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Dedication

For Kate and Teresa, for all their help and trust – there would be no Three Sisters without them.
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CHAPTER ONE

August 1939

‘Ugh, I hate it. My hair’s filthy. It doesn’t matter how I cover it up.’ Daisy Harrison threw down the square of cotton that she wore as a headscarf. ‘You’ll have to lend me some of your shampoo, Clover. I’ve used mine up having to wash it so often.’ She flung herself onto a ladderback chair that stood on one side of the big kitchen table.

Her sister raised her eyebrows. ‘That’s the third time this week. You’ll just have to get used to it – and don’t think I’m going to keep giving you my special shampoo every time you ask. I need it as well, you know.’

Daisy scowled. ‘Can’t think why. It’s not as if you go anywhere.’

‘Well, neither do you. And you’re too young to go out anyway.’

‘Girls, girls.’ Their mother, Patience, always known as Patty, came in through the back door from the yard. ‘Can you at least try not to argue the minute you get home? I’ve been on my feet all day too, in case you’ve forgotten. Clover, be a love and put the kettle on. I’m parched.’

Clover turned to do as her mother asked, but stuck her tongue out at her younger sister as she did so. Daisy sat up straighter, ready to respond, but then caught the look on her mother’s face and decided against it. She slumped back and scuffed her feet against the worn linoleum.

‘I wish I’d never started work in that horrible factory,’ she complained. ‘There’s nothing but dust everywhere. Or if it’s not dust, it’s little flecks of cotton which stick to you. Look!’ She held up her arm. ‘I’m covered in them.’

Patty smiled indulgently at her youngest daughter. ‘Yes, but you’ll be able to buy the clothes you’re making at a bargain price. You’ll like that. Besides, you know you have to work somewhere. We can’t afford to have you sitting around doing nothing, young lady.’

Daisy scowled, knowing that her mother had a point. She didn’t fancy sitting around being bored, and the clothing factory had seemed like the best choice, but she hadn’t reckoned on all the discomforts of actually doing the job. ‘That dust makes me itch,’ she said crossly, rubbing her wrists beneath the cuffs of her summer jacket.

‘It could be worse,’ said her mother, gratefully accepting the cup of tea from her middle daughter. ‘You aren’t out in all weathers, now are you?’

‘And you don’t even have to deal with customers,’ Clover pointed out. ‘We had some real old sourpusses in today. One wanted to know why we didn’t have any swedes. I said to her, you do know it’s August, don’t you? But she just stared at me, like it was my fault. There’s no pleasing some people.’

‘True,’ said Patty, but she didn’t rush to add any examples of her own. She valued her job at the greengrocer’s around the corner and never liked to cause trouble. Many a time she had quietly wondered if she’d done the right thing, getting Clover to work there alongside her. She knew the girl wanted more excitement, but a job was a job and the pay wasn’t too bad. They were lucky that the owner, old Mr Morton, trusted them to get on with running the place and didn’t interfere. However, she knew Clover didn’t share her own love of the produce. What Patty would have asked for, if granted just one wish, would be for a good-sized garden where she could grow her own fruit and vegetables. How she would have enjoyed that, and the sight of her family’s faces as she fed them food grown by her own hand. She gave a short sigh. Fat chance of that ever happening.

Nobody she knew had a garden, not a proper one. Everybody had back yards, some bigger than others. That was a fact of life in Dalston. The terraces of houses weren’t built for gardening. There was room for a washing line and maybe some pots if you were lucky. Anything more was just a dream. This was the East End of London, after all.

Besides, Patty counted herself as lucky in many other ways. She loved their house. Even though it was near the main road that ran from Stamford Hill and beyond, all the way down to Liverpool Street and the city, the actual terrace of houses was called Victory Walk, with no traffic passing by to bother them with noise. While their home was no palace, it was as spick and span as she could make it, and with just about space enough for everybody. She and her husband, Bert, had the big bedroom facing the front, and their oldest son, Peter, had had the smaller room behind that. She drew in a breath at the thought of him; her beloved boy had recently joined the army, going off to train at the start of the summer. She was proud of his choice but it didn’t mean she wasn’t worried. The bedroom facing over the back yard was shared by Clover and Daisy, which no doubt partly explained why they argued so much. Robbie, the youngest of the family, was tucked into the smallest room, not much more than a box room really, next to the main bedroom.

The Harrisons’ firstborn child no longer lived at home. To their immense pride, Rose had qualified as a nurse and now lived at the nurses’ home attached to the hospital over at Homerton. It was only a bike ride away and she still came back whenever she could, but Patty acknowledged that she missed her clever, steady eldest far more than she would ever admit out loud. Not least because Rose had a lifetime’s experience of settling disputes between her two rowdier sisters.

As if reading her mother’s mind, Clover set down her teacup and asked, ‘Isn’t Rose here? It’s her afternoon off, isn’t it?’

Patty nodded. ‘She was going to meet Robbie after school as she’d promised to take him for a teacake when she was here on Sunday.’ She smiled to hide yet another worry; Robbie was a constant headache. Sometimes she was astonished that he’d made it to the grand old age of ten, he’d been so sickly as a baby. If there had been an illness going round, he’d caught it, and always worse than any of the others. All winter long he would struggle with bronchitis, the sound of his laboured breathing from his cramped room haunting her as she tried to sleep. She couldn’t help fussing over him, even when he wasn’t ill; protecting your children was the first duty of any mother. It could have made him spoilt and timid but if anything it was the reverse. If there was trouble, Robbie would be right there in the middle of it.

