. She ran into the passage and very soon was buried in the arms of a tall, lean man with unruly black hair. As usual her husband was clad in his dirty
  overalls and his beautiful brown eyes looked tired under their heavy lids.

  Alan Lewis lifted his wife’s small chin with his dirty hands and kissed her hungrily.




  Chapter Three

  ‘Thank God you’re safe,’ Alan whispered, his lips pressed against her hair. ‘I was worried about you.’

  ‘It was a terrible night, Alan.’

  ‘The worst,’ he agreed. ‘The city took a real pasting, with very few sectors left untouched.’

  ‘Yes, Harry Sway told us.’

  ‘Are you and Vi all right?’

  ‘Vi’s asleep in the front room whilst I’ve been cleaning round. The back door blew open and the dust got everywhere.’ Kay pressed her face against his chest, inhaling the
  smells of the city. The London as it was now, in the raids and under pressure and in some parts razed to the ground. The fumes and dust and polluted gassy air, the mustiness of ancient buildings,
  the dampness of the slums and the river with its wet, mossy wharfs and timbers reeking of tar. There was oil too, and grease and the faint whiff of some ingredient that Alan had told her was
  contained in the dangerous explosives they dealt with. But most reassuringly of all, she could smell Alan himself. His sweat and his energy. His essence.

  They walked slowly into the kitchen, arms linked. ‘There’s tiles off the roof,’ he noted, ‘and bricks dislodged from under the eaves. But they were loose already and will
  have to be mortared when I get the chance. We seem to have no broken windows at the front or back. I hope Vi’s house has fared the same.’

  Kay looked up at him. ‘You didn’t pass her place?’

  ‘No. I came home through the Cut.’

  ‘The waste ground was bombed and Vi’s house took the impact.’

  Alan closed his eyes for a second then opened them. ‘But Vi was safe with you in the shelter, right?’

  Kay nodded. ‘But she’s lost everything, Alan. Everything except her overnight bag and the few personal things she keeps in the Anderson.’

  ‘Can’t anything be done for the house?’

  ‘Very little, I’d say.’ Kay tried to keep her voice steady as she continued. ‘And there’s more. Babs and Eddie’s house was destroyed, although they’re
  both safe. Thank God Tim and Gill are in Essex. But the Suttons . . .’ Kay’s voice trembled. ‘The family was at home when the bomb fell.’

  ‘My God, not the boys too?’ Alan gasped.

  ‘The whole family.’ She swallowed. ‘I . . . I was only talking to Madge in the butcher’s on Friday. She had enough coupons to buy sausages. They were Kevin’s
  favourite and she hadn’t been able to get them for ages so we queued for over an hour because there were still some left on the butcher’s shelf. Madge wanted them for Saturday’s
  dinner. Oh, Alan, that would have been the last meal she cooked!’

  ‘Come on, love.’ Alan hugged her. ‘Don’t torture yourself.’

  ‘I can’t help it.’

  ‘Close the door on your imagination,’ Alan said sternly. ‘It’s the only way. You can’t let your feelings get the better of you. This is a hard and sometimes
  unforgiving world we live in.’

  Kay knew that Alan spoke from experience. He had seen terrible things during the Blitz and had to steel himself against the sight of death, maiming and gruesome injuries. He always kept the
  worst to himself. She knew he didn’t want to frighten her. But all the same she didn’t like to hear him speak so bitterly. In fact, it frightened her when he showed this side of his
  character – which wasn’t often – and yet the closed look in his eyes and strained expression caused her to think that something in his past, the past that they rarely if ever
  discussed, still haunted him.

  ‘I’d better go down the road and see if there’s anything that needs to be done for the Suttons,’ he said, shaking his head slightly as if to return himself to the
  present.

  ‘But you’ve only just finished your shift,’ Kay protested before she could consider her words. Then, realizing his meaning, she put her hands to her mouth. ‘Oh, of
  course, you might have to help with the identification.’ Kay knew that sometimes there was no family or even neighbours who could perform this awful procedure. Alan had to give what help he
  could to the teams who dealt with the remains.

  ‘You won’t be too long, will you?’

