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CHAPTER ONE

Dagenham, England, February 1939

‘Happy Valentine’s Day, my darling,’ Henry said, halting in front of a posh teashop with a triumphant gesture. He grinned at her baffled expression. ‘I thought you might like to be the one ordering the cakes for once, not serving them.’

So that was why he’d dragged her all the way to Ilford on their afternoon off. ‘Goodness me, are you going to buy us tea and cakes?’ Sheila was astonished. ‘That’s very good of you. But the Regal Tearooms? Ain’t it a bit dear?’ She peered through the glass at the ladies on the nearest table. They were dressed in posh hats and nibbling on dainty sandwiches, nothing like the folk that came into the caff where she worked. She deserved a treat; that was for certain. But she worried she might feel out of place here.

‘We can afford it,’ her husband insisted stubbornly.

Lovingly, she studied her husband’s reflection in the teashop window. He was sixty-six now, yet still as handsome as on their wedding day. His hair was silver these days, and his best waistcoat had recently needed to be let out another inch, but he still turned heads, just as he’d turned hers the first time they’d met. Beside Henry’s smart figure, she looked a little portly and pink-cheeked, though her new hairstyle made her feel ten years younger. Still, she could scarcely believe she was fifty-eight now.

Where had the years gone?

Still, they had two grown-up daughters to show for it, her lovely Violet and Betsy, and two adorable granddaughters as well. Betsy and her husband, Ernest, were justifiably proud of their girls. Dear Lily was a capable fifteen-year-old and almost ready to leave school, while Alice, an incorrigible bookworm, was eagerly looking forward to her fourteenth birthday in April.

Sheila would have liked a grandson to fuss over too, but you couldn’t have everything, and they were the sweetest girls in the world.

‘Shall we go in, then?’ Henry was holding the door open for her.

‘To tell you the truth, Mr Hopkins, I’ve been so blooming busy this week, I clean forgot about Valentine’s,’ she hurried on, feeling embarrassed. She had not bought him a present and perhaps she ought to have done. She didn’t want him to think she didn’t care. ‘Ron’s got some bee in his bonnet about moving all the tables about and repainting the walls to match the new red-check tablecloths he bought. I can tell you, we’ve been at sixes and sevens for days, since Ron refuses to close the caff while all that’s going on, and Betsy and I … Oh!’

Her explanation was abruptly cut off as he dragged her into the quiet opulence of the teashop, where a smiling platinum-blonde waitress in a smart uniform was waiting to escort them to a table, menus already in hand.

‘Are you sure, Henry?’ she whispered urgently in his ear. ‘You know we’re still saving up for Betsy and Ernest’s wedding anniversary bash. Won’t this put a dent in the fund?’

‘Not by so much as a sixpence, my love,’ her husband assured her smoothly.

He held out her seat for her, waiting until she’d sat down. The blonde waitress bustled away to fetch them a pot of tea, while they looked at the menu. Henry nodded across to the photograph of the branch manager, framed and on proud display behind the cashier’s counter. ‘That’s Phil Potts … I done him a favour the other week, and he offered me free afternoon tea for two in return, should I wish to bring the missus in for a special Valentine’s celebration.’ He pulled a card from his wallet and placed it on the table. ‘So here we are. Fill your boots.’

Sheila eyed him and the card suspiciously. ‘What sort of favour?’

‘I wrangled a knockdown price for one of our fancy new Ford Prefects just coming off the production line. We’re not meant to give out discounts except for family, but what the eye doesn’t see, the heart can’t grieve over, eh?’ Henry handed her a menu before opening his own and raising a brow at the contents. ‘Cucumber sandwiches. Strawberry cheesecake. Buttered slices of walnut and date bread. Well, my word … This is the life.’

‘Ain’t it just?’ Sheila could have wished he’d thought to bring her here without the offer of free grub. But she wouldn’t have it any other way. Henry Hopkins was still the silver-tongued salesman she’d married, always with a sharp eye for a deal. ‘I’m fair parched too, so I hope they’re not slow with the teapot.’

Thankfully, they weren’t. The manager had spotted Henry and came over with the tea tray himself.

‘Mr Hopkins, a pleasure to see you.’ Mr Potts extended his arm and they shook hands warmly.

‘How’s the Ford Prefect doing?’ Henry asked.

‘Even better than expected – runs like a dream,’ said Mr Potts.

Sheila studied their surroundings covertly while the two men talked cars, wondering if Ron would ever make them wear a starched uniform at the caff, rather than just a frilly pinny, and if he’d ever invest in printed menus, not just their tatty drinks list and the chalkboard they wrote up each morning with specials.

The waitress returned with dainty cakes and sandwich triangles displayed elegantly on a three-tier willow-pattern cake stand, and at last Mr Potts took the hint and left them to it.

‘He could chat for Britain, that one,’ Sheila muttered.

For all the bread was wafer-thin, the sarnies were still delicious, and the cakes rich and achingly soft, laced with oodles of whipped cream. The tea was pale and fragrant compared to the mugs of strong, mud-brown workmen’s brew they served at the caff.

As they tucked into a tasty spread, courtesy of Phil Potts, they talked of the coal bunker at their back door, which needed a new door, the old one having rotted. This interesting topic having been exhausted, Henry raised the spectre of troubles in Europe, insisting that war was on the cards if Mr Hitler didn’t stop messing about with Germany’s neighbours. Sheila, left deeply uncomfortable by this, decided to change the subject to something lighter.

‘Talking of messing about,’ she interrupted, pretending not to notice his offended stare, ‘I need to stop faffing and finish my letter to Maggie tomorrow so I can post it.’

Her older sister Margaret still lived back in Cornwall where they’d both been born. Sheila had left there almost half a century before, moving to Dagenham with her parents, but her sister had remained behind to get married. Sheila still held fond memories of blackberrying in Cornwall’s green lanes with a certain lad whom she’d tried and failed to forget over the years. All that was in the distant past, of course, but she and Maggie were still in touch. More or less, anyway.

‘Gawd knows why it’s taking me so long to write it,’ she went on hurriedly. ‘I suppose I’m not in the habit anymore of putting thoughts together on paper.’