Still, he couldn’t get into mischief if Rose was looking after him. And it was August, warm and sunny and dry, all good for Robbie’s poorly lungs. Patty took a last sip of her tea and stretched out her legs under the wooden table. She should make the most of such moments. Soon she would have to get to her feet and begin preparing the evening meal. But for now, her children were safe and well, and fed; who knew how long that would last?

‘Shoes, Robbie. Wipe them straight away. Doesn’t matter if they aren’t muddy, they’ll still bring in stuff from the pavement.’ Rose stood over her little brother, knowing that she shouldn’t have to check that he knew what to do, but also knowing that if he brought dirt into the hall, it wouldn’t be him who had to clear it up.

Robbie shrugged, and dutifully scraped his feet across the doormat. His thin summer plimsolls were wearing out but they’d only be needed for a few more weeks. Rose nodded and he ran up the stairs, away from the grown-ups and their increasingly worried discussions.

She made her way to the kitchen, where her mother and two sisters were sitting at the table, empty teacups in front of them. Patty noticed the direction of her gaze and made to stand up. ‘Would you like a cuppa?’

Rose smiled and shook her head, taking a seat beside Clover. ‘I had plenty while Robbie had his teacake.’ She sighed. ‘Have you thought any more about what to do about him?’

Her mother didn’t need to ask what Rose was referring to. It was all anyone spoke about these days. The threat of war with Nazi Germany hung over them, heavy and almost inevitable. Robbie’s school had written to them over the holidays, setting out arrangements to evacuate all pupils in the event of war being declared. Trains would be laid on to take the children to a safer place, somewhere in the country. Everyone expected London to be hit hard, and because Dalston was known for its factories and wasn’t far from the docks down on the Thames, there was every likelihood that it would be right in the firing line.

Patty briefly shut her eyes. ‘I’ve thought about nothing else, love. I know they say they’ll be looked after properly, but how can we be certain? Shipping them off to strangers like that – it doesn’t seem right. What if he has one of his bad days? Or goes down with pneumonia? They won’t know what to do for him. He’s too delicate, I can’t let him go.’

Rose clasped her hands in front of her on the table. ‘Even if all his friends go?’

Her mother nodded. ‘They don’t get bronchitis like he does. They’ll manage all right, but he needs special care, you know he does.’

Rose squeezed her hands even tighter. She knew what an attack of bronchitis was like, from looking after Robbie since he was a baby. It was partly that experience which had prompted her to become a nurse. Moreover, she’d seen plenty of cases of adults with pneumonia and wouldn’t wish it on anybody. Yet they had to balance the risks, surely. ‘The school wouldn’t put him in danger,’ she reminded her mother.

Patty shook her head. ‘I’ll talk about it with your father when he gets back from his shift, but I can’t see how anyone can look after him like we do.’ Her voice showed the strain she was under at having to make such a decision, and Rose decided to leave it. Her mother was feeling bad enough as it was.

Daisy pulled her chair in closer to the table. ‘Perhaps it won’t come to that. Perhaps we won’t have to go to war at all.’ She reached down to pick up the cotton headscarf that lay where she had thrown it.

‘Oh, come on, Daisy. Get your head out of the clouds.’ Clover had no patience with her sister’s optimism. ‘Don’t you ever see the newspaper headlines? Or listen to the wireless? It’s heading our way whether we like it or not. Better get used to the idea.’

Daisy was instantly nettled. ‘You’re the expert now, are you? You left school at the same age as I did. You don’t know anything more than I do.’

‘I know enough to recognise what’s staring me in the face,’ Clover replied at once. ‘The only question is when, not if.’

Rose turned to face her middle sister. ‘Horrible to think of it but I reckon you’re right, Clover. We’re trying to make preparations over at the hospital, although it’s hard when we don’t really know what we’ll be up against.’ She did her best to ignore the look of anguish that flashed across their mother’s face.

Clover grinned, pleased to have won Rose’s approval. She tossed back her tight curls, in the same shade of chestnut that all three sisters shared. ‘Well, that might be your ticket out of the clothing factory, Daisy. You know that booklet what the government sent out a few months ago. We’ll all have to do our bit, if it comes to it.’

‘Do our bit?’ Daisy looked dubious.

‘Don’t you remember? It’ll be around here somewhere. Unmarried women with no dependents will have to join a service or do essential war work.’

Daisy shifted in her seat. ‘Well, I won’t have to. I’m not eighteen yet.’

Clover smiled mischievously. ‘There’s always the Land Army. They take you earlier. How about that? Going to work on a farm, up nice and early every morning, mucking out cows?’

Daisy shuddered. ‘Ugh. Not likely.’ She looked down at her nails, which she prided herself on, and made great efforts to keep beautiful despite the rigours of factory work.

‘Yes, you might meet a nice young farmer,’ Clover went on, getting into her stride now. ‘A fine strapping lad, not like those whey-faced boys in the factory. Big muscles from heaving around all those heavy hay bales. He’ll probably smell of cows but you won’t mind by then, cos you’ll be used to it. Probably won’t be able to live without it, in fact.’

