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    The Beginning

    Part One

    My brother and I clung to each other in desperation. It wasn’t fear that we held on to each other tight; we were already steeped in it, as fear surely already pumped through our veins as blood itself. What held us together was the terrible thought of being torn apart.

    In his eyes, I saw my own panic reflected, raw and unguarded. The blast was still roaring around in my head, a deafening echo from the explosion that had brought our basement down on top of us, dragging us into a waking nightmare.

    Our parents lay beneath the rubble, lifeless, only inches from our feet. The sight threatened to drag us into a depth of despair from which there may be no return. We were powerless. Forced to witness the reality so suddenly, yet too cruel for our minds to grasp.

    A sickening knot rose in my throat, choking me. Swallowing hard, I reached out instead, my fingers trembling, lightly touching his cheek, steering his gaze away from what could undo us both. I held his gaze as his eyes filled.

    Dust drifted between us in slow, ghostly spirals, stinging my throat with every swallow. The air thickened with smoke, the acrid bite of burning timber, a taste that clung to the back of my tongue. Though sorrow pressed heavily on my chest, something else rose within me. From this pain, a fierce determination sharpened itself inside.

    Around us, the rubble shifted and groaned, as if our house itself was dying. We listened above to the muffled wails of sirens and distant screams. Yet in the broken darkness, we clung to a fragile thread of optimism, drawing strength from nothing more than the fact that we were still alive. Survival was all that mattered now; the next few hours, our followed measured breaths. While outside, carnage reigned on every side.

    We knew the time would come when we’d have to find a way out, but for now the darkness held us in place. Our eyes still reeled from the blinding flash, when our bodies folded in on themselves, knees pressed tight against our chests. The space that had once been a basement was now no more than a coffin, with splintered beams and fallen stone, pressing in from every corner.

    Our breaths are short, shallow, becoming more laboured, not only from the smoke and dust but from the weight of what we carried. A single glance between us was enough to steady the other, enough to keep our eyes from straying toward where they lay. We didn’t need to see. Knowing was burden enough.

    Time moved cruelly slow. Each breath growing harder, the air thick with soot and grit that rasped our throats raw, until we were gasping. We pressed our shirts to our faces, desperate for a pocket of relief, listening to the night groan and settle above us. In that suffocating dark, we held on, calmed in some small way, by the unspoken strength of still being together.

    It wasn’t until the sun rose that we saw our first sight of hope. The basement had collapsed on top of us, but not as completely as we had first thought. There was a small gap between the ground and the fallen debris, filtering in a ray of light from the outside.

    Together, with our combined effort, we pushed against the heavy concrete, gradually widening a narrow split, so one of us could slide through. With our bare hands, we scooped out handfuls of soil until we were satisfied with the divot we had created.

    The gap was still tight, causing us to flatten ourselves hard against the ground to squeeze through. Fresh air brushed over my fingers teasingly as I clawed at the dirt on the opposite side. Digging and clinging on with my fingernails, tugging at anything to gain leverage, as pressure was being applied to my feet from behind. Once free, I gave myself no time to check for safety, spinning quickly to assist with my brother's escape.

    Stumbling out into the open air, a wave of relief washed over us as we gulped down the air as if it was a solid matter, finally free from the suffocating enclosure. The long night of simmering rage coiled tighter in my gut with each passing moment. The metallic tang of blood filled my mouth, a result of biting down on my gum. As soon as I managed to steady myself, I doubled over, retching until there was nothing left but the hollow ache of exhaustion. It was just a small glimpse of the pent-up anger that had been descending upon me.

    The relentless pounding of the bombers seemed to reverberate through me like an insidious sensation, taking root in my chest. The echoes of their roaring force lingered in my ears long after the immediate danger had passed, while their haunting sound of destruction refused to fade away, penetrating its way into the depths of my mind. Even in the rare moments of silence, the phantom sound persisted, haunting me, as a reminder of the terrors that we are being forced to live in.

    My father was a brave and selfless man who had previously worked on the docks. And although there was no longer any work for him to be had, he dedicated himself to the tireless cleanup efforts after each merciless attack. Answering our fears, he had told us that he could just as easily lose his life in the streets, so he may as well help where he felt needed. Yet here he is, lying in the safety of his shattered house.

