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About the Book

1939 – Officer Felicity Newman and a ragtag group of young women arrive at RAF Colston. They are the first of the Women's Auxiliary Air Force: brave female pilots ready to do their bit.

But Station Commander, David Palmer, doesn’t want them. They’re a nuisance, unable to do the work of men, and they would undoubtedly fall apart if the station was bombed.

Felicity is determined to prove the worth of her ‘Bluebirds’. There’s Anne, who loves to dance but finds herself peeling vegetables in the station kitchens. Winnie, who longs to work on the aeroplanes themselves but meets rejection at every turn. And Virginia, who is desperate to build a new life for herself.

As the war goes on, so the girls make their mark – behaving heroically under fire, supporting the pilots with their strength, loyalty, and often their love – a love sometimes tragic, sometimes passionate, but always courageous.
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One

THE GIRL SITTING beside Anne Cunningham was crying. She had been crying all the way down on the train from London, huddled wretchedly in the corner of the third-class compartment, and she had started up again as soon as the RAF lorry, which had collected them, had swung out of the station yard. Her head was hanging low, almost to her knees, and she kept on dabbing at her eyes with a sodden handkerchief. Her tears matched the rain that was falling steadily outside. Over the lorry’s tailgate, Anne watched the wet, black road unwinding. She could see the tall spire of Chichester cathedral poking up into the sky in the distance, beyond the flat brown fields and russet trees. The sea, she reckoned, must be over to the right, a few miles away. Somewhere ahead lay their destination, RAF Colston.

The three-tonner lurched sharply as it rounded a bend, sending its passengers falling about and clutching at handholds. Anne grabbed the slatted bench beneath her and leaned against the canvas tilt to steady herself. A sharp piece of metal dug uncomfortably into her spine and she shifted sideways. The lorry swung into another bend, in the opposite direction, and there was more squealing. Like pigs to market, she thought.

She had never seen such a mixed bag of girls. They were all types and wearing all kinds of clothes. Fur coats, country tweed costumes, smart London suits, school uniform, cheap cotton frocks, expensive silk ones . . . The girl clutching a huge cartwheel hat to her head and smoking a cigarette, looked as though she was going to a garden party. Anne didn’t know her name but the peroxide-blonde in the fake leopardskin jacket was called Gloria, and the plump redhead who had been passing round a flask of whisky was Pearl. Sandra, next to Pearl, had a babyish face and was dressed in a grey school coat and felt hat, a plaid travelling rug folded neatly across her knees. The plain, spotty girl with the sour expression was Maureen and the next one along with the eager look and the stutter was Vera. The shy girl sitting by the cartwheel hat was Winnie. Their luggage, piled on the floor of the lorry, was as varied as their clothing – monogrammed suitcases and hatboxes mixed up with cardboard containers, satchels, string bags and brown paper parcels. There was even a birdcage covered with a green baize cloth.

The girl beside Anne was still crying – harder than ever. Her thin shoulders were heaving in shuddering spasms and her head had sunk onto her knees. Anne felt in her pocket for a clean handkerchief and offered it, nudging her with an elbow. What on earth was her name? Edith, Enid, Ena . . . something like that. Her face, when she lifted it, was blotched red and her eyes swollen to slits with all the crying and dabbing. She managed a nod of thanks as she took the handkerchief and Anne saw that there was an engagement ring on her left hand. Perhaps she was crying all those tears for her fiancé, or perhaps she was just plain homesick. The one good thing she could say for all those years at boarding school was that it had cured her of that particular misery.

So, here she was sitting on an uncomfortable bench in the back of a lorry with a load of complete strangers and wondering what she’d let herself in for. Nobody seemed to know a blessed thing about the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force, and nobody seemed to know what was going to happen next with the war either. Some people said it would all be over by Christmas and that there was nothing to worry about. The newspapers, though, had horrible stories about Warsaw being reduced to rubble and Poles trying to stop German tanks with horses. There had been gruesome accounts of thousands of people in eastern Europe being slaughtered or taken prisoner or made homeless. She had seen photographs of gaunt, despairing faces, of weeping women, forlorn children, sad old men . . . and pushed them out of her mind. It was all so remote and far away that she couldn’t make herself care all that much. It could never happen in England, so there was really nothing to worry about.

The girl was still crying. Enid – that was her name, not Ena or Edith. Enid Potter. Would she ever stop? She was like the Mock Turtle and they would soon be drowning in her tears. Anne put an arm round the heaving shoulders. Better try and jolly her up somehow.

The lorry rattled on.

The smoke from her neighbour’s cigarette was making Winnie Briggs feel sick – that and the swing and sway of the lorry. Not to mention the nerves in her stomach. So many frightening things had happened on the long journey since she’d left home. Finding her way across London from Liverpool Street Station to Victoria Station had been the worst part. It was the first time she had ever been out of Suffolk and seen a big city, and the Underground had terrified her. She had got hopelessly lost in a maze of passageways and found herself pushed onto a moving staircase and being carried deep down into the earth. She had stood, bewildered, on a platform – not knowing where to go or what to do – and been petrified by trains roaring suddenly out of a tunnel. At last, a strange woman had taken pity on her and turned her back in the right direction. On the train from Victoria she had been too shy to say anything to the other girls, except her name. Several of them, she saw, were from much grander backgrounds than her own, like the girl next to her in the big hat. She wasn’t used to mixing with people like that. Nor was she used to ones like the girl with the dyed blond hair and makeup, wearing a spotted, furry jacket.

She smoothed the skirt of her cotton frock and fingered the little blue ring on her left hand, as though it might give her some kind of strength. Instead, it reminded her painfully of Ken. They had bought the ring in Ipswich, taking the bus there one Saturday afternoon and window-shopping at the jewellers until they had found one that she liked and at a price he could afford. The shop assistant had looked down his nose and Ken had stuttered with nervousness.

The lorry swung round another bend and she was thrown against the girl next to her who nearly dropped her cigarette. She looked cross and said something that Winnie could not hear. She had never felt more miserable in her life, or more uncertain of herself. No-one in her family, except for Gran, had wanted her to join up. Dad had been against it because she was too useful about the farm, and Mum because she was such a help in the house, especially with looking after Ruth and Laura who were still only little. And Ken had been so hurt. He had not understood at all when she had tried to explain to him.

‘It’s just that I want to do somethin’ useful in the war, Ken . . .’ was what she’d said.

‘You’ll go and forget all about me, Winn, I know it.’

How could she forget him when she had known him all her life? When he was almost as much a part of it as her own family? There had never been anyone but Ken. They had been courting since they were sixteen and as soon as the war was over they were going to get married. She had promised him that and she would keep her promise.

