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			Claude had thought it a great idea to approach the senior management of Crawford’s Biscuits about opening a salon before he had to deal with all the relevant government departments. To his relief and satisfaction they agreed with him, and so he’d begun the tedious business of filling in all the paperwork and seeing it got to the right department. To his surprise, within six weeks he was organising the opening of his first ‘ladies’ hairdressing room’, a name Monica had suggested, reminding him gently that ‘salon’ was a bit too grand for what they were providing, which was a medium-sized room on the ground floor at the back of the Despatch Department, previously used as some sort of storeroom.

			It had all been a bit frantic, Monica thought, as she finished cleaning the last mirror the day before they were due to open. Most of the fittings and fixtures had been removed from the salon off Bold Street, and items had been brought over from the New Brighton salon, too. Both were still open but with greatly reduced staff – and indeed customers, as more and more women were recruited for war work.

			‘It all looks great now, Mon! Who would have thought a dingy storeroom could be transformed with a lick of paint, some nice lighting and a few plants,’ Joan remarked admiringly when she called in at the end of her shift.

			Monica smiled and nodded. ‘It does. Mr Beddows himself has been to inspect it and said he knew it would be a great asset and well used by “his ladies”, as he calls his employees,’ she informed Joan, with satisfaction. Mr Beddows was the managing director no less, and his secretary had already booked a regular weekly appointment. ‘The diary is filling up fast so we’re going to be very busy, I just hope this apprentice – Stella – has some gumption. I won’t have time to be constantly telling her what to do.’

			‘Didn’t Helen Marshall interview her?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Well then, stop worrying. She hasn’t been the manageress at La Belle Coiffure for the past eight years without learning a thing or two about people. She interviewed you, remember,’ Joan reminded her.

			Monica looked thoughtful. ‘I just hope I’m going to be able to manage it all.’

			‘Of course you are,’ Joan replied firmly.

			Monica smiled at her friend. ‘You’re great for building my confidence.’

			Joan grew serious. ‘It’s me who needs confidence. I’m beginning to wonder what kind of a mother I’ll be. I’m going to have to give up work at the end of this month.’

			‘I know, but Mam says you should make the most of the rest, and try to enjoy the peace and quiet, because once you have the baby all that goes out of the window. You’ll be on your knees with exhaustion until it’s at least a year old.’

			‘Oh, I won’t mind that. I just want to get the pregnancy over with, and get on with my life. Jim’s hoping he’ll get some Christmas leave and be here when his son or daughter arrives, but I’m not holding out much hope of that happening, not with the way things are going now.’

			Monica frowned, knowing what Joan meant. In the south of England another battle was shaping up to be fought, one as big and as vitally important as the Battle of the Atlantic, except this time it was being fought not at sea, but in the air. Over the past weeks, wave after wave of Nazi aircraft had filled the skies above the Home Counties and even the Midlands. People had stood in the streets, roads, lanes and fields and watched the deadly conflict playing out in the skies above them, between the Luftwaffe’s Messerschmitts and the RAF’s Hurricanes and Spitfires. Being ground crew and stationed in Lincolnshire didn’t guarantee Jim McDonald’s safety, and he was never far from Joan’s thoughts. Monica hadn’t heard from Rick but she assumed he was all right and in the middle of his tank training with the army, although she didn’t know quite where. ‘Careless Talk Costs Lives’ was an instruction that was becoming so familiar she was beginning to get fed up hearing it.

			‘Come on, I’ve finished here now. I’ll run you home,’ Monica offered. ‘It’s still too warm to be standing waiting at the tram stop after a day on your feet, and you look tired, Joan.’ These days, she drove more often, although she was careful not to use too much of her precious petrol allowance.

			‘Oh, thanks, Mon. I have to admit I do feel exhausted by the end of the day.’

			Monica gathered up her handbag and her light summer jacket and, after glancing around to make sure everything was in order, ushered Joan towards the door. She locked it carefully after them, put the key into her handbag and extracted the car keys.

			Joan smiled at her. ‘I hope tomorrow goes really well.’

			‘Thanks, we’re starting at seven thirty, so it’s going to be a busy day. Now, let’s get going. I hope your mam will have the kettle on, I’m dying for a cup of tea, and Frederick may have heard some news – more than we have, anyway.’

			‘Do you really think so?’ Joan enquired as she followed Monica out of the building.

			‘Well, he heard about the Nazis invading the Channel Islands before we did, remember – he deals with so many people that he gets to know things quickly.’

			‘Sometimes they’re only rumours, but I know what you mean,’ Joan answered.

			Joan knew there was something wrong as soon as she walked into the kitchen of the house in Mersey View. No preparations for the evening meal were in progress, and her mother was sitting at the scrubbed deal table with her head in her hands while young Charlie was standing beside her, looking afraid and helpless. Her stepfather was obviously still down at the yard and offices; she remembered vaguely that it was Charlie’s night to attend the Mechanics’ Institute, where he was learning the theoretical side of heating and plumbing, but she pushed it from her mind.

