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Chapter 1

Giggleswick, Yorkshire Dales, 26 May 1941

‘Come back to bed – come and stay with me just a minute or two longer. I love you so much.’

Flora Whitaker, landlady of the Cunning Vixen, pulled gently on her husband’s arm and looked up at him with pleading eyes. ‘Come on, you know you have the time …’ Flora’s long auburn hair cascaded over the pillow as she lay half-naked in bed, gazing up at her handsome, dark-haired man. He was showing signs of his age but was still fit and energetic.

Bill sighed and looked around their homely double bedroom. He was going to miss the everyday things – the love of his wife, the comfort of an eiderdown on the bed, even the sound of the annoying church bells outside the bedroom window.

‘Now, you know I’d love to, but the lads will be here in an hour. I can’t be late. The sergeant major wouldn’t be too happy if he heard they had to wait for me while I finished having nookie with my wife.’ He pulled on his trousers and pulled his braces up over his vest. ‘I’ll be back before you know it. I’ll try to get leave to come home and help you with the pub as soon as I can.’ He paused, seeing Flora’s expression. ‘Now, don’t make that face. You know I can’t stand behind that bar pulling pints while most men my age are out fighting for our country. I’m sorry, love. I have to go.’ Bill’s tone was gentle. More than anything, he was going to miss his wife, and he hoped she would be true to him while he was away.

‘Oh, Bill, I don’t want you to go. I don’t know what possessed you to sign up; there was no need for it. You should have told them about your back. You’re not so young anymore, and we have this business.’ Flora sighed, knowing full well that nothing could have stopped her husband volunteering to join his old regiment and fight for his country. He had to prove to the world that he was still a red-blooded man, despite being over forty now.

‘I couldn’t stand by and do nowt, not when my country needs me. I don’t want to be like some of them we serve over that bar, talking a good talk but doing nothing about it. Not when I’m already a crack shot and still fit.’ Bill watched as Flora got up, stripping off her flimsy nightdress. She pulled on her brassiere and knickers and reached for her underskirt. ‘That’s it, get a move on, woman. Let’s have a decent breakfast together, proper eggs and bacon before I have to start on army rations. That’s one thing I will miss, your cooking.’

‘But you’re not fit, Bill. No matter what you say, you still have pain from the last time you served.’ Flora was frowning but then, looking into the bedroom mirror as she fastened her hand-knit cardigan, she grinned at his reflection. ‘Oh, and so you won’t miss anything else about me except my cooking, Bill Whitaker? I hope you remember those words when you curl up with your rifle in your bunk bed instead of me. A gun won’t keep you so warm and satisfied.’

‘Aye, but it will keep me safe. Now, will I be safe leaving you behind on your own behind that bar? No flirting with half the men of Giggleswick while I’m away.’ He patted her bottom as she opened the bedroom door to make her way down to the kitchen. She waited a moment as he picked up his kitbag to check the contents before returning to his old unit at Catterick.

‘You know me, I’m always true to you. I might talk to everyone, that’s part of being a barmaid, but I’ll always be yours. I just wish you weren’t leaving me.’ Flora brushed away a tear as she watched him put his hair cream, razor and soap into the bag. She and Bill had been married ten years and were used to one another’s company even though she was a typical landlady, always ready to entertain her guests with a winning smile and a twinkle in her eye.

‘Aye, lass, stop blubbing – I’m not going anywhere except to the barracks for the next fortnight. I might even get back to see you again before they send me abroad. Even then, I’ll be fine. I’m longer in the tooth than some of the young lads I’ll be with. I know when to keep my head down.’

He gave her a quick hug and kissed her cheek, then followed her down the stairs with the kitbag on his back and set it down on the floor as she went into the pantry. ‘Here, I’ll get the fire going. Young May will be in shortly, and you know how she likes a cuppa before she cleans the bar. Don’t let her catch you crying, else she’ll start, and then we’ll never hear the last of it.’ He bent over the ancient Yorkshire range that kept the kitchen warm. Flora often still made a hotpot pie or rice pudding in its oven instead of using the new electric Baby Belling he’d invested in a few months earlier.

Once the flames had taken to a few pieces of the dry kindling that was always stored in a brass box next to the fire, Bill put the already filled pot-black kettle onto the burning coals. ‘No need to use electricity when it can boil on here. A penny saved here and there, lass – now, don’t forget that when I’m not here.’ He smiled and sat down at the small kitchen table.