The nausea was getting worse and there was a sudden sour taste in her mouth. Winnie put up her hand and swallowed hard. The girl had finished her cigarette and was grinding it out under the toe of her high-heeled shoe, but the lorry was now veering round a succession of bends, swinging one way and then the other. She felt the vomit rise up into her mouth and stumbled towards the rear. There, she was violently and helplessly sick over the tailgate.

Wing Commander David Palmer, DFC, AFC, sitting at his desk in RAF Colston Station Headquarters, stared up at the young officer standing before him. He did not like what he saw. Not that the girl was unpleasant to look at – far from it, if he discounted the fact that she was dressed in a hideously unfeminine uniform, but he simply wished that she was not there at all.

He was feeling both angry and irritated. Angry with the fools who had conceived the whole idea of forming a Women’s Auxiliary Air Force and irritated by the unwelcome presence of two of them already on his doorstep, and the threat of more to come. He went on staring at the girl, hard and deliberately. She was pink in the face and her eyes were fixed on a spot on the wall somewhere behind his right shoulder. He could tell that she was very nervous and checked his rising temper. It wasn’t her fault, after all. She was only obeying orders and she looked intelligent and sensible enough. She couldn’t, he guessed, be much more than twenty-one or so – almost young enough to be his daughter, for heaven’s sake . . . And what a God-awful, unflattering outfit for any woman. A sort of bastardized version of his own uniform – blue tunic cut just like a man’s, shirt, black tie and, instead of trousers, a shapeless skirt. He lowered his gaze to the thick grey stockings and heavy black lace-up shoes. Women, in his opinion, were simply not made for wearing service uniform. They were all the wrong shape and looked ridiculous in it. He directed his stare beyond the girl to the WAAF sergeant standing a pace behind her – cropped-haired, bull-necked, unblinking – and reverted hurriedly to the officer who was a good deal easier on the eye.

He said curtly: ‘How many recruits did you say you’re expecting, Company Assistant Newman?’

‘Twenty, sir.’

‘And where do you suppose we are going to put you all?’

She had gone pinker still. ‘I don’t know, sir.’

‘Nor do I,’ he said grimly. ‘Let’s hope Squadron Leader Robinson can sort something out. We had no idea you were arriving yet.’

‘I’m sorry, sir. I thought you would have been informed.’

She had a nice voice – well-educated but not affected. It was a point in her favour but he was far from mollified.

‘So would I. Evidently they thought it better to take us by surprise. How did you get here?’

‘By car, sir. I have my own. Sergeant Beaty came with me.’

He thought sourly: Christ, they’ll be cluttering up the place with their bloody cars if we’re not careful. Women drivers everywhere. He leaned back in his chair and drummed his fingers on the rim of his desk. A thick-set man of forty-one with a natural air of command, Palmer had served in the Royal Flying Corps towards the end of the First World War and then stayed on afterwards in the newly-formed Royal Air Force. He had spent all his adult life in the Services.

‘Just exactly what are you women supposed to be doing here, Company Assistant Newman? Perhaps you can explain that to me.’

Felicity Newman could feel the sweat gathering on her forehead and beneath the roll of hair at the nape of her neck. She had been in the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force for precisely two months and this was her first posting as a newly-commissioned officer. It was also her first encounter with an RAF Station Commander.

She swallowed. ‘As I understand it, sir, our function is to replace RAF officers and airmen wherever possible in order to release them for active service.’

There was silence in the office for a moment. The Wing Commander was picturing his station manned by a pack of females. It would be almost funny, he decided, if the situation were not so deadly serious with Hitler rampaging through Europe like a power-crazed lunatic. This was no time for jokes. The war against Germany had been on for over a month and anything could happen at any time. Every instinct told him that these women were going to be nothing but a damned nuisance, creating far more problems than they were ever likely to solve. They ought to be kept out of it. War wasn’t their job. Except for nurses to look after the wounded, it was strictly for men. If they must do something then let it be civilian work – pouring tea, dispensing soup and sandwiches in canteens, knitting socks and scarves for servicemen, all that sort of thing . . .

He took a deep breath. He must be fair. He didn’t want to be unkind to the girl but the position had to be made very clear to her from the outset. There was no room for any misunderstanding or tomfoolery.

‘I appreciate your very laudable wish to help your country in wartime, Company Assistant, but some things should be explained to you. I am not, personally, in favour of women serving on this station; or on any other station, come to that. I did not ask for you. I do not want you. I do not believe that your place is here, nor that you could possibly replace my men. Do I make myself clear?’

Her reply was almost inaudible. ‘Yes, sir.’

He cleared his throat, wondering if he had gone too far. Been too harsh with her. There was always the possibility that she might burst into tears and create an embarrassing scene. He made himself say more gently,

‘However, since you are here, we shall all have to make the best of it. There may well be some areas where you and your recruits can help us – cooking, cleaning, that sort of thing . . . And clerical work. But I’m afraid I am not convinced that women have a more active part to play in the Royal Air Force, such as you have indicated.’

He saw that her face was now scarlet and there was a glistening trickle of perspiration running down the side of her face. He felt a bit of a rat. But a rat he must be if he were to keep these women under control. Her eyes were still fixed on the wall over his right shoulder. He found that irritating. Damn it, why wouldn’t she look at him. He wasn’t going to eat her. He encountered her sergeant’s basilisk stare. If they were going to send these females, why in God’s name couldn’t they send better-looking ones than that? He discarded the gentler tone.

‘There is one thing you must understand. This is an operational fighter station in wartime, and you and your recruits will be under my command. I will not tolerate any interference with the efficient running of RAF Colston. Understood?’

‘Perfectly, sir.’

He dismissed them with relief and watched dourly as they wheeled about and marched out of the room. Unreasonably, the fact that they both did so smartly annoyed him still further.

In the corridor outside the two WAAFS passed a small group of RAF officers who turned round to stare at them, their faces registering a variety of emotions – astonishment, amusement, disapproval, even downright dismay.

Sergeant Beaty sniffed. ‘They don’t seem to know what to make of us, do they, ma’am?’

Felicity, badly shaken by the interview with Wing Commander Palmer, did not reply. She had naïvely expected that the RAF would welcome them with open arms. The Wing Officer at her training course had talked enthusiastically during her lectures. You will be living under the same conditions, sharing the same dangers and carrying out the same duties as the members of the Royal Air Force. You will form an integral and vital part of that great Service.

There was a burst of laughter from the group of officers. It was a fair guess that it was directed at them.

