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I’d like to dedicate this book to ‘the Forces’ Sweetheart’, Dame Vera Lynn, who celebrated her hundredth birthday in 2017, the same year in which Molly is published.

Dame Vera was born in East Ham, a stone’s throw from the Isle of Dogs, East London, the setting of my novels. Her remarkable and unique singing voice brought much needed hope and consolation for our troops and their loved ones during the turbulent days of the Second World War.




Prologue

London’s East End, June 1940

‘Molly, love, the PM’s on the wireless! Come upstairs and we’ll listen to what he’s got to say. I’ve turned the shop sign to “Closed” so we won’t be disturbed.’

‘Someone’s bound to want serving, Dad,’ Molly Swift objected, narrowing her observant brown eyes at the busy street outside. ‘And it’s our customers who come first.’

‘Even if Winnie is addressing the nation?’

‘Even if it’s the good Lord himself.’

Bill Keen smiled ruefully as he approached his daughter, who stood weighing out the potatoes. Very slowly he took her arm and drew her round to face him. ‘I know all about our customers, ducks. Your mum and me ran this shop before you was born. So bugger the customers for an hour. Today it’s our chance to find out from the horse’s mouth just what’s going on over the Channel. France is where Ted is, fighting his heart out on the beaches. Your husband, my son-in-law, beloved to us both. So set aside your concerns for the store and its patrons and let’s go upstairs.’

Molly understood precisely what her father was saying. But it was these softly coated words she was reluctant to hear; it was far less painful to imagine Ted safe and sound instead of listening to the reports on the Home Service, or reading the upsetting headlines of the newspapers. It was bad enough the customers asking after Ted. She knew they meant well but, poor souls, many were already touched by tragedy. Sometimes they’d come in the shop to buy their ration of tea or jam or a slice of bacon if there was one available, and yet she could tell it was for another reason altogether. Women needed to share their losses. A flicker of hope would ignite in their eyes as they spoke of their soldier or sailor or airman – just as if he was standing there.

Molly had paused on many occasions since war was declared between Britain and Germany in September of last year, to listen to tales of separation and loss, some ending choked by tears, with heads bowed as the spirit of that brave departed soul faded. So she had given a kind word, a hug, a bit of discount here and there, or an extra helping out of her own ration as small compensation.

And always she’d kept the faith – her faith – that Ted, her living and breathing man, would return with his fellows of the brave British Expeditionary Force, not necessarily a hero or with the commendations that every man deserved in this bedlam of war, but alive! This was her prayer. Her hope. Her belief. And as long as she remained behind the counter, giving sympathy to others, she could go on in her world, believing in the very best possible outcome. This store was her and Ted’s livelihood, an extension of their combined efforts for the past five years. Surely it could never be taken away?

‘Molly, come now, ducks. It’s time.’ Bill Keen slipped his hard-working, capable fingers around his daughter’s arm and firmly drew her towards the stairs.

‘Dad, I’d rather not. I have the orders to set up.’

‘Orders can wait,’ her father objected as Molly racked her brains to get out of the uncomfortable request. Then, tilting his head to one side, he said softly, ‘Molly, you are my lovely girl and full of spirit when it comes to running this shop. Ted’s been away since November last and you’ve carried on valiantly. There’s not a customer you don’t serve with a smile and often a little bit extra. Oh yes, don’t think I’m a blind old codger, ducks. I’ve still got me wits about me, if not me hair.’

Molly smiled, embarrassed to know she’d been caught in the act. ‘It’s just they’ve got such sad stories, Dad. With all their men away and having to manage on their own—’

‘And so are you on your own,’ said Bill, cutting her short.

‘I’ve got you, Dad, don’t forget.’

‘Why, I’m barely able to lift a sack of spuds these days!’ he returned jovially. ‘When I sold you and Ted the shop five years ago, I was on me last legs.’

At this Molly laughed, her brown eyes lighting up and reflecting the colour of her thick chestnut hair coiled into a bun at the nape of her neck. ‘You were nothing of the sort,’ she disagreed. ‘You did us the biggest favour of our lives. You knew we had to get our teeth into something after . . . after Emily.’ Here she stopped and took a breath. The memories of her two-year-old daughter who had been so cruelly taken from them in the flu outbreak of 1935 were still raw, still bitter-sweet.

‘Right, chin up, lovely,’ Bill replied staunchly, for Molly knew he had mourned his granddaughter as keenly as she and Ted. ‘We’ll sit with our sandwiches and listen to Winston,’ he encouraged. ‘The papers say that 220 of our navy ships and 700 small craft are already sailed for the rescue. I wouldn’t mind betting the BEF boys will be climbing aboard this minute. First in, first out – stands to reason, don’t it?’

Molly nodded, giving in as she had known she would, before unbuttoning her gabardine overall, looping it over the peg and mounting the stairs to the large and airy flat above.

Molly’s stomach clenched the minute she heard the cut-glass accent of the announcer. ‘The miracle of deliverance of Allied troops’ – as it was so delicately put – ‘is now in progress. The operation to bring back thousands of our retreating troops trapped by the German army in Dunkirk, is almost accomplished.’

Molly dared to breathe, though the word ‘almost’ hung like a scythe in the air, ready to fall. And then it came, the hidden facts, slowly fed to the public. The strategic operations were complete, but not before the Luftwaffe had reduced the town of Dunkirk to rubble and destroyed 235 vessels and 106 aircraft, claiming, so far, at least 5,000 lives.

To add to Molly’s confusion, it was revealed a further 22,000 Allied troops had been rescued from other ports: Cherbourg, St Malo, Brest and St Nazaire, including those from the battle-weary BEF units of which Ted was one. Was this the good news she had been waiting for?

‘God willing, he’ll be home soon,’ declared Bill as he sat with his knees spread, leaning forward in his armchair, making a concerted effort to listen to every syllable coming from the walnut-encased wireless set. ‘Hear that? Hundreds of boats, love – hundreds! All out there, braving the waves and the gunfire and stealing our lads from the clutches of the sea. Ted could plant his feet on English soil any time now.’