  He drew his hand gently down her cheek. ‘When I come back we’ll discuss what’s to be done for Vi.’

  After he’d gone, Kay sat on a kitchen chair and looked around her. She had washed the dresser shelves and stood odd bits of china on them to replace the tea service. The puddle on the
  floor was gone and she had satisfied herself that there was no blast dust left to contaminate the food. But she couldn’t help thinking that Slater Street had had more than its fair share of
  bad luck in recent times.

  Just after Christmas, Amy Greenaway, a teacher who lived on her own at the top of the road close to the Butts and whose house had backed on to Crane Street, had died in a raid. She usually went
  to her church where the vicar had opened the cellars to provide shelter. But on this occasion she had been ill and in bed when the fatal bomb dropped. Then there was Florence and Herbert Shorter of
  number eighty-four. The elderly couple had survived damage to their house from a heavy explosive but both had perished from their injuries later. Now Vi’s house and the Chapmans’ were
  more notches on the Luftwaffe’s belt. But no loss in the street compared to the tragedy of the Suttons.

  Just then there was movement behind her. She glanced round to see Vi who had a look of complete confusion on her face. ‘I can’t take it all in,’ Vi murmured hoarsely. ‘Is
  it true my house was bombed?’

  ‘I’m afraid so, Vi.’

  ‘Did Harry say the Suttons were dead?’

  ‘Yes.’

  ‘I thought it was an ’orrible dream.’

  ‘I wish it was,’ whispered Kay sadly, ‘and we could wake up to how it was before this rotten war started.’

  ‘Anyone ’ome?’ A loud voice came from the passage. Kay went to see who it was. The gas man stood there, his face black and greasy and, like Alan, his overalls were covered in
  grime.

  ‘All safe to turn on now, missis,’ he called. ‘You can make that cuppa you’ve been gasping for.’

  Kay thanked him for the welcome news. A cup of tea would go down very well at this moment. But when Kay turned back to Vi, she saw that the gas being restored was the very least of their
  problems. Vi looked utterly dejected. Her downcast face and blank, lifeless eyes told Kay just how much she was suffering.

  That evening Vi helped Kay to peel the vegetables and cube the last of the carrots, potatoes and onions, and rolled out a pastry top to hide the unappetizing sight. A Woolton
  Pie was the government’s own speciality recipe of carrots and leftovers hidden under pastry. The pie took its place in the oven and even more potatoes were crushed to death to mash with the
  last scrapings of marg.

  When Alan came in, he held out his arms to Vi. ‘Dunno what to say about your place, Vi. I just had a look. Don’t think there’s much I can do for you.’

  ‘After all the time you spent on me windows an’ all,’ she whimpered as he hugged her.

  ‘Any news on the Suttons?’ Kay asked, knowing before Alan shook his head silently that there was none. Kay bit her lip and turned back to the sink. For a moment she couldn’t
  see through the blur of tears. Then, trying to do as Alan had told her and turn off her imagination, she managed to compose herself. ‘What about Babs and Eddie?’

  ‘They’ve been taken to a hostel in Aldgate,’ Alan told them. ‘Till they get a billet.’

  ‘Oh, poor Babs! She’ll hate being away from her home.’ Kay felt very sad for her friend. Babs loved her little house and kept it spick and span. But now, with it all gone, and
  gone in one day, Babs must feel desperate.

  Vi sank down on a chair, wiping her hands on Kay’s apron which was tied around her middle. ‘Looks like it’ll be me next, going on what Harry said. But who’s gonna want a
  knackered old ’orse like me?’

  ‘The Vi I know is a long way from being knackered,’ Alan assured her.

  ‘All my adult life has been spent in that house,’ Vi murmured. ‘Me and my Pete was happy there till he popped his clogs ten years ago. We raised our boy Pete Junior, Gawd rest
  his soul, in Slater Street. And all me lodgers have been decent sorts, providing me with an income that I wouldn’t have got elsewhere.’ Tears filled her eyes again. ‘I
  s’pose I should feel grateful the bomb didn’t take me with it. But to tell you the truth I’d rather it had been me than the Suttons. In fact, I’d have volunteered meself if
  I’d have known what was going to happen.’