    Standing on the mound of rubble the bomb had hurled into the street, I looked back at our house. It was still standing, though half of it had been torn away, its inside hanging open to the daylight.

    Something inside me burned. Anger rushed through me like fire, burning, so hard my muscles trembled with it, like a pounding heartbeat trying to break free. Somewhere above us, the faceless enemy had dropped their bombs, telling themselves houses and factories were all the same once the fires started.

    I wasn’t just sensing the explosions, the noise, the vibration; each blast was carving another wound in me. Standing here in the dust and smoke, I realised I didn’t care what it was doing to me.

    My eyes lingered over to our escape. Waiting, even though I knew there was no one else coming.

    Heavy boots crunching on stones interrupted me as I turned to see the civil defence approaching, that was on patrol in our area. What would they have seen when they came to a halt at our house, their surprised expressions looking up on the rise. Two coal pit black-haired boys stumbling down towards the road. Still holding onto each other, not having had the time to realise yet, with electric blue eyes protruding through their blackened faces.

    “Come on lads, down with ya, you’re right now, come on with yah,” he called, his tone friendly, gesturing with his hand for us to approach.

    “Give us your ‘and lad, we’ll help yah down,” said another one from behind the first.

    Blinking in the light of day, Robert and I tripped over the debris down to the street. We both patted ourselves down, in an attempt to rid ourselves of the dust that sat on us like a second jacket, shaking the dust from our hair before they wrapped us up in woollen blankets.

    “Now, you two go off with this ‘ere gent, and I’ll check the house,” the first officer said with a slight nod.

    I looked over my shoulder to tell him, my lips parting; however, no words came out.

    “You go on lad, it’ll all be taken care of, don’t you worry yahself none,” he gave me a reassuring, warm smile, his all-knowing eyes revealing that he had seen it all before.

    Our street was unrecognizable; the world we had known yesterday was reduced to smouldering ruins. The buildings were gone, along with most of our neighbours who had been a part of our childhood. It felt as though, at fifteen, I had been forced into adulthood in the space of a single night.

    What remained were jagged piles of remnants and ash, swirling on the breeze like restless ghosts, seeking new places to settle. I could be anywhere right now; there was no trace of the place we had shut our door on. The streets had become a foreign landscape, as fractured and disoriented as the sensation I was carrying.

    We were escorted to the only church still standing without a scratch. Inside, it was bursting at the seams with displaced families and children. People huddled together beneath shared blankets, clutching whatever scraps they had managed to drag from the carnage outside.

    The air was thick with the smell of soiled nappies, vomit, sweat, and the choking dust that clung to the clothes of these survivors. Floor space is scarce, so we edged our way slowly toward the back of the church, where the light faded, and the shadows grew larger.

    It grew even darker still as we searched for space wide enough for the two of us together, on the stone floor. Back here the smell was different. The sour stink of bodies gave way to something sharper, gunpowder and oil, mixed with the putrid scent of rotting food left somewhere unseen, by a child perhaps. It stung the inside of my nose, causing my eyes to water, but we had found a narrow patch where we could lie down, back-to-back.

    Sleep was far from my mind, as the quickened breathing of the surrounding women struggled not to cry out, using their hands or a piece of cloth, in an attempt to smother their despair.

    Robert’s breath tickled my ear as he leant over, “Are you awake?” He shook me lightly, not waiting for my answer. “What do you want to do?” He asked, sitting upright after only a few hours.

    “Do you want to go back home then, check it out?” I asked him, sensing his answer, as the idea had been swirling in my head also.

    “Beats this,” he agreed, nodding, his stone-faced expression surveying the surrounding scene.

    “Where are you two off to?” An officer called out, swiftly making his way around the other side of the table, positioned near the entrance. “We haven’t even registered you in yet. Did you get your meal?” He asked, flicking frantically over the pages.

    “Yes, thank you. We’re going back to our house. It’s not for us here; we thank you anyway,” I reassured him with a slight nod.

