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It is 1940 and Staff Nurse Polly Brown has been granted a posting at Cliffehaven Memorial Hospital on the south coast to be near her badly injured husband, Adam. But her decision has meant that she has had to part with their beloved five-year-old daughter, Alice, who is travelling to safety in Canada.

Polly’s heart is torn in two as she says goodbye to Alice and heads to the Beach View boarding house in Cliffehaven, where she throws herself into her work.

But as she confronts the fact that Adam may not survive his injuries, a telegram arrives at Beach View. The boat Alice was on has been torpedoed by a German U-boat …
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Jean Partridge, and Daireen McKinley.

Two inspirational women.
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Chapter One

September, 1940

POLLY HADN’T MEANT to fall asleep, but the anxiety and fear that had plagued her for weeks had finally caught up with her, and she’d succumbed. She opened her eyes, attuned not to the usual Herefordshire dawn chorus of birds, but to the steady, soft breathing of the sleeping child in her arms. Loath to wake her little daughter, Polly gently drew her closer, inhaling the sweet baby smell of her as she kissed the fair curls that lay in disarray on the pillow. Alice was only five and in all of Polly’s twenty-three years she had never known such anguish, for this would be their last few precious hours together.

The knowledge that it could be many months, perhaps even years, before she would see her again brought hot tears rolling down Polly’s cheeks. Yet she didn’t wipe them away, for they were her only release from the heartache – the only visible proof she could allow herself in these quiet, still moments before she had to face the day.

Her lips fluttered on the peachy curve of her daughter’s cheek, over the tiny brows and smooth forehead and into the sweet hollow of her neck where the very essence of her child could be breathed in and held like a precious perfume. It was a scent Polly silently vowed she would carry with her until they could be together again.

Alice squirmed against her, her thumb seeking her mouth as she rolled away from Polly’s gentle embrace and snuggled under the blankets.

To Polly it was as if her daughter was already distancing herself; already preparing, albeit unknowingly, for the long journey ahead that would take her far from her mother’s arms to another country. Polly smoothed the tangled mass of her own hair away from her face, eyes closed, the tears soaking the pillow as she silently gave vent to the torment that had beset her ever since her darling husband, Adam, had been wounded in France.

Fate had been cruel as the shadows of war had lengthened and the threat of invasion grew with every passing day. Adam’s injuries had brought him back to Cliffehaven Memorial Hospital on the south coast, far from Herefordshire, and now, directly in the flight path of the ever-increasing enemy bombing raids on London. Her anxious attempts to get more information about his condition had been constantly thwarted by the matron at Cliffehaven, but it was clear he was not well enough to come home and be nursed in Hereford County Hospital, where she worked.

Fearing he might die before she could see him, Polly had secured a Staff Nurse post at the Cliffehaven Memorial to be with him, but soon realised Alice would not be safe there. With her mother, sister and nephews leaving for Uncle Peter’s farm in Canada, she’d had no choice but to agree to Alice going with them. But it was a bitter dilemma, and she was still torn with doubts that she was doing the right thing.

Aware that she could no longer contain her emotions, and not wanting to disturb Alice and frighten her, she eased the blanket over the tiny shoulders, touched the glossy curls and left the bed. Dragging the shabby dressing gown over her thin nightdress, she swiftly left the bedroom and hurried down the freezing landing to the even icier bathroom. With the door firmly locked behind her, she sank to the floor and surrendered to her anguish.

‘Polly? Polly, let me in.’ The commanding voice was accompanied by a rap on the door. ‘Come on. Don’t make this harder for yourself than it already is.’

Her sister’s voice cut through the fog of despair, and she stumbled to her feet. Smearing away the tears, she dragged her thick, curly hair into a rough knot on the top of her head, pinning it in place with the combs she kept in her dressing-gown pocket. ‘I’m all right, Megan, really,’ she sniffed. ‘Just give me a minute, will you?’

‘Only if you promise not to stay in there too long,’ her sister replied. ‘Wallowing in self-pity won’t do you any good, you know.’

‘Go away, Meg. You’ll wake Alice, and I need some time to myself.’ Polly wasn’t usually so sharp with her older sister, but there were times when she didn’t appreciate Megan’s rather bossy manner – and this was one of them.

‘Get on with it then,’ Megan said crossly. ‘I need to get the boys washed and ready, and it’s not fair you hogging the bathroom half the morning.’

Polly sniffed back the last of her tears as she listened to her sister’s footsteps retreat along the landing and down the stairs. Megan was only two years the elder and meant well, and her abruptness had certainly forced Polly to take control of her emotions, but then Megan wasn’t about to be parted from their mother, or her children.

Determined not to give in to the debilitating fear that she was about to lose everything she held dear, Polly lit the gas boiler and hurried through her morning ritual. She’d discovered long ago that calm could be restored with the familiar and mundane, and she welcomed it now.

Having washed and cleaned her teeth, she wiped the condensation from the mirror and unpinned her hair. It spilled over her shoulders and round her face in an autumnal tangle of gold and russet curls which sparked in the early sunlight pouring through the bathroom window. Adam called it her crowning glory, and had made her promise never to cut it, no matter how much Matron disapproved. At the thought of her husband, her resolve faltered, but she determinedly steeled herself against more tears. Megan was right. They achieved very little.

Her wide grey eyes stared back at her from beneath winged eyebrows and dark lashes, the sunlight emphasising the paleness of her skin and the shadows and hollows that told of sleepless nights and tortured thoughts. She looked away from her reflection as she brushed her hair and twisted it into thick rolls on either side of her face, tying it back at the nape with a strip of ribbon. There was no need to pin it into the usual neat bun, for she wasn’t working on the wards today, and wouldn’t be nursing again until she arrived at the Cliffehaven Memorial.

Polly shoved the contents of the bathroom cabinet into her sponge bag, resolutely refusing to think of Adam’s injuries and what she might find at the end of that long journey to the south coast. Today she must concentrate on Alice, keep her emotions under control, and make sure their parting caused the child as little trauma as possible.

Hurrying into the bedroom, she found Alice was still asleep, so she dressed swiftly in skirt, blouse, cardigan and sensible shoes and then finished her packing. Placing her two suitcases on the landing with her gas-mask box and overcoat, she returned to the bedroom and took a moment to instil the memories of the little house she wouldn’t see again until after the war.

