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      To Lynda Lane, a fan and loyal reader of my books.

      We formed a friendship which I will always treasure. Your passing during the pandemic saddened me. RIP you ‘crafty’ lady.
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      September 1940

      ‘Bye Auntie Lil. Oh, don’t cry. Come here, silly bean,’ Kitty Pattison said.

      Her stomach lurched as she pulled her aunt in for one last hug before she left home. The home she’d lived in for all her twenty years. This was not an easy parting. Her five-foot-nothing aunt’s plump arms gripped tightly around Kitty’s midriff and Kitty kissed the top of her head. Words were no longer required; the hugs expressed the love they shared. The mother figure, who’d taken her in when Kitty was orphaned after a ferryboat disaster took her parents and baby brother from her when she was four, adored her and received Kitty’s undying love in return.

      At five feet nine inches tall, Kitty towered a good nine inches over the woman who had encouraged her to join the Red Cross, and then retracted her enthusiastic claims when she found Kitty was to be moved to Birmingham for further training. News of the enemy’s relentless bombing attacks around Britain heightened her concerns.

      ‘Don’t ever not come home for want of a bob or two for the train fare. Do you hear me? Promise? Telephone the grocery shop with your message and we’ll get the ticket sent to you. You hear me? All those miles between us, I can’t bear it.’

      Closing her eyes to the sound of her aunt’s muffled tears, Kitty squeezed her tightly.

      ‘I promise. It will be all right, auntie. At least it’s not another country.’

      Kitty’s journey meant she would be near on two hundred miles away from her home town of Parkeston, near the Essex port of Harwich, but, determined to support her country, Kitty tried not to allow her voice to give away the knotted-gut anxiety she experienced deep inside. Emotion after emotion punched out messages, intensifying with each moment she waited before stepping outside the door.

      They fought her each time she tried to suppress them; the sadness of parting, along with a fear of failure, and the guilt-drenched ones suggesting she stay home, continue to be a good foster-daughter doting on her middle-aged guardians. She tried to ignore the one which told her she was selfish, but no sooner had Kitty suppressed it, the thought welled up and tugged at her heartstrings once again. The world might be at war, but Kitty had battles of her own to fight. The sense she would always be beholden to the couple who had taken her in during the worst time in her life often played on her mind, but she knew part of winning a war was not to give in at the first battle.

      Lillian Pattison argued day and night that Kitty should withdraw her voluntary aid application, and tried to persuade her to find something worthwhile to do closer to home. Her aunt had caved when she realised she could not persuade her niece to give up her desire to fulfil a dream, and voluntary first aid would pave the way for her to qualify as a trained nurse further down the line. Today, Kitty staved off the guilt and blasted any negative thoughts from her mind. This was the time to prove to herself she was able to cope alone. Her aunt and uncle were overprotective, which under the circumstances was understandable, but Kitty couldn’t remain a girl – she was a young woman with much to learn.

      Kitty’s uncle Frank, her father’s brother, walked into the kitchen,

      ‘Hello, Lil off again?’ he said, giving Kitty a smile.

      He stood behind her aunt, his voice huskier than normal as he held back his true feelings. He puffed and sucked on his pipe. Kitty noticed a twitch shimmy down the right-hand side of his face, an emotional habit Kitty often witnessed during times when he became stressed or upset. Kitty leaned forward and gave him a gentle kiss on the cheek. She had his side of the family’s genes when it came to their tall and trim athletic build, chestnut hair, and grey-blue eyes. Eyes which glistened when he turned to look at her, framed with damp lashes. Kitty watched her uncle struggle with her decision to leave.

      ‘Why they are sending you to the middle of England when there are places to be filled in this area is beyond me. Got everything?’ he asked, glancing around the room.

      ‘Yes, uncle. You know Lil, she’s panic-packed for me. I’ve even got a kitchen sink in there,’ Kitty said, and pointed to his old kitbag sitting to the right of the back door.

      ‘You take care of that lot. It cost me a week’s wages,’ her uncle teased.

      Kitty sent a wide smile his way. Despite his teasing she was aware he wasn’t referring to his kitbag from when he had served in the British forces. Her new uniform and shoes had cost him a lot more than a week’s wage.

      Every payday, her uncle had taken great pride in placing funds into her savings jar, a project she’d undertaken since she’d seen the poster recruiting Red Cross nursing trainees.

      Her meagre wages from washing up at the local holiday camp – a temporary base given over for the Kindertransport children – would never have purchased the many dresses, aprons and caps she needed, plus her living allowance for the years she volunteered.

      Her uncle had found her the job for the year leading up to her leaving. The place had been transformed into a refugee camp for the children whilst she worked there, and when on duty Kitty witnessed the sadness of the young Jewish refugees brought to the town from Germany via Holland. The first group of children had arrived the previous December, and they had made Kitty look at her life a little closer. She intended to leave her family willingly, but these little ones had been sent away by parents for their own protection, not knowing if they’d ever meet again, and it made Kitty want to do more than just work in the kitchen washing their dishes. At the end of each working day, she read to them, despite knowing many couldn’t understand a word. She would hold them close when they cried, and whisper words of comfort, just as Lil had when Kitty was missing her own parents. One of the matrons there told her she had a kind heart and that she definitely had a future in caring for others. She had pushed Kitty to recognise what she could offer others, and now the day had arrived to prove herself.

      ‘Time to go,’ she said, and embraced Lil and her uncle once again.

      ‘Be safe, Kitty. Come home to us when you can,’ her aunt said, sniffling back a river-flow of tears.