			‘What’s the matter? What’s happened, Mam? Are you ill?’ When Olive didn’t reply, she stared hard at her brother. ‘Charlie, what is it? Should you go and fetch Frederick? Will someone tell me what’s wrong, for God’s sake?’ she cried out as a cold little dart of icy fear seemed to prick her heart and she reached instinctively for Monica’s hand.

			Olive raised her head and Joan saw that her mother had been crying, something she’d seldom seen her do. Olive had shed a few tears, mainly of shock and anger, when Bella had arrived out of the blue and when Billy had deserted them, but now her eyes were swollen and red. She was clearly deeply upset about something.

			Monica, too, was shocked by Olive’s eyes and tear-streaked cheeks. Olive Garswood was one of the strongest women she knew. She gently pushed Joan towards her mother, praying silently that nothing had happened to Joan’s stepfather; she knew his work had its dangers, and sometimes there were explosions with heating boilers or gas pipes.

			Joan went and put her arms around her mother’s shoulders, and it was then that she saw the telegram lying on the table beside her mam’s hand. It was open.

			‘I . . . I opened it, Joan. I . . . I . . . just had to. It’s addressed to you, but I couldn’t let you . . . not in your condition.’

			Fear was beginning to paralyse Joan now. She felt cold and she realised she was beginning to shake as Olive pushed the buff-coloured envelope towards her. ‘Me! It . . . it’s for me? Jim! Oh, Mam, no! It . . . it’s not Jim!’

			Olive pulled herself together and stood up, gathering Joan in her arms, while Monica took the single sheet of paper out of the envelope and scanned the words none of them had ever wanted to read. Jim McDonald had been killed in an air raid on the RAF base at Skellingthorpe. Joan would receive further information from his commanding officer in due course. She couldn’t believe it, didn’t want to believe it. And why were they so bloody formal about it? ‘In due course’ indeed! Poor Joan was distraught, shocked and – oh, dear Lord – pregnant, too! Her eyes swimming with tears, she glanced at Olive – she couldn’t begin to imagine how she would feel if it had been Rick.

			Olive bit her lip as she eased Joan into a chair. ‘Monica, luv, put the kettle on. She needs hot sweet tea – we all do – in fact, we could do with something stronger, but I’m afraid of giving her spirits in her condition.’

			Monica nodded her agreement and, like an automaton, reached for the kettle.

			Olive was beginning to gather herself, now her daughter was there, needing all the support she could give her. She’d known trouble, hardship and loss in her life, and now she had to be strong for Joan and for the rest of the family. ‘Charlie, go down to the yard and tell Frederick to come home,’ she instructed her son.

			‘What will I tell him, Mam? He was waiting for someone to come to give him an estimate for some repairs that need doing to the office. That’s why he sent me home.’

			‘Well, that will have to wait! Tell him . . . tell him what’s happened. He’ll understand and know what to do.’

			Without another word, the lad turned and left, closing the door behind him as quietly as he could. Joan looked terrible; Monica feared she was going to faint any minute.

			While Olive made the tea, and spooned as much of their precious sugar ration as she could spare into Joan’s cup, Monica sat beside her friend holding both Joan’s icy hands in her own and trying, without much success, to stop crying. It frightened her that Joan so far hadn’t shed a single tear. She hadn’t collapsed in hysterics or begun wailing in grief, and Monica didn’t think this strange quietness was normal.

			‘Joan, luv. I’m so, so sorry. Please, let it all out and have a cry! Don’t feel as if you have to hold it all in. I’m your oldest and dearest friend, and I’ll always be here for you. I just wish to God there was something I could do to help you now!’

			‘It’s the shock,’ Olive said. ‘Here, Joan, drink this, luv, and then I think I’ll get you to bed. It . . . it’s all just too much for you, what with the . . . it’s all too much for all of us,’ Olive finished, trying not to think of the months ahead before Joan’s baby was born and what the poor girl’s life would be like after it. Oh, why Jim McDonald? Why? Why? Why? He’d been such a good, quiet, caring lad, he’d had no family, and she loved him as a son. She might have been more prepared, better able to accept it, if he’d been a pilot or air crew, for they were losing so many of those young men every day. They were the ones who faced death each time they took off, but Jim had been ground crew, a mechanic. Oh, how could she have been so naive as to think he’d be safe? Clearly, no one was safe in this blasted war!

			Joan sipped her tea obediently but it didn’t help, nothing would help, she knew that. She still couldn’t take it in that he’d gone. That she’d never see him or hear his voice or have him play music for her ever again. He was dead. The pain in her heart seemed to be enveloping her totally. She couldn’t think about the future, couldn’t even think about the next few minutes, she could see nothing ahead of her except darkness, the total blackness of despair, loss and grief.