Henry looked at her from under dark brows. ‘Writing to your sister? That’s not like you, Shee.’

‘Didn’t I just say that?’ She took a sip of tea. For all its delicacy, she decided she preferred the brew at the caff. This was weak as dishwater. She took a spoon to the silver pot, vigorously stirring it. ‘Well, Maggie’s still my flesh and blood, however much she turns her nose up at us. And I’d like her to come upcountry for Betsy and Ernest’s anniversary this year. I know Cornwall’s a fair distance but there’s a train, ain’t there? And it’s not too far to come for her own niece, is it?’

‘No,’ he agreed, selecting a beef paste sandwich and biting into it, ‘and it’s not as though she has any kids of her own.’

Sheila clucked her tongue. ‘Henry, don’t. That ain’t her fault. Gawd knows she tried hard enough with that awful good-for-nothing bloke she married straight out of school. And by the time he’d shuffled off, and she married Stanley, there weren’t much chance of children anymore, not at her age. Poor Maggie.’ She gave him a direct look. ‘We had a few problems in that line ourselves, if you recall.’

‘I haven’t forgotten.’ He reached across and squeezed her hand, his look earnest. ‘And never will.’

‘Me neither.’ Sheila’s eyes turned misty as she recalled an early lost pregnancy that had left her down for months, barely able to get up in the morning some days. But they’d got through that tough time together – and all the tough times that had followed – and the future was looking bright for them at last, if they ignored the troubles brewing on the Continent. ‘I do love you, Henry.’

‘I love you too, Sheila.’ He raised his cup in a salute, a twinkle in his eyes. ‘To us, Mrs Hopkins.’

‘To us,’ she echoed with a tremor in her voice, tears in her eyes, and sipped from her own cup only to shake her head in disapproval. ‘Oh, this tea … Whatever do they make it with? Acorns?’

And they both laughed.

After getting off the bus in Dagenham, they popped into the Corner Caff on their way home to see if Betsy had finished her shift and wanted to walk some of the way back with her parents.

Betsy and her husband lived only a few streets away from them, in a recently built three-bedroom home on the Becontree Estate, so they were often in and out of each other’s houses, while young Lily and Alice sometimes came to their gran’s for tea on the way home from school. Betsy had started working two afternoons a week at the caff, earning a little extra housekeeping money while giving Sheila a day off and more time at home for all the jobs that needed doing.

It wasn’t easy for a married woman to hold down even a part-time job, what with all the cooking and cleaning she had to get through each week at home. Sheila’s late mum had frequently pointed out how much harder it had been for her generation, keeping house while old Queen Vic was still on the throne, without all the labour-saving devices modern housewives enjoyed. But, as Sheila had just as often retorted, many housewives in those days hadn’t been expected to work outside the home.

It wasn’t that Sheila had wanted to take work for the money. Henry brought home a good salary, even if it did leave them short every now and then. But once her two daughters had grown up and no longer needed looking after, she’d been bored stiff. True, her younger daughter, Violet, was unmarried and still lived at home, kept busy by a cleaning job at a nearby factory. Though twenty-seven now, Violet was an attractive blonde with plenty of admirers, and could leave to get married at any moment if she would ever agree to go courting again. Her fiancé had sadly died not long before they were due to marry. Ever since then, she had behaved like a nun, staying home every weekend as though still pining for poor Leonard.

Anyway, Henry had disapproved of her taking a job at first. He’d felt it was a slight on his ability to bring home a good enough paycheque. But she’d soon set him straight. ‘I ain’t cut out to sit moping about at home all day. I’d rather be out and about, making meself useful.’ And indeed, a few days’ work every week gave her a renewed sense of purpose. Sheila loved Ron’s busy caff and enjoyed nothing better than a cosy chat with his regulars.

When Ronald had eventually wanted her to work longer hours, Betsy had offered to take on two shifts. This left Sheila with more time to ensure the housework was still looked after. Between that and the extra money she brought in, her husband really had nothing to complain about.

Betsy was just taking off her apron as they walked in the door. She was tall, like her father, and wore her long fair hair in soft rolls that sat prettily under a headscarf during work hours.

‘Hello, Mum,’ she said cheerfully, and nodded to a lidded tin on the counter. ‘Ron said we might as well help ourselves to the last of that sponge cake with the coconut icing, as it’ll be too dry to eat by the morning. I’ve taken a few slices for me, Ernest and the girls; the rest is for you.’

Ron, who’d been busy with a customer, now turned with a ready smile at the sound of his name. ‘Hello, Sheila,’ he said, and nodded to her husband, holding out a hand. ‘Mr Hopkins, how are you?’

Henry’s reply was a little stiff, though he shook the owner’s hand. He didn’t much like Ronald and never bothered to hide it, suspecting him of flirting with his wife. Which was just ridiculous, given that Ron was over seventy now. ‘Well, thank you, Mr Coates. I hope your arthritis is improved?’

Wrapping up their cake slices in greaseproof paper, Sheila threw her husband a resentful look. She’d told him confidentially about Ronald’s arthritis. Her boss was a proud man and might not take kindly to his employees gossiping about his various ailments behind his back.

Thankfully though, Ron didn’t blink. ‘Much better,’ he said. ‘Have you dropped in for a cuppa? It’s nearly closing time, but I can bring a tray over if you care to take a seat.’

‘No thanks,’ Henry said shortly. ‘We’ve just come from afternoon tea at the Regal Tearooms, as it happens. They do a tasty seedcake, don’t they, Sheila?’

‘But not as nice as our own Victoria sponge, which always goes down a treat with a mug of tea,’ Sheila insisted, grabbing an astonished Betsy by the arm and marching her to the door. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Ron. Tatty bye!’ She was seething but waited until they were out of sight of the caff before whirling on Henry, hands on her hips. ‘Henry Hopkins, what do you mean by embarrassing me in front of my boss like that? There was no call to tell ’im we’d just had tea at the Regal. Now he’ll think we’re too stuck-up to have a cuppa and a slice of cake at his caff.’

