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Chapter 1

East End, London – 3 September 1939

It was a beautiful late-summer day with a blue sky soaring high above the East End streets and Marianne Archer was in a hurry, her gas mask box banging against her hip and her heavy suitcase making her slower than usual. Her step faltered as she spotted a newspaper billboard set out on the pavement ahead of her and read the bold message printed in stark black and white: ‘Peace or War?’ It made her catch her breath. Would it really come to war?

She’d listened to the wireless, read the newspapers and seen all the preparations going on around London, and she knew full well that the country was teetering on the brink of war, but deep down she’d held on to the hope that somehow, by some miracle, it wouldn’t come to it, and that something would happen even now, at the last minute, to stop it.

Looking up at the sky, which looked so perfect today, without a single cloud to mar the blue, you’d never know what was going on, she thought, never know what chaos was probably about to be unleashed.

Pushing on past the billboard, she followed the stream of people heading to the local school where all evacuees had been instructed to gather. The sight of so many evacuees carrying their luggage through the streets had become a familiar one in the last few days. The children had been the first to go; now it was the turn of the expectant mothers, and Marianne was glad to be leaving, not just because of the threat of war and what it might bring here, but because London had turned sour for her. What had started out as an exciting adventure and blossoming career had gone badly wrong and she was eager for a new start.

Inside the school, she joined the end of the queue of people waiting to register their arrival, relieved to put down her suitcase at last. Looking around her, she saw that the hall was already busy – not just the expectant mothers and young children who were preparing to leave, but also their relatives and even some husbands too, who’d clearly come to see them off. The noise level was rising steadily among the swirl of cigarette smoke, people having to speak ever louder to make themselves heard above the din of chatter, grizzling children and even a few weeping women.

The queue shuffled forwards slowly. The woman ahead of Marianne had to heave her fractious toddler up on to her hip, her swollen stomach making it impossible for her to hold the child in her arms in front of her. Nudging her brown suitcase forward with her foot, Marianne looked down at her own growing belly – it was impossible now to do up more than the top three buttons on her thin summer coat; there was no hiding the fact that she was expecting any more.

‘Next.’ The mother in front of Marianne had been dealt with and moved off, heaving her toddler and string bag of belongings with her. The WVS woman sitting at the desk looked up at Marianne through her round glasses and smiled. ‘Your name?’

‘Marianne Archer.’

She ran her finger down the list, found Marianne’s name and put a tick beside it. ‘If you’d like to take a seat … ’ She looked around the hall and shrugged: there wasn’t an empty seat to be had. ‘We weren’t expecting quite so many family members to turn up. We’ll be leaving shortly anyway, so you won’t have long to wait.’

‘All right, thank you.’ Marianne picked up her suitcase and went to stand by the open door where the fresh air, or at least what passed for that around here, was blowing in on a welcome breeze, ruffling her dark brown, shoulder-length wavy hair. She could smell the distinctive tang of the East End – chimney smoke from the many homes and factories combined with a salty twist from the docks and the River Thames. Proper fresh, clean air that didn’t irritate your nose was something she was looking forward to again, along with wide skies, space and greenery. She had lived in London for the past four years, coming to work here when she was sixteen, but the city had never truly felt like home. In fact, Marianne dearly missed the countryside, so now, being evacuated to a place that didn’t have a shop on every corner, buses one after the other, or street after street of terraced houses, would be no hardship for her.

They set off walking through the streets towards Liverpool Street station a short while later, forming a raggle-taggle line behind a WVS evacuation officer in her smart green uniform, who, like a modern-day Pied Piper, was leading them to safety. Many of the evacuees carried luggage that looked inadequate for the journey ahead, their belongings stuffed into string or paper bags, sacks or cardboard boxes; not many of the expectant mothers had a suitcase like Marianne.

As they passed through the streets where some of them lived, the evacuees’ neighbours stood in their front doorways watching them go and calling out tearful farewells.

‘Look after yourself, ducks.’

‘We’ll keep the ’ome fires burning for yer.’

There was a real sense of loss in the air as part of their community was leaving, Marianne thought, looking at the women who were waving them off and wiping their eyes with their spotlessly clean handkerchiefs. The East Enders were a close-knit bunch, sharing their ups and downs, helping each other out, so to have mothers evacuated was like taking the beating heart out of their homes, and they’d be sorely missed by those they left behind.

She couldn’t say the same about herself, though. Her departure was leaving nothing but an empty room behind, and her landlady probably had a new tenant lined up already. There was no one around here to be sad that she was going, but that was the way she’d wanted it. Moving to the East End to work in a clothing factory two months ago and live anonymously had been the best thing to do, but seeing the emotion and heartfelt tears of friends and family saying their goodbyes tugged at her heart and prodded at the loneliness she’d felt since then. Making the best of a situation wasn’t always easy, her gran had often said, but that’s what she’d had to do.

‘Dad says to tell you, Chamberlain says it’s war!’ A boy hurtled out of one of the houses, broadcasting the news as he ran up to one mother just ahead of Marianne, grabbing at her hand. ‘He just said so on the wireless.’

Surprisingly, no one stopped at the momentous news, the formation kept on moving, and although it wasn’t unexpected, the certainty that they were now at war with Germany made Marianne’s heart sink. It was little more than twenty years since the last time they’d been pitched against this enemy, and she’d grown up with the shadow of the last war blighting her life – her father had been killed in the last few months before she was born. She’d heard the stories of the muddy trenches and the huge death toll, seen the men with shattered lives and missing limbs. That had been the war to end all wars, and yet here it was, happening all over again.