      Her uncle puffed even harder on his pipe, his hands gripping it so tightly his knuckles turned white. The emotional tension in the air was overwhelming and it hurt Kitty to witness her family in such distress, but she wanted to commit to her war work and say she had at least tried. She often confessed to her friend Helen how she struggled with the way her aunt and uncle suffocated her with their overprotective love. Now, a flash of guilt for those thoughts washed over her. She shook them off and widened a smile of courage.

      With one last glimpse around the kitchen, Kitty walked through into the front room and stepped out into Hamilton Street – the place where she’d played as a child, gathered with schoolfriends after chores, and celebrated many community moments with the other forty-plus families who lived in the small, terraced railway houses. She would always be grateful to her aunt and uncle for moving into the house. It made sense; her uncle had stepped into her father’s job on the quay, and the house was reallocated to them, plus it was a place they felt Kitty needed to remain for stability, with the school a few feet away at the end of the street.

      Residents stood or sat on their polished steps, waiting to cheer her on her way. Much as they’d waved other children away to war, or mourned their deaths together, just as they had supported her family when her cousin died in June during the Dunkirk evacuation. Once again, guilt tried to force her to retreat back indoors, to stay at her aunt’s side so she would never suffer a bout of nervous depression alone. Kitty’s uncle always withdrew into his own black silence whenever her aunt’s mood slid into uncontrollable sobs and wailing. Both drew upon Kitty’s strength to see them through, and it often took its toll, but Kitty never complained. Forever the dutiful niece.

      Two doors down, the matriarch of the street, known as Widow Johnson, sat as she always did, upon a small stool, legs akimbo, hair bound by a headscarf turban, whilst she peeled potatoes, her stern voice berating the young children for taunting each other as they ran back and forth across the road playing What’s the Time Mr Wolf. The woman muttered as she offered Kitty a farewell smile and handed her an apple.

      ‘For the journey,’ she said. ‘Don’t rush back ’omesick. Get away, girl. Make a life. She’ll suffocate you. We’ll take care of them. You do your bit, poke that ’itler with a stick, but make sure you come ’ome in one piece when you do come back. God bless you, gal.’ Her head bobbed back down to the task in hand as if she’d never spoken. The twang in her tone and classic dropped h, defined her as Harwich born and bred. Like many in the parish, her family were original residents, a solid community of friends and fighters, whose present aim was to rid the country of an enemy destroying their next generation.

      A bemused Kitty continued walking to the end of the road, grateful for a dry day, which meant she’d not sit on a train for hours in a damp outfit, and that her chestnut hair stayed in its neat curls. The little ones of the street ran around her shouting good luck in happy voices; some cried and begged her not to leave. To them she was family: the big sister some never had; their babysitter when Mummy went to work in the uniform factory or on the land. Kitty turned, gave a final wave, and tried to ignore the welling tears as she entered the shortcut to the station, avoiding the feral cats protecting their kittens. Walking across the small no-man’s land, Kitty felt a twinge of sadness. She’d played there as a child, and now her childhood was behind her and only war and the unknown lay ahead. What she’d give to play hide-and-seek with her cousin once again, or sit on a large rock pretending they were on a desert island and eat sticky sandwiches made by their grandmother. She gave herself a shake and a telling off for focusing on the past. Now was time to head forward towards the station with no regrets.

      The train for London pulled alongside the platform and, with one last glance behind her, Kitty climbed onboard. A few sailors brushed too close as she eased her way along the corridor in the hope of finding a seat in one of the compartments, but with one withering look from Kitty they soon got the message and made way for her. She found a seat beside an elderly woman and a small child. The little boy she recognised from playing with the refugee children where she’d worked. His mother was part of the housekeeping team.

      ‘Hello, Gerald.’

      The boy gave her a toothless grin.

      ‘My goodness, you’ve lost another one.’

      His head nodded with great enthusiasm, and the woman beside him laughed.

      ‘You know this ruffian, I take it?’ she asked.

      Kitty smiled at her. ‘I certainly do. I work… worked, in the same place as his mummy.’

      The woman held out her hand, ‘I’m his gran, Christine’s mother. He’s coming to stay with me in Gloucestershire for a while, to give her a break – isn’t that right, Gerry?’ She ruffled the boy’s hair, and he gave her a loving smile in return and clambered on her knee.

      ‘Grandma lives on a farm.’

      His grandmother gave a slight shake of her head. ‘It’s a smallholding, nothing so glamorous as a farm, but it needs another working pair of hands and this little man volunteered to come and feed the chickens.’

      Gerald grinned and Kitty thought him one of the lucky ones. His new home as an evacuee was a place where he’d thrive and be loved; she’d witnessed the many children from her small community leave for unfamiliar towns to live with strangers hundreds of miles away. With a sudden jolt of nerves as the train puffed its way towards London, she realised her own journey to an unknown home amongst strangers had begun.
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      Standing on the concourse, Kitty looked around the busy station. Her skin tingled both with fear and excitement, and her clammy hands gripped the handles of her kitbag until her knuckles could no longer find another shade of white.

      For a brief moment she thought back to her uncle and his attempt to hold back his sadness and fear that morning. Kitty shook off the image and braced her shoulders. This was a moment to remember, a time to make him proud. She was standing in the city of London and had made the first part of her journey intact; now she needed to find her connection for Birmingham. A panic set in. Where was she to pick up her connection? Where was her paper with the details? How did she get to the next station?