    “Look son, by all means go and have a look, then come back so that you can be taken care of. What are your names at least, in case someone comes looking for yah?” He asked, quickly reaching for a pencil and running his finger down the column of endless names.

    “Richard and Robert Bennett. No one is going to come looking,” I informed him, my tone flat as I glanced sideways at Robert, who held gaze firmly in recognition that we still had each other. Two can still make a family.

    Taking a place among those who had lost everything felt like a theft, as though we were claiming a share of their grief we had not yet earned. Many there had nothing but the clothes on their backs; our partial roof still gave us more than they could hope for.

    Living on the outskirts of London offered us no mercy. To the bombers above, we were just another patch of ground, a mark on their maps. Sometimes we took the first drop, and sometimes the bitter remnants of what had been meant for the city.

    I stared upwards, straining for a glimpse inside the cockpit, wishing I could catch the pilot's eyes, just for a second, so he might know I saw him, so that he knew I understood what he was doing. Perhaps even to trouble his conscience, if only for that moment.

    Although half of it had been completely demolished, the other half stood up strongly in defiance, and we believed we could do the same.

    There were no doors or windows left, with the flooring completely concealed in dust and debris. Looking up and seeing a hole in the roof with a smaller one beside it, I wondered what had caused those, as there was nothing, only open sky where the bomb had hit.

    The sun was shining through it like a big spotlight, casting rays in all directions throughout the house, giving it a fairy garden appearance. No furniture at all was left behind; they must have all splintered before being blown away. There was no power, of course, but she did provide us with one tap of running water. The dust was surprisingly thick, as though we had borrowed from other dwellings; it was as if we were now living in an ancient tomb, leaving our footprints behind everywhere we walked.

    In the face of the bombings, our personal lives have not been drastically altered, except for the painful incident of losing our parents. We, as young boys, had already become acquainted with the constant stress and uncertainty brought on by the relentless war. The shattering of our house by the bomb was simply a reminder of the nature of the life that we are living in.

    The war has seeped into our very being, dulling the edges of grief and blurring the meaning of loss itself. Even the thought of our own mortality has grown distant, abstract, as if worn smooth by the constant exposure of it. Being confronted with death each day, we have become numbed to its weight and meaning, perhaps because true mourning is a luxury we no longer have the time we can afford.

    The sound of war is an ever-present symphony drowning out all other sounds; it has become so normal to us that there is no other sound. We believed having our house struck gave us a sense of a misplaced sanctuary, making our house exempt now from any further threat.

    We also perceived an undeniable obligation to uphold our father’s legacy of selflessness. As we had watched him step out each day, shoulders back, head high, with no hint of fear on his face. We too would volunteer wherever we were needed the most. Together, with strong determination, we could face any hardships placed in front of us. Independence had been thrust upon us, and with it came a profound sense of duty to carry on the work of our fathers, of putting the considerations of others first.

    There are air raid sirens that had been strategically placed throughout the town, had become a fixture in our daily lives, as commonplace as the whistle of a tea kettle boiling on the stove. When the piercing sound of the all-clear is sounded, we sprang into action without a moment’s hesitation. The sirens had lost their capacity to instil fear within us, reduced to a mere reminder of the daily risks we faced.

    Despite the momentary calm that followed, the danger still lurked, like a hidden predator waiting to pounce at any given moment, in the form of unexploded bombs. Flying debris from the shells was just as lethal as the bombs themselves, which could cause similar damage and destruction. It was a constant reminder of the danger, always testing our limits. An unoccupied outhouse was ripped in two by a long piece of shrapnel, and another flattened a chook pen, sending the girls into a screeching panic across the yard.

    “Got one here Rick; I’ll hand it down,” Robert calls out, handing down an infant from the top floor by swinging it towards me by the neck of its romper suit.

    “Ease up there, you don’t want to strangle it,” I lightly reprimand, surprised that I had to remind him that he had a baby in his hand and not a toy.

    “It’s a survivor, the bomb didn’t kill it,” he stated, shrugging his shoulders, as he glanced about the house for any further occupants.