Sitting opposite in her late mother’s chair, Molly anxiously clutched the crocheted covers on each stout arm. The feel of them reminded her that if her mother was present this very moment, twelve years after her passing, she’d be offering her own brand of maternal wisdom that Molly missed and needed so much.

‘If only your mum was here,’ Bill said, echoing Molly’s thoughts as he patted his pockets, stood to search for his pipe on the mantelpiece, found it and stuffed it, unlit, into his mouth as he flopped down again. ‘She’d be down at the docks this very moment. Checking every face, seeing Ted well in advance of him seeing her.’ He laughed robustly, shaking his head, until slowly the smile slipped from his lips and he looked at Molly with questioning eyes. ‘It’s not too late for us to nip down to the water, love. Check along the wharfs. See where they’re disembarking. It’s said the Little Boats are bringing them back to nigh on every port in the country.’

Molly slid her hand to her neck, easing the tight muscles with her fingertips. She couldn’t wait to hold Ted in her arms, nor to savour the kiss he would lay on her lips when they met. She had no words to describe the expectation of her hopes and dreams. It wouldn’t be fair – it just wouldn’t – to take Ted away from sharing them too.

‘No, Dad. There’s a chance we might miss him. I wouldn’t want him walking into an empty store without the welcome he deserves.’

Molly averted her gaze and slipped back into the world she had created. A world of routine and reliability. A war might be raging, but she had her shop. Her customers depended on her and she depended on them. It was the only way she knew of existing in a world full of uncertainty.

She would be patient, listen a few minutes more to please her father, then go downstairs, put on her overall and turn the sign. Her customers would come in, one by one, or sometimes in groups, enjoying the meeting place as much as their purchases.

Then, towards teatime, her attention would be taken by a shadow. A figure. The man would come walking up Roper Street towards the shop’s front door. A familiar stride; the Blakeys on his boots scuffing the crowns of the pebbles . . . and she’d run out and into Ted’s arms and never – ever – let him go again!

‘Listen, Molly, will you, it’s him! The prime minister of England, by God!’

Molly stirred, only half listening, reluctant to emerge from her dreams. But the defiant words echoed through the speaker of the wireless and stole away her peace.

‘We shall defend our island whatever the cost may be. We shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills. We shall never surrender . . .’

‘Never,’ Bill Keen agreed, with clenched jaw and raised fist. ‘Never!’

Suddenly an icy panic filled Molly. ‘Never’ was such a very long time. And how could she face this ‘never’ without Ted if, God forbid, Ted’s life was the price she had to pay for Britain defending her soil?


BOOK ONE


Chapter One

Six months later, 29 December 1940

Molly was sitting, frozen to the bone, in the hospital corridor where some hours ago, according to the battered wall clock, a nurse had instructed her to wait. In that long eternity of time her mind had been replaying the moments after the bomb had exploded just a short way down from the shop. She could still hear the air raid warden warning her to stay perfectly still. But in her dazed state, she wasn’t aware she was covered in rubble.

Her priority had been her dad, who lay prone on the floor of their general store. On top of him were rafters and plaster, leaving a gaping hole in the ceiling.

All the while the plaintive cries from the injured and distressed in the street outside had echoed in through the shattered window. A kind of smog had swirled into the atmosphere. The poisonous stink of cordite had made it almost impossible to breathe.

‘Careful as you go, Molly. The ceiling above you is unstable. It could collapse any moment,’ Mr Stokes, the warden, had shouted when he realized it was too late to stop Molly from stumbling over to her father’s side. She’d been like an animal, burrowing away with her bare hands at the mountain of debris.

With a jolt, Molly returned to the moment and the comparative safety of the hospital. There were so many casualties here! Some managing to walk, all bandaged, bruised and bloodied. Others, the not-so-lucky ones, many suffering from shrapnel wounds and crushed limbs, were being rushed away on stretchers.

Molly shook herself determinedly.

She couldn’t weaken now.

She’d suffered tragedy six months ago, losing Ted at Dunkirk, and yet somehow she’d held on to life. At first she’d lost all interest in the store, the business she and Ted had worked so hard to build up after Bill’s retirement. She’d gone through the motions, giving the customers what sympathy she had left, but she felt drained dry. Emotionally she hadn’t much left in reserve. And if hadn’t been for her dad – well, she might very well have faded away.

‘Rise and shine, lovely,’ he would say every morning, attempting to fill Ted’s place the best he could. ‘We’ve work to do. Let’s get the blinds up and the sign turned.’

And so, where once she had sprung from bed eager to start the day, instead she’d crawled reluctantly into her clothes, plastered a smile on her lips and pretended. Just as she had done after Emily five years before.

Shivering again, a combination of winter’s cold and shock, Molly pulled back her shoulders. It was her dad who mattered now. It was her turn to find strength for him, just as he had for her.

Why hadn’t the doctor come to explain what was wrong? She understood how hard-pressed the staff were, especially as the raids were still continuing over London. But she had been sitting here long enough.

The minutes were crawling by so slowly, and with each one, new fears clamoured inside her head. You’ll lose him too. You’ll have no one. This is the end, Molly . . .

And then, through her threatening tears, she saw the child.

A little girl, no more than three, with tousled blonde curls hanging damply around a dirty face. Her tears had etched muddy tracks down her cheeks and plopped onto the cloth of her ill-fitting coat. She was trailing after a dark-haired woman who wore an expression of barely disguised annoyance at the child’s presence.

Molly averted her eyes and waited for them to pass. The little girl reminded her of Emily. But she couldn’t think of Emily now. She couldn’t let in any more pain. And she would, if she looked at that lovely blonde hair and blue eyes – just like Emily’s.

So she kept her back stiff and her gaze upon the wall opposite, noting the details; cracked seams and peeling plaster, minuscule holes where propaganda posters had been pinned and fallen away. But as much as she tried, Molly was unable to keep her attention focused. She felt the child’s warmth, felt her presence. And before she knew what was happening, the woman had taken the seat beside her.