‘Stop it!’ Daisy shoved her chair back again. ‘You’re being horrid. Join the Land Army yourself if you’re so keen.’

‘Yes, stop it, Clover,’ their mother said, which made Daisy laugh in triumph and Clover scowl. ‘We’ll all have to make decisions we don’t like soon enough, if what your father says is right. And in the meantime we’ll make the most of whatever peace is left to us. And that means inside this house as well as outside.’ With that she pushed herself to her feet, leaving her daughters staring at the tabletop. 




CHAPTER TWO

‘What are you up to at the weekend, then, Daisy? Planning on breaking any hearts, are yer?’

Daisy stopped in her tracks as she came through the clothing factory gates to glare at the young man who had called out to her. He was pretending to clutch at his heart and made a woeful face. She knew it was for the benefit of his friends who were clustered around him, not because he particularly cared about her.

She shoved her hands firmly into the patch pockets of her summer jacket. ‘Never you mind, Terry Foster. Whatever I’m doing won’t concern you.’ She gave him what she hoped was a firm look and made to walk on.

‘See, you’re breaking my heart already,’ he protested. ‘What about a smile for us brave boys, then? Don’t you care that we’re putting our lives on the line to defend the likes of you?’

Daisy was caught despite herself. ‘Brave, what? On the football field? What are you on about?’

Terry laughed in triumph at having piqued her interest. ‘Not sure how much football there’s going to be where we’re going. We’ll be training all right, but not for playing games any more. This is serious stuff, life or death, you know.’

‘What is?’ Daisy was annoyed at having been delayed but hated the way the group of lads always teased her, and Terry was the worst. It was as if he could sense she was a bit younger than the rest of the girls on her section, and homed in on her as an easy target. Still, she was used to being the youngest and always considered the baby. She had plenty of practice at hitting back.

‘We’ve only gone and joined up.’ Terry was grinning broadly now, evidently pleased with himself.

‘For what?’

‘Fighting for king and country, of course. Defending the likes of you, so you can carry on dressing up and having fun, breaking all our hearts along the way.’

‘Don’t be so daft,’ Daisy snapped. ‘You don’t even know that there’ll be any fighting.’

Terry raised his eyebrows. ‘Stands to reason there will be. Didn’t you hear the news they broadcast before the shift ended? Germany just invaded Poland. That’s it, no question about it. Give it a day or two and we’re in. So we aren’t waiting to be called up, we all went to put our names down at lunchtime. No point in hanging around. At least this way we choose what we’re in for. I’m off to the army. The uniform will suit me.’ He laughed again and his blue eyes danced with excitement.

Daisy couldn’t deny that plenty of her colleagues admired Terry, with his strong physique and thick sandy hair, and no doubt he would be the ideal poster boy for the army. Something about him grated on her, though. He was always so pleased with himself, and she couldn’t see that he had anything to be especially pleased about. ‘Are you all going into the army then?’ she asked.

A couple of the others nodded, Terry’s regular hangers-on who loved to follow him, in the hope that his popularity and reported success with girls would rub off on them. ‘Course we are,’ one of them said, and Daisy struggled to remember his name. 

Only the tallest member of the group shook his head. ‘Not me,’ he said. ‘I’m going into the navy.’

Terry laughed again, not quite kindly. ‘Taken with that Fred Astaire film, were you? Think you’re going to see the world, but all you’ll see is the sea?’

The other one joined in. ‘Or will you look better in the uniform? Think you’ll fit in better with the other trainee accountants rather than us what work on the factory floor?’

‘Yep, that’s it, you’re right.’ The tall, dark-haired young man nodded easily, clearly not bothered by his colleagues’ teasing. ‘Dark blue sets off my colouring, although I didn’t have you down for a follower of fashion, Chalky.’

Daisy nodded, remembering the film they were talking about. Rose had taken her to see Follow the Fleet, a couple of years ago. They’d emerged out onto Kingsland Road and sung at the tops of their voices: ‘We joined the navy to see the world, but what did we see? We saw the sea.’ There was something stirring about it. She wouldn’t mind seeing the sea herself.

‘Are you really doing that?’ she asked the tall one. She couldn’t remember his name either. He hadn’t been at the factory for very long. There was something about him that set him apart, not just that he hadn’t gone along with the rest of the gang’s choice or that he did something in the main office. 

He nodded and held back to face her properly. ‘I am. My uncle was in the navy and always talked about it. Made me wonder what it would be like to try it myself.’

‘And do you think you’ll be needed?’ Daisy briefly looked at her feet, in their sensible flat shoes, the inevitable flecks of cotton caught in their brown laces. ‘I mean, is it certain that it’s going to be war?’

Terry would have laughed at her question, she was sure, using it in some way to emphasise that he was a man of the world and she was too daft to know anything. But this young man didn’t.

‘Sorry, but yes, it’s certain,’ he said, and though his dark eyes were kind they were steady, with no sense of triumph or teasing. He wasn’t talking down to her. ‘We can’t back away now Germany has done this. It’ll be any day now. Do you have anyone joining up?’

Daisy gulped. ‘My brother. He left for his army base a couple of months ago.’ She didn’t want to think about what that might mean now. It had seemed such an adventure, Peter hefting his khaki kitbag and joking that he’d be able to lift ten of them once he’d completed his training.

