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CHAPTER ONE

SOMERSET, 1945

The privy stunk worse than usual because of the heat, so Rosie pulled her knickers down out in the orchard, before opening the rickety door. Then, holding her nose with one hand and her dress up with the other, she backed in, that way avoiding seeing the fetid, bottomless hole.


A large brown spider weaving a web from one of the beams to a crack in the door swung past her right cheek. Rosie laughed. She considered all living creatures as friends, even the less attractive ones.

‘Hullo, Syd,’ she said in nasal tones, because she had to hold on to her nose. ‘Why d’you stay in this smelly place? You could catch just as many flies if you made your web on one of the apple trees, and you’d have a nice view of the moors too!’

Rosie’s home, May Cottage, was at the heart of the Somerset Levels, a low-lying area of fertile moorland crisscrossed with rivers and man-made rhynes. For some, such an isolated place, however lovely, would be daunting, especially if they were forced to be entirely alone here as often as Rosie was. But she didn’t mind, not even when darkness fell. To her, each snuffling, barking, squeaking or grunting sound was the voice of a friend, whether it be rabbit, bird, bullfrog or hedgehog. They didn’t gossip or turn up their noses about the Parkers, unlike the people in Catcott village further up the road.

The male Parkers intrigued, horrified, frightened and yet somehow excited their neighbours. Cole Parker, Rosie’s father, often remarked that if it wasn’t for him there would be no conversation in the Crown. He claimed too that they were jealous of him. There was an element of truth in this: Cole was a handsome man and had a way with the ladies. He also had the luck of the Devil. Somehow he’d managed to convince the conscription board he was unfit for active service, then spent the war years making good money out of it. But behind the envy was fear too; mysterious accidents seemed to befall people who spoke too volubly about the Parkers, especially those who dared say that Cole’s lads weren’t just wild, but twisted, and twice as dangerous as their father.

As the war slowly creaked towards its end, however, even the people of Catcott had found something more to talk about than the Parkers. The men were expected home, rationing and the blackout would soon be just a distant memory. There were frantic preparations for the victory celebrations: chickens and pigs to be fattened, hoarded sugar, flour and currants dug out for cakes. Spring cleaning took on a new fervour, and in the village school there was a rash of compositions handed in based on childish sweet-toothed fantasies of a world where chocolate bars hung on trees, rivers flowed with lemonade and streets were paved with fruit gums.

In the drunken revelry of the village Victory Party there had been a conviction that a wonderful new era was just dawning. But now in June, just one month later, that vision was already tarnished. Many servicemen were still overseas, and of those who had come home a great number were finding it hard to adjust to family life. Rationing was worse than ever and shortages of paint, bricks and building materials prevented city dwellers from repairing the war damage to their houses.

Rosie was more aware of how it was for families in the big cities than any of her school friends, because her father often went to Bristol and London, fixing up deals to clear bomb sites. When she felt a little lonely, afraid or hungry she tried to remember stories her dad had told her about poor, skinny kids he’d seen scavenging wood and coal. In big cities they didn’t get the odd rabbit or duck to supplement their meat rationing like they did down here. They went hungry.

Cole was in London now. At least he was on his way back after a three-day stay. He’d left Rosie in the care of her brothers. But Seth was seventeen, Norman sixteen and they had a great many better things to do while their father was away than to play nursemaid to an eight-year-old. So their little sister’s curly, coppery hair hadn’t seen a comb in days. Her bare feet and knees were ingrained with dirt, her dress so tattered it was only fit for the rag-bag, yet despite these clear signs of neglect, Rosie looked robustly healthy, if a little small for her age. She also had a remarkable air of happy self-assurance, even here in such undignified surroundings.

A familiar distant rattling, rumbling sound made Rosie forget the spider and run out to the orchard, pulling her knickers up as she went. Jumping up on the log pile beside the chicken house, she peered across the moorland in the direction of Burtle. The shimmering heat and tall grasses growing along the rhynes and ditches prevented her from seeing if the approaching vehicle was definitely her father’s pickup truck. But it was unlikely to be anyone else’s; few trucks, indeed motor vehicles of any kind, came to this part of the Somerset Levels.

Despite the beauty of the surrounding flower-speckled moors, May Cottage, the Parker home, was not the picturesque chocolate box cottage its name suggested. It was a dilapidated, turn-of-the-century farm labourer’s house, almost concealed by mountains of scrap metal flanking it on both sides. Old tractors, broken-down rusting cars and motorbikes, timber, filing cabinets, bedsteads, worn tyres and ancient farm machinery. Cole Parker saw nothing incongruous in piling such objects in a place where herons and kingfishers fished in the tranquillity of the ditches and rivers. He didn’t see his forest of junk as ugly or grim. It was his living.

As the familiar rust-red cab of the pickup truck came into view, Rosie darted back up the orchard, scattering the hens, and through the side gate from the back yard, skirting round the piles of junk to arrive at the front of the cottage just as her father pulled up with a squeal of brakes.

‘Daddy!’ she yelled in welcome, waving both hands excitedly. She was just about to jump on to the running board, when she realized her father was not alone.

A woman was sitting in the passenger seat beside him. Rosie backed away in fright to the shelter of the overgrown may trees in the front garden.

Cole leapt from the cab, but instead of sweeping her up in his arms for a hug as he usually did when he’d been away for a few days, he stopped short and frowned at her.

‘Come now, Rosie. That’s no way to behave,’ he bellowed at her, his usually slow speech quickened with irritation. ‘Come over here an’ say hullo to Heather; she’s come all the way from London to be a ma to you.’

Rosie stared at her father in stupefaction. Her father had never before encouraged visitors to May Cottage, indeed he’d brought her up to view strangers with suspicion. Now, with no advance warning he had brought home a new mother!

‘Ma, to me?’ she blurted out.

‘That’s right, so give her a welcome.’

Rosie may have been stunned, but she knew better than to show her father up in public. So she took a few reluctant steps forward and forced a smile as the woman climbed down from the cab.

On closer inspection she wasn’t that old, Rosie decided. She wore a crumpled floral dress and her bare legs were mottled as if she’d spent the winter sitting too close to a fire. She was nothing like the women Cole usually went for; there had been several of those over-made-up, brassy ones in the last two years. This one was hefty, with wide hips and a big plain face. The only remarkable thing about her was her hair; it was beautiful, thick, long and butter coloured.

‘ ’Allo,’ she said, her big face breaking into a disarmingly warm smile. ‘I’m ‘Eather Farley, and I’ve ‘eard all about you from yer dad. Don’t be scared of me, luv, we’ll soon be mates.’

