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			To Toby, who was ace. You were my sunshine.
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			Chapter One

			Late May 1944

			‘I asked you to marry me. Are you ready to give me an answer yet? There’s an engagement ring with your name on it in the jeweller’s window.’

			Trixie buries her head in Eddie’s broad shoulder and finds comfort in the musky smell of him. His newly washed flannelette shirt and the lingering scent of wood smoke suggest safety, reliability perhaps.

			The recorded voices of the Pine Ridge Boys belt out ‘You Are My Sunshine’ from the ancient gramophone in the Sloane Stanley Hall, while the musicians take a well-­earned break. Sunshine is Eddie’s pet name for her, and hearing the song makes her smile.

			Trixie’s known Eddie for a year now. She and her friend Vi were already employed as lumber-­jills in Wickham Forest when Eddie began working there as an instructor and driver for the Women’s Timber Corps.

			
			

			He lodges in the town café and Trixie’s mother adores him. Eddie reciprocates that affection with his gifts of sugar, cheese and dried goods not readily available in the local shops.

			‘He’s a good catch, Trix. If you don’t snap him up, someone else soon will.’ Her mother’s words, spoken earlier in the evening when Trixie had popped in to see her, resound in her ears. When asked how he can obtain luxuries during rationing, Trixie’s used to Eddie tapping the side of his nose and answering with a grin, ‘Ask no questions and I’ll tell you no lies.’

			She thinks he probably sweet-­talks Bert, the café proprietor, into handing over provisions.

			Eddie’s an experienced dancer. Trixie can feel the heat from his hand on her shoulder-­blade through her cardigan and the thin material of her blue dress. The slow-­slow-­quick-­quick time of the rhythm helps her forget the stress of the day labouring in the woods, where in heavy boots, sweating in coarse dungarees, wielding an axe, she’s been chopping down fir trees to help win the war against Hitler.

			Across the dance-­floor her friend Vi, in the arms of a sailor wearing a dark blue jersey, is laughing heartily. It’s good, Trixie thinks, to see Vi happy: previous years haven’t been kind to her. But then Trixie remembers she, too, has had her fair share of unhappiness caused by the war.

			
			

			‘I love you, Trixie Smith,’ Eddie now whispers. ‘You love me too, don’t you?’

			‘I . . . I . . .’ Trixie begins, but the roar of laughter from some men standing in line at the makeshift bar at the end of the hall distracts her. This crowded, smoky room is no place to answer the serious question she’s been mulling over in her mind ever since Eddie first asked her to become his wife. Her answer could change her life for ever.

			Trixie pulls away from Eddie. With his high cheekbones and strong jawline, he has a determined, handsome face. Consternation now fills his sea-­green eyes. She pushes through entwined dancers, breathing in cheap perfume and cigarette smoke, and makes for the door at the far side of the hall. Swathed in its thick blackout curtain, it glides shut behind her.

			As she steps into the May night a rush of chilly air envelops Trixie. She’s glad of the warmth from her blue wool cardigan, knitted by her mother.

			The music fades to a steady hum as she reaches the ancient yew tree and ducks beneath its canopy of branches to slump down on a twisted limb. She realizes how lucky she is: this spot is usually occupied by couples seeking seclusion.

			
			

			Eddie may come looking for her but for now she can gather her thoughts and try to understand why it’s taking her so long to give him his answer. He’s tall and broad, and in his arms Trixie feels like a little girl. A smile from him makes blood rush to her cheeks.

			Before meeting Eddie, Trixie had bounced through a couple of uninteresting short, doomed relationships. She was aware the fault was hers. But the more time passed, the more Trixie wanted to relive the heady, romantic feelings of a loving alliance that swallowed her whole being. Then she wouldn’t have space for the negativity that takes her over from time to time.

			When Eddie first asked her to marry him, he had taken her face in his large hands and held her so tightly against him that she could barely catch her breath. They’d just come from the fairground at Walpole Park. She was carrying the enormous stuffed rabbit he’d won for her at the shooting range. She smiles to herself thinking of the fluffy toy now perched on the chair at the side of her bed. The stallholder had rubbed his hands with glee at Eddie’s determination to bag the prize she’d taken a fancy to. ‘I’d fetch the stars down from the sky, if you wanted them,’ Eddie had said. Then a warm tingling glow had filled her. Finally, a smile had broken out on her face and she’d rested her head against his chest instead of reaching up for the deep, hungry kisses they had recently become used to sharing.