Polly had received the signed tenancy agreement two weeks before and the family from London would be moving in the next day. She’d stored away all the precious things she and Adam had collected over their six years of marriage, and locked them in a trunk in the attic. But the memories lingered so strongly she could almost hear Adam’s tread on the stairs, his voice softly calling her – and feel his arms round her as he told her he loved her. They had been childhood sweethearts – their first kiss shared during harvest when they were barely fourteen – their last as he’d prepared to board the troop train which had taken him to France.

She let her gaze wander over the bed where Alice had been conceived, to the sturdy furniture they’d had such fun finding in junk shops, the rag rugs she’d made and the pretty curtains she’d hung at the window. With a deep sigh, she tore her thoughts from the past and, after a long, lingering look of love, gently drew Alice from her sleep.

Polly and Adam had scrimped and saved to buy this little terraced house on the edge of Hereford, close to the hospital and the garage, where Adam worked as a mechanic before the war. They’d added a bathroom and inside lavatory, which they considered the height of luxury, and lovingly tended the pocket-handkerchief square of garden at the back. They’d shared their joy in Alice and been happy here, although Polly freely admitted it had none of the charm of Blackthorn Farm, which had been her family home for two generations. But she and Adam were the first in their families to actually own a house, and that made it very special. Polly prayed that the people from London would take good care of it.

Alice looked sweet in the little smocked dress which had puff sleeves and a broad sash at the waist. With white socks and sandals, and matching ribbons in her hair, it was as if she was dressed for a party. But Alice had strong views on what she wanted to wear, even though she was only five, and Polly was happy to indulge her today. Adding a cardigan to ward off the chill of this early September morning, Polly helped her carefully negotiate the narrow stairs down to the kitchen which suddenly seemed cramped with so many people milling round.

Megan was still in her dressing gown as she busily stirred the porridge at the small range. Their mother, Enid, cradled a cup of tea as she smoked her first cigarette of the day and leant against the stone sink watching her twin grandsons career round with their paper planes. Sam and Will were seven, with identical freckles across their snub noses, the same shock of bright red hair, and lusty voices. Dressed in their school uniforms, their long socks were already half-mast, the ties and shirt collars askew.

‘About time too,’ said Megan, who seemed unable to emerge from her recent bad mood. She put the bowls of porridge on the table and swept her auburn hair from her forehead with the back of her hand. ‘Sit down,’ she ordered the boys, ‘and stop making that awful racket. The last thing I need today is one of my headaches.’

‘They’re just letting off steam,’ said Enid. ‘Why don’t you go and get ready in peace? Pol and I will keep an eye on things here.’ Her grey eyes and faded auburn hair seemed to accentuate the paleness of her skin and the recent sorrow that had lined and aged her gentle face.

Megan took off the apron she’d tied round her thickening waist and threw it on to the back of a chair. Without another word, she left the kitchen and stomped upstairs.

‘There are times,’ said Polly, ‘that I wish I’d never asked Meg to move in with me. She’s not exactly been the most pleasant company lately.’

Enid crushed the cigarette out and drained the last of her tea before reaching for Polly’s hand. ‘Give your sister a bit of leeway, love. It can’t be easy for her having to move out of her home in Birmingham to stay here – especially with Tom fighting abroad and this baby on the way.’

‘It’s not easy for me either,’ Polly replied softly. Tears threatened again as her mother squeezed her fingers. ‘I can’t do this, Mum. I can’t let Alice go.’

All three children were wide-eyed with curiosity as Polly’s tears began to fall. Enid rounded the table, fed Alice the last of her porridge, wiped her face clean and helped her down. ‘Run along and play with Sam and Will in the other room, there’s a good girl.’

She shooed them out of the kitchen and closed the door firmly. ‘We’ve been through this umpteen times, Polly. There’s no point in wavering now. We’re leaving, and that’s an end to it.’

‘But I can’t let her go. I don’t want any of you to go. It’s too dangerous.’

‘Nonsense. The government wouldn’t have organised the Children’s Overseas Reception Board if they thought we were in any danger.’ Enid sat next to her and took her hands again. ‘The convoys have been leaving on a regular basis for Canada, South Africa, even Australia and New Zealand, and every one of them has been escorted by the Royal Navy and got through unscathed. There are to be nineteen ships in our convoy. It will be no different for us.’

‘But the war has escalated. The supply convoys are being bombed in the Channel; there are raids on London and all the important docks and factories. They’ve even started targeting the farms to ruin the harvest. How can you possibly be certain they won’t attack a convoy crossing the Atlantic?’

‘I can’t guarantee anything,’ Enid replied softly, ‘but it surely won’t be more dangerous than living right on the coast and in the direct flight path to London?’ She pushed back her chair and reached for the packet of Woodbines which rarely left her side. ‘Adam needs you, Polly, probably more than Alice at the moment, and your nursing skills have never been so important.’ She lit a cigarette and blew a stream of smoke to the ceiling, clearly frustrated by this endless argument which had gone round in circles for weeks.

‘I know all that,’ Polly said with a tremulous sigh, ‘but having to choose between my husband and child is impossible.’

Enid was staring out of the window at the suburban street and the line of houses opposite, her small, neat figure ramrod straight in her lightweight two-piece suit. ‘Sometimes we don’t get the luxury of choice at all,’ she murmured. ‘If your father hadn’t had that fatal heart attack we’d still be living on the farm, out of harm’s way, doing our bit for the war effort. As it is, Blackthorn Farm has new tenants and Megan and I are about to leave everything we’ve ever known to ensure the safety of our little family. You could come too – your nursing skills would be welcome – but your place is with your husband now – his needs must come first.’

Polly dipped her chin and toyed with the teaspoon, her unsteady hand making it rattle in the saucer. She’d heard all the arguments before, had gone over and over them in her head until she thought she’d go mad – and although she knew her mother’s advice couldn’t be faulted, she simply couldn’t bear the thought of parting with Alice. ‘What if Alice gets sick or has an accident and I’m not there? I’d never forgive myself if anything happened to her – or to any of you for that matter.’