‘Good for him.’ The young man smiled a little. ‘I’m Freddy. Frederick Lawrence, at your service.’ He smiled more widely.

‘Daisy. Daisy Harrison.’ She knew she was blushing, which was annoying, but she couldn’t stop it. What was wrong with her? He was just one of Terry’s mates, Terry who would do anything to get a rise out of anyone. But before she could say more, the leader of the gang himself interrupted.

‘Oy, Fred, you coming down the pub or not? Don’t want to waste a minute of what might be our last weekend of freedom, do we?’

Freddy shrugged. ‘Nice to meet you, Daisy. I take it you aren’t coming down the pub?’

‘Me? Oh … no.’ Daisy didn’t want to admit that she wasn’t old enough, not in front of this young man. Besides, it would mean having to endure still more teasing from the gang. ‘I – I’ve got to help my mother make our tea, you know.’

‘Another time, maybe.’ One more grin, and he was off with the rest of them.

Daisy nodded and watched as the group of young men sauntered down the pavement to the main road, their voices loud, full of high spirits at the great adventure they were about to embark on. Slowly she followed them, a huge feeling of uncertainty swirling through her, and then she hurried up, suddenly filled with the urge to get home, to the safety of her family.

Rose lay on her bed, staring at the ceiling, her hands behind her head. She’d heard the news on the wireless and now there was only one way in which events could unfold. All the hopes and fears of the past few weeks and months, even years, were about to come together in the fact of war. She couldn’t quite work out how she felt.

She shifted and turned onto her side on the single mattress, grateful at least that she had this cosy room in the new nurses’ home of the Hackney Hospital. Compared to the old home, it was luxurious: built only a couple of years ago, it had modern metal windows, proper bathrooms, and plenty of room downstairs for socialising and eating. Guiltily she acknowledged that it was far more comfortable than the room she’d had to share with her sisters back on Victory Walk. It was far quieter, too: no squabbling Clover and Daisy, no Peter running up and down the creaking stairs shouting about his mislaid football boots, no agonised coughing from little Robbie. 

That was only fair, she reasoned. When she was on shift it was often pandemonium – organised, but pandemonium nonetheless, exhausting physically and mentally, having to cope with whatever came her way and no option but to get on and do the job. She wouldn’t have had it any other way. It was what she had wanted to do for ages and had saved for, what she’d trained for over three gruelling years, and now what she loved, having qualified and settled permanently at this hospital. Tonight, though, she couldn’t deny that her feet ached. She’d been running around for, what? Twelve hours solid? Something like that. No wonder they were sore.

Rose suspected that she’d look back on today’s shift as the calm before the storm. What were they in for? She couldn’t begin to guess and didn’t know who to ask. Even if plenty of her parents’ generation had been caught up in the Great War, things would be different now. This was 1939, the modern world. Weapons had changed, but so had defences. She desperately wanted to know what to expect, but that was impossible. You couldn’t foretell the future at the best of times.

She pressed her face into the freshly laundered pillowcase, her thoughts turning to what had happened last week. She’d been making the most of a half day off, wandering down to the shops on Mare Street, when she’d bumped into her cousin Faith. Faith was only a little older, but always treated Rose and her sisters as if they were somehow beneath her. Rose blamed her Aunt Vera, her mother’s big sister. Aunt Vera lived only a few streets away from Victory Walk and never missed an opportunity to interfere with what she regarded as her younger sister’s inadequate way of raising a family. She had three girls as well: Faith, Hope and Joy. Faith was by far the most annoying.

That afternoon, Faith had simpered, a sure sign of trouble. 

Rose had nodded warily. ‘Having a look around the shops?’ she’d said, politely enough. 

‘Well, I thought I might as well, although I tend to buy everything from the West End these days,’ Faith had replied, with a toss of her long blonde hair. ‘Still, as I was passing through, I thought, why not.’

Rose sighed inwardly but had kept a smile on her face with some effort. ‘Oh, yes. Your mother said you’d got a new job and wouldn’t be living at home any more.’

Faith nodded with ill-concealed delight. ‘That’s right. I’m a secretary now, a very important and responsible position. So I’ve moved into lodgings closer to the office. It’s very convenient for all the best shops as well.’

‘Gosh, well, that must be nice.’ Rose couldn’t remember her cousin undertaking any training that might have led her to such a job but perhaps she had hidden talents.

Faith smiled smugly. ‘It’s very different to Dalston,’ she said. ‘But I have a good reason to come back now and again.’ Her smile grew wider and over-bright as footsteps sounded behind them on the pavement. Rose caught a glimpse of the familiar figure reflected in the tailor’s shop window before she heard his voice.

‘There you are – I was waiting outside the baker’s …’ He stopped when he realised who Faith had been talking to. ‘Ah, hello, Rose.’

‘Hello, Martin.’ Rose kept her voice even, despite being taken aback for a moment. If he was willing to go shopping with her cousin, then Martin Fletcher clearly knew Faith a whole lot better than he’d ever let on.

Tall, brown-eyed Martin Fletcher had been part of Rose’s life for longer than she could remember and they’d been in the same class at primary school. They had always been spoken of as children who would do well for themselves, given the right chance. He’d been hard-working, always top of the class at arithmetic, and the teachers all loved him.

