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Chapter 1

Saturday, 1 June 1940

Nancy strolled down Prince Street towards her mid-terrace house spurred on by her plans for the following day, to cook up a big Sunday roast, then take the kids roller skating, before an evening curled up on the couch. Feeling buoyed from the night out with the girls, she was determined not to let her constant worries about Bert, whom she hadn’t heard from in months, ruin the rest of the weekend with Billy and Linda. More than anything, with their daddy away and Nancy working all the hours God sent, her children deserved at least one quality day with their mum.

Her head full of ideas, Nancy hadn’t noticed the uniformed man stood outside her front door.

It was only as she made to turn into the gennel between her house and her neighbour’s that the arresting sight stopped Nancy in her tracks.

‘Mrs Edwards?’ Asked the solemn, older-looking man who was dressed in khaki with a matching beret.

‘Yes,’ Nancy croaked, the sound emanating from her suddenly dry throat barely audible. She looked at the officer, but her eyes fell to the sinister brown envelope he was holding. It can’t be. There’s been no shooting stars, she told herself. Wasn’t that what the women in the canteen said? For every shooting star, another soldier had fallen. No. She would know, instinctively, if something had happened to her Bert. She might not have received a letter for weeks and weeks, but there could be any number of plausible explanations for that.

But as the man smiled at her weakly through his bushy, greying moustache, his eyes full of compassion and sympathy, an overwhelming feeling of dread consumed Nancy.

Then to confirm her worst fears, the man said gently, ‘I’m afraid I have some bad news.’

Her mind began to whirl at a rate of knots and everything before her eyes began to get darker.

‘No,’ Nancy gasped, the word catching in her throat. The ground beneath her no longer felt solid and her legs started to give way.

‘Easy does it,’ the officer said, as he reached for Nancy’s arm to support her. ‘Why don’t we get you inside?’

‘Bad news. You said it was bad news,’ Nancy whispered, her voice trembling.

Panic coursed through her as she desperately tried to steady herself, holding onto the man. Bert, don’t leave me now, she silently pleaded. We need you. We all need you. Billy and Linda, they need you. You’re their daddy. Their everything.

Nancy was only just coping as it was. She’d clung to the hope; no, it was a cemented, non-negotiable fact, in her own mind at least, that Bert was coming home. It might not be today, or tomorrow, or even next month, but one day, he would be by her side again. The man of the house, Billy and Linda’s daddy, her loving and attentive husband. This was what Nancy had clung to for the last eight months. It’s what had got her through each day, enabled her to put one foot in front of the other, paint on a smile and tell her children with conviction that everything would be all right. Nancy couldn’t, no, she wouldn’t allow her determination for a brighter future to be broken by this officious stranger.

‘Mrs Edwards.’

The words, once again, pierced Nancy’s well-built defences. Her barriers, which had kept her upright for months, were crumbling. The reality of this godforsaken war drowning out her fragile threads of optimism.

‘Is he okay? Please tell me he’s okay,’ was all she could manage, her stomach now churning, as she quietly prayed her husband, the man she loved with all her heart, was still alive. The alternative didn’t bear thinking about. But here he was, the man with the brown envelope, holding her upright. Nancy wasn’t daft. They didn’t send sombre, official-looking senior officers, carrying a letter, for nothing.

‘Why don’t we go inside?’ he suggested kindly. ‘I think you need to sit down.’

No! This was it. The confirmation.

‘Sit down?’ Nancy asked, her voice no more than a murmur.

‘I just think you might be more comfortable. I can get you a cup of tea.’

Tea. A balm to the soul. Restorative. Healing. Nancy didn’t want any of it. She wanted Bert. She wanted him alive. She wanted him now.

‘Come on. Let me take you inside, Mrs Edwards,’ the officer urged.

Shaking her head, Nancy stood stock-still, her feet firmly cemented to the ground. If she moved, if she allowed herself to be ushered into the house, he would have to tell her. He would have to explain what was in that ominous brown envelope, the ones that never revealed anything happy. Maybe that’s why they were brown, the shade of gloom; how clever of whoever thought of the colour to coordinate the two. Just like autumn leaves, indicating summer was over and winter was looming. Dark and long cold nights ahead. No, Nancy couldn’t face that. She just couldn’t. She wouldn’t allow the end of a season, a chapter, the happiest years of her life to be brought to such an abrupt stop.

If she stayed rooted to the spot, frozen in time, nothing would change. Everything would be just how it was. Bert would still be doing the job he’d felt compelled to sign up for after war had been declared. She might have hated it, despised the fact he was hundreds of miles away from their little family, but he was alive. And yes, she worried about him, but he would still be out there, doing the right thing. A new letter would arrive soon. A letter from Bert. One hadn’t come for weeks, but they were probably just held up somewhere in transit. Nothing to worry about. They would all arrive in a cluster, tied with string, any day now. Isn’t that what she had been telling herself? Isn’t that what her friends had said too? Betty, Doris, Dolly, even Frank. That’s what they’d said. They were all so much more logical than she was. Wiser, more astute. They must be right. There was a time when Betty hadn’t received a letter from her William for weeks on end, but it had turned out okay. The letters had just gone missing. It was a simple explanation. Logical. No need to assume the worst.