The sudden sound of an air-raid siren began to wail out across the rooftops, its eerie cry rising and falling again and again, like some wounded animal. It changed the mood like the flick of a switch, and the formation faltered. People halted, looking up at the sky, their eyes wide in shock. Several mothers began to cry, and toddlers, picking up on the women’s distress, added their own wails.

Marianne looked around her, uncertain what to do. Could the Germans be about to bomb them so soon? A passing red double-decker bus pulled over to the side of the road, the driver and passengers spilling out in panic and quickly disappearing down side streets. Should they do the same?

One of the evacuation officers clapped her hands and shouted, ‘Keep moving!’

‘Don’t stop! We need to get to Liverpool Street,’ another added, working her way down the column encouraging everyone to move off again. They did as they were told; no one questioned it or ran off, but they quickened their pace, adults picking up any toddlers who were too slow, everyone anxious to reach the station and get under cover.

‘You’d best go back, Granddad,’ a young woman near Marianne said to the old man who was accompanying her. ‘If they comes, you can’t run. I can’t let the Nazis catch you.’

‘Curse ’em. I ain’t letting you go alone.’ The old man shook his stick at the sky and kept on walking, doing his best to keep up.

There’d been no sound of aeroplanes approaching or bombs falling, but Marianne still felt hugely relieved when they finally arrived and had the domed roof of Liverpool Street station, with its ornate iron beams, between her and any enemy planes.

‘This way,’ the leading evacuation officer shouted in her loud plummy voice. She led them across the busy station concourse where the air smelt of burning coal from the steam engines, parting the people hurrying to and fro, like Moses had the Red Sea.

As they reached the barrier at platform ten, the steady sound of the all-clear rang out and the atmosphere lightened. They were safe – for now, at least.

‘Evacuees only on the platform,’ another WVS woman called. ‘There isn’t room for everyone so you’ll need to say your goodbyes here.’

Marianne side-stepped the families saying their tearful farewells, grateful now that she didn’t have the emotional wrench of having to leave loved ones behind. Quite the opposite, in fact: she was glad to be going. From the way some of the expectant mothers were clinging to their husbands or relatives, tears streaming down their faces, they didn’t share her feelings.

Walking past the railway guards who stood by the barrier to make sure that no other family members sneaked on to the platform, she headed to the far end of the train that stood ready to take them to safety and climbed aboard a carriage. She chose a compartment, slid open the door, stowed her case and settled herself by the window facing the engine, so she’d be able to enjoy the view as they travelled.

As Marianne waited for the train to fill up, her mind wandered over the possibilities of what lay ahead. She tried to calm the tingle of apprehension that had lodged itself in her chest, visualising what it might be like, who she would be billeted with. She hoped it was someone nice; she’d done her best to look presentable, wearing the new dress she’d designed and made herself with its pintuck detail on the bodice, in a beautiful deep green fabric that went well with her green eyes. It was important to make a good first impression – another of her gran’s many sayings. She smiled as she pictured her saying it so many times as she’d grown up, though what she would say about the situation Marianne had got herself into she hardly dared think. Perhaps it was just as well that Gran had passed away a year ago now, because she’d have been bitterly disappointed in her, and that would have been nearly as hard to bear as her own anger at her stupidity and naivety.

‘Excuse me, is that seat taken?’

Marianne was pulled out of her thoughts and looked up to see an auburn-haired young woman standing in the open doorway of the compartment and pointing at the empty seat opposite her. In fact, it was the only empty seat left – while Marianne had been absorbed in her own world, the other seats had filled up with another expectant mother and her two little girls and two other women who had pulled out their knitting and were already busy, their needles clicking.

She smiled at her. ‘No.’

‘Oh, thank Gawd.’ She shuffled past the other occupants’ legs and stuffed her bag of belongings in the overhead luggage rack then plopped herself down on the seat. ‘I’d begun to think I’d ’ave to stand all the way to wherever we’re goin’. The train’s filled up so fast, but I ’ad to stay with my Arthur for as long as I could, and then the WVS woman was chivvyin’ me to get a shift on or the train would go without me.’ She paused for breath and stuck out her hand with a friendly smile. ‘I’m Sally Parker.’

Marianne shook her hand. ‘Marianne Archer.’ She smiled at the other woman, noticing her red-rimmed eyes and pink-tipped nose.

‘Pleased to meet you, Marianne. Are you looking forward to this? Cos I ain’t, but my Arthur said I ’ad to go for the sake of this one.’ She stroked her stomach, which protruded from her slender frame like a football, pushing out the front of her floral dress. ‘He’s going to enlist for the Army right away, not wait to be called up, so he won’t be around here anyway. Did your hubby want you to go too?’

Marianne nodded.

‘He come and see you off?’

‘No.’

‘That’s a shame.’ Sally frowned. ‘Couldn’t he get time off work?’

‘He’s in the Navy, at sea.’ The words tripped awkwardly off Marianne’s tongue.

‘Well, he’ll be glad you’re on your way to safety.’

