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About the Book

Tim Parkes was three when his parents were killed in a train crash and he went to live with his Aunt May, first in New Cross, and then to Walworth where the living was cheaper. They managed splendidly – and then came the war. Tim Parkes became Gunner Parkes and Aunt May spent most of her nights in the Walworth air raid shelters with Tim keeping an eye on her whenever he was able.

When he got posted to Suffolk he wasn’t too pleased – Suffolk was Country, not like London at all. But in fact there were a lot of things about Sheldham that reminded him of home – the Walworth evacuees for a start. Those of them that weren’t creating havoc in the Suffolk village were creating havoc in Tim’s life. Minnie Beavers – ex-Camberwell – was fifteen, pert, pretty, and wildly in love with Tim. She was determined to inveigle him into marriage the minute she was old enough. Tim was equally determined to escape and choose his own girl.

By the time Tim had gone away to fight the war, and Minnie had joined the WAAF, a great many things had changed in both their lives.
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To Kate


CHAPTER ONE

ON MY WAY out of Battery Headquarters to begin my seven days leave, I called in on Bombardier Jones who was in charge of the ration stores.

‘Any chance?’ I asked.

‘Of what?’

‘Well, I’ve got some eggs for my week’s leave.’

‘Nicked ’em off some chickens, did you?’ said Bombardier Jones.

‘No, present from a friend. All I need now is something to go with ’em.’

‘You’ve got a hope,’ he said, but if he was in charge of the rations, I was in charge of the leave roster. ‘All right, slip the conniver six rashers, Parkes.’ Gunner Parkes was one of his two assistants.

‘Don’t be like that,’ I said, ‘there’s me Aunt May as well. I can’t go home with six rashers all to myself and none for her. She’s close to wartime starvation as it is.’

‘Poor old lady, ruddy hard luck,’ said Bombardier Jones.

‘’Ere y’ar, Tim,’ said Gunner Parkes, and he wrapped up a wodge of rashers in greaseproof paper and handed the packet to me. ‘Enjoy yer leave, mate. When you got me down for?’

‘In a fortnight.’

‘Good on yer,’ said Parkes.

‘Who’s in charge here?’ asked Bombardier Jones. NCOs were always asking daft questions like that.

‘You’re a good old bomb,’ I said, ‘so long.’

I caught my train to Liverpool Street from our local station in Suffolk and had the packet of rashers tucked inside my battledress blouse when I came off the train. There were always redcaps prowling about at main stations and if they caught you in possession of what you weren’t entitled to, you could look forward to a spell in the Aldershot glasshouse.

It was the second week in April, 1943. London was bright with sunshine but a bit knocked about. Evidence of the Blitz still caught the eye. So did a profusion of Yanks. GIs were everywhere. I took the tube to Waterloo and a bus from there. The clippie goggled at me.

‘Well, strike me pink,’ she said, ‘if it ain’t me one and only.’ She rang the bell and the bus moved off.

‘Watcher, Nellie,’ I said. Nell Saunders was a Walworth neighbour, married to Bert Saunders. They were both characters. Bert was in the Navy, so Nell had taken a job as a clippie. ‘How you doing, lovey?’

‘Oh, up an’ down, in and out, ’ere an’ there,’ said Nell, a sturdy young woman with a hearty laugh. ‘Clip yer a tuppenny one for luck?’

‘All right, give us a ticket,’ I said, ‘and a kiss as well.’

Nell gave me a smacker. Passengers inside the bus let go a cheer.

‘Got one for me, love?’ asked an old bloke.

‘I’ll kiss yer goodbye when you get off, Grandpa,’ said Nell and clipped me a ticket. ‘Got some leave, Tim?’

‘Seven days.’

‘That’s the stuff,’ she said. ‘See yer down the pub one evenin’. Give me love to yer Aunt May.’

‘Bless you too,’ I said and took a seat.