So, this grave man, propping her up, stopping her from falling, shattering into a thousand tiny pieces on the floor – he was wrong. Maybe he wasn’t even real? Maybe this was all a bad dream, and she was going to wake up any second now.

Twenty minutes earlier, she’d been in The Welly with her friends from Vickers, reminiscing about how she and Bert had first met and fallen in love. Their chance meeting on the tram when he was working as a conductor, and she didn’t have enough change in her purse for the fare. How he’d paid for it himself, asked her out on a date…

‘Please, Mrs Edwards.’ There he was again. The man trying to burst her bubble of happiness, pierce all her hopes and dreams.

But then her mind drifted to the weeks of sleepless nights, counting the hours until dawn, tormenting herself with a thousand different, and harrowing, scenarios. Bert held by German troops or being tortured for information – she’d heard those things were common practice in war. Or maybe he was injured, so badly hurt he couldn’t write. What if he’d been abandoned by his platoon, left alone to fend for himself, in a split-second decision during an assault by Jerry.

The idea of him coming to any harm had haunted her through the wee hours of the night, infiltrated her every thought, prevented her eyes from closing. At least when it was daylight, she had jobs to do, things to keep her mind busy. Billy and Linda needed their breakfast, before she dropped them off with her neighbour, Doris. Then she would go to work and embark on a gruelling, labour-intensive day at Vickers, but it kept her busy. It helped to take her mind off things. But as she sat thirty feet in the air, in the heavens of the factory, Bert always crept back into her thoughts, the worry about where he was in France and if he was safe. The news in the papers and on the wireless reporting on the small ships making the dangerous trip across the English Channel to Dunkirk, to rescue the Allied troops who were pinned against the Flanders shoreline, forced to retreat after Hitler had taken France. Yachts, fishing craft and paddle steamers, could they really get all those men to safety? How on earth could they make that journey with the Luftwaffe overhead? It was nonsensical, a death trap!

‘No!’ Nancy cried again, only this time the heart-wrenching guttural protest that echoed down Prince Street brought the terrifying reality sharply back into focus. All hope faded. This wasn’t a dream. It wasn’t even a nightmare. No one was about to tell her everything was okay. She knew that now.

Nancy’s knees buckled. Her whole body began to crumple. The officer caught her just in the nick of time and gently ushered her, in her dazed state, into the small kitchen and to a chair, next to the wooden family dining table.

‘Can I get you a drink, a cup of tea maybe?’

Nancy shook her head. Nothing would help in this moment.

Summoning up all the courage she could muster, Nancy took a deep breath, as she firmly placed one hand in the other, to stop them shaking. ‘Just tell me. Is my husband alive?’

The man, his kind eyes full of concern, sat down next to Nancy, the envelope placed conspicuously on his knee.

‘I need to know,’ Nancy asserted, temporarily recovering her voice. Despite how much she really didn’t want to know, having lived on the principle ‘no news is good news’ for the month, she knew deep down, in her heart of hearts, she had to understand what had happened with Bert. Although living in limbo had meant she had avoided any seismic life-changing blows, Nancy knew she couldn’t carry on like that forever.

‘Firstly, please let me introduce myself,’ the well-spoken man started. ‘My name is Captain Samuel Clark. I am one of the senior officers in your husband’s battalion.’

Nancy stared at him. She didn’t need his name, but she did wonder how many times this man had been charged with delivering bad news. Was he used to it now? But then, how could he be? Only two months ago, everyone was still talking about the ‘Phoney War’, nothing was happening. Yes, there had been the odd false alarm, causing people to take cover under the stairs and in air-raid shelters, and warnings to carry gas masks at all times, but nothing sinister had happened. But then after the invasions of Czechoslovakia, then Norway, Denmark, Luxembourg and now France, all that had changed. Maybe Captain Clark had become used to delivering brown envelopes, had his announcement finessed, could cut off his emotions. How, in that moment, Nancy envied his stoic, perfectly composed demeanour.

‘Please,’ she reiterated, her whole body cold, despite the warm June evening. ‘I don’t think I can bear it. I need to know.’

‘I’m sorry. Of course.’ Captain Clark nodded. ‘In this envelope, it states your husband is missing in action.’

Nancy clenched her eyes shut, her fingernails sharply digging into the palms of her hands. This was it, the news she had been dreading. This godforsaken war had finally caught up with her.

‘Where?’ was all Nancy could manage. Norway? France? She assumed the latter, but in all honestly, she didn’t really know.