The pub’s living quarters were cramped but adequate for a couple, although the building was old and constantly in need of repairs. Bill had installed electricity as soon as it came to the village – only in the essential rooms at first, but when he got home from the war he intended to run spurs off from the main box and add lights and sockets to the places he hadn’t yet been able to afford. So far, it had been a boon to the small pub: the electric lighting in the bar, replacing the old gas lamps, had even attracted one or two new customers.

‘It’s quicker with the electric kettle,’ Flora smiled back at him as he settled into his chair. ‘A watched kettle never boils.’ She placed a frying pan on the ring of her pride and joy, the cooker, put in two rashers of bacon and waited for them to sizzle before adding two eggs. ‘I’ve agreed with Bernard Fowler that he’ll supply us with a butchered pig this back-end, providing we keep it fed with the pub scraps and pay for its upkeep. And keep our mouths shut to the ministry,’ Flora added, as she put the breakfast plate in front of her husband.

‘Only one egg? This might be the last one I get for a while.’ Bill sighed and watched as she gave her egg to him.

‘See, that’s how much I love you. Can’t have my man going hungry,’ Flora said, and decided to make her bacon into a sandwich. The kettle on the fire finally boiled, and she filled the teapot.

They ate their breakfast in silence, occasionally looking across at one another. Flora could feel the tears welling up again at the thought that this could be the last meal they shared, for all Bill’s positive attitude to the war against Hitler and his followers. It was Bill, despite his moods and temper, who kept her spirits high. He was always there when she needed him, a consistent presence behind the bar, serving the locals, making sure neither of them went without anything. Now she’d have to do everything for herself. He had no real idea how much she was going to miss him.

‘That’s grand, my lass.’ Bill looked across at his wife and knew she was near tears. ‘Now, we covered everything last night, didn’t we? The brewery always delivers on a Tuesday. Get the drayman to take it down to the cellar for you. Pay them once a month. You might have a little bother getting hold of any spirits, but folk will just have to drink beer. Besides, there’s always our friend the milkman, who will keep you supplied until he gets caught with his extra deliveries of golden nectar. Our customers should know there’s a war on and stuff is hard to get hold of. Don’t stay open any longer than midnight, and make sure the door’s locked with no sign of a light, especially after eleven. They should think themselves lucky we can get away with a lock-in at all these days. If anyone gives you any bother, go for Jack next door. They’ll soon behave themselves once he steps into the pub.’

Jack was Bill’s drinking partner, but Flora privately hoped he would stay away while Bill was at the barracks. She didn’t like him, and he never came to her aid when Bill was in a mood. She would not be calling for him, and she didn’t expect to see Jack stopping in at the pub without Bill there to slip him free drinks.

‘I’ll be fine, don’t worry about me.’ Flora attempted a smile. ‘Just look after yourself. I wish you weren’t going.’ She blew her nose on her handkerchief, then quickly composed herself as she saw a figure pass the kitchen window.

A moment later the door opened and May, their cleaner, let the early morning sunshine into the low-set kitchen along with her usual smile. She was a pretty lass of eighteen with blonde hair and a clear complexion, well liked by everyone in the village.

‘Morning; how lovely it is out there! You’d never think there was a war on.’ May beamed at her employers as she stepped inside and turned to close the door. Then she caught sight of the packed kitbag and remembered that this was the morning Bill was joining his old regiment, despite the old injuries he’d avoided mentioning during his examination. ‘Sorry, Mr Whitaker – I forgot that today’s your leaving day. Are you all packed and ready?’

‘I am, May. Are you ready to help Flora run this place? I’m counting on you to do those extra jobs while I’m away.’ Bill stood and picked up his army jacket – which he had lovingly cared for since his discharge during the previous war – from the back of his chair. He put it on, straightened it over his stomach and adjusted his tie, then picked up his battalion cap.

‘Oh, my, don’t you look smart! I’d hardly have recognized you. Of course, it goes without saying that I’ll help whenever I can. Everyone has to do their bit. My mam says she really admires you for going back to the army. She says that the country should have more men like you.’ May blushed and looked at Flora.