Aunt May was priceless, a mother to me, having fostered me since my infant days. My parents had been killed in a train crash when I was three years old. My dad’s sister, Aunt May, a single woman, took me over, brought me up and gave me so much motherly affection that I never missed my natural mum. She’d been born in New Cross where her parents had a newsagents shop. We lived over the shop with her parents. She lost her mother when she was twenty-eight and I was nine. Her dad carried on with the shop and then he died seven years later, just after I’d left school at sixteen. Aunt May sold the shop and moved to Walworth, where living was cheaper: furthermore, its cockneys were her favourite kind of people. Investing the money from the sale of the shop, she had an income of about a pound a week and I contributed from what I earned in my job with an insurance company. So we managed fairly well, the rent of the house being only twelve shillings a week.

My parents were buried in Lewisham Cemetery and Aunt May and I always went once a year and took flowers. She told me that my mum and dad had been a lovely couple and were worth remembering. If I grew up to be like my dad, she said once, the world wouldn’t complain about me.

The bus trundled down the Walworth Road. In the April sunshine the old place looked quite bright and cheerful. South London had taken its share of German bombs in 1940 and 1941, but it had been tidied up a bit and there were Saturday morning shoppers out and about. The war had taken a turn for the better when Montgomery knocked Rommel for six in the Western Desert, and Walworth, accordingly, had a perky look.

I alighted at the East Street market stop. Nell saw me off the bus with a smile and a wink. There were always more winks in Walworth than anywhere else. I entered the market. It was crowded. There were wartime shortages and market stalls no longer had a fully laden look, but people were always hoping that what they couldn’t get in shops they could get in markets.

I knew East Street market as well as I knew my own home. I also knew Charlie Chipper who ran a fish stall and sold kippers among other things. Edging my way into the crowds I heard a greengrocery stallholder call.

‘Watcher, Tim, see you got yer khaki duds on, matey. Smart, ain’t we?’

‘Not as smart as you and your scales, Fred.’

The pots and pans stallholder spotted me next. Not a bit shy about all the people around, he sang his greeting in a voice full of Walworth gravel:


‘’Ere comes a treat, walkin’ down the street,

’Obnail boots on ’is plates o’ meat,

What d’yer think of that, then, Tim’s gorn barmy,

Look at what he’s done now, he’s in the bleedin’ Army.’



‘Same to you, Eddie,’ I called. Shoppers were laughing. I went on, making for the fish stall, hoping.

‘Hello, Charlie,’ I said as I reached it.

‘Well, well, and ’ow’s yerself, cocky?’ said Charlie Chipper. He wore a striped apron and a straw boater.

‘On leave,’ I said and waited until he’d finished serving a customer or two. Then I asked him if he’d got any kippers. Aunt May had a partiality for kippers. Not for breakfast, for tea. And I liked them myself. Walworth people were notable kipper-eaters and knew exactly how to separate the juicy flesh from the many bones. But fish was as short as other foods. The country’s fishermen forever had U-boats on their tails.

‘Well, me young cockalorum, I tell yer no lie, I ain’t got none,’ said Charlie, whose stall no longer swam with all kinds of fish and conger eels. His offerings were sparse, although there was a crate half-full of mussels. ‘I mean, I asks yer, kippers! Yes, lady?’

‘I’ll take me ’addock,’ said the new customer, a lovely plump old dear.

‘’Addock, what ’addock?’ asked Charlie.

‘What you promised me yesterday an’ you’d better ’ave it or me old man’ll come an’ do things to yer cockles.’

‘’Ere, yesterday’s been an’ gorn, yer know, missus.’

‘Well, course it ’as, yer silly man, it’s today now and I’d like me promised ’addock.’

‘I don’t see no ’addock,’ said Charlie.

‘No smoked ’addock?’ said the old dear.

‘Ah, now, well now,’ said Charlie, ‘yer didn’t say smoked, did yer? There’s smoked an’ fresh, yer know. ’Ere, was it you wearin’ a brown ’at with feathers that come and asked me yesterday?’

‘Don’t come the old acid with me, Charlie Chipper, yer know it was and I’m wearing the ’at now, ain’t I?’

‘I like it,’ said Charlie, ‘that’s what I call a cheerful titfer and I got yer ’addock, Queenie. Smoked.’ He produced it, already wrapped, from a hiding-place under his stall. This was the age of under-the-counter stuff. ‘One an’ tuppence.’