    I saw him sniff his fingertips after releasing it, which made me smile to myself, thinking that perhaps he had thought the baby had pooped itself. The mother was shaking uncontrollably beside me and couldn’t take the child from me safely when I tried to hand it over to her. So, I had to walk with her, taking up precious time, all the way back to the church, with an oblivious infant who was sleeping throughout the whole unfortunate episode.

    We took a hammering all the following night, so sleep was scarce, though by now, that was nothing unusual. What remained of the house had no real rooms, only fractured walls and open beams, so Robert and I lay side by side on the timber floor beneath shared blankets. We didn’t speak, even when we knew the other was awake. Words had lost their purpose. Tomorrow would be another long day of searching, and silence was easier to bear.

    We started digging through the rubble at dawn when the siren finally let go. I found some fingers myself, as did some of my fellow workers. We picked up the pace using whatever tools we could scrounge, or just our bare hands, to claw away at the bricks and concrete blocks.

    It took everything I had and then some, but I eventually reached his collar, and with Robert's help, I began pulling him out of the debris, with a sense of accomplishment. Grinning at each other foolishly, as our eyes flashed back and forth with recognition, as if we had just won a prize.

    We were to discover he was a big, heavy, set man, but we didn’t care. It was like he had become my best friend in that moment, as I had spent so much time with him. However, after clearing the dust from his face, his eyes told us a different story; our hands instantly released their hold, as if they had just blistered.

    We left the body in the street for the designated team that dealt with that sort of thing, and walked away. Glancing back, he was just another body in the scheme of things, but I wondered where he was going. Up until this moment I hadn’t given it any thought as to where our parents are. I probably ignored it at the time due to Robert, and how he was dealing with it, not wanting to upset him any more than was necessary.

    Dark thoughts creep in from time to time, mostly when we are returning to our broken house. I force them aside, reminding myself I should be grateful. Yet the question lingers, grateful for what? For losing my mother and father? The anger rises before I crush it back down again, burying it where Robert cannot see. I have to be steady, for him, for that is who I am here for.

    Looking across to make sure he was alright about it; I was just in time to see him sniff his fingers, checking to see if he had gotten anything on them; not completely satisfied, he wiped them against his trousers.

    I had witnessed women become uncharacteristically wary of physical contact with others, particularly if they felt that any unwanted dust particles were clinging to their clothing that had been blown from a demolished house. When this happened, these women would brush and brush at imaginary specks until they thought all the cloth was completely clean again. For a moment, I feared Robert might be doing the same thing. But he didn’t continue with his sniffing; he just did it the once, so my fears proved unwarranted as he just walked away, leaving me standing there in silence, with my eyes following him.

    “Rick, Rick, quick, over here,” he called out, his tone urgent. His arms flapping in a criss-cross fashion above his head, with the dust catching on the breeze from his jacket creating his own little dust storm. My chest tightened from the sight of the intensity in his eyes, my breath catching in my throat as I watched his uncharacteristic, cautious retreat.

    Mirroring his steps, echoing his growing apprehension, I Instantly froze when my eyes also fell upon what he had discovered.

    “Stand still, don’t move,” I whispered to him, my voice revealing my seriousness, as he unknowingly neared dangerously close. Feeling the weight of responsibility settle upon me, I gently placed my hands on his shoulders. Both as a reassurance and also to prevent an inadvertent collision of him retreating into me.

    Sitting inert in our path lay a dud bomb, its ominous presence a chilling reminder of the potential destruction that still lingered around us. Without hesitation, I called out for help, my tone carrying the desperation of the situation. We’d heard about them, through talk from the other rescue men, but as of yet we hadn’t come across one.

    My hands were still on Robert’s shoulders, as he was now standing so close to me; his back was almost against my chest. “You alright?” Tilting my head to one side, I asked him.

    “Sure,” came his hoarse whisper, although I could feel the tension in his shoulders.

    “Alright lads, we’ll take it from here. Now back away slowly.” Came the smooth reassuring voice of one of the civil defence unit men.

    They roped the area off around it and placed an unexploded sign on the ground in front of it. What else was there to do really? Cross your fingers, and we went about our business.