‘He’s an idiot, May, but I know why he’s doing it. And I’m proud of him.’ Flora stood up and walked to Bill’s side, brushing imaginary fluff away from his khaki jacket just so that she could put her hands on him. ‘He’s got to take care and come back to us. This pub can’t function without him for long, and neither can I.’ As she kissed him gently on the cheek, the nearby church clock began to strike eight, and her stomach churned.

‘I’d better go out and wait for the lorry. They’re picking some cadets up from Giggleswick School first and then stopping for me at the village cross.’ Bill reached across to shake hands with May. ‘You take care of yourself, May. And like I say, help Flora out as much as you can.’ He held the young woman’s hand tightly and looked her in the eye. He’d known her since she was in a pram, and it was for her and others like her that he’d decided to join up again. ‘I’ll be back before they send me over to fight. Of that I’m sure.’

‘You take care, Mr Whitaker, and don’t you worry about Flora. The pub’s in good hands.’ May watched as Flora threaded her hand through her husband’s arm and they left the house by the back door. She sighed, feeling sad for them – especially for Flora, who was being left with everything to run.

Stepping closer to the kitchen window, she watched the couple walk down the yard to the main road, where an ancient cross stood outside the church. ‘Please let him be all right; let him return,’ she whispered under her breath, then started to clear the breakfast table and make herself a cuppa with rationed tea. Better to keep her mind busy than dwell on the war and Bill Whitaker going to fight.

May was prepared to do anything Flora asked of her. Her employer was a kind, clever woman, and she was sure that they would manage to run the pub between them. In fact, it would probably be easier while Bill was away. He drank a lot of the profits, and everyone knew that he was sometimes unkind to Flora when his jealous streak got the better of him.

‘You’ve got everything?’ Flora asked Bill, as he stood with his kitbag at his feet in the bright morning sunshine.

‘Aye, everything I need for now. No doubt they’ll kit me up once I’m at Catterick.’ Bill looked up at the clear blue sky and watched the swifts and swallows diving and screeching through the air. Another few weeks and it would be the sound of Messerschmitts and Spitfires in the air above his head. He’d be fighting for his life and the lives of others around him. He was scared, but he wouldn’t let Flora know.

At his age, and with pre-existing war wounds, there had been no need for him to go and fight, but the more he’d read the papers and listened to the news, he’d known that he had to. He’d fought for the final year of what was supposed to be ‘the war to end all wars’, until the Germans had been forced to surrender. This time, after sitting back for two years of the current war and watching the madman Hitler and his evil ways, he’d felt he had to do something more than live a quiet life running a Yorkshire Dales pub.

‘I’m sorry, Flora; you know I have to go.’ He pulled his wife to him and kissed her as he heard the gears of the army lorry crunching down the steep hill from Giggleswick School. It was an ancient and upper-class establishment, known for its army cadets and top-class sportsmen as well as being one of the most academically rigorous schools in the country.

‘I know.’ Flora put both her hands to his face and kissed him as the lorry covered with a tarpaulin pulled up beside them. A soldier in full army dress climbed out of the cab, holding a clipboard.

‘I’ll write as soon as I get there. You behave yourself, and I’ll be back before you know it. No flirting, do you hear?’ Bill held onto her hand as long as he could while the soldier took down his details and pulled back the tarpaulin, directing him to climb into the back with six fresh-faced schoolboys.

He gazed at the young lads. They knew nothing: they had never seen a dead man or watched a friend die. He wished they didn’t have to do it now. He climbed up beside them and sat down on the wooden bench that ran along the length of the lorry, holding back the tarp long enough to wave to Flora one last time as the lorry revved its engine and started with a jolt. Flora stood by the ancient cross with tears running down her face, but she was still trying to smile as she waved to him while the lorry made its way up the steep hill and out of Giggleswick.

This was the second time he had left the sleepy village of his birth. Last time, he had been saved by the war coming to an end; hopefully, this time he would be just as lucky. He was already regretting his decision as he sat back, closed his eyes and thought of his wife and the nights they had spent with friends at the Cunning Vixen. It would still be there when he came home; Flora would make sure of that. She was a canny lass, and ten times the businessman he was. All he needed to do was survive the war.

Flora stood waving for a long time as the lorry took Bill away from her, then sank down onto the steps of the ancient market cross. The stupid man, she thought, wiping her eyes. Why couldn’t he stay with her? Let the younger ones fight the war.