      As she watched people stride by with confidence, Kitty’s insecurities rose. If she couldn’t manoeuvre from A to B, how on earth was she going to find courage enough to care for the wounded? A trickle of sweat meandered down the back of her neck and cooled as it journeyed beyond her collar. She dropped the bag to the floor and bent with her hands supporting her on her knees. Fainting was not an option.

      ‘Pull yourself together, Katherine Pattison. This is not you; you are organised and in control.’ Kitty muttered the words mantra-like until her pounding heart settled to a natural beat and her breath eased from a choke to normal. She stood upright and tugged her luggage close. She pulled out the paperwork giving guidance to her final destination.

      First, she needed to head for King’s Cross station. ‘Excuse me,’ she called out to a uniformed guard.

      ‘What can I do for you, young lady?’

      ‘King’s Cross. How do I get to the station from here please?’

      With a slow, exaggerated swing of his head from side to side, the man frowned. ‘You’ll have to walk it today. Just under an hour but a straight walk from here. Underground out of action. Lucky it’s not raining. Exit that way.’

      Kitty followed the direction of his pointed finger and pondered on his use of the word lucky. She considered it an unfortunate choice as there was nothing lucky about walking an hour through the centre of a new city carrying a heavy bag.

      ‘Thanks. I think,’ she replied, and headed towards the exit.

      Her stout shoes proved to be comfortable and supportive as Kitty strode towards the station; her heeled ones lay in the bottom of her bag and she thanked the sensible side of her personality for making the right choice. Evidence of previous bombings lay around, and Kitty prayed there would be no further delays to her journey forced upon her by air raids. She arrived on the appropriate platform with six minutes to spare and delighted in the moment. Kitty gave herself a virtual pat on the back for making it despite her aching legs.

      The train, packed with people crushed into every corner, pulled out from the station on time. Its slow chug and lurch forced Kitty into the bodies also trying to stabilise themselves. She pushed herself into a space at the end of the row and eased her kitbag in front of her feet. Kitty clung onto the handrail and stared out of the window as they sped towards her next stop. Daylight would soon slip into twilight and she hoped to reach Birmingham before dark.

      After three hours of standing, Kitty’s back ached. She was hungry and thirsty and unsure when she would find another opportunity to eat, so Kitty reached into her bag for the small thermos and cheese sandwich her aunt had wedged into the corner before she left. With care, and using a number of balancing skills, she added to her triumphant achievements and managed to sip tea without slopping it over herself or her travelling companions.

      ‘Cleverly done,’ said the soldier standing beside her.

      Kitty laughed. ‘I’ve eaten all the sandwiches, but I’ve another cup if you’d like some tea. I won’t be drinking any more.’

      The soldier inched himself sideways to face her. His blue eyes sparkled as his smile widened. Handsome was Kitty’s first thought. Her second was – romance-novel hero. ‘I wouldn’t say no. Very kind of you. I’m parched.’

      Kitty poured the tea into the small tin cup and passed it to him. She begged her knees not to give way when he ran his tongue across his lips.

      ‘Where are you heading?’ he asked.

      With a silent reminder to herself not to stare too much, Kitty replied, ‘Birmingham. I’m signed up to the Red Cross – nursing. I’m heading for my training at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital. You?’

      ‘Visiting family in Derby before I head further north.’

      Kitty nodded. Not having a clue where Derby was, she gave a simple response.

      ‘Nice. Enjoy your family.’

      Handing back the cup, his hand touched the back of hers by accident, and she pulled it away as if scalded by hot coals.

      The soldier smiled. ‘I’m planning to. It’s my wedding day tomorrow. A quick turnaround, not what we’d really planned, but Julie, well she’s, um, keen shall we say.’ The flush across his cheeks told Kitty all she needed to know: the man was to be a father. She gave the cup a wipe around before packing it away.

      ‘I wish you all the luck in the world. Have a wonderful wedding day.’

      ‘Thanks. I think I need it. Now, had I met you earlier, pretty nurse …’

      ‘Cheeky.’ Kitty laughed and gave the soldier a light tap on the arm. He made the journey a shorter one with his light-hearted chatter.

      With a sudden jolt the train came to a standstill. The guard called out the name of the station and Kitty realised it was time to leave the train. The soldier helped her with her bag and from the platform she waved him goodbye, noting with amusement that she knew the name of his fiancée but not his own, although she felt it wise to put him to the back of her mind; he was far too handsome to have at the forefront – a distraction. To her surprise he blew her a kiss. ‘Thanks for the tea, nurse. If ever I need medical attention, I’ll come and find you. Good luck.’

      A few faces grinned at her as she glanced around, and when she looked back at the soldier, he gave another wave.

      ‘You’re welcome, and yes, do that, soldier,’ Kitty called, over the sudden hiss of steam from the train as it slowly pulled away, taking her acquaintance homeward. She giggled to herself over his cheekiness and tucked it away as a memory from her first journey to her new career. Kitty headed for the exit where she hoped the promised transport would be waiting to take her to her accommodation. Across the road she spotted a truck sporting the familiar symbol of the Red Cross parked up and surrounded by several young women. She took a deep breath; this was it, her moment to join the other trainees and head for pastures new.

      ‘Name?’ Kitty looked up at the tall man holding a clipboard. It was a few seconds before it registered that he was addressing her as she approached the side of the truck where she debated which of the two groups of women she ought to join.

      ‘Katherine Pattison – Kitty.’

      She waited whilst he ran a grubby, well-chewed fingernail down the list and ticked a box beside her name. Kitty felt a sense of relief. She was on the list; she was in the right place. ‘Right, Kitty Pattison, it says here you are for group two – over there.’