‘France,’ the officer confirmed. ‘As I’m sure you are well aware, the Allied troops have been forced to retreat to Dunkirk in the last week. We had men all over the country. Not all of them made it back to the Flanders coastline. I’m afraid Bert was one of them.’

‘Do you think he’s…’ But Nancy couldn’t actually say the word. To say it would make it real, and she wasn’t ready for that. Not now. Not ever.

‘We don’t know is the honest answer. Our best hope is that your husband has either taken shelter somewhere, or he has been captured and is being held as a prisoner of war.’

‘A prisoner?’ Nancy gasped. ‘What does that mean? What will happen to him?’

‘As I said, we can’t know anything for sure at this stage. If he’s hiding out somewhere, he may be able to make contact. That’s the best-case scenario.’

‘But the worst case. What happens then?’

‘Unfortunately, I have no concrete answers for you but please, Mrs Edwards, have hope. There is no evidence to show your husband has been killed.’

‘Yet,’ Nancy whispered. ‘No evidence yet.’

Captain Clark didn’t answer.

It was all the confirmation Nancy needed. No one knew where Bert was, and even more horrifying, they had no idea if he was dead or alive.

‘Nancy, whatever is it?’ Doris asked, alarmed as she took one look at her friend who had just appeared in her kitchen, her blotchy face sodden with tears.

‘Where’s Billy and Linda?’ Nancy wiped her cheeks with the palms of her hands. She couldn’t let them see her like this. Until she knew what had happened to Bert, she had to keep things as normal as possible for her children.

‘They’re in bed. I thought you’d taken my advice and stayed out with the girls, so they are topping and tailing with Joe and Alice. You don’t mind, do you?’

Nancy looked at her watch. It was nearly ten o’clock. She hadn’t realized it had got so late.

‘No, no. It’s probably for the best. I don’t want them seeing me like this. Thank you.’

‘Are you going to come and sit down?’ Doris asked, concern etched across her face. ‘And tell me what on earth has happened?’

‘Oh, Doris,’ Nancy sobbed. ‘I don’t think I can bear to say it.’ After Captain Clark had left, the tears she had been holding back finally erupted. Nancy thought they would never stop. She had just about managed to pull herself together, assuming she would have to collect the children, but Doris’s well-intentioned question had set her off again.

‘Come on now, luv,’ Doris soothed, putting her arm around Nancy’s slender back and encouraging her to sit down. ‘Whatever it is. You can tell me, but first let me get you a drink.’

Instead of picking up the kettle, Doris opened the cupboard next to the range and pulled out a bottle of Rémy Martin and two crystal glasses. Nancy tried not to dwell on the fact that they were the very ones Doris and George had received as wedding presents.

After pouring two generous measures, Doris came back to the table. ‘Have a sip of this, luv, and then you can tell me what has left you so upset.’ Bewildered, she watched Nancy wrap her hands around the glass and slowly bring it to her lips. A few hours earlier, she’d waved Nancy off for a night out with her friends. Doris knew she’d felt guilty for leaving Billy and Linda after working all week and had taken some persuading before coming around to the idea that the outing would do her the world of good. She didn’t know Nancy’s work friends that well, but she’d only ever heard nice things about them, and couldn’t imagine they would ever do or say anything to upset her.

‘Is it Bert?’ Doris asked tentatively. She knew Nancy had been fretting for weeks. The lack of letters and any news had really taken its toll.

‘Yes.’ Nancy managed to nod between sobs.

‘Oh, luv. What’s happened? Have you had a letter?’

‘Yes, but it’s worse than that.’

‘What do you mean, luv?’ Doris prompted, now more worried about what had got Nancy in this state.

‘A telegram. One of Bert’s senior officers was waiting for me as I got home.’

‘What did it say?’

‘It’s just too awful,’ Nancy said, carefully placing the glass down on the table, bringing her hands to her face.

‘Oh, Nancy,’ Doris gasped, once again on her feet and by her friend’s side. Her late husband, George, may not have been a soldier, but she knew there were only a couple of reasons telegrams were hand-delivered. ‘He’s not…’ But, like Nancy, Doris couldn’t bring herself to say the words.

‘No. Well, they don’t think so. Not at the moment at any rate.’

Doris listened as Nancy repeated what Captain Clark had told her.

‘He could be anywhere,’ Nancy cried. ‘And no one can tell me if he’s alive or not.’

Instinctively, Doris wrapped her arms around Nancy, letting her friend’s head flop onto her chest.

‘It’s going to be all right. I promise, whatever happens, we will find a way through this together,’ Doris soothed, stroking Nancy’s mass of blonde curls.

‘But what if it isn’t? What if they can’t find him and he doesn’t come home? How can I ever tell Billy and Linda? They would be heartbroken. They love Bert so much. I don’t think I’m strong enough to give them the support they will need. And what sort of mother am I? I’m working all the hours God sends at the factory. I always thought I’d stop when Bert came home, but now I could be slaving away at Vickers forever, hardly ever seeing Billy and Linda.’