‘What if you abandon Adam and he dies without ever seeing you again?’ Enid turned from the window, hands on hips, expression stern. ‘I’m sorry to be so abrupt, Polly, but I’ve had enough of this. You’ve made your choice, the arrangements are in place. Alice is coming with me, and you’re going to Cliffehaven to be with Adam.’ She stubbed out the cigarette with vigour and grabbed the discarded apron. ‘And if you start crying again,’ she said tremulously, ‘it will start me off. So I’d be obliged if you’d pull yourself together and help me with this blasted washing-up.’

Polly resolutely fought her tears and reached for the tea towel. Her mother was right, she admitted silently. Whether it broke her heart or not, she had to accept the fact that Alice and the rest of her family would be leaving within hours for Liverpool and the ship that would take them to Canada and a new life.

The shouts of the porters, the raised voices and the great exhalations of steam from the engines echoed in the vast concourse and resounded off the huge glass and steel roof as Enid found a porter to stow their luggage on a trolley and guide them to the correct platform.

The station was a hub for travelling to all points of the country, and now it was busier than ever with troop trains and arriving evacuees. Kitbags, suitcases and trolleys loaded with luggage and wooden cages housing live chickens only served to hamper the pedestrians.

It was market day, and the confusion was increased when a flock of sheep strayed on to the concourse from the street. To shouts of encouragement from the amused onlookers, the red-faced shepherd and bewildered sheepdog tried to round them up. The unwanted help of several over-eager Australian soldiers merely made things worse, and it was some time before the poor shepherd managed to round up his flock and get it safely back outside.

The children thought this was great fun, and it took all Megan’s determination to stop the boys from joining in the fray.

‘Look, Mummy,’ piped Alice, jumping up and down in delight. ‘That one’s come back.’ She giggled as the ewe hurtled on to the concourse and barged through a knot of chattering women who scattered with cries of alarm as they tried to keep their balance, and their dignity.

Polly could see the humour in the situation, but her smile was fixed, her face muscles already aching from the effort. She watched as a brawny Australian made a grab for the animal and successfully hauled it up and carried it outside to shouts of ‘Good on yer, mate,’ from his comrades. From everything she’d heard about the Anzac troops’ antics, she was surprised the ewe hadn’t been smuggled into a kitbag and taken off to be prepared for a clandestine feast.

‘Now the fun’s over, we’d better get to your train. It’s due to leave in ten minutes.’ The middle-aged porter grasped the handle of his trolley and they followed meekly in his wake.

‘Are you coming on the train, Mummy?’ Alice looked up at her, blue eyes wide and suddenly uncertain.

‘Not this time,’ she murmured, clutching the small hand. ‘Mummy’s got to go and see Daddy. But Grandma and Aunt Meg will look after you until I get back.’

Alice’s bottom lip began to tremble, and to forestall tears, which would only make her feel worse, Polly lifted her up and settled her on her hip. ‘Look at the trains,’ she said brightly, determined to distract her. ‘Isn’t it exciting? And see how the steam’s coming out of that funnel! Shall we go and watch the man stoking the fire?’

‘Don’t want to.’ Alice buried her head in Polly’s shoulder.

‘That’s all right,’ she soothed. ‘And anyway, it’s better we find you a lovely seat on your very own train, isn’t it?’

Alice didn’t reply, but buried her face deeper into Polly’s neck. Polly kept walking, every step taking her closer to the platform at the far end of the concourse, every breath more shallow as her heart clenched and her chest tightened. She wanted this moment to be over – but then she wished it could last forever. It was as if she was in a dream, a terrible dream that she longed to wake from.

With Alice heavy in her arms, she swiftly bought a platform ticket and followed the others through the barrier. Her steps slowed as Megan and Enid identified their luggage from the pile on the porter’s trolley and orchestrated its placement in the guard’s van.

Alice clung more tightly to her neck. ‘I want you to come with me,’ she muttered. ‘Don’t wanna go with Grandma.’

Polly kissed her cheek and set her on her feet. She straightened the child’s overcoat, tugging at the velvet collars and making sure the buttons were all done up against the chill sweeping along the platform. ‘Grandma will be really sad if you don’t go with her,’ she said softly, not quite able to meet those wide blue eyes. ‘And what about Sam and Will? Surely you don’t want to miss all the fun they’ll be having, do you?’

Alice thought about this for a moment and finally shook her head, making the curls bounce.

‘Good girl,’ Polly managed, fighting back her tears, desperately trying to keep her voice light and unwavering. ‘Now, let me say bye-bye to everyone, and then we’ll find you a lovely seat on this great big train. When you’re settled, Auntie Megan has a special treat for you.’

The child’s face brightened. ‘What is it?’

‘You’ll find out in a minute.’ Polly wanted to scoop her up and hold her, breathe in her scent, feel that sturdy little warm body against her own for one last time. But if she did, she knew she would find it even harder to let her go. She turned to the twins instead and, much to Meg’s annoyance, ruffled their hair. ‘Be good,’ she said with mock sternness. ‘And remember to send me a postcard now and again.’

The boys nodded bashfully and hastily clambered aboard the train, jostling to get to the window seat first.

‘I’m sorry I was sharp this morning,’ said Megan as she drew Polly into her arms. ‘But this isn’t easy for me either. I’ll take care of Alice, don’t fret.’

Polly nodded, unable to speak for the tearful lump that was growing in her throat. She clung to her sister, regretting the sharp words and small resentments that had coloured their relationship over the years. She loved her, would miss her horribly.

‘Take care, Meg,’ she managed finally, as she handed over the three bags of farthing chews.

Meg’s eyes were bright with tears as she gave her one last hug and took Alice’s small hand. ‘I’ll write,’ she said hoarsely.

Polly watched helplessly as Megan gathered up Alice and took her on to the train. Blinking rapidly, she fought the tears as Alice perched on the seat and immediately began to open her bag of sweets. It seemed her child was quite content, unaware of the importance of this heartbreaking moment.

The guard blew his whistle, and the doors began to slam like a salvo of rifle shots along the length of the train. Polly crushed Enid to her. ‘There are so many things I wanted to say to you, Mum, but now the time has come, I can’t think straight. But I love you, Mum, and I’m going to miss you terribly.’

‘I love you too, Polly. That’s all that needs to be said.’ Enid withdrew gently from Polly’s fierce embrace. ‘Stay safe, darling, and give my love to Adam when you see him. Your Uncle Peter will look after all of us, so don’t fret, and, as soon as we arrive, I’ll write you a long letter.’