			‘Monica, will you help me get her to bed, please, luv?’ Olive asked quietly when it was obvious that Joan wasn’t going to finish the tea. She could barely hold the cup, her hands were trembling so much.

			‘Of course, then should I go and tell Mam, or should I stay with her? I really don’t want to leave her like this.’

			‘I think she’d like you to stay, Monica, I know I would,’ Olive sighed heavily and rubbed her swollen eyes. ‘Oh, I hoped I’d never have to see the day when such tragedy would fall on this house.’

			‘I know. You always hope it won’t be you.’

			Between them, the two women managed to get Joan upstairs to her bedroom, where they gently coaxed her on to the bed.

			It was like undressing a doll, Monica thought, as she and Olive got Joan out of her day clothes and into her nightdress, before tucking her into the bed she would never again share with her husband. That thought tore at Monica’s heart more strongly than anything else. When they’d settled Joan, Olive went downstairs to wait for the return of her son and her husband whilst Monica sat beside the bed, clasping Joan’s cold hand but saying nothing. For what on earth could she say now? Joan’s eyes were closed, but Monica knew she wasn’t asleep, indeed she wondered when Joan would ever sleep again. Suddenly, her friend turned her head and opened her eyes.

			‘Joan! What is it, luv? Can I get you anything?’

			‘No, Mon, but thanks. I feel strange, as if this isn’t happening to me, as if I’m looking down at myself and thinking, why am I in bed? I’m not ill, so why do I feel nothing when I know I should? What’s the matter with me, Mon, that I don’t . . . can’t seem to understand that he . . . he’s . . . dead! I’ll never see him again, Mon. I . . . I thought he’d be safe. He patched the planes up, he . . . he didn’t fly them. Oh, why him? Why wasn’t he in a shelter? Why did he not hear them coming, hear the sirens and run to safety? What happened, Mon?’ And then the tears came, racking her body, and as Monica gathered her in her arms and made sympathetic noises, tears slid slowly down her cheeks, too. She had no answer to Joan’s questions. They’d both assumed Jim would be safe and now, now he . . . he was . . . gone. So what chance did her Rick have when he was sent out in his tank to fight?

			A few minutes later, when Olive came back into the room, she found them both with their arms around each other, sobbing. Thinking it for the best, and thankful that Joan was now giving way to her feelings, she left them and went back downstairs. She’d heard the front door open and close, and she thanked God that Frederick was now home to help her with her grief.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six
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			It was Nelly, not Frederick, Olive had heard downstairs. She’d seen Monica’s car stop outside Olive’s house and watched both girls go inside, but she’d become a bit anxious when Monica didn’t seem to be making any effort to call on her own family. Then young Charlie Copperfield had left hurriedly, looking pale and shocked. All her instincts told her something was wrong. She’d been Olive’s closest friend ever since the family had moved here years ago, and now she was worried.

			‘Eileen, keep your eye on that pan of potatoes and don’t let them burn – if you can tear yourself away from that magazine!’ she’d instructed her younger daughter, taking off her apron and shaking her head, wishing the girl was not so taken up with her appearance and this young naval rating, Harold Stevens.

			To her surprise Olive’s kitchen was deserted. But when, barely a minute later, her friend hurried down the stairs, she was shocked by her appearance. ‘Dear God! Olive, luv, what’s wrong?’

			‘Oh, Nell! It . . . it’s the worst tragedy that could fall on us all, but especially our poor Joan. I’ve sent Charlie for Frederick.’

			Nelly’s hand instinctively went to her throat. ‘Oh, no! Oh, luv. She . . . she’s not lost . . .’

			Olive shook her head quickly as she sat down heavily opposite her friend and neighbour. ‘No, the baby is all right, I hope. It’s Jim.’ She covered her eyes with her hands.

			Nelly was instantly on her feet. ‘What’s happened to him?’

			‘He’s been killed, Nell. There was an air strike on his base, we don’t know exactly what happened. How, when or why . . . we don’t know, but . . . but he’s gone.’ Olive wiped her eyes with the corner of her apron. ‘Charlie went to tell Frederick. He should be home any minute.’

			Nelly hesitated. She could see Olive needed support and comforting, but surely that was Frederick’s role as her husband? She didn’t want to push in. ‘I’ll stay with you, luv, just until he gets here,’ she offered. It was the least she could do for her friend. ‘Is our Monica with her?’

			Olive nodded. ‘At first she was in such a state of shock – well, we all were – that our Joan couldn’t cry. She didn’t break down, Nelly, although Monica did.’

			‘Definitely shock, Olive.’

			‘We got her to bed, and then I left them together. I thought Monica might be able to help. Better than I could, anyway.’

			‘And?’ Nelly prompted quietly.

			‘When I looked in last they were both sobbing. So, I left them to it. Thanks, Nell, for . . . for . . .’

			‘I’ve been with you through nearly every crisis in your life, Olive Garswood, and we’ll get through this – somehow, and together.’ She stood up as Frederick Garswood, accompanied by his stepson, came into the room.