Rosie was amazed at the girl’s peculiar accent. ‘Why do you talk so funny?’ she asked, her timidity retreating in the face of curiosity.

‘ ’Cos I’m a cockney, ain’t I?’ the girl laughed. ‘Born in the sound of Bow Bells. We all talk like that. You and yer dad sound real funny to me an’ all!’

Rosie looked into the girl’s warm brown eyes, then back to her father. He was smiling too, one of his rare, real, from-the-heart smiles. She instinctively knew he really liked this girl Heather, and that pleased Rosie because he didn’t take to many people. Although plenty of women took to him.

Even at forty-one his hair was still as thick, black and glossy as it had been when he was eighteen. His body rippled with muscle, even though he had a slight paunch from the quantity of cider he drank daily. Dressed as he was now in his Sunday trousers and boiled white shirt, he was a handsome man. He often spoke laughingly of his mother’s claim that the gypsies must have taken her baby and replaced it with one of theirs, for his strong features and dark skin tone were more Romany than English.

‘Come on now, lass,’ he said to his daughter in a softer voice, catching her up in his arms and hugging her. ‘You’ve been too long without a ma, and Heather’s got no kin. Let’s be givin’ it a go, eh?’

Looking across at Heather from the safety of her father’s arms, Rosie decided the girl would make a change from talking to chickens, spiders and birds. She looked and sounded jolly, and she was young enough to be a big sister. So after only a moment’s hesitation she slid down from her father’s arms and walked over to her. ‘ ’Lo, Heather,’ she said, blushing a little. ‘D’you wanna see the house and have a cup of tea?’

‘Not’alf,’ replied Heather as she took Rosie’s hand and squeezed it with real warmth. ‘I feel like me throat’s been cut I’m that thirsty.’

Leaving her father to follow with Heather’s bag, Rosie led her through the maze of junk round to the back yard and into the kitchen.

Heather gasped as she stepped over the threshold and stopped dead. Rosie couldn’t imagine why the kitchen evoked such a response, the dishes were all washed. Maybe she didn’t like chickens?

Grabbing the brown hen which was pecking at a loaf left on the kitchen table, Rosie flung it out of the door and turned back to Heather. ‘They’re not supposed to come indoors. But that one’s a bit saucy. Did he scare you?’

Today was the first time Heather Farley had ever been out of London, and she’d been enchanted at the sight of fields, rivers and wild flowers. She hadn’t been the least bit put off by the dilapidated outside of May Cottage, nor the piles of junk around it, because on the long drive down here Cole had explained he made his living from scrap metal. Besides, compared with bomb-damaged, dirty London houses it looked pretty enough to her.

But her first glimpse of the kitchen stunned her. She had never ever before witnessed such filth, and she’d been brought up in the slums of Poplar, and seen sights that would make most people turn green. On top of the dirt it was blazing hot from a kitchen range, and it stunk worse than an abattoir.

It was a large room with a low-beamed ceiling, and its furniture – a dresser, a large chest of drawers, central table and chairs – had probably been brought here at the time the house was built. Everything was covered in a thick film of grease, there were chicken droppings on every surface, and greasy cobwebs hung from the beams. The stone floor could not have been swept in weeks, let alone scrubbed, and the windows were so dirt-encrusted it was difficult to see through them.

‘No, I ain’t scared of the chicken,’ Heather said slowly. She guessed this child didn’t get invited into other people’s homes very often and she probably had no idea what a clean house looked like. ‘It’s just so ‘ot in ‘ere it gave me a turn for the moment.’ She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand to illustrate this point.

‘I lit the stove ‘cos Dad was coming home,’ Rosie explained. ‘I thought he’d want sommat hot to eat, and a bath, after London.’

Cole stepped into the kitchen, his towering frame blocking out the light from the doorway. ‘You did right to light it, Rosie,’ he said. ‘We’ll be needing lots of hot water tonight.’

Rosie sensed that Heather was shocked and disappointed, whatever she said. But her father’s expression and behaviour puzzled her still more. He looked almost cowed and he was shuffling from one foot to the other as if he were embarrassed. She had never seen him like that before.

‘Rosie does her best, but she’s only a babby,’ Cole continued. ‘Me boys are lazy buggers an’ all, can’t get’m to do a hand’s turn without a stick to their backs. Where’re they too, Rosie?’

‘Gone to Bridgwater on the motorbike,’ Rosie replied, hoping he wouldn’t grill her about what they’d done every day since he’d been gone. If he discovered the truth he’d lay into the boys with his belt the second they walked through the door. And Seth would round on her later in retaliation. ‘I’ll just fill up the kettle,’ she added and grabbing it quickly, scuttled past her father out into the yard to fill it from the pump.

Over the splashing of the water from the pump Rosie couldn’t hear what Heather and Cole were saying in her absence, but she had a creeping feeling it wasn’t happy chat. So it was a surprise when she walked back into the kitchen with the kettle to find Heather bending over by the range, twiddling the tap on one side experimentally. Furthermore she had tied her hair back with a ribbon and put on an apron.

‘So there’s ‘ot water, that’s sommat,’ she stood up, putting her hands on her hips. ‘This place needs a good bottoming, and something stinks an’ all, so you two ‘ad better clear off and get some grub and cleaning stuff in, while I do it. Never mind the tea. I’ll make do with water.’

Rosie looked to her father expecting him to say something sharp. He didn’t like bossy women. But to her surprise he took the kettle from Rosie’s hands and placed it on the hotplate.

‘I didn’t mean you to start working today, Heather.’

‘Well, I can’t sit about in this midden,’ Heather laughed and the sound rang out around the gloomy kitchen. ‘And you’ll be wanting a meal soon too. So let me get cracking.’

Rosie wondered what a ‘midden’ was, but she had a feeling it was better not to ask, so she followed her father out to the truck without another word.



Once Cole and Rosie had gone, Heather stood in the middle of the kitchen and sniffed. The foul smell was strongest away from the range, but it was a minute or two before she realized that the open back door, in fact, concealed another door, and it was from behind this that the stink was coming.

Holding her nose, she pulled it open, jumping back in horror as a dozen fat bluebottles came shooting out like fighter planes. There, on a shelf, was the source of the smell: a piece of meat left so long on a tin plate that it was alive with wriggling maggots. She gagged, slammed the door shut again and ran out the back door for fresh air.