‘Don’t let Alice forget me,’ Polly pleaded.

‘I won’t, I promise. The photographs are in my handbag.’ With tears in her eyes, she gave Polly a last, fleeting kiss and turned abruptly away.

Polly felt isolated among the swirl of activity on the platform as she gazed at those beloved faces at the open window. She wanted to reach out and touch them one more time – to say all the things she’d meant to say. But it was too late. The guard’s whistle was blowing again, its shrill command ringing through the station and into her head. The train jolted and steam gushed in a billowing white cloud along the platform, obliterating everything in its path.

The great iron wheels began to turn, slowly at first, but gathering speed, making her break into a run to keep up with them as she shouted her last farewells.

‘Bye, Polly,’ shouted the twins in unison as they leant out of the open window and waved frantically. Megan was holding Alice, encouraging her to wave too as Enid blew Polly a kiss. But Alice had realised suddenly what was happening. She was crying, wrestling to be free of Megan, reaching out for her mother, her little face screwed up in anguish.

Polly was sobbing now, the tears running unheeded down her face as she came to an abrupt halt at the end of the platform. The train whistle blew twice as the last of the long snake of carriages emerged from beneath the vast glass roof and began to speed down the track, around the bend and out of sight.

‘Huh-hem.’

Polly dragged her gaze from the empty horizon and turned to find the burly porter waiting beside his trolley. He looked neither surprised nor self-conscious at her tears, and she assumed he’d seen far too many over the past year to be affected by them any more. She scrabbled in her coat pocket for her handkerchief and hastily wiped her eyes and blew her nose. ‘Sorry,’ she said, although she didn’t really know why she was apologising.

He tugged on the shiny bill of his railway cap, his expression not unkind. ‘The train to Gloucester is already boarding, Miss. We need to get a move on if you don’t want to miss it.’

Glad to have something else to occupy her, Polly took one fleeting glance back down the empty track before hurrying after him.


Chapter Two

THE BASEMENT OF Beach View Boarding House had once provided bedrooms for Peggy Reilly’s two young sons and her father-in-law, Ron, who now lived down there in solitary squalor among his jumble of hunting, fishing and military paraphernalia with his dog, Harvey. The boys had been sent to the West Country for the duration, and every time Peggy had to do the weekly wash in the basement scullery it merely reinforced her longing for them to come home. But the war had suddenly taken a more dangerous turn, and despite her aching need to see them again, she knew they were far safer where they were.

Peggy didn’t have the luxury of a washing machine, or one of those newfangled spin dryers, so washday involved a great deal of scrubbing, rinsing and wringing. As for Harvey sleeping on Ron’s bed, she’d given up complaining. They all had enough to contend with without her making a fuss over something she knew would never change. At least he didn’t have the ferrets any more – Cleo and Delilah had been released into the wild once the air raids began.

Peggy turned the handle on the mangle with extra vigour, using it to vent her frustration at everything that had happened over the past few weeks. It was bad enough having to cope with the dust and the debris caused by the ever-increasing bombing raids, but rationing was tighter than ever, her husband Jim was absolutely no help at all around the house, and that poor little Polish girl, Danuta, seemed determined to remain isolated in her room with her grief.

She folded the damp sheet into the laundry basket and plunged her arms back into the water to fish out the next. Feeding it through the twin rollers of the mangle, she grasped the handle and gave it a vicious turn, the water pouring into the bucket beneath.

‘You’ll be having that off its moorings if you’re not careful.’

She glared at her father-in-law who’d tramped in from the garden with dirty boots and Harvey, a large, shaggy, Bedlington-cross. ‘Thanks, Ron. But when I want your advice, I’ll ask for it.’

His rough, warm hand settled on her fingers as he smiled at her. ‘Let me do that,’ he said softly. ‘Go and put your feet up.’

‘I haven’t got time to rest,’ she sighed, as she stepped back from the mangle and almost tripped over the dog. ‘The house is filthy, the beds need changing and I’m due at the WVS reception centre in an hour. With so many people being made homeless, I can’t let them down.’

‘D’you not think you’re trying to take on too much?’ He continued turning the handle, expertly folding the sheet into the basket as Harvey plonked himself down under the sink. ‘There’re six other women in the house, including Cissy and Mrs Finch. You should put your foot down and get them to help more.’

‘June, Suzy and Fran work long hours at that hospital. They’re so exhausted when they come in, they’ve barely the strength to eat, let alone get stuck into housework. Cissy does her share when she’s at home, and I don’t like to ask Mrs Finch, bless her. As for Danuta,’ she gave another deep sigh. ‘She hardly knows where she is at the moment, and needs time to grieve for her brother.’

Ron dumped the last sheet in the basket, his weather-beaten face solemn, his blue eyes understanding as he regarded her. ‘A bit of dust doesn’t matter, Peg,’ he said softly. ‘But you do. What would become of us all if you made yourself ill?’

Peggy stared at him. Ron was in his sixties and she’d known him for more than twenty years. She’d never heard him speak like that before, and it was disconcerting to say the least. ‘Hard work never killed anyone,’ she said gruffly. ‘But I appreciate the thought.’

Ron muttered something under his breath, hoisted the laundry basket on to his hip and carried it outside.

The gravel path ran the length of the garden, past the almost empty coal bunker, the shed and the outside lav, which had had to be rebuilt following an earlier bomb attack, and continued through the lines of vegetables to the back gate which hung lopsidedly from the one hinge that had survived on the shattered flint wall. The Anderson shelter squatted at the very end of the garden, the tin roof covered with earth; the stone steps leading down to the rough wooden door were already gathering moss, and despite the lack of rain, there always seemed to be a puddle waiting to catch the unwary.

The aftermath of the recent raids could be seen in the damaged chimneys and roofs of the surrounding houses, and in the crumbled garden walls and boarded-up windows. It had been a miracle that Beach View was still standing relatively unscathed.

Peggy followed Ron down the path to the washing line that was strung across the garden from two wooden poles. He had certainly taken the government directive to dig for victory to heart – the vegetables were flourishing. But her own heart was heavy, for she missed not seeing her two sons playing there, missed not hearing their voices – even missed not having to clear up behind them. This damned war had only just got going, but already it had changed the landscape of Cliffehaven and the very essence of her family life.