			
			

			‘Don’t rush into any decisions,’ Vi had advised. Trixie had put down the dampening effect of her friend’s words to the way in which Vi, in the past, had been harrowingly hurt.

			Through the tangle of yew boughs Trixie can see myriad bright stars twinkling mysteriously, high in the ink-­black sky. She can hear loud gramophone music – the band has yet to resume its place on the stage. A flash of brightness flares from the back door of the hall and is swiftly extinguished. Blackout rules are sacrosanct. Trixie’s hiding place is easily discovered.

			‘Thought I’d find you here.’ Vi brings with her the scent of her lily-­of-­the-­valley perfume, overlaid with cigarette smoke from the hall, as she squeezes in beside Trixie. ‘Eddie asked me to make sure you’re all right.’

			‘And am I?’ asks Trixie.

			Vi’s large hazel eyes stare unflinchingly into Trixie’s. ‘You tell me. You’re the one hiding out here.’ She tucks a loose strand of hair behind an ear and grins.

			‘I’m not hiding, I’m thinking,’ says Trixie. Vi’s wearing a red knee-­length dress that looks practically black in the darkness. It’s almost a twin design of Trixie’s blue utility frock with its two pockets and front buttons. Her dark hair frames her pretty pixie-­like features: Vi has blossomed since they returned from Scotland and she no longer fears meeting Alec, her dead mother’s lover, who vowed to harm her. Hard work in the fresh air and contentment at being back in their home town of Gosport suits both of them – or it would, if Trixie could come to a decision about marriage with Eddie.

			
			

			As usual, Vi’s good at picking up on Trixie’s moods. ‘You’ve got to let Cy go,’ she says. Vi’s fingers move towards Trixie’s hand and she covers it reassuringly.

			‘But it seems like only yesterday . . .’ Tears smart against Trixie’s eyelids and she blinks to stop them spilling.

			‘You can’t mourn for ever.’ Vi’s voice is raised. After a pause, she continues, in a softer tone, ‘But Eddie’s not for you.’

			‘You don’t like him.’ Trixie practically spits the words.

			‘No, I don’t. There’s something secretive about him . . .’ Vi takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly before she adds, ‘Ignore me, I’m naturally suspicious where men are concerned, you know I am. And it’s been a couple of years now since Cy’s mum wrote to tell you that the United States War Department had declared him dead . . .’

			At the mention of Cy’s name Trixie’s clasped hand tightens. Vi pulls away as Trixie’s fingernails pierce her skin. ‘Ow!’ she yelps.

			‘Sorry,’ Trixie says apologetically. ‘I’m well aware he was reported missing in action when his ship was torpedoed in the Pacific. But Rose says in almost every letter to me that she doesn’t believe he’s dead.’

			
			

			‘Rose doesn’t want to believe her son is gone, Trix! You, on the other hand, need to get on with your life but that doesn’t mean marrying the first bloke who asks you.’

			For a single moment Trixie embraces the near-­silence that follows and looks heavenwards through the tree branches. The stars have lost none of their brightness. She blinks, fixing her eyes on the approaching sparkles of light.

			It’s not long before her worst fears are realized and her ears pick up the sound of engines. The noise, growing louder, reminds her of the hum that Scottish midges make when they’re trying to feast on unprotected human skin. The tone is escalating to a persistent growl. Trixie can see no end to the planes – there are certainly more than she can count.

			‘German fighters!’ she yells.

			‘There’s been no air-­raid warning!’ Vi exclaims, as Trixie pulls her from her seat on the yew branch.

			‘I’ll ask Adolf to tell you personally when he intends to bomb us again, shall I?’ shouts Trixie, already moving fast towards the hall. ‘We must warn the others. The music’s so loud they won’t hear a thing until just before they’re blown to smithereens!’

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Two

			‘It’s pandemonium in here.’ Trixie grabs Vi’s arm and shouts above the recorded voices of the Bluebird Girls singing ‘Roll Out The Barrel’. The gramophone is perched on a tall bamboo table at the back of the stage. ‘They must already know the planes are coming!’