  ‘I don’t want to hear talk like that,’ Alan said firmly as he took a seat beside her. ‘Don’t know what you think, love,’ he continued as Kay placed the hot
  pie in the middle of the table, ‘but I reckon we could put Vi up in the spare room till something is worked out.’

  ‘I was going to suggest the same,’ Kay answered immediately. ‘What do you say, Vi? Will you give it a go?’

  ‘What!’ Vi gave a snort of disgust as she sniffed back her tears. ‘You and me might have kipped in your Anderson for eight months, Kay, but that’s a long chalk from
  having an old duffer round yer feet all day.’

  ‘I’d be glad of the help as I’m at work all day,’ Kay replied, then grinned. ‘After helping to churn out thousands of the army’s ball-bearings, it’s not
  top of me list to come home and get out the duster.’

  ‘You know you don’t have to stay at the factory, love,’ Alan put in quietly. ‘There’s other sorts of war work you can do.’

  ‘I know,’ agreed Kay, ‘but I don’t want to start changing jobs when I’ve got a son to look after – least, when he comes home I will. And please God, that will
  be soon.’

  Vi smiled sympathetically. ‘I understand how you feel, love.’

  ‘So,’ continued Kay, eager not to have any opposition from Alan about bringing their boy back from the country, ‘there’s a put-u-up bed and a chest of drawers in the
  small bedroom under all the junk. It’s about time we had a good clear-out. You won’t be uncomfortable, I’m sure.’

  But Vi shook her head firmly. ‘You are such good kids and I love you to bits. But I can’t impose.’

  Kay raised her eyebrows and glanced swiftly at Alan. ‘Well, if our home isn’t good enough for you, Vi, so be it.’

  ‘So it looks like evacuation,’ Alan continued in the same regretful tone while keeping a straight face. ‘Matter of fact I’ll walk you down the Sally Army right after
  we’ve eaten.’

  For a moment there was complete silence. But then Kay and Alan began to laugh and Vi pulled out her hanky to blow her nose loudly. ‘I dunno what to say. I’m speechless.’

  ‘That’s a first, then,’ said Alan, which brought another burst of laughter all round.

  After their meal, Alan helped them to clear the small room, then grabbed a few hours of sleep.

  ‘Are you sure about this, flower?’ Vi asked as she sat down on the put-u-up that Kay had furnished with two thin pillows, a sheet and an eiderdown that was faded but still had good
  wear in it. ‘I don’t know how to thank you.’

  ‘You’d do the same for me and Alan, I know, if the position was reversed.’

  ‘No doubt about that.’ Vi nodded vigorously. ‘And this has got to be a business arrangement. I’ll pay you a fair rent. I’ve got me savings in me bag and if I
  can’t use ’em now, then I don’t know when I will.’

  Kay smiled as she folded a spare nightgown into the chest drawer along with a few other items of clothing that might come in useful. She didn’t want to take any rent from Vi. But she knew
  how independent her friend was and decided not to argue the point. ‘It was you and Babs who welcomed us when we first moved here,’ Kay reminded Vi. ‘You brought us mugs of tea and
  some of your bread pudding, remember? Little did I know then that I’d be working with Babs up at Hailing House to earn a few much-needed pennies in the months before I had Alfie.’

  ‘Course,’ nodded Vi reflectively. ‘Babs got you that cleaning job, didn’t she? And a nice little earner it was for you too. The pair of you had a right old time swanning
  around with yer dusters.’

  Kay laughed at the memory. She had enjoyed working with Babs at the island’s charitable institution in the months before Alfie was born. The housework had been light and very enjoyable.
  Hailing House was one of Kay’s favourite old buildings; maintained by the aristocratic Hailing family, it still had a faded elegance about it. But the many rooms, all in use for the benefit
  of the island’s residents, needed quite a lot of attention. In fact, Kay had loved to clean the needlework rooms and kitchens. Here the women were encouraged to learn how to make their own
  garments and provide their families with economical but healthy diets. There were always scraps of material left over and Kay had been given permission to take them home and make use of them. And
  being pregnant, she’d quickly developed a liking for the cook’s homemade scones.