‘This kid’s nothing to do with me,’ the stranger snapped, catching Molly’s glance. ‘Dunno who she belongs to. Keeps following me around. I’ve asked the volunteers to take her. But do you think they’ll oblige? No! They just tell me to wait at the desk and register. But I’ve got me own troubles to sort. Me injured husband’s somewhere in this bloody awful place. I ain’t got time to see to her.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Molly said, trying not to seem unfriendly. ‘Have you asked for help at the WVS? Or tried the First Aid post?’

‘They just tell you to wait your turn. No special staff to help with waifs and strays.’

‘But someone must be dealing with lost children!’ Molly challenged.

‘I told you, I’ve got me own troubles,’ came the terse reply. ‘As it is, I’m dying to go to the lav. Would you stay with her for a minute? I’m almost peeing me knickers.’

Molly wanted to say that she, too, had family injured here in the hospital. And that if she was called by the nurse she would have to go immediately. But the woman was already on her feet.

‘Thanks, love. I won’t be long.’

Alone with the little girl, who stood staring up at her, Molly looked around for help. All she could see was volunteer aids helping to carry the stretchers. She rose to her feet and was about to ask one of them, when an almighty explosion rocked the building. The walls seemed to shake and little whorls of dust fell down from the high ceilings.

‘Quickly, take shelter in the basement!’ one aid yelled at her before making off with the wounded victim prostrate on the stretcher.

But she quickly realized there was no time to find safety. The drone of the planes above was answered by the boom-boom of the anti-aircraft batteries, and the thud of falling bombs came closer.

Instinctively, she grabbed the child and fell to the floor. The earth shook beneath them and she tightened her arms around the little body, whispering any words of comfort she could think of. Words that brought back Emily and the yawning gap of grief after she had passed away.

It was as she was whispering that Molly felt a strange calm wash over her. Even if I die, she thought, Lyn will look after Dad. And there will be someone, somewhere, to care for this little girl.

And she, Molly, would at last be reunited with her lost family, Ted and Emily.

When finally the all-clear sounded, Molly raised her head. The noise of the aircraft was now distant and she took a choked breath, prising herself gently apart from the little girl.

The lights slowly returned, one by one, flickering at first, and figures emerged like ghosts from doors and even cupboards. An acrid smell polluted the air and a fine veil of dust skittered around the old building’s cavities.

She moved slowly, helping the child to her feet and dusting down her coat. ‘It’s all right, Curly Top,’ Molly soothed. ‘The planes have gone. They won’t be back just yet.’

The big blue eyes, as round as saucers, just stared at her.

‘We’ll sit here together, shall we?’ Molly coaxed, wondering what she should do next as she lifted the tiny scrap onto her lap. ‘Is your mummy here in the hospital?’

In answer to the many questions Molly asked, there was no response. Just a long, baleful stare and eventually a very wide yawn.

Molly found herself stroking the unruly blonde tresses filled with all manner of tangles. And before very long, there was the soft sound of snoring against her chest.

Molly looked right and left, past the porters and patients and medical staff all going about their business once again. Would the dark-haired woman return? It seemed unlikely. After all, she’d said she had a family of her own to consider.

‘Mrs Swift?’ A hand landed gently on Molly’s arm and she looked up to see a nurse, not the one she had spoken to previously, but a nurse all the same.

Molly nodded eagerly. ‘Yes, that’s me!’

‘The doctor sent me to look for you. Are you all right? The last raid was very close. You should have taken shelter in the hospital’s basement.’

‘There wasn’t time,’ Molly said hurriedly. ‘What’s wrong with Dad, do you know?’

The nurse hesitated. ‘I’m afraid he must have fallen awkwardly and fractured his leg. It’s a rather nasty injury. But fortunately all his vital signs are satisfactory.’

Molly felt even more perplexed. ‘Vital signs? What does that mean exactly?’

‘His heartbeat, breathing rate and temperature are giving us no cause for concern,’ the nurse explained with a forced smile that really didn’t give Molly much comfort. ‘He took a nasty knock to his head. Did you see what happened?’

Molly hesitated. ‘I think he must have fallen on the counter. I run Swift’s General Stores on Roper Street, you see. Dad’s retired but he came in to help me with the stocktaking.’

‘So it was just you and your father who were admitted? No other family?’

Molly shook her head. ‘Lyn, my sister, moved out to Sidcup before the war. Dad lives with me over our general store on the Isle of Dogs.’ She added quickly, ‘I ran the business with my husband until he died at Dunkirk in June of this year. He was part of the British Expeditionary Force.’

‘Oh dear, what bad luck.’

‘So what will the treatment be for Dad, do you think?’ Molly asked, eager for more information. ‘When will he be able to come home?’

The nurse consulted the papers in her hand. ‘Not for some time, I’m afraid. The possibility is, when he’s stabilized, he’ll be sent to another hospital, away from the bombing, where, after the fractures are mended, he’ll go through quite a rigorous rehabilitation.’

Molly was shocked. ‘Does this mean weeks, or even months he’ll be away?’

‘Yes, that’s very likely.’

‘How will I get to see him? I drive the shop van, but it’s up on blocks because of the petrol rationing. I don’t even know if it’s roadworthy after the raids.’

‘Listen, let’s take one step at a time. I think the most important thing at the moment is rest, and he’ll have plenty of that in here.’ The nurse glanced down at Molly’s sleeping charge. ‘Where was your daughter when all this happened?’

Molly looked blankly into the nurse’s curious gaze. ‘My daughter? Oh, you mean . . .’ She gave a helpless shrug. ‘She isn’t mine. A woman said she found her wandering in the hospital and asked me to look after her while she went to the toilets. But she never came back.’

‘It wasn’t her mother?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘I should take her straight to the desk if I were you. Give them what information you have.’

‘Yes, I will,’ Molly agreed patiently, ‘but first I must see me dad.’

‘Come to Ward B in ten minutes,’ the nurse consented. ‘Third on your right down the corridor. I’ll be in my office by then and you can see him, but just for a few minutes.’