			‘Send our Monica down to me, Olive. It’s her family Joan needs now, and you’ve enough on your plate without having her under your feet as well. I’ll try and talk her into going in to work tomorrow. They are opening that first factory hairdresser’s at Crawford’s, and it will be best if she keeps busy. I’m beginning to think this “phoney” war is over and that we’ve got dark days ahead to face. But we’ll manage, we always have, Olive. You and me together against anything fate can throw at us.’

			Olive nodded slowly, feeling Nelly was right to be fearful of what the future might hold, but wishing she wasn’t. ‘I . . . I’ll have to write to our Lily later on. In the meantime, I’ll try to get everyone to eat something at least. I’ve got the lodgers to think of, after all.’

			That reminded Nelly of her pan of potatoes. She squared her shoulders; she’d better get back, there was little she could do here now, and food was becoming too scarce to waste. They’d have to eat the spuds, even if Eileen had let them burn black. And she’d insist that Monica stay tonight, she was in no fit state to drive back to that empty house in Allerton. ‘If you don’t feel up to it today, luv, leave the letter until tomorrow, your Lily will understand,’ Nelly advised as she left.

			It was much later when Olive finally cleared the table and took a pen and the writing pad from the drawer in the dresser. It seemed as if the very air in the house was pressing down on her like a great ominous thundercloud, but she knew she’d have to write to her sister eventually, so she might as well get it over with. Her gentlemen lodgers had been very distressed and full of sympathy. Charlie hadn’t wanted to go to his evening class, and had become quite adamant about it, but between them, she and Frederick had gently and tactfully persuaded him to go. They’d pointed out that it would at least be a little thing Charlie could do in memory of Jim McDonald whom he’d admired so much, and Frederick had promised to walk down with the lad.

			Her husband had been as shocked and upset as herself, for Frederick Garswood cared deeply for his stepchildren and hated to see them upset. As he’d walked back home from the Mechanics’ Institute, he’d reflected on how much poor Joan had already suffered in her short life. She didn’t deserve such grief and loss. Her father had let her down terribly, not once but three times, yet she’d somehow managed to put it all behind her and been so happy with young Jim McDonald. He’d wondered sadly if this would be the last death in action they’d have to face, but he was realistic enough to know it probably wouldn’t be.

			Joan was finally sleeping. Olive had struggled through some dire crises in her life – including the loss of a man she had loved – so she’d help her daughter through this in every way she could. She wasn’t going to let anything bring harm to this unborn child; it was even more precious now and would have the very best that she and Frederick and Joan could provide. She couldn’t bear to contemplate what the days, months and years ahead held for her daughter and grandchild. It would be such a blessing if this damn war would be over quickly and life could return to some semblance of normality, but there didn’t seem to be much hope of that.

			She took the top off the pen, pushed her thick dark hair back from her forehead and began to write.

			6th September 1940

			My Dear Lily, David and Bella,

			It is with such a heavy heart that I am writing to tell you that today we received the terrible news that . . .

			Lily already had the beginnings of a headache when she sat down wearily at the table beside the window, with Olive’s letter in her hand. It had arrived in the lunchtime post and it was now early evening, but beams of bright sunlight still penetrated into the sitting room of the small, first-floor flat in Great George’s Street, just off Marylebone High Street. It was plainly furnished, as it was rented accommodation, but she’d added a few ornaments, cushions and rugs of her own to brighten the place up, and it suited them all. David, her husband, was working late at the Royal College of Music where he was a voice coach, and seventeen-year-old Bella – the girl she now looked on as a daughter, although she was actually no blood relation at all – was with him. Both would be home shortly, so she’d read her sister’s letter while she had some peace and quiet. The flat was so small that sometimes it felt like living in a sardine tin, she mused irritably.

			She herself had enjoyed a day off from the theatre – which, despite the desperate times, was still open – although she seemed to have spent most of it standing in queues for the pitiful amounts of food that could be had. She sighed, thinking back to the days when she’d been able to walk into a shop and buy all manner of food and – just as importantly, in her view – clothes, hats, shoes, stockings and make-up. She’d always taken a great deal of care with her appearance and was rewarded by knowing that she was considered to be a very elegant and fashionable woman, even though now fast approaching middle age.

			She had married late, after devoting herself to her career in the theatre. In recent years, she’d been wardrobe mistress at the Empire in Liverpool, before finding a position down in London once they’d decided to relocate there so that Bella could have the best training possible to enable her to hopefully have a successful career in the world of grand opera. For Annabella Ferreira Silva had the finest mezzo-soprano voice Lily had ever heard.