And with that, another avalanche of tears erupted from the corners of Nancy’s already red and swollen eyes.

‘Now stop that,’ Doris said firmly. ‘You’re thinking too far ahead and jumping to all sorts of conclusions. We need to take one day at a time. There’s no point thinking about the ifs and maybes yet. We have to deal with what we know.’

‘It’s just I know what it feels like to be scared you will never see a parent again.’

‘What do yer mean, luv?’

‘My dad. He went off to fight in the Great War when I was twelve and months would pass with no letters and we had no idea if he was dead or alive. My mum tried to hide it, but she was a right mess and I would lay awake night after night willing him to come home. My big sister Lucy tried to be brave, but I would catch her crying too. More often than not, we would sleep in the same bed, just so we could comfort one another.’

‘But your dad came back, didn’t he?’

‘Yes.’ Nancy nodded. ‘About a month after the war finally ended, he walked through the back door one day. We had no idea he was coming.’

‘Well then, luv, that just shows yer, you have to have hope.’

‘Do you really think Bert will be okay?’

‘I don’t know the answer to that, luv,’ Doris said honestly, as Nancy sat back up and looked at her. ‘But what I do know is your Bert isn’t the sort to give up easily. He’s a fighter and he loves you and those kiddies with all his heart, so will be doing everything he can to get back home to you all.’

If the truth be known, Doris didn’t know what to think. The idea of Bert being missing in action sounded ominous, but Nancy didn’t need to hear that right now. What she needed was a reason to get up every morning, to keep going and to never give up. More than ever, her friend needed hope, and she was going to do everything she could to keep Nancy’s spirits lifted.

‘I hope you’re right,’ Nancy whispered, as she tried to stop the stream of tears that had formed rivulets down her cheeks, streaking her make-up.

‘Until you receive any news to the contrary, you can’t give up on your Bert. Besides which, imagine how cross he would be.’

This thought brought a hint of a smile to Nancy’s face. She knew Doris was right. Bert was always the positive one. His glass half full, never half empty. She needed to try to at least think like he would. Bert would never give up on her or Billy and Linda. Doris was right, if he was alive, he would be doing everything he could to get home.

‘What will I tell the kids? Linda is already asking every two minutes why Bert hasn’t written to us for weeks on end.’

Doris took a moment before answering, taking a sip of brandy. She’d always gone by the philosophy that honesty is the best policy, but the reality was Nancy didn’t know what the truth was. Yes, Bert could have been killed. From what she’d heard on the BBC news on the wireless, the Battle of France had been brutal and despite the Allied troops putting up a good fight, there was no denying the fact, Hitler was succeeding in taking the country.

‘I think,’ she said hesitantly, ‘you have to think carefully about how you answer their questions. They aren’t daft and pick up on more than we think. Maybe, when they next ask, explain the war is preventing letters getting through, and Bert is very busy. That’s all you need to say to keep them from asking more questions for the time being.’

‘Oh, Doris. You always know exactly what to do. I wish I was more like you, or Betty. You are both so strong and logical.’

‘Now don’t be putting yerself down,’ Doris gently chastised. ‘You are doing a grand job. You’ve got this far, and we will all do everything we can to make sure we get you through whatever happens next, but you have to have hope. Without it, you are no use to anyone.’

Nancy nodded, too exhausted and wrung out to speak. As she took the last sip of brandy from her glass, she just hoped Doris was right, but was struggling to fight off the worry that she would never see her beloved Bert again.






Chapter 2

Monday, 3 June 1940

‘I just don’t know whether I’ll ever set eyes on him again,’ Nancy said, fighting with all her might to hold back her tears that had, once again, been threatening to erupt all morning.

Nancy had looked pale since she’d arrived at Vickers, as if she had the weight of the world on her shoulders, but hadn’t had a chance to tell her friends before the morning hooter had rung out what had happened after she’d left them on Saturday night. Now as they sat and ate their dinner together, Nancy had repeated what Bert’s senior officer had told her.

Everyone listened in shocked silence and the gang of workers all looked utterly aghast at the news they’d just heard. Each one of them had truly believed that no harm would come to Bert and, like the rest of their menfolk, that he would eventually come home and life would return to normal.

It was the first bad news any of them had been dealt since the start of the war. But as they took in how visibly shaken and distraught Nancy was, the reality of Hitler’s bombastic actions began to hit home, and an increasingly unfamiliar feeling of uncertainty hung over them all like a sinister and dark cloud.

Patty, who was still holding her untouched sandwich, glanced at Archie. She didn’t really understand what was happening with the war, but she suddenly felt very lucky the man she loved was by her side.

Betty, too, was feeling uncharacteristically shaken. From the moment her William had announced he wanted to join the RAF she had worried about the consequences and had spent countless nights fretting something awful would happen to him. Now as she and her group of friends digested what Nancy had revealed, the weight of this war hung much heavier on her shoulders. What Nancy was now enduring was exactly what Betty had feared.