At the same time, she was proud of him – proud of how much he loved his country, and proud of his willingness to fight for its freedom. She remembered seeing a newspaper report that said men up to the age of thirty-six were to be conscripted. She’d been so grateful that Bill, now over forty, would not be among them. And then he had returned from Settle, the market town that intertwined with Giggleswick, and told her he’d lied about his age and attended a conscription campaign at the town hall. He’d been determined to show his worth, no matter his age and the old injury that gave him trouble in his back. There was shrapnel still embedded next to his spine.

Flora sighed and dropped her head. Now it was up to her to keep the pub going and to be strong for when he came back to her. After all, the war couldn’t go on for ever. It had already been raging for two years; surely it would end soon.

She looked over at the Cunning Vixen, not yet ready to go back inside. May would be having her usual morning brew and then going in to clean the bar area. Flora was in no mood for the young woman’s chatter about the village lads or what she was going to wear that weekend. What Flora needed was to talk to her mother and have a good cry. Her mother would understand.

She made her way along the village and over the large slate stone that crossed the bubbling beck, following the path to Tems Beck cottages. She knocked gently at number three before opening the door into the house where she had been born and that she still called home, despite living at the pub for the last eleven years. The row of cottages had originally been mill houses; they were old and dark inside, no matter how bright the day outside.

Flora blinked as her eyes adjusted, searching the small front room for her mother. ‘Mam, are you in? I just thought I’d pop by. I’ve just said bye to Bill.’

The two Windsor chairs with their handmade cushions stood empty at either side of the Yorkshire fireplace. Flora noticed a bunch of bluebells in a jug on the oak dresser. ‘Mam!’

‘I’m through here, in the garden. I’m just planting some lettuce out. Doing as the government tells me to do – not that they’re worth listening to half the time,’ Mary Towler shouted from the back kitchen garden. She straightened up, wiping the dirt from her hands on her already filthy apron. She didn’t need the War Ag to tell her to grow vegetables in her garden; she had always done so. Fred, her late husband, had kept it all neatly maintained until his death, and then she had taken over, being even more dependent on her own produce.

‘Don’t you be doing too much,’ Flora said as she crossed the small back kitchen and stepped out into the sunshine.

‘It keeps me busy, and besides, it will help you out with vegetables at that pub of yours. You’ll be needing them, the way the world is going.’ Mary put her hands on her hips and looked at her only daughter. ‘Well! Has the idiot gone? Why he wants to leave a quiet life running the pub and put himself back in the line of fire beats me.’

‘Oh, Mam, don’t. I’ve come for a bit of sympathy, not a lecture.’ Flora shook her head at her mother. Mary was a strong woman, in more ways than one. Although she was in her mid-sixties, she still had a good figure and her looks had not yet left her; apart from the greying of her hair, you would never have known her true age.

‘Well, the silly fool. The country would have survived without him joining up. He should have left it to the young ’uns. Anyway, never mind him. How are you?’ Mary tucked a stray lock of her daughter’s hair away from her face and looked closely at her.

‘I’m all right. Don’t know how I’m going to cope with everything, but I’ll manage. I’m not daft, and folk in Giggleswick are a good lot. All my regulars will just have to bear with me until I get into my stride.’ Flora pushed her hands into the pockets of her cardigan and stared down at the path that ran the length of the garden.

‘It’ll not make much difference, not having Bill about. He never did a lot. Cleaned the cellar and looked busy all the time, when he was really doing nothing. You could have done a lot better for yourself. I just wish that you’d kept on with …’

‘Mam, stop it. Before you even mention Johnny Cowperthwaite – he’s a good man, but I would never have made a farmer’s wife. He’s happy where he’s at, on his own farming on that godforsaken moor. You have never liked Bill, and you always make it obvious to him – that’s why I hardly come here! You make it impossible for me.’ Flora sighed, remembering the day when Bill had come to ask for her hand after she, by herself, had moved into the Cunning Vixen. That visit had been followed by a curt lecture from her mother once he had gone, about how she could do a lot better and to forget being a landlady. Since that day, Mary had repeatedly reminded her daughter that she could have made better choices for herself.

‘Well – a shop boy, that’s all he was. If it hadn’t been for you getting the Vixen, you’d be penniless, so I’m not worried that you will struggle without him. Anyway, never mind, what’s done is done. Do you want a brew? I’m going to have one, and then I’ll walk up into Settle.’ Mary pushed her garden fork into the rich, dark soil and walked past Flora into the kitchen.