‘I’m sure Mr Coates won’t think anything of the sort,’ Betsy told her, but shook her head, glancing fondly from one parent to the other. ‘You two … You’re not happy unless you’re arguing.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Henry grumbled, but Sheila noted how he didn’t quite dare catch her eye for fear of another scolding.

Carrying the cake tin, Betsy walked on with a chuckle. Sheila thought her eldest daughter was looking a little pensive but made no comment, linking arms with Henry instead as they followed behind. She knew Betsy wouldn’t like her nosing around her business, and besides, she’d found it was always best to talk to her daughters on their own when things weren’t going well.

‘So Dad took you to the Regal Tearooms for a Valentine’s treat, did he?’ Betsy gave a sigh. ‘I wish Ernest would take me somewhere posh like that. But you know how hard up we’ve been lately; it wouldn’t be fair to ask him to spend more.’

‘Do you need any help with money, love?’ Henry offered, though Sheila wasn’t sure they were in much of a better position themselves. They paused outside Betsy’s new home.

‘Oh no, Dad, though thanks. We’ll sort things out eventually. The rent on this place is so much more than our old digs, and although the job at Ron’s is useful for housekeeping money, it ain’t enough to put more than an extra few sausages on the table each week.’ Betsy looked wistfully at her house, which was south-facing with a smartly scrubbed front step and pretty front garden. ‘I’d dearly love some good fabric to make up a pair of new curtains for the front bedroom. Them ones there are so thin, they let in all the light.’

‘Your dad and I were just the same when we started out,’ Sheila told her with a wink. ‘But we made do, didn’t we, Henry?’

‘That’s right,’ he agreed, fiddling with his pipe.

The door opened and Ernest came down the garden path still in his work clothes, oil-stained overalls with Ford on the front pocket, wiping his dirty hands on a clean cloth.

Ernest Fisher was tall and fair-haired, and still exceptionally handsome even in his forties. Sheila remembered having been rather impressed by her daughter’s clever, well-read suitor when Betsy had first brought him home to meet the parents. Ernest had worn well since then, with only a few lines here and there to show his age.

‘Mother, Father, it’s good to see you,’ he said with a smile, inclining his head in his very correct way, with the merest hint of a German accent giving away his heritage, though in truth he was half English too. His given name was Ernst, but in recent years, a growing anti-German feeling had intensified, and he’d begun insisting that everyone refer to him as Ernest instead. Sheila reckoned that was a wise decision. She knew from the last war how quickly things could turn violent, even among usually sensible people.

‘And my dearest Betsy …’

His eyes softened, resting on his wife’s face as she pushed open the garden gate. Sheila was always happy to see how deep in love he was still after all these years. Not that he had any reason not to be. Betsy was thirty-five now, yet still as pretty and golden-haired as she’d been the day he’d married her, even after raising two girls. She was a good wife and mother too, always looking out for her daughters. And they’d done so well for themselves, getting this smart new house – it fair made her heart burst with pride.

‘I was just coming to escort you home from work, my love,’ he went on. ‘But I see I’m too late.’

‘I wasn’t expecting you home so early, love,’ Betsy exclaimed, kissing her husband on the cheek. Then her gaze narrowed on his face. ‘You ain’t been given the push at the Ford plant, have you?’

‘On the contrary,’ Ernest told them all, pushing his blond, floppy hair back with a smile, ‘I’ve been given a promotion.’

Betsy’s jaw dropped open. ‘Now you’re pulling my leg.’


‘No leg-pulling, I assure you. I put in an application last week and had my interview this morning.’ Ernest was looking very pleased with himself.

‘I say, well done.’ Henry shook his son-in-law’s hand over the low fence. ‘Better money?’

‘Much better, yes. And it’s office-based too, so I can finally wear a suit to work, as you do, instead of these dirty overalls.’ Ernest glanced down at himself with a wry grin.

‘Good show!’

‘That’s excellent news, Ernest,’ Sheila said warmly, pleased for the younger couple. ‘But what kind of office work will you be doing? Sales, like Henry?’

Ernest nodded. ‘Similar, yes. European sales and export negotiations. I already speak German, of course, but my French and Italian are also pretty good. Our previous negotiator just left for a job in America, so I jumped at the opportunity. I may know how to put an engine together, but I prefer the idea of using a typewriter or a telephone to make my living,’ he added with a wink. ‘There’s some suggestion that if I do a good enough job and impress the bosses, I might get sent to the big showrooms in Regent Street.’

‘Central London?’ Henry’s brows rose.

‘My clever husband,’ Betsy said, smiling proudly.

Ernest grinned.

‘Well, more money sounds good to me,’ Sheila told him. ‘Betsy was just saying as how she’d love a new pair of curtains in your front bedroom.’ She nodded to her daughter. ‘I’ll lend you my Singer, if that’ll help.’ The Singer wasn’t new but it would be quicker than sewing curtains by hand.

‘Yes thanks, Mum.’ Betsy looked delighted. ‘I’ve a few dressmaking projects that could do with some help from your Singer too.’

‘Ah, more of Ron’s leftover cakes?’ Ernest took the cake tin from Betsy with a sardonic smile. ‘I wonder, perhaps you would like to go to the pictures tonight to celebrate my promotion? And a fish-and-chip supper afterwards?’ He laughed when she flew into his arms. ‘It is Valentine’s Day, after all.’

‘Oh, Ernie … Yes, please!’

‘Well, we’ll leave you lovebirds to have a nice evening,’ Sheila said with a cough as they kissed, pulling Henry away discreetly. ‘Come along, Mr Hopkins. I’ve got that letter to write, remember? And Violet will be wondering where on earth we’ve got to.’

Sheila and Henry let themselves into Number 27, the cosy two-up, two-down terraced house where they’d been living since their first years as a young married couple. It might not be as fancy as the houses on the new estate, with their indoor lavs and big gardens out the back, but it was still Home Sweet Home, as her own framed embroidery that hung above the hall mirror agreed. It was blooming chilly though.