    The impact of war on the younger children’s mentality was evident in their diminished regard for other people’s belongings. After witnessing their own treasured possessions being reduced to nothing but dust, it had somehow stripped away their understanding of ownership and respect. In their desperation, they targeted anything that had withstood the bombing raids.

    Like unruly playground bullies, they would go on joyful rampaging attacks, shattering mirrors, breaking china ware and demolishing vanity sinks. Anything that would make a noise to echo throughout the already shattered streets, mixing in with their shrill of laughter. It seemed as though they were driven by an irresistible compulsion to continue with the demolition.

    There were moments where we would try to intervene, taking them by their hands to escort them back to their homes or their temporary accommodation, the church. However, their interests quickly waned, lured by each call of the siren that tempted them to disobey. As if it was the bell calling them to class, the outside offered them an adventure they had never witnessed before.

    Despite our efforts, war had etched its mark on their innocent hearts, fuelling them with a desire to explore the unknown and to defy. They were being offered more fun than they had ever experienced before. Their innocence quickly unravelled and eroded before my eyes. It is a tragic consequence of the young getting caught up in the reality of what life had turned into for all of us.

    Smashed photo frames released family members, loved ones and sweet hearts that had been knocked from their perches and dislodged from their protective fixtures. Now floated aimlessly amongst the rubble and along the streets, trying to catch a foothold so as not to lose their permanent residents. They hoped someone might recognise them, pick them up, so that they may be returned to their rightful owner. But there are far too many of them.

    The owner of the house may have gone with the house, so there is no longer a place for this photo. They drift along on the wind like lost souls searching. So many faces. You have to shut your mind off to them, as somewhere, another time, they are, or were, people that are now blowing in the streets like confetti.

    For fifty-six days the enemy ruled the skies. They no longer confined themselves to the cover of night but came in daylight too, daring and relentless. We lived beneath that shadow, and the terror became so constant it began to feel ordinary. Life before it all seemed so distant, almost imagined. Yet for all their efforts, they never broke us. In the streets, in the shelters, in what was left of our homes, the spirit of the people never wavered, not from one day to the next.

    In war, growing up happens too fast. Death and destruction are on all sides, forcing us to harden long before our time. We learned to shut ourselves off, to pass by the bodies without staring, to keep our faces still even while something inside us twisted. We might talk about it back at the house, but mostly not.

    We came across some women who babbled incoherently along the streets, or cried out for missing loved ones amongst the rubble incessantly for days. Robert lowered his head as he passed, making sure not to make any eye contact. But for me, they began to seep into my conscience, morphing into a deafening background noise that I could no longer distinguish what they were doing.

    Even the air-raid sirens, at the beginning, once enough to freeze our blood, had lost their edge. After a while, we trusted our own instincts more than its cry, stepping out when the bombs fell silent, leaving the safety of our house to go trudging through the rubble and debris in search of any sign of life.

    This is what has become our way of life now, though it was not really living at all, so to speak. War changes you, and there is no turning back. Everyone who has walked through such devastation carries it with them. Though some become more skilled than others at hiding what it has done to them.

    Growing up, my brother and I shared a strong, unbreakable bond, even though our differences began to emerge more prominently as we entered our teenage years. Physically, I stood a head taller and possessed a heavier build, causing me to have the appearance of being older. There was an undeniable impulsiveness and individuality about my brother. This spontaneous nature surfaced effortlessly, allowing him to embrace his own unique expression, one that never failed to capture attention, especially from the women around him.

    He worked tirelessly beside me, never complaining, never giving up, pushing himself where others would walk away. His stubbornness could be frustrating at times, but I understood him; he didn’t want to leave anything half done. However, apart from myself, of course, he has been quick to assume the worst in others, just because they wanted to take a break, stop for a drink, rest. It’s like he has a personal list, and if you have been pencilled through, you never get back on it.

    So, he tends to not really make any consistent friends, keeping everything light-hearted. Like throwing his arm around a young girl, he doesn’t even know. Something I could never do. Flicking back his hair out of his eyes and flashing her a smile as if he’d known her for a while, or raising one eyebrow to another as this one shrugs off his arm. Nothing bothered him. He just swaggered across to another girl whose face was changing colour.