			People surrounding the makeshift bar near the kitchen doorway are joining in with the singing to keep their spirits up. The three elderly ladies maintain brave smiles, even though they’re run off their feet serving the last orders of Brickwood’s beer before the barrel runs dry. A scared girl is crying and a lad is uselessly trying to comfort her.

			‘You’d think people would be used to ol’ Hitler’s planes coming over by now, wouldn’t you?’ Vi says. ‘If a bomb’s got your name on it, it’ll get you anyway.’ She nods across the dance-­floor to where Eddie is defending chairs for them. He waves and calls them over but his voice is lost in the noise.

			
			

			‘Not when Moaning Minnie usually gives everyone enough time to get to the shelters,’ Trixie says, ‘And the raids are less frequent now.’ She’s trying hard to mask her own fear as she waves back to Eddie. She pushes through sweaty bodies to get to him. Her heart warms when she spies three mugs of tea sitting safely on the floor beneath one of the chairs. Next to the teas are twopenny bags of Smith’s crisps. Trixie doesn’t like her crisps salted so she always gives Eddie her little blue twist. She smiles up into his face when she reaches him and he plants a quick kiss on her forehead.

			‘Where’ve you been? I was worried about you.’

			Trixie hopes he won’t return to the question of marriage. ‘Where’s the band gone?’ she asks. Eddie’s breath is warm on her face.

			‘Under the stage.’ He gives a throaty laugh. ‘Quite a few people are sheltering beneath those boards. A kerfuffle broke out when the musicians insisted on taking their instruments with them. An elderly woman used her walking stick on one of them and said only people should be allowed to hide from Hitler’s bombs. The poor devil shouted it’d be a marvel if he could carry his instrument. He was the piano player!’

			
			

			Trixie smiles. She’d already spotted the polished upright standing next to the stage.

			‘If we’re in here for a long time, would you give us a tune to cheer us up?’ Vi nudges Trixie.

			‘Let’s hope we’re not here for the duration,’ Trixie says. ‘But I’d love to, if the regular pianist doesn’t mind.’ Trixie plays by ear. She’s never had a lesson and can’t read music, but magic happens when her fingers touch the keys. It’s her passion.

			‘Can’t see him coming out from beneath the stage to have a go at you,’ says Eddie, careful not to let light shine outside from the window’s blackout curtain that he’s now peering through. ‘There’s so many enemy planes.’ His voice is grim.

			Trixie’s aware Eddie’s not too keen on her being the centre of attention but he knows playing means a great deal to her and that her music relaxes nervous people: it encourages them to join in a sing-­song, which invariably makes everyone feel better. She listens now to the steady hum of engines that has grown in strength.

			‘There’s Dornier bombers in groups and surrounding them a mass of fighter planes. Our lads are on it! Spitfires and Hurricanes! They’ll stop the devils.’

			Trixie hears the excitement in Eddie’s voice. Fear jolts her heart into beating faster. She collapses onto a chair. ‘Our planes won’t stop them releasing their bombs on Portsmouth Dockyard and the ships in the harbour. They’ll miss their targets and their loads will land on Gosport like they usually do.’

			
			

			Eddie carefully replaces the corner of the curtain. ‘What else can you expect? The RAF recently dropped three thousand tons of bombs in a single raid on Germany, France and Belgium.’

			Vi rolls her eyes. She picks up a mug of tea, hands it to Trixie and settles on the chair next to her.

			‘Thanks,’ Trixie says, taking a sip of the brown liquid while idly watching the few couples still clamped together on the dance-­floor. They’re set on smooching to the music despite the conflict going on around them. At the other end of the hall, a ring of people holding hands are weaving in and out to the centre of a circle: the Bluebird Girls’ version of the ‘Beer Barrel Polka’ will keep their spirits up when the bombing starts.

			‘I do hope my mum’s all right,’ Trixie says to Vi.

			‘Rose’ll be in their shelter, won’t she?’