      A well-dressed young woman waved her arm with great enthusiasm at Kitty.

      ‘Over here. We’re group two.’

      Group two consisted of three young women of around her age, and Kitty walked over to join them. The one who had waved, eager to make her acquaintance, was standing beside a large, smart suitcase in red leather. Kitty couldn’t help but notice the girl wrinkle her nose at Kitty’s bag when the driver told them to move their things nearer the truck. To Kitty’s relief, she saw the other two had minimal luggage the same as her, and leaned their well-worn brown suitcases against the wall. Kitty had an overwhelming sense of pride over her kitbag. Her luggage represented all that she stood for and her reason for joining the Red Cross: British pride and service of one’s country. The kitbag might well appear shabby and worn to some, but Kitty knew with one glimpse that the others in the group understood she was not about glamour and making an impression with her worldly goods. The Great War and the past year of another war had taught many the true meaning of respect. She pushed her shoulders back and addressed the attractive auburn-haired girl who had beckoned her over.

      ‘Thanks for the welcome. I’m grateful. I’m Kitty Pattison, from Essex,’ Kitty said, lowering her shoulder bag to the floor.

      The girl held out her hand. Kitty noted the neat manicure and softness of her hands. A privileged girl who didn’t appear to have washed a dish in her life and who was groomed like a film star.

      ‘Annabelle Farnsworth, but you can call me Belle. It annoys the heck out of Mother when my brothers do, so as she’s not here I’ll do what I ruddy well like. I’m from Surrey. With a toss of her immaculate curls, indicating an air of defiance, she pulled out a packet of cigarettes and offered one to Kitty.

      ‘No thanks. I don’t,’ Kitty said.

      The other two girls had formed their own huddle and Kitty made a mental note to get to know them better later that evening. For now, she would enjoy listening to the plummy tones of Belle, grateful for the company and not having to put effort into a conversation. The journey had exhausted her.

      ‘Mother said I’m to cut down as they are not easy to purchase nowadays, but the hypocrite smokes two or three after drinks in the evening. Lord knows how she manages to lay her hands on so many. She won’t allow me the odd shot of brandy either.’

      Belle gave a dramatic sigh, and it took all Kitty’s courage not to giggle.

      ‘I told her, I am to help in the war effort you so greatly want me to join, therefore I’m entitled to enjoy a drink of good brandy, but no, she still tells me I’m to fund my own as it is an expensive treat. She hides the darn bottle! Do your parents nag?’ Belle asked, and drew on her cigarette.

      Kitty thought about it for a moment. Her aunt and uncle encouraged, discouraged and protected as well as any parent she knew.

      ‘No, my, um, parents are …’ At that moment Kitty decided not to share the fact she was an orphan as it often brought about awkward moments of sympathy.

      These strangers didn’t need to be privy to her personal life. ‘They are supportive – and care for me. Although, they have been a little overprotective ever since my, er, my brother died at Dunkirk. They are⁠—’

      Belle cut into the sentence when she held up her hand, waved and called over to the others. ‘Oh, I say, how horrid. Hear that, girls? Kitty lost a brother; Dunkirk.’

      The three faces looked at Kitty, each one wearing a mask of pity, the one look she’d tried to avoid by not sharing she had lost parents and a brother – and a cousin. Belle patted her chest as a gesture of sympathy. It choked Kitty and she wanted to correct the statement to cousin not brother, but then felt it was best left. Besides, Brian had been like a brother, and she’d known him longer than her own. Kitty stood in awkward silence, never meaning to draw attention to herself. A short girl with neat pixie-fairy features and jet-black hair curled at the neck walked over and touched Kitty’s arm. Her voice, soft and sweet, became breathy with emotion. ‘I’m Trixie Dunn. Trix for short. You must be devastated.’

      Unsure whether she was expected to respond or not, Kitty gave a simple nod. The tallest girl of the three moved in for a handshake. She had cropped brown hair and a pair of tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses perched on the end of her nose. Kitty immediately thought of a male scientist – an intellectual. She also had the deepest voice Kitty had ever heard in a girl. ‘Joan Norfolk, but always known as Jo. My uncle came back injured. In a fishing boat. There were so many heroes, not just soldiers,’ she said, and followed it through with a low whistle. ‘What a coincidence we all use shortened versions of our names. Where are you from? I’m from Bristol and Trix here travelled from Somerset; we’re practically neighbours, which is why our accents sound alike.’

      ‘I’m from Surrey and Kitty’s from Essex, and we sound nothing like each other,’ Belle said, to which Kitty agreed.

      Belle’s upper-class tone was definitely nothing like her semi-rural Suffolk border with a touch of East End London accent.

      Belle jiggled about and looked over at the driver.

      ‘I do hope we move on soon; I’m dying for a pee.’ The group giggled, and Belle gave a curtsey.

      Kitty observed Belle’s love of being centre of attention. Trix smiled all the time, and Jo stood back as if awkward in her own skin. One of Kitty’s favourite things was to watch people, to follow their body language, a discreet habit which helped her sense the needs of others, and today, she had three new people to observe. She stored a few things in her mind to jot down in her leather-bound notebook – a gift Brian had given her before he left home. She used it to write down her own feelings in short diary notes, and the words and actions of other people. Kitty would sit for hours deciphering the emotions and thoughts, reassuring herself she was normal for experiencing some of them in relation to those loved ones she’d lost. Her aunt guided her in a modern way with some things in life, but Kitty took what she wanted to base her own life upon to another level. She knew she was not meant to stay in a small village, marrying a local lad and producing children. She’d learned her father had had a deep-seated urge to travel but never did, and Kitty wondered if she’d inherited his restless spirit. Inside her notebook she’d written short passages of possible adventures to be had in the future, but then the previous September, when war was declared, Kitty no longer wrote about them. Instead she worked on a more emotional journal dealing with the present rather than a future she was no longer sure would exist.