Sheila bustled into the front room to turn on the gas fire and startled her daughter, Violet, who’d been sitting under a blanket with her back to the door, huddled over the photograph album.

‘Oh, Mum, Dad … I didn’t hear you come in!’ Violet jumped to her feet, closing the album. Her eyes were red, and she was trying to hide a crumpled handkerchief in one fist, her cheeks suspiciously damp.


‘You all right, love?’ Sheila asked, her heart welling with pity. She knew precisely what Violet had been doing: weeping over the only two photographs she owned of poor Leonard. He had died of influenza only a few short months before their planned wedding day. How long had it been since Leonard had passed away? More than two years, she thought with an inward sigh. Yet Violet was still pining for her lost beau.

Leonard had been a lovely lad, of course, and he and Violet had been head over heels in love. But surely time ought to have healed that wound by now?

Looking embarrassed, Violet rubbed the back of her hand across wet eyes. ‘I’m fine, Mum, don’t fuss,’ she mumbled, putting away the photograph album. ‘Look at the time … I’d better get the tea on.’

‘I’ll be right in to help you,’ Sheila promised her.

Henry hung up his hat and coat in the hall, watching their daughter go into the kitchen, then turned to Sheila.

‘I keep wishing she’d meet someone new,’ he said in a low voice. ‘But when she barely leaves this house except for work …’ He sighed, leaving the rest unsaid.

‘I know. But least said, soonest mended, eh?’ Sheila didn’t quite believe that, but what else could she say? She gave him a brave smile instead. ‘Now, before I write that letter to Maggie, how about we eat them slices of leftover cake from the caff with a glass or two of my home-made wine? To finish off Valentine’s Day in style?’ She turned towards the cupboard under the stairs where her wine bottles were stored. ‘My elderberry should be about ready to drink by now.’

Her husband hesitated. ‘Oh, erm, your elderberry wine? I wouldn’t say no. But maybe just a small glass for me.’

Sheila stopped and narrowed her eyes at him. ‘What are you trying to say, Henry Hopkins? I thought you liked my home-made wine?’

‘I do … Nothing more delicious, love. It’s what it does to my head afterwards that worries me.’ He grinned. ‘I’ve got work in the morning, remember.’

‘Maybe an early night might be the answer, then,’ she suggested with a cheeky wink, and smiled happily when he put an arm about her waist, bending to kiss her. ‘Oh, Henry …’





CHAPTER TWO

Betsy Fisher rethreaded the needle, though it was devilishly tricky, and checked her fabric was properly aligned. Satisfied, she pressed down on the foot pedal, smiling as the Singer hummed happily along. Her mum’s old sewing machine was looking its age now, but it still worked a treat. And as it was better than the alternative – stitching by hand – she had accepted the loan gladly. Ernest had promised her a second-hand Singer of her own once his next paycheque arrived, but this job couldn’t wait. As soon as they had decided to throw an anniversary party, she knew which frock she was going to wear. It had to be the same dress she’d worn on the day he’d asked her to marry him, all those years ago, after they’d attended a friend’s birthday party together. The dress held huge sentimental value for her, and she knew Ernest would recognise it immediately. He was a clever, thoughtful man, and very little escaped him. It was a wonderful quality, even though that meant she often found it hard to keep secrets from him …

Since her pre-marriage days though, she’d had two children, and her figure had changed significantly. Ernest might find no issue with her larger bust and hips, or the curve of her belly, but she had struggled to get into the old frock, despite its loose-fitting style.

Thankfully, she’d managed to find similar material at the haberdashery with which to add two discreet but stylish side vents, permitting the knee-length dress to fit her more mature figure. Perhaps she wouldn’t look exactly the same as she’d done at nineteen. But it was the sentiment that counted, and she knew that Ernest would understand. Besides which, they couldn’t afford for her to buy a new dress off-the-peg or some lengths of fabric to make one up herself on the Singer, so this was also the most economical choice.

Betsy held the half-finished frock up against herself and smiled. Yes, once the second side vent had been added, it would fit nicely. The anniversary party was right around the corner, thank goodness. Because she’d started having a queasy feeling in the pit of her stomach, and that strange tingling sensation she used to get in the early days of pregnancy. Could she be expecting again at last?

She draped her frock over the back of her sewing chair and slipped into the hall to check her figure in the mirror under the hat stand. There was nothing to see yet, not even a rounded tummy. But she had missed her last monthly, and she knew the signs …

Should she tell Ernest about this new pregnancy yet? They had been trying to have another child, off and on, since Alice had reached the age of five. Years had gone by, and she’d almost given up hope.

She knew that Ernest would dearly love a son as well as his two daughters. But he’d not put her under pressure to produce one, of course, and she loved him all the more for that. However, she was eager for another child herself, and if she could manage to bring a boy into the world at last … Well, she would be the happiest woman alive.

But she’d learnt not to get her hopes up too soon. Or Ernest’s. She’d already lost three pregnancies at an early stage of pregnancy, once before the doctor had even confirmed that she was expecting.

Those losses had been so painful. She’d wept bitterly for days afterwards, finding it hard to get out of bed in the mornings or concentrate on her daily tasks, inconsolable with grief. Ernest had tried his best to cheer her up, but she’d seen how unhappy the grief had left him too. They had tacitly decided not to try again after the last traumatic time.

Somehow, they must have been careless though, for here she was again, with that odd butterflies-in-the-stomach sensation.

She was biting her lip, gazing into her own wide eyes in the mirror, when a loud noise made her jump. Somebody had banged with their fist on the front door, only a few feet away. Her hand flew to her mouth, and she stared at the closed door in shock. Who on earth could that be? It was still early afternoon and she wasn’t expecting Ernest back for ages. Though he had a key and would never bang on the door in such an aggressive manner. Nor would her mother.

Tentatively, she crept to the door and listened. The loud hammering came again, close to her head, and she started, gasping. Whoever it was had said nothing, but their knock sounded so angry.


Did Ernest owe somebody money? Surely he would have told her. He’d never leave her in the awkward position of having to deal with some embarrassing demand for money on the doorstep.

Her heart thudding, she unlocked the door and jerked it open. But the perpetrator had already fled.