			‘When I saw her earlier, she was getting ready to go to the pictures with Des,’ Trixie says. Sometimes she can’t believe her mum’s luck in finding such a kind, thoughtful husband. ‘Amazingly Des has a night off.’ She smiles, picturing Des and his shock of bright orange hair. He’s tall and thin and reminds her of a Swan Vesta match. He’s a porter at the Gosport War Memorial Hospital where her mother works.

			
			

			‘Casablanca is on,’ Trixie adds.

			‘Made me cry, that picture,’ Vi says. Trixie remembers her sobbing when Elsa left Rick as the plane took off. Trixie had lent Vi her handkerchief and she still hasn’t returned it.

			The gramophone music slows to a distorted whine. Trixie watches as the machine is rewound by a lanky lad and the current record is replaced by Al Donahue’s orchestra playing ‘The Lambeth Walk’. It’s a new and welcome distraction to the cacophony seeping in from outside. The dancers on the floor link arms.

			‘Come and see our anti-­aircraft guns shooting up into the sky,’ Eddie says. He’s back at the window. Dutifully she stands up, handing her mug to Vi, and peeps out. Puffs of smoke and coloured lights are dancing in the blackness, then exploding around the bombers. Searchlights pierce the heavens. The noise from the artillery outside competes with the din inside the hall.

			‘Don’t worry about your mum, Trix,’ Vi says. ‘Whenever an air-­raid is imminent, the manager of the Criterion picture house puts a notice on the screen advising patrons to leave for the shelter.’

			
			

			‘If there was a medal for worrying, you’d get it, Sunshine,’ jokes Eddie. He allows the curtain to fall back into place, bends down and picks up his tea.

			At the whump of a nearby explosion there’s a sudden hush in the hall and Trixie hears the patter of shrapnel raining down onto the roof.

			Another enormous, deafening crump causes the hut to shudder. Trixie’s ears ring with the sound of the explosion.

			The gramophone topples from its precarious position on the table. The arm holding the needle breaks off, spinning across the boards as the machine hits the stage. Someone shouts, ‘That’s the end of the music!’

			‘That one’s too close for comfort.’ Eddie leans his head against Trixie’s. ‘I wouldn’t like to be outside, Sunshine,’ he says.

			‘No,’ she answers. ‘Neither would I.’ She shakes her head, willing her hearing to return to normal.

			A third huge explosion shakes the timber building again and the hall is plunged into darkness.

			Vi grips Trixie, just as Eddie says, ‘That’s the electrics gone.’

			‘Are we hit?’ a woman cries.

			‘You’d know about it if we was, missus!’ a hearty male voice replies.

			
			

			Eddie’s up at the window again. ‘Power’s off everywhere, not just here,’ he tells them.

			‘I know where the candles are kept in the kitchen,’ a woman calls helpfully. There’s movement in the darkness and, after a while, tiny flames are flickering, illuminating frightened faces. Trixie sees people huddled together, standing, some sitting on the floor, arms around each other for comfort.

			‘Get up and play.’ Vi nudges Trixie. ‘It’ll make everyone feel better.’

			Trixie frowns at her and looks at Eddie for reassurance. He gives her a broad wink and her heart lifts. She rises from the chair and makes her way through the frightened people to the stage. Vi finds the padded stool and sets it in front of the now dust-­covered piano as Trixie lifts the lid.

			Just looking at the ivory keys slows Trixie’s heartbeat, and as her fingers touch the keys, she feels her panic subside. She’s in command of herself now. She can make-believe it’s a night like any other, that no bombs are falling and she’s safely in any of Gosport’s public houses that regularly pay her to play for their customers, after she’s finished felling trees at her day job.

			She takes a deep breath, then speaks into the crowd that has come to surround her at the piano. ‘Anybody got a request?’ she asks, sitting down on the stool.

			
			

			She smiles into Vi’s eyes because her friend is grinning at her like a Cheshire cat. Vi knows exactly what makes Trixie tick. She’s been by her side through happy and sad times. Just as Trixie knows Vi inside and out.

			Eddie is standing next to Vi, staring at Trixie. She grins at him. The corners of his mouth turn up in a smile and she feels warm inside, even though she can smell the acrid stench of cordite creeping into the hall.

			The young sailor, he’s little more than a boy, who was dancing with Vi, asks, ‘Can you play “We’ll Meet Again”? It’s me mum’s favourite. When I hear it, it makes me feel closer to her.’