Heather Farley was a little slow, in so much as she had never quite mastered reading and writing. But what she lacked in education she made up for in common sense. As she filled her lungs again with sweet-smelling air, she took stock of her situation.

The rest of the house was probably even worse than the kitchen. The little girl Rosie looked like a tinker’s kid; she might even have lice. It had to be at least two miles to the nearest house; it didn’t bear thinking about how far it was to the closest town. She was a city girl and she didn’t know the first thing about country life. It was only today that she’d seen her first cow. How could she even think of staying here?

On the other hand she was a hundred miles from London and she had nothing but a few shillings in her purse. Besides, it wasn’t as if she had anyone or anywhere to run to! In any case Cole Parker hadn’t lied to her. He’d said again and again that his cottage had no modern conveniences, and that he and his boys couldn’t cope with looking after it alone.

But, above all, there was the little girl. Heather smiled to herself as she remembered how rough Rosie’s hand had felt in hers. She seemed a nice little thing, even if she was filthy, and she needed someone to look after her. Wasn’t that good enough reason to stay?

Heather lifted her face to the sun and the warmth on her skin felt good. She had never been anywhere so tranquil before – all she could hear was the buzzing of bees and the hens clucking in the orchard. The utter peace boosted her determination. She’d spent the whole war dreaming of living in the country. Well, she was here now, even if this cottage was a tip. ‘So you’d better get cracking,’ she said aloud, and went back to the kitchen.

She scooped the rotten meat on to a newspaper while holding her nose. Once that was dealt with, she stacked every piece of china, each pot and ornament on the table, and took all the chairs outside. Then filling a bucket with hot water from the stove, she picked up a bar of yellow soap and began to scrub the walls and shelves.

Heather Farley was only two, her brother Thomas seven, in 1929 when their father died from tuberculosis. Home was two rooms in a tenement building in Poplar. They shared a tap and lavatory with four other families. Rats and mice played on the stairs – to leave food uncovered for just a second or two was to lose it. But Maud Farley, their mother, had been a proud woman. She didn’t sit and cry about her misfortune but went out and found cleaning jobs to keep her family from starving. Heather supposed it had been a tough childhood, but yet she had nothing but happy memories, with Thomas at the centre of all of them. He had looked after her when their mother was working, taken her to school, played with her and protected her. Other children sometimes jeered at her because she was a dunce, but Thomas never did. All she could remember was him praising her for her sewing, cooking and cleaning.


When war broke out in 1939, Thomas had been working in Smithfield Market for three years. He was very much the man of the house. Heather could remember crying because Thomas said he was going to join up as soon as he was eighteen and she didn’t think she could live without him.

But she did learn to live without him, and her mother too. Thomas joined up in 1940 and was sent overseas almost immediately. In October of the same year before Heather was even thirteen, her mother was killed in an air raid on her way home from work, while Heather was waiting for her down in the shelter.

Neighbours often said that Heather was from the same mould as Maud. As devastated as she was, she stayed in their home, took over her mother’s two cleaning jobs and just carried on, ignoring the bombs, dismissing the idea that she too might be killed, just waiting for the day when her brother would come home on leave and tell her what to do next. But Thomas never came home, he was in the Far East somewhere. Heather got a neighbour to read his infrequent letters out to her and dictated cheerful letters back. Then just as she thought nothing worse could happen, in January of 1942 their tenement building took a direct hit, reducing it to a heap of rubble.

She had been fourteen then. She took a job as laundry assistant in Whitechapel Hospital and found a tiny room in Bethnal Green. In February of that year she heard the news that Singapore had fallen, but she didn’t know definitely if that was where Thomas was and anyway all the post from the Far East took a long time to get through.

The year had worn on, but still with no word from Thomas, Heather had become increasingly worried. The last letter she had received from him arrived just days before the flats were bombed. She made inquiries at the post office to see what they did with mail arriving for an address which no longer existed and they assured her they kept it till it was claimed. Other people urged her to keep sending letters to Thomas; they said the army and Red Cross worked together to make sure men got their mail, wherever they were, but still she heard nothing. Not even one of those brief notes to inform her that her brother had been taken prisoner. She felt deep inside that Thomas must be dead; he had always been so conscientious and resourceful, she was sure he would have found some way to let her know he was safe.

Finally a kindly priest investigated for her. The information she eventually received in 1944, over two years after Thomas’s last letter, was the worst and most bitter blow she’d ever been dealt. Thomas Farley had gone missing when Singapore fell and as they had no record of him in any prison camp, he was presumed dead.

Heather had always been a buoyant and optimistic girl but this news wiped her out. There seemed to be no point in anything then; she had nothing to look forward to, no one to care for, or to care about her. It was only in January of 1945 that she managed to pull herself together enough to leave the laundry and find a new job in a cafeteria in Piccadilly. This was where she had met Cole Parker.

It was in late April, just a couple of weeks after her eighteenth birthday. Everyone in London was in a state of excitement anticipating that victory would be declared at any time. The pubs and clubs were getting in stocks of beer and spirits for the celebrations, the tube stations were finally closed as bomb shelters and men loaded up trucks with mountains of obsolete sandbags. Heather had found the excitement to be infectious. She trimmed her hair, put on some lipstick and even began to feel a stirring of her old optimism.

The cafeteria had been very busy that day, not just at lunch time, but all day. As fast as she cleared the tables, more people came in and filled them again.

At about four in the afternoon she saw the big dark-haired man standing with a tray of food, unable to find a seat, and she hurried over to him, directing him to a corner table that she’d just cleared.

He seemed to want to talk, asking her for directions to Victoria, where he said he had to pick up some goods. Heather always talked willingly to everyone, but it was the man’s rolling, country accent which struck her more than his conversation. She’d never heard anything like it before. He told her he came from Somerset and he teased her about her cockney accent too.

He was still there when it was time for her to have a break, and on an impulse she joined him at his table. That was when he told her how his wife had been killed two years earlier when she’d come up to London for a visit. He said his boys, Seth and Norman, were old enough to fend for themselves, but that his little girl Rosie was only eight and he worried about her growing up without a woman’s influence.

He said he’d tried to find a housekeeper, but joked that no one would stay once they saw the state of his cottage. Heather’s heart went out to him and his little girl.

The wild celebrations on Victory Day and the turmoil in the days that followed put the man out of her mind. She certainly never expected to see him again. But one afternoon almost three weeks after they’d first met, he came back to the cafeteria, and this time it was clear he’d come especially to find her. He asked if they could meet up when she’d finished work, and although all the other waitresses said he looked a bit dangerous, she agreed to go.

