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Prologue

Sunday, 15 December 1940

Staring at the burning building, a crescendo of flames against the darkness of the night, Archie was momentarily paralyzed. Bricks were tumbling heavily onto one another, and windows were cracking and smashing as they were blown out, scattering razor-sharp shards of glass across the debris-laden road.

The cacophony of ear-splitting noise around him abruptly alerted Archie to the fact his beloved city was under attack. The Luftwaffe were soaring the skies overhead and explosions were erupting around him. The street he had known like the back of his hand was unrecognizable. Houses were obliterated, reduced to ugly piles of rubble, and the hustle and bustle of life had all but gone.

‘Archie. Are you okay?’ came a familiar voice.

Archie glanced up. The look of fear on his friend’s face told him all he needed to know. Hitler had done his worst. He’d finally attacked the everyday people of Sheffield; brought havoc and destruction to the people he loved most in the world.

‘Can you stand up? Are you hurt?’ the voice, etched with desperation and concern, asked.

Was he in pain? Archie didn’t know. His body had frozen into some form of restricting paralysis. But part of him didn’t want to move. If he stayed still, maybe he would wake up and the devastating scene around him would dissipate as quickly as a nightmare vanished as soon as you opened your eyes. But the terror-filled voice continued.

‘Archie, do you need help? Do you want me to get someone?’

Who? Who would he get?

‘No. It’s okay.’ Archie stumbled to his feet, his body weak and his head pounding, but he managed to force his fragile body up, gripping the arm which was offered.

‘What shall I do?’ the frightened voice asked.

Archie knew he had to take charge. This was his job after all, what he’d been trained to do, but as he tried to process the utter carnage around him, his thoughts scrambled.

He looked straight ahead, the unimaginable sight directly in front of Archie, arresting him.

‘No!’ he screamed. ‘We’ve got to save them.’

‘We can’t,’ came that voice again. ‘It’s too late.’








Chapter 1

Saturday, 5 October 1940

‘What about this one?’ Patty trilled excitedly, as she picked up a pale pink dress and matching jacket from the rail in Banners. ‘You would look lovely in this.’

‘Mmmm,’ Hattie mused. ‘I’m not sure. I was thinking something a little more traditional, but it would really suit you.’

‘Me?’ Patty said in surprise, although she did silently agree the outfit was her colour, but determined to be the dutiful maid of honour, she insisted, ‘We are looking for you. You need to find something. You’re getting hitched in a week.’

‘I know, but you need something to wear too, and you love pink.’

‘I can’t upstage the bride,’ Patty protested, despite the fact the more she looked at the pretty ensemble, the more she liked it. ‘I’m not getting an outfit until you decide on something.’

Ever since Hattie’s fiancé, John, had written the previous month, to say he had been granted weekend leave from his role in mortar-bomb training at Salisbury Plain, and to instruct Hattie to go and get a marriage licence, it had been all actions go.

Patty had fussed around her best friend like an old mother hen, insisting they went shopping for outfits, practised different hair-dos and redid her make-up more times than Hattie had fingers. Betty and Ivy had insisted they would take charge of the wedding tea and Dolly had offered to make the cake. The ceremony had been booked for the following Saturday at Holy Trinity Church in Darnall, although the vicar had explained it would be a quick affair, as the number of special licences to exchange vows had soared since war had begun. Hattie didn’t mind. All she cared about was becoming Mrs Harrison. It was the start of a new future and hopefully one that would eventually mean she wouldn’t have to be trapped in the same house as her increasingly violent dad, whose volatile mood swings left both Hattie and her mum constantly walking on eggshells.

‘Did you think any more about wearing your mum’s dress? You are a similar size. I bet it wouldn’t take much altering. My mom is a dab hand with a needle and thread. I bet she could nip it in for you.’

‘I did want to, but she doesn’t want me to. She says it’s a bad omen and my marriage could end up as miserable as hers. I have insisted that I borrow her veil, though. It would feel so wrong not to wear something of my mum’s on my wedding day.’

‘Oh, Hatts,’ Patty gasped, putting the outfit back on the rail, and squeezing her friend’s slender arm. ‘I wish you’d told me more about your dad.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Hattie smiled weakly. ‘I hate talking about it. Coming to work and spending time with you all is the best tonic and I was happy to leave everything with my dad at home. I can’t ever really forget about it, but I can put it away for a few hours every day.’

After Ivy’s end-of-summer garden party, Patty had vowed to be a better friend to Hattie, and actually listen. Over the last few weeks, sharing several pots of tea and visits to Banners for wedding attire, Hattie had started to open up about her dad’s drunken episodes.

‘It’s all right. I understand. And talking about escapism, let’s not ruin today. If it kills me, we are not leaving this shop until you have the perfect dress. Now come on.’ Patty linked her arm through Hattie’s and ushered her to a nearby area of the women’s clothing section which boasted a small but eye-catching array of beautiful wedding outfits.

Fingering the delicate dresses, a mixture of silk, lace, satin and heavy cotton, Patty finally pulled out a simple, but intricately bodied ivory gown.