Flora could have done with her mother putting her arms around her and holding her close, but Mary was not that sort. Left with Flora to bring up after the Great War had taken Flora’s father, she had become practical and a little bit hard.

‘No, I’m all right, thanks, Mam. I’ll have to get back to see what May is doing. I want her to clean the brass round the bar before we open at twelve. She’ll not do it if she thinks she can get out of it. Another time.’

‘I’ll perhaps see a bit more of you, now he’s away? I hope so. You know I’m always here for you, no matter what,’ Mary said as she looked out of her kitchen window, not wanting to show Flora her true feelings.

‘I know, Mam; and I’m here for you. Come and sit in the snug and have a sherry. You used to always go across to the Vixen on a Saturday night with your friend Lottie when I was young. I wish you were still friends with her – I still don’t know why you fell out.’ Flora made her way towards the front door.

‘Oh, I don’t know; she mixes more with Jenny Moon and that lot. I can’t be doing with all their gossiping.’ Mary followed her daughter to the door. ‘Have you seen the baby ducklings on the beck? They do make me smile. I just hope nobody pinches them now that meat is on ration.’

Mother and daughter paused in the doorway, gazing out across the cobbles to the small, clear beck that ran through the heart of Giggleswick. In summer it caused no problems, but in the winter months the cottages along its banks were always under threat of flooding. That was when all the neighbours on the row pulled together to keep the waters from pouring in through their doors.

‘Yes, I saw them the other day when they’d only just hatched. They should be all right unless a mink or a fox gets them. There are a few families – there are some on the Ribble as well. They were sunning themselves on Queen’s Rock when I walked into Settle the other day. It must be summer coming, no matter what state the world is in.’ Flora smiled at her mother. ‘Right, I’ll have to go, Mam. Got a lot to do.’

‘Aye, take care, my lass. I might bethink myself to come for a sherry some Saturday, if I can be bothered. But on my own, I think.’ Mary shook her head.

‘Do, Mam. It’ll be good to have you supporting me. There’s still that nice seat in the corner.’




Chapter 2

‘I know it’s not my place to ask, but are you all right, Flora? My mam says I should be there for you if you need me, and I can see that you look a bit miserable this morning. I would if my man had just gone off to war, so I know how you feel.’ Young May shook the tin of Brasso and smeared it onto the brass rail that ran all around the main bar.

‘I don’t know what I am, May. I can’t seem to settle this morning. I keep wanting to cry, and then I tell myself to get a grip on things. Thousands of men have gone to fight and have left their wives and families.’

‘Yes, and he’s at least not going to be on the beaches like they were at Normandy the other year. That must have been awful – pinned down with not a chance in the world to escape. Although all our lads and men are so brave, no matter where they’re fighting.’ May started polishing hard with her yellow duster, getting rid of the white streaks and making the gleaming brass shine through.

‘You’ve a great way of cheering people up, May,’ Flora said ironically, but she smiled. ‘But as you say, at least I know he’s not in France, that the Green Howards are going to the Middle East once they’ve finished training. He’ll be warm if nothing else.’ She checked the large wall clock: it showed eleven forty-five. ‘Nearly time to open up. Have you done? All looks tidy enough, and I’ve some cooked ham if anybody needs a sandwich making. Heaven knows how long I’ll be able to serve meals and beer, everything’s that scarce, but so far we’re all right.’

‘Yes, all done for another day. I’ll be back in the morning. If you need my help, I’m only across the way. I can help serve if you want me to?’ May asked, but she already knew the answer.

‘No, I can manage, thanks. Through the day isn’t bad; it’s the evenings when I’ll need your help behind the bar. I’m not letting Bill come home to find I’ve not been coping without him. This has always been my pub, and I can run it with one hand tied behind my back, no matter what he thinks. Now, you get yourself home. And prop the main doors open on your way out …’ Flora watched as May did as she was told. ‘Thank you! Thank you. I know you’re only wanting to help,’ she shouted, as the young lass walked out into the bright sunshine.

‘See you later on. Dominoes night – get ready for the rowdy lot!’ May called back.