      She wanted to write to Brian and tell him of her fears, new colleagues, and hopefully, new friends. It was then she had the small moment of realisation that Brian would never receive another letter from her, when the pain of loss kicked in and she had to pull up her protective shield to prevent the ever-threatening tears.

      ‘Time to go, ladies!’ The driver of the truck called them over and saved Kitty from embarrassing herself. She watched as he threw their bags into the rear. Belle berated him for not taking care of their worldly goods, to which he made a sarcastic comment which more or less told her to do it herself at the other end of the journey. He jumped into the driver’s seat with the threat to leave with or without them. Group two clambered into their seats and chattered their way to their destination.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Much to the surprise of the girls, the truck pulled into a narrow street with a row of terraced houses either side. The street could only be described as drab. Grey and drab. Tell-tale signs of where there were once metal railings added to the shabbiness.

      ‘This cannot be where we are staying!’ Belle’s voice squealed so high the others winced.

      ‘It’s temporary, so I’m told,’ the driver said as he unloaded their bags, giving Belle a smirk of a smile.

      Kitty had a feeling he enjoyed seeing Belle’s jaw drop when he pointed out a house at the end of the terrace with an alley dividing it from a public house which had seen better days.

      ‘Temporary for how long?’ Trix asked.

      The driver shrugged his shoulders and dropped the last bag onto the pavement. Clambering into his vehicle, he waved a hand from the driver’s window.

      ‘Well, let’s find out shall we girls?’ Jo said.

      Jo picked up her bag and the others followed as she made her way up the four steps leading to the front door of the property.

      ‘I can tell you for how long. One night. Tonight. I’m not staying here any longer than I have to,’ Belle declared in a voice which to Kitty sounded as if she meant business.

      Pointing and flouncing back and forth from them and the bags, Belle found every fault she could up and down the street and mentioned them out loud into the twilight, not caring who looked at them, or the feelings she might hurt with her spiteful words.

      Kitty disliked the slight Belle cast on her surroundings; a lot of places had succumbed to lack of paint and the seconding of metal for the war effort, leaving them looking tired and unloved on the outside – it wasn’t always the fault of the owners.

      ‘It’s probably very nice inside,’ Kitty said. ‘Our house looks a bit like this; tidier than some I’ll admit, but inside Li— Mum keeps it pristine.’

      Again, she spotted the wide-opened mouth of shock from Belle.

      ‘You live in a house like this? So small, with no garden?’ Belle asked in a shocked whisper.

      ‘As I said, tidier and well-maintained by my – um, dad – when he’s lucky enough to find paint, but yes, similar style.’ It irked her to see Belle’s snobbery so public. She wasn’t keen on the shabby state of the property either, but good manners told her not to judge until evidence to warrant judgement presented itself.

      ‘Well, as you are so desperate for a pee, maybe it’s time to find out if it is bucket in the cupboard or a hole in the ground at the end of the yard,’ Jo said, her voice steeped in sarcasm as she stepped aside with an arm outstretched for Belle to knock on the door.

      The colour paled from Belle’s face, and before any of them could say another word, the front door opened, and they were face to face with a five-foot-nothing plump woman with a wild thatch of greying hair. Her eyes peered with suspicion at them from narrow slits, then she gave a half-smile.

      ‘All you girls from the Red Cross? I said I’d got room for two. Weren’t expecting four. Welcome to Birming’am.’

      Kitty listened to the drop and fall of the woman’s nasal accent, one she assumed was native to Birmingham. It fascinated her the way the woman said yow instead of you, and oy instead of I.

      Belle stepped forward.

      ‘So, where do you propose the other two sleep?’ she asked with a voice loaded with indignation. Jo looked at Kitty and Trix, all three sharing disapproving frowns towards Belle’s attitude.

      ‘I’ve got room for two. I was told two,’ the woman repeated.

      Kitty peered above the woman’s head and into the hallway. It looked tidy, and the smell wafting from the house gave the hint of disinfectant, indicating a clean house, plus something pleasant was cooking and her stomach grumbled with appreciation. It was time to stop dithering on the step.

      ‘Dare I suggest we top and tail?’ She looked to the woman, Jo and Trix, who both nodded to the positive. ‘I’m game,’ Jo said.

      ‘Me too.’ Trix threw a grateful look at Kitty as she spoke.

      Relief in their faces told Kitty they were just as tired as she was; she didn’t bother looking to Belle for approval.

      ‘It’s getting late, we’re tired, and well, Mrs – I’m sorry, we haven’t been introduced, I’m Kitty, and this is Jo, Trix and Belle.’ She held out her hand.

      The woman gave Kitty’s hand a warm shake. ‘Smith. Known mainly as Ma Smith around here. I’ve been paid for the rooms. I’ll take two shillings for two more suppers and breakfast. It’s no extra work to muster up a couple more pillows. In the morning you can find out where there’s other boarding rooms for two of you. It was a housing officer who spoke to me. No name I’m afraid. Anyway, top and tail all you like, just don’t make a row.’