‘What do you think?’

Hattie eyed the exquisite dress, with its full-length sleeves and high neck, perfect for an autumnal wedding. The pearlescent buttons down the back, the tailored cut and the calf length were exactly what she’d envisaged. ‘I love it,’ Hattie whispered.

‘Reyt then. You must try it on.’

Ten minutes later Hattie emerged from the changing room looking every bit the blushing bride. ‘It was made for you!’ Patty trilled. ‘John will be in heaven when he sees you. You look stunning.’

‘Do you think?’ Hattie felt a twinge of excitement. A flutter of somersaulting butterflies in her tummy making her giddy as the realization kicked in: she was getting married in a week’s time.

‘Yes! You look an absolute picture. John will die with happiness.’

‘Okay.’ Hattie giggled. ‘You’ve convinced me, but you must get the pink outfit too. Go and get it quickly and try it on.’

Delighted, Patty didn’t have to be asked twice, especially after spending most of her week in mucky, dust-covered overalls. After a quick change, the two girls stood in front of the full-length department-store mirror, grinning at the reflections staring back at them.

‘Hatts!’ Patty exclaimed, their radiant images filling them both with joy. ‘Can you believe it? You’re getting married!’

‘I must admit, I do have to keep pinching myself. It still doesn’t feel real. I don’t think it will until the day itself.’

‘I bet. I’d be exactly the same but it’s going to be the best day.’

‘I hope so,’ Hattie whispered, taking Patty’s hand in her own and squeezing it tight. ‘I just can’t wait to see John. I know I got to see him in June, but it feels like an age ago.’

‘It was four months ago. It is a chuffin’ age. Will you get a honeymoon?’

‘Not straightaway. John has only been granted a weekend pass but hopefully he will get some leave in the next few months, and we might be able to do something nice.’

‘That will be something to look forward to,’ Patty said, determined to keep the mood buoyant.

‘It will! Right, we better go and pay for these outfits. I don’t suppose we can stand here forever.’

‘Hatts?’

‘Before you even suggest it,’ Hattie jumped in, instinctively reading her friend’s mind. ‘John’s mum has been in touch. He has sent money to pay for most things.’

‘Are you sure? I’m happy to pay for my own outfit. It’s not like it will gather dust in m’ wardrobe. I’ll definitely be wearing it again.’

‘Positive. I must admit I was a bit surprised too, but Rita said he’d been putting money aside for a while. I think he probably realized my dad spent every spare penny me and my mum put away and didn’t want me to worry.’

‘He really is a good ’un, isn’t he?’

‘He is. I do feel very lucky.’

‘And I’m sure your John feels exactly the same.’ With that, a grin as big as the moon appeared across Hattie’s face. ‘Oh, Patty. I know I keep saying it, but I do feel like the happiest girl alive.’

‘And as I keep telling you,’ Patty replied, plonking a kiss on Hattie’s cheek, ‘it’s no less than you deserve.’

Another trill of excitement shot through Hattie. Her life had felt like a continual battle for so long, it really was wonderful knowing things were turning a corner, and a hopeful one at that.

Ten minutes later Hattie and Patty were at the till, the ecstatic looks on their faces perfectly simulating how gladdened they both felt. Then to the bemusement of Hattie, Patty erupted into a fit of giggles.

‘I know I look like the cat that’s got the cream but what’s suddenly tickled you?’ Hattie laughed.

‘Well’ – Patty chuckled – ‘I thought I might be able to give you this next Saturday, but I don’t suppose there’s any harm in you having it now. Besides which, I’m not sure how I can buy it without you seeing.’

‘Buy what?’

‘This!’ Patty pulled her left arm from behind her back, and in her hand was a lacy pale-blue garter.

‘Patty!’ Hattie blushed, her eyes widening in astonishment.

‘I couldn’t resist, and let’s face it, you need something blue.’

‘You are a case.’

‘I’m sure John won’t be complaining.’ Patty winked, a hint of mischief in her voice, despite the fact that when it came down to it, apart from the animated and lively banter she’d heard in the canteen at Vickers, she was utterly clueless as to what happened on a couple’s wedding night.

‘Shall I take those?’ the immaculately turned-out, older and rather prim-looking sales assistant asked, rather curtly.

‘Er yes. Thank you,’ Hattie muttered, the colour of her cheeks deepening from pink to crimson.

A few minutes later, Hattie and Patty were making their way out of Banners. ‘Well, she was a bit prissy,’ Patty hooted. ‘She’s clearly forgotten what it’s like to be young! Did you see the way she held the garter, as if it was some sort of forbidden garment?’

‘She was rather straight-laced.’

‘It was worth it to see her face, though!’

‘You are a one.’ Hattie laughed, as they made their way down Attercliffe Road. ‘Anyway, thank you for this afternoon. I really have had a lovely time and I finally feel as though I can actually get married next weekend.’