He took her to the White Bear on Piccadilly, packed full of servicemen, and he told her so much more about his home and family.

‘Seth’s a bugger,’ he said with a grin. ‘Just like me at the same age. It’ll do him good when he’s called up for his National Service later this year, put some discipline into him. Norman’s not much better, but as thick as a plank. Rosie’s a bright little thing though. Always reading and asking questions. She deserves better.’

Heather couldn’t help but view the whole family in a romantic light. Two boys as dark and handsome as their father, a little girl growing wild because she had no mother to guide her. She didn’t even think to ask Cole why he hadn’t been called up during the war, she was sure there must be some very good reason. When he asked if she would consider coming to look after them, she said she’d think about it, and give him her answer in two weeks’ time when he returned to London.

The two weeks seemed endless. Each day it became clearer to her that there was nothing for her in London. Her room was tiny and dark, she had no real friends, no family or boyfriend, and she felt she was too plain to ever find one. London was full of sad, painful memories too. Maybe in time she would forget the terror of the Blitz, the exact sound of a doodlebug or that pungent gas and plaster smell that hung in the air after a bombing, but she knew that whatever else might ease with time, her lost brother’s face would be as clear in her mind in another twenty years as it was now.

She had her bag packed with her few belongings two days before Cole arrived for her answer.



Heather was sitting outside in the sunshine drinking a cup of tea when Cole and Rosie came back. She had worked like a slave for two hours, and she was just resting while the floor dried. She still hadn’t gone beyond the kitchen. An unpleasant smell from behind the henhouse in the orchard directed her to the lavatory. It was quite the worse she’d ever seen, a stinking, dark, spider-ridden privy, but she hadn’t the strength to tackle that today.


Rosie came rushing through the gate, excitement in her periwinkle-blue eyes.

‘Dad got lots of special things because you’ve come,’ she blurted out breathlessly, sitting down beside Heather and sliding her hand into the older girl’s. ‘It took us a long time because Dad had to get some of the things from people he knows.’

‘The black market?’ Heather asked, looking up. Cole held a bulging canvas bag and a sack stuffed with something.

‘Kind of,’ he grinned. ‘Rationing don’t bother us too much round here, we got our own ways.’

Rosie disappeared into the kitchen but burst out again almost immediately, her eyes huge as millstones. ‘Dad! Dad! Come and see what Heather’s done. It looks real grand.’

Cole put his load down by Heather and went in to inspect. Like his daughter he came back grinning from ear to ear. ‘It looks like I got your number right,’ he said, patting her shoulder. ‘I ain’t seen it looking like that for many a year.’

Heather glowed. She felt certain that Cole was as unaccustomed to doling out praise as she was to receiving it. ‘I’ve put the curtains in to soak and those easy chairs need new covers,’ she said, but the questions she’d intended to ask him were immediately forgotten as she opened the sack beside her and saw two dead rabbits staring up at her.

She’d seen rabbits hanging in butchers’ shops of course, but she’d never imagined buying the whole animal and having to deal with skinning it.

Cole laughed at her horrified expression and fished them out by the back legs, dangling them teasingly in front of her face. ‘They’ll need to hang for a coupla days, but I’ll skin them for you, don’t you worry. Take a look in the other bag.’

Heather had never seen so much food outside a shop in her life. Flour, sugar, dried fruit, jam, margarine and bread, a parcel of fresh meat, butter in waxed paper, cheese and bacon, and a whole heap of vegetables. He had got cleaning materials too: more soap, soda, wire wool, Jeyes fluid and a tin of beeswax polish. She could hardly believe what she was seeing – the shortages in London were so chronic it would take a fortnight going from queue to queue to get just half of these items. She looked at Rosie helplessly and the child smiled.

With that one smile Heather knew she would grow to love this child.

‘We get the eggs from the hens,’ Rosie said. ‘I collect them up. I know all their hiding places, and I’ll show you an’ all.’



It was after eight that night when the whole family sat down around the kitchen table to eat the liver and bacon and mashed potatoes Heather had cooked. She was a bit tiddly as Cole had given her a couple of glasses of cider, but perhaps that was just as well because it took the edge off his two sons’ rudeness.


Their arrival at seven had shattered the peace. First the roaring of a motorbike, then the stamping of heavy boots across the yard. Both boys were filthy dirty with mud up to their knees and Seth, the older one, had slung two huge, still-wriggling eels into the sink before he so much as glanced Heather’s way.

As Cole had already said, the boys were so alike they could have been twins. An inch taller than their father, but with the rangy slenderness of youth, they shared the same black hair and eyes, olive skin and razor-sharp cheek bones. But although they were undeniably handsome with their tanned faces and perfect teeth, somehow the special something which Cole had, that sparkle which drew the eyes and warmed Heather’s heart, was missing in his sons.

‘So you’re the bint from London?’ was Seth’s first remark to Heather, his cold black eyes travelling up and down her body making her squirm inwardly like one of his eels. ‘Shouldn’t think you’ll take to it here.’

Norman wasn’t quite so unpleasant. He remarked on how nice the kitchen looked and told her not to worry about the eels because he’d skin them later. But even he gave her the impression that he was fearful of how a woman in the house would interfere with their freedom.

Heather asked them both nicely if they would mind taking their boots off out in the porch, but they ignored her and flopped down in the two easy chairs regardless of their muddy trousers.

‘Rosie, take Heather upstairs,’ Cole snapped and Rosie, who had been helping peel the potatoes, jumped to it, grabbing Heather’s hand and leading her to the narrow winding staircase in the corner of the kitchen.

‘Dad’s going to blast them,’ Rosie said as she led Heather into the small bedroom they were to share. It contained nothing more than a double wooden bedstead and a small chest of drawers. There weren’t even curtains at the window and the bed was unmade, grubby sheets exposed. Yet the room pleased Heather for she had been just a little anxious that a country man like Cole would think a housekeeper should share everything with him, including his bed.

‘Blast them?’ Heather repeated; for a moment she thought the child meant Cole was going to take the shotgun she’d seen in the porch to his sons.

‘You know, bawl them out, clout them,’ Rosie said nonchalantly. ‘He just don’t want to do it in front of you.’

The walls and floorboards might have been thick enough to blot out the row that ensued, but the windows and doors were wide open and Heather heard every word.

‘We don’t want some cockney tart bossing us around.’ Seth’s voice was sullen.