When the nurse had gone, Molly wondered if she had time to go to the desk with the child. But what if there was a long queue? And she had to do something to smarten up. Her clothes looked as though they’d been dragged through a hedge backwards.

The ladies’ reeked of Woodbines and strong disinfectant. A woman stood by the old washbasins and looked up when she saw Molly carrying the little girl in her arms.

‘You all right, love?’ she asked in a friendly manner.

‘You don’t have a comb I could use, do you?’

‘Sorry. Everything I owned went up in smoke today.’ She slipped a small flask from her pocket. ‘Like a drop of the other?’

‘No thanks. I’m trying to keep a clear head. This little girl is lost and I have to take her to the desk. But first I must see how my dad is and I wanted to freshen up.’

‘What happened to your dad?’

‘A bomb went off in the street outside our shop and blew the window in. His leg’s broken and he’s taken a nasty knock to the head. What about you?’

‘Me and Ethel, my landlady, was under the kitchen table when the planes flew over. They pulled me out with just a few bruises. But Ethel’s heart packed up in the ambulance. She was a lovely old gel, an’ all. We got along famous. Once did me a very good turn.’ The woman heaved a big sigh. ‘Sorry to have a moan, but this war is just so flamin’ unfair.’ She smiled and Molly thought how the smile lit up her face under her curtain of dark, unkempt hair. ‘I’m Cissy Brown, by the way.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Cissy. I’m Molly Swift.’

‘Sure you don’t want a swig of this?’

‘I don’t really have time,’ Molly answered politely. ‘But thanks anyway.’ She glanced in the mirror. ‘Oh, crikey, look at the state of me!’ Her auburn-coloured hair had turned to grey and her skin was streaked with soot. Only her eyes, as large and shiny as brown marbles in her small, heart-shaped face, glimmered in their white sockets to prove she was truly human. ‘I can’t let me dad see me like this!’ she cried. ‘I could be a hundred and seven. Not twenty-seven.’

‘Splash your face with water, that’ll do the trick. I’ll hold the kid while you use the basin.’

‘Would you?’ Molly carefully passed the child over. ‘She’s not very heavy.’

Cissy nodded. ‘She’s a dear little thing. Wonder where her mum is?’

‘That’s what I thought. She’s far too young to be on her own.’ Molly turned on the tap. A trickle of brown water flowed out. She closed her eyes and took the plunge, shaking the surplus off and threading her wet hands through her hair to smooth it.

‘Are you taking her in to see your old man?’ Cissy asked.

‘I was going to ask the nurse if I could leave her inside the ward.’

‘They ain’t very nice places, love. Full up with casualties, moaning and groaning.’

‘I can’t just abandon her.’

‘I don’t mind helping you out. She don’t seem to be any trouble. I could sit with her in the passage while you was with your dad.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Course.’ The stranger jerked up her expressive dark eyebrows. ‘We’ve all got to help each other in times like this. And look at her, flat out in me arms.’

Molly smiled. The little girl was as Cissy said, flat out. Where had she come from? And why was she lost? Questions that Molly put to the back of her mind, as she and Cissy went into the corridor.


Chapter Two

‘Dad?’ Molly asked softly as she stood at the bedside. ‘Are you awake?’

Her father opened his eyes and blinked. ‘Oh, hello, love.’

She bent to kiss his cheek, inhaling a big whiff of antiseptic from the bandage around his head. ‘You frightened the life out of me, you know.’

‘Did I? Blowed if I can remember.’

Molly nodded down to the cage under the blanket. ‘You’ve broken your leg, and the nurse says you’ve got to rest.’

‘Can’t I get up?’

‘Certainly not. Just do as you’re told!’

‘There’s your mother talking,’ he teased her, though Molly could hear the weakness in his voice.

‘You’ve hit your head too. It must have been the blast that threw you against the counter.’

‘The last I remember is the warning and then that bloody awful explosion.’ He looked at her bewilderedly. ‘What’s the damage back home?’

‘Nothing we can’t put right.’

A smile went over his lips and his cheerful expression returned. ‘You’re not a very good fibber!’

‘Listen, I can cope, Dad. You’re not indispensable.’

‘I know you must miss Ted at times like this. I certainly do. He was like a son to me. If only he hadn’t bloody volunteered he might be here now.’

‘Ted was as stubborn as you, Dad. He reckoned it was his duty. And I never did nothing to stop him.’

‘But what will you do?’ her father asked anxiously. ‘A woman on her own – oh, Molly, I could kick meself.’

At this Molly smiled. ‘Don’t try kicking anything,’ she said, trying to lighten the moment. ‘You’ve only got one good leg left.’

He chuckled weakly. ‘Ask Dennis Turner to help you. He’s a good all-rounder and only lives down the road. Get him to do something temporary till I get home. As for cash, there’s a bit put by under the kitchen floorboard. When I’m on me feet again I’ll see to everything. I know you haven’t got Ted at the helm, but I’ll soon be back to help out.’

Suddenly there was a loud yell and, although there were curtains around the bed affording a little privacy, nothing could disguise the pain that some poor soul was enduring. There were soft mutters and yet more screams and a rush of rubber soles over the ward’s floor.

‘Poor bugger,’ Bill whispered. ‘There but for the grace of God, go I.’

Molly placed her hand gently on the bedcover. ‘Will you be able to sleep?’

‘Don’t worry, I’ve had a knockout drop. Me eyelids feel like lead weights.’

‘I’ll come in again on Tuesday.’

‘Don’t go telling your sister what’s happened,’ Bill said anxiously. ‘Lyn will only fuss and force me out to bloody Sidcup!’

‘Oscar’s not so bad,’ Molly said, defending her brother-in-law. ‘Though he can be a bit of a know-all.’

‘That’s putting it mildly,’ Bill huffed. ‘I’ll have it rammed down me throat we should have moved out from the East End when war was declared. I’ll be a sitting duck with me gammy leg.’

Molly hid her smile. She knew Oscar would be the first to criticize them for not relocating, and Lyn could be just as bossy. But perhaps, after this development, they might have a point.