    Meanwhile, a thoughtful and measured approach guided my decisions, ensuring each step was carefully considered before taking action. Rushing felt unsettling to me, and there was a certain comfort in moving at my own deliberate pace. It was as if we were two sides of the same coin, each bringing our distinctive qualities to the table. We, of course, were the best of friends, and so far, I hadn’t found that I needed anyone else.

  
    The Beginning

    Part Two

    We didn’t have to think twice about enlisting as soon as we turned eighteen in 1943. It had always been our intentions to do so. My choice to become a pilot was due to the impressionable years spent watching how quickly they carried out destruction. How easily they could sneak up on you through the back door and destroy your life in the blink of an eye. It had been my intended destination for years.

    This choice split us in a way neither of us had imagined. We have leaned on each other for everything. We had survived it all together, two halves of the same life. I had never once imagined that one day we might choose different paths.

    Robert chose to stay on the ground, where we had always been, among the rumble, the desperate, the rescuers, the men who fought daily to keep the fires from swallowing what remained of the streets, from where we grew up.

    Our last words before we parted were not the ones brothers should have carried with them. They came out sharp and angry, the kind that once spoken cannot be taken back.

    Robert said he belonged with the real fighting men, in the thick of it, where the war was actually being fought. He scoffed at the idea of me flying above it all, safe in the clouds, away from it all, while others were doing the hard work for me, below.

    The words struck deeper than he probably intended. Perhaps deeper than I was willing to admit after what we had been through. I know I should have kept my mouth shut. But I didn’t.

    I fired back that he was just too lazy to work hard enough, and study for the Air Force. That while he marched about with his rifle, I would be doing the kind of damage that thirty of his men together could only dream of.

    Neither of us said what was truly sitting between us.

    That after losing our parents, the thought of losing each other was something neither of us knew how to face. So instead, we let anger speak for us, because anger was easier than fear. We had become comfortable with fear over the years.

    The war had changed Robert as it probably did me, and thousands of others like us; I’m sure we were nothing special. He became more reserved, introspective and quiet. I think that’s why he married Penny; she was the opposite to him, a lady who wore a dress every day and could talk in circles about nothing.

    We had no contact after the day we enlisted, nor for the two years that followed. It wasn’t by choice, only the result of the different paths we had chosen, each disappearing into the chaos with no way of knowing where the other had gone.

    We joined at a time when the war was at its most desperate, when men were being swallowed whole by it. Yet we are twins, and that bond carried its own certainty. Without letters, without word, we still knew. Each of us held onto the quiet assurance that the other was alive, and with that knowledge, we could both continue on with what we were doing.

    When the wire came in 1945 about Robert’s hospitalisation. I returned home without a second thought, and signed him into my care. It was plain for me to see that what Robert needed most was someone to stay beside him, someone who knew him well enough to see when the darkness began to close in. I was determined to give him that, day and night if I had to.

    The moment I laid eyes on him, I knew he would never mend in this place, that they called a hospital. His body may have survived whatever the war had thrown at him, but his mind was wandering somewhere far from that bed, as he clutched tightly to the edge of the sheet.

    The air inside that ward rang with cries of broken men. Some were shouting out in their troubled sleep, while others screamed outright, trapped in battles that no one else could see. The sound of it carried through the halls, rising and falling like an approaching storm, but never truly fading.

    I stood there only long enough to see what I needed, and it was long enough to know the truth of it. No man could heal, not fully, while surrounded by such torment. And I was not going to leave my brother here to be slowly undone by it.

    Slowly but steadily, and perhaps thanks to Penny’s letters from the hospital, I began to notice a glimmer of improvement in his condition. Penny had entered his life during his recovery at a makeshift hospital in Sicily, where he was being treated for a bullet wound to the leg.

    She had been a driver who had been assigned to a high-ranking officer, but amidst the chaos of the Sicilian liberation, she dedicated all her free time to volunteering at hospitals and the many scattered tents, covering the wounded. Through connections with the Red Cross, she was determined to make a difference, so she spent many hours writing and reading letters for the injured soldiers who couldn’t help themselves, offering them a brief respite from their suffering

    Their meeting was only fleeting, involving several brief encounters, a mere passing exchange of pleasantries and shared moments of comfort. And yet a spark had been ignited within them both, a connection that he hadn’t realised was missing in his life. But all too soon, he was being prepared for withdrawal, to be sent on another mission, and she too was to swiftly return to England, her brief taste on the front lines leaving an indelible mark on her heart.