It was as if Ron could read her thoughts. ‘Bob and Charlie are well out of it, Peggy, and all that fresh air and exercise down on that Somerset farm can only do them and Ernie good.’

‘I know.’ She began to peg out the sheets. ‘Ernie’s thriving, according to his Aunt Vi’s letters, although the aftermath of the polio means he still gets tired far too quickly.’ She blinked in the bright sunlight as she continued to peg the sheets to the line. It was a beautiful day, with no clouds in the sky, and no sign of the terrifying dogfights that had been fought overhead the night before, but, try as she might, she couldn’t assuage the emptiness that seemed always to accompany her now.

‘Sally’s coming over at the weekend to show me Ernie’s letters and drawings. She misses her little brother even more than we do, and I think it helps her to talk about him with me.’

Ron handed her the tail of the last sheet. ‘She’s a fair wee lass, so she is. Nice that she feels this is her home. You’ve been a good mother to her, Peg. You should be proud of how she’s turned out.’

Peggy turned from the washing line and balanced the empty basket on her hip. ‘Who’d have thought it? We were strangers a year ago, and now it’s as if she’s one of mine. Odd how things work out, isn’t it?’

‘The war does have some compensations,’ he muttered. ‘If she and Ernie hadn’t been sent down here from London, who knows what might have happened to them.’

Peggy felt rather more cheerful. It was wearing to be cross and out of sorts and, frankly, she’d had enough of gloom and doom. ‘Sally and John are getting married in November,’ she said brightly. ‘John’s coming on so well, and he’s determined to walk down the aisle without his sticks.’

‘I always knew that boy wouldn’t let his injuries get the better of him,’ he replied. ‘Sally’s got herself a good man there, so she has.’ He pulled his disreputable cap out of his filthy trouser pocket and rammed it over his silver-streaked thatch of dark hair. ‘If you’re not wanting any more help, then I’ll be off to the hills with Harvey to see what I can get for the pot.’

Peggy stilled him by touching his arm. ‘Thanks, Ron,’ she murmured, and lightly kissed his cheek.

He flushed red and tugged at the cap. ‘There’s no need for all that,’ he muttered, before turning away. ‘Come on, Harvey. Rabbits.’

Peggy stood in the warm sunshine and fondly watched the old man and his faithful hound walk through the gate and along the twitten that ran between the rows of terraced Victorian houses that climbed the steep hill to the east of the town. Ron could be stubborn and opinionated – but he was a stalwart, and Peggy couldn’t imagine this house without him.

She glanced at her watch and hurried indoors. Refusing to look at the now deserted basement bedroom which her young sons had shared, she dumped the basket under the sink and ran up the stone steps into the kitchen to find Mrs Finch busy at the draining board.

‘I hope you don’t mind, dear,’ she said, fiddling with her hearing aid, ‘but I thought I’d help prepare the vegetables for tonight.’

‘You don’t have to do that,’ Peggy replied, rather alarmed at how close the flashing blade was to the elderly, not terribly steady fingers.

‘What’s that, dear? I can’t hear you.’ The older woman put down the paring knife and fiddled again with her hearing aid, making it whine.

It was clearly one of Mrs Finch’s better days, but that hearing aid was worse than useless. ‘I said you don’t have to do that,’ Peggy repeated loudly.

‘I do, dear,’ she replied. ‘You can’t possibly manage, and I’m beginning to feel rather useless.’

‘But …’

‘But nothing,’ Mrs Finch said firmly, her grey head bobbing. ‘I can’t do much, granted. But I’ll do what I can. We all have to do our bit, Peggy, and I can’t sit idly by watching you work yourself into the ground.’ She walked slowly and carefully to the Kitchener range, her arthritis eased somewhat by the warm weather. ‘I’ve made a pot of tea. Sit down, Peggy, and let me spoil you for a change.’

Peggy had tears in her eyes as the old woman poured the tea and set the cup and saucer on the table in front of her. ‘Bless you,’ she murmured, relishing the almost forgotten taste of strong, sweet tea.

‘What’s that? Do speak up, dear.’

‘I thought we were out of tea,’ shouted Peggy.

‘There’s no need to bellow, dear. I’m not totally deaf, you know.’ Mrs Finch smiled impishly. ‘I knew we were out of tea, so I went out early and managed to get to the head of the queue at the grocer’s. Being old and rather decrepit works wonders sometimes, and I’m not above playing the helpless old woman to the hilt when necessary. It’s amazing what one can achieve with a walking stick and a hearing aid.’ She returned to the carrots.

Peggy sipped her tea and made a concerted effort to relax and not panic over the cavalier way Mrs Finch was using that knife. Cordelia Finch was aptly named, for she was a bird-like little woman, whose cheerful chirruping always lightened the mood. She had become an intrinsic part of the family, and Peggy had noticed how easily the three young nurses had taken to her. It was as if they saw their grandmothers in her, and Mrs Finch had taken on the role with relish, dishing out advice, soothing tears, taking an interest in everything they did. Peggy had no idea how old she was, but guessed she had to be at least seventy-five and, despite her deafness and the arthritis that plagued her, she seemed to have been rejuvenated by the knowledge that she was still useful.

Closing her eyes, Peggy let the hot sweet tea revive her as she mulled over her plans for the rest of the day. She would leave the fresh linen on the beds and they could make them up themselves for a change, she decided. If Ron couldn’t get a rabbit or something for the pot, she had a tin of stewing steak in the larder that would suffice and, thanks to Ron, there were plenty of potatoes to grate up and use as a pastry topping. She let out a deep sigh. Oh, for the days of real puff pastry, so light it melted in the mouth, coming out of the oven all golden and flaky, rich with real butter.

Her daydream was broken by the sound of Mrs Finch’s voice. ‘Have you seen Danuta today?’ She scooped the diced carrots into a saucepan, added cold water and a pinch of salt before turning to face Peggy.

‘I took her up a cup of tea this morning, but I’ve not seen her since.’

‘Poor little thing,’ muttered Mrs Finch. ‘Heaven only knows what she must have gone through to get here all the way from Poland.’

‘She refuses to talk about it,’ said Peggy with a sigh. ‘But I suspect she’s seen more horrors than anyone should at that age – and then to discover her brother was shot down and killed only weeks before she got here. That must have been a cruel blow.’