			She smoothed out the pages of Olive’s letter but as she began to read it, the words became blurred by tears. Oh, hadn’t both her poor sister and niece suffered enough in life already? She brushed away her tears with the back of her hand and gazed out of the window, but saw nothing. Joan had loved that Scottish lad so much, and Lily had been so delighted at her niece’s happiness. After all, it had been she who had introduced them when Jim had joined the orchestra at the Empire and had asked for her help in finding lodgings. Joan hadn’t wanted the big, grand wedding her best friend Monica Savage had enjoyed. She’d been happy with just a simple ceremony in the Registry Office, but she’d looked as radiant in her elegant navy and fuchsia outfit as Monica had looked in white lace. And when she’d heard that Joan was pregnant . . . well, David had insisted they open the very last bottle of sparkling white wine they had, to celebrate the good news – even Bella had had a glass.

			Lily closed her eyes and dropped her head in her hands, unable to continue reading. Poor, poor Joan. How would she cope? How would she bear it? She’d had a lot to deal with in her twenty years, but this . . . Oh, this! And with a baby on the way – due in three months’ time. She thanked God that Joan lived with Olive and Frederick, they would look after her.

			At the sound of voices on the stairs Lily raised her head and folded the letter, tucking it back into the envelope. She knew that both David and Bella would be terribly upset by the news, but Bella in particular, as she had been very close to Joan. When Bella had first arrived in Liverpool as a twelve-year-old stowaway on a cargo ship from Lisbon, it had been Joan who had taken her under her wing, and the girl loved Joan as a full sister. A dawning realisation that had been niggling away at Lily these past weeks began to resurface – this war had arrived on her doorstep and was starting to take its toll. She didn’t like it one bit.

			She’d managed to wipe away her tears and tidy her fashionably styled blonde hair before her husband and Bella came into the room, good-naturedly arguing about why it was that so many famous operatic sopranos were in fact very large women – particularly as they so often had to portray thin, dying young waifs – but one look at Lily’s face and they both became serious.

			‘Lily, my dear love, what’s happened?’ David asked, dropping his music case on the sofa and taking her in his arms.

			‘Aunt Lily, you look so sad. What has happened?’ Bella cried, impatiently brushing strands of her long, dark curly hair away from her cheeks.

			Lily detached herself from her husband’s embrace and handed him the letter, then went and put her arms around Bella. As David read Olive’s words aloud, and he and Bella absorbed the terrible news, the young girl began to sob. Lily gazed helplessly at David over Bella’s shoulder.

			‘Let her cry, Lily. It . . . it’s such a terrible shock for everyone. We never expected . . .’

			‘No, we didn’t!’ Lily cried, all her grief and fear bubbling up inside her.

			But before she could utter another word, the first rising notes of the air-raid siren split the air, making them all jump. It got louder by the second, rising to its blood-chilling crescendo, until it seemed as if the entire flat was shaking.

			‘It’s a raid! Oh, dear God, David!’ Lily cried, while Bella looked up with sheer terror in her dark eyes.

			‘Keep calm, Lily! Get the coats, gas masks, bags . . . the things you’ve packed in that little case, Lily, for emergencies, and I’ll get the blankets,’ David instructed, firmly but calmly.

			For the moment everything was forgotten as they all rushed around their small home, gathering up the necessities, while the siren continued its piercing wail and people could be heard shouting in the street below. They picked out the shrill sound of a whistle, either from a policeman or a Civil Defence volunteer, as people were directed through the streets towards the public shelters, which were mainly in the Tube stations.

			‘Hold on tightly to me, Lily – and you too, Bella, we don’t want to get separated!’ David shouted over the din as they reached the street, where people were running everywhere in a state of panic and confusion.

			‘I knew we couldn’t go on escaping this forever! I just knew it! But why now? Why the hell now of all times?’ Lily shouted back, her voice shrill with fear. But she felt anger, too, that they couldn’t even begin to take in the news of Jim’s death, let alone begin to grieve for him, for already the drone of the approaching aircraft could be heard and then the thud, thud, thud of the anti-aircraft batteries opening up in the park.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven
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			It had never been as bad as this before, Lily thought to herself, as she sat on the bitterly cold platform clutching Bella tightly while David’s arms encircled them both. The blankets they’d brought didn’t seem to help at all; both she and Bella were shivering, and not just from the cold but with the fear of what was to come. This first heavy raid on London had been going on now for almost five hours, and it was like nothing that had gone before. There seemed to be no end to it in sight, for the planes that droned on above them kept on coming in endless waves.

			There had been a couple of raids over the past two months but none so serious or lasting so long. Lily, like many people, hadn’t taken a great deal of notice of them – they’d just been an inconvenience for maybe an hour. When people had emerged from the depths of the Underground station they’d even managed to joke with each other, but no one was cracking jokes now. She glanced around, taking in the huddled groups of people; families, friends, neighbours and even strangers sitting close together with fear in varying degrees written all over their faces and in their eyes, the men and boys trying not to show it. The station was damp, badly lit and horribly uncomfortable, she thought, as she smoothed Bella’s hair in an attempt to calm the girl. Bella was terrified as they endured the hours of explosions above them, preceded by the faint whining, whistling noise the bombs made before they hit their targets. Even this far underground, the walls shook. She couldn’t begin to imagine what it was like for all the police, firemen, Civil Defence workers, ambulance drivers and crews working up there on the surface. She hated it, she hated it all!