‘Gawd ’elp us, you’ll ’ave the camisole off me back if you keep chargin’ prices like that,’ said the old dear, but dug into her purse and paid up.

‘It’s the war, yer know,’ said Charlie.

‘Course I know,’ she said, ‘I been bombed out twice.’

‘All right, me old darling,’ said Charlie, ‘see yer up the park on Sunday. Wear yer best frillies.’

‘I’ll give you frillies, yer saucy bugger,’ said the old dear and went on her way with her smoked haddock and a twinkle in her eye.

‘Now, about the kippers,’ I said.

‘Now, Tim, me young mate, I got me reg’lars to think about.’

‘My Aunt May’s a regular.’

‘So she is and yer been a soldier for a couple of years or so, Tim.’

‘So how about a couple of kippers before I die for my country and your smoked haddock?’

‘Fancy some mackerel?’ suggested Charlie.

‘Fancy getting your stall blown up?’ I countered. Kippers were like gold dust, of course, but there was always a way of getting a favour out of Charlie and that was to carry on a palaver with him. And I had a feeling some kippers were hiding themselves under the stall. I was after treating Aunt May.

‘Yer twistin’ me arm,’ said Charlie. ‘Still, if yer’d like to say a few kind words about me to yer Aunt May, I might be able to oblige yer.’

‘Yes, I’ll tell her to be up the park on Sunday wearing her best frillies,’ I said.

‘Now yer talkin’,’ said Charlie and he gave in with a grin. He ducked under his stall with a sheet of newspaper in his hand and came up a moment later with the newspaper wrapped round something just as three more customers arrived, all hard-working Walworth women.

‘There y’ar, soldier, pound of fresh Cornish pilchards,’ he said, in case the new customers got ideas. ‘One an’ four.’

‘Ruddy robbery,’ I said, paying up. ‘Still, ta, Charlie love.’

‘Give ’im a cuddle as well, soldier,’ said one woman. ‘’E’d like that, wouldn’t yer, Charlie? And I’ll ’ave some of them pilchards.’

I left Charlie to explain he’d just run out of pilchards and walked down King and Queen Street. It was no surprise to me to see a GI arm in arm with a girl. They stopped at the door of one of the flat-fronted houses. The girl opened the door by pulling on a latchcord and took her GI in. It was a fact, GIs were everywhere, they’d even found King and Queen Street in the heart of Walworth.

I crossed Browning Street and turned into Walcorde Avenue, where the small terraced houses were fronted by iron railings. Walcorde Avenue was considered fairly posh. Well, there weren’t too many streets called avenues in Walworth. This one led directly to St John’s Church by a little paved pathway. It was a cul-de-sac as far as traffic was concerned and it always looked neat and respectable. Aunt May, like most women, was in favour of respectability, although she wasn’t fanatical about it, being broad-minded.

These days there were very few street urchins or ragamuffins. Nobody was very rich but most families were a little better off than in pre-war years. The war had created full employment and kids went about in fairly decent clothes and without a hungry look. Actually, there was a bit of a dearth of kids. Thousands of them had been evacuated. There were a few in the village of Sheldham, the Suffolk village a mile from Battery Headquarters. So far, they’d only managed to burn down one barn. Accidentally, of course.

I let myself in, and went through to the kitchen.

‘Here we are, old girl,’ I called, putting my small travelling valise down on a chair. The valise was one that had fallen off the back of an army lorry.

‘Who’s that, as if I don’t know,’ said Aunt May, coming in from the scullery. ‘Well, bless us, look at you. Lanky lamp-posts and all.’ She smiled. She was a nice-looking woman of forty-one, invariably bright and unflappable. She had a good figure, brown hair and brown eyes. She was wearing a pretty patterned apron with pockets and there was always a hankie in each pocket, as if she still needed to be ready to wipe my nose. My nose, when I was a kid, went runny if I had a cold.

‘How’s things, old darling?’ I asked.