‘I’m so sorry, luv,’ Dolly said, breaking the stunned silence around the table, pouring Nancy a second cuppa and adding a heaped teaspoon of sugar. She had been terrified a naval officer would knock on her door and deliver a telegram concerning one of her boys, who were out at sea. ‘What a bloody horrible shock for you,’ she added. ‘I don’t suppose you have managed to get much sleep this weekend. Or is that a daft question?’

‘Not really. I can’t have had more than a couple of hours at most. Believe me, it wasn’t for a want of trying. I tried, I really did, but every time I closed my eyes, I started imagining Bert in some awful situation. I just keep envisaging him in a ditch somewhere, badly injured and miles away from anyone who can help. Then, the odd time I did drop off, I’d wake up shaking, convinced Bert was…Well, you know what I mean.’

‘That’s awful, luv,’ Dolly said kindly. ‘How are Billy and Linda?’

‘I haven’t told them anything yet. Doris had them overnight on Saturday, which I was grateful for, as I was in no fit state to look after them. But in a way, it was harder going home to an empty house. It just made me think about how our family is falling apart at the seams. Then, yesterday, I just about held it together while I cooked them a roast. I’m sorry I didn’t get to The Skates, Dolly.’

‘Gosh, don’t you be fretting about that, duck. If I’d have known, I would have taken your two for you.’

‘It’s okay. The thought of them not being next to me would have made me worse and I’d have had too much time on my own to worry.’

Dolly could certainly relate to that. If it wasn’t for her granddaughters, both the spitting image of their dads, she would have felt very lost in life. Their very presence was her something concrete to hold onto, and ensured she never gave up hope.

Frank, who was also sat at the end of the table in the busy factory canteen with Archie, discreetly folded his Daily Mirror and moved it out of sight. The paper was full of stories about Hitler combatting France. Despite the reported success of Operation Dynamo, the mission to rescue soldiers from the now-taken country was making the headlines. The last thing Nancy needed to see was the struggle the Allied troops were still facing, not only getting to Dunkirk, but also the logistical difficulties in transporting those battalions back across the Channel to England. The Luftwaffe had been relentless in their deathly airstrikes across the French shoreline, targeting the Navy’s ships that were desperately trying to help carry troops to Dover. Hundreds of thousands of soldiers from the British Expeditionary Force were relying on small ships to take them home. Thankfully, by some miracle and the incredible determination of man’s ability to rise to the occasion, so many of the soldiers were back on home soil, but there were still thousands waiting to be rescued. And from what Nancy had just explained, Bert hadn’t even managed to get to Dunkirk.

No wonder she’s out of her mind, Frank thought to himself. The poor bloke could be anywhere. Like Bert’s commanding officer had said, they just had to hope he was in hiding or been captured by German troops, who would have to follow protocol on how prisoners of war should be treated. It was well known that some were more ruthless than others, and more often than not, Allied troops were at the hands of their unpredictable goodwill. Please, God, keep Bert safe, Frank thought, his heart going out to Nancy, who looked so fragile as though she might shatter into a million pieces at any moment.

‘Nancy, you know we will always be here for you,’ Betty said, turning to her friend and desperately trying to hide her own shock at the news. After her fiancé, William, had signed up, she remembered, all too clearly, how worried she’d been when not a single letter from him had arrived for over a month. And even now, while he was relatively safe, training to be a RAF pilot in Canada, there still wasn’t a day that went by when she didn’t fret or get jittery about what the future held, especially as the war was now picking up pace.

‘Thank you.’ Nancy nodded gratefully. ‘I just want to know Bert is alive. I can’t imagine…’ But with that, tears began to roll down her cheeks.

‘C’mon, luv,’ Dolly said, doing an admirable job of disguising her own fears and determined to stay positive for Nancy’s sake. She didn’t know for sure, but there was something her sons had both said in their last letters that made her think they were in one of the Navy destroyers, which were part of the Dunkirk rescue operation. The idea of them being in the open sea, visible to Jerry, had made her blood run cold. She wasn’t daft and knew they too would be a prime target for the Luftwaffe.

Passing Nancy a large white hankie from the pocket in her blue-and-white gingham apron, she added: ‘I know nothing I can say can make you feel better, but we are here if you need anything.’

‘Thank you. I’m sorry for being such a misery guts. I promise, I don’t mean to be. I’ll try to get myself together.’

‘Now, enough of that,’ Dolly admonished, her matter-of-fact persona, which helped her cope with her own worries, shining through. ‘The fact that you managed to get out of bed this morning, sort those little kiddies out and get here is an achievement in itself. There aren’t many that would be able to manage even a fraction of that.’

‘I’ll second that,’ Frank added, hoping to bolster one of his best crane drivers. ‘And if you need to take any time off, I can speak to the gaffers. I’m sure they would understand.’