‘Dad, Lyn won’t forgive me – or you – for not telling her what’s happened. You could have been killed. It’s not like you tripped over in the street, something daft like that.’

‘Just wait a few more days before you write,’ Bill pleaded drowsily. ‘I might even be home by then.’

After what the nurse had told her, Molly thought that highly unlikely. ‘Is there anything you need?’

‘Too bloody true there is,’ he replied with a yawn. ‘Me pipe and baccy. Now, love, you’d better be off. I can feel meself dozing. And I . . .’

Molly smiled as his eyes closed under the bandages. At least he didn’t seem to be in pain.

She went on tiptoe from the bedside but was startled by a loud shriek. Nurses hurried to the stricken patient as Molly made her way out to the corridor.

‘Here, this bloke wants the kid,’ Cissy cried as Molly approached. ‘Do you know him?’

‘No,’ Molly replied, looking the stranger up and down. ‘Who are you?’

‘I’m Evie’s dad. Where did you find her?’

‘I didn’t,’ Molly answered. ‘Someone else did. A woman who went off, leaving her with me.’

‘Well, I’ll take her now.’ He stepped forward but Molly barred his way.

‘What proof have we got that you’re this child’s father?’

‘Proof!’ the man exclaimed. ‘I’m her dad. Ain’t that enough?’

‘You ain’t done a very good job of looking after her so far,’ Cissy said loudly as she clutched the child.

The man threw up his arms in exasperation. ‘All right, if it’s proof you want, then I’ll get it.’

To Molly’s surprise he sprinted away, a tall, agile man with long legs and broad shoulders hidden under a navy duffel coat that had clearly seen better days. His dark beard and untidy hair had made him look rather frightening.

‘What was all that about?’ she wondered aloud and Cissy shrugged.

‘Dunno, but he looked a bit iffy to me.’

‘What would he want with a child though, if he wasn’t her father?’

Cissy sneered disdainfully. ‘He might be a nutter. Shall we take her to the desk and let them deal with it?’

‘Yes, perhaps we should.’

She was about to do just this when Molly saw him reappear. This time, a little boy of about four or five accompanied him.

‘Now, Mark, tell these people who Evie is,’ the man said breathlessly.

The boy looked bewildered. ‘What they gonna do with her, Dad?’

‘They want to know if I’m her father.’

The little boy nodded slowly. ‘She’s me sister an’ all.’

‘You see,’ the man said, his voice raised in agitation. ‘Now, if you’re satisfied?’

‘We was only looking out for her,’ Cissy argued stubbornly. ‘If she’d walked out of here on her own Gawd knows what would have become of her.’

‘Dad, don’t let them take our Evie.’ The boy’s eyes filled with tears and the tall man sank to his knees, winding his arms gently around the tiny frame.

‘It’s all right, Mark. It’s all right.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Molly apologized immediately. ‘We didn’t mean any harm.’

‘See, they was just doing us a good turn.’ The man stood up and looked at Cissy. ‘I’ll take her now.’

Molly watched as Cissy, with a scowl, allowed the man to take his daughter. ‘Evie, why did you run away from your old man?’

The little girl rubbed filthy knuckles in her eyes. ‘I want me mum.’

‘Our mum’s dead,’ the boy told his sister. ‘Ain’t she, Dad?’

‘Yes, son, I’m afraid so.’ The man looked at Molly. ‘Stella died when our house was bombed. I came here to identify her body.’

‘The name’s Andy Miller. I’m sorry I lost me rag. But I was worried sick about Evie. She’s only three and a half. I told them to wait outside the room where they took me to see Stella. But when I came out, Mark said she’d wandered off.’

Molly looked at the little boy, all spindly legs and short trousers, wearing a threadbare jacket several sizes too big for his body.

‘I’m sorry to hear of your loss,’ Molly said sadly.

‘I searched the hospital looking for Evie. Couldn’t find her nowhere. Till I saw you.’

‘You dunno who people are these days,’ Cissy said, looking the man up and down. ‘What with so many bleeding warnings of enemy aliens trying to infiltrate, you end up suspecting your own mother.’

‘I ain’t no alien, far from it,’ Andy Miller assured them. ‘I’m in the merch and on leave from me ship. I’ve got to be back on Thursday. Meanwhile, I have to sort out a place round here for Evie and Mark to stay.’

‘That’s a tall order,’ Cissy replied. ‘They’re evacuating all the kids from the East End.’

‘Yeah, I know. But not mine.’ His piercingly dark eyes hardened. ‘How would I ever get to see them if they was out in the country somewhere?’

‘You ain’t got a lot of choice,’ Cissy retorted impatiently.

‘I’m going to try round here,’ he said, ignoring her and looking at Molly. ‘Go to the Salvation Army.’

‘Are you a Salvationist?’ asked Molly.

‘No, but mates of mine are. Betty and Len Denham. Like us, they lived on the East India Dock Road. Betty looked after the kids sometimes. But they got bombed out too. All I know is they were taken to the Red Cross shelter somewhere round here.’

‘Needle in a haystack,’ said Cissy unsympathetically.

Just then there was a low, droning sound followed by the siren’s haunting wail.

‘Better get down to the shelter,’ Andy Miller said, taking his son’s hand.

They all joined the crowd rushing towards the basement of the hospital, as the thunder of the bombers grew louder and closer.

There was barely enough light in the basement to let them find their way over the shelter floor. Tilley lamps had been lit and at one end nurses were quietly attending to patients in wheelchairs. At the other a WVS volunteer with gas masks hanging from her shoulder directed them to the free spaces. ‘There are mattresses down there,’ she told them hurriedly. ‘We’ve set up a tea urn by the wall.’

Molly and Cissy led the way between the huddled bodies of men, women and children. Most were asleep, with their gas masks and bundles of clothing piled up beside them.

Molly picked her way carefully; the smell of unwashed human bodies was overpowering.

‘There!’ Cissy said, clambering towards a mattress that was just being vacated.