‘All the better for seeing you,’ she said and gave me a kiss and a cuddle. She was given to handing out kisses and cuddles. I asked her once if the milkman ever got any, he being a sad-looking bloke who seemed in need of some. Aunt May said what a question, you saucy devil, what would the neighbours say if they saw me kissing and cuddling the milkman on my own doorstep? When I said she could treat the bloke on someone else’s doorstep or behind the parlour curtain, Aunt May fell about laughing. She was given to laughing as much as to kisses and cuddles. I’d never known her to have moody moments, although all through my school years there’d been times when she’d been strict and corrective. She didn’t mind boisterousness or natural larkiness, but she did care about the right kind of behaviour. She said the right kind of behaviour mattered, never mind whether you were poor or rich. There were Walworth people who sang outside the pubs on Saturday nights and did the knees-up until bobbies on the beat arrived and told them to go home. And mostly they went home. That was the right kind of behaviour to Aunt May. It was civilized, she said, to go home when told to.

She was a bit superior for Walworth on the whole, but never acted as if she regarded herself so. When both her parents had gone she simply decided to get out of the flat she’d lived in all her life. She wanted elbow room, she said, she wanted a house with an affordable rent. She’d been here six years, she knew everybody in the immediate vicinity and got on so well with them that anyone would have thought she was Walworth born and bred. She liked the fact that cockneys were a resilient lot and probably the most cheerful people in England. Right from the start she’d sallied forth into the heart of things, with a smile and a hullo for everybody. She was charitable towards all, even towards Alf Cook who, when the worse for drink, chased his kids up and down Browning Street, roaring at them and brandishing his leather belt. But since Aunt May’s tolerance couldn’t last for ever and since she could be very forthright, she’d stopped him once, when we were on our way to the Walworth Road. She’d planted herself in front of him and he’d had to stop. He’d have trampled her to death otherwise, being a burly council navvy.

‘Gidoudavit, yer dozy female!’ he bawled.

‘Now, Mr Cook, behave yourself,’ said Aunt May. ‘All this shouting and hollering on a nice Saturday afternoon won’t do the neighbourhood much good, nor you, either. I knew a man like you in New Cross once—’

‘Oh, yer did, did yer?’ said Alf. ‘Well, sod off back to ’im.’

‘Really, Mr Cook, shame on you,’ she said. ‘I wish you’d listen, I’m trying to tell you that this man, just like you, went about bawling and bellowing whenever he was one over the eight. And what happened to him, yes, what? He went and fractured his larynx.’

‘Well, bleedin’ ’ard luck!’ bawled Alf, red in the face. ‘’E shouldn’t ’ave ’ad a larinch! I ain’t got one.’

‘Of course you have,’ said Aunt May, ‘we all have, it’s where our voices come from. This man fractured his with too much hollering and he can’t even talk now, let alone holler.’

‘Gawd blimey O’Reilly, what do I care?’ roared Alf. ‘You goin’ to stop standin’ in me way or ain’t yer?’ He brandished his belt threateningly, but I didn’t think Aunt May was going to need any protection, I was sure she could handle him.

She said, ‘Mr Cook, your trousers are coming down.’

‘Eh?’

‘Your trousers are coming down,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘so you’d better stop waving that belt about and put it on. Just look at your trousers. Whatever would Mrs Cook say if she came to know they’d come down in front of everyone in Browning Street? You don’t want to be a disgrace to your own wife, do you?’

Alf Cook, in his shirt sleeves, looked down at his navvy’s corduroys. They were sagging dangerously. ‘Oh, dearie me, fancy that, beg yer pardon, I’m sure,’ he said in growling sarcasm and he hiked his trousers up.

‘That’s better,’ said Aunt May, who obviously thought some straightforward talk was desirable. ‘According to your wife, you’re a nice reasonable man when you’re not one over the eight. It’s not a bit reasonable to go roaring about after your children and walloping the little loves, is it?’

‘Little loves? Gawd give me strength,’ bellowed Alf. ‘D’yer know what the young perishers went an’ done while I was at work this mornin’? Pinched me Sunday watch an’ chain an’ bleedin’ pawned it for pocket money.’