She looked out at the sunlit street. There was a group of boys milling around. School had just finished for the day and often the older children messed about outside, kicking a ball about and shouting, before heading home for tea. She recognised some of the faces with a sinking feeling. They were unpleasant young men who often sneered at her in the street when Ernest wasn’t there.

They had turned to stare now, and two of them were openly laughing. One lad yelled something she didn’t catch.

How dare they come and bang on her door, frightening her like that?

Furious now, she demanded, ‘All right, who knocked on my door? Was it one of you lot? Don’t you have any manners?’

‘Not for Hun-loving scum, we don’t!’ one boy shouted back and pushed past his friends to confront her. His hands thrust into his trouser pockets, his shirt hanging loose, she recognised him as Peter Short, the son of a local troublemaker. He was in his last year in school and he’d be heading off to an apprenticeship at Ford in the summer, she suspected. Until then, Lily had told them he was doing as little schoolwork as he could get away with. There was a jeering expression on his face. ‘We all know what your husband is. Tell him to go back to Germany where he belongs.’


He threw up a hand stiffly, in what was undoubtedly supposed to be a Nazi salute.

The other boys all laughed, watching her with malicious excitement.

‘You horrible, vile boys …’ she started in a choking voice, and then abruptly stopped.

Peter Short was a nasty bully, but his dad had worked alongside her own husband at the plant until recently. Now Ernest had been promoted into a sales and negotiations department, away from the mechanics, because he spoke several European languages. Ford management had thought he might do better in an office-based job than on the production line.

Perhaps some of the workers had thought his promotion was unfair and were looking for revenge. It went against the grain, but it might be better to ignore the boy and not get into a scrap that could only end badly and jeopardise Ernest’s career.

Betsy stalked back inside, her head held high. But once inside, her composure crumbled. She leant back against the closed door, breathless and fighting off panic.

What could she do? Not very much. But she ought to tell Ernest when he got home. He knew Mr Short, and some of those other boys’ parents, and would want to go round and have words with them. It wasn’t right, allowing young lads to rampage about the streets like that, banging on people’s doors and throwing unpleasant and untrue accusations at them. And that brutal, distressing gesture that everyone knew meant one thing only.

She couldn’t believe how bold he’d been, behaving so rudely towards her in public. Though she knew why he’d done it. Everyone was saying there would be a war soon, and with all the anti-German sentiments swirling around, no doubt nasty bullies like Peter Short and his dad felt emboldened to behave like savages. So few people seemed to understand that being German and being a Nazi were not the same thing.

Betsy pushed away from the door and glanced at herself in the mirror again. A single tear was rolling down her cheek and her lip was trembling. Trying to do what was best for her husband, she wiped damp eyes and took a deep breath. It was getting late. If those boys were already playing out in the streets, that meant the girls would be home from school soon too.

Her party frock forgotten, she hurried into the kitchen where she began to prepare vegetables for the evening’s meal, her hands shaking, her movements uncoordinated.

Hun-loving scum …

No, she decided. She wouldn’t tell Ernest. What good would it do, after all? It would only make him angry to know that such insults had been thrown at his wife, and she didn’t want him to get into a row over it.

It was so unfair though, she thought bitterly, fetching a colander to wash the vegetables. Ernest was a good man; he didn’t deserve all that hatred. He worked hard to provide for his family, like everyone else. He’d lived in Britain for as long as he could remember – he more or less was British – yet a few of their neighbours still seemed to hate him, simply because of his parentage.

Soon, she heard light, running footsteps, and then the back door flew open, letting in the welcome sunshine. Alice tumbled into the kitchen, giggling. ‘I got top marks in reading again,’ she exclaimed, holding up a schoolbook. She dashed to the biscuit tin, dragging off the top, and thrust a hand in.

‘Well done … But you still only get one chocolate biscuit, I’m afraid, so put those other ones back,’ Betsy told her, ignoring the girl’s disappointed protests. She turned instead to smile at her eldest daughter, Lily, who had trailed into the house after Alice in a less excitable fashion. ‘Hello, love. How was your day?’

‘Not too bad, thanks,’ Lily told her with a carefully neutral expression, also heading for the biscuit barrel. ‘What’s for supper?’

‘Bangers and mash with greens, and trifle for dessert.’

‘Super! Smashing!’ Alice cried indistinctly, with a mouth full of biscuit. An avid reader, she was prone to devouring Boys’ Own Annuals instead of the nice stories about kittens and puppies that the school librarian always tried to point out to her, and had taken to adopting its slang.

Betsy took Lily’s school blazer and hung it over a chair back. She didn’t like the strained look on her eldest daughter’s face. ‘What is it, love? You don’t look well.’

Lily hesitated.

‘They’re bullying her at school again,’ Alice blurted out. ‘Kenny and Bobby, the dastardly duo. In the playground at home time, they snatched her schoolbag and threw it up into a tree, calling her names. Me too, I suppose. I never paid any attention to them though, because boys are just stupid squirts, but Lily …’ She tailed off, no doubt catching Lily’s furious shake of her head. ‘Well, I’d better go upstairs. I made one tiny mistake in arithmetic today and now I’ve been press-ganged into doing a whole extra sheet of trigonometry problems,’ she added darkly and flounced out of the kitchen, slinging her school satchel over one shoulder. ‘I swear that Miss Nicholson hates me, horrid old bag!’

Alone with Lily, Betsy put a hand on her shoulder. Her daughter was trembling, she realised. She felt a surge of sympathy. But she was careful not to make matters worse by forcing the issue. ‘Do you want to tell me about it, love?’

Lily shook her head. ‘It’s nothing,’ she whispered, and averted her gaze.

‘Because I can let your father know, and he—’

‘No!’ Lily said emphatically.

Their eyes met.

‘I got my bag back, all right?’ Lily’s chin lifted stubbornly. ‘One of the other boys fetched it for me. Everything’s fine.’

‘Very well,’ Betsy murmured and let her go. ‘You’d best change out of your uniform before supper. Hang that dress up, mind. No dropping it on the floor.’