‘This is my house and I’m master in it,’ Cole roared. ‘Heather ain’t no tart, and if you don’t like her being here, then you’s can just piss off out of here for good.’

‘But Dad,’ Seth was whining now. ‘We was gettin’ on just fine on our own.’

‘We lived like pigs, and you two were wallowing in your own filth. But I didn’t bring Heather here for your benefit, I brought her here for our Rosie. I don’t want my daughter growing up like you two ignorant beasts. Now get those boots off, and put them in the porch, wash up and go and change your clothes before supper, or you’ll get nothing. And take those blasted eels outside, they’re enough to terrify anyone.’

The sudden silence in the kitchen then the splash from the pump in the back yard proved that the boys were obeying, however reluctantly.

‘Are your brothers always like this, or is it just because of me?’ Heather asked. Even before the boys came home she had been apprehensive about them. Rosie had shown her their bedroom and it stunk worse than a stable, of a mixture of stale urine and sweat. Rosie had airily explained it away by saying Seth often wet the bed when he’d been drinking. Heather hoped she wouldn’t be expected to wash his sheets; she drew the line at grown men’s messes.

‘Norman’s not so bad, when you get him on his own,’ Rosie said, anxiously touching Heather’s arm as if afraid she was about to run off. ‘But Seth’s horrible. I’ll be glad when he gets his call-up.’

Heather’s cooking pleased all three men. They wolfed it down and mopped up the gravy with thick slices of bread. Heather didn’t like the way the boys ate with their mouths wide open or their many belches, but at least they seemed more kindly disposed towards her. Whether this was due to ‘the blasting’ or just satisfied hunger, she didn’t know, but Seth said she was a good cook as she cleared the table, and Norman invited her outside to see him skin the eels.

They were still alive, wriggling and squirming even though Seth had cut their heads off.

‘It’s just like peeling off a girl’s stockings,’ Norman said with a lascivious grin and proceeded to run his knife down one of the eels’ underbelly and show her what he meant. ‘Ever eaten eels?’

‘Jellied ones,’ she said, thinking she’d never eat another one as long as she lived. ‘Is that what you’re going to do with them?’

‘No, these are for a mate of mine, he smokes ‘em. Me and Seth don’t like ‘em much. We only catch ‘em to sell ‘em. You wait till the nights we go for them proper. We catches hundreds on the right night of the year when they’re trying to get back towards the sea. We can make fifty quid from a good night’s work and Dad takes them up for the Yids in London.’

Heather looked down at the two skinned eels still wriggling in the basin and shuddered. She had a feeling that before long she’d be witnessing many more country skills that would make her want to run back to the civilization of London.



‘What about having a bath and letting me wash yer ‘air?’ Heather suggested to Rosie after the men had disappeared off to the pub. She had gathered that this pub was some two miles away, and she had a feeling the men wouldn’t return until after closing time.


She still hadn’t given Rosie the fairy story book she’d brought with her from London. Cole had said Rosie was a good reader and she’d already demonstrated this by reading out something from the Picture Post. Heather almost wished she hadn’t brought the book now, as it would mean she’d have to admit she couldn’t read any more than the simplest words herself.

‘But Sunday is bath night,’ Rosie said, her blue eyes wide with astonishment. ‘It’s only Saturday.’

‘Where I come from we ‘ave a bath when we’re dirty,’ Heather said. ‘And I don’t believe that ‘air’s bin washed since Christmas.’

‘It has,’ Rosie said indignantly. She didn’t feel intimidated by Heather; she was nice, and it was good to have company – the evenings always seemed very long on her own.

‘Well I fancy a bath ‘an all.’ Heather decided she must make certain she didn’t embarrass the girl. ‘So let’s lug it in, shall we? I’ll let you go first!’

As Heather sat beside the tin bath washing Rosie, she was reminded poignantly of her mother, and all she had taught her. She could remember being bathed like this herself, her hair washed, then rolled up in rags, and being made to clean her teeth with a little salt. Heather’s clothes had been just as shabby as Rosie’s and she’d often gone without shoes too, but her mother had instilled in her the need for hygiene, and that was one thing which was badly lacking in this household.

Heather lit the oil lamp before taking her turn in the tub. Rosie was sitting on a chair wearing a too short tattered nightdress. Her damp hair looked so beautiful in the lamp light, spring-like coils of burnished copper bouncing on her thin shoulders and framing her pink and white face. As Heather washed herself she became aware that the little girl was looking curiously at her.

‘Will I get those big things?’ Rosie said at length.

Heather giggled. ‘Of course you will, luv, all girls do when they get to thirteen or fourteen.’

‘Why?’

Such a question saddened Heather: it showed just how much Rosie had been deprived of by losing her mother.

‘They’re for feeding your baby when you get married.’ ‘

What, like cow’s udders?’

As Heather had never seen a cow before today, and that only from the truck, her knowledge of their anatomy was limited. But as milk came from them she assumed they did serve the same purpose. ‘Yeah, I suppose so. They fill up with milk after you ‘ave a baby. Up till then they are just like mine. Ain’t you ever seen a mother feeding her baby?’

Rosie shook her head. ‘What’s the hair for on your tummy, then?’

Heather didn’t know the answer to that and said so. ‘It just comes around the time you get breasts, it’s all part of turning into a woman.’

Rosie was thoughtful for a moment. ‘Why do Dad and the boys have those dangly things then? We haven’t got those.’

Heather blushed. At Rosie’s age all she’d known was that Thomas’s thingy was called his ‘Johnny’ and hers had been called her ‘Millie’. She certainly hadn’t had any idea why they were different, or what they were for. She had eventually found out from girls at the laundry during the war, and most of that seemed very rude. It didn’t seem right to try and explain any of it to someone so young, certainly not on her first night.

‘They’re connected with ‘aving babies,’ she said. ‘But you are too young for me to explain any of that just now. I’ve got a book in my bag for you. Let me get me nightie on and this water chucked out, then we’ll look at it.’



Rosie was still awake long after Heather had blown out the candle and fallen asleep beside her in the double bed. The window was wide open and a full moon was shining right into the room. She wished it was bright enough to read some more of the lovely book.

She was really glad her dad had brought Heather back with him. She was lovely. Funny, chatty and kind, even if she couldn’t read. She hoped very much that Seth and Norman wouldn’t upset her, and that Dad wouldn’t get into one of his tempers and frighten her.

Three months later on a warm September evening, Rosie was up in the hayloft in the barn at Shank’s farm in Burtle with all the other young children from the surrounding villages. She felt like a princess in the new apple green dress with puffed sleeves and smocking across the bodice that Heather had made her. She had no intention of getting into any rough games which might spoil it.