‘Oh, dear,’ said Aunt May wryly. Then, brightening up, she said, ‘Never mind, Mr Cook, it could have been worse, they could have dropped it down a drain. What a blessing they only pawned it.’

‘Bloody ’ell—’

‘Now, Mr Cook, not in front of young Tim, if you don’t mind,’ said Aunt May.

‘Young Tim?’ bawled Alf. ‘That there young Tim’s a bleedin’ rip. Didn’t ’e stand on me Billy’s foot last week, didn’t ’e near tread Billy’s foot to bleedin’ death? I asks yer, didn’t ’e?’

‘Did you do that, Tim?’ asked Aunt May.

‘Best thing at the time, Aunt May,’ I said, ‘he was trying to turn Lily Burns upside-down.’

‘Oh, poor little Lily,’ said Aunt May, ‘I just hope that’ll be a lesson to Billy. And you, Mr Cook.’

‘You done, May Hardy, ’ave yer?’ said Alf.

‘Yes, that’s all, Mr Cook,’ said Aunt May.

Muttering, Alf went back home, looking as if he’d lost a painful argument.

Aunt May wasn’t very pleased when the country had gone to war against Hitler in 1939. On the other hand, if there was one person who could really get her goat it was Germany’s raving Führer. Late in 1940, with a slightly sad look, she saw me off to a Royal Artillery training camp.

It was a relief to her that so far I hadn’t been blown up. The battery had had a busy time during the night-bombing raids in 1941, but nothing fell on us. We were in Essex then, close enough to London to see its sky lurid with the glare of flames and to worry about what was happening to families. Walworth caught it, along with other inner London boroughs and Aunt May spent lots of nights in public air raid shelters, where she was no doubt a cheerful help to the nervous.

I was very fond of Aunt May and it was nice to be home with her again.

‘I hoped you’d be in time for lunch,’ she said, ‘I’m going to do liver, with fried tomatoes and mashed potatoes. The butcher let me have the liver when I said you were coming home.’

‘There’s a good old girl,’ I said, and handed out a cuddle myself.

‘I’ll give you old,’ she said and went out to the gas cooker in the scullery to start the lunch. I followed, with two packets.

‘Here you are,’ I said, ‘bacon for our breakfast and kippers for our tea this evening. And I’ve got a dozen eggs in my valise.’

‘Bacon?’ said Aunt May, looking happy.

‘A dozen rashers at least.’

‘Where did you get all that many?’ she asked, putting the liver on.

‘Back of a lorry?’

‘Now, Tim, you know I wasn’t born yesterday.’

‘They’re perks, Aunt May.’

‘Oh, I see.’ Aunt May understood about perks. She thought all servicemen were entitled to perks. ‘And the eggs are from your village friends?’

‘Yes, the Beavers. I’ve told you about them.’

‘My, they’ve done well for a family not used to life in the country,’ said Aunt May. ‘And did you say kippers as well?’

‘Look.’ I unwrapped the kippers. They were fat, golden-brown and shiny. I put them on a plate in the larder.

‘Kippers,’ said Aunt May, ‘well, you’re doing me proud, Tim.’

‘Mind you, I had to hit Charlie Chipper a couple of times before he coughed up from under his stall. And I told him that as a reward, you’d meet him up the park on Sunday in your best hat and frillies.’

‘I can hardly wait,’ said Aunt May. ‘Here, just a moment, what d’you mean, my best hat and frillies? You saucy devil. I’ll have a little more respect from you, if you don’t mind.’ She took a look at potatoes that were on the boil. She was smiling.

‘We’ll have an early kipper tea before we go out,’ I said.

‘Go out?’ Aunt May turned the potatoes out in a colander over the sink, then put them back in the saucepan to mash them. ‘Go out, Tim?’

‘Yes, time I treated you. Let’s go to the first evening performance of the Crazy Gang show.’ Seeing as it was wartime and London was full of people looking for a dose of escapism, the Crazy Gang were giving two performances every evening.

‘You don’t want to take me,’ said Aunt May, giving the potatoes a drubbing and watching the frying liver.

‘Why don’t I? You’re pretty—’

‘Don’t go mad,’ said Aunt May, laughing. I took over the mashing of potatoes and she pushed the liver pieces about and turned them.