Marianne nodded, relieved when they were distracted by a sudden loud blast from the guard’s whistle outside. Soon the carriage began to move, the platform slipping past, as the steam engine at the head of the train belched out great chuffs of sooty smoke that swirled up to the ornate station roof.

‘Where do yer think we’re going?’ Sally asked as they cleared the gloom of the station and slipped out into the beautiful sunshine.

Marianne looked at this young woman, who suddenly seemed very vulnerable and nervous in spite of all her chatter. ‘I don’t know, we haven’t been told, but as we’re leaving from Liverpool Street, I’d guess it must be somewhere in the east, not Devon or Wales.’

‘Right out in the countryside, then?’

‘Yes. And away from where they might drop bombs.’

Sally stared out of the window for a few moments. ‘I ain’t been out to the countryside much before, I’ve been ’op picking a couple of times down in Kent, but that’s all.’

‘It will be different from London, but I’m sure it’ll be fine,’ Marianne said. ‘Better to be safe.’

Sally nodded, leaning against the back of her seat. ‘That’s what my Arthur said.’ She rubbed her hand across her stomach. ‘So, when’s yours due? Mine should be ’ere by Christmas.’

‘Late January for me.’

‘Will your husband be home before then to see yer?’ Sally asked. ‘Arthur’s promised to come and visit me when ’e can, though once he’s in the Army it’ll be up to them when he’s allowed.’

‘I’m not sure.’ Marianne looked down at the still-shiny gold ring on the third finger of her left hand. She’d bought it herself.

‘Well, yer can always write letters in the meantime, can’t yer?’ Sally said as they passed row upon row of tightly packed terrace houses.

‘Of course.’

‘My Arthur says he can’t wait to get my first letter … ’

Marianne listened to Sally chattering on, the young woman having enough to say for both of them, while the wheels of the train clickety-clacked beneath them. Through the window the streets gradually gave way to more greenery, space and light, and the sight made her heart lift. Wherever they were heading had to be better for her than London had turned out to be.




Chapter 2

Rookery House, Great Plumstead, Norfolk

Thea Thornton flicked her wrists, sending the clean white sheet billowing out to settle over the mattress of the single bed, and breathed in the smell of the lavender that she’d picked and dried this summer to scent the linen press. Tucking in the sides and corners, she worked quickly, adding another sheet on top, then a blanket, turning back the top end of the upper sheet over the thicker woollen cloth to make a neat finish, and finally spreading out the dusky-pink feather eiderdown over the top. Pulling the eiderdown straight and smoothing the satiny material with her hand, she smiled at the thought of who’d be sleeping in here tonight: their evacuee – a child who’d been whisked away from London because of the risk of war.

She was looking forward to a child living here with her at Rookery House, having the chance to give them a home away from home, one where they’d feel safe and be well looked after. It was both exciting and terrifying in equal measure. It would be a massive change in her life and for the evacuee too, who would not only have been forced to leave their family to come and live with strangers, but would be moving to the alien environment of the countryside. Life in Great Plumstead was a world away from the busy streets of London, and Thea knew from experience that such a change would take some adjusting to.

She’d made the move herself, although in reverse – from here to London; but she’d been an adult when she’d taken the plunge and already had some experience of living somewhere different as she’d gone to drive ambulances in France during the Great War. Still, going from village life to the city had been a huge shock; the noise and busyness had been overwhelming at first. She’d longed to be able to see further than the end of the road. The world seemed to have shrunk, closed in by the buildings that were packed in so close together that the views of the sky were limited to patches above the crowded streets. It had taken her a long time to adjust. Starting her business and growing it had absorbed her time and energy but it had eventually led her back here now, some seventeen years later, after she’d sold up and returned home just three months ago to buy this house. Now, with the country teetering on the verge of war, it was probably none too soon either.

Thea looked around the room, with its cast-iron fireplace, sash window overlooking the back garden, wooden wardrobe and chest of drawers that shone with elbow grease and beeswax polish. She still pinched herself sometimes, hardly believing that she was actually living here, the owner of Rookery House, the house that she’d loved from as long ago as she could remember. As a child she had often stopped to admire the house, saying to herself that one day, if she could, she’d live here, and now … here she was, forty-one years old and with her life-long dream come true.

Rookery House was a detached Victorian house, set back from the road, lying a quarter of a mile out of the village with a generous three and a half acres of land to go with it, which looked out over woods and fields. Its name came from the rookery in the stand of tall elm trees some fifty yards down the lane from the house, where the birds filled the air with their plaintive cawing in the spring, while they tended their chicks in their twiggy nests. Thea loved them, the sound of their calls instantly calming her, and their flying antics on a windy day making her smile, their sheer joy in riding the wind plain to see.

This house, with its five bedrooms, was far bigger than she needed just for herself, but Thea was intent on filling it up. She’d invited her friend Hettie to come and live with her, the older woman having recently retired from her job as cook up at Great Plumstead Hall. Reuben, Thea’s older brother, had accepted her invitation too, although he refused to live in the house, preferring to set up home in an old railway carriage he’d bought and sited over by the orchard. He said he wanted peace and quiet, and it was probably a wise move with the way Hettie liked to talk, but he often joined them for meals. The loss of his wife the previous year had hit him hard, so a move to live nearby had been a compromise, one that suited them both: she could keep an eye on him, but he could go his own way without bothering anyone.