‘Here you are, love, kept the bed warm for you,’ the elderly woman said, pulling on her coat and lifting her heavy bags. ‘I’m off to see me son in ward nine. He wasn’t doing so well when I came down here to get a bit of kip. Good luck to the lot of you.’

While Cissy went to the tea urn Molly sat on the floor, leaning her head against the wall. She watched Andy Miller make his children comfortable on the mattress, kissing them goodnight and drawing the blankets up to their chins.

‘Thanks,’ he said as he sat beside Molly. ‘You were good to look out for Evie.’

‘I would have been frantic if I’d lost my little girl in a big place like this. You must have been very worried.’

‘Have you got kids?’

Molly shook her head, a sudden image of Emily flashing through her mind.

‘You’re lucky,’ he told her bitterly. ‘You don’t know what it’s like seeing them go through this hell.’

‘Have you any relatives who can help you out?’ Molly asked quietly.

‘Not a soul, only the Denhams. I’m an orphanage boy and Stella’s old woman died of the drink.’

‘Do you think you’ll find those friends of yours?’

‘Don’t know. But I have to try. I’m a DEMS gunner, see. And I’ll be hauled over the coals if I’m absent without leave.’

‘DEMS?’ Molly repeated, remembering she’d read about the defensively equipped merchant ships that had been hastily, and often poorly, fitted with guns. ‘That’s dangerous, ain’t it?’

‘No choice,’ Andy shrugged. ‘Well, that ain’t strictly true. It was DEMS or get kicked out for the regular navy. And then I’d be in a worse fix, sent off for months, perhaps years at a time. At least I can get leave at the end of each trip and see me kids.’

‘Your wife must have been very worried.’

‘Stella couldn’t have cared less,’ he replied.

‘Why’s that?’ asked Cissy, having overhead this remark as she returned with the mugs of tea on a battered tin tray.

‘Stella wasn’t the worrying sort.’

‘When do you go back to your ship?’ asked Molly.

‘Thursday.’

‘That’s not very long.’

Andy shrugged. ‘It’s all I’ve got.’ He sipped his hot tea. ‘What about you? Are you married?’

‘I was,’ Molly replied, feeling a twist to her stomach. ‘Ted was with the British Expeditionary Force and died at Dunkirk in June.’

‘Christ,’ Andy said, frowning. ‘He was in the middle of it too, poor sod.’

Molly nodded, then went on to explain how she and Ted, after her dad’s retirement, had planned to build up the business and had even bought a van so they could travel to buy cheaper stock and make deliveries. ‘Then suddenly it all came to an end. I’d known Ted since we were kids. We had so many plans in mind.’

‘What’re you going to do now?’ asked Andy. ‘Keep the shop open?’

‘It depends on the damage. The bomb completely shattered the window. I didn’t even get time to go upstairs to look at our flat.’

‘You live on the job?’ asked Cissy.

‘Yes. Me and Lyn grew up there. After Mum died, Lyn got married and moved out to Sidcup—’

She stopped, as once more the ground began to tremble. ‘Oh, Gawd, where’s it all gonna end?’ Cissy moaned.

‘Let’s hope we’ve got someone looking over us,’ said Molly as she thought of the shop and flat already battered and bruised by the aerial assault. What were the chances that she, too, might not have a home to return to?

‘Don’t believe in that silly stuff,’ said Cissy fiercely. ‘Once we pop our clogs, that’s the end of it.’

‘Don’t be too quick to judge,’ Andy scolded. ‘My kids were dragged out of death’s jaws today. I dunno who arranged it, but whoever did, I’m grateful.’

Molly smiled. There was more to Andy Miller than met the eye.


Chapter Three

Molly woke with a start. Where was she? Slowly, yesterday’s events came back to her thoughts. The explosion outside the shop, her dad trapped under all that rubble, the hospital and meeting Cissy, Andy and the children.

She gingerly stretched out her arms and legs. Her coat had been no protection from the draughts that swept over the cold floors, and every bone seemed to ache.

‘Is there a lav round here?’ Cissy asked a male volunteer as he passed by. Bleary-eyed and yawning, she pushed back her mop of dark hair.

‘Only one’s working upstairs as most of the water’s off,’ he answered gruffly. ‘Army’s been brought in to connect us up again. Poor bloody firemen can’t use their hoses, so there’s fires burning in nearly every street and no water to douse them.’

‘Where can we get something to eat?’ Andy said, jumping to his feet.

‘You’ll have to wait your turn,’ the man replied. ‘They’re feeding the sick and the elderly first.’

‘But me kids haven’t eaten since they was dragged out of a burning building yesterday.’

‘Go to the rescue centre. They’ll set you up.’

‘How far is that?’ Andy asked grimly.

‘Down the Commercial Road.’

‘That’s a long way for kids to walk on empty stomachs.’

‘Have it your own way, son,’ the man said, walking away. ‘After last night, there will be hundreds if not thousands in the same boat.’

Andy drew his hands over his face and shook his head wearily. Molly knew he must be exhausted.

‘I could do with a fag.’ Cissy brushed down her creased coat as a large black beetle scurried across the floor. ‘You ain’t got one, I suppose, Molly?’

‘No, sorry.’

Cissy rolled her eyes. ‘So what are we gonna do now?’

‘Find a toilet that works,’ Molly suggested, once again threading her fingers through her hair and pulling at the tangles.

Evie sat up and rubbed her eyes. ‘I’m ’ungry.’

Mark stirred beside her, pushing aside his blanket. ‘What we got to eat, Dad?’

‘I’ll find you something,’ Andy said as he lifted his daughter into his arms. ‘Even if I have to carry you both up the Commercial Road.’

Molly and Cissy followed Andy and the children upstairs to the only working public toilets, then made their way to the hospital’s entrance. From the hospital steps they could see fires still burning, forming clouds of grey smoke that hung heavily over the city. Those people made homeless were carrying their few possessions in prams and carts; anything they could salvage from last night’s onslaught. The roads were covered in debris, bricks and shattered timbers.

‘Looks like hell,’ Andy said under his breath.