As they’d grown up, there had been a widespread assumption that they would end up together romantically as a couple, because everyone agreed they were so well suited. Martin had lived up to his promise and been the sole child from the class to sit and pass his eleven plus, something that had never been on the cards for Rose. None of her family had even considered trying for grammar school – the uniform cost too much for a start.

Still, they lived just a few streets from each other and they’d stayed close. The trouble was, Rose had realised as she grew older that she was truly fond of him but more as a friend. He was almost like another brother. But she didn’t need another brother; she had two already. She didn’t like to cause a fuss, though, and so everybody carried on assuming there was romance in the air.

Martin had, if anything, grown keener, and often asked her to go to the pictures or out for a walk but Rose came up with excuse after excuse, and finally had to explain that she didn’t want to string him along, to encourage him to believe her feelings would match his. She hated to let him down but she couldn’t pretend there was something there when there was not. If she listened to her heart, she knew the truth.

Martin had nodded but his eyes still held hope that she was mistaken. Meanwhile friends and family loved the story of the childhood sweethearts and were reluctant to let it go. If Rose protested, they said it was typical of her modesty. There was no convincing them.

Now it seemed he’d turned his attention elsewhere. Or had it turned for him.

Faith had laughed lightly and allowed Martin to take the bags she’d been carrying, while touching him briefly but deliberately on his arm. ‘We’d better go, we don’t want to be late,’ she’d purred.

‘Er, no. Um, well, nice to see you, Rose.’ Martin had made off with Faith, with a look of what Rose could have sworn was guilt on his face.

What was she to make of that? For ages she had told herself that this would be the best possible outcome: Martin would meet somebody else and realise that what he felt for Rose was just the tail end of a long friendship. But Faith of all people! That hadn’t been in her mind at all.

Maybe Faith would appreciate what Martin had to offer. He was good-looking, he was amusing, and what Clover called a ‘good catch’: nowadays he worked in the local high-street bank, so that meant he had a decent income and prospects. Although, knowing her cousin, that might not be enough. Faith wanted the world served to her on a platter. But they were all adults now and Martin was free to make his own decisions.

Her sisters and mother would be more disappointed than she was, Rose decided. Auntie Vera would be unbearable once she found out, if she hadn’t already. Rose groaned into her pillow. She’d better take the bull by the horns and warn everyone herself, before Vera could turn it into a point-scoring exercise. 

Rose rolled over onto her back again, wriggling her toes and flexing her ankles in an attempt to ease her poor feet. She’d go round to Victory Walk on Sunday, that’s what she’d do. She was on late duty tomorrow and so would have the next day off until evening. She shut her eyes. This room might be the last word in up-to-date comfort, but it couldn’t compete with her mother’s kitchen when it came down to what really mattered.

Besides, she wanted to check that all was well with her family now that most of the schoolchildren had been evacuated. Robbie had not gone with them in the end, so had been spared the tearful farewells on the platform of Hackney Downs station, but it was another sort of risk to keep him at home when the future was so uncertain. Some of the nurses who had younger brothers or sisters had arrived on shift red-eyed. There were few who had not been affected by it in some way. Rose would rest easier once she had gone round to Victory Walk once more.




CHAPTER THREE

Patty made sure that the wireless was tuned in properly, wary that Daisy or even Robbie had tried to spin the dial to find something more entertaining than the BBC Home Service. The prime minister was due to make an announcement later this morning and she didn’t want to miss it. 

When it came to the moment, though, she very nearly did. Chaos had erupted once Rose had arrived and told them her news. Patty was of course sorry to hear that Martin wasn’t as interested in her eldest daughter as they’d all assumed, but Clover and Daisy were beside themselves with indignation.

‘He’s nothing but a two-timer!’ Clover exclaimed, folding her arms across her chest, gripping onto the cuffs of her old blouse. Her knuckles were white, as though she would have punched the young man if he’d dared to show his face. ‘How could he!’

Rose sat down at the table and shrugged. ‘Really, it doesn’t matter. I never thought we were more than good friends. I only told you so that Auntie Vera couldn’t make a song and dance about it.’

Patty raised her head from where she’d been darning her husband’s socks. ‘Don’t speak like that about your auntie,’ she reproached her eldest, although she spoke mildly.

Daisy huffed and turned around on her heeled sandals. ‘Well, good luck to him if he’s walking out with Faith now. She’s stuck-up and he’s welcome to her.’

Patty turned around in her fireside chair. ‘Don’t speak like that about your cousin.’

‘Ma, you know what I mean. She thinks she’s a cut above and she’s got no cause to,’ Daisy said hotly. ‘I bet she only agreed to walk out with him because she knew it would annoy Rose.’

‘Really, I’m not annoyed,’ Rose protested, but her sister ignored her.

‘Yes, she’s just showing off that she can get Martin to follow her round like a puppy.’ Daisy nodded emphatically.

‘I said he offered to carry her shopping, not that he was following her round like a puppy.’

‘Same thing.’ Daisy was adamant.

‘Yes, and then she’ll have her sights set on someone grander than Martin Fletcher,’ Clover predicted. ‘New job in the West End, what’s all that about? She’s on the hunt for someone with plenty of cash to keep her in the style she’d like to become accustomed to. Poor mug, whoever that is.’

‘Look, I really don’t mind either way, but can we just leave it alone now? I was never going to walk out with him anyway.’ Rose could see this was all taking on a life of its own.