So for the five bedrooms, this one would soon be the evacuee’s, she and Hettie had one each, and the other two would be ready for anyone who needed them. Thea liked having people around her and whoever might come to stay in those rooms in the future would be most welcome.

Going over to the window, she looked out over the back garden to where Reuben and her sister’s two boys – her nephews, Jack and Edwin – were digging a hole for the Anderson shelter. It looked like it must surely be big enough soon, the pile of earth they’d dug out like a monstrous mole hill on the grass. Was it really necessary to have it? she wondered. Well, it was best to be prepared, and with the way things were heading most people were saying it was only a matter of when, not if, war would be declared; but ever the optimist, Thea refused to give up hope that peace would prevail and she’d hold on to that until proved wrong.

This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German Government a final note stating that, unless we heard from them by eleven o’clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently this country is at war with Germany.

Thea let out the breath she’d been holding as the fate of the country, which had been balancing so precariously on the edge of peace, finally crashed down on the side of war. She breathed in slowly, her heart heavy – although there’d been so much talk of war on the news broadcasts, in the newspapers, by people gossiping in the village shop, she’d still held on to the conviction that it wouldn’t come to war again in her lifetime. Hadn’t lessons been learned from last time? Apparently not.

Glancing around at everyone else as they listened to the Prime Minister’s broadcast, she tried to gauge their reactions. Sixty-year-old Hettie’s lips were pressed together, her blue eyes bright with tears behind her round glasses, red spots appearing on her plump cheeks as she fished a clean handkerchief out of her cardigan pocket.

Standing just outside the open half-glass doors that led out of the sitting room into the back garden, Reuben chewed on the stem of his unlit pipe, his forehead creased in a deep frown. Her nephew Edwin stood beside him, an identical expression on his face. Only her other nephew, Jack, who leaned on the door frame, looked as though he welcomed the news.

‘Well, that’s that, then!’ Reuben sighed as the broadcast finished and Thea switched off the wireless. A widower at fifty, he’d served in the Great War, spending four years in the trenches and seeing their brother William killed in action in front of him. ‘Hitler wouldn’t back down; it was a lost cause appealing to his better nature.’

‘I really hoped he would,’ Thea said. ‘He knew what would happen if he didn’t.’

‘Bloody Hitler!’ Hettie muttered, pulling a face. ‘He’s probably glad we’re at war, he’s a nasty blighter. Never did like the look of him, and now look what he’s gone and caused.’

‘We couldn’t let him get away with invading Poland, though, could we?’ Jack said, his eyes feverishly bright. ‘We’ve got to stop him.’

Reuben looked at his nephews and shook his head, putting his unlit pipe back in the pocket of his old tweed jacket that had seen better days. ‘Come on, you two, we’d better get the shelter finished; we might be needing it after all, if bombers come our way.’ He turned to go but then stopped, nodding his head in the direction of Wykeham. ‘Hear that?’

Bess, his devoted collie, started to whine, joining in with the rising and falling wail of the air-raid siren that they could just make out coming from the nearest market town four miles away.

Thea hurried over to the open doors to see what was happening.

‘Are they here already?’ Hettie followed her, craning her neck to peer up at the sky and search for enemy planes, her grey curly hair bobbing about.

‘Doubt it,’ Reuben said. ‘Probably just testing it and putting the wind up everyone.’ He shook his head and headed back to the site of the Anderson shelter, Bess following faithfully at his heels as always.

‘It’s hard to believe we’re actually at war,’ Jack said. ‘It doesn’t feel any different, though.’

‘Not yet,’ Thea said, ‘but it will. Try to remember how it felt before the start of this war, and hold on to that inside, because if it’s anything like the last one and it goes on and on, then it’ll get harder and harder to remember a time when there was peace.’

‘You were right to get a shelter, Aunt Thea. Best to be safe.’ Jack smiled at her. ‘I’d better get back to work.’ He strode off to join Reuben, who was already back at work, thrusting his spade into the ground with more force than was necessary, stamping down on it hard, venting his feelings with his actions rather than words. She knew he’d be feeling this deeply and she would need to keep a close eye on him.

‘Do you really forget what living in peace feels like in wartime?’ Edwin asked.

Thea turned her attention to him. At twenty, and one year younger than his brother Jack, Edwin was the quieter and more sensitive of the two. ‘Yes, and I fear this war will be worse; it won’t just be going on out there in France and Belgium, it’ll hit us at home more than ever before. The war will come to us this time.’

Edwin nodded, his blue eyes solemn.

‘I’d like to see Hitler turn up in my kitchen, I’d give him what for,’ Hettie said.

‘I don’t think he’d dare.’ Thea smiled at the older woman. ‘Seriously, though, things have moved on a lot since the Great War, aeroplanes go faster and further. Remember how the German Luftwaffe bombed that town in Spain? The Government must think it’ll happen here too, or why else would they encourage us to put up Anderson shelters, have air-raid sirens and give us all gas masks?’

‘I’m not frightened,’ Edwin said. ‘I’m just sad it’s come to this.’

‘So am I, but it is what it is, and we’re going to have to live with it, there’s nothing you or I can do to stop it, and things will change – they’ve already started to.’ She looked to where Reuben and Jack were digging. ‘We’ve got evacuees arriving in the village today. Life’s already changing because of the war whether we like it or not.’

‘My buns!’ Hettie suddenly yelped. ‘I nearly forgot! They’ll be burning if I don’t look out.’ She rushed off to the kitchen.