‘I’m not Alice, Mum,’ Lily pointed out, but her smile had returned, even if it struck Betsy as a little fragile. She took one biscuit with careful economy and replaced the lid on the tin. ‘Bangers and mash … That sounds tasty. With gravy too?’

‘Of course.’

Betsy watched her go, and then sank down onto a kitchen chair, potato peeler in hand, fighting back tears. Bad enough that she’d been insulted by those bullying young men outside the house today. But now it was happening to her daughters, and at school too, where they should be safe. Why should her daughters suffer because of who their father was, his blood giving them partial German heritage themselves? Worst of all, she didn’t think it would be a good idea to share any of this with her husband.

More than ever, with rumours flying everywhere about war with Germany being all but inevitable, they needed to be seen as model citizens. And if Ernest knew there had been cruelty and name-calling, he would be rightly furious and defend his family, potentially making everything far worse …

Much to Betsy’s satisfaction, all her hard work over the adjustments to her old frock were vindicated when their anniversary came around the following week. The evening of the party, she saw Ernest’s eyes widen as she came downstairs wearing the dress, and grinned back at him. ‘Yes, it’s the same frock … What do you think?’

‘I think you haven’t changed one jot since the day I asked you to marry me,’ her husband murmured, bending over her hand to kiss it as though she were royalty. ‘Mrs Fisher, Liebling, I love you madly.’

Betsy blushed, thrilled by this response to her choice of frock, and kissed him on the lips. ‘I love you too.’

The two girls had already gone straight to the caff after school that Friday to help their gran lay the tables and put up decorations. Mr Coates had kindly agreed to let them hold the celebration there after closing time, with no charge except for food and refreshments, which her mum had insisted she would mostly prepare on her own.

Ernest drove her to the party and then went looking for a parking place, as the streets were quite narrow around the caff. She had intended to walk in with him, but it was drizzling with rain when they pulled up and she was worried about her hairdo being spoiled, even though she’d kept it covered with a headscarf since leaving the salon that afternoon.

‘I won’t be long,’ Ernest promised her as she clambered out. ‘You get in out of the rain, love. Pour me a drink. Rum punch, if there is any … None of your mother’s strange, home-made concoctions, all right?’

Laughing, she hurried inside and found her family waiting impatiently for her.

‘Where’s Ernest?’ her mother demanded, helping her out of her jacket. ‘Gawd … You don’t ’alf look a treat in that blue frock, love. Done yourself proud there. Ain’t she, Henry?’

‘My little girl,’ Henry said proudly, and kissed her on the forehead. ‘I remember that dress from when you were young. Too young to be courting, we thought! But you proved us wrong.’

‘I had to let it out a bit,’ Betsy admitted, hugging her girls as they too clustered about her. ‘Otherwise, I’d have bust a seam as soon as I sat down!’

Betsy gave a twirl for Violet.

‘Not bad, sis,’ Violet told her with a wink. ‘But you might want to take the headscarf off … You look like you’re going shopping.’

‘I’d almost forgotten that!’ They all laughed as Betsy carefully unknotted her headscarf.

‘Happy anniversary,’ said Ronald Coates, holding out a present wrapped in garish red paper. Betsy took it in surprise, stammering a few words of thanks. ‘But where is Mr Fisher?’ he added.

‘Yes, why didn’t Ernest escort you in?’ her mum demanded, hands on hips.


‘He’s just parking the car,’ she told them, quickly unwrapping the present and gaping down at a dainty china milk jug. Turning it over, she saw it was an expensive piece made in Dresden, Germany. ‘Oh, Mr Coates, thank you … But this is too much. You really oughtn’t have.’

‘Nonsense. I saw it on a market stall and thought you might like it, given that your husband’s German …’ An awkward silence followed this, and Ronald cleared his throat, looking embarrassed. ‘Well, we’d better check on those sausage rolls before they burn, Sheila.’ He smiled round at Lily. ‘Give us a hand in the kitchen, there’s a good girl.’

Betsy looked at her daughter. Lily had changed out of her school uniform into a demure green woollen dress with two big front pockets. She thought proudly that she’d never seen her eldest daughter looking so grown up.

Ron and Lily disappeared into the kitchen together, leaving Betsy unsure what to do with the caff owner’s expensive gift.

‘Give that to me, love,’ her dad muttered, holding out a hand. ‘I’ll put it in your mum’s handbag for safekeeping. Lord knows that bag’s big enough to hold the Titanic … Yes, and all its deckchairs.’ And he too hurried away.

The door jangled, and Betsy turned in relief, expecting to see Ernest. But it was a group of their neighbours, smiling and also holding out small gifts.

‘Oh, you shouldn’t have!’ she exclaimed, thanking them warmly. She hadn’t even considered that people might bring them anniversary presents. She caught her father’s eye as he returned. ‘Dad, maybe we could find a box to put gifts in?’


Soon, the busy caff was packed with party guests, milling about with glasses of sweet wine and plates of Sheila’s thick ham and cheese sandwiches in hand. Many complimented Betsy on her lovely frock, and almost as many asked where Ernest was, especially his friends and fellow workers from the Ford plant. His new boss even made an appearance, introducing himself with a beaming smile, and she felt embarrassed and confused that her husband had still not returned from parking the car. It surely oughtn’t have taken so much time?

‘Where on earth has Ernest got to?’ Violet whispered in her ear.

Betsy hugged herself, trying to keep smiling. ‘I wish I knew,’ she told her sister.

Ronald had set up a gramophone player in the corner and put on some lively dance music. The tables were pushed back and a few couples started to dance. Betsy watched them with a forced smile on her face, her thoughts whirling. Where could he be? Whatever could have happened?

Finally, the bell over the door jangled again and she spun around, exclaiming in horror.

It was Ernest at last.

But … oh! Her husband looked very different now. His smart suit had a torn lapel, his fair hair flopped wildly over his forehead, and he had a bruise swelling on his left cheek. Despite all this, he quickly smoothed his hair into place as he came limping slightly to shake his boss’s hand, throwing an apologetic smile at Betsy and his in-laws.