It was the Burtle Harvest Home, an annual night for celebrating the crops that had been safely gathered in. Everyone was here, even the very old people. It was a time to talk and laugh with old friends, to eat, drink and be merry, and for the younger, single ones it was an opportunity to look for romance. But this year it was a double celebration, as the war was finally over, most of the men were home again and everyone was looking forward to lasting peace.

The decorations this year were the best that anyone remembered: boughs of greenery, garlands of Michaelmas daisies, goldenrod and chrysanthemums nailed to the wooden walls, paper streamers and bunting swathed across the rafters. The long trestle tables of fast disappearing food were festooned along the front with swags of more greenery and orange ribbons.

Most of the men had already drunk a good deal of cider from the barrels set up outside, and now they were ready to join the women for dancing. The music was supplied by the Burtle silver band, and Jack Dunkie played his accordion whenever the bandsmen went for refreshments. The light from dozens of hurricane lamps fixed up high out of harm’s way spilled a warm golden glow over the whole scene, and Rosie felt so happy she thought she might burst.

Ever since Heather had arrived back in June, Rosie’s life had taken a sharp upturn. It began with the pleasure of coming home from school to find Heather there in the kitchen with everything bright and clean, and good smells coming from the oven. She would get up in the morning to find a cooked breakfast rather than just a slice of bread and marge, her school dress had the buttons sewn on, and clean white darned socks were waiting to be put on. But gradually it had become far more than just a feeling of comfort and being relieved of the heavier chores. Heather had become mother, big sister and friend all rolled into one.

She had changed everything. The kitchen was whitewashed, bright new curtains hung at the windows. The back yard was pretty now because Heather refused to allow the men to bring any junk in there. She swept it daily and encouraged Rosie to plant some flowers in an old sink by the back door. Norman had rallied round and painted the old wooden settle. You couldn’t even smell the privy any longer because Heather had found some special stuff to put down it. The may trees at the front of the cottage had been cut back to let more light into the parlour, and there was always a jam jar of wild flowers on the kitchen table. Once Rosie had slept in the same sheets for months before they were washed; now they were changed every Saturday morning without fail.

Cole didn’t go down to the Crown so often, but sat outside on warm nights with his pipe and a pint of cider, while Heather sewed or knitted. Once school had broken up for the summer holidays, he often took time off from working when it was hot and took them all down to Weston-super-Mare or Brean for the day in the truck. Heather would pack a picnic, and even Seth and Norman stopped sneering and swanking long enough to paddle, swim or play football on the beach.

But it was the long days alone with Heather, when Cole and the boys were out dealing in scrap, that Rosie enjoyed most. Heather made all the chores fun. She loved to wash, lighting the fire under the boiler out in the shed early in the morning long before Rosie got up, tossing in sheets and pillowcases, shirts and underwear with absolute delight. Her arms were so strong, she could hook out the steaming washing as though it weighed nothing, then feed it through the mangle, singing as she worked. When she rinsed it in the tin bath under the pump, she would splash water at Rosie with childlike glee.

They made pastry and cakes together, listened to ‘Children’s Hour’ on the wireless, played cat’s cradle or card games, and Heather made a rag doll for Rosie, looping thick yellow wool for hair and painting eyes on to big white cotton-covered buttons.

Rosie found it mystifying that Heather couldn’t read or write properly when she had so many other skills. She had tried to teach her a bit, but Heather formed letters back-to-front and she still couldn’t recognize any words that were longer than three letters. But it didn’t seem to matter much. Rosie read out recipes from magazines, she could add up a row of figures for Heather, and her learning took a great leap forward through the encouragement of an appreciative audience.

Sometimes Cole brought home sacks of old clothes picked up in his capacity as rag-and-bone man in Bristol. Before Heather came these sacks had just piled up in the outhouse until he had enough to sell on to a rags dealer, but Heather went through them meticulously, sorting out those items which could be used. Buttons were removed and stored in jam jars, buckles in another. Skirts of good cotton dresses were unpicked, washed and ironed ready to be made into something new for Rosie. Men’s shirts had the collars turned as work shirts for Cole and the boys.

They made jam together from raspberries and blackcurrants, and bottled gooseberries. Heather got Cole to teach her how to rub saltpetre on rabbit skins so they could sell them and she even overcame her fear of eels and helped the men with the skinning when they got a big load one night.

But perhaps the best thing of all to happen was Seth getting his call-up papers, and finally leaving back in August to become a gunner with the Royal Artillery at Larkhill. Almost the moment he’d left, a new lightness and gaiety seemed to sweep through the house. Heather was released from the burden of Seth’s sullen antagonism, and his endless wet sheets. Rosie no longer had to hide her few toys and books to ensure he didn’t maliciously destroy them as he had so often done in the past, or flinch when he walked in the room.

Norman had always been overshadowed by his older brother, so much so that until now he had no identity of his own. Now he began to talk and laugh more, willingly helping with chores that once he would have sneered at.

But Rosie noticed even more remarkable changes in her father. He rarely flew into a temper these days. He seemed content to just be with his family and was far more interested in both Norman and her. He was happy, Rosie decided, and she felt Heather was entirely responsible for that.



Looking down into the barn from her vantage point at the edge of the hayloft, Rosie saw that Cole was dancing with Heather again. He had always been a much sought-after partner at these parties because he enjoyed dancing and he was light on his feet, but it was the first time Rosie remembered him choosing the same partner over and over again. Heather’s face was flushed and she looked almost pretty with her yellow hair flowing loose over her shoulders. She had made herself a new dress for tonight – blue and white check with a low neck – and she looked like a milkmaid.


‘Is your dad going to marry Heather?’

Rosie looked round in surprise to find that the unexpected question came from Florrie Langford, a girl two years older than herself who thought she was a cut above the other children who lived out on the moors. Florrie lived in Catcott village and her father ran the post office. With her ringlets and big satin hair ribbons, she always looked a real madam. Tonight she wore a blue velvet party dress, not a handmade cotton one like Rosie’s.

‘I dunno.’ Such a thought had never entered Rosie’s head before. Marriage wasn’t a subject that ever came up in May Cottage.

‘Well, he can’t marry her, can he?’ Florrie looked down at Cole swirling Heather round and her lips curled in scorn. ‘He’s still married. His wife ran off with another man, didn’t she?’

‘What do you mean?’ Rosie felt an unpleasant prickle in her spine. ‘My mum was killed in London two years ago.’