      Belle’s face was a picture of confusion and reluctance, but Kitty was no longer prepared to stand around debating the two who’d be lucky enough to get the rooms, or the two who’d have to walk the streets looking for overnight accommodation.

      ‘You’d best come inside then,’ the woman said before Belle had the opportunity to agree or object.

      The layout of the house was very much like her parents’ house, and Kitty knew upstairs would be laid out to three bedrooms; one large, one medium and one small box room. She suspected the medium and box room were theirs, which would mean a tight squeeze. They climbed the narrow staircase with Belle muttering to herself at the rear. Kitty dared not ask her to share her thoughts, for she had a feeling they would not be complimentary.

      Ma Smith pushed open the door to the main room.

      ‘Two in here, and two in this one,’ she said as she led the way to the medium room.

      ‘I sleep downstairs in the front room. The back room is the parlour where you’ll eat in five minutes. That small room is the bathroom.’ She looked at them with a grin. ‘Oh, don’t look so surprised. I know what people think when they see the house. I had it changed when my Jim passed away. I made the home an investment for widowhood. The last war took him, and I had to survive. There’s a privy outside; feel free to use that too.’

      Belle pushed her way from the back of the group and along the small landing. She peered inside the master bedroom and flounced inside, flinging her suitcase on the bed.

      ‘This is my room,’ she declared.

      Kitty could see by the expressions on the faces of the others that not one of them was surprised by her choice.

      ‘Jo, you or Trix with Belle?’ Kitty asked in the hope one of them said yes.

      With a devilish grin and staring Kitty right in the eye, she slowly shook her head. ‘Not at all. You were the clever one suggesting top and tail, so deserve the privilege of the larger room.’

      Trix gave a small cough and Kitty knew she smothered a giggle.

      Giving them both a wry smile and clenching a fist in a silent threat to seek revenge, she entered the room. Ma Smith closed the door and the laughter from Jo brought a smile to Kitty’s face.

      ‘Well, Jo’s happy to have a room for the night,’ she said to Belle, who walked the room wiping her finger along furniture and inspecting it for dust.

      ‘The woman keeps a clean house – that’s a blessing in disguise. Let’s hope the bathroom is as clean. I’ll wait for you all to use it first. This place is not at all what I expected.’

      Kitty chose not to respond. She pulled her wash things from her kitbag and tugged open the bedroom door, and to her relief the bathroom was free. Like the bedroom, it was fresh and clean. After a swift freshen-up, she headed back to the bedroom where she found Belle pulling covers from the bed.

      ‘What on earth are you doing?’ Kitty asked, completely bewildered as she watched Belle smooth out the remaining bedding on the mattress, leaving a mound of top sheet and blanket under the window.

      ‘I do not top and tail. Where you come from I …’

      Kitty stared at Belle. Who did this girl think she was, royalty? How dare she belittle everything she came across.

      ‘Where I come from? What exactly do you mean by that? You know nothing about me.’ Kitty tried to contain the anger she felt flare inside. Suddenly it dawned on Kitty that she was to sleep on the floor and Belle had claimed the large double bed for herself.

      ‘You said yourself your house was like this one. I assumed you would be used to unusual sleeping arrangements when you have visitors, given such cramped conditions. Sleeping on the floor must be a common occurrence in a house this size,’ Belle said, and the superior tone she used forced Kitty to take a deep breath and leave the room before she fired out words she’d regret. She headed to Jo and Trix’s room and tapped on the door.

      ‘Ready to eat?’ she called out.

      Jo opened the door. ‘We are. Lead the way. No Belle?’

      Kitty felt it safe to say nothing and headed downstairs.

      Ma Smith gave them a beaming smile when they entered the small parlour. She pointed to a table draped with a green cloth and set for four diners.

      ‘Take a seat. It’s mutton broth with bread I’m afraid, but I wasn’t sure what time you were arriving, and as it is 8.30 now, the evening is drifting away fast.’

      The three girls sat at the table and each took a piece of bread from the plate.

      ‘Belle not eating?’ Trix asked Kitty.

      Kitty shrugged. ‘She’s probably still finding a hole for me to curl up in for the night.’

      Her words were bitter, and it upset her that she’d let them slide out with an edge of annoyance.

      Jo and Trix stared at her in question.

      ‘On the floor. My bedding is on the floor. Madam has claimed the bed.’

      Trix stared at Kitty with her mouth wide open, and Jo gave an inward gasp.

      ‘She’s done what? She can’t do that. How unfair. We barely know each other, granted, but we all need somewhere to sleep.’

      Kitty shrugged. ‘I’ve got somewhere, it’s just not on a bed.’

      Their hostess peered into the room. ‘I thought I heard voices. The other one not coming down?’ Ma Smith asked.

      ‘I’m not sure,’ Kitty said.

      ‘Well, you must be starving, so we won’t wait.’

      Ma Smith brought a tray to the table with three steaming bowls of cloudy broth with cabbage and carrot bulking it out. The smell filled the room, and all three girls exclaimed their thanks.

      A clip of heels along the hallway told them Belle was on her way.

      All four women in the parlour turned their heads her way as she entered the room, overpowering the mutton aroma with an overdose of a heady floral perfume and cigarette smoke. Belle stood in the doorway examining her surroundings, whilst Kitty, Jo, Trix and Ma Smith stared at the taffeta pink dress with contrasting pink stole draped across Belle’s shoulders and forearms.

      She’d dressed for dinner. A full top-to-toe outfit of clothing Kitty could only dream of owning. Items she’d stared at on display in the large, luxurious stores in Colchester.