‘Then there’s all the cuddles and apple pie I’ve had from you,’ I said. ‘You’re overdue for a treat.’

‘That’s all very well,’ said Aunt May, ‘but why don’t you take some nice girl? There’s Meg Fowler just round the corner in Turquand Street and just home on leave herself from the Waafs. She looks really nice in her uniform and I’m sure she’s got a soft spot for you.’

‘Some soft spot. She knocked me flying only two weeks after we moved here. Fourteen she was at the time and she knocked me flying. What’s she going to get up to now she’s twenty and wears a uniform?’

Aunt May said, ‘I’d like to know what you were getting up to yourself at the time.’

‘I was shouting for help. Well, all right, Aunt May, tell you what, I’ll walk round and see her this afternoon. If she’s fixed up for this evening, that’s it. I’ll take you instead. We can get there early and find a place in the upper-circle queue.’

‘All right,’ smiled Aunt May. ‘If it happens, I’ll put my best hat on.’

We had lunch in the kitchen. The kitchen was like Aunt May herself, bright and cheerful. It looked out on to the yard. The window threw welcome light over the wallpaper, patterned with plump red roses and over the linoleum floor, except during the foggy days of winter. But then the glowing coals of the range fire offered consoling heat to chilled limbs.

I often wondered why Aunt May seemed such a contented woman. She only had me and I couldn’t count myself as all that special. It was certain I wasn’t going to set the world alight as an insurance clerk and heap diamonds and furs on her. She might have had a lot more than she did have. She’d been engaged after the First World War, but lost her soldier fiancé when he was killed in Russia. She’d spoken about him sometimes in her open way and I felt she’d loved him very much. She said he was a man who cared about people, which made him the best kind of man.

‘Well, you’re the best kind of woman, Aunt May,’ I said at the time.

‘Not so bad yourself, are you?’ she said.

‘First-class mutual admiration society, that’s what we are,’ I said.

‘Well, we get along, Tim love, don’t we?’ she said.


CHAPTER TWO

‘WELL, LOOK WHO’S here,’ said Aircraftswoman Meg Fowler when she saw me on her doorstep.

‘Mind my braces,’ I said.

‘Mind your what?’

‘They’re the King’s military braces, so are my trousers.’

‘Same old Tim, same old chat,’ said Meg, fair hair rolled, Waaf shirt improperly buttoned.

‘It’s come undone,’ I said.

‘I’ll buy it,’ said Meg, ‘what has?’

‘That button.’

Meg looked down at herself. ‘Crikey, how did that ’appen?’ she asked.

‘Social manoeuvres, I suppose,’ I said. ‘Make a change from military manoeuvres. Do yerself up before your mum spots it.’

Meg did the button up. ‘Still a comic, aren’t yer?’ she said.

‘Wish I was, I might make a bit of money with the Crazy Gang. Listen, old darling, fancy going up to see their show this evening? Early performance?’

‘Oh, yer stinker,’ said Meg, ‘why didn’t yer ask before now? I bet you left it too late on purpose, you’ve spent years bein’ a disappointment to me. I’ve promised to let Bob Micklewright take me to the flicks.’

‘Dear Jesus,’ I said, ‘is he still alive?’ We were in her mum’s parlour now.

‘Well, he’s still walkin’ and talkin’,’ said Meg.

‘He was doing all that years ago, Meg. What is he, seventy now?’

‘I’ll bleedin’ hit you,’ said Meg.

‘You would too.’

‘You bet I would. What d’you mean by it, comin’ round to ask me out at this short notice and catchin’ me already fixed up with Bob Micklewright? And what d’you mean, seventy, you daft cuckoo? He’s just a bit mature, that’s all and ’ave you seen what the war’s left in Walworth these days? Not a decent upstandin’ bloke in sight. I’m surprised you didn’t get jumped on by all the local tarts on your way round here, you’re a sight for sore eyes, you are.’

‘You’re growing up pretty good yerself, Meg, I like the look of your shirt.’

‘Watch it,’ said Meg. ‘