‘You’ll be all right.’ Thea touched her nephew’s arm. ‘Go on, go and help the others and I’ll bring you all out a drink and one of Hettie’s warm currant buns.’

Watching Edwin walk away, Thea blinked away the sudden tears that welled up in her eyes. Blasted war! Why couldn’t everyone just live in peace with each other? Didn’t they remember that last time had cost millions of lives – and for what? Had another generation, lads like Jack and Edwin, been born and grown up just to feed the guns of war?

Enough of that, she told herself, sniffing back her tears; maudlin thoughts weren’t going to get her anywhere. She just had to get on with it; they all did. She closed the outside doors and headed to the kitchen where the currant buns were now out of the oven, piled up on the wire rack to cool and filling the room with a mouth-watering aroma.

‘They smell delicious.’ Thea picked up a still-warm bun, broke a bit off, blowing on it to cool it down, before popping it in her mouth, chewing slowly to savour the flavour and juicy sweetness of the currants. ‘And taste good too. The evacuees are going to love them.’

‘Good, the poor little mites will be hungry by the time they get here.’ Hettie poured hot water into the teapot, then returned the kettle to the side of the hot plate on top of the range, which was lit, as always, to provide heat for cooking and hot water. ‘There’ll hopefully be a good spread for them.’

‘Prue’s persuaded a lot of people to contribute to the welcome tea, so I’m sure it will be a good one.’ Thea’s younger sister Prue was in charge of organising the tea, ably supported by other women from the village’s Women’s Institute.

‘She’s got it all planned to the last detail; you know what she’s like, she’s in her element with something like this to organise, and now war’s actually been declared she’ll be into everything, all in a good cause.’

Hettie took off her glasses, huffed her breath on them and cleaned them with the cloth of her wrap-around, blue paisley-print apron. ‘Do you really think we’ll have to go and sleep in that shelter?’

Thea swallowed her mouthful of bun. ‘You don’t like the idea?’

Hettie shrugged as she put her glasses back on. ‘It’s not natural, is it? I’d rather stay in here by the range; it’s much more cosy in here.’

‘I know,’ Thea agreed, glancing around the kitchen. It was certainly warm and cosy, with its black range at one end sunk into the chimney breast, the large scrubbed wooden table around which they sat for their meals and which doubled up as a work space when they were cooking, the red quarry-tiled floor with its rag rugs. The large stone sink, with its hand pump to bring water up from the well, was by the window looking out over the back garden. The view was framed by pretty yellow curtains with blue flowers that gently stirred in the soft breeze coming in through the open window. Two dressers lined the walls, where the china was kept, Thea’s favourite blue and white patterned cups and plates looking fresh and cheerful.

Leading off the kitchen was the sizeable pantry, its shelves lined with food, including jars of pickles and jam that they’d made, which would be added to over the coming months as more fruit was harvested and stored for the winter.

At the far end of the room, a doorway led into a single-storey annexe that now housed the scullery, with its copper for heating water for doing the laundry, another sink and the mangle for squeezing the water out of washed clothes. Beyond that, Thea had had a bathroom installed because after years of living in London where her flat had had an indoor bathroom, she didn’t want to go back to the days of having to bathe in a tin bath in front of the fire. It had been worth spending money on putting in a bathtub, sink and indoor lavatory. Now she could have the luxury of a bath in a full-sized tub and not have to traipse outside on a cold night to use the lavatory. She’d decided to keep the old outdoor lavatory too, as it was handy if you were working outside. A bathroom upstairs would have been even better, but she’d had to make allowances because with no electricity or gas here, unlike in London, getting water upstairs was problematic. It was more practical to house the bathroom on the ground floor where water wouldn’t have to be pumped upwards, and it was easy to heat it in the tank behind the bathroom stove.

The changes that Thea had made here since she’d arrived had made the house more comfortable and she felt very much at home here, with the kitchen being the place they spent a lot of their time – it was like the beating heart of their home – and she had to agree with Hettie: it was far more appealing than a hole in the ground with a metal shell, but if the bombers came …

‘If bombs are being dropped the shelter will be safer than the house.’ Seeing the worried look on the older woman’s face, she added, ‘But it may never come to that, it’s just there if we need it. I don’t suppose Great Plumstead’s on Hitler’s list of prime targets, but I’ll feel happier knowing we’ve got somewhere to go to if the bombers come. We’ll just be going underground like the rabbits do when there’s a fox about.’ She reached out and touched Hettie’s arm. ‘We’ll be fine. It’s just a precaution, that’s all.’

Thea didn’t like seeing Hettie looking so worried; she was normally such an upbeat, feisty person, but the news that they were at war again had clearly hit home with her. She’d know Hettie all her life as she’d been a close friend of Thea’s mother, and had spent her working life in the kitchens at the Hall, eventually rising to become the cook. It was where Thea had had her first job, working alongside Hettie in the kitchens after she’d left school and before she left to do her bit in the Great War. Hettie had taught her a lot about cooking and it was that knowledge that she’d put to good use in her business in London. So, to have Hettie come and live with her after she’d retired was a blessing, a chance to spend time with a woman who she’d come to love as much as any blood relative.