    Rarely but with absolute necessity, her driving prowess was put to the test on the streets of London on her return. Debris and wreckage littered the once bustling thoroughfares, with only remnants of buildings as a silent witness to the horrors that they had endured.

    Through the cacophony of the panicked, the wailing sirens, and the constant rumbling of the passing trucks, she navigated with a steady hand and focused fixation. Every turn, every manoeuvre was a calculated risk, the narrow pathway a battleground where trucks, volunteers and civilians all vied for the same precious space that remained.

    Through it all, her persistence endured as she guided her vehicle through the maze of destruction. The streets that had once been familiar now held a silence, broken only by the occasional cry for help or the distant collapse of a building. Her same intent was used even when traversing through the countryside, transporting her commander to crucial meetings and ensuring vital documents were signed and delivered without fail. Each journey was a delicate dance of skill and tenacity, threading along unknown paths and landscapes of the aftermaths of varying kinds.

    With her words, Penny became a beacon of hope for Robert, a lifeline pulling him through the depths of his darkness. Her letters, filled with encouragement and warmth, inspired him to keep moving forward when despair threatened to consume him. Each week, I promptly went out to check the mailbox. It became clear that her words were eagerly anticipated by both of us.

    I would read them aloud to him, her voice carrying through mine, offering Robert not just comfort, but a reminder that there is still a world beyond his pain. Her letters became as much a solace for myself as they were for him. Their steady arrival, a small, cherished ritual to look forward to in my otherwise bleak days.

    Then, one morning, something shifted. As I entered his room with another letter in hand, He reached out for it, his fingers brushing across the envelope with a hint of willpower I hadn’t seen in months. From that moment on, he began searching the mail himself, his steps at first tentative in stepping outside the front door, but the letter was waiting for him at the end of the path. He forced himself to take another, then another.

    They then became purposeful, stepping out, leaving the door open, with a smile on his lips. It was as though Penny’s unwavering compassion and tireless dedication had sparked a quiet transformation in him, one that grew with the arrival of each letter she sent.

    That gradual change from being a passive recipient to an active seeker was a testament to the power and quiet strength of those who are willing to give of themselves. I fear without her help, the return of the light might never have reached him.

    After the war, its indelible mark was deeply etched into society, something that could not easily be shaken. A society that had endured the loss of half its male generation, and who were now faced with the monumental task of helping the countless returning men to rebuild their shattered lives. As many were to discover, their residence and family had disappeared, with no trace of placement.

    Robert and Penny, who, as a couple, also found themselves having to navigate this new reality. Together they sought to forge a path forward, finding new employment entirely removed from the shadows of the war effort. It was not an easy transition after so many years of indoctrination, but their shared conviction to create a life defined by hope, rather than conflict, became the cornerstone of their future together.

    For many, the post-war became an era of collecting, a time when people sought comfort in building up stamp collections, amassing boxes of toy tin cars, or even rescuing old matchboxes and tobacco tins. These seemingly simple items offered them a sense of purpose, a way of reclaiming and preserving fragments of a past that had survived the devastation. In these objects, people’s focus shifted onto something more tangible and meaningful. The act of collecting provided them a glimmer of hope and a way of channelling their energies into the slow and ongoing process of healing and recovery.

    Robert chose a path that led him into life insurance, a profession that promised stability to those who had lost everything. People sought it out after seeing their childhood reduced to ashes in a single night, their homes gone in one strike, their loved ones taken by a single bullet.

    And what remained to start again? Nothing. Nothing at all.

    Robert understood this in a way few others could. He had stood on both sides of loss and war, and when he spoke with people, they recognised it in him. They trusted him because he carried their grief in his own skin. He never needed to force the conversation; his empathy did the work. People warmed to him, and without effort, he became good at what he did, working very long hours.