The lorry swept in through the main gates of RAF Colston, waved on by the guard. It jerked to a halt and the two airmen came round from the front cabin to lower the tailgate. They were grinning broadly.

‘Jump to it, girls! Everyone out.’

They clambered down awkwardly, unfamiliar with the knack and hampered by tight skirts, high heels, hats and handbags, exposing thighs and suspenders to the delight of the two airmen. It had stopped raining and they stood on the kerbside with their luggage strewn about them. Other airmen had appeared and grinned from a distance. A window in a nearby building was flung open and more faces gawped and leered. There was a piercing chorus of wolf whistles.

Anne went and sat on her suitcase. She found a cigarette in her shoulder bag and lit up. Pearl, the redhead, squatted on a canvas holdall beside her. Her hat, perched precariously on a mass of curls, had a jaunty yellow feather stuck through its brim.

‘Posh place this . . . nice buildings, flower beds, all this grass and trees . . . Doesn’t look much like the Air Force, except for them.’ She jerked her head in the direction of the grinning and gawping airmen. ‘What makes all men think they’re God’s gift to women? I don’t fancy any of that lot. Where’re all the pilots, that’s what I want to know. Fancy a swig?’

She proffered the whisky flask taken from the depths of a large rexine handbag.

‘No, thanks.’

‘Bit too strong for you, eh? Good for the nerves, though.’ Pearl took a swallow and replaced the cap. ‘How did you get into this lark, anyhow, a nice young lady like you?’

‘I just tagged onto the end of a recruiting queue. Spur of the moment really. Quite honestly I was bored at home.’

Pearl’s eyebrows shot up towards her hat brim. ‘Blimey! I’ve never been bored, dear. Never had the time, see. Been working my guts out for six years since I left home. I thought if I joined up it might make a bit of a change.’

Anne said politely: ‘Really? What were you working as?’

‘Barmaid. Pub called the Red Lion in Fulham. Don’t suppose you’d know it. I’d been there two years. Before that I was a waitress in a caff in Tooting. That was hell on earth. Run off your feet all day and treated like dirt. At least in a pub you’ve got the bar between you and the customers. You wouldn’t believe how some of them can behave.’ More windows had opened and there was more whistling and yelling. Pearl sighed. ‘Doesn’t look as though this is going to be much different.’

As Felicity approached the group of recruits, her heart sank. They looked distinctly unpromising. She could see unsuitable frocks and shoes, fur coats, frivolous hats, jewellery, elaborate hair styles . . . all the sort of things of which Wing Commander Palmer would most disapprove. And none of the girls appeared remotely orderly or disciplined. One was sitting slouched on her suitcase, smoking a cigarette, while a blowsy-looking redhead beside her was stowing something away in her handbag that looked suspiciously like a spirits’ flask. A small, thin girl was weeping unrestrainedly into her handkerchief and a peroxide blond was twisting to examine a ladder at the back of her stocking, her short skirt hitched even higher. The amount of luggage was alarming, all probably containing even more unsuitable clothing. She hoped her eyes were deceiving her, but surely that was a birdcage among all the rest.

None of her misgivings showed in her face or voice, however, as she addressed the motley little band for the first time.

‘You must be tired after your journey. Sergeant Beaty here will show you to your quarters in a moment and you can get settled in . . .’ Felicity paused. The blond had turned her attention from her laddered stocking to her painted fingernails which she was studying intently. The rest of them were listening, so far as she could tell, though the thin one was still crying, her sobs and sniffs clearly audible. Felicity raised her voice a little.

‘You have been members of the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force only for a very short time and it will all seem rather strange to you at first. However, it’s not too early to ask you to be sure to conduct yourselves at all times in a quiet and orderly fashion on this Station. You will be closely observed by the RAF –’ Someone at the back of the group sniggered and there was a ripple of tittering. Felicity flushed, realizing the literal truth of her words. The number of airmen in the vicinity had grown considerably as she had been speaking. She went on firmly. ‘They are waiting to be convinced that we in the WAAF are capable of playing a serious and responsible part alongside them in this war. Please don’t give them any grounds for doubting this.’

She paused again. To her own ears she was sounding horribly pompous . . . like some priggish old school marm. A sudden loud squawking from beneath the birdcage cover caused more giggles. It sounded like a parrot, but whatever kind of bird it was it certainly couldn’t be allowed to stay. She must deal with that as soon as possible. The blond girl was now turning round towards the nearest barrack block window where a row of male heads watched the proceedings with interest. One of them shouted something and the blond waved. This was too much. Felicity raised her voice still further.

‘What is your name, please?’

The girl’s neighbour nudged her. ‘She’s talking to you. Wants to know your name.’

The blond removed her gaze reluctantly from the window. ‘Gloria Gibbs.’

‘Well, Gibbs, in future when I’m speaking to you, you will please pay proper attention. And when you answer me, you must call me ma’am.’

Gloria looked sulky. ‘Ma’am? I’ve never called nobody that.’

‘All WAAF officers are to be addressed as ma’am. You’ll soon get used to it. And you call Sergeant Beaty here, Sergeant. It’s quite simple, but please be sure to remember it.’

‘Wot about that lot, then?’ the blond asked cheekily, with a jerk of her head in the direction of the airmen. ‘Wot’re we supposed to call ’em?’

There were more giggles, less subdued, and a whooping whistle from the window. Felicity felt her flush deepening.

‘That will do, Gibbs. We’ll come to that later.’

She handed them over to Sergeant Beaty who had been glaring ferociously at both the recruits and the men. She found that she was shaking and hoped that it didn’t show. In training they had been taught that it was vital for an officer to have control and respect from the start and she was afraid that she had not handled her first encounter with her airwomen very well. She had sensed Beaty’s fuming impatience behind her left shoulder and the sergeant had leaped forward to take charge, barking orders like a savage sheepdog released to round up a wayward flock of sheep. The recruits were herded into an untidy crocodile and, as they moved off, there was an enthusiastic chorus of appreciation from all the airmen. Gibbs, Felicity noted, was not the only one, this time, who waved back.

They straggled along behind the sergeant, past more buildings and three huge hangars. Without warning, an aeroplane roared low over their heads. They ducked and Enid fell to her knees, clasping her hands over her ears. Winnie, alone of them, stood stock still, gazing upwards. As the ’plane turned she could see the cockpit and the shape of the pilot’s head, and the coloured rings on its side that showed it belonged to the Royal Air Force. She put down her suitcase and shielded her eyes with her hand to watch it fly off into the distance.

‘Don’t dawdle, you at the back there! Keep up with the rest!’

The sergeant was bellowing at her angrily, the other girls all staring. Winnie blushed. She picked up her suitcase and hurried after them.