Florrie gave her a scathing look. ‘Your mum might have been. But she wasn’t Mrs Parker, was she? She was just one of his women. Seth and Norman are only your half-brothers.’

This was news to Rosie. She didn’t understand what Florrie was getting at, but she sensed it was intended to rattle her. ‘So what if they are?’ she said defiantly. ‘And if you’s know so much already, why bother to ask if my dad’s going to marry Heather?’

‘Because my mum thinks it’s a disgrace the way he carries on with women.’

It had often been said that Rosie was as hot-headed as her brothers and father. She didn’t stop to think about her new dress, or that Heather had said she was to try and be ladylike tonight. She just sprang up and threw herself at Florrie, knocking her down on to the hayloft floor, then she leapt on top of her and pummelled the girl with her fists.

Florrie screamed as if she was being murdered and all the other children gathered round.

‘Your mum is a fat, lazy old cow,’ Rosie said, pinning Florrie down beneath her, suddenly aware that she had only seconds to make her point before a grown-up intervened. ‘And your dad is so scared of mine that he shits himself every time he has to deliver letters at our house. Don’t you ever say anything about me or my family again or I’ll make you sorry.’

Fortunately for Rosie it was Norman who came rushing up the ladder to see what was going on. ‘Let her up, Rosie,’ he said, barely able to hide his amusement. He turned to Florrie, who was struggling to get up. ‘And you’d better keep your mouth shut in future, fancy-pants, if you know what’s good for you.’

Norman’s remark suggested he had a good idea what had sparked off the fight. He took Rosie’s hand, dusting the straw off her dress and hair. ‘You’d better come down where I can keep an eye on you,’ he said. There was a touch of approval in his dark eyes.

Once in the barn, with a glass of lemonade in one hand and a jam tart in the other, Rosie told Norman what Florrie had said. ‘Is it true?’ she asked.

‘Yeah,’ Norman muttered. ‘Thass right, me and Seth ain’t got the same mum as you. I thought you knew that!’

‘Did your mum really run off with another man?’ Rosie found that hard to swallow. All women liked Cole, even if they were a bit scared of him too.

‘Yeah, so they say.’ Norman looked embarrassed now. ‘But Dad was glad to see the back of her, and don’t go talking about that stuff to anyone else or I’ll give you a belting.’

As the night wore on Rosie watched Cole and Heather with new eyes. They were dancing slowly now, looking into each other’s eyes and smiling at one another. She hoped they were falling in love. That way Heather would stay for ever.

Norman was so drunk when it was time to go home that Cole dumped him in the back of the open truck and said he could sleep there. The glasses of cider Rosie had sneakily drunk when no one was looking must have caught up with her too, for she didn’t remember getting home, and had only a vague memory of her father carrying her upstairs in his arms.

The rooster’s crowing woke Rosie, and she got up sleepily to pee in the chamber pot. It was only then that she saw she had slept in the bed alone. She crawled back in, wondering where Heather might be, and she was nearly asleep again when she heard a rocking sound.

It was gentle and rhythmic, almost like someone rocking a cradle. It appeared to be coming from across the landing and her father’s room. She strained her ears to listen, and identified the noise as her father’s headboard banging on the wall.

Above this sound was something else too, a grunting, heavy breathing which made her feel very uncomfortable. She knew instinctively what was going on. Heather was in bed with her father, and they were doing that thing that made babies.

Yet her overriding feeling was of puzzlement rather than horror. Heather had often spoken in shocked tones about girls having babies before they were married, so why was she doing it herself now? On top of that Heather had said on more than one occasion that her ideal man would be like her lost brother Thomas. She said he was gentle, sensitive towards women and children and he liked to paint and draw. Cole Parker was not remotely like that!

But as Rosie slipped back into sleep she allowed herself to imagine a baby in the house. It would be lovely, she decided, and that way Heather would never go back to London.
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CHAPTER TWO

SEVEN YEARS LATER, 1952

Thomas Farley sat down on the stile, dropped his stick, jacket and haversack down beside him, and pushed his hat on to the back of his head. He hoped it wasn’t much further to Catcott; it was so hot and his leg was giving him gyp.


Flapping the front of his shirt to cool himself, he looked around. He had never been to Somerset before and it was very different from what he had expected. The man who gave him directions from Bridgwater station had pointed out that this part of the country was the Levels, a vast area of moors prone to flooding, but that just a few miles away the flatness gave way to rolling hills and woodlands. Thomas thought that the seemingly endless miles of flower-studded moorland looked very beautiful now in the June sunshine, but he guessed that in winter it would be a bleak, windswept place.

He was puzzled as to why Heather had chosen to come and work here. Girls born and bred in the East End of London, used to shops, cinemas, markets and throngs of people, didn’t adjust well to the country. Bridgwater, some five miles back down the road, was one of the dreariest towns Thomas had ever seen, and he doubted Catcott was more than a handful of cottages.

A middle-aged woman came waddling down the road towards him, the only person he’d seen over the last two miles. Thomas pulled himself up on his stick and limped towards her.

‘Is it much further to Catcott?’ he asked, forcing himself to smile. She had a sullen, sallow face, with a few dark hairs bristling on her chin. Her print dress was stained red down the front: he thought perhaps she’d been picking strawberries, although she wasn’t carrying any.

‘A coupla miles yet,’ she said, staring at his stick. ‘You looking for some place in particular?’

Her rolling accent was far more pleasant than her appearance. It reminded Thomas of Sam Gurney from back in the camp in Burma. Sam had come from the West Country and often at night he told the other men tales about the farming community he’d grown up in. Sam had never got to see his home again.

‘May Cottage,’ Thomas said. ‘Would you know that?’

She smiled, showing two blackened stumps of teeth.

‘Thass Cole Parker’s place I reckons you means. You’ll knows when thee’s there by the heap of junk round it.’

As Thomas walked on, he sensed that the woman was watching him speculatively. People always did.



Thomas Farley was only thirty, but three years in a Japanese POW camp had aged him prematurely, and he had shrunk a couple of inches from his original six foot. He’d put on some weight to his emaciated body since the end of the war, but his face remained haggard. When he looked in a mirror now, he could see no resemblance whatsoever to the burly eighteen-year-old who couldn’t wait for his basic training to be over so he could be sent out to fight. He’d become an entirely different man.