Peggy lit a cigarette and blew smoke. ‘I tried to tell her as gently as I could, but of course there’s no easy way to impart such awful news.’ She plucked at the edges of the worn, faded oilcloth that covered the table. ‘Alex was such a lovely man, and although he was billeted here for only a short while, I really miss him.’

Mrs Finch poured herself a cup of tea and sat down. ‘Danuta’s only been here a few days, and I know she’s mourning her brother, but life has to go on. She’s a nurse, isn’t she?’ At Peggy’s nod, she continued. ‘Well then, she should be going to the hospital and volunteering her services. It will take her mind off herself and whatever she’s been through and help her recover. There’s nothing like seeing other people’s misery to make one realise how lucky one is.’

‘Is that how you coped after your husband was killed in the last war?’

Mrs Finch nodded. ‘I wasn’t trained or anything, but I helped at the hospital, running to and fro with drinks, helping them to write letters, or read them. It seemed to cheer them up a bit, and seeing them get well again was good for me – made me realise that, in a very small way, I was helping to win the war.’

Peggy nodded. ‘That’s why I’ve volunteered to help with the WVS,’ she replied slowly and carefully so Mrs Finch could read her lips. ‘It cheers me up no end to be able to find all those poor souls housing and clothes, and to see the kiddies tuck into a decent meal. Reminds me of how lucky I am this place is still standing.’

‘Talking of which, shouldn’t you be on your way to the centre by now?’

‘Good heavens,’ Peggy gasped. ‘I didn’t realise what time it was.’ Stubbing out her cigarette, she swiftly dragged the scarf from her head and untied her wrap-round apron, flinging them both on a nearby chair. Running a comb hastily through her dark wavy hair, she snatched up her handbag and gas mask, and slung a cardigan over her sprigged cotton dress. ‘I’ll be back at six unless there’s another raid. You will promise to go into the shelter, won’t you, if there is?’

‘I might be old, but I’m not senile just yet,’ Mrs Finch replied with some asperity. ‘As much as I hate that shelter, I’ll be inside it the minute the sirens go.’ She flapped her hands. ‘Now go, Peggy, and don’t worry about supper. I’m perfectly capable of managing.’

Peggy rather doubted it, and dreaded the state of her kitchen on her return. But she kissed the soft cheek gratefully and hurried out of the kitchen, into the hall and through the front door.

Pausing for a moment on the top step, she eyed the narrow road which was in shadow now the sun had gone behind the terrace of houses opposite. Beach View Boarding House had been in the family for years, and this street had once been her playground, the witness to her wedding day and to where she’d returned when her parents had retired. She’d raised her children here and run a successful bed and breakfast business until the war had stopped people coming to the seaside for their holidays. The neighbours were old friends, their homes as familiar as her own; their lives somehow entwined as they’d survived the first war and the terrible financial depression and flu epidemic that had followed.

This new and terrifying war had changed it irrevocably and, had her parents still been alive, they would have been devastated to see it thus; for where there had once been an elegant terrace of fine Victorian villas, there was now a gaping hole at the end of the street to the east, boarded-up windows and toppled chimney pots, rubble-strewn gardens and damaged pavements. Families had been forced to move out, their children sent far from home and into the care of strangers; their husbands, sons and brothers fighting abroad.

To the west, beyond the street that led up the hill from the seafront, lay the broader Camden Road which ran past the local parade of shops and on to the school and hospital until it reached the High Street of Cliffehaven town centre. The school was closed due to a block of flats falling on it during an early bombing raid, the children swiftly evacuated to safety, the teachers, like her eldest daughter Anne, enlisting into the various services. The hospital had, thankfully, escaped damage but the new factory Solomon and Goldman which had opened only weeks before had not been so lucky, and production had been seriously affected. It was a miracle no one had been hurt.

Peggy tutted, slung the straps of her gas-mask box and handbag over her shoulder and hurried westwards towards the High Street and the town hall where the WVS had set up a reception station for the homeless and dispossessed. She supposed she should be grateful they weren’t receiving the same treatment from the enemy as London, but being directly beneath the shortest route from the continent to the capital meant they were getting their fair share.

It was a shame she’d been born a woman, she decided as she walked determinedly past the Anchor, Ron’s favourite pub, because she’d have liked to have shown Mr Hitler just what she was made of.

Danuta Chmielewski heard the front door slam and, from behind the curtains of her first-floor bedroom window, she looked between the criss-cross of white tape down on Peggy Reilly as she paused on the steps before striding purposefully to the end of the street and crossing over to Camden Road. She followed her progress until she was out of sight, lost among the other housewives who were hurrying to join the queues outside the local shops.

Peggy was, Danuta guessed, in her early forties, with a bustling, no-nonsense air that was evident in the way she walked. Dark haired and pretty, despite the weariness that seemed to shadow her eyes, Peggy had been kindness itself. Danuta knew only too well how hard it must have been for her to tell her about Aleksy – God knew, she’d had to impart such awful tidings herself too many times not to know how she felt. It never got any easier, either, she silently admitted.

Danuta pulled the curtains on the bright sunlight, unable to bear its cheerfulness. She turned her back on it and stood in the broad bay, trying desperately to find some essence of Aleksy in this room he’d once slept in. It was a pleasant room at the front of the house above the dining room, furnished with a highly polished oak wardrobe, chest of drawers and dressing table. The two single beds stood opposite the door, the eiderdowns covering crisp linen, the home-made rag rug between them on the varnished floorboards. There was a gas fire with a shelf over it, and a mirror above that. A comfortable chair sat to one side of it, a padded stool stood in front of the dressing table, and a little rattan table held the bedside lamp and the few precious photographs she’d managed to rescue from the rubble of their home.

It was luxurious compared to the shelled-out barns, ditches and ruined farmhouses where she’d had to sleep over the past months, and although she was dreading having to share it with the mysterious Nurse Brown when she eventually arrived, it was certainly more comfortable than the cramped, cold apartment her parents had rented in Warsaw. The thought of those tenement rooms only made the homesickness more unbearable and, at this moment, she would have given anything to roll back this last year and be with her family again. But they were gone – all of them – and no amount of wishing could bring them back.

Danuta moved slowly across the room and sank on to her narrow bed, her gaze fixed to those faded, creased photographs that she’d carried so far from home. The beloved faces smiled back at her, but it was as if they were already looking out from another world – a distant plane that she could no longer see or understand, their features blurred and almost ethereal.