At the far side of the station, away from other buildings, lay a small group of wooden huts with corrugated roofs and stovepipe chimneys. The sergeant marched to the nearest hut and they trooped inside and stood staring in dismayed silence. Two rows of iron bedsteads lined the walls, a spartan-looking pile of bedding at each head, and battered metal lockers in between. The windows had no curtains and were criss-crossed with strips of anti-blast brown paper. Unshaded bulbs hung from the ceiling. There was an unlit stove at each end of the hut and water lay in pools on the wood floor where the roof had evidently leaked. It was cold, damp and cheerless, and there was a lingering, unpleasant smell of stale cigarette smoke, sweat and something that might have been old socks.

It was Pearl who broke the hush.

‘Holy mackerel!’ she said. ‘Welcome to the Ritz.’

Anne lay awake on her narrow iron bed. Pearl, next to her, had already gone to sleep and was snoring softly. Nothing, she reckoned, would ever keep Pearl awake for long, unlike poor old Enid who was crying yet again over on the opposite side of the hut, making whimpering sounds in between the sobs, like an animal in pain. She put her arms behind her head against the hard bolster and stared into the darkness.

It had all been a bit of a let-down so far, she considered, starting with their sleeping quarters and getting even worse. The ablutions hut nearby was a grim, carbolicky place with cracked basins, rust-streaked baths and slimy duckboards. One of the lavatory chains was missing and so were most of the plugs. The graffiti scrawled large and clear over the walls had brought a blush to some cheeks.

‘No use standing on the seat, the crabs in here can jump six feet,’ Pearl had chanted, peering into one of the lavatory cubicles. ‘Well, I never.’

‘Crabs?’ Sandra had asked, her baby-face puzzled. ‘In here?’

‘Not the seaside kind, dearie. Nasty little things that a well-brought up girl like you wouldn’t know about.’

‘Mummy told me to be sure never to sit on the lavatory seats in case I caught something horrid.’

‘Mummy was quite right.’

Anne smiled, remembering. She had never heard of those sort of crabs either but Pearl had explained later. Pearl was going to be rather useful for things like that.

They had been given an evening meal in another hut – a sort of combined tea and supper of bread and butter, sausages, egg and chips, with strong, sweetened tea dispensed from a big urn. The food had all been transported from the airmen’s cookhouse and by the time it had reached them it had been only lukewarm, the grease congealing. They had sat at benches at a long trestle table covered with an oilcloth and had each been given an enamel mug, and a knife, fork and spoon and had been told to keep these for their own use and to rinse them in the tub of tepid water by the door as they left. Later, they had been taken over to the NAAFI.

‘What’s a NAAFI?’ Sandra had asked in her high voice. She was always asking questions.

The Navy, Army and Air Force Institute had turned out to be a large brick building beside the parade ground and was, apparently, a place for recreation and refreshment. Their officer, Company Assistant Newman, who had explained this, had said that there was a shop there too, where they would be able to buy all sorts of things like cigarettes, chocolate, soap and so on. It had all seemed quite promising until they had discovered that they were to go in through a side entrance and be shut away in a poky back room. They had sat around on hard chairs, drank more stewed tea and eaten dry buns, served to them through a hatchway in the wall, as though they were lepers. The sound of airmen ‘recreating’ noisily had reached them from beyond the hatch – loud talk and male laughter, and a piano being strummed energetically. The smell of beer and strong cigarettes had wafted through and Pearl had talked wistfully of the Red Lion in Fulham.

The bedding stacked at the head of each bed in their hut had proved quite as awful as it looked. There were no sheets, the RAF blankets were miserably thin and the bolsters, instead of pillows, appeared to be stuffed with straw. There were no proper mattresses either, only three square pads that were well-named biscuits. Gloria had prodded hers disdainfully with a long, red fingernail.

‘Cripes, I’m not sleepin’ on them things. They’ve got stains on.’

Anne turned over restlessly and the biscuits shifted beneath her like ice floes. She tugged them back into place and pummelled at the bolster. Kit hadn’t warned her about any of these things, but maybe it was different if you were training as an officer in the Army. She thought about Kit and about the summer’s night in June, only a few months ago, when they had sat out on the terrace at home and talked. The dance given for their eighteenth birthday had ended, the last guest gone, and when their parents had gone to bed they had both stayed up to watch the dawn. They had drunk the left-over champagne and she had kicked off her new silver party shoes and lounged in the swing-seat, the skirts of her blue tulle frock billowing softly as she pushed the seat backwards and forwards with one stockinged foot. Kit had been a bit squiffy. He had perched on the edge of the stone balustrade, legs dangling, white tie undone, a glass in one hand and a bottle of champagne in the other. They had talked about lots of things, including the future, which had seemed quite different then.

‘Lucky you,’ she had told him. ‘Going up to Oxford. I’ve gone and messed things up as usual.’

‘You were a chump to get sacked from school. You’ve got a perfectly good brain, if only you’d use it – to stay out of trouble, for one thing. You could easily have got to Oxford if you’d tried.’

‘Don’t give me a lecture. I couldn’t stick that ghastly school . . . all those stupid rules and bitchy girls. It was loathsome.’

‘You’re still a chump. Well, what’re you going to do now?’

She had stretched and yawned. It hadn’t seemed to matter much then. ‘Don’t know really. Life’s a bit of a bore at the moment. Mummy keeps going on about me going to some finishing school in Switzerland. Honestly, I can’t imagine anything more deadly, can you? Flower arranging and French cooking and all that sort of stuff. And girls just like the ones at St Mary’s, probably worse. Luckily, Daddy says “No,” because of all this scare about there being a war. I’d’ve refused to go anyway. I’ve had enough of school. She’s still trying to make me do the Season next year, though.’

‘So you can bag a husband?’

‘That’s her idea, anyway. Preferably one with a title.’

‘And frightfully rich.’

‘And frightfully boring. That’s why you’re so lucky to be going up to Oxford. You’ll meet all sorts of interesting people. Bound to.’

‘Matter of fact, I doubt if I’ll ever get there.’

‘Don’t talk rot. You’ll get in easily. You’ll probably be utterly sickening and get a scholarship.’

He had shaken his head. ‘Didn’t mean that. The thing is, we’re bound to declare war on Germany soon. There won’t be any Season next year, so you needn’t worry about it.’

‘I don’t believe there’s going to be a war. Chamberlain signed that thing to stop it.’