‘Thanks, Frank, but I couldn’t leave you all in the lurch. We’re already overrun with orders, and besides which, I think I’d go mad at home, staring at my own four walls all day.’

‘I know what you mean, duck, but if it all gets too much, the offer’s there. All you have to do is say.’

‘For what it’s worth,’ Betty interjected, ‘I think you are better off working too. I know it’s not quite the same, but when I was worried about William, I’d have gone half-crazy if I didn’t have this job to keep my mind busy. It still keeps me on an even keel now. Besides which, we’ll all look after you when you are here.’

‘You are all so kind,’ Nancy said, dabbing her eyes with Dolly’s lavender-scented hankie, aware of how blotchy her face must look. ‘I really don’t know what I’d do without you all.’ Nancy was once again reminded that ever since Bert had left, nine months earlier, to go off to war, her newfound friends at Vickers had continually kept her buoyed, surrounding her with love and support when she needed it the most.

‘That’s what friends are for,’ Betty reiterated, gently patting her friend’s arm. ‘You have and would do the same for any of us.’

‘I just don’t feel as strong as you all are,’ Nancy confessed. ‘I’m frightened I’m going to fall apart at any moment, but worse than that, I’m scared I won’t be strong enough to protect Billy and Linda. And they need me more than ever now. It will do them no good if I end up in a heap on the floor.’

‘Oh, Nancy,’ said Josie, who had come to clear up the mugs. ‘I promise you, that’s not going to happen. I know it’s hard to believe right now, while you are in the thick of it, but you can and will get through this.’

‘I’m really not so sure.’

‘Of course you can. You’re a mum, and that alone gives you an unbreakable strength, one you don’t even know you are capable of.’

‘She’s right, duck,’ Dolly added. ‘There’s summat built into us when we give birth to our little ‘uns that makes us determined to always be there and protect our kids, no matter how hard life gets.’

Gathering up a couple of empties, Josie turned to Nancy. ‘Dolly’s right. Most of the time it comes naturally, but sometimes life becomes so hard, you can’t always see it and need a bit of a helping hand. Don’t you remember how you told me last Christmas how I had to keep going for my girls? That I had to keep fighting, despite how low and poorly I felt.’

Nancy nodded, as she recalled how their chat, just the two of them, one mum to another, had encouraged Josie to go and see the doctor after she thought she was dying and it would be her final Christmas with her husband, Alf, and their daughters, Daisy, Polly and Annie.

‘Well,’ Josie added, ‘I was convinced there was no point in carrying on. I’d mentally prepared myself I wasn’t for this world any longer and I was a gonner, but it was you who convinced me not to give up and go to hospital. And look at me now.

‘I suppose what I’m trying to say is, somewhere inside us, if we look hard enough, we can always find a way through. And Nancy,’ she said, touching her friend’s shoulder, ‘I know you can.’

Once again, Nancy anxiously pinched her fingers tightly into her palms, her now bitten-down nails no longer leaving an imprint. Subconsciously she firmly rubbed her index fingers against her rough, hard-worn thumbs, something she had found herself doing a lot on Saturday night. She wanted to believe her friends. She was desperate to believe them, but no matter how hard she tried to convince herself, she really didn’t know how she could muster up the strength to hold it together.

Sensing Nancy’s trepidation, Betty was already thinking about how she could help her friend, knowing, now more than ever, they were all going to have to support her through the coming weeks and months.

‘We’re going to get you through this,’ Betty assured her friend. ‘I promise.’






Chapter 3

Friday, 7 June 1940

‘Are you sure we can’t persuade you to come for a drink, Nancy?’ Betty asked.

‘I promise we won’t be late, and Hattie is coming too. I’m sure she would love to see you,’ Patty added, desperate to do something to lift her friend’s spirits.

‘I really wouldn’t be much company,’ Nancy sighed, as the group of women gathered outside gate three. ‘Besides which, with all the extra overtime I’ve done this week, I need to spend some time with Billy and Linda. I hate putting on Doris if I don’t have to.’

‘You don’t need to explain.’ Daisy smiled empathetically. She recalled only too well how she would dash home from work to look after her two younger sisters during her mum’s illness and help out her aunt, who had stepped in to hold the fort.

‘Maybe next time,’ Nancy replied, trying to be polite. If the truth be known, though, despite how much she knew friends were only trying to help, the last thing she wanted to do was paint on a brave face and try to be jolly. It would be hard enough pretending everything was okay in front of Billy and Linda. She’d barely slept a wink since the officer had turned up on her doorstep last Saturday and just wanted to curl up on the couch with the kids and listen to them chatter about their week for a dose of normality.

‘Well, get some sleep if you can,’ Dolly said. ‘And please eat.’ It hadn’t gone unnoticed how Nancy had only picked at her sandwiches all week, and even today, after Dolly had served her up an extra big portion of her Friday special, mince and onion pie, she’d only managed a few mouthfuls.