‘We’ll see.’ Hettie pulled a face. ‘Right, will you take out the tea and buns for Reuben and the boys, while I get on with making some sandwiches for the evacuees?’ She poured tea out of the brown earthenware teapot into three mugs. ‘Digging’s thirsty work and they’ll be parched.’

‘Of course.’

Carrying out a tray with mugs of tea and a plate of still-warm buns, Thea saw that Reuben and Edwin were now measuring the hole they’d dug. ‘Is it big enough yet?’ she asked.

‘Seven foot, six inches long,’ Reuben read off the tape measure. ‘That’ll do, we’ll start fitting the shelter after a tea break.’

Jack climbed out of the four-foot-deep hole and joined Reuben and Edwin as they each took a mug and a currant bun. ‘That’ll be the easy bit, better than the digging.’

Thea looked at the curved, corrugated sheets that lay on the grass nearby, like upturned shells, imagining how they’d look once they were bolted together and put into the hole, then covered with soil and turf. She hoped that they never actually had to run to it for shelter, that it would remain just a precaution rather than a necessity.




Chapter 3

Prue Wilson and her fifteen-year-old daughter Alice shifted the last table into place and stood back to survey the arrangements.

‘What do you think?’ Prue asked.

‘It looks fine, Ma.’ Alice smiled at her. ‘I don’t think the children will be that bothered about how we’ve set it out, they’ll be more interested in what there is to eat.’

They’d set the tables up in a long row on one side of the village hall, from where the food and drink would be served. Chairs had been placed around the other sides, where the children would be able to sit and eat before going to their new homes. The banner Alice had made was pinned up on the far wall, opposite the door, and declared ‘Welcome’ in bold blue lettering. Everything was looking as it should and as she’d planned it.

‘There’s just the plates and cups to sort out and then we’re ready for the food to come in,’ Vera, one of the other women from the village’s Women’s Institute, said.

‘Can you stay and organise that while I pick up the food I’ve promised to collect?’ Prue asked.

Vera nodded. ‘Of course.’

‘Excellent. I’ll be back in a while and then we can get it all set out and ready.’ Prue glanced at her watch; it was now almost two o’clock. ‘They’re supposed to be arriving on the quarter-to-four train, so I’ll be back here by three at the latest. Alice, you can come and help me.’

Prue picked up the empty wicker basket that she’d brought her own donation of sandwiches and cakes in, and trusting the other WI members to finish the preparations, she headed outside to where she’d parked her Austin 7 car. So far, so good, she thought, climbing in and starting the engine.

Today had been weeks in the planning: first surveying potential homes for the evacuee children, then persuading people to take strangers in to live with them. Not everyone had been keen, she recalled, reversing her car and turning it towards the first of her calls, but with a little persuasion and a firm reminder that the law required those with spare rooms to provide a billet, she had enough homes promised for the number of children they were being sent, plus the adults accompanying them.

‘Where are we going first?’ Alice asked as they drove past the row of village shops, which were all closed with it being a Sunday.

‘To Thea’s.’ Prue glanced at Alice and smiled. ‘We can see how they’re getting on with the Anderson shelter.’

Taking the road leading out of the village, Prue thought how it still felt a novelty to have Thea back here in Great Plumstead after so many years away living in London, and how glad she was that she’d come home again. Thea had surprised them all by selling up her business and returning to buy Rookery House, which she’d loved as a child, and had always claimed she’d buy one day when she had the money. Prue had thought it was just one of the childish things she’d said and hadn’t expected, when she’d mentioned that the house was up for sale in a letter to Thea, what outcome it would have. She wasn’t the only one glad to have her home again. Jack, Edwin and Alice were delighted to have their aunt close by, and Reuben, too, although he’d never say as much. The only person who’d been less than keen on Thea’s return was Prue’s husband Victor, but then he and her sister had never seen eye to eye.

Prue slowed and turned in through the gate of Rookery House and came to a stop, switching off the engine and collecting her basket from the leather seat behind her. Outside, she could hear the sound of laughter coming from the back garden, so she and Alice followed the path around the side of the house. There they found Thea, Reuben and her sons laughing at poor Hettie, who stood in the entrance of the Anderson shelter, peering out like a toddler with just her head and shoulders showing above ground.

‘I might be able to get in – or fall in, more like – but I aren’t going to be able to get out again!’ Hettie said, her plump face breaking into a smile as she joined in the laughter.

Reuben’s dog spotted Prue and Alice and came rushing over, wagging her tail and alerting the others to their arrival. Alice bent down and made a great fuss of Bess, as she rolled over on to her back for a tummy rub.

‘Prue! Alice! You’re just in time to try out the new shelter,’ Thea called.

‘Only get in if you think you can get out again, but you’re taller than me so you probably can,’ Hettie said.

‘I’ll go and get a box for you to step on, to help you get out,’ Reuben said and he disappeared into one of the sheds to look for one.

‘You’ve done a good job,’ Prue said, admiring the shelter. She smiled at her two sons – although strictly speaking, Jack and Edwin were her stepsons, but she never thought of them like that; as far as she was concerned, from the moment she’d married their father, she’d loved the two boys as if they were her own. At just one and two years of age, they’d been in desperate need of a mother to replace their own, who had died in childbirth when Edwin was born. They had taken to Prue as easily as she had to them. They might not be her flesh-and-blood sons, but they were as precious to her as if they were.

‘We could put one up at home,’ Edwin said.