‘A piece of paper! What’s the use of that? Hitler will just tear it up whenever it suits him. He took over Czechoslovakia and Austria. Now he’s got his nasty little eye on Poland. And we’ve given Poland our guarantee to go to her aid, so that’ll be that. War! Ipso facto. No getting out of it. Most of the beaks at school say so.’

Anne had been silent for a moment, pushing the swing seat to and fro with her foot. Talk of a war had spoiled all the fun of the evening. She was sick of people going on all about it. Sick of all the talk of trenches and shelters and gasmasks. It was all such a drag. And what had Poland got to do with England, anyway? It was miles and miles away, somewhere in the middle of Europe – she wasn’t sure exactly where – and even if it was invaded then surely it was up to the Poles to look after themselves. It was their country. Why should England have to be involved?

She had said impatiently: ‘But you could still go up to Oxford, even if there was a stupid war.’

‘Not so, old girl.’

‘Why ever not?’

‘Because I’m going to join up, fathead. Dad’s old regiment, if they’ll have me. A lot of the chaps at school are going to . . . they’re just waiting for the show to start.’

He had spoken as casually as if he were talking about an end-of-term play. She had suddenly felt frightened.

‘But Kit, you might get killed!’

He had laughed. ‘Not likely. But don’t you dare say a word to Ma. She’d flap like anything.’

‘She’d try to stop you.’

‘Wouldn’t be able to. They’ll call us up and she won’t be able to do a thing about it.’ He had waved the bottle at her cheerfully. ‘More champers?’

She had watched her twin brother pouring himself another glass of champagne, and she had been very afraid for him. He was the person she cared most about in the world. He was her other half. Her better half. All the things she had somehow never managed to be. He was Captain of Boats and in Pop and almost certain to get a scholarship to Oxford. To think of him being in danger of being killed made her feel sick.

‘Kit, do you honestly believe there’s going to be a war?’

“Fraid so. And to tell the truth, I rather hope there is. Dreadful thing to say, I s’pose . . . Anyway, we can’t possibly let old Adolf go on doing just as he likes – marching into other people’s countries, shoving them away in camps, all that sort of thing . . . That’s what he’s doing, you know. S’posing he tries to come and do the same here?’

‘Here? In England? Don’t be daft.’

‘It’s not so daft. Wouldn’t put it past him to have a shot at it. And we couldn’t allow that, could we? Just not on.’ Kit had taken another gulp of champagne. ‘I think it’ll all be pretty exciting. A real scrap against an evil little tyrant who’s jolly well asking for it.’

She had realized that he meant every word of it. ‘Must you go, Kit? If it does happen. Couldn’t you wait a bit?’

He had hiccuped gently. ‘Sorry, old bean, but I’d hate to be left out. All my friends are going . . . even old Parker-Smiley and he’s still afraid of the dark. Atkinson, Villiers, Stewart, Latimer . . . remember him at the Fourth this year, making sheep’s eyes at you? Poor old Latimer. He’s got a real crush on you. Keeps asking about you. Must have a screw loose.’

Yes, she remembered Latimer. A tall, thin boy with spots. He’d blushed whenever she spoke to him on that day at Eton, and his spaniel’s eyes had followed her everywhere. It had rather amused her at the time. He hadn’t been able to come to the dance but the rest of them had been there. She’d danced with them all. Jamie Stewart had kept tripping her up and Noel Atkinson had trodden on her new silver shoes. Peter Villiers was pretty good at the quickstep, really, and little Parker-Smiley, still shorter than her, had surprised her by how well he could waltz. She’d known them all for years – ever since they’d been at prep school with Kit. Now, all of a sudden, apparently, they weren’t boys any longer – but men.

She had turned her head to hide the silly tears that had come into her eyes. She had blinked them away. The beech trees at the far end of the garden, beyond the lawn, looked like black cut-outs against the sky. She could hear the first trills of the birds.

‘What about me, Kit? What on earth am I going to do?’

‘Oh, you’ll find something . . . you could always join up as well.’

‘Join what?’

‘How about the ATS?’

‘The what?’

‘The Women’s Army thing . . . Auxiliary Territorial Service.’

‘Ugh! Sounds grim.’

‘Shouldn’t think they’d have you, anyway. Too bolshie by far.’ Kit had inverted the champagne bottle over his glass. ‘Damn! Only a drop left. Ah well, all good things must come to an end, as they say. Tell you what, twin, let’s drink to us. To us . . . and to the future . . . whatever it may bring.’

They had raised their glasses solemnly to each other in the dawning of that new day, and then Kit had thrown back his head and laughed, as though there wasn’t a care in the world. She had tried to laugh too, but she had been so afraid inside herself – so afraid that all the good times they had had together were over. That their childhood was gone and that nothing in the future would ever be the same again.

Pearl had stopped snoring and Enid had stopped crying, at last. But now someone had started coughing down the far end of the hut – a maddening, repetitive sort of cough. It had begun to rain and she could hear it drumming on the asbestos roof and splashing down on the concrete path outside. Anne turned over and pulled the RAF blanket high up over her ears.

Winnie Briggs was awake too. It was so strange to her to be sleeping in the same room as nineteen other girls. At home she slept alone up in the attic, and every sound and movement in the hut disturbed her. She heard Pearl snoring and Anne pummelling her bolster and Enid sobbing. She wasn’t far off crying herself. Elmbury seemed as far away as the moon and, in spite of the others around her, she felt dreadfully alone. In the NAAFI earlier she had sat drinking her tea and chewing her bun, hardly saying a word. And undressing before bed had been embarrassing. She hadn’t known where to look. Some of them didn’t seem to care at all but just peeled off all their clothes in full view of everyone, though the Yorkshire girl next to her had gone off to the ablutions hut to undress and Enid had made a tent of her bedclothes.

She couldn’t get to sleep. She kept thinking of home, and of Ken, and worrying about how much she’d hurt him. She’d tried hard to explain things to him that evening when they’d been out walking together, up the little track at the back of the farmhouse, after he’d come to tea on Wednesday, as usual.

‘I just don’t see why you want to go and join up, Winn,’ he’d said, with his sad look on his face.

‘I want to do somethin’ useful in the war, Ken. Somethin’ on my own.’

‘Without me?’

‘You could join up too, if you wanted. Go into the RAF, p’raps. We might even be in the same place. We could ask.’

He had looked even sadder. ‘They wouldn’t have me, Winn. Not with my asthma. You have to be fit. I was askin’ Mother about it and she said I hadn’t got a chance of gettin’ in. They’d never even look at me, she says, not with my weak chest. But I’ve been thinkin’ things over . . .’

‘What things?’

‘Well, why don’t we get married now? Let’s not wait any longer. Lots of people are gettin’ married because of the war. It says so in the papers. We could get married soon as you like.’