‘I’ll do my best.’ Nancy knew she looked pale and gaunt, but every time she tried to swallow even the smallest morsel of food, her throat closed and went as dry as parchment. Doris hadn’t commented on how sickly Nancy looked but had sent her home with a pan of pureed vegetable soup a few days earlier. ‘Maybe just try a small mugful or take some in a flask for yer snap at work,’ she’d suggested kindly. ‘Pretend it’s a cup of tea.’

Nancy knew her friends were just trying to help, but all she wanted was to hide away from everyone, so she didn’t have to be brave or pretend she was coping. Bert hadn’t left her thoughts for a single second. He was on her mind constantly and the pain was like nothing she’d ever felt before. It was as though there was a big gaping hole in her heart and until she knew her husband was safe, it was impossible to seal it back together.

‘Anyway, I better be off,’ Nancy said.

‘Okay, luv,’ Betty said. ‘We’ll see you tomorrow. Only one morning at work left, then a full day off.’

‘I can’t chuffin’ wait,’ Patty harked up. ‘I swear these weeks got longer, with each one that passes.’ But as the words left her mouth, she immediately regretted it. Every day must feel like a lifetime to Nancy right now, as she waited for news about Bert.

But if Nancy did pick up on the innocent but ill-thought comment, she didn’t say anything. ‘See you all tomorrow.’ She feebly waved as she set off down Brightside Lane, the dazzling afternoon sunshine a sharp contrast to Nancy’s heavy demeanour as she trundled down the cobbled street, her shoulders slumped.

Fifteen minutes later, Dolly, Betty, Daisy, Patty and Hattie were sat around a table in their normal corner of The Wellington, each nursing a drink.

‘Cheers,’ Patty said, raising her glass of lemonade.

‘Not long now until you join us in having a port and lemon or a shandy,’ Hattie replied, raising her drink as they all clinked their glasses together.

‘What’s this?’ Betty asked immediately. ‘Is it your eighteenth birthday soon?’

‘It is! On the thirteenth of July.’

‘Well, that is definitely cause for a celebration,’ Betty said.

‘I’m hoping Archie is going to organize something! I’ve dropped enough hints.’

‘I’m sure he will.’ Hattie laughed. ‘It’s such a big occasion. He’s bound to make a big deal about it and go to loads of effort.’

‘Do you think?’

‘Definitely,’ Hattie enthused. ‘Archie adores the bones of you. He will want to spoil you.’

‘We should definitely do something special,’ Dolly said. ‘Heaven knows we all need something to smile about.’

‘Do you think it’s appropriate?’ Patty asked, the excitement in her voice replaced by concern.

‘What do you mean, luv?’ Dolly asked.

‘Well, just with Nancy. It might feel a bit selfish to celebrate when she’s in such a state, worrying about Bert.’

Taking a sip of her drink, Dolly frowned. ‘I know what you mean,’ she said, thinking over Patty’s concerns. ‘But, I think she would feel worse knowing you had cancelled your birthday arrangements on her behalf, especially a big one like your eighteenth.’

‘Do yer think?’

‘I do,’ Dolly confirmed. ‘Nancy might not be up for celebrating, but she certainly wouldn’t want you to change your plans, I’m sure of it.’

Patty looked to Betty for reassurance. The last thing she would want to do is cause Nancy any more upset, even if it was a milestone celebration.

‘I agree,’ Betty replied. ‘I can’t imagine, for a single second, she’d want you to miss out.’

‘Sorry. Has something happened?’ Hattie interrupted, oblivious to the events of the weekend before.

‘Nancy’s not so good,’ Betty answered, taking a sip of her small glass of port and lemon, before explaining the news about Bert.

‘I can’t even begin to imagine what she’s going through,’ Hattie proclaimed. ‘What an awful worry.’

‘It is.’ Dolly nodded and, once again, thought about her own two sons, whom she hadn’t heard from for a couple of weeks. Determined to stay positive, she reminded herself of the age-old mantra, no news is good news. If something was wrong, then surely, she too would have had a visit from one of their senior officers. No good would come of fretting about something that might or might not have happened. ‘And John?’ she asked Hattie, conscious he was part of the Allied forces in France too. ‘Have you heard anything?’

‘I have, actually! I got a letter this morning. He’s back in England and is hoping to get some leave soon and come home for a couple of days.’

‘Oh, Hattie, that’s wonderful. Why didn’t you say sooner?’ Patty trilled.

‘I was just keen to hear how Nancy was. I knew she would be out of her mind with worry. All the terrifying news about Dunkirk. I know it’s a bit naive, I suppose I was just hoping all those troops would just get home in one piece. I really am sorry to hear about Bert.’

‘I know, luv,’ Dolly said, lifting her half pint of pale ale to her lips, for Dutch courage. ‘But it’s great news about John. Did he say much else in his letter?’