Jack rolled his eyes. ‘Good luck convincing Father to get one.’

‘I’ve tried persuading him,’ Alice said, ‘but he said absolutely not!’

‘He can afford it, it’s not that much, and if it saves your lives it’s worth every penny,’ Thea said.

Prue frowned. ‘According to him the cellar is all we need, no point in spending money unnecessarily. You know what he’s like if he thinks he can save money!’ That was Victor all over. Despite having a thriving business, her husband liked to keep a tight hold on the purse strings and was averse to any spending that he considered unnecessary.

Thea pulled a face. ‘There are no pockets in shrouds, he should remember that. Well, you’re all welcome to come and shelter in here any time; leave Victor to his cellar.’

Jack, Edwin and Alice all laughed.

‘We will. He might change his mind now war’s been declared,’ Jack said. ‘Did you hear it on the wireless?’

‘Yes, your father, Alice and I all listened together.’

‘This should help.’ Reuben had returned with a wooden crate, which he turned upside down and put in the bottom of the hole near the entrance to the Anderson, then held out his hand to help Hettie out.

‘Thank you.’ Hettie took his hand and with a lot of huffing and puffing, climbed on the box and then out on to the grass. ‘You might have done a good job putting it together, but who wants to spend any time sheltering in there?’

‘It’s not finished yet,’ Reuben said. ‘I’ll make some steps leading down to it, so you won’t have a problem getting in and out.’ He wriggled his eyebrows at Hettie, who pulled a face back at him. ‘And I’ll put some wooden boards down on the floor to keep your feet dry and build some benches along the side to sit on, and we can add a hook from the ceiling to hang a Tilley lamp.’

‘And we’ll bring in some blankets to keep warm,’ Thea added. ‘It’ll be fine.’

‘Will you shelter in here as well, Reuben?’ Prue asked.

‘Me? No.’ He shook his head. ‘If the bombers come, Bess and I’ll go in the woods; we’ll be all right in there.’

‘I’m sure you will.’ Prue knew her brother would be more comfortable out of doors than stuck in a tin box underground.

‘If you give me your basket I’ll go and get the buns and sandwiches I’ve made for the evacuees.’ Hettie held out her hand to Prue. ‘And I’ll go back to the village hall to help you set it out, if you like?’

Prue passed her the basket, smiling at the older woman who she’d known since she was a girl. ‘Thank you, the more the merrier.’

‘You come and give me a hand,’ Hettie said, putting her arm through Alice’s. ‘You can have one of the buns; the boys have already had one and I know how much you like them.’

Prue watched the pair of them heading off to the house. Hettie had become like a grandmother to her children since she’d retired and come to live here at Rookery House. It was lovely to see.

‘Is everything ready for the evacuees?’ Thea asked.

Prue turned her attention back to her sister. ‘Yes, we just need to set out the food. I’ve got enough homes arranged for the number they’re sending us.’

‘Are you having an evacuee as well?’ Reuben asked.

‘Of course, but one of the teachers rather than one of the children.’ She sighed. ‘Victor wasn’t keen on having a child in the house; he took some persuading even to agree to have an adult.’ Victor had been adamant about not having a child and had only agreed to have an adult after she’d gently reminded him that it was his duty to obey the law and that they should set a good example. It really wouldn’t look good if he, as a councillor, didn’t offer a home, while his wife, as billeting officer, persuaded others to do just that. He had eventually given in, but not without a lot of bad grace and grumbling, and her reassuring him that the teacher wouldn’t be a problem in their home.

Jack snorted. ‘Bloody hypocrite!’

‘Jack!’ Prue snapped. ‘You shouldn’t speak about your father like that.’

‘Sorry.’ Jack sighed. ‘But he is sometimes.’

Thea laughed. ‘We all know that Victor only does something if there’s something in it for him.’

Prue’s cheeks grew warm; she knew her sister was no fan of Victor.

In fact, Thea had tried to persuade her not to marry him all those years ago, but she hadn’t listened because her heart had been set on being a mother to those two dear little boys. She had hoped that marriage to the widowed Victor would be fine, and it hadn’t been as if she was going to get any better offers, had it? So many women in their generation had lost the chance to marry and have a family because of the Great War; it had robbed the country of thousands of young men. Look at Thea: she’d never married, her own fiancé killed on the Somme. Prue had taken the chance that had come her way, marrying a man fifteen years her senior, who’d given her two stepsons and then a daughter, Alice, and they were more precious to her than anything. She’d grown used to Victor’s ways over the years and they rubbed along together; they’d never been a great love match but she’d known that when she’d accepted his proposal.

‘Prue?’ Hettie’s voice brought her back to the present. ‘Here we are. I’ve made cheese sandwiches and some tomato as well, and there’re currant buns.’ She pointed to the basket Alice was carrying.

‘Thank you.’ Prue glanced at her watch. ‘We’d better get going; we’ve got more food to pick up on the way back. I’ll see you at the village hall at four then, Thea.’

‘Are you all right?’ Hettie asked as they made their way to Prue’s car. ‘Only you looked a bit pale when I came out.’

‘Yes, I’m fine.’ She smiled. ‘It’s been a busy day and it’s not over yet. Still lots to do.’

Hettie frowned, her blue eyes meeting Prue’s. ‘You’re always on the go; you should slow up sometimes and relax, you know.’