She felt the weight of the gold medallion, warm in the palm of her hand. Their father had given it to Aleksy when he’d left to fight the war in Spain, and it was a tangible reminder of how Aleksy had not forgotten who he was or the family that had loved him so much. Had Aleksy foreseen his death, was that why he’d not been wearing it when he’d been shot down over the English Channel? Was that why he’d asked his friend, and Peggy’s son-in-law, Wing Commander Martin Black, to give it to Peggy for safe-keeping? Had he, in some strange way, known she would come to find him, and that this little circle of gold would bring her some kind of comfort?

She gazed at it now, turning it over and over in her hands, watching how the dull gold glinted in the light that seeped through the curtains. The Madonna and child etched into the precious metal had not protected him, the prayer on the back meaningless now in this godforsaken world that seemed intent upon destroying itself. Danuta had witnessed too much to be swayed by religion any more; she had managed to survive on her wits. And yet this was an intrinsic part of her brother, something he’d cherished, and therefore more valuable than the metal from which it was made.

She curled on to the bed, the medallion held tightly in her fist. She was weary beyond belief. Drained of all emotion, the spark of determination and life that she’d kept burning so brightly over the past year, finally extinguished. She knew she couldn’t stay in this room forever, or avoid the noisy, cheerful people she heard moving about the house. She also knew her skills as a nurse would be sorely needed now England was being bombed so regularly and with such devastating effect. But she’d been fighting this war since the Germans had occupied Poland almost exactly a year ago, and it was as if Aleksy’s death had killed her spirit, and she simply didn’t have the energy to fight any more.

And yet, as she lay there, she felt the flutter of the new life inside her and knew that if she gave in to this terrible despondency, she would be betraying not only the memory of Jean-Luc, but the child they’d made together. She softly ran her fingers over the barely discernible mound of her belly which she’d managed to camouflage with baggy clothes. She had to fight on to help win peace – had to reignite that battling spirit to ensure that this child, sown with love during the darkest days of her life, would survive and flourish in a world free of conflict.

Danuta slowly rose from the bed and stood in front of the dressing-table mirror, almost afraid of what she would see, but knowing she could avoid it no longer. Her reflection showed a short, thin young woman in shapeless trousers and loose shirt, who looked far older than twenty-three. The ordeals she’d suffered during her time with the resistance in Poland and her escape through a war-torn Europe were etched, not only on her mind, but in her face and the green eyes that had witnessed too much. Her short, black hair looked lifeless, her skin dull, and her once elegant hands had been roughened, the nails bitten almost to the quick.

Turning her back on this unedifying sight, she took a deep breath and strengthened her resolve to pull herself together and begin the next phase of her life.

Polly had had to change trains several times during the past three hours, and now they were on a small branch-line which would eventually bring them to a main station and the final leg of her journey. Polly had little real idea of where they were, for she’d never been outside Herefordshire before and all the signs on the platforms had been taken down. The countryside was unfamiliar, the small towns and villages they passed so very different to the ones at home, and she wondered if her little family was experiencing the same sense of disorientation as they travelled north to Liverpool.

Exhausted by the emotional events of the day, and lulled by the regular clickety-clack of the wheels and the warmth of the bright sun coming through the window, she dozed off.

It was only a small train of five carriages and a guard’s van. The other occupants of Polly’s compartment were middle-aged or elderly civilians who kept up a desultory conversation about the inconveniences of war and the lack of any real information from the government. The corridor outside was jammed with Canadian servicemen and their huge kitbags. Despite their loud voices and sudden bursts of laughter, Polly’s doze was not disturbed.

The urgent volley of sharp blasts from the train whistle woke her immediately. One glance out of the window into the almost blinding sun was enough. ‘Get on the floor,’ she shouted. ‘Enemy planes.’

The eight of them scrambled to the floor as the guard furiously blew his whistle and ordered everyone to get down. Polly could feel the train speeding up, could hear the first deadly rat-a-tat-tat of bullets and the roar of the two fast-approaching Messerschmidts. The train was now screeching along, jolting them hard against one another, the wheels rattling over the rails, smoke and soot streaming from the funnel.

Polly tried to make herself as small as possible in the tight gap beneath the seat as the train hurtled along, the carriages swaying alarmingly as it took a curve in the tracks far too fast. She could hear the enemy planes returning; could see two of the fool-hardy young Canadians lean out of the corridor window and cock their rifles.

Enemy bullets thudded and whined, pinging off metal, splintering wood and shattering glass. The carriage window exploded, showering them with deadly shards. Someone screamed and Polly curled into a tighter ball, head buried in her arms.

The answering salvo of gunfire from the corridor was deafening above the shouts and the thunder of the racing train wheels. Polly remained tightly curled in the sooty dust and cobwebs that lay beneath the seat. She could feel the stiff terror of the woman beside her and reached for her hand, seeking comfort as well as giving it.

‘Cease fire immediately that soldier!’ The roared command came from the end of the corridor and was obeyed instantly.

The train continued its hectic pace, iron thundering over iron as the vibration of the turning wheels shook the carriages and reverberated through the huddling passengers.

After what felt like hours, Polly realised the enemy planes had gone, and the train’s pace had slowed. She dared to peek from beneath the seat so she could scan the small area of sky to be seen from the shattered window. The sun glared from an empty, cloudless blue.

‘All-clear!’ shouted the guard. ‘All-clear!’

Polly eased out from her hiding place and looked at the others. ‘Is anyone hurt?’

‘If you could just help me up, dear, the old knees don’t work as well as they used to.’ It was the elderly woman who’d clung to her hand so tightly throughout the raid.

Polly tried to keep her balance in the swaying compartment as she helped the woman to her feet. ‘You aren’t hurt, are you?’

‘Bless you, no, but thank you for holding my hand,’ she replied, straightening her dusty hat and clutching her capacious handbag. ‘I’m not usually so timid, but I really thought I was a goner there.’

Polly noticed that despite her cheerful words, her smile was fleeting and barely reached her fearful eyes. ‘Sit down for a minute and catch your breath,’ she advised. ‘We’ve all had a bit of a shock.’