Flora stood behind the bar and looked around her, reminding herself again that she could cope on her own. She pulled a test pint and inspected its clarity. The last thing she wanted was a reputation for serving cloudy beer, and she knew there would be those who’d try it on with her. Especially some of the old regulars who always liked to sit in the same spot and chew over the village’s happenings. She smiled at the thought. They invariably started with a list of people who had died, either naturally or in the war; then progressed to what was wrong with the world; and finally finished on any fresh bit of scandal they might have heard. They looked up to Bill – Flora was just the barmaid in their eyes, but she would keep them in line. After all, as she’d said, it was her pub. Her name was above the door as they entered, so they were answerable to her.

‘Now, then, Flora. Has he got away, then? I thought about you this morning,’ Frank Capstick greeted her as he walked into the pub. Limping over the stone flags and leaning on the bar, he pulled his pipe out of his pocket to smoke with his first pint of the day.

‘He has. There was no talking him out of it, no matter how I tried. I don’t know how he got past the doctor’s examination, but he did.’ Flora shook her head. ‘I love him, but I think he’s a fool to go. He won’t last five minutes if his back starts playing up.’ She smiled at the old man, whom she’d known all her life; he, too, suffered pain when walking after years of kneeling and bending, tending the gardens of Giggleswick School. ‘Pint of the usual?’

‘Aye, well, I know I’ll not be joining your fella. Far too long in the tooth. Aye, a pint of that there bitter, just an odd’en. It passes the day. Although I thought I might go and sit down by King’s Mill and watch the world go by for an hour or two, keep out of the way of the missus. She’s got three of her mates round knitting gloves and balaclavas. I keep telling her they aren’t needed this time, in this war, but she’s not for listening.’

‘I’m sure there will be a soldier somewhere grateful for them, especially when winter comes. I can’t see the war ending any time soon; else my fella wouldn’t have gone.’ Flora leaned on the bar and watched as Frank took his first sip and wiped his mouth.

‘They need to send my old woman and the three that are knitting and nattering at our house. All the hot air that comes out of them, they could gas bloody Hitler with. They never shut up, especially that nosy Jenny Moon. What she doesn’t know, she makes up. I can’t be doing with her. Folks that live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones, and she’s no angel by a long way. I remember what she was like when she was younger, and she sometimes forgets that.’

Frank lit his pipe and then headed for his usual corner by the window, where he liked to sit and gaze across at the village shop. Everyone in Giggleswick stopped there for necessities rather than walking the half-mile into Settle, and the Giggleswick School pupils relied on it to keep them supplied with sweets.

‘They’re struggling, aren’t they? Can’t get any toffees or half the things they used to stock. Bloody Jerry, bombing our supplies and drowning our lads. I thought they would have learned the last time they got put in their places.’ Frank nodded to the little shop, squeezed into a row of cottages.

‘I know, everybody is struggling. I hold my breath when our beer supply comes. Barley is so scarce, and beer production’s been cut; little pubs up here like us don’t stand a chance.’ Flora leaned on the bar.

‘You’ll have to make your own. You’ve got a good fresh stream running past your door and plenty of outhouses. Keep it to yourself, don’t let on to them that snoop, and you could make a good profit.’ Frank’s tanned face broke into a grin, and he spat a mouthful of black saliva down into the spittoon near his feet.

‘I think the War Ag would find out soon enough, Frank, once I started ordering in oats and barley. They don’t miss a thing. Besides, try and hide that from Jenny Moon! She would smell the first brewing straight away.’ Flora reached for some glasses and started to wipe them, thinking that she could do with more than just Frank drinking today. But the evening would be busier; it was dominoes night, as May had reminded her. Quite a few men, and even a few women, would fill up the bar later.

‘She’s just a nosy old devil. I keep telling my Madge not to encourage her, but she hangs around like a bad smell. The only peace I get is when I go for a walk or when I go to my allotment. Mentioning which, if you need any vegetables, just tip me the wink. Perhaps we could come to an agreement: vegetables for beer? Providing you don’t let my Madge know. I’ve some cabbage ready now if you want some.’

‘I’d be happy to do that, Frank. I’d pay you in beer or money. Everything is getting so scarce, I don’t know what I’m going to feed folk. I’ve managed to boil a ham hock for tonight that I’ll make up into sandwiches for the domino teams. Times are hard.’ Flora glanced up as two more locals entered the pub. Hopefully it would pay its way this afternoon after all.