‘Oh, Hatts! It’s going to be the best,’ Patty said, linking her arm through her friend’s as they passed Charnley’s, on the corner of Bodmin Street, where a queue of eager children were queuing up for ices, taking advantage of the early autumn sun. ‘Next week is going to feel the longest ever at work.’ A week working at Vickers, operating a great, heaving, mucky crane, was not how Patty would ideally like to spend the week leading up to her best friend’s wedding.

‘I’m just glad the bosses agreed to let us all have Saturday morning off work. We only got the eleven o’clock slot because someone else had cancelled.’

‘It would have been pretty mean of them to say no, what with all the overtime we are putting in. I can’t remember the last time I finished before six o’clock in the week.’

‘That’s true but I’m grateful all the same.’

‘What time is your John due home on Friday night? Have you heard?’

‘Not yet, but I’m hoping it won’t be too late. It would be nice to see him before Saturday, even if it’s only for an hour or so. I told him I should be back from work at six thirty at the latest.’

‘Well, don’t you be having a late night.’ Patty winked with a cheeky glint, as she gave Hattie a playful nudge in the ribs. ‘You need to be as fresh as a daisy on Saturday morning. I don’t want you looking anything but the glowing bride.’

‘I can assure you the only reason I won’t get any sleep will be if nerves take over, which I’m sure they probably will.’

‘I’ll forgive you for that. I don’t think I’d sleep a wink either.’

As the two women got to the point where they had to fork off in different directions, Hattie unlinked herself from Patty, and gave her a tight hug. ‘Thank you again. You really have made today very special.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t be a reyt good best friend or maid of honour if I let you walk down the aisle in any old dress, would I?’

‘Even so. It really has been lovely.’

‘Don’t mention it. I’ve enjoyed every minute.’ Patty smiled, as Hattie released her from the affectionate embrace. ‘Right, I’ll see you Monday and make sure you have a break tomorrow. Next week will be non-stop.’

‘I will, and you,’ Hattie replied, waving with her free hand, the other laden down with shopping bags.

With a spring in her step, Hattie happily tottered the rest of the way home in a contented daydream, as she tried to envisage what her wedding day would be like. Hattie imagined John, looking tall and dapper, in his Army uniform and tried to visualise the look of surprise on his face when he saw her in her dress for the first time. She prayed she wouldn’t trip on her heels as she made her way down the aisle or stumble on her vows. The butterflies in her tummy, which had once again returned, fluttered as she quietly practised saying ‘I do’ and John slipping her wedding ring on her finger.

But as she opened the back door, letting herself into the West Street house she had grown up in, her joyful thoughts came to an abrupt end.

‘Look what the cat’s dragged in,’ her dad snarled, eyeing Hattie up and down, the contempt in his tone palpable. ‘Lady Muck herself. Feeling all grand are we, now yer getting yerself wed.’ The last sage remark, a statement more than a question. ‘Marrying into the Harrisons. You’ll be turning yer nose up at the likes of us once you’ve got that ring on yer chuffin’ finger.’

All the elation Hattie had felt, just moments earlier, after finally choosing her wedding outfit, deflated quicker than a popped balloon. It wasn’t even five o’clock but by how much her dad was slurring his words, he’d obviously gone straight to the pub after his early shift down the pit had finished.

‘Vinny, let Hattie be,’ his downtrodden wife pleaded. ‘She’s only just walked through the door.’

‘Don’t you bloody well start,’ Vinny snapped, glaring contemptuously at Diane. ‘And I don’t know why yer even sticking up for her. She’ll be gone once she’s said I do. You’ll never see her. She’ll be off to live in that bloody grand house up Firth Park.’

‘Dad!’ Hattie protested. ‘Stop it. I’m not going anywhere for the time being.’

It was true John’s parents did have a nice semi-detached house in one of the better parts of Sheffield. His dad had worked his way up the ranks at Smith’s Brewery into a senior position and John had been following in his footsteps before war had broken out, but Hattie had no intention of leaving her mum until her future husband was home for good.

‘We’ll see,’ Vinny droned on. ‘Anyhow, who says you’ll be welcome here after next week. Yer won’t be my responsibility anymore. I’ll be glad to be shot of yer. You’ve always been a snooty little so and so.’

‘Vinny!’ Diane gasped. ‘How can you say such a thing about your own daughter.’

‘It’s okay, Mum,’ Hattie interrupted, knowing any retaliation would only fuel her dad’s drunken rage. ‘Why don’t I take my bags upstairs and then I’ll make us a cuppa and start tea.’

‘That’s right,’ Vinny shouted, slamming his fist on the kitchen table. ‘Just ignore me, like I’m not bloody well here. Well, let me tell you, I am here and while you live under my roof you can have the bloody decency to show me some respect.’

Hattie took a quiet intake of breath. She’d secretly hoped her dad would still be out when she got home, so she could show her mum her wedding dress, but there was no chance of a nice evening now. Once her dad started there was no rest until he took himself off to bed or passed out, drunk.

‘Sorry,’ Hattie said, forcing herself to sound genuine, in an exhausted bid to try and dilute her dad’s raging anger, despite how much she despised him in that moment.

‘I should chuffin’ well think so,’ he ranted.