			‘Only if you start singing it,’ she teases him. She’s played the tune more times than she can remember, and enthusiastically belting out the chorus always makes people feel better.

			He begins in a shaky voice. Trixie takes pity on him, mentally applauding him for his courage in singing alone and strikes the piano chords. Soon, everyone is joining in. She repeats the tune and the voices gather momentum.

			People are appearing from beneath the stage. A clarinet materializes, held protectively by a man in a black suit, shiny from too much wear. Another man emerges, squashed into clothes that are too small for his large frame. He lightly taps the Spencer piano’s battered frame and says, ‘It’s lovely to hear this old girl played with feeling. I’m the usual pianist for dances here. Well done, love.’ He has a front tooth missing but his smile is broad and genuine. Trixie beams at him as he settles into a chair.

			
			

			Her fingers caress the keys, and tune after popular tune emerges. Trixie only has to hear a piece of music once and she can faithfully reproduce it. She feels the energy growing from the people around her. The music and singing together are fast improving their mood and they’re united in bonding together to prove that the enemy won’t defeat them.

			It’s not only other people who benefit: Trixie loses herself in the notes, able to forget for a while that she has lost Cy, the man she loved with her whole being.

			The heavy drone of plane engines the thuds and booming of exploding bombs are being replaced by the clanging of emergency vehicles and fire-­engine bells. Yet Trixie plays on, the voices keeping up with her, until Moaning Minnie announces that it’s all over.

			As the last whine of the two-­minute all-­clear siren fades, Trixie lowers the piano lid in the now near-­empty hall.

			‘You did well,’ the grizzled caretaker says, jangling his keys. He’s been stacking chairs since he arrived and extinguishing candles, but there’s still a couple left to light the hall. ‘You did really well, playing the piano,’ he emphasizes, ‘but haven’t you three got homes to go to?’

			
			

			‘I hope so.’ Eddie’s arm slides protectively around Trixie’s shoulders. ‘Mind, we’ve a fair walk into town.’ Eddie’s trusted not to drive the farm’s vehicle for personal use. He complies with his employer’s wishes when Trixie’s around, because he knows that if he didn’t she’d disapprove.

			‘You’ll see a few changes on the way, then.’ The man frowns.

			Trixie asks quickly, ‘Is the picture house still standing?’ She puts her nagging worry into words.

			The man grasps a broom that’s propped against a wall and begins to sweep up the dog-­ends on the floor. ‘Yeah.’ He pauses in his work. ‘It’s the nearby pub that caught it. Flattened like a pancake. Poor devils.’

			Trixie exhales. She’ll see for herself soon enough how bad it all is.

			Eddie now passes Trixie her blue cardigan from the top of the piano. She shakes the dust from it and puts it on.

			Vi is across the hall searching beneath the chairs they’d occupied earlier.

			‘You all right, Vi?’ calls Trixie.

			‘No, I’m damned well not!’ Vi pulls an irate face at her. ‘Would you believe it? Some bugger’s gone and pinched our crisps!’

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Three

			The air outside Sloane Stanley Hall is thick with the smell of burning. Smoke swirls like fog, masking familiar shops and landmarks. Trixie pulls the collar of her cardigan over her mouth to keep out the taste of smouldering embers. Her eyes are stinging from the gaseous fumes drifting in the light wind.

			Vi has linked a comforting arm through hers, and Trixie wishes with all her heart that she could have remained inside the hall playing the piano. To come outside and witness the desecration caused by the enemy is heartbreaking.

			‘It looks bad, doesn’t it?’ Eddie says, stating the obvious and stepping aside so the girls don’t have to walk through a sea of broken slates dislodged from the roof of a nearby house. ‘Jesus! The Admiral Nelson’s really had it!’ he adds, pointing along the road to the smoking remains of the popular public house near St John’s Church. Ambulances block the pavement.

			
			

			It takes just minutes to reach the Nelson. Uniformed men in tin hats work tirelessly to stop the flames spreading to a small terrace of wooden houses adjacent to the pub. Hoses from fire engines snake across the road, leaking water and flooding gutters already blocked by blast debris.

			The pub’s still-­glowing premises are directly opposite the picture house. Beneath its crenellated roof, the glossy green-­tiled Criterion stands unscathed.