‘So glad you could make it, Mr Rogers,’ he told his boss, rather breathlessly, and slipped an arm about Betsy’s shaking shoulders. ‘You’ve met my wife, I see. I’ll get us both a drink in a tick. Sorry I was delayed, darling,’ he added, kissing Betsy on the cheek. ‘I ran into some trouble.’

Her dad had come up, listening to this. ‘Trouble, Ernie?’ he demanded in his deep, rumbling voice. He was frowning. ‘What kind of trouble? Looks like you’ve been in a fight.’

‘Oh, it was nothing. A bit of rough and tumble in the street. Some young idiots …’ Ernest brushed aside whatever had happened with his usual calm, but Betsy couldn’t help staring at him in consternation. Had he really been in a fight? It seemed impossible. And yet there was that bruise on his face, and his torn clothes …

After he and his boss had exchanged a few smiling words, she dragged Ernest aside. ‘What happened? And I want the truth.’

‘I told you the truth.’ His brows drew together, and he kissed her soothingly. ‘Please, Liebling … There’s no need to fret. They were just a few kids making a nuisance of themselves, that’s all. You know how high tensions have been running lately. It was nothing I couldn’t handle.’

‘You need to tell the police,’ Betsy insisted.

But Ernest smiled and shook his head. ‘And spoil our anniversary party? I’ve wasted enough time on those little twerps already tonight.’ He tapped his foot to the popular tune playing on the gramophone, then seized her hand, winking. ‘Come on, let’s dance!’

And he whirled her away to join the other dancing couples, with only the occasional wince for his injuries. Betsy laughed, caught up in his arms, but there was still doubt at the back of her mind. Who exactly had attacked him tonight, and why? It wasn’t like her lovely, polite Ernest to be fighting in the street like a ruffian. What if it happened again, only worse next time? Her monthlies still hadn’t arrived, and she might really be expecting another baby at last. More than ever, she needed her husband safe and by her side …





CHAPTER THREE

Weighed down by her bulging suitcase, Edith trudged around the corner in the gloom of an April early morning and stopped, studying the row of small shops and houses opposite. Her heart lifted at last. She had half expected the Dagenham address she’d been given to have gone and been replaced by a hairdressing salon or a butcher’s shop. That would have been just her luck …

Yet there it was, on the corner, exactly as advertised in faded lettering on the board above the door.

RON’S CORNER CAFF

Through the steamed-up windows she could see a handful of customers tucking cheerfully into cooked breakfasts and hot mugs of tea, just as she’d like to be doing. Not that she could really afford to splash out on a cooked breakfast. Besides, it was a job she was after, not something to eat.

Her tummy rumbled at this fib. She sucked in a shaky breath, squaring her shoulders and drawing herself up. For a fleeting moment, she wished she was taller than a mere five feet, but height wasn’t what counted when it came to waiting tables and scrubbing floors. It was friendliness and elbow grease most employers were after, and she had both in spades.

Traffic was a mite busier here in Dagenham than in the quiet Cornish village she’d left at dawn yesterday. She looked carefully both ways before crossing the road, footsore from all the unaccustomed walking. The handle of her heavy case slipped in her hand, and she cursed under her breath, pausing to adjust her grip. Just a few more yards, she promised her weary bones …

The door jangled as she shouldered her way inside the caff, hampered by a capacious handbag as well as her suitcase, but nobody looked around. In her tiny village, a stranger would have been the object of instant curiosity and speculation. Here, nobody cared.

The place was cosy though, and the smell of coffee and fried bacon made her empty tummy rumble again in protest.

‘Grab a table, love, I’ll be with you in a tick,’ the middle-aged waitress told her with a kindly smile, nodding towards a spare table against the wall as she bustled past, carrying plates of hot food across the caff.

Edith took the indicated seat, tucking her bags carefully under the table, and studied her surroundings with discreet fascination. There was a small crew of labourers in overalls devouring bacon and eggs and laughing over mugs of steaming tea, a large black lady in a bright flowery dress chatting with an elderly gentleman in a smart cook’s uniform – the owner, perhaps? – plus three other tables of bleary-eyed men in jackets and ties, glancing rapidly through newspapers as they wolfed down a full English breakfast.

The buzz of conversation, added to the noisy clatter of chinaware and cutlery in the kitchen, was exhilarating for someone more used to the peace of the countryside. It was also unnerving.

‘Now, love, what can I do you for?’ The waitress had arrived, an order pad in hand, looking down at her sympathetically. ‘You look a bit peaky. But we’ll soon put that right with a nice cuppa and some buttered toast, and maybe a plate of Ron’s world-famous bacon and scrambled eggs.’ Her glance strayed curiously to the suitcase under the table. ‘Come a long way, have you?’

The waitress’s hair was silvered, her face fallen into deep-etched smile lines, and she was comfortably built, reminding Edith of her gran, always ready with a warm hug and a few words of wisdom.

‘Yes, I have … From Cornwall.’

The woman’s eyes widened. ‘Cornwall?’ Her smile grew broader too. ‘Gawd bless you, that’s where I come from too … Oh, years ago now. I left the duchy when I was only a few years younger than you, I’d guess. Whereabouts do you live?’

‘P-Penmarrey,’ Edith stammered, watching her face.

Sure enough, the woman blinked. ‘Penmarrey?’ she repeated blankly, and took a step back, looking her up and down. ‘Is this one of Ron’s silly jokes? Go on with you, girl … You must be pulling me bloomin’ leg!’

‘I’m not, I swear.’

‘Penmarrey?’ She paused, sucking in a sharp breath. ‘Little place just outside Penzance? Not much more than a few houses, a pub and a church?’

‘That’s the one. Though we have a village shop now. And a bakery.’

‘Gawd … Well, I never.’ The waitress dropped her order pad and stooped to pick it up, looking flustered. ‘Penmarrey … That’s only where I come from too.’

‘I know.’

The woman was staring now, her mouth open. Ignoring a shout from the kitchen, she dragged out the chair opposite Edith and sat down heavily. ‘You know I’m from Penmarrey?’ She looked intrigued now. ‘Sorry, love, but what does that mean? Because I don’t know you at all.’