Deflated, Hattie stepped through the kitchen into the hall, all the excitement she’d felt while shopping with Patty now extinguished. Please don’t let him ruin my wedding, she thought, making her way upstairs, the reserve of sympathy she normally felt for her dad now empty.








Chapter 2

Saturday, 12 October 1940

‘Thank goodness you’re here.’ Hattie exhaled, letting her friend in the back door.

‘Is everything all right?’ Patty asked, praying nothing had gone wrong at the last minute.

‘Yes. No. Sorry. Yes. I’m just a bag of nerves and my tummy is turning somersaults.’

‘I’ve told her this is completely normal,’ Hattie’s mum, Diane, who was stood by the cooker, interjected. ‘Would you like a cuppa, luv, while the pair of you are getting ready?’

‘That would be grand, Mrs Johnson, thank you.’

‘Diane! You have known me for long enough to know that.’

‘Sorry.’ Patty smiled. ‘I hope you are going to join us while we get changed and do our hair and make-up.’

‘I better make Vinny his bacon sandwich first. He’ll not be best impressed if he doesn’t get his breakfast.’

Patty shot Hattie a glance but knew better than to make a big fuss, today of all days. ‘Well, make sure you come and join us when you can.’

‘I will, luv. Thank you.’

Five minutes later the two girls were in Hattie’s bedroom, where their outfits hung resplendently on the back of the door.

‘Right. It’s nine o’clock. We have two hours to get you ready and to that church on time. I would say you should be fashionably late but it’s probably not a good idea to miss yer slot.’

‘No!’ Hattie laughed. ‘I dread to think when John will next get leave.’

‘Did you see him last night?’

‘I did. Only for an hour. He popped in after he got off the train.’

‘How was he?’

‘He’s put some weight back on after France, so looked really well. I think after Dunkirk, the Salisbury Plain feels like heaven.’

‘I bet. Was he excited about today?’

‘Yes. He was quite giddy. He’d found a jeweller near to where he’s based and bought the rings, so at least I got to see them before today.’

‘What are they like?’ Patty asked, sweeping Hattie’s thick brown hair into rollers.

‘Very simple gold bands, exactly what I hoped for.’

‘And dare I ask how yer dad’s been the last day or so?’

Hattie had arrived at work on Monday fed up and anxious, but her friends had rallied and assured her they wouldn’t let Hattie’s dad ruin her big day.

‘A bit snappy but nothing out of the ordinary. I just hope he doesn’t start drinking early today and ruin everything. I wouldn’t put anything past him.’

‘He won’t!’ Patty said adamantly, determined nothing was going to ruin her best friend’s special day. She hadn’t told Hattie, but Patty had spoken to her dad and her foreman, Frank, at the factory, who had agreed to keep on eye on Vinny. She wasn’t really sure what that meant in reality but did feel confident they would discreetly defuse a situation if Vinny showed any signs of causing a scene.

‘Right, that’s your hair in rollers. Why don’t we do our make-up while it’s setting?’

By quarter to eleven, the two girls, looking as pretty as a picture, were standing at Hattie’s front door, as the pick-up car John had arranged, pulled up.

‘Enjoy every minute,’ Diane whispered as she gave Hattie’s hand a squeeze, as she and Vinny made their way outside.

‘Thanks, Mum.’ Hattie reached out and put her other hand over hers, which was shaking ever so slightly.

‘You look lovely,’ Patty complimented Diane, sensing she needed a bit of a booster, knowing Vinny probably hadn’t even looked sideways at her. Hattie had insisted on taking her mum shopping a couple of weeks earlier and had treated her to an emerald-green knitted dress that emphasized her petite figure.

‘Thank you, luv’ – Diane nodded – ‘but it’s you two girls who look beautiful.’

Before anyone could answer, the conversation was interrupted by a gentle honk of a horn as a bright blue Ford Deluxe pulled up, a silk-white ribbon stretching from the bonnet to the wing mirrors.

‘Your chariot awaits,’ came the familiar voice through the driver’s side window. John had told Hattie his oldest friend and best man, Mark, would be collecting them to taxi them to the church.

‘You go in the front, Dad,’ Hattie suggested. ‘The three of us can squeeze in the back.’

Once they were all comfortably encased, Mark set off. ‘Is John okay?’ Hattie asked, knowing the two men would have spent the morning together.

‘I should imagine he’s a bit like you. Touch of the old nerves but take it from me, Hattie, he can’t wait to make you his wife. And can I just say, he’s in for a treat. You three ladies look gorgeous.’

‘Aren’t you the charmer.’ Patty giggled. Then touching her friend’s arm, she asked, ‘Are you feeling okay?’

‘I think so. Still got butterflies but it’s a nice feeling.’

‘That’s exactly how it should be, luv,’ Diane, who was on the other side of her daughter, reassured her.

In what felt like the blink of an eye, Mark pulled up outside the Darnall Parish Church. Despite the autumn drizzle that had plagued Sheffield for most of the week, the sun had broken through the clouds, making a welcome appearance.