‘You ain’t wrong there,’ agreed Cissy, coughing and sliding out her flask. ‘I’ll drink to that.’

‘And I’ll say goodbye,’ Andy told them, lifting Evie into his arms. ‘Thanks again and good luck.’

‘You’ll need it most with them young ’uns,’ Cissy said in her forthright manner, but Molly looked anxiously at the two bedraggled children.

‘You could all come back to Roper Street,’ she offered suddenly. ‘I’ve food, and water from a yard pump if the mains aren’t working. But I can’t promise my shop and flat above will still be there. Who knows what happened overnight?’

‘How far is it?’ Andy asked with a frown.

‘Closer than the Commercial Road. About thirty minutes’ walk.’

‘That don’t sound too bad.’

‘Suits me,’ Cissy said with a shrug.

Molly just hoped she wasn’t leading them on a wild goose chase.

Molly noted the many incendiary bombs still burning as she took them towards the docks, navigating the uneven ground and obstacles as best she could. Most of the streets had deep holes and wreckage from the devastating attacks.

‘You can’t go no further,’ an ARP warden told them at the top of Westferry Road.

‘Why?’ Molly asked in alarm.

‘The rope factory’s still on fire. An unexploded bomb’s just been found—’ He stopped as a loud explosion shook the half-demolished buildings around them. ‘No time to jaw. Go back the other way!’

Molly held out her arms to Andy. ‘Let me take Evie. Then you can carry Mark.’

Hesitating only briefly, Andy passed his daughter to Molly and they all began to run, trying to avoid the shattered glass, collapsed brickwork and clouds of dust. Very soon she’d lost sight of Andy and Cissy as another billowing black smog enfolded them.

‘This way!’ the warden yelled from somewhere close by and grabbed her arm.

Molly held Evie close, though even with the warden’s help she began to feel tired and choked with the thick, cloying dust. By the time they reached the small wooden hut with a large red cross painted on the door, Molly was breathless and coughing. She fell onto the bench inside, gasping for air.

‘You two on your own?’ the warden panted as he gave Evie some water from an enamel mug.

‘No, Evie’s dad’s out there somewhere, and her older brother. There’s another woman too.’

‘Sit tight. Keep the door shut and use those masks on the shelf if you have to.’ He put on his own mask and disappeared.

It was a long ten minutes before the door opened again and Andy, Mark and Cissy, all coughing and spluttering, fell inside, followed by the warden.

‘Bloody Norah,’ Cissy gasped as she stared at Molly. ‘I thought I’d had me chips.’

Andy nodded as Mark gulped down water from the mug.

‘What you doing round these parts?’ the sooty-faced warden demanded. ‘Don’t you know this area is off limits? The bomb-disposal teams are still working.’

All three shook their heads.

‘Well, you know now.’

‘We must get to Roper Street,’ Molly said desperately. ‘That’s where I live.’

‘You won’t get there this way,’ was the answer. ‘Roserton and Chipka Street, Cleveland Terrace and East Ferry Road – they’re all no-go areas.’

‘There must be some way we can get to Roper Street,’ she tried once more. ‘There’s an alley leading off from Westferry Road. What about that?’

‘Too dangerous, love,’ replied the warden. ‘Specially with the kids.’

Suddenly the wooden hut shook again. All the first aid supplies rattled on the shelves. A bucket of sand toppled from a stool.

‘Flamin’ heck!’ cried the warden. ‘Another one!’ He ran outside and there were raised voices. When he didn’t return, Molly lifted Evie into her arms. ‘Let’s go before he comes back. We’ll find a way somehow.’

‘Not bloody likely!’ swore Cissy. ‘You heard what he said.’

‘He didn’t say the alley had been hit. He only said it was dangerous.’

‘I’m with you,’ said Andy, taking hold of Mark.

‘You’re both mad,’ cried Cissy frantically. ‘But I ain’t staying here on my own.’

‘Come on, then,’ shouted Molly and Cissy shrugged.

‘In for a penny, in for a pound, I suppose.’

Ten minutes later they stood huddled together on Chalk Wharf, the moss-covered bank that led down to the steel-grey waters of the Thames. Molly’s heart sank as she witnessed the extent of the bombing: from the Isle of Dogs down to the city, enemy bombers had left a trail of destruction in their wake. Across the Thames, the south bank and Surrey Docks were hidden by a sickly pink smog, while the north-easterly wind fuelled the fires still burning, spilling sheets of ash across the water.

‘Which way now?’ said Andy. ‘Is it far?’

Molly shook her head. ‘But look, the alley’s been sealed off!’ She pointed along the road to where there were fixed barriers and men in uniform patrolling the debris. Air raid wardens and rescue parties were digging in the ruins of Howeth Street, the road next to Roper Street, where many of the houses had sustained damage.

‘Fine mess we’re in,’ said Cissy accusingly. ‘What we going to do now?’

‘We’ll go that way instead,’ Molly decided, pointing to the houses nearest the water. ‘Most of them have been evacuated. We’ll cut through their yards.’

‘What if we get caught?’ Cissy scowled. ‘I don’t fancy walking all the way back again.’

Molly ignored this and hoisted Evie onto her other hip. She took a deep breath and forged on; one way or another, she was determined to get them safely back to Roper Street.


Chapter Four

At last they were there! But Molly’s legs almost buckled at the sight of the gaping hole in the road where the bomb had gone off. Two of the houses beside it now stood in ruins. Molly thought of Mrs Lockyer, the frail elderly lady at number six. And Liz Howells next door. Had they escaped?

‘At least those places are still standing,’ Cissy observed, nodding to the jagged line of terraced houses farther down the road. To Molly’s relief she saw that Dennis and Jean Turner’s house was safe.

‘Is that your shop?’ Andy asked as he joined them.

Molly nodded eagerly. ‘And someone’s boarded the broken window.’

‘Perhaps it was the warden,’ Andy guessed. ‘He’d have bolted the front door too, to stop any looters.’

They all made their way carefully around the crater, passed the disused bicycle factory and stood outside the store.