‘But where would we live?’

He had said awkwardly: ‘With Mother . . . just for the time bein’. Just ’til we got settled.’

They had reached the end of the track and stopped at the gate that led into the ten-acre field. She had looked away from him across the corn stubble towards the line of elm trees on the far side and the spire of Elmbury church against the skyline.

‘I don’t think I could live with your mother, Ken. I don’t think she likes me.’

‘Course she does. She’s just funny about things sometimes. Set in her ways. She’s been a bit like that since Dad died.’

‘I don’t think she’d want you to get married yet. And I don’t think it’d work – her and me together.’

‘We could try and find a place of our own then – a room or two somewhere in the village. I could still help Mother in the shop.’

‘We couldn’t afford it, Ken.’ She had turned round to face him. ‘Let’s just wait, like we always said we would. No sense in rushin’ things. We’re only eighteen, both of us. There’s plenty of time. And I want to do somethin’ else with my life first, before we settle down.’

He had said bewildered: ‘You never used to talk like this, Winn. I’ve never heard you say anythin’ like this before.’

‘I haven’t thought about it much before, to tell the truth. It’s the war’s made me think. And talkin’ to that lady at the recruitin’ place. She made me think a lot. She said things about the Women’s Air Force . . . It’s goin’ to be very important, she said – for England. She said it’d be a chance for women to do somethin’ to help win the war.’

‘She wanted you to join, that’s all. Gave you a lot of sweet talk.’

‘No, ’twasn’t just that. She meant it. Besides, they’ve lots of volunteers. There was a great long queue of them. No, ’twasn’t just that.’

She had leaned her arms on the top of the five-barred gate. It had been a lovely September. The ten-acre field had looked very beautiful in the evening sunlight, with the harvest stubble like a golden carpet and the skies all pink. A cool little breeze had ruffled her hair. The rooks had been cawing away in the elms and the church clock had chimed in the distance. It had been so peaceful that it had seemed silly to be talking about a war. Hard to believe there was one on. She had gone on looking up into the skies.

‘I’ll tell you what I’d really like to do, Ken, if you promise not to laugh at me.’

‘’Course I won’t.’

‘I’d like to work with the aeroplanes – help look after the engines, an’ that. That’s why it’s got to be the Air Force, see. I love aeroplanes. I watch them fly over here when I’m out in the fields . . . Royal Air Force ones with those rings on. I’d give anythin’ to go in one. Just imagine bein’ high up there in the sky, soarin’ through the air, just like a bird. I want to do that one day, more’n anythin’.’

Ken had stared at her, more bewildered than ever. ‘But they’d never let you. They’d never let you near an aeroplane – not to go in, nor even touch the engine, Winn. That’s men’s work.’

‘They want women to take over men’s work. That’s what the lady told me. She said: “We’re goin’ to train you to do their work, so’s they can go to the Front. Three women to do two men’s work”, that’s what she said.’

‘Not to look after the aeroplanes, though.’

‘Why not?’

He had scuffed at the earth with his foot. ‘I told you, that’s men’s work. You couldn’t do it.’

She had said stubbornly: ‘I could, Ken. I’m sure I could. I’m good with machines. I can mend the Fordson and no-one’s ever taught me how. I got it goin’ once when Dad couldn’t.’

‘But that’s only a tractor. Aeroplanes are a lot different. Must be. Stands to reason.’ Ken had looked miserable. ‘It don’t seem right to me, Winn, you feelin’ like this. None of it seems right.’

He had not understood at all. And now all those thoughts and ideas of hers seemed stupid too. The RAF didn’t want them here, except to whistle at and laugh about. Ken had been right. They’d never let her near the aeroplanes. She might as well have stayed in Elmbury. She needn’t have married Ken just yet, not ’til they could have a place of their own, but she could have gone on helping at home and on the farm. Dad only had old Jack with his rheumatism now. She thought of her little attic room. If she were there now she’d be able to hear Mum and Dad moving about downstairs. She’d hear the creak of Dad’s heavy footsteps on the wooden stairs as he trudged up to bed, Mum’s lighter tread, their door latch clicking, their voices in the room below. She’d be able to hear Gran snoring, maybe Ruth or Laura calling out, the mice pattering in the wainscot, Rusty barking in his kennel in the stackyard below . . .

Thinking about it all was Winnie’s undoing. Her throat tightened with wretchedness and she turned her face into the bolster and wept.

Felicity Newman was awake in her room in empty warrant officers’ married quarters. Sleep was impossible. There was too much to think about. Too much to worry about. The conditions for the recruits were far from satisfactory – damp and leaking sleeping quarters, sordid ablutions, no proper mess of their own, a recreation hut with almost no furnishings at all, let alone comforts, a bleak little backroom in the NAAFI . . . In her notes for guidance it stated clearly that a WAAF officer was responsible for procuring the best living conditions available for the airwomen in her charge. Officers will, in all cases, consider the health of airwomen and give special attention to cleanliness, sanitation, fresh air, adequate space, recreational facilities . . . She herself had been as segregated from the RAF officers as the airwomen had been from the airmen, her meals served in the Ladies’ Room of the Officers’ Mess, while Sergeant Beaty had been isolated in some far corner of the Sergeants’ Mess. You will form an integral and vital part of that great Service . . .

She had enjoyed her officers’ training course – the interesting lectures, the drill, the companionship – and she had not seriously doubted her ability to do the job; until now. She re-lived her interview with Wing Commander Palmer, seeing again his icy stare and hearing his harsh voice. Just exactly what are you women supposed to be doing here, Company Assistant Newman? Perhaps you can explain that to me. She had been as timid and nervous as a school girl and the Wing Officer would have been sadly disappointed in her. The duty of a WAAF officer is to ensure co-ordination between the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force and the Royal Air Force . . . to act as an adviser on WAAF matters to the Station Commander . . . I will not tolerate any interference with the efficient running of RAF Colston . . . She had been equally green and ineffectual with the airwomen, allowing all that giggling to go on unchecked. WAAF officers will be responsible for maintaining discipline in their detachments . . . And what on earth was to be done about their clothes? Smart appearance is the first step towards smart discipline . . . But the fact remained that there was no uniform at all available for the recruits. None. And no prospect of any coming soon. She had had her own privately tailored. The WAAF officer must make herself responsible to the Royal Air Force Commanding Officer for the efficiency, discipline, well-being and training of WAAF personnel under his command . . . I did not ask for you. I do not want you. I do not believe that your place is here, or that you could possibly replace my men . . .