‘Oh, look.’ Hattie pointed to the front of the old stone church, where a newly married bride and groom were making their way down the drive, surrounded by a crowd of smiling guests. ‘It looks like the last wedding has just finished.’

‘We better get a shift on in that case,’ Mark encouraged, already opening his door. ‘The vicar gave firm instructions we couldn’t even be a minute late!’

‘This is it,’ Patty squealed, giving Hattie’s hand a final squeeze. ‘It’s really happening.’

‘I can hardly believe it,’ came the whispered reply, as Hattie, Patty and Diane all clambered out of the car, taking care not to scuff or mark their immaculate outfits.

At the gates to the church, after the previous wedding party had spilled out onto the road, Vinny positioned himself next to his daughter. ‘Shall we?’ he gestured affectionately, opening his right arm into a triangle, inviting his daughter to join him.

‘Yes.’ Hattie nodded, a pang of emotion coursing through her, as she remembered how as a little girl, her dad would sit Hattie on his knee and sing her nursery rhymes. Why can’t he always be like this? But she also knew this wasn’t the time or place to try to make sense of her dad’s volatile mood swings, simply grateful that today, at least, he was every bit the father she needed him to be.

The fatherly act of kindness hadn’t been lost on Patty or Diane either; the two women exchanging a warm smile, both relieved that Vinny was doing the right thing on his daughter’s big day.

‘Right, I’ll go and get a seat,’ Diane said, pecking her daughter on the cheek. ‘Enjoy every second, luv. You look beautiful. John is a very lucky man.’

‘Thanks, Mum,’ Hattie whispered, her voice faltering ever so slightly.

‘Come on, Diane. I’ll walk in with you,’ Mark offered, leading her away, conscious if they didn’t get going, the vicar would end up stumbling over his words as he raced through the whole ceremony. ‘Besides which, we get the best seats in the house and a perfect view of the glowing bride from the front row.’

A minute or so later, Hattie, supported by Vinny, with Patty following closely behind, entered the doors of the church. The congregation fell silent, every pair of eyes on Hattie, and the organ player burst into life; the upbeat traditional Richard Wagner notes of ‘Here Comes the Bride’ now echoing around the draughty old building.

A bag of nerves, Hattie forced herself to look up from her ivory leather shoes, to gaze through the fine netting of her veil, borrowed from her mum. And there was John, standing by the altar looking tall and dashingly handsome in his razor-sharp ironed and starched military uniform. Even from the other end of the church she could see the familiar glint in his eye and huge smile. He’s really here and I’m actually getting married.

Hattie remembered her mum’s advice and savoured every moment as she slowly made her way down the aisle, catching glimpses of all her friends from Vickers, whose delighted faces bestowed how happy they were for her. When she reached John, Vinny gently released his daughter, taking a seat next to Diane, and Patty, just as she’d rehearsed, dutifully took the simple bouquet of pink and white roses from Hattie.

‘We have gathered here today to join in matrimony John Edmund Harrison and Hattie Diane Johnson,’ the vicar began.

Hattie barely heard the words which followed, or the hymns sang, so in a state of joyful elation was she, although at one point she could have sworn the vicar missed a few words out of the sermon, his words falling from his lips much quicker than usual. But she didn’t care. As long as she was with her beloved John, nothing else mattered.

‘Do you John Edmund Harrison take Hattie Diane Johnson to be your lawful wedded wife?’

‘I do,’ John replied firmly.

Then slightly averting his eyes, the vicar addressed the question to Hattie.

‘I do!’ She grinned.

As she and John carefully placed their wedding rings on each other’s fingers, Hattie thought she would burst with happiness. The moment she had dreamt of, now a reality.

‘You may kiss the bride.’

John lifted Hattie’s veil, leant over and placed his lips upon hers, the sweet, loving kiss causing every part of her body to tingle. ‘I love you, Mrs Harrison,’ he said, when he reluctantly pulled away, squeezing his new wife’s hands a little tight.

‘And I love you.’

With that, a jubilant round of applause, interspersed with several gleeful ‘oohs’ and ‘ahs’, echoed around the church.

After signing the official register, Hattie and John made their way outside. ‘Here they are,’ Patty trilled, alerting the rest of the guests to raise their arms and shower the newlyweds with handfuls of confetti.

‘My goodness.’ Hattie giggled, turning to John, who was equally as amused.

‘You did it. You really got married,’ Patty exclaimed as the delighted couple made their way down the steps, just in time to let the guests for the next wedding make their way into the church.

‘We did.’ Hattie grinned. ‘I’m still not sure I can quite believe it.’

‘You better had,’ John proclaimed in mock jest, affectionately placing his arm around his wife’s shoulders.

‘Right, is it time for some scran?’ Mark asked the crowd as they made their way onto the pavement; aware another eager couple would be keen to take their slot to exchange vows.

‘Have you forgotten already?’ John said, rolling his eyes. ‘We’re just going to have our photo taken before we join everyone in the church hall.’ The photoshoot had been a wedding present from John’s mum and dad, who had insisted on providing the special keepsake of the day.