			‘You wouldn’t believe that if you couldn’t see it with your own eyes,’ says Vi. Trixie, too, marvels that not a single sheet of glass is broken in the advertising panels, still covered with their criss-­cross of safety tape. Set at either side of the entrance doors they contain publicity stills and posters advertising forthcoming films. Next week it’s George Formby in Much Too Shy. Trixie sighs with relief that the picture house hasn’t received a direct hit. She can’t explain it but something dark, like a heavy black shroud, is causing her heart to suffocate.

			People are waiting, worrying, getting in the way, trying to make themselves heard above the noise of vehicles, rescuers, doctors and ambulances. They want to find out what’s happened to their family and friends who were in the pub when the bomb fell. People call to each other – ‘All right, George?’ ‘Hello, Gladys’ – and Trixie knows there’s joy in discovering that friends and acquaintances are still alive and safe.

			
			

			Her eyes are drawn to the shrouded bodies lined up on the grass and the weed-­covered bomb-­site next to the Admiral Nelson. Last year a German bomb demolished the butcher’s and greengrocer’s that had stood there for years.

			Covered bodies, after a raid, are a sight Trixie’s witnessed before. Their wrappings are varied, the faces hidden. Most of the neat packages, she can see, are darkly stained. Mentally, she counts twenty dead, then stops. Her heart is leaden.

			Uniformed ambulance helpers are like ants, leading, carrying and helping the blood-­spattered wounded into vehicles. Paraffin lamps help light the darkness as do the flames issuing from still burning premises. Trixie knows the blackout can be ignored for a while now the enemy planes have gone.

			She watches as two stretcher-­bearers carry a curtain-­covered body of a woman. She can tell it’s a woman. An arm hangs loosely from the stretcher and gold bangles dangle helplessly from a thin wrist. When the men reach the line of the dead, the body is lifted from the stretcher and laid down carefully. The eldest man kneels beside the body and reverently tucks the flowered material tidily about her, hiding her arms and covering her face.

			
			

			The ambulances are for the living.

			Eddie yells to the man, ‘I can lend a hand, mate, if you want?’ His strong voice cuts through the noise around them.

			The middle-­aged man is obviously startled from his thoughts. He shouts back, ‘Good of you to offer, but we’re all right. Got it all under control. If you’re not sure what you’re doing, a hand is like a foot!’

			Eddie nods in agreement with him. Trixie can see from his expression that being rebuffed doesn’t sit easily with him.

			Vi says, ‘They’ve probably had training . . .’

			Eddie says, ‘Or learned on the job, most like.’

			For a few seconds there is silence between them.

			‘I need to find out if my mum’s all right.’ Trixie voices her fear. The intense hurt in her heart won’t leave her and it’s growing by the minute. Vi’s hand slips into hers and Trixie’s glad of its warmth.

			‘I expect she’s halfway home by now,’ Eddie says in a voice meant to put her at ease as his arm goes around her shoulders again. Trixie sees him looking ahead at the bustling Women’s Institute tea tent. ‘I’ll get us a cuppa,’ he says. He doesn’t wait for a reply but slips away from her and tags onto the end of a shambling queue. Dazed people, some with blankets across their shoulders are milling around, holding white mugs.

			
			

			Trixie notices Edie Evans, a neighbour of her mother’s and a loyal Institute supporter. She’s carrying a tray, collecting discarded mugs and cups. As though sensing eyes on her, Edie looks across the sea of people towards Trixie, who smiles. Edie immediately colours, frowns and glances away. But not before Trixie has noted the indecision on the older woman’s face. In her overall and turban, Edie melts away into the crowd.

			‘Edie’s just looked straight through me. Like I don’t exist.’ As Trixie finishes saying the words to Vi, she knows something is wrong, very wrong. ‘It’s my mum!’ She grabs Vi and begins pulling her back the way they’d come.

			‘What’s up?’ Vi manages not to bump into people as she’s dragged back towards the bomb-­site. Trixie doesn’t answer but instead calls to the two men about to lift a vacated stretcher from the trodden earth.

			‘Have all the bodies been identified?’ Her voice is sharp yet clear in the night air. She blinks hard to clear her eyes of the stinging smoke.