‘No, you’re being very brave and I’m sure I wouldn’t be half so kind.’ Clover was enraged on her sister’s behalf and enjoying every righteous minute of it.

Patty set down her mending basket by the side of the gleaming range and got to her feet. ‘Girls, girls, a moment of quiet, please. Daisy, turn up the wireless and don’t change the station. Clover, call for your father, he’s in the back yard. We’ve all got to listen. Oh no, we’ve missed the beginning.’

Bert Harrison came through from the back door, as the voice of Neville Chamberlain spoke from the wireless which held pride of place on the wooden sideboard. ‘This country is at war with Germany.’

Silence fell, all quarrelling forgotten, as the Harrisons stared at one another, the steady words of the prime minister slowly sinking in. No matter that they had known this was coming – hearing it out loud was something different. Now there really was no escape. The ground had shifted beneath their feet and the world was changed.

Daisy gave a small cry and her hands flew to her face as she tried to stifle her fear. Bert moved to put his arm around her slim shoulders as they shook. Patty gasped and her grey darning wool fell to the floor. Clover looked as if she was about to say something but no words came out. No words would be enough to describe this feeling of the future being destroyed in ways they could not begin to guess.

It was left to Rose to restore a sense of normality. ‘Tea?’ she said, rising to her feet again. ‘I’ll put the kettle on.’

‘I’ll help,’ Patty said, standing to join her eldest in the back kitchen where the tap was to be found. She reached for the old kettle that had been a wedding present so many years ago. ‘Clover, Daisy, you set out the cups. And put some plates out too – I made a ginger cake yesterday and it’ll put some heart into us.’

‘Just what we need.’ Bert looked affectionately at his wife, his eyes twinkling; to him she was still the most beautiful woman in the world, the passage of time and the arrival of all their children notwithstanding. ‘Where’s Robbie? He’ll have to be told what just happened.’

‘He went out in the street to play football with the Glanville lads. They didn’t get evacuated either,’ Patty called over the noise of water hitting the metal base of the kettle.

Rose glanced at her mother in concern. ‘The Glanvilles? They’re a bit older than him, aren’t they?’

Patty turned off the brass tap. ‘Yes, but the children of his age have all gone, so they’re the next nearest. I know they’re a bit wild but they aren’t bad boys. He has to play with someone.’

Rose nodded but bit her lip. A bit wild was somewhat of an understatement but her mother was right. Robbie couldn’t be shut away in his room wrapped in cotton wool.

‘Let him play a bit longer,’ Bert said. ‘Let him make the most of the end of summer.’

Patty nodded, knowing that at least she had all her children safe for the time being – or at least, the ones near to hand. Peter was a worry she could do nothing about. Casting her eyes across her girls she had to smile. They might squabble among themselves but, as they’d shown this morning, if one of them was in trouble from outside then they closed ranks. They were a strong team, and she would bet on them against anybody. Now she just had to hope that they stayed that way in the face of what was to come.

Clover sat on her bed in the room she shared with Daisy, shivering despite it being a warm September day. She was frightened, as she could sense they all were, but a part of her was excited too. This dreadful declaration of war might just be her way out of the greengrocer’s. She knew that her mother had got her the job and it wasn’t that she was ungrateful; she simply didn’t want to spend the rest of her working life there. 

She stared out of the window – her bed was nearest to it, on account of her being older. The rooftops of East London stretched for miles, terrace after terrace, broken up by some tall trees in the park beyond the main road. Later on there would be the big beams of the new anti-aircraft searchlights over towards the West End but at this time of day their yard was bathed in sunshine, as was the yard behind it which belonged to the house on the next street over. Both had a collection of pots – or whatever big containers could be used as pots – and Clover’s father had set up a rough work bench for sawing wood and light repairs. He’d be out there again soon, she thought with a pang of affection, knowing how much the entire family relied on him.

She didn’t want her mother to think she was disloyal. Rose had worked at the shop as well after she’d left school, while she was saving up to begin her training as a nurse. It was almost like a tradition for the Harrison women. Even Auntie Vera had turned up now and again when they were short of staff, although Clover was quite glad that this hadn’t happened often. Vera was prone to lecture everyone and managed to put some customers’ backs up. She sighed loudly, gazing out as Bert emerged from the back kitchen, his shirtsleeves rolled to his elbows, saw in hand. He was mending a shelf, she could see.

No, Clover thought, this was her chance to try something different. She reached into the pocket of her skirt, her favourite green striped fresh cotton one. Her mother had helped her make it and had added two big patch pockets at the front. Clover drew out the leaflet that had arrived months ago. The government had listed ways in which women could do their bit, should war break out. Well, now it had.

Clover knew that she could do more than weigh vegetables and make polite conversation with people she’d known since she could walk. She’d been good at school; not brainy like a handful of classmates, but no dunce either. She’d liked arithmetic, although she’d kept quiet about that, and learning to read had been a doddle. Her teachers’ most common complaint had been that she’d have done much better had she only not talked so much.

She screwed up her eyes. This was her opportunity, to find out what else she could do. All the young men were joining up – Daisy had said that many of her factory colleagues had done so already. Peter had decided the army was for him months ago, but now his friends who were still at home would be enlisting. There would be vacancies for young women, she was sure.