  ‘We felt sorry for you struggling with all yer stuff the day you moved in,’ Vi was saying, returning Kay to the moment. ‘I can never understand why your mum and dad gave you
  the cold shoulder for marrying Alan. You was dead upset about that.’

  ‘Yes, I was and still am,’ Kay admitted. ‘Mum and Dad and Len never really took to Alan.’ She sighed. ‘Alan’s different, I know that. He’s got his
  opinions, which can sound a bit, well, arrogant. Sometimes he even puts the wind up me with some of the things he comes out with.’ Kay hesitated. ‘It’s like . . . well, as though
  it’s another Alan talking.’

  Vi scowled at this. ‘What do you mean, love?’

  Kay raised her shoulders in a half-hearted shrug. ‘I don’t know how to explain, Vi. Most of the time I can read him like a book. But then, well, just occasionally, it’s as if
  he’s got something buried – yes, that’s it. Something pushed right down inside him that he won’t let out.’

  ‘In that case, whatever it is, is better left buried, Kay. Like us all, there’s things we don’t want aired and sores that don’t need scratching, as my old mum used to
  say.’

  Kay grinned. ‘Your old mum certainly had a way with words. But yes, it’s true. Alan thinks things out real deeply. He won’t go along with the crowd. Did you know before he met
  me, Alan fought in the civil war in Spain?’

  ‘Yes, now you mention it, I think Alan did say once.’

  ‘British people frowned on all that. The freedom fighters, as they were called, were often labelled as radicals or idealists or even worse, as cranks. That’s what Mum and Dad
  didn’t like. Alan just don’t conform to what they think is normal.’

  Vi lifted her shoulder with a puzzled shrug. ‘Well, I can’t speak for the rest of the nation and I certainly don’t know nothing about politics. But I do know Alan. He’s
  salt of the earth, a real genuine bloke who’s stuck up for his country and works hard to keep the East End safe.’ She took in an indignant breath. ‘Now, far be it from me to say,
  but your mum and dad upped sticks and left Poplar as soon as war was announced in 1939. Even though they was East Enders born and bred and brought you and your brother up here, neither of ’em
  considered staying put when the chips were down. No matter that the East Enders that was left had nothing but brooms and rakes to stick up Jerry’s arse if he landed. But we didn’t
  budge. And it’s blokes like Alan we’ve got to thank for getting us through.’

  ‘To be fair, Mum was terrified at even of the mention of bombs,’ Kay recalled, reluctant to add to Vi’s outrage by saying that she too had been shocked when Lil and Bob had
  boarded one of the first evacuation buses out of Poplar to the safety of the countryside. ‘And with Mum’s widowed sister, Aunty Pops, living in Berkshire, it seemed the sensible thing
  to go and live with her.’

  ‘If you say so, gel.’ Vi’s small eyes glittered mischievously. ‘But as far as being out in the wilds goes, with all them lonely fields and mooing cows – well,
  it’d drive me bonkers.’

  Kay was inclined to agree. ‘Fancy not having a market on your doorstep,’ she pondered. ‘Or the river and the boats. Or the cinemas and cafes and—’ Kay paused as a
  siren began to wail.

  Vi looked out of the window and up at the sky. ‘I reckon we’ll back in the bunks tonight.’

  Kay nodded resignedly for she too guessed it was to be another long haul in the Anderson.

  Much to her surprise, the following morning Kay woke up in her own bed. The daylight crept in through a chink in the blackout curtains and spilled over her clothes which had
  been thrown haphazardly over the chair.

  Pulling on her jumper and trousers, the events of last night began to return. The warnings and all-clears had been going on and off to no pattern. The noise of aircraft had been distant and it
  had been impossible to tell if it was the enemy or the British fighters above. She and Vi, unable to sleep and more than curious, had left the shelter in the early hours.

  Kay hurried to the landing where she found Vi already dressed. ‘Vi, what’s going on?’ Kay said.