Polly settled her comfortably and tried to dust herself down as she took stock of the damage to her clothing. Her cotton dress and cardigan were filthy, there was a ladder in her stockings, her hair was a mess, and she’d banged her head at some point, for she could feel the swelling just above her eye. She cleaned up as best she could and foraged for her handbag and gas-mask box which had been flung to the other side of the compartment, then sat down with a thump. Her legs suddenly felt as if they were stuffed with cotton wool.

‘I do feel rather queer,’ said the older woman. ‘Sort of shaky and a bit sick.’

‘It’s the shock,’ replied Polly, taking her wrist and checking her racing pulse. ‘We could all do with a strong cup of sweet tea.’ She looked at the others who were equally distressed, although they were stoutly trying to hide the fact as they tidied themselves. ‘Anyone got a flask by any chance?’

There was general chatter as two flasks were produced, and they waited in turn to use the cups. Now they had something else to concentrate on, they were more at ease, and the mood lightened.

Polly waited until everyone had had their tea before she took the cup. She had just taken a deep, grateful swallow when a shout went up from the guard.

‘Is there a doctor on board? We’ve got casualties.’

Polly quickly drained the cup and handed it back to its owner. Sliding the compartment door open, she waved her hand and caught the man’s attention. ‘I’m a nurse,’ she called. ‘What sort of injuries?’

‘Serious enough to need attention before we get to the next station.’

The soldiers pressed themselves to one side to let her through and willing hands steadied her as she clambered round the kitbags, squeezed past uniformed chests and tried to avoid tripping over highly polished boots.

Thanking them, she turned to the guard, whose expression was grim. ‘Show me the worst ones first,’ she said quietly, ‘and see if you can find a first aid kit.’

‘There’s one in me van,’ replied the guard, holding the door open into the next carriage. ‘You’d better see to this bloke first. I don’t like the look of ’im at all.’

Polly knelt to examine the young Canadian who was slumped on the carriage floor in the arms of a portly middle-aged woman. His face was the colour of old parchment and blood was pouring from a head wound just above his ear and seeping into the woman’s blouse. ‘Does anyone have something to mop away the blood so I can get a look at the wound?’

The woman dug into a cardigan pocket. ‘Here, use my handkerchief,’ she ordered.

Polly took it and managed to stem the bleeding enough to take a closer look. ‘It’s all right,’ she reassured the other woman. ‘It’s only a flesh wound, but by the looks of his colour, he’ll probably have concussion.’

‘But he’s bleeding so badly, surely it’s serious?’

Polly made a pad of the handkerchief and held it over the wound. ‘Injuries to the head always bleed copiously,’ she explained with a gentle smile. ‘If you could apply some pressure to that pad and hold it there until I can bandage it properly, he’ll be fine.’

As she dealt with the minor cuts and bruises of the other passengers nearby, the guard fought his way back from his van at the rear of the train, armed with a large wooden box marked with a red cross. Polly hunted out rolls of gauze, cotton wool, and a pair of scissors. Gently removing the handkerchief, she made a pad of cotton wool to place over the wound and swiftly bandaged it in place with the gauze.

‘He needs to lie down,’ said the woman, who was clearly used to giving orders. ‘Come on, you lot, make room.’ She glared at the others in the compartment, and they swiftly did as they were told.

The guard helped Polly to lift the young man on to the seat and make him comfortable. He was still out cold, but his colour was a little better, which was a good sign.

‘Can you keep an eye on him? I warn you, though, he could be copiously sick when he wakes up.’

‘Don’t you worry, dear. I’ve had six children. I can handle anything.’

Polly smiled her thanks and left her to it, following the guard to another carriage where she had a sprained ankle and wrist to deal with, several bumps and abrasions, and a couple of nasty cuts from flying glass. By the time she’d finished bandaging and cleaning and mopping up, the first aid box was sadly depleted.

She closed the last of the compartment doors behind her and leant against the handrail that ran beneath the window as the train rocked and swayed in its hurry to reach its destination. The shock of the attack was beginning to take effect, and her legs felt decidedly unsteady again.

‘How long before we reach the next station?’ she asked the guard.

He pulled the watch and chain from the top pocket of his uniform waistcoat. ‘Ten minutes.’ He dug into his trouser pockets and pulled out a small, silver-coloured brandy flask. ‘Here, love. Have a sip of that before you keel over. You’re as white as a sheet.’

‘Thanks,’ she breathed. The brandy was warm in her throat, burning its way down, clearing her head and making her feel more steady. She handed the flask back. ‘I’ll just check on the young man’s head wound again before I go back to my carriage. Will the station master be able to get hold of an ambulance, do you think?’

He frowned. ‘Thought you said it weren’t serious?’

‘All head wounds need looking after, and he’s in no fit state to travel anywhere else today but hospital.’

‘Thank you, ma’am, but the Canadian army will look after him now.’

Polly turned and found she was staring at a broad, khaki-covered chest adorned with medals. She looked up into a clean-shaven, ruddy face and a pair of brown eyes that had a no-nonsense glint in them. The peaked cap covered in gold braid was so low it almost touched his patrician nose.

‘Colonel Samuel J. Johnson, ma’am. Thank you for your medical assistance.’

Polly’s hand was swamped by his. ‘Polly Brown,’ she replied. ‘It was the least I could do, but he will need further attention before he can travel again.’

‘The Canadian army will see to that, ma’am.’

Polly nodded and made her way through the crush to her carriage. She fielded the numerous questions as she took her smaller suitcase and her coat from the overhead rack and sat down.

‘I saved you the last of the tea,’ said the older woman with the jaunty but rather dusty hat. ‘It looks like you’ve earned it.’

‘You’re very kind, thank you,’ Polly murmured. Sipping the welcome tea, she closed her eyes against the bright sunlight and tried to relax, but it was proving impossible. Hereford had escaped the attention of the enemy so far, and news reports of air raids and bombings elsewhere had somehow been softened by distance and lack of involvement. Today’s experience had shaken her badly – had brought the terrifying realities of war much too close for comfort.

She stared out of the window, not really seeing the passing countryside as her thoughts whirled. Cliffehaven might lie directly beneath the path of enemy bombers, and within sound of the guns across the Channel, but Alice and the others would soon set sail into the Atlantic, with enemy sub-marines hunting them down. ‘Dear God,’ she prayed with silent fervour. ‘Keep them safe.’
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