‘Of course. I’ll nip you two and Patty down to the photographer’s studio and then come and collect both lots of parents.’

It was an hour later before the wedding party arrived back to enjoy their wedding reception, just as Betty, Daisy and the rest of the gang were putting the finishing touches to the hall.

Nipping in ahead of Hattie and John, Patty looked for Archie. ‘Is everything ready?’ she mouthed. A quick nod confirmed all she needed to know. Patty and her friends had been planning the post-ceremony party ever since Hattie had announced the date.

Quickly accepting a glass of port and lemon from Betty, Patty took her position as the guests all gathered in a horseshoe in the middle of the hall. As the bride and groom entered the room, which had been decorated with an array of homemade bunting, glasses were raised, and a triumphant cheer erupted.

‘To Hattie and John!’

‘My goodness,’ Hattie gasped, taking in the welcoming scene. All her friends from Vickers, their families, her parents and John’s relatives were smiling back at them. The day just kept getting better.

After what had been a tumultuous year, to see everyone smiling and looking so relaxed was utterly wonderful.

‘Here you go,’ Betty said, handing the happy couple champagne glasses, the translucent, fizzy liquid bubbling over the rims.

‘Oooh’ Hattie exclaimed. ‘Thank you. I don’t think I’ve had champagne before.’

‘Well, your wedding day is the perfect time to start.’

‘Where did it come from?’

‘My parents had a couple of bottles in the cellar and insisted we opened them today.’ John smiled.

Hattie took a delicate sip. ‘Oh!’ She laughed, the bubbles hitting the back of her throat. ‘It’s rather nice, isn’t it? I could get used to this.’

‘Not on a turner’s wage packet you won’t!’ Patty interrupted, bustling over to her friend.

‘This is true,’ Hattie agreed. ‘Anyway, I just wanted to say thank you.’

‘What on earth for?’

‘For everything over the last few weeks and especially this morning when I was a bag of nerves. I don’t think I’d have got to the church without you.’

‘Well, I would be failing in my duties if I let you miss your big day!’

‘I should be thanking you too,’ John interjected. ‘I think I’d have been more than a bit miffed if Hattie hadn’t arrived at the church.’

Hattie looked up at John, her enormous smile confirming how utterly elated she felt.

‘Right,’ John said. ‘I think we better go and chat to everyone and thank them for all of this.’

As well as their guests who had donned their finest attire – the women in their best dresses and the men looking dapper in pressed suits – along each side of the hall was a row of tables adorned with a vast selection of sumptuous-looking food. There was a spectacular array of vegetable quiches, beef sandwiches, bowls of boiled eggs, scones, jam tarts and, centre stage, a two-tier iced wedding cake, decorated with dried red rose petals. A feast fit for King George VI himself. And one section of the table was piled with neatly wrapped gifts, a mass of brown paper, ribbons and bows.

‘Yes,’ Hattie enthused, then looking to Betty asked, ‘am I right in thinking, you, Dolly and Ivy are responsible for this?’

Betty nodded. ‘You know how much they like an occasion to cook for. They were all in their element.’

‘Did I hear my name?’ asked Dolly, who in all her finery – a navy knitted dress and a delicate pearlescent clip in her brown hair – had approached the newlyweds.

‘I just wanted to say thank you,’ Hattie said. ‘Did you make the cake? It looks beautiful.’

‘Ah, it was m’ pleasure, duck. My gift to you both.’

‘That’s incredibly kind,’ Hattie said, touched that the good-hearted canteen manager could be so generous, despite only knowing her a matter of months. ‘Where on earth did you get all the ingredients?’

‘You know me. A bit of begging here, bartering there and a few visits to couple of folk who owed me a favour or two.’ It was a well-known secret; Dolly had her finger in all sorts of pies and could get most things she needed off the black market.

‘As Hattie said, we really are very grateful,’ John reiterated.

‘Don’t mention it, duck. Anyway, enough of that. Congratulations! You both look a picture.’ Then clinking her glass gently against Hattie’s, she added: ‘You deserve this, duck. I wish you both a lifetime of happiness.’

Hattie sensed Dolly had guessed, long before everyone else at Vickers, how difficult things had been at home, always offering a listening ear if she needed someone to natter to, but for today at least her dad was on his best behaviour, although she was aware the day was still young.

‘You do that,’ Ivy conferred, breaking Hattie’s silent fears. Ivy, looking immaculate in her tailored burgundy velvet dress accompanied by a pearl necklace, had come to join the little group.

‘You are all so kind.’ Hattie blushed. The newly married couple repeated how grateful they were, thanking Ivy for all her hard work for the sumptuous and generous buffet.

Modest to a fault, Ivy politely waved off the compliments. ‘I had a lot of helpers and the late summer meant Frank and I had had quite the harvest. I’m glad to put it to good use. There’s a little something for your bottom drawer on the table too,’ she added as she glanced towards the table holding the neatly positioned wedding presents.

‘There was no need. You have done enough,’ Hattie said.