She remembered the conversation about the Land Army. Mmm, perhaps that won’t be my first choice, she thought. She’d seen enough of vegetables for a start, lifting the big sacks when they arrived at the shop’s side entrance, heaving them around in the storage section, piling boxes of potatoes out front. She could conjure up that earthy smell of them right now. The only good thing was arranging all the produce in ways most likely to tempt the customers. No, she wanted something else.

Slowly she turned the pages of the little booklet, allowing her mind to wander. Where would she like to end up? Would they send women abroad? Clover had never been further away from home than a day trip to Kent. She wasn’t at all sure she’d like foreign food, and nobody she knew had ever tried to learn a language. Then again, whispered a little voice in her ear, you won’t know until you try, will you?

What about the women’s branch of the navy, she wondered. Would they expect her to work aboard a ship? At the moment it seemed as if the women worked on land, but that might change. She couldn’t swim. So maybe not that, then.

There was also the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force. What might that involve, she asked herself. Would they want her to fly a plane? Even if she was after an adventure, that felt like a step too far.

So then there was the Auxiliary Territorial Service, the women’s branch of the army. That sounded safely land-based, no high seas or skies. Clover pondered it for less than a minute and then made her decision.

On her next half day she’d go to the recruitment office and sign up. She’d join the ATS and make her family proud of her. 

Then her mind was snapped back to the immediate present as Daisy came in. Clover instantly recognised the baby-blue cardigan she had on. It was hers. ‘I never said you could borrow that!’ she cried indignantly, and Daisy folded her arms.

‘You never wear it.’

‘I do.’

‘You said it would only get dirty down at the shop.’

‘But I keep it for when I go to the cinema!’ Clover protested, and then she relented a little. If she went ahead and joined the ATS, then arguments like this might be a thing of the past. For a fleeting moment she felt a pang of regret. She’d miss them.




CHAPTER FOUR

‘Daisy, Daisy, give me your answer, do.’ The group of young men burst into laughter and their leader smirked as if he’d invented a completely original joke.

Daisy groaned. If she had a penny for every time she’d heard this, then she’d have been rich enough to buy her entire family a beautiful house – possibly one each. Not for the first time she cursed her name. Her mother’s love of all things that grew had lumbered all the girls with flowery names but her sisters didn’t get teased the way she did. Rose and Clover: nice sensible names. But Daisy – there was always that horrible song. Terry Foster was breaking into the chorus again as he swayed in time to the beat, while his followers leant against the factory wall.

‘Or if you won’t share my bicycle built for two then at least come down the pub,’ he suggested, throwing his hands wide as if he was about to take a bow.

‘I’ll do nothing of the sort,’ Daisy said sharply. ‘I’ve got better things to do than hang around with the likes of you.’

At this, all the young men groaned, and Terry put his hand to his forehead as if in despair. ‘You’re so cruel!’ he protested.

Daisy scowled and tightened the scarf around her neck. Summer had turned to autumn and the air was growing chilly, the evenings beginning to draw in. She noticed it after coming off the factory floor and stepping outside after a day’s work. Inside they were kept moving and usually felt warm, but now she could tell the difference.

‘Why are you all still here anyway?’ she demanded. ‘I thought you were off to join the army. What’s kept you?’ As she said this, she registered that the tall one, the one who had said he was choosing the navy instead, wasn’t with them. Freddy, his name was. No sign of him.

Terry shrugged as his gang looked to him for an answer.

‘We’re waiting, that’s all,’ he told her. ‘We got to stay home until we hear where they want us to go.’

‘They’re not in a hurry to turn you into heroes then,’ Daisy replied.

Terry held out his hands again. ‘It’s not as if there’s anything really happening, is there,’ he said, and the others nodded. ‘The odd false alarm when they set off the sirens and that’s about it.’

Daisy tried to hide her shiver at those words; she had been terrified the first time and wondered how they could dismiss the warnings so readily. She didn’t want the group to spot her anxiety though.

‘That’s all there’s been,’ chipped in the young man nearest Terry, who had hair that stuck up in all directions. ‘My ma and pa ran under the stairs the first couple of times but they don’t bother now. Pa says it’s all a load of baloney anyway. We got nothing to worry about.’

His friends seemed to agree but Daisy wasn’t anywhere near as sure. Her own father had said only last week that this was a temporary lull and they should keep their wits about them. He had begun to build an Anderson shelter in the back yard, and had blamed himself for not starting it sooner. If he’d done it a few months back then Peter could have helped.

‘Chalky’s right,’ Terry declared. ‘They said we’d be gassed by now, but look at us! Fit as fiddles. We got Jerry on the run. I reckon they’re scared of us, that’s why those gas attacks haven’t happened.’

Daisy wasn’t convinced. ‘I see you’re carrying your gas masks, all the same.’ She pointed to the chunky little cardboard boxes slung by straps over their shoulders. She wore one exactly like them, although she’d tried to make it prettier by changing the strap to look more like one from a proper handbag.

‘No flies on you, are there, Daisy?’ Terry flashed his teeth. ‘Doesn’t hurt to take precautions, does it now?’

‘And the ARP will be on at you if they find you out and about without one,’ Daisy reminded him.