‘Well, we’ll do that, then. I’ll let you know what I can supply you with, and you let me know what you want.’ Frank smiled. ‘You’ll manage, lass. Locals will stand by you. We can’t have our pub closing just when we need a place to sit and enjoy a pint and try to forget the real world out there.’

‘You aren’t closing, are you, Flora? I know Bill has gone, but I thought you were carrying on?’ Robert Pitcher, who lived just a stone’s throw from the pub, asked her with concern on his face.

‘No, I’m not closing. Just finding it difficult to get what I need to keep the business going, but I won’t be closing. I love my pub. You’d have to see me in my grave before I leave this place.’ Flora pulled a pint each for Robert and his mate Graham Windle, passed them across the bar and took the much-needed payment.

‘If you want some music one night, we can both come round with our guitars and sing. Cheer folk up, even though there’s nowt to be cheerful about. You’ve got to keep your spirits up one way or another.’ Graham took a sip and brushed the white head of froth off his moustache. ‘Bloody Jerries, bloody government. Nobody wanted this war, but we’re all in it and we all have to stand by one another. You let us know, no charge. It would make a good night.’

‘Thanks, Graham, that might be an idea. Something cheery so that everyone can have a sing-along, providing the ARP warden doesn’t come in and spoil it. He struts about down here like a little Hitler. He’s teetotal, so he thinks this place is hell itself and that I’m after all your souls. And that nobody will ever fight anybody or work because of their love of evil drink.’ Flora shook her head. She would invite the men to play, but probably not for a little while yet; not until she had things more in hand.

‘He’s just a hypocrite,’ said Robert. ‘I remember when he was a young fella. He used to trail home from the King Billy in Settle in the early hours of the morning, absolutely legless. Only gave it up when his old fella drowned in the Ribble after falling over the mill bridge, drunk. His mother, Ma Rawlinson – now she was a stickler. She’d take your last penny off you when she ran the lock-up at Langcliffe. Her beer was rubbish as well.’ He sighed and leaned on the bar.

‘I’d forgotten his mother had the lock-up. I can just remember my dad talking about it. And he has the nerve to preach to me?’ Flora gasped.

‘Aye; they had a cottage in Langcliffe with a window that opened up towards the street. If she knew you, she used to serve you no matter what time you knocked on the door or window. She’d come and ask for your brass and then serve you this home-brew in anything you brought to take it away in. It was blinking lethal. A pint of that and you were anybody’s. I remember having one when I’d just started drinking, I was ill for days after.’ Robert gave a wan smile and turned to Frank Capstick, pointing at the stool next to him, before he and Graham went to join him by the window.

‘Them that have the most to hide, lass, are always the worst. Remember that.’ Frank sat back and drew on his pipe, smiling at the two men. He’d stop for another pint instead of that walk, now he had company. Perhaps either Robert or Graham would buy him one if he supped slowly.

‘He’s right there, Flora. Take no notice of the warden. The authority has gone to his head. We’re living in the Yorkshire Dales, not Buckingham Palace.’ Robert grinned. Everybody disliked George Rawlinson; he was one of those men who walked with a certain air about him, as if he had a bad smell under his nose. He always knew best, no matter what you said, and now that he was ARP warden he was relishing his position of power.

‘Oh, he wastes his breath on me, stupid little man. Let’s put it this way, I have bigger things to worry about than a blind not being pulled tight enough.’ Flora sighed. She wasn’t joking; she had more worries than she’d ever anticipated. And now she was on her own to face them.

‘Aye, he wants to think on that a lot of us have lads out there fighting. I was talking to Lottie Taylor today. Her lad’s out in the Atlantic on his ship. She never said anything, but it sounded like she thought he was in a battle. Poor soul filled up and cried when I asked how he was.’ Robert sank the half-pint remaining in his glass and stood up to get another.

‘What ship is he on?’ Graham asked, still nursing his first pint.

‘I shouldn’t say. You aren’t supposed to tell anybody in case those bloody Jerry spies are listening in, but as it’s only us, and I don’t think Frank here is a German spy … He’s on the Mashona, a gunner. Pint, Frank? I think I can just run to it.’

‘It’s a big ship. The Jerries will be happy if they take that one out; no wonder Lottie is worried.’ Frank looked at his nearly empty glass and smiled at Robert. ‘Aye, I’ll have another. The walk can wait, I’d rather sit and have a bit of company.’