After the camp was liberated, more than one army nurse had remarked on his similarity in looks to the actor Leslie Howard. Sometimes he could even see it himself. His face had become long and thin, years in the hot sun had etched deep lines which tended to give him a doleful expression, and on rare occasions when his fair hair had grown out of its customary short back and sides, it had the same droopy quality as the actor’s.

But Thomas didn’t linger in front of mirrors. It was bad enough when he undressed to see the scars of beatings and tropical ulcers, to be forced to strap on his artificial leg and know he was unlikely to ever find a girl foolish enough to marry him – a cripple – even if women did keep telling him there was something mysteriously attractive about him. He struggled instead to keep in his mind the few advantages the war and imprisonment had given him: resourcefulness, patience, a deep understanding of other men, and the loss of his once strong cockney accent, He hadn’t actually noticed that his accent had gone until after he returned to England, and he put it down to a close relationship with an officer who had often teased him about his dropped ‘aitches, and had got him to read poetry and literature to him because his glasses were broken and he couldn’t see to read himself. Thomas told himself almost daily that losing his leg and youth for his country was nothing. He might have lost his life out there, like poor Sam and so many of his other friends. He told himself this so often that sometimes he almost believed it.

Thomas was not used to walking so far and he knew he had rubbed his stump raw even before he finally saw the piles of junk ahead.


If it hadn’t been for the woman’s description, he wouldn’t even be considering that this might be the place; when Mrs Lovell, an old friend of his mother’s back in London, had given him the address, he’d imagined a pretty thatched cottage with roses around the door.

There were no roses, not unless you counted a wild one scrambling up over a rusting tractor.

Pausing some ten yards from the house, he leaned heavily on his stick, hoping the woman had been mistaken. The plain red-brick building was almost hidden behind overgrown sprawling trees, but there on the broken gate was the sign, May Cottage, confirmation that he had indeed found the right place.

Mrs Lovell had told him Heather had left London to come here, soon after VE day in 1945. Thomas felt a prickling of unease as he gazed at the farm labourer’s cottage.

Pushing his way through the overgrown trees he knocked on the front door. There was no reply. He knocked again, and again, but he could hear no sound from within. Peering into the lone downstairs window he was somewhat taken aback to see incongruous grand furniture: large armchairs, a huge oil painting above the fireplace, and a highly polished oval dining table very similar to one he remembered seeing in an officer’s home in Singapore. Thomas took a step back and looked at the house reflectively. It was all very odd.

He was just about to make his way round the back of the cottage to see if there was anyone out there, when he heard a rustle. It came from a bush at the side of the house. He sensed that someone was behind it, watching him.

‘Hullo there,’ he called out. ‘I’m looking for Heather Farley. I believe she came to work here after the war.’

No reply. Bees buzzed amongst the weeds and wild flowers; there was a faraway bleat of a sheep and the plaintive cry of a bird.

He called again, louder this time. After all, it could be someone old and hard of hearing. But still there was no reply.

‘Just call out if you’re scared of me,’ he yelled again. ‘I can’t run after you, I’ve only got one leg.’ To prove this point he waggled his stick in the air.

‘Heather left, three years since.’

Thomas almost lost his balance with surprise. He stared at the bush from where the voice came. ‘Come out and talk to me,’ he called back.

‘No, I won’t. And go away now. Me dad don’t like strangers calling at the house.’

The girl’s voice was bold and Thomas had a feeling she was probably more afraid of her father than a stranger. He turned and limped exaggeratedly out of the gate.

‘I’m not calling at the house,’ he said over his shoulder. ‘All I want is to find out where Heather is. I’ve come all the way from London.’

The bush quivered, some tall weeds parted and out came a girl. She looked about thirteen or fourteen, small but robust, wearing a woman’s shabby faded cotton dress several sizes too large for her. She was barefoot with a mane of copper-coloured tangled curls and freckles across a small snub nose. Thomas smiled, she reminded him very much of the kind of children he’d grown up with in the East End of London – not just her shabby clothes and bare feet, but the sharply suspicious expression in her blue eyes.

‘That’s better,’ Thomas said, keeping his distance in case she ran away. ‘I never was much good at holding a conversation with a bush.’

The girl giggled. Thomas thought there was something rather enchanting about her, as he leaned back against an old oil drum.



Rosie had been watching this man’s approach for some time. She’d seen him coming up the lane while she was hanging out washing in the orchard and she was curious about him even before he knocked at the front door. Holidaymakers didn’t usually bother with this part of Somerset and men with bad limps and a stick didn’t go in for hiking. Besides, he had an intriguing face. Not exactly handsome, but interesting.


He looked too smart to be looking for work; his trousers were neatly pressed, the white open-necked shirt spotlessly clean and his boots were well polished too. Something about the tilted-back angle of his trilby, the nonchalant way he’d slung his jacket over his shoulder along with a canvas knapsack, suggested he was an exserviceman, a wounded one at that. She wondered how he knew Heather.

‘You’ve got two legs,’ she said reproachfully.

‘One and a bit to be precise,’ he said and bent down and pulled his trouser leg up a couple of inches to show her the dull beige artificial one. ‘I lost my real one when a wound became infected during the war.’

‘They chopped it off?’ she said in horror, but moved closer as if she wanted to inspect it.

‘Sawed it off.’ Thomas had been very lucky that the infection only got a grip on him after the camp had been liberated. He’d witnessed several amputations at the hands of the Japanese, and every one of the men concerned had died slowly and horribly, as the foul-smelling gangrene crept through their bodies. His own amputation had been without anaesthetic, but at least it had been carried out in reasonably sterile conditions in a field hospital, with proper dressings and clean water to wash the wound. ‘I was a prisoner of war in Burma, then in hospital for a long time afterwards. But never mind me, where did Heather go, and why?’

The girl put her hands on her hips. ‘What’s she to you?’

Thomas didn’t think she was afraid of much, even though she’d said that about her father.

‘I’m her brother, Thomas Farley.’

The insolent look vanished. She clamped one hand over her mouth.

‘You can’t be! She said you was dead, and anyway you don’t sound or look like her.’

‘I thought she was dead too, until a few weeks ago,’ Thomas shrugged. ‘I heard our old home was bombed and when I didn’t get any letters from her in the camp I thought she must have been killed there. The war certainly messed up a lot of people’s lives. As for us not looking and sounding the same, well, brothers and sisters aren’t always alike. Now where did she go? I must find her.’

‘She went back to London,’ the girl said. ‘Like I said, three years since.’

Thomas felt a dull thud of disappointment. He slumped back against the oil drum, wondering what he should do next.

He wished he’d thought of some contingency plan in case
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