  ‘The Luftwaffe must’ve overlooked us,’ Vi replied, rubbing her eyes with her knuckles. ‘Either that or I slept so heavy I never heard a thing.’

  Just then the front door opened and they both leaned over the banister as Alan called out and rushed up the stairs. Before either of them could speak, a big grin spread over Alan’s dirty
  face. ‘They reckon there’s going to be a lull on London,’ he told them. ‘And not before time too.’

  ‘Are you sure?’ said Kay.

  ‘The radio and newspapers say it’s a possibility that as a result of German military strategy, Hitler’s now going for his grand plan. That is, to invade and defeat the Soviet
  Union.’

  ‘Do you think it’s true?’ asked Kay. ‘Or is it a trick?’

  ‘Could be,’ said Alan with a shrug. ‘On the other hand, the Luftwaffe met their match on Saturday night. The figures are coming in that despite the bright moonlight giving
  their bombers the advantage, it acted for our boys as well. We heard this morning that the RAF shot down at least thirty of their planes, not counting the ack-ack’s totals. I reckon Hitler
  has given up on London for the time being.’

  ‘Yes, and some other poor sods will be targeted,’ said Vi bitterly.

  ‘A man’s still got to eat,’ said Alan, patting his stomach and grinning. ‘Any offers?’

  Soon the smell of cooking was in the air as Vi bustled around the kitchen making breakfast. ‘In all honesty, the city couldn’t have taken much more,’ Alan confided as he sat
  with Kay at the kitchen table. ‘Half of our squad were sent up as reinforcements to St Paul’s. The district around it looks like a wasteland. The rest of us went to Stepney where there
  are still people trapped under the rubble since Saturday. All the hospitals are under pressure. Some of them, like St Thomas’s, have been damaged but are still taking casualties.
  There’s warehouses, blocks of flats and factories all burning.’ He scratched the dark stubble on his jaws and blinked hard. ‘Piccadilly, Soho, Holborn, Paddington and over the
  water to the Elephant, Bermondsey and Greenwich, you name it.’ He held his hands out. ‘Them blasted Junkers and Heinkels didn’t leave much untouched. There’s tangled pieces
  of metal, lumps of masonry and rubble scattered as far as the eye can see . . .’

  As Vi served up slightly burned squares of fried bread and hefty helpings of porridge, Kay felt heart-sick for the Londoners who had lost their homes and their loved ones. And perhaps even hope
  for a future. But most of all – and selfishly – she hoped she would never have to see her own home under piles of rubble. They had escaped so far, but with the way things had been
  going, she had to accept their lives were balanced on a knife’s edge.




  Chapter Four

  Kay and Vi were listening to the wireless early one evening towards the end of May. ‘The British nation has taken its revenge,’ the commentator announced proudly.
  ‘When Britain’s most distinguished battle cruiser HMS Hood was sunk in the Denmark Strait with the loss of all but three of her crew, the Royal Navy set out to hunt down the aggressor,
  Germany’s newest and fastest battleship, Bismarck. Their mission was a success. A few hours ago the Bismarck was despatched to the bottom of the Atlantic, with the recovery of over one
  hundred survivors, by British warships.’

  ‘My Pete might have been one of those sailors if he’d lived,’ Vi said as they waited for Alan to come home. ‘Or even your Alan. Just think how we would feel now, if
  they’d served on the Hood. The pride of Britain’s naval fleet an’ all.’

  ‘Like the Bismarck,’ agreed Kay. ‘Now all of those lives have been lost. You can only feel for the wives, mothers and sisters of those men too.’

  ‘Makes you wonder what war is about,’ Vi said with a nod as she took a dish of corned beef and mash from the oven. ‘One life for another. It don’t make sense.’

  Alan walked in, kissing them on their cheeks before sticking his dusty head under the cold-water tap. When he’d washed his hands and dried his face, he took his place at the table.

  ‘You look all in, love,’ Vi said softly.

  ‘Yes, I’ve had better days.’ Alan sighed as he waited for Kay to pour their drinks.

  ‘Did you hear about the Bismarck?’ Kay asked.