			‘Oh, Aunt Lily, when will they go away? They must have no bombs left . . .’ Bella sobbed into her shoulder.

			Lily bit her lip, glancing up at David for support. It was the question they all wanted the answer to.

			‘I’m sure it can’t be long now, Bella,’ David replied. ‘You’re right, they’ve got to run out of bombs soon, and then we can go home.’ He was trying to sound as confident as he could but he was wondering just how many of those damn planes were up there. And were more on the way – God forbid?

			Home. The word seemed to stick in Lily’s mind. She longed to just get up and go home this very minute, leaving this crowded, damp, dismal place behind her, a place that reeked of fear.

			What she hated most, even more than her terror of the bombs, was the total lack of privacy. They, like everyone else, had been allocated a ‘pitch’ on the platform with just a few feet between themselves and the next family. Here they were expected to sit, or even try to sleep, on the hard, cold concrete for hours on end. Yes, they were probably safe from the terror that flew over London, but that was all. The authorities had done their best, she thought grudgingly. At intervals along the platform there were curtained-off areas that provided woefully basic sanitary facilities, which gave little privacy and after an hour began to smell. She wrinkled her nose in disgust; after five hours, the stench was becoming unbearable. As well as the sounds from above there was the constant hum of noise, with people talking, praying, swearing, singing softly and even laughing at times. Babies and young children cried sporadically, and the ‘neighbours’ to the right of them on the platform tonight seemed a rough lot – far from clean, thoughtful or polite.

			Home. The word seemed to take over her thoughts. Not the flat in London, which she didn’t really class as home, but Liverpool. Olive’s large, comfortable, clean, warm house in Mersey View even had the luxury of its own shelter in the yard. If she was back home she’d be away from these crowds of people, life would be as ‘civilised’ as it possibly could be, and she wouldn’t even mind all the shortages or hardships. She could support and help her sister, comfort her niece, but was she being selfish? She’d insisted – against Olive’s wishes – that they come to London for Bella’s sake, Bella’s career, but was it good for the girl to be subjected to all this? Bella was a quiet, sensitive girl, and these days she was troubled by so many things. She ate like a bird, and Lily knew she was finding her time at the Royal College increasingly hard, even though Bella insisted she was enjoying the music and her studies. She knew the girl missed Olive and her family. They were all things she would have to think about in the future. But oh! Would this damn bombing never end? she prayed through gritted teeth.

			Two hours later, her prayer was answered as they heard the first notes of the ‘All Clear’ siren. They thankfully gathered up their belongings and began to file towards the exits, guided by the Civil Defence volunteers, until at last they were above ground and took the first breaths of fresh air they’d had in seven hours. It was far from fresh, Lily thought, glancing around as they walked towards the corner of the road. The sky was almost as bright as day, with the glare from hundreds of burning buildings, firefighters visible amongst them, hoses still trained on the flames. Some buildings were already beyond saving, and many were mere ruins silhouetted against the livid sky. Fire engines and ambulances made their way down the road, trying to avoid the huge craters, broken gas and water mains, electric and phone cables that twisted like huge black snakes across roads and pavements, hindering people who were trying to get back to see if their homes were still standing.

			Bella stood rigid, clutching David’s arm tightly and shaking with what Lily assumed was both fear and shock. The heat was intense, and beads of perspiration stood out on Bella’s forehead. Bella had never been as afraid in her life as she was now; after all those terrible hours they had survived underground, only to emerge to face . . . this! This inferno of noise and devastation, a vision of hell like the one she remembered the nuns in the school in Lisbon showing her as a very young child in a religious instruction class. That image had stayed with her for years. She hadn’t even been as afraid as this when she had stealthily boarded a cargo ship, that dark night so long ago, to come to Liverpool and find her father. She thought she had managed to put that terrible voyage behind her; she had almost forgotten the sheer desperation and grief that had driven her at the time to make such a perilous journey. But the sight of this magnificent city – a place she’d begun to look on as ‘home’ – in blazing ruins brought everything back to her.

			‘It’s all right, Bella, luv. They’ve gone now. I know things look terrible, and are terrible, but we’re safe, we’ve survived, and we’ll get back to normal very soon,’ David comforted her, feeling far less confident than he appeared. Was it going to be possible to get back to normal – ever?

			To everyone’s relief the building that contained their flat was still standing, and seemingly undamaged, although some of the buildings further down the street had suffered damage, including the hotel and church at the top end. ‘Oh, thank God! At least we’ve still got a roof over our heads,’ David announced, thankfully shepherding his little family towards home.