Chalky sniggered and Terry looked put out. ‘There is that, I s’pose. Anyhow, much as we’d love to pass our precious leisure time with you, we’ve got an urgent appointment with several pints of beer down the pub. We got to say goodbye to Chalky’s brother and cousin, ’cos they’re off to training camp tomorrow.’

Daisy thought that was rich – it was them who’d accosted her, not the other way around. ‘What have they been doing up to now, then?’ she asked. ‘Were they at the factory as well?’

Chalky shook his head. ‘No, they was down Old Street, working in the office for the Underground. Hardly saw the light of day so they can’t wait to get out in the open doing all that hard exercise. Like what we’ll be doing soon. You won’t recognise us next time you see us, what with all our new muscle and everything.’

Daisy huffed. ‘We’ll see about that.’

‘It’s true. Our mate Freddy what’s joined the navy left a few weeks ago and already he says he’s miles fitter. If a great lank like him can do it, imagine how we’ll turn out.’ Chalky visibly swelled with anticipation.

Daisy’s ears pricked with interest but she knew better than to admit this to the group of young men. She’d never hear the end of it if she let slip that Freddy had stuck in her mind. But before she could think of a suitably damning reply, Terry cut in.

‘Come on, we don’t want to keep them waiting. They’ve got to have a decent send-off ’cos they’ll be keeping the likes of you safe as you work in your nice warm factory.’ He gave her a jaunty wave and led his loyal troops off down the pavement, whistling as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

Daisy pulled a face at their departing backs, and then began to walk down the other side of the street, along the white-painted kerb stones. Now that a blackout had been imposed during the hours of darkness, cars and bicycles couldn’t use headlamps and there were no street lights, so the white paint was meant to help prevent accidents. Rumour was that several people had been injured because the scheme wasn’t working, but the very thought of it made Daisy hasten her pace. She didn’t want to get caught out as dusk fell; she didn’t have a torch, and even if she did she would have to be very careful how she used it.

For a moment she cursed the lads for delaying her, but then the last thing Chalky had said came back to her. His brother and cousin had been working down at Old Street. That wasn’t too far – a bus ride away, or a longish walk if it came to it. If they were leaving that kind of job, it made sense that others would be doing so too. There would be vacancies.

She recalled that Auntie Vera used to tell them about some of her friends who’d worked for what was now the London Passenger Transport Board during the Great War. Back then, women had been bus and tram conductors, and performed all manner of roles that you only saw men in nowadays. But if all the men had to go to war …

Daisy stopped in her tracks. There would be opportunities right there for the taking. How much more fun it would be to join an organisation like that. She could do all sorts of new things. Maybe Auntie Vera would know.

Or maybe not, Daisy hastily realised, resuming her walk home. If she didn’t succeed, then Auntie Vera would have something to tease her with for ever after. No, she’d do better to keep this quiet. She’d make stealthy enquiries of her own and not tell a soul until she’d got a new job. Something where she could meet new people, help them out. It wasn’t as if she had any particular friends at the factory, as nearly everyone was older than her. 

Lifting her chin to the chilly breeze in resolution, Daisy strode ever more quickly down the busy main road through Dalston, eager now to find out what her mother would have ready for tea. Lunchtime in the factory canteen felt like an age ago, even though there had been steamed pudding with custard, one of her favourites. 

Idly she found herself wondering what sort of food they served at the training camps. Would the army meals be better or worse than those of the navy? What would Freddy be eating, and what was he like now he was so much fitter? Then she gave her head a shake. She wasn’t interested in him, it had just been the quickest of conversations. He’d have forgotten her already. The best thing she could do was put him to the back of her mind.

‘Now, you’re sure you want to help?’ Bert Harrison regarded his middle daughter as she stood at the back door. She was shrugging off her jacket, having just arrived back from somewhere – he couldn’t remember if she’d said what she’d been doing. 

‘Of course I do.’ Clover was indignant that her father would even ask. ‘Look, I’ve changed into my old shoes and everything.’

Bert nodded slowly, wondering if the girl knew what she was letting herself in for. He’d never thought of her as very practical. Rose, yes, and Peter had always been his right-hand man when it came to making or mending things around the house. Well, it wasn’t Clover’s fault if she hadn’t had much chance to practise. It had always been easier to ask her brother or eldest sister to help with whatever needed doing – but they weren’t around right now. The main thing was to complete the construction of the Anderson shelter. While there had still been no actual raids, he couldn’t rely on that state of affairs continuing. Besides, he wanted his family to feel as if they had somewhere safe to go. It was nerve-wracking when the sirens went, even if they were false alarms.

‘All right, then see if you can lift that corrugated sheeting. Then you come over here on this side and hold the roof in place,’ he said, moving so that she could slip past him. ‘That’s it, just there. Then I’ll nail down that corner. Make sure you keep your fingers out of the way when I do.’

Clover gave him a straight look. ‘I know that. I’m not daft.’ All the same she shuffled a little further away.

They had been lucky that the yard was not paved over, and so they could dig beneath the surface. The shelter had just about fitted into the rear portion of the yard, and Patty had been far from happy to begin with although she knew it was for the best. But she’d had to move her pots and containers full of plants, and they were now all crowded together close to the back door. 

There was always the option to join plenty of their neighbours in the communal shelters that had sprung up in the church halls, but Patty had to admit she was happier at the thought of their family having their very own refuge. It would be far quicker to get everyone inside, and if they forgot anything then it would be mere
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