  ‘It was all over the wireless,’ Vi added, watching Alan stare at his dinner.

  ‘The German navy had their card marked when they sunk the Hood.’ Alan poked at his potatoes without much enthusiasm. ‘It was inevitable our fleet would take their
  revenge.’

  ‘What’s the matter?’ Vi asked. ‘Ain’t you hungry?’

  ‘Don’t think we should talk about it before dinner.’

  ‘Do you mean the sinkings?’ asked Kay.

  ‘No.’ Alan looked up at them.

  Kay put down the spoon she held in her hand. ‘You’d better tell us, Alan, whatever it is.’

  He twisted uncomfortably on the chair. ‘I’ve just spoken to the undertakers and arrangements have been made for the Suttons’ funeral. They were considering, well . . .’
  He raised his dark eyes to each of them. ‘. . . having only two or three caskets.’

  ‘What!’ exclaimed Kay. ‘They can’t do that.’

  ‘You mean the tight swines won’t spend their readies on five coffins?’ Vi demanded, slapping the dish on the draining board.

  ‘It’s not that, Vi. The undertakers ain’t responsible for paying out for the dead. If they was, they’d be out of business by now.’

  ‘But how are they proposing to fit five—’ Kay stopped as the words lodged in her throat. She looked into Alan’s eyes as he answered quietly.

  ‘Space isn’t the problem, Kay.’

  Kay took a breath.

  ‘The bomb was a high explosive,’ Alan said simply. ‘Not much survives from that kind of impact.’

  It took some time before Kay composed herself and by the time she had, Vi had turned her back and was attending to the pudding. Kay knew that Vi was also hiding the sorrow she felt.

  ‘Anyway,’ said Alan, ‘I took it upon meself to say that if they could muster up five boxes – and we agreed they couldn’t be of the best material and no metal on
  either, just plain and simple – I’d have a whip round at work and in the street, come up with enough to cover costs.’

  ‘I’m sure everyone would want to contribute,’ said Kay.

  ‘What about the Suttons’ family?’ asked Vi, turning round and clearing her throat. ‘Anyone shown up?’

  ‘One relative has been traced. A distant cousin who lives up north and doesn’t think he can attend.’

  ‘Who’s gonna pay for the funeral, son?’

  ‘The funeral directors have arranged for the service to take place in a chapel of rest just off the Commercial Road. There’s no charge as it’s run by volunteers. But it’s
  in doubt as to whether they’ll have their own graves.’

  ‘You mean they won’t go in East London Cemetery but in a common grave somewhere?’ Kay asked in dismay.

  ‘Might be the case.’

  The thought of not having a place to be buried made Kay’s appetite vanish completely. She knew what it was like to lose someone you loved and to be able to go to a special place to
  remember them. Each year she still visited her late first husband’s grave at the East London Cemetery. Alan sometimes came with her. They left a small bunch of flowers in front of the
  headstone. Norman Williams, her childhood sweetheart, had died in a road accident just before Christmas in 1933. They had shared barely two years of marriage before his death. At twenty years of
  age she had found herself a widow. It had been a long time before she’d recovered from the shock and it was important to her to have somewhere to go to remember him. Even though the Suttons
  appeared not to have any close relatives, she was sure their friends and neighbours would want a place to visit.

  ‘The undertakers have asked me to be a pall-bearer,’ continued Alan. ‘Jenny Edwards’ husband Tom, Bert Tyler and Paul Butt, all from Slater Street, have volunteered to
  help out. But I’m afraid it’ll all be done on the cheap.’

  ‘You did yer best, lad,’ said Vi, shaking her head.

  ‘Yes,’ agreed Kay, ‘the other alternative would have been too hard to bear.’

  Vi served up the rice pudding though no one was swift to eat it. Kay knew they were all trying to deal with yet another unpleasant shock. After the dishes were cleared away, Kay decided to try
  to lighten the atmosphere.

  ‘I wonder if Stan and Elsie will ever come back to Slater Street,’ she said, referring to their immediate neighbours. ‘Perhaps, like Mum and Dad, they like living where they
  are. Wales is supposed to be beautiful. And they are with their son.’