    Penny’s life underwent a profound shift after the harrowing experience of war, compelling her to seek comfort in a quieter and more stable profession. She had received her initial position through the kindness of her grandfather; he had arranged for her a safe position with one of his colleagues, as it was too late for her to become a nurse. However, as a personal assistant and driver, her days were filled with the urgent hustle of the war. Strategically having to drive in treacherous conditions, she became a master unto herself.

    It was when she was at the typewriter with the rhythm of the keys echoing in her tiny, sparse room that fleeting memories of the wounded soldier would return to her mind. She had secretly written his name down; it was just a brief encounter, a whisper of hope, worlds apart. And yet his name stood out above the rest on his return, while she was still volunteering.

    Embracing a role as a typist in a sizeable company, she discovered a sense of normalcy. The room stretched endlessly with five rows of solitary desks and chairs; each paired with a typewriter. In the midst of this vast expanse, she found contentment, relishing in the anonymity and routine of her seemingly mundane environment. She was a stranger here, as she placed her jacket over her chair, glancing around, happy that nothing was expected of her.

    At first, I was at a loss as to what path I wanted to follow, as I had been prepared to stay where I was, in the Air Force. However, I immediately quit my commission to look after Robert. I was compelled to venture into the world of journalism, thinking not only of all that I had seen, but also of the places I had been.

    Beginning as a reporter, I honed my writing skills and sharpened my ability to convey stories with precision. Over a short period of time, I transitioned into proofreading, ensuring the accuracy and quality of the written content before being printed. This journey eventually led me to become a copywriter, where I crafted persuasive messages and advertisements. It was several years later that I climbed the editorial ladder, assuming the role of an assistant editor. Making me responsible for shaping the content and direction of all publications.

    After the wedding, Robert and I threw ourselves into our work with an almost relentless intensity, as if we were running from something. I couldn’t quite pinpoint how or why it happened, but before long, I realised I was living the life of a workaholic, much like my brother. It was as though we had both become consumed by an unspoken obsession, driven by a need to keep moving, to stay occupied, as if stopping would force us to confront something we weren’t ready to face.

    A well-intentioned Penny arranged several blind dates for me, but none ever progressed beyond the first meeting. I struggle to connect with people on an emotional level, knowing deep down that this is what women sought and deserved. When I takes deep breaths to appear in control, they mistake it as if I am yawning; I try to relax quickly, forcing the tension from my body, even forcing laughter as though I am unfazed. I know I’m holding myself back, though I tell myself it's nothing unusual, as it's ingrained in me now, second nature.

    I pace the lounge the way I always do, touching the arm of a chair, straightening a book, tracing the edge of the mantel. It’s just what people do after work, unwinding, keeping busy. Perfectly normal. Isn’t it?

    And yet the thought persists, as if the loss is clinging to me. I returned when so many did not, even surviving the bombings of my youth. I had no family to return to; it feels like a cruel twist of fate that never quite loosens its grip. Yes, but not my fault.

    Still, there are moments when silence grows heavy, as I wonder what others would say if they knew that about me. Not only that I survived, but also my position as a pilot, bearing the kind of burdens that no one wishes to hear spoken aloud.

    Where are they now? Where did they go? Why didn’t I ask? All of them, every one of them.

    I wouldn’t allow myself to relive that basement, the helplessness, the raw terror of being trapped. That’s the truth, if I’m honest. The real reason I chose to fly. All that open sky. Up there, nothing could press in on me, nothing could close me off from any escape.

    So, I keep my heart safely guarded, locked tight, unwilling to let anyone too close, afraid of exposing that fragile place inside me. In the years since, I’ve drifted into a solitary, work-driven existence, closing myself off, not just mentally, but emotionally as well. I hold life at bay by burying myself in routine, the daily commute and the familiarity of my small office, where stability came from repetition. It gave me shape, direction, and the sense of control. And I am content with this. Wouldn’t I have chosen it otherwise, would I?

    After ten years of marriage, Robert and Penny were notably excited to be going on a long- awaited honeymoon. Robert had given Penny the go-ahead for her to make all of the arrangements and planning which initially seemed bewildering to me; however, she was absolutely delighted with her handiwork.

    Instead
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