A heavy vehicle whined past outside, its tyres swishing on the wet road. The sound died away and it was quiet again. It was a long while, though, before Felicity slept.

More than sixty miles away from RAF Colston, Virginia Stratton was also lying awake in her back bedroom in a downstairs flat in Wimbledon, South London. She was still badly upset by the scene with her mother. She had arrived home from work much later than usual that evening and had let herself in very quietly, stopping to hang up her hat and coat in the hall and to peer at herself in the mirror on the stand. It had been raining hard and she had tried to put her hair to rights, re-fixing the combs that held it back on each side of her head. Then she had stood for a moment in the dim hallway, hands clasped, trying to steady herself.

‘Is that you, Virginia? You’re very late.’

Mother’s voice had sounded querulous and she had gone quickly into the kitchen. Cooking always tired Mother. She wasn’t used to having to do it at all, as she frequently pointed out, but she would always insist on preparing a three-course meal in the evenings. And the table had to be properly laid and the food formally served, as though they were dining in company, not just the two of them, sitting in a corner of the front room. It was all part of what Mother referred to as keeping up appearances. She had been stirring a saucepan of soup on the stove.

‘I was worried, Virginia. Quite upset. Something might have happened to you. They really shouldn’t keep you so late. It’s most inconsiderate.’

‘I’m sorry, Mother.’

‘Your hair’s very wet. Didn’t you use your umbrella?’

‘I forgot to take it this morning.’

‘You’ll forget your head one of these days. I hope you don’t forget things at the office.’

‘No, I don’t . . .’

‘Just as well. Good posts are hard to come by these days. You can dry those things now that you’re here. It would have been nice if you’d been here earlier to help more.’

She had picked up the tea cloth and begun to dry a mixing bowl from the draining board. Mother had bent to open the oven door and there had been a piece of haddock baking inside, curled up at the edges. She had wondered how she was going to find the appetite to eat it. She had finished the bowl, started on some spoons and dropped one of them with a clatter.

‘You’re so clumsy, Virginia. It’s high time you grew out of it. It gives such a bad impression.’

The oven door had shut on the dried-up haddock and Mother had lifted the lid on a saucepan of boiling cabbage.

‘What were you doing so late at the office? It must have been something important.’

She had had to speak up then. Then, or never.

‘Actually, I wasn’t at the office, Mother –’

Mother had turned to stare, the saucepan lid in one hand. ‘Where were you then? Not with some man, I hope. You know my views on that. You’re far too young and they’re not to be trusted. As I should know.’

‘I – I went to the recruiting office. It’s very near. Just round the corner, in fact. I’ve been past it often at lunchtimes and seen the queues . . .’

‘What are you talking about, Virginia? What recruiting office? What queues? What do you mean?’

‘For the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force, Mother.’

‘For what?’

‘The Women’s Air Force . . . I’ve applied to join them. It’s quite a new thing and they’ve been asking for volunteers. It’s to help the Royal Air Force . . .’

Mother’s face had gone frighteningly white. ‘Have you gone mad! I hope you’re not serious.’

She had held onto the spoons tightly. ‘Yes, I am, Mother. I’ve been thinking about it . . . Every time I saw the queues, I felt I wanted to do something really useful, like those women. Today I talked with one of the officers. She says I could join next month, as soon as I’m eighteen. They’d have me then. But I thought I ought to tell you now –’

‘Stop this nonsense, Virginia! Don’t be so ridiculous! You have a perfectly good job as an insurance clerk. I shouldn’t dream of allowing you to do anything so stupid. A girl of your background joining the Services! I never heard of such a thing. Only the lowest type of girls do that.’

She had said doggedly: ‘I don’t think that’s true, Mother. Lots of women are volunteering now – very respectable ones. I’ve seen them standing in the queues. I don’t want to spend the war working at Falcon Assurance. I want to do something worthwhile. Please try to understand.’

Two red spots had appeared in Mother’s white cheeks. ‘Oh, I understand. I understand very well. You just want to go off and enjoy yourself, and leave me here all on my own. That’s the truth of it, so don’t try to pretend otherwise. Worthwhile, indeed! I should have thought it was worthwhile to remember your duty to me, after all I’ve done for you . . . bringing you up single-handed. You’re selfish and ungrateful – and deceitful too, just like your father. Going off to that place without telling me – pretending you were at the office –’

‘I didn’t pretend that, Mother –’

‘You’re taking after him, and you’re going to abandon me, just like he did. You’re going to leave me to face the bombs all by myself. I could be blown to bits for all you care!’

Mother’s voice had risen to a hysterical pitch and there had been tears in her eyes. It had been horrible. She had hardly ever seen her cry.

‘I do care, Mother. Of course, I do.’

‘No, you don’t, or you wouldn’t even consider leaving me after all I’ve suffered. You’re a heartless, wicked creature and if you go I shall never forgive you!’

Mother had dropped the saucepan lid with a crash and rushed from the kitchen. Her bedroom door had slammed shut so hard that it had shaken the walls of the flat.

She had stood quite still, in shock and distress, clutching the spoons and the damp tea cloth to her chest, feeling her heart thumping hard. The soup had boiled over suddenly, oozing in lava-like streams over the top of the saucepan and down the sides to sizzle on the stove. There had been a smell of burning from the cabbage. She had moved forward blindly to turn both off.

Much later, Mother had come out of her room and they had eaten their dinner in complete silence. Somehow she had forced down the haddock and the burned-tasting cabbage. As usual they had listened to the nine o’clock news on the wireless, as they sat knitting. It had sounded bad. The British Expeditionary Force was in France, German U-boats were attacking British shipping, the Russians were advancing into south-eastern Europe . . . It had seemed clearer than ever to her that she should join up, but she had not dared to raise the subject again.

Lying in bed, she thought about Mother and tried to understand how she felt. The trouble was that Mother had never got over the fact that Father had left her. She had never forgiven or forgotten it, but allowed the wound to fester all these years and to poison her life. And she could never forget that they had once lived in a big house on the edge of Wimbledon Common, with servants. Virginia found she could scarcely remember the house now; nor much of her father. He was only a vague memory of a quiet voice and a prickly moustache and an aroma of cigarette smoke. She thought, though she could not be sure, that he had called her Ginny. She wished she knew more, but Mother hardly ever spoke of him and when she did, like this evening, it was always with a dreadful bitterness. Not only had he been cruelly unfaithful – there had been some other woman, Mother had once said, a brazen, common creature – but he had been a failure as well. The firm he had owned in the City had crashed and he had been made bankrupt. Soon after that had happened he had left them. Abandoned them when Virginia was eight years old. The big house had been sold and the servants given notice. She and Mother had moved into this dreary ground floor flat in a semi-detached house near Wimbledon Park station. She had been taken away from her private school and sent to the High School instead. When she had matriculated, the headmistress had tried to persuade her to stay on to take her Higher Certificate and go to university. She had wanted to badly but Mother had said she could not afford it and so she had left school and started work as a clerk with the Falcon Assurance Company in Holborn, travelling into town every day on the District Line from Wimbledon Park. Perhaps she ought to feel bitter about Father too. She had never found it in her heart to be so, until now.