‘If I can’t spoil a couple on their special day, there’s something very wrong.’

Before Hattie could argue, more and more guests gathered around her and John to relay their best wishes.

‘You really do make a lovely couple,’ said Nancy, who look transformed in her deep-red dress, her blonde curls falling onto her shoulders, as she pecked Hattie on the cheek. ‘Are you enjoying your special day?’

‘I really am. It’s a dream come true. I keep having to pinch myself.’

‘That’s exactly how it should be, luv.’

As the group of well-wishers around the couple increased, Dolly touched Hattie’s arm. ‘I’ll leave you to it, luv, but where’s your mum? I thought I’d go and introduce myself and have a natter.’

Hattie scanned the busy hall, which was now full of friends and relatives celebrating, and a dozen or so children, dashing among the legs, as they chased one another around, their infectious laughter reverberating off the walls.

‘She’s over there.’ Hattie indicated to where her parents were stood with John’s, near the drinks table. ‘Please God, don’t let him get a taste of it today.’

Almost reading her mind, Dolly replied, ‘You just enjoy your day, duck. I’ll go and have a natter.’

‘Thank you,’ Hattie whispered. She instinctively knew this was Dolly’s way of keeping an eye on her dad, as well as making sure her mum could enjoy the day too.

‘It will be okay,’ John said discreetly in Hattie’s ear. ‘Mark and my dad promised to make sure he didn’t have too much to drink.’

‘Thank you.’

‘No need to thank me. I just want you to enjoy every second of today and not worry about a thing.’

And for the next few hours, that’s exactly what Hattie did. In between sips of the delicious champagne, she and John circulated the room, chatting to their guests and even managing to enjoy a slice of quiche and a jam tart.

Then, as the couple stood next to the beautiful cake, John picked up a silver knife and gently tapped it against his glass.

‘Time for a speech,’ Mark reiterated, clapping his hand against his thigh.

A hush came over the room as all eyes turned to the bride and groom, even the children who were having a competitive game of marbles in a corner of the hall, brought their challenge to a temporary halt.

‘First of all,’ John began, looking from his wife to the expectant guests, ‘I just wanted to thank you all for coming here today to help us celebrate our big day. It really does mean a lot. Now, I won’t go on for too long …’

‘Thank God!’ Mark shrilled, encouraging a ripple of laughter.

‘All right,’ John replied, taking the quip in good humour. ‘Anyway, I just wanted to raise a toast to my beautiful wife.’

The laughter was now replaced by a chorus of ‘aws’.

‘Without Hattie, and my family, I don’t know how I’d have survived this year, especially Dunkirk. It was only the thought of coming home to the people I loved that kept me going.’

The heartfelt words, which commanded a respectful and dignified silence, sent a shiver down Nancy’s spine, as her own husband, who had been left psychologically scarred after France, tightly wrapped his arm around her waist.

‘But I don’t want to dwell on the war today.’

‘Hear, hear!’ Mark echoed, supported by several claps of encouragement.

‘Instead,’ John continued, ‘I wanted to say thank you again and ask you all to charge your glasses.’ Then turning to Hattie, he added, ‘I really am the luckiest man in the world.’

‘To John and Hattie,’ came the enthusiastic response, followed by more clinking of glasses and cheers of delight.

For the next few hours, the hall was full of laughter as the guests enjoyed the day, momentarily forgetting about the rest of the world and the atrocities Hitler was responsible for. A gramophone was fired up, and John led Hattie into the centre of the hall. They swayed along to Bing Crosby’s ‘Only Forever’, Hattie closing her eyes and resting her head on her husband’s shoulder, but as a feeling of pure, unadulterated happiness consumed her, a niggling feeling crept in. Vinny had managed to stay sober today, but Hattie knew it was only a matter of time before her dad reached for a pint glass and his anger spilled out.








Chapter 3

Monday, 14 October 1940

‘Here you are, duck,’ Dolly enthused as she made her way over to the table in the Vickers canteen where her steelworker friends were sitting.

Dolly had grown very fond of the women since they all started working as crane drivers and in the turner’s yard. Her respect for these feisty women held no bounds. Nancy was juggling a full-time job, as well as caring for her two young children, Patty had been forced to grow up as the atrocities of war had caused her to accept that life wasn’t just a rollercoaster of dances, clothes-shopping and choosing the best lippy. And Hattie, well, she might have enjoyed the happiest day of her life, but Dolly knew she was quietly coping with a drunken and oppressive father.

And as for Betty, despite only being in her early twenties, she was always the first to help anyone in need. Between juggling her work at the Women’s Voluntary Service and organizing winter care packages for the Allied troops, she rarely allowed her worries about her fiancé, William, who was away training to be a pilot, to bring her down. Then there was Daisy, who had joined the steelworks as her mum, Josie, struggled with her health, but had managed to remain strong, with the support of all her new friends.

‘I just wanted to come and say, again, what a grand day Saturday was. You must still be walking on cloud nine?’ Dolly said to Hattie.

‘I am a bit.’ She grinned. ‘It still feels like a dream.’