			The man who had spoken with Eddie looks at her, frowns, yet says kindly as he comes towards her, ‘You missing someone, love?’

			
			

			‘My mum.’ Then Trixie gabbles: ‘She went to the pictures tonight—’

			The younger man, chubby and with an acne-­scarred face breaks in: ‘The Criterion didn’t catch a hit.’ He uses his sleeve to wipe his nose, then carries on: ‘The manager advised the punters to leave if they wanted . . .’ He wipes his sleeve down the side of his boiler suit. ‘There wasn’t no warning but I ’spect you know that. Poor buggers was waiting in the road and in the public bar of the Nelson while space was being made for them to shelter in the pub’s cellar . . .’ Trixie wants him to shut up. Already in her mind’s eye she can visualize the final scene from all the carnage about them.

			‘Her name is Rose Smith. No, Edwards.’ Trixie is calm now, remembering her mother’s name changed when she married Des. She faces the middle-­aged man and talks over the other’s voice: ‘She’d be wearing a green gaberdine coat . . .’

			He looks away from her eyes and she knows he’s thinking, remembering.

			‘Come with me,’ he says, after taking the paraffin lamp that the younger man, now silent, hands to him. ‘There’s only a few people so far not tagged.’ He moves mindfully along the line. ‘Careful now, watch your feet,’ he says. Trixie, holding tightly to Vi’s hand, follows him. More bodies, now covered with a large tarpaulin sheet are lying on the grass.

			
			

			The man pauses, turns to Trixie and Vi, and puts up a hand, halting them from going further. Then he bends and gently pulls back a corner of the heavy sheeting.

			Trixie leans forward.

			There’s not a mark on her mother’s face. She looks as she used to, when a younger Trixie would enter her mother’s bedroom and find her sleeping.

			Trixie falls to her knees. Her mother has lost her hat. It was made of green felt with a large brim, and Trixie was with her when she bought it last year from C&A. Trixie remembers them laughing fit to bust while trying on the different styles of millinery. Rose’s eyes are closed. Traces of mascara clog her lashes. In her mind’s eye Trixie can see her leaning towards the kitchen mirror, spitting on the tiny brush, rubbing it across the hard oblong of black in the blue plastic case and layering her eyelashes. She has green eyes, the exact leaf green of Trixie’s. The front of her fair hair is still rigidly waved from the curling tongs she was using when Trixie popped in earlier to see her.

			Trixie’s senses are assaulted by a high-­pitched noise, not unlike Moaning Minnie’s. It seems to fill the night, obliterating all sounds of the rescue going on about her. Vi is now kneeling on the muddy grass alongside her, pressing Trixie to herself in an effort to console her. Trixie realizes that the unearthly sound is coming from her own throat.

			
			

			‘I remembered the coat,’ the man says, looking at Vi when Trixie has quietened. ‘My missus has one just like it.’

			There’s a tag pinned to Rose’s coat. It has her name and address written in pencil on it.

			Vi asks, ‘Who identified her?’ She has to speak loudly because Trixie is still keening but not so loudly. ‘Hush, hush,’ she whispers to Trixie. ‘I’m here.’

			‘One of the WI helpers,’ the man says. ‘She’d just arrived, after the bomb dropped. People had been tossed into the road. She said she was a neighbour.’ His gaze falls on Trixie. ‘I’m so sorry, love.’

			Vi puts her hands either side of Trixie’s head and looks into her friend’s face. ‘That’s why Edie was off with you, Trix. She meant no harm. She didn’t want to be the one to tell you about your mother, love. Who would?’

			Trixie nods. She understands. Tears won’t stop running down her cheeks. Her face is being wiped with a cloth. Vi’s dabbing at the tears with a handkerchief pulled from the middle-­aged man’s pocket and handed to her.

			‘Rose has only been remarried a short while,’ Vi says to him. ‘Her husband had a night off from work.’

			
			

			A picture of Des appears in Trixie’s mind. Des. She’d completely forgotten about him! Her throat hurts from all the screaming, but she asks, ‘Is there a man here with bright red hair? Thin?’ The middle-­aged man bends, gently covers Rose’s face, then puts out a grimy hand to help Trixie rise to her feet.