If Father had not deserted them, Mother would never have felt like this. She would never have become the sad and lonely person she was, and there would not have been this awful burden to carry. Mother had been right when she had called her selfish . . . she was only thinking of herself. She had said that she wanted to do something worthwhile in the war but, if she were really honest about it, the chance of getting away from the Falcon Assurance Company meant a lot too. The work was deadly dull. Sometimes she could see herself growing like Miss Parkes who had been with the company for more than thirty years and had grown as drab as the office files she sat among. She could see her own thirty or more years stretching ahead of her . . . the daily journey in on the District Line, changing at Earls Court to take the Piccadilly Line to Holborn, the hours spent in the fusty gloom of the filing department, the solitary lunch at Lyons Corner House, and then more hours with the files. Rush hour back in the crowded Underground and the District Line train rattling out to the suburbs, the walk up the hill from the station to the drab house in Alfred Road, Mother resentful in the kitchen, dinner at the table in the front room, the nine o’clock news on the wireless, the knitting or sewing or reading, and so to bed in this depressing, narrow back room . . .

The rain was splashing down noisily on the concrete yard outside the window, where the dustbins stood. It sounded as though the gutter above was blocked again, which would mean more arguments with the landlord. Virginia lay listening to it and thinking her thoughts, until, at last, she slept.


Two

GETTING UP AT six didn’t worry Winnie. She was always up by that time at home on the farm and so she didn’t moan or groan like most of the other girls in the hut. Nor did she have much difficulty, like some, in stowing her bedding just the way the sergeant had shown them – the three biscuits stacked at the head of the bed, the blankets folded and put on top with one of them wrapped lengthwise round the rest to hold them together, with the join underneath. The bolster topped the pile. Sergeant Beaty had bellowed the instructions the night before, as though they were out on the big parade ground.

‘Folds of the blankets to the foot of the bed with the edge of the pile exactly on the edge of your biscuits . . . Are you paying attention, Potter? I’m not telling you again. You’d better get it right if you don’t want to find yourself on a charge.’

Of course Enid had started to cry again and Winnie had had to help her make a proper job of her bedding in the morning. At breakfast she sat down beside Winnie and gave her a wan smile. Her eyelids were still red and swollen.

‘I don’t know how I’m going to cope, really I don’t. I wish I’d never volunteered. It’s horrible here and I miss Terry ever so much. I cried myself to sleep last night.’

‘Terry?’

‘My fiancé. I’m engaged.’ Enid held out her left hand for Winnie to see her ring. Little chips of red stones formed a flower on her fourth finger. ‘They’re real garnets, you know. It cost ten pounds, but Terry said it was worth every penny. He’s ever so generous.’

Winnie admired the ring. She said shyly: ‘I’m engaged too.’

Enid looked surprised. ‘Oh! Are you? Can I see your ring?’ She inspected the small turquoise stone carefully. ‘How much was yours?’

Loyal to Ken, Winnie lied. ‘I don’t know. I’m not sure.’ She put her hand away under the table. The ring had cost less than half the price of Enid’s.

She ate some of the lumpy porridge. It was lucky that she felt better and not sick any more or she would never have been able to manage it, or the fried bread and baked beans. The tea out of the urn tasted just as bad as before – sweet and bitter all at the same time. It made her shudder to drink it.

Enid gave her a nudge. ‘That girl over there – the one in the blue – she’s an honourable. Did you know that?’

‘Is she?’ Winnie wasn’t sure what an honourable was, but the girl looked very smart in her blue costume. She was wearing a pearl necklace and some bright pink lipstick, and her fair hair had beautiful waves.

‘Her name is The Honourable Susan Courtney-Bennet and her
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The Crew
Seven men who barely know each other are thrown together in a Lancaster bomber to conduct gut-wrenching raids over Germany. But, slowly, they grow to depend on each other. On the ground, the women who love them wait for the men who risk their lives every day . . . but can they bear to lose them?

The Little Ship
Before the war, cousins Matt, Guy and Lizzie spend idyllic summers on an old boat. When Anna, a Jewish girl, and Otto, a German diplomat’s son, join their household, tensions rise – but one wonderful day their rivalries are forgotten aboard the little ship. Then the world explodes into war and they go their separate ways. Until they all meet again at Dunkirk . . .

The Pathfinder
Berlin 1948: a city of rubble. In the British sector is Michael Harrison, a war hero who bombed the city. In the Russian sector is German Lili Leicht, whose mother was killed by British bombers. As tensions in the smouldering city grow, so Michael and Lili slowly fall in love. But can their relationship overcome the hatreds of war?

Our Yanks
The inhabitants of King’s Thorpe had lived with the idea of invasion for some time – by the Germans, not the Americans. But in some lives, the Yanks are to make a long-lasting and emotional impact: especially young Sally Barnet from the bakery, Agnes Dawe, the Rector’s daughter, and newly-widowed Lady Beauchamp from the Manor.

Those in Peril
In the midst of war, Louis Duval makes the perilous journey to England to fight for his beloved France. In Dartmouth he meets young widow Barbara Hillyard, who is trying to make a living for herself, and Lieutenant-Commander Alan Powell, who oversees undercover operations. Both men are drawn to the lovely Mrs Hillyard, but she has eyes only for the Frenchman . . .

The Boat Girls
Brave Frances, conventional Prudence and flame-haired actress Rosalind become friends when they join the band of women working the canal boats, doing a man’s job while the men are away fighting. A tough, unglamorous task – but one which brings them all unexpected rewards . . .

I’ll Be Seeing You
In 1943, Daisy is stationed at an airfield taken over by Americans. She falls in love with a bomber pilot – but she is heartbroken when he is posted missing, presumed dead. Pregnant and grieving, she marries a long-term admirer only to discover that her pilot had survived the war . . . Forty years later, can her daughter trace the father she never knew?

The Other Side of Paradise
While Britain is in the grip of war, Susan Roper’s life in Singapore is devoted solely to pleasure. But when Japan invades, she finds herself in grave danger. Taken prisoner by the Japanese, war forces Susan to find courage she did not know she had, and love where she least expected it . . .
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