‘I’m just glad I have no family, nor a wife. I’ve only myself to worry about nowadays,’ Robert said. ‘I couldn’t even think about any of my family being involved in the war. You must be worried about Bill, Flora. At least at his age they might not put him on the front line. Hopefully he’ll get a cushy number and let the young ones risk their necks.’ He watched as Flora pulled three more pints and smiled when she put them on the bar. Robert was a quiet, man, a little reclusive, one who kept himself to himself – unlike his friend Graham, who was outgoing and loved his music.

‘I don’t know why he felt he had to go, but there you go. He still thinks he’s a young fella in his head. And with them enlisting men to the age of sixty-one, I couldn’t hold him back.’ Flora sighed as she took the money.

‘He will be all right. He’ll keep his head down, and all of us will make sure you’re looked after.’ Robert winked at the good-looking landlady, whom he had always admired. She was easy to talk to and much loved by her locals – even though the fellas always recognized Bill as the landlord, just because he was a man.

‘Well, I hope you’re right, Robert. And I hope that he will soon be back.’ Flora watched the three men sitting together and discussing the war. It seemed as if they would be with her until closing time, and then she’d have to look over her account books before opening up again at six. At least May would be behind the bar to help when the dominoes match got under way. That would help the night run more smoothly.

Once the pub doors had closed for the afternoon, Flora sat in her small office beside the bar and kitchen. It had once been a broom cupboard, but Bill had put up shelves and installed a small table and chair, and now it was where she kept the pub’s paperwork. In front of her were various unpaid bills, invoices, and a list of goods wanted – some of which she knew she would not be able to acquire, owing to shortages and rationing. She was going to have to find a way to keep the Vixen open, though, one way or another.

Bill had left at the worst of all times, just as rationing was starting to hit hard. A little pub in the Dales came a long way down the brewery’s priority list, with ingredients for the beer and the petrol to deliver it in short supply.

Flora sat back in her chair and looked out through the open door of her office towards the window, with its view across the village. For the first time since she’d taken on the Vixen, the thought of giving the place up had crossed her mind as she sorted the pile of bills. She couldn’t do it, not really – she loved the place too much. But nor could she see how she was going to keep her head above water. It was only a small pub, and with half of the local men away at war, it was not making a profit.

Ever since childhood, when she’d walked through the village every morning on her way to the local school, Flora had dreamed of running the pub – of being like the woman behind the bar whom her father had always spoken of so fondly when he’d returned home happy after a pint or two. Perhaps he’d also appreciated the brief hour or two of freedom from her mother. She smiled now, remembering the friendly blonde landlady who had always made a fuss of her as she passed the doorway, always asked after her father. She had seemed very kind, despite Flora’s mother dismissing her as no more than a common hussy. Flora wondered if she’d ever struggled to make her books balance.

She turned back to her little table and opened the order book, studying it in readiness for the brewery’s weekly delivery. Times were desperate, but serving more food was out of the question. It was hard to find enough as it was, even though living in the countryside helped. The ‘townies’, as local people called those living in Leeds and Manchester, must be having an even tougher time of things; at least here in the village, a lot of people were nearly self-sufficient.

Glancing again at the window, she saw Bill’s friend Jack standing outside. He seemed to be looking up towards her bedroom. She hoped he would keep away; she wouldn’t be seeking him out for help in a hurry. He may have been Bill’s friend, but she found his manners unacceptable and his language. He wouldn’t be coming to see her hopefully, as he probably knew what she thought of him. She’d made it clear enough in past times when she had been curt with him.

She rose from her seat, climbed the ancient, creaking stairs to the landing and went into the bedroom, where she sat down on the edge of the mattress and gazed across at Bill’s side of the bed. The room felt empty without him. His woollen dressing gown hung on the bedpost, and she lifted it to her face to breathe in his scent. How was she going to cope without him? Lord only knew, but cope she would.

The one good thing about his being away was that she didn’t need to fear him losing his temper. Her mother had been right when she’d declared that one punch was one too many and told Flora she could do so much better than Bill. But Mary didn’t understand how much his old injury dictated the rhythm of their lives together. Some days, Bill’s pain got the better of him and made him short-tempered and edgy, but under it all, Flora knew that he loved her. He was jealous of anybody who gave her the eye, but it was only because his injury made him
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