‘The sign’s lopsided,’ Andy said, ‘but not broken. A couple of nails will put that right.’

‘We’ll go round to the yard. I keep a spare key under the pump.’

With her breath held, Molly gave Evie to Andy and retrieved the spare key from the yard.

She cautiously opened the back door. What would they find inside?

There was a strong, sour smell when Molly walked into the room nicknamed by her father as the ‘glory hole’. It was where all the stock was kept adjacent to the shop, and normally as clean as a new pin.

Today a grey veil of dust had been draped over the many shelves of tins and packets of dried food, nails, screws, tools, needles and cottons, bottles and candles.

‘What’s that stink?’ Cissy enquired, turning up her nose.

‘Pickled onions,’ Molly replied as she saw the broken jars on the floor. ‘What a mess!’

‘Cripes, I could go down on me knees and lick all that up,’ Cissy laughed. ‘I could even eat the broke bottles.’

‘I’s ’ungry,’ said Evie with a tired sob.

‘So am I,’ said Mark.

‘Let’s go upstairs to the flat,’ Molly told them. ‘I’ll find you something nice to eat in the larder.’

‘I’d better go first. See if it’s safe.’ Andy lowered Evie to the floor. ‘Hold Molly’s hand and wait till I say you can come up.’

They all watched Andy mount the steep staircase. There was a long, tense silence. But finally he shouted down. ‘All clear. Except the front room. There’s a blooming great hole in the floor.’

Cissy thrust the last mouthful of bread, soggy with the juice of the pickle, into her mouth. To her, the National Loaf, a grey lump of stodgy dough, together with the spring water from the pump, tasted like manna from heaven. Her eyes almost popped out of her head when a pickled egg landed on her plate.

For once I’ve struck lucky, she thought to herself. Fancy finding meself in a place like this! A gaff with a kitchen and front room, and a passage leading off into three good-sized bedrooms. I must be dreaming!

Interrupting her train of thought, there was a shout from downstairs. Molly jumped up and went to see who it was.

Cissy took advantage of the moment and grabbed the last slice of bread.


Chapter Five

‘Den!’ Molly threw her arms around her good friend and neighbour, Dennis Turner. ‘How are you? How’s Jean and the twins? Is everyone all right?’

With a shy chuckle, Dennis Turner nodded. ‘We’re fine, Molly. Just fine. But old Stokesy, the warden, told us he’d taken you and yer dad to the hospital.’

Molly explained all that had happened, and Dennis’s lean, work-worn face with its toothy smile registered shock. He pushed a hand through his thick fair hair and frowned. ‘You was both lucky to come out of that lot. Have you seen across the road?’

Molly nodded. ‘Do you know if Liz and Mrs Lockyer are all right?’

‘Ain’t sure. It was bloody chaos in the streets but I managed to board up yer window.’

‘Oh, thanks, Den. I thought it might be Mr Stokes. Come upstairs. I’d like you to meet some people I met at the hospital.’

A few minutes later Molly introduced her guests. ‘Dennis, meet Andy Miller and his children, Evie and Mark. And this is Cissy Brown.’

‘Nice to meet you all,’ Dennis said in his friendly fashion. ‘Now, I saw that bloody great hole you had in yer front room, Molly. Think I’ve got some boards I can put over it for you.’

‘Like a hand, mate?’ Andy asked before Molly could reply.

‘Just the job,’ Dennis nodded.

‘That all right with you, Molly?’ Andy asked politely as he made his way round the table.

‘Well, yes, of course,’ she said, blushing.

‘You’re all welcome to use the Anderson tonight,’ Dennis told Molly after he and Andy had successfully made the repair. ‘Jean and the twins wouldn’t mind a bit of company while I’m out with the rescue squad. Be sure to put on your warm togs, though, as it’ll be freezing. Your two nippers, Andy, can kip in the bunks with Susie and Simon.’ He winked at Mark and Evie and they giggled as he hurried off down the stairs.

‘Well, you heard what he said.’ Molly held out her hands to the children. ‘Let’s find you some nice warm clothes, shall we?’

A few minutes later they were peering into the depths of Molly’s large wardrobe. ‘Now let me see. What can I find you?’

‘What’s in there?’ asked Evie, pointing to a small brown leather suitcase on the lower shelf.

‘Just a few things.’

‘Can we see?’ Mark pulled on the handle.

Molly hesitated. She’d packed all Emily’s things away in there and hadn’t looked at them since.

Before she could answer, Mark slipped the locks.

‘Whose clothes are these?’ he asked as he lifted the dusty lid.

Molly took a deep breath. ‘I had a little girl called Emily once.’

‘Where’s she gorn?’

‘She’s with her dad in heaven.’

‘Me mum’s gone to heaven too,’ Evie said, pulling out a brown coat with a chocolate collar. ‘Can I have this?’

‘Yes, if it fits.’

‘This’ll do me,’ said Mark, winding Emily’s grey woollen scarf around his neck.

Suddenly Evie burst into tears. ‘I want me mum,’ she sobbed. ‘I wanna go ’ome.’

Molly gathered both Evie and the brown coat into her arms. What could she tell the child?

But it was Mark who answered. ‘You can’t go home cos we ain’t got one.’ His serious brown eyes swivelled to Molly. ‘We gotta find Betty and Len.’

Molly clutched the little girl tightly, smelling Emily as she did so. Why was life so cruel? Why had Emily and Ted been taken from her? Why were these children motherless? They’d done no harm to anyone.

‘I’m ’ungry,’ said Evie and stopped crying as quickly as she’d begun.

‘She always says that,’ accused her brother.

There were more tears and finally Molly looked firmly at the two squabbling children. ‘Now listen, you two, your dad won’t want to see you unhappy before he goes back to his ship.’

‘Are we staying ’ere, then?’ asked Evie, brightening.

‘Well, no, your dad is hoping to find your friends. Now why don’t you both run along and show your new clothes to your father?’

Molly watched them scamper off, Mark with his thick woollen scarf and Evie in Emily’s brown coat. They were delightful children and very brave. Just like Emily had been.
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