‘Ah. I’m sure, duck! It really was a lovely occasion.’

‘Does it feel any different, being married?’ Patty chirped.

‘It does, in some ways.’

‘What like?’

‘Well. It’s just nice knowing me and John will always be together, even if we are apart, right now. It’s like, I know we have got a long future together, when this war is finally over.’

‘That’s lovely, duck. And just how it should be,’ Dolly replied, as she gave the stainless-steel tea urn a gentle shake, to check if it needed topping up. ‘Did you enjoy the rest of the weekend?’

‘We did. John’s parents invited me, my mum and dad over for Sunday lunch, which was nice.’

‘And yer dad. Was everything okay?’

Hattie nodded, taking the final bite of her beef sandwich, made from the leftovers of yesterday’s meal. ‘He was. Well, at least I think he was. He had a couple of beers with his lunch, then Mum took him home. I stayed at John’s last night, so I could see him before he left for the train station this morning, so I haven’t been home yet. I just hope he didn’t carry on when he got back.’

‘What was that like?’ Patty interjected. ‘Yer know, staying at John’s.’

Hattie blushed. ‘It was, er … well, it was fine. Lovely in fact.’

‘Spare the girl her blushes,’ Dolly protested, throwing Patty a mockingly stern look. Then turning to Hattie, she asked, ‘It can’t have been easy saying goodbye again, duck?’

‘It wasn’t, but I just keep reminding myself how lucky I am. At least John is only a couple of hundred miles away. I’m hoping he’ll get home again soon.’

‘That’s the spirit. What are yer plans now? Will you stay with John’s parents?’

‘No. They said I could, but I don’t want to leave Mum on her own with my dad. I’d rather keep an eye on her.’

‘I understand, duck.’ Dolly nodded, but not wanting to spoil the mood, she added, ‘Did you get the chance to open all your gifts? I noticed there was quite the haul.’

‘My goodness. Yes. Everyone was so generous. Thank you, again, for all your presents. You are all so kind. And, Dolly, you have just reminded me,’ Hattie said, reaching down to pick up her haversack. ‘The cake must have taken you so long. It was delicious. There was quite a lot left, so I’ve brought you all in another slice each.’

‘Oooh,’ Patty said, eagerly, her eyes widening, helping herself to a piece of the delicious fruit cake. ‘I’ll not turn that down. My sarnie barely touched the sides.’

‘You’re as bad as your Tom Tom.’ Archie laughed.

‘I’ll let you know I’ve been working hard all morning. A girl’s got to eat. You wouldn’t want me fainting on yer, would you?’

‘Ah. You’re very welcome, duck,’ Dolly commented, finally getting a chance to answer. ‘It was a pleasure. I’m just glad it went down well.’

‘It did. And thank you, everyone else. You were all so kind. We’ve got plenty of bedding, towels and cutlery for when we finally get a house of our own.’

‘You can never have enough,’ Nancy, who had bought Hattie and John a patchwork eiderdown, replied. ‘Bert and I still use the presents we were given on our wedding day.’

‘How is your Bert?’ Hattie asked. ‘He seemed to be in good spirits on Saturday.’

It had been nearly ten weeks since Bert had returned to Sheffield from Dunkirk a broken man, after eleven months at war, the atrocities of what he’d witnessed and endured leaving him psychologically and physically broken. Nancy had naively believed her husband would arrive home happy at the thought of being reunited with his family, which in many ways he had, but what she had underestimated is the damage serving in France had done to him. For weeks he’d barely spoken, and during every air raid, had buried his head in his hands, unable to cope with the screeching of the German aircraft overhead or the terrifying ear-piercing bangs, indicating the Luftwaffe were bombing their beloved city. The debilitating gunshot wound Bert had suffered to his right leg not only meant that he hadn’t initially slept upstairs with Nancy, but that he was deemed medically unfit to serve in the Army and had been discharged. His pride and self-esteem had taken a battering and it was only when Frank had suggested Bert could join the Home Guard a spark of his old self had returned.

‘He’s actually going up to Manor Field today to start with the Home Guard,’ Nancy announced, proudly. Ever since Ivy’s end-of-summer garden party, her old husband had gradually started to return to her. He might not have felt strong enough to tell her what exactly had happened while he had been missing in France, but the dark moods, which had left him distant and snappy, had gradually reduced, and the kind and caring Bert she knew and loved was resurfacing.

‘That’s wonderful,’ Betty responded, delighted for her friend after watching how the devastating impact of war had left Nancy feeling helpless and scared. ‘You must be over the moon.’

‘I am.’ Nancy beamed. ‘I think it will give Bert the purpose he needs.’ Then turning to Frank, who was sat at the opposite end of the table next to Archie, she added, ‘Thank you. Whatever you said to Bert in the pub that day, it did the trick.’

‘Not at all, duck. I’m just glad he’s feeling a bit more chipper.’

‘And what about William, Betty?’ Nancy asked. ‘Have you heard from him lately?’

Betty’s fiancé had been stationed in Canada while he trained to be an
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