			The younger man nods. ‘He’s further along. No wallet on him. No identity card. Be handy if you could give us a name. It’ll help . . .’ He tails off and begins to shuffle away.

			Trixie looks down at the tarpaulin. Her mother’s body doesn’t add much bulk to the covering. The man lifts the lantern from the grass.

			‘Do you think she suffered?’ she asks, voice shaking.

			‘Wouldn’t have known a thing about it,’ the man says.

			Trixie wonders if he’s schooled to say those words to everyone who asks after their loved ones, but she doesn’t want to think about the alternative and needs to believe him. A wave of desolation washes over her, and Vi, standing now, stops her prostrating herself over the body,

			‘I can’t just leave her here.’ Trixie sobs.

			She hears the man say, ‘All these people will soon be taken to the War Memorial Hospital. Tomorrow you can visit and make arrangements.’

			‘C’mon, Trix. We’ll do that,’ saysVi, her arms tight about Trixie, forcing her to stand up straight.

			
			

			Trixie knows she must pull herself together. These men have work to do. She’s not the only person to have lost a loved one tonight.

			Vi propels her a short way along the line where the younger man has paused. He’s already uncovered the top of another blanket-­wound bundle. Trixie, Vi and the man carrying the lamp hover beside him. Trixie sees the dark stain that is probably blood on the blanket. The light from the lantern picks up the gold and grey in Des’s orange hair. Trixie nods, and the figure is quickly covered again.

			‘He really loved my mum,’ Trixie mutters. Her voice mingles with Vi’s as her friend announces Des’s name and address. They watch as the younger man jots it down in a grimy notebook with a stub of pencil. Then he takes a luggage label from his boiler-­suit pocket and begins writing on it.

			Trixie is already voicing her thanks to both men. She’s eager to be away from this place of death. ‘Des was the nearest I had to a father figure,’ she says. ‘My mum didn’t have him in her life for long, and I suppose if they had to go, they would have wanted to go together.’ Trixie falls silent until they leave the bomb-­site and step onto the pavement. She sees Vi looking about her.

			The streets are as busy as before, emergency vehicles and people trying frantically to clear rubble and other rubbish from the pavements. The large window of the newsagent’s has been blown out by the blast. The owner is boarding it up. Leaning against the windowsill, a cardboard notice is chalked with ‘Business as Usual’. Across the street the tea tent is bustling with people.

			
			

			‘Will you come and stay with me tonight at my mum’s place in Alma Street?’ Trixie asks Vi. ‘I can’t face going back to the café.’

			Vi stops and turns to her. Alma Street is only a short distance away. ‘Is that what you want?’ Bert’s Café, in the heart of the town, is where they, along with Eddie, rent rooms. It’s a noisy, busy place that stays open until the early hours.

			‘Well, that terraced house was my home until I moved out to give the newly-­weds some space,’ Trixie says. She blinks away fresh tears. ‘I need somewhere quiet, and time to think . . .’

			‘We’d better find Eddie and let him know what you’ve decided.’ She stares into the crowd. ‘Well, that wasn’t very hard, was it? There he is.’ Trixie follows her gaze.

			Eddie seems to have appeared magically from the crush of people. He’s carrying two cups, one in each hand, clearly trying hard not to spill the liquid. The teas must be theirs, Trixie decides. He’s no doubt drunk his. If he turns in their direction, he’ll spot them but he’s gazing the other way. He looks disgruntled.

			
			

			‘Please,’ Trixie implores Vi, ‘you go and talk to him. He’ll offer to stay at the house with me overnight and I can’t have the neighbours gossiping. I’ll have to explain that I need to think and I don’t want to talk about what’s happened. I can’t do that. Not now.’

			Vi touches her arm. ‘If you’re sure?’ Her eyes are questioning.

			Trixie nods. ‘I’m sure,’ she says. She knows she doesn’t have to explain herself to Vi as her friend understands her perfectly.

			Vi turns, then twists back. ‘Why don’t you start walking home and I’ll catch you up. If Eddie sees you, I won’t be able to stop him crossing the road and coming over.’

			Vi moves swiftly away and Trixie weaves her way through the debris-­strewn road, a kind of relief flooding through her.
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