      Three out of the four women in the room froze. The fourth took control, but not without rendering the other three into a state of unanimated gratitude.

      ‘Sit yourself down, young lady. Mind the skirt on my floor – I’ve not swept it today.’

      With one wave of her arm, Ma Smith had reduced Kitty, Jo and Trix into spluttering guests, all three grabbing their napkins to smother their mouths.

      Belle, oblivious to the fact Ma Smith had taken the opportunity to mimic and amuse herself at Belle’s expense, waited until Ma Smith pulled out the chair before she sat down. Kitty dared not look at Jo or Trix for fear of crying with laughter at their hostess’s antics. She sensed once they’d started, they’d never stop. From the moment they’d pulled up at the house and the woman had opened the door, she’d set a path of no return. Belle was the outsider whom they’d watch and at times ridicule, but some days envy.

      She watched Belle place the napkin in her lap and braced herself for whatever happened next.

      ‘I’ll be glad to eat and sleep,’ Jo said and broke away a piece of bread and dipped it into her bowl.

      Kitty and Trix spooned mouthfuls of the broth, nodding their approval.

      ‘What on earth is that?’ Belle asked.

      ‘Mutton broth,’ Trix mumbled, wiping away a drip from her chin.

      ‘It’s good. Tasty,’ said Jo.

      Kitty sat in silence; Belle’s face had a tendency to share her opinions as loudly as any voice.

      Ma Smith entered with Belle’s bowl and placed it before her, and the mischievous glance she gave the other three warned them not to eat more before she’d spoken.

      ‘It was too late for venison. Being’s I’m the only chef in the kitchen tonight it’s a simple supper, but should fill your belly well enough.’

      Belle stared down at the bowl. With slow, deliberate movements she lifted her spoon and stirred the contents. Kitty, Jo and Trix watched on as Ma Smith stared her down, defying her to object. Kitty had a feeling Ma Smith had taken a dislike to Belle and would not hold back with putting her out onto the street.

      ‘Enjoy it while I go and find those extra pillows,’ Ma Smith said as she brushed past Belle and out of the room.

      ‘Disgusting mess,’ Belle said after more stirring.

      ‘It’s actually tasty. Just eat it, Belle.’ Jo’s voice, loaded with irritation, snapped across the room. Like Kitty, she’d had her fill of snobbery.

      ‘I’m not paying a shilling for this muck,’ Belle said, and placed the spoon back onto the plate beside her bowl.

      ‘Try it – you’ll be surprised. There’s a lot of folk who’d give their right arm for this feast right now. Besides, you’ll be hungry during the night,’ Trix said.

      Kitty sensed no amount of encouragement would get Belle to eat the broth and it annoyed her when the girl pushed it aside with a disapproving grimace. Kitty looked at her in disgust.

      ‘I’ll pay the shilling, and I’m sure one of the others will pay their way. If you are not going to eat your share, then we will. I’m not going to waste food; goodness knows it’s hard enough to get nowadays. Jo, Trix?’ Without waiting for a response from Belle, Kitty picked up the bowl and offered it around the table. Each girl took a share and Kitty placed the empty bowl back in front of Belle.

      ‘Do what you want. If this is how I’m expected to live, I’ll have to rethink my options.’ Belle said and lit another cigarette.

      Jo’s face turned a deep shade of red, and Kitty, like Trix, concentrated on eating their extra portion. Kitty guessed Jo also came from a less fortunate background than Belle, and resented her statement.

      ‘Probably for the best,’ Jo muttered. ‘Rationing is going to get worse. If you can find better options, I’d take them and do us all a favour.’

      Belle sat upright in her chair and stared at Jo.

      ‘And what do you mean by that? Do us all a favour?’

      Trix flinched and Kitty guessed that, like her, she disliked conflict of any kind, but she wasn’t prepared for the likes of Belle to make the three of them feel uncomfortable.

      ‘I think Jo means extra portions. If you opt out, we might get extra food. Didn’t you, Jo?’

      Jo shoved her spoon into her mouth and slurped the contents in a loud and unsavoury manner. Kitty felt the tension in the room and forced a laugh.

      ‘Really Jo, you are the joker.’

      To her relief, Ma Smith came back downstairs and bustled her way into the room, her face glistening with sweat.

      ‘I don’t know what you two girls were doing in that room,’ she flicked her face to Belle and Kitty, ‘but I’ve remade the bed. Top and tail style. Why half of it was on the floor is beyond me; it’s not that warm around here.’

      With a shrug, Kitty spooned the last of her broth into her mouth.

      Jo and Trix looked to her and Belle with frowns on their faces.

      Belle stubbed out her cigarette into an ashtray nearby and rose to her feet.

      ‘Well, I’ll go and un-tail it. I am not, I repeat not, sleeping in that bed with anyone else.’

      Ma Smith’s hand landed on the table with a slight thud. Kitty felt the woman had controlled it for their sakes.

      ‘I will not have my bedding on the floor. Understand?’ she said, and the challenge in her voice said it all. Belle was not going to get her own way.

      ‘Very well, then find me another bed to sleep in. Maybe those two could move into the large room with Kitty. The bed will be big enough for three and I’ve no doubt they’ve experienced it all before, but you have to understand, I have not and will not. I have standards.’

      Belle’s voice was high-pitched and whining. Kitty began to stack the bowls and cutlery; she was not happy to bring confrontation into Ma Smith’s home, and with someone she barely knew.

      ‘Although I don’t understand, and I also have my standards, I’ll sleep on the chair. It’s only for a few hours and the chair is a sturdy one. Shall I take these through to the kitchen, Mrs Smith?’ she said.