			Bella managed a smile as Lily put her arm around her, but she was still afraid. ‘Will they come back, Aunt Lily?’

			‘Not tonight they won’t! Now, let’s get inside,’ she urged, ‘and I’ll make a cup of tea. We could all do with one after the last few hours, and then we’ll make the most of what’s left of the night to get some sleep.’

			She bustled around, drawing the blackout curtains over the taped-up glass of the windows, while Bella sank thankfully down on the sofa, utterly exhausted by the ordeal.

			To everyone’s dismay that night was just the beginning. The Luftwaffe continued their raids on the capital, night after night, without respite. Thousands of homes, businesses and many old and famous buildings were destroyed or badly damaged, including St Paul’s Cathedral and Buckingham Palace. But the Londoners began to develop a heroic resilience to the terrors of the darkness. There were makeshift signs on hundreds of buildings pronouncing ‘BUSINESS AS USUAL’ after every night of destruction, and everyone worked hard to keep things running. Like so many women, Lily felt her nerves were being shredded, stretched out like piano wires, as they battled daily to try to make life bearable, if not normal.

			She was getting more and more worried about Bella. The ‘Blitz’, as it was being called, was taking its toll on the girl and her studies. ‘I can’t concentrate, Aunt Lily! How can I sing when every night . . . there is no rest from them?’ she’d pleaded.

			Lily at last decided to discuss it all with David, as she should have done in the first place, she told herself sternly. It would have to be this afternoon, she determined, because as Bella had said, there was no rest from them at night.

			David looked thoughtful when she broached the subject, pointing out the effect it was having on Bella. ‘I know, Lily, and I have to admit it’s worrying me, too. She tells me she can’t practise, that she is afraid to sing, that people will think her insensitive in such terrible times and . . .’ He paused, frowning, ‘I don’t think the college can remain open much longer. It’s getting harder and harder for everyone.’

			‘I know. Most of the theatres don’t open now. A lot have been damaged, people are afraid, people are spending hours and hours in the shelters. So, I was thinking . . . would it be wise for us to go back to Liverpool?’

			David shrugged. ‘I don’t honestly know, Lily. Who knows what that madman across the channel in Berlin has planned? Will he give up on London and turn his attention to other cities? Liverpool is the biggest and busiest port, second only to London, after all. The docks are vital to the survival of the country. We’ve all witnessed how badly the convoys have suffered, and Liverpool is their main port. Have you mentioned any of this to Bella herself, Lily?’

			Lily shook her head. ‘No, I wanted to hear what you thought first, but maybe we should. We came here for her sake, so should we leave now for her sake, too? Perhaps she is too young, David, to realise what this move could do to her career.’

			‘If she’s unable to sing, Lily, she won’t have a career at all.’

			Lily knew the truth of this. Oh yes, they’d considered America, it had proved to be the land of opportunity for many, but the country couldn’t compare with the centuries-old classical music colleges and conservatoires, opera houses and concert halls in Europe, even though most of them were now under Nazi occupation. And then there was the huge problem of just getting to America now that immigration had ceased, and the huge passenger liners no longer crossed the Atlantic from Southampton or Liverpool.

			She sighed. ‘Then let’s see what she has to say. I’ll fetch her.’

			These days Bella kept a small case, in which she had packed everything she held dear, ready beside her bed. One of the things she treasured was a programme from Covent Garden for the opera Tosca, which she carefully leafed through almost every day. It was her greatest ambition to one day sing that demanding lead role, but she was beginning to fear that her dreams would never come true, that there would be no opera houses or theatres left standing in the entire world and all the beautiful music would be lost forever.

			‘We want to talk to you, Bella – David and I,’ Lily announced, popping her head around the door of Bella’s minuscule bedroom.

			Bella’s large, dark eyes widened with anxiety. ‘I am not in trouble?’

			Lily laughed. ‘Of course not! We would just like to discuss something with you.’

			Bella’s features relaxed as she followed Lily into the sitting room.

			‘David and I have been talking about us all going back to Liverpool, Bella,’ Lily announced quietly, watching Bella’s face for her reaction.

			‘What do you think, Bella?’ David asked. ‘Would you be happy to go, or would you prefer to stay here in London? There is no guarantee that they won’t bomb Liverpool in the future but—’

			‘You know that your career and your happiness are very important to us,’ Lily interrupted, not wishing to think about Liverpool being bombed. ‘And we want the best for you.’

			Bella’s face lit up with her eager smile, and her eyes danced as they had not done in weeks. ‘Oh, Aunt Lily, Uncle David, I would be so happy. I didn’t think I would miss everyone so much but it makes me so sad not to see them all, and now poor Joan . . .’

			‘What about your music, Bella? It’s your future, it’s so important to you, that’s why we came here,’ David reminded her.

			Bella nodded slowly. ‘I know, but we did not expect this bombing, and if it goes on and on . . . what will there be left? All the theatres, concert halls, music halls, places to make music and sing will have gone! And . . . and we do not know anything about the future. If there will even be a future for us.’