Prue laughed. ‘Keeping busy keeps me out of mischief!’

Why did she keep herself so busy these days? she thought as she climbed into the car. The simple answer was that it helped to fill the gap left by her children not needing her the way they used to when they were small. With the boys now grown up and Alice almost, getting involved with things outside the home helped shape her days and made her feel useful.




Chapter 4

‘Here it comes,’ the stationmaster announced, as the train appeared around the corner of the line, puffs of smoke chuffing like billowy clouds into the air. ‘All set?’

‘Absolutely.’ Prue smiled at him. ‘Everything’s ready, all we need are our evacuees.’

Alice grabbed Prue’s arm. ‘This is it, Ma! Do you think they’ll like it here?’

Prue smiled at her daughter, who’d been such a big help today and was genuinely excited about having the evacuees arrive in the village. ‘I hope so. I’ll be keeping a close eye on things to make sure all of them are happy and being well looked after.’

Checking that her hat was straight, she smoothed down the front of her blue, fine wool jacket as the train drew alongside the platform and came to a halt. The first hint that something was wrong was when she saw the faces looking out of the carriage windows – they were mostly women’s, with only a scattering of children, and young ones at that. There were no school-aged children – not a single one.

‘Where are the schoolchildren?’ Alice asked.

Before Prue could answer, a woman dressed in the green uniform of the WVS, stepped off the train and called out in a plummy voice, ‘Mrs Wilson?’

Prue nodded and went to meet her. ‘Yes, that’s me.’

‘Excellent. We have forty-five expectant mothers and their accompanying infants for you.’ The WVS woman smiled at her. ‘They’re all very keen to get to their new homes; it’s been a long journey and, of course, we had to change trains and stations in Norwich – I didn’t know Norwich had two stations!’

Prue stared at the woman, her chest tightening. ‘But there’s been a mistake; we were told we were having schoolchildren and their teachers … not mothers and infants.’ She glanced at the women who were starting to get off the train, helped by the guards and porters. ‘All the arrangements have been made for children, not adults.’

‘I see.’ The WVS woman frowned. ‘But this is where they sent us from Norwich; it was enough of a palaver having to switch stations with so many people and their luggage.’ She sighed. ‘I’ll telephone HQ and see what’s to be done. Is there a telephone I can use?’

‘In my office,’ the stationmaster said. ‘This way.’

Prue felt sick. This wasn’t supposed to be happening; her careful planning was crumbling at the foundations.

‘What are we going to do?’ Alice asked, looking worried.

‘Not panic.’ Prue pasted a smile on her face. ‘I’m sure it can be sorted out.’

Another WVS woman came up to her. ‘What’s going on?’

‘We’ve been sent the wrong evacuees; we’re expecting schoolchildren. Your colleague’s gone to telephone HQ to find out what to do,’ Prue explained.

The woman shook her head. ‘They’d better be quick about it; these women are tired and hungry and need to get to their new homes.’

Prue looked along the platform, which was filling up with the evacuees, most of whom looked so unlike any of the local women that they would stand out like sore thumbs in the village. Each was dressed in a crossover apron with their hair in curlers under a headscarf; another was teetering on high heels, her peroxide-blonde hair swept up in a fancy pompadour hairstyle and her tight-fitting purple dress displaying the swell of her pregnant belly.

‘They won’t be long, I hope,’ Prue said, trying to sound positive.

‘I’d better say something before we have a mutiny on our hands.’ The WVS woman clapped her hands several times to quieten down the women, then she cleared her throat and explained the situation to them.

‘What’s going on?’ Marianne asked, looking around the crowded platform. She and Sally were some of the last evacuees off the train and were greeted with the sight of many of the East End mothers looking furious.

‘We’ve been sent to the wrong bleedin’ place!’ said a woman with a grizzling toddler on her hip. ‘Seems as Great Plumstead,’ she nodded at the black-and-white station sign, declaring the village’s name in bold letters, ‘was expecting evacuee children, not us.’

‘Can’t they take us back to where we should be, then?’ Marianne asked.

‘Gawd knows, but I’ve just about ’ad enough of being stuck on a train,’ the woman said. ‘My back’s aching and I need the lavvie.’

‘What will happen to us?’ Sally’s face was pale.

‘I’m sure it’ll be all right.’ Marianne smiled at her. ‘See, the WVS women are sorting it out.’ She nodded to where one of the two women who had accompanied them from London was in serious discussion with a blonde-haired woman in a neat petrol-blue skirt and matching jacket, who looked like she’d come to meet them.

‘Are we staying here or goin’?’ another expectant mother shouted out across the crowded platform. ‘We’re tired and ’ungry and my daughter needs changin’ again.’

‘Ladies, if you’ll bear with us for a moment.’ The WVS woman held up her hands. ‘My colleague is telephoning headquarters at this very moment to find out what we should do; we’ll let you know as soon as possible.’

This news was accompanied by mutterings and grumblings from the evacuees, several of whom had decided they were going to get back on the train and had opened the carriage doors and were in the process of climbing in with their small children and luggage.

‘You can’t do that, missis,’ the guard shouted, hurrying towards them. ‘Not till we know what’s happening.’

‘Bleedin’ ’ell, I wish I’d stayed at ’ome!’ a woman shouted back at him as she climbed back on to the platform.

It must only have been a few minutes, but it felt like much longer before the older WVS woman
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