  ‘Leaving yer gaff seems criminal to me,’ said Vi, her tone still gloomy. ‘Their place has got three bedrooms an’ all. If I was them, I’d be back like a shot and get
  a nice lodger.’ Her narrow shoulders drooped. ‘That is, if I had me house back.’

  Kay glanced at Alan, who seemed to have run out of steam and left the table to go out to the yard. Kay felt sorry for Vi; her friend had taken a chance by staying in London during the Blitz,
  whereas the Tripps next door, like Kay’s parents, had left immediately the prime minister had announced Britain was at war. It seemed unfair that Vi’s bravery had ended in loss, while
  the Tripps’ house stood undamaged and unwanted.

  ‘Never mind,’ said Kay resolutely. ‘We’ve got each other, Vi. And that counts for a lot.’

  Vi’s doleful expression suddenly faded. In its place a gummy smile appeared. ‘And don’t think I’ll ever forget that, ducks,’ she said. ‘And I give you full
  permission to clout me round the head if ever I sound as if I do!’

  Later, Kay joined Alan in the yard. They sat on the Cut wall in the warm evening sunshine, listening to the sounds of the gulls as they swooped over the rooftops, hoping for a
  last meal either from the dirty water that lapped against the dock walls or from some dustbin that had lost its lid.

  Kay knew it had been a very rough day for her husband. Their group of friends and neighbours was dwindling and their closest friends Babs and Eddie no longer had a home. The Blitz had seen to
  that. Though Alan smiled, she saw the lines of worry growing deeper around his eyes and his dark features were shadowed.

  ‘I feel so powerless, Kay,’ Alan confided to her. ‘We’ve had to stand by and watch people suffering. Good people, like Vi who loves this island and would never want to
  leave it. Now, God help them, the Suttons are gone. Babs and Eddie have lost all they’ve worked for. People we knew when we moved here in thirty-eight have been scattered far and wide. Even
  worse, some have gone for ever.’

  ‘Alan, you’ve done all you can,’ she told him. ‘You can’t fight the enemy single-handed.’

  ‘That’s just it,’ he muttered. ‘It’s the invisible powers who think they know best in this war. Just like they did twenty years ago. What kind of world is this, to
  repeat the same mistakes and take millions more lives? Our blokes are fighting out there, making the supreme sacrifice sometimes and leaving their wives and kids at the mercy of fate. And all in
  the name of democracy!’

  ‘Alan, please don’t speak so bitterly.’ Kay shuddered as his face shadowed and his eyes deadened in the way that made her feel she didn’t know her husband at all.

  He squeezed her hand, suddenly blinking and relaxing the muscles around his jaw. ‘I don’t mean to upset you, love.’

  ‘You’ve not had a good night’s sleep for a long while now,’ Kay said, trying to ignore the fear that filled her when Alan seemed to slip away from her into this other
  world. Each time he withdrew from her, and it was becoming more regular now, she felt it had something to do with his past. A past she knew very little about. Alan was a south Londoner who had lost
  his mother in the ’flu epidemic at the age of thirteen. He’d told her his father had been a drunkard and waster and had spent more time in the care of His Majesty’s Service than
  at home with his three young sons. In Kay’s eyes it was to Alan’s credit that he had run away to sea and made a life for himself. If only he would open up to her more. But Alan was a
  proud man and rarely allowed his emotions to show.

  ‘Our shifts might change soon,’ he told her with another rather forced smile. ‘Word is that with the ease in the bombing, the squad might not be needed at nights.’

  ‘Oh Alan, that means we can actually sleep together at the same time!’

  He drew her into his arms and kissed her. ‘Well, starting from tonight, we’d better do something about that.’

  ‘You’re not going out again?’ she whispered delightedly.

  ‘No.’ He gazed into her eyes. ‘So what have you got to say for yourself now, Mrs Lewis?’

  ‘Only that I love you. Oh yes – and I ain’t made the bed yet.’

  They both laughed. ‘No need now,’ Alan told her with a wink. ‘Let’s say goodnight to Vi and grab an early one.’