‘Not really,’ Hattie said. ‘Just that he’d been rescued by a fishing craft. I got the impression he’d written it in a rush to get it in the post. I suppose he knew I’d be desperately waiting for news. Poor Nancy, her worries seem a million times worse.’

‘It’s all relative,’ Betty agreed. ‘But you’re right. She’s going to need all the support we can offer her.’

‘She is that, luv,’ Dolly added, hoping if she could concentrate on Nancy, it would keep her own mind busy.

‘M’ mom would be happy to have Billy and Linda over to play with my brother and sisters,’ Patty suggested.

‘Same here,’ Daisy said. ‘It’s the least we can do after all the kindness Nancy showed our family last Christmas, and if it helps lighten the load a little, we’d be more than happy to help.’

‘I’m sure Nancy will be very touched,’ Betty commented. ‘My only worry is, she won’t want to spend a minute longer that she has to away from those kiddies. I know she feels so guilty relying on Doris to have Billy and Linda, before and after school, and on a Saturday, and even more so now, what with all the additional overtime.’

‘You’re right, luv,’ Dolly said. ‘We need to think of a way to help Nancy that involves the kids too.’

‘I did have something in mind actually,’ Betty replied, popping her glass down on the table.

‘Of course you have!’ Patty exclaimed good-heartedly.

‘We wouldn’t expect anything less,’ Dolly added, chuckling.

‘Do tell,’ Daisy said, once again in awe of her friend who was always thinking of ways to help others.

‘It’s really nothing too dramatic,’ Betty answered modestly.

‘Well, come on then. Spit it out,’ Patty ordered.

‘All right.’ Betty laughed, holding her hands up in defence. ‘I know there’s nothing we can do to get Bert home, and no matter what we do, Nancy will still always worry, but I wondered if we could set up a rota to help her out, and include Billy and Linda, of a weekend.’

‘How were you thinking it would work, luv?’ Dolly asked.

‘My thoughts were, we could set up a little system, to invite Nancy and the kids over for tea of a weekend. It means we could ensure she is eating properly and hopefully she can relax a little. Between us we could keep Billy and Linda entertained, and that way Nancy won’t feel like she’s permanently got to put on a brave face. I’ve already spoken to Ivy about it, and she was all for it. I think it brought back memories of how she struggled during the Great War. I don’t like to pry but I’ve always got the impression she had a pretty torrid time of it. Anyway, she was adamant she wanted to help Nancy.’

Dolly also recalled the horrors of the last war all too clearly. How any power-hungry dictator thought any good could come of sending hundreds of thousands of soldiers into battle against one another was beyond her. No good ever came of it and never would.

‘I think that’s a great idea,’ she said. ‘This war is testing us all but take it from me, having yer pals nearby to lean on is a huge comfort.’ From her own experience, Dolly knew that what Nancy needed right now, even if she didn’t realize it herself, was a circle of friends to keep her upright. They might not be able to change the outcome but having a shoulder to cry on or a distraction from your own fears went a long way to helping you get through each day.

‘I’m glad you think it’s a good idea,’ Betty replied. ‘I was racking my mind, trying to think of something useful, and this was the best I could come up with. I don’t want Nancy to feel like she is a charity case, as we all know that will only make her feel worse. So, if we just sort it out among ourselves to take it in turns, and for it to seem quite normal then we can just casually invite her, without making a big deal of it.’

‘You really are one of the most thoughtful and caring people I know,’ Daisy interjected. ‘You never stop thinking of other people.’

‘Any one of you would do the same,’ Betty answered, modestly shrugging away the compliment.

‘But we didn’t!’ Daisy reiterated, determined her friend should take the recognition she deserved.

‘Well, let’s not worry about that. I just wanted to make sure you all thought it was a good idea.’

‘We do,’ Dolly said encouragingly. ‘You really have thought it all through, luv. And I agree about not letting Nancy know that we’ve had this chat. I think you’re right; it might upset her more if she starts thinking we are worried she can’t cope. Yorkshire pride and all that.’

‘I’ll second that,’ Daisy reinforced. ‘You know what my mum was like when she discovered you were all just trying to be kind, so I would hate your good intentions to backfire.’

‘You’re right,’ Betty agreed. ‘And if we take it in turns to suggest things it won’t seem overwhelming or too deliberate.’

‘That sounds like a grand plan, luv.’ Dolly nodded. ‘Just tell me when you need me to invite Nancy and the kids over. My granddaughters come over most Sundays, and they will be over the moon to have a couple of extra friends to play with. We could even go to the park with a picnic, now the weather is as lovely as it is.’

‘My sisters will love having a couple of extra friends to play with too,’ Daisy affirmed.

‘And m’ mom is never happier than when the house is crammed full of people,’ Patty enthused. ‘If Archie doesn’t come for at least one meal a week, she wants to know why.’

‘A woman after my own
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