			‘That’s very true, luv. We can’t plan a future until this damn war is over and that lunatic Hitler and his armies are defeated – no one can – but you must continue your studies, Bella. A talent like yours should never be wasted. It would be criminal! I could continue to coach you,’ David offered. ‘But I’m not as well qualified or experienced as your coaches at the college.’

			‘I would like that very much, Uncle David – and do not say such things, you are as good as any of them. And I will work hard, I promise.’ She turned to Lily, her dark eyes still sparkling with excitement and relief. ‘When can we go, Aunt Lily? Can I write to Stepmama and Joan?’

			‘Of course you can. But perhaps it would be better to wait until I have told them first, and see if they will be happy to have us back. And there are other things that will have to be sorted out, like giving notice on this place, packing up, finding out about trains – and even the prospect of work for me and Uncle David. We can’t live on fresh air, and we won’t depend on Olive and Frederick’s charity, no matter how hard up we are. But I can’t see that finding work will be much of a problem; women will be doing men’s jobs now, like they did in the last war.’

			‘Then I will wait until you have heard from them before I write. But I too will get work when I get back to Liverpool, there must be something I can do that will not interfere with my music studies.’ She could always go back to sewing, she thought, although she would hate it – but she was sure it would be better than a munitions factory.

			Both Lily and David smiled at her, knowing that they had made the right decision. The smile on her young face and the dancing light in her dark eyes told them that. Lily hadn’t realised just how much Bella had missed everyone.

			‘I’ll write now,’ she said, spurred on by Bella’s enthusiasm, and getting to her feet. ‘I should be able to catch the late post.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight
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			It had taken far longer than Lily had anticipated to organise their return. For one thing the raids continued without let-up, and the disruption to life and business was causing huge headaches for everyone. And so it was the beginning of October before they finally boarded a crowded train that would take them first to Rugby then north to Crewe, where they would have to change again for Runcorn, and finally to Liverpool. God alone knew how long it would all take, Lily commented acidly, as they managed to find seats.

			‘But, Aunt Lily, “there’s a war on”,’ Bella laughed, settling happily into her seat and clutching her little cardboard case of treasures tightly on her lap. Amongst the many small keepsakes – carefully wrapped – and the papers and programmes in the case was the little copper figure of the Barcelos rooster, a symbol of her native Portugal and good fortune that Charlie had made for her when she’d come to London. She wondered how he was getting on. Her stepmama had mentioned in a letter that he was keeping busy with work, night classes and his duties as a messenger boy. As the train slowly began to pull out she wondered if there might be something similar that she could do to help the war effort, for they were the same age. She thought of Monica’s sister Eileen – she had her full-time job in the offices of the railway company, which would be considered very important now, she was certain of that. More important than studying music and voice at college.

			Oh, how she longed to see them all again. It would be so sad that Jim would not be there, but she would do everything she could to help Joan, who was very dear to her. And it would be good to see Monica and her family again. Monica was always so stylish and glamorous – she doubted that the war had changed that. She envied Monica her fair skin, blue eyes and shining blonde hair. Wouldn’t it be great to have Monica cut and style my hair? she thought. She was getting older; she’d be eighteen next birthday and felt she needed to take more time over her appearance. Eileen Savage was the same age as herself and Charlie, and she went to dances and even had a boyfriend, much to her Aunt Lily’s disapproval. She wondered what it would be like to go to dances and meet young men?

			She wasn’t sorry to be leaving London behind; though she was a little concerned that Liverpool might be bombed, too. But at least she would be with her family – and as Aunt Lily had said, it wouldn’t be half as bad sitting out an air raid in the shelter in the yard with just family around you and not half the population of Marylebone.

			Bella had fallen asleep with her head on Lily’s shoulder by the time the train finally pulled into Lime Street Station. Lily and David had both dozed, on and off, since they had left Crewe, and Lily vowed that it was the last time she was going to travel by train if it was always going to be as slow, uncomfortable and unreliable as this journey had been. She was stiff, cold, hungry and longing for a cup of tea, but there would be no chance of that until they got to Olive’s house in Mersey View. And they would have to get a taxi, as the buses and trams would have stopped running hours ago, and they couldn’t possibly walk, not with all their luggage. The fare would eat into their small savings.

			‘Come on, Bella, luv. Wake up now, we’ve finally arrived,’ Lily urged the sleepy girl as David gathered their cases from under the seats and the rack overhead. Their other luggage was in the baggage car and they would need a porter to help them with it – that’s if it had been transferred safely, or even at all, David thought grimly, remembering all the changes of train. He was inclined to agree with his wife that it had been something of an epic, not to say challenging, journey.

			When they finally arrived in Mersey View they were both relieved but a little startled to see the tiny crack of light that spilled from the edges of Olive’s curtains in the front room. There would be hell to
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