      Trix and Jo both jumped to their feet and began helping Kitty.

      ‘Thank you, girls. It will help while I sort out the sleeping arrangements for madam here,’ Ma Smith replied. ‘You come with me miss, and we’ll go upstairs and organise something.’

      At the sink Kitty nudged Jo. ‘Do you think she’ll make the course?’

      Jo picked up a tea towel and began wiping dishes dry, handing them to Trix.

      ‘Not sure. She’s not cut out for life outside a castle by the sounds of it. Spoilt to the core. Not a care for anyone but herself,’ she said.

      Trix gave a tut. ‘I don’t like her. She looks down her nose at everything and everyone. Mrs Smith is so angry; you can see it in her face. Belle’s rude. Horrid.’

      A bang and clatter from the hallway halted their conversation and they ran through to see what was going on. The front door was wide open and the darkness outside threw back only shadows. Ma Smith’s voice echoed into the street.

      ‘Good luck to you. The Ritz might be open.’

      The three girls looked to one another and then back at the door.

      ‘She hasn’t?’ Kitty whispered.

      ‘I think you’ll find she has,’ Jo replied and laughed.

      Trix pushed past them to get a better look.

      ‘She has. Belle’s case is in the street and it’s burst open.’

      ‘Move over. This I’ve got to see,’ Jo said.

      Kitty also squeezed her way forward and all four of them stood on the step watching Belle snatching up her belongings. Mrs Smith stood with her arms folded and a determined stance.

      ‘You’ll regret this. I’ll report you,’ Belle yelled at her as she scrabbled around for her clothes draped across the bottom step.

      ‘Try it. I’ll tell them what sort of person you are,’ Ma Smith yelled back.

      ‘Kitty. Jo. Trix. Say something,’ Belle called out.

      Jo stepped onto the next step and called out before stepping back inside. ‘Bye, Belle. Hope you find somewhere comfy.’

      Belle clamped the case shut and rose to her feet. Her perfectly coiffed hair was now hanging limply around her face. A smidgen of sympathy for her caught Kitty unaware, and she touched Mrs Smith’s arm.

      ‘Give her another chance. I’ll sleep on the chair. I don’t mind.’

      Ma Smith patted Kitty’s hand. ‘I offered to make her a bed in the bath, or downstairs on the truckle bed I’ve got out back, and that wasn’t good enough. She’s demanding all three of you sleep in one room and she has one to herself. My home isn’t good enough for her, so she’ll have to learn the hard way. Don’t give in to her; she’ll never survive if you do.’

      She eased her way past Trix and stood on the lower step with her hands on her hips.

      ‘Top and tail or go, those are your choices. The others are tired, I need my rest, and you are creating a scene in my street. This world hasn’t got time for the likes of you anymore, so get a grip on your hysterics and make a decision.’

      Belle looked one way down the street and then the other. She took a step forwards towards the house.

      ‘I’ll sleep on the chair,’ she said with a clipped voice.

      Ma Smith turned around and climbed back up the steps.

      ‘I think you mean, “May I sleep on the chair please, Mrs Smith?”’

      She ushered Kitty, Jo and Trix down the hallway.

      ‘Get yourselves to bed. Madam will follow. Night now.’

      The clip clop steps of Belle followed through, and the door clicked shut.

      ‘I’d like a word, young lady,’ Ma Smith called to her.

      Jo stopped outside the middle bedroom.

      ‘Good night Kitty, and good luck.’

      Once inside the bedroom, Kitty smiled when she saw the bed. Ma Smith had placed cushions down the centre of the bed as an attempt to create two singles. The woman was wise and thoughtful. She had every right to ask two of them to leave, considering the agreement with the Red Cross was to take in two girls, but she’d put up with the extra work and rudeness from Belle. Kitty made a note to find a small gift to give her as a thank you when she could. Rushing to the bathroom before the other girls took their turn, Kitty changed into her nightdress and brushed her hair. As she brushed, she thought of ways to handle Belle until they reached their permanent base. Once there, she hoped not to have any further dealings with the girl. Bad manners and discourteous remarks were not something she was prepared to tolerate any longer.
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      ‘Morning.’

      Kitty slid from the side of the high bed and addressed a dishevelled Belle sitting on a chair across the room. The girl glared back at her. Kitty had given her three chances to sleep on the bed but had received only biting remarks, so eventually she gave up and curled up under the paisley eiderdown.

      With a stretch and a yawn, Kitty inhaled and exhaled to settle her nerves. Today was one of the most important in her life and the pouting Belle was not going to ruin it for her.

      ‘Are you using the bathroom first, or am I? That’s if Jo or Trix aren’t in there already,’ she said.

      Belle huffed. ‘Do what you want. It’s far too early. I’ll lie on the bed now you are out of it and get a few comfortable hours of rest.’

      With a loud laugh, Kitty looked at her and grabbed her washbag. She crossed the landing and tapped on the bathroom door. To her surprise, Jo pulled it open, toothbrush in one hand and white around her mouth. Kitty gave an apologetic smile.

      ‘Sorry. I’ll come back.’

      Jo shook her head.

      ‘Mmm,’ she mumbled and pointed to the hallway. ‘Pee, then I’ll finish.’

      A grateful Kitty swung her a smile. Her bladder had reached a limit of comfort and was threatening levels beyond Kitty’s control.

      ‘I’ll be quick,’ she said and dashed inside.

      Finishing, and washing her hands, she handed
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