  Kay giggled. She knew Vi would see the funny side of this, no matter how tired they pretended to be!

  Making love with Alan had always made Kay feel she was the luckiest woman in the world. He was a tender and generous lover, yet when passion overwhelmed him, he took her to the
  height of her own intense desire. He fulfilled every part of her. It never mattered what had happened during the day, whether the hours had been filled with fear or joy or frustration or
  exhaustion, he breathed new life into her. With Alan, she felt uninhibited, a far cry from her stifled self that had never been freed in her first marriage to Norman. Sadly their marriage
  hadn’t been perfect; she had very quickly realized her mistake, yet hadn’t been able to acknowledge it even to herself until she had met Alan four years later.

  Kay sighed in contentment. Every time she and Alan made love, she felt something new and rich came from their coupling. And it was no different tonight as she lay in Alan’s arms. They had
  reached that moment together, but with a trembling intensity that had shaken them both. Alan lay beside her, their bodies damp with sweat and their hearts not yet slowed to a regular beat.

  ‘My God, Kay,’ he whispered against her ear, ‘do you feel the same? I can barely catch my breath.’

  She nodded at their unspoken joy, the knowledge between two people that almost couldn’t be put into words. ‘I can feel your heart racing,’ she murmured.

  ‘No wonder. You’re a beautiful woman, Kay.’

  She placed his hand to her own bare breast and he cupped it lovingly as his kisses travelled over her neck and lightly traced a path to where his hand paused.

  Kay closed her eyes, her body arching in response. ‘You’d better stop there for a minute,’ she breathed, pushing her fingers through the thickness of his hair, ‘or else
  me heart’s likely to explode.’

  She felt his chuckle of delight as he lifted her against him, content to hold her to the shape of his lean, strong body. ‘We wouldn’t want that now, would we?’

  She snuggled against him, staring into his darkened face as they lay side by side on the pillows. ‘Do you reckon Vi heard us?’

  ‘Didn’t think I made that much noise.’

  ‘No, but I did.’ Kay laughed softly as she traced a finger over his cheek. ‘You know, I could get used to lazy evenings like this. I’ve missed our trips to the pictures
  and a quick drink at the pub.’

  His breath came against her face. ‘And that’s not all,’ he muttered huskily. ‘If we go on like this we might give our Alfie some company.’

  Kay gave a soft sigh. ‘Oh, Alan, don’t joke about babies.’

  ‘I’m not. It’s got to happen one day, love.’

  ‘But why hasn’t it happened already?’

  He brushed the damp hair from her face and kissed her mouth. ‘It’s no wonder it’s not happened, what with everything that’s gone on. Me being on nights, you and Vi having
  to kip in the dug-out, the continual bombings and being dog-tired when we do get together.’ He held her closer. ‘I’m aiming for a football team, you know that.’

  ‘You’re a bit hopeful,’ Kay couldn’t help but complain, ‘when we’ve not even got Alfie with us. Nor likely to have if the bombing starts again.’

  Alan gave a soft sigh. ‘I know. I know. But a man can dream.’ He paused. ‘Not heard from Len and Doris lately, have you?’

  ‘No, not since that last letter saying Alfie was all right. You know Doris. She don’t bother with any chat, just gives the plain facts.’

  They lay for a few moments in silence, the peace and tranquillity of the moment disturbed. But it wasn’t long before Alan heaved himself up and, stroking her thigh, he rested above her,
  muttering words of love in her ear. As his fingers teased her trembling skin, their problems once again vanished as if into thin air. Kay let herself be renewed in their lovemaking and for a short,
  wonderful while, the only thing that mattered was each other.

  Kay had the day off from work to attend the funeral. She didn’t have a black coat, but neither did Vi who hadn’t been able to find anything suitable in the
  Salvation Army hand-out or at the market. So they both wore dark colours with armbands made from blackout material.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
A WARTIME
CHRISTMAS

Carol RKivers

A

SIMON &
SCHUSTER
.5 3

A CBS COMPANY





OEBPS/images/image1.jpg
A WARTIME
CHRISTMAS

Carol Rivers

A

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

A CBS COMPANY