‘You’re Mrs Sheila Hopkins, aren’t you?’ Edith whispered, her cheeks flaring with heat.

‘Blow me, yes, I am.’

‘I came here to find you, Mrs Hopkins.’ Her shaking voice tailed off as her nerve failed.

Several heads had turned in their direction, and Edith wished she could just sink into the ground. That she had never left Cornwall in the first place, in fact. But she’d had no choice, had she? It had been flight or goodness knows what. And now she was here, if she made a dreadful mess of things yet again … If this woman turned her away too …

‘Is that right?’ Mrs Hopkins’ encouraging smile put new heart in her. ‘Well, you’ve found me. So go on, love.’

‘I brought you this letter.’ Edith pulled the folded brown envelope from her jacket pocket and handed it over. ‘It’s from my grandmother.’

‘Bless me …’ Sheila Hopkins took the envelope and turned it over, staring down at her name written across the front in a bold hand. ‘And who’s your granny when she’s at home?’

‘Rosalyn Treloar. Though you will have known her as Rosalyn Penhaligon.’

Sheila looked astonished, her jaw dropping. ‘Rosalyn? You don’t mean it … Me dear old mate from school days? Well, I never.’

She turned in abrupt irritation as her name was called again from the kitchen, and called, ‘Give me a bloomin’ minute, would you?’

Then she seemed to catch the elderly gentleman’s stern look from behind the counter and pulled a mutinous face. ‘Hang on a tick, love,’ she muttered to Edith and jumped up, thrusting the envelope into the capacious pocket of her apron. ‘Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be back in a minute.’

Mrs Hopkins hurried away to serve the plates of food waiting on the counter but was soon back, breathless and smiling. She sat opposite her again, opening the envelope. ‘Right, let’s see what Rosalyn has to say, shall we? I’ll need to be quick though,’ she added in a mutter, ‘or Ron there will have my guts for garters. He’s the boss, you see.’

Edith blushed and peered down at her hands while Mrs Hopkins read the letter. Edith had not read it herself, of course, but she knew what it contained: a request for her grandmother’s old friend Sheila to help Edith find work and lodgings in Dagenham.

It was awful, having to beg for a stranger’s help like this. Yet what other choice did she have? She couldn’t have stayed in their little village a moment longer. It had seemed best to start again somewhere like this – far enough away from anybody who knew of her disgrace.

She’d suggested London at first, but her grandmother had been worried. ‘You don’t know anyone there. And cities are such dangerous places.’ Then she’d mentioned Mrs Hopkins, and Edith had decided to take a chance on Dagenham instead, which wasn’t as busy and built up as nearby London, but with new factories and industrial plants springing up about the town should still have plenty of jobs available for a hardworking young woman like her.

At the time, it had felt more important to get away and less vital where she ended up. Only now did the full embarrassment of her position strike her. She wondered miserably what this lady must be thinking … That Edith was running away from some dreadful mistake, no doubt. And she would be right.

Mrs Hopkins finished reading and lowered the letter to her lap, whistling under her breath as she studied Edith across the table. ‘Blow me,’ she muttered, a lively curiosity in her face. ‘So you’re looking for a job and a place to stay. Do you need a bed for tonight?’

Edith nodded. ‘I’m ever so sorry to be a nuisance.’

‘Bless you, never mind that. Rosalyn and me … Well, we were thick as thieves at school. The Inseparables, they called us. And you have a strong look of her too. That chin …’ Mrs Hopkins chuckled. ‘This your first time away from Cornwall, love?’

‘Yes,’ Edith admitted.

‘It can be a shock, all the noise and traffic … But you soon get used to it,’ Mrs Hopkins told her kindly. ‘A pity your gran couldn’t have written ahead of your coming, as it’ll be hard work finding you digs at such short notice. But I daresay we’ll manage. The weather’s improving now we’re into spring, but we still can’t have you sleeping on the streets.’ Seeing Edith’s downcast face, Mrs Hopkins beamed encouragingly. ‘Now, don’t look like that, love. You leave everything to me.’

‘Thank you, you’ve very kind.’

‘What kind of work are you looking for? There’s usually something going in one of the warehouses along the river. Or there’s factory work. My daughter Violet works in a factory as a cleaner. It don’t pay well, but it’s steady.’

‘I’ve never worked in a factory before. Or a warehouse.’ Edith’s gaze drifted towards the kitchen. ‘In fact, I’ve only ever worked in a shop.’

‘Oh aye?’

‘My father’s the village baker,’ Edith confided. ‘He’s taught me how to make bread and cakes and pastries since I was little. But I daresay you already have someone to do all that.’ She bit her lip. ‘I can clean though. I’m handy with a mop and a duster.’

Mrs Hopkins’ brow was furrowed. ‘If you know your way around an oven so well, couldn’t your dad have given you a job?’

Edith blushed. ‘He … He did,’ she admitted. ‘But I needed a change. To … To get away.’

Mrs Hopkins glanced down at her grandmother’s letter again, then folded it back into the envelope. ‘Of course you did,’ she said firmly, pocketing the envelope. ‘Cornwall’s a lovely place. But there’s a big world outside the duchy, and a young person often needs to see more of it before settling down.’

Edith had been perfectly happy in the Cornish village of Penmarrey; leaving it had been an awful wrench. But this didn’t seem like the right time to contradict her grandmother’s old friend.

The elderly man in the cook’s outfit came over to their table, wiping his hands on a tea towel. He gave Edith a quick look, then turned his stern eye on Mrs Hopkins. ‘Sorry to interrupt your chat, Sheila, but we need you serving. The order for table three is almost ready to take out.’

Mrs Hopkins had jumped up at his approach, though she didn’t seem particularly remorseful as she introduced them. ‘This is Edith Treloar, the granddaughter of an old friend of mine from my school days in Cornwall. Edith, this is my boss, Mr Coates. He owns this place, so you’d best be polite.’ Despite this warning, the waitress winked at Edith before addressing her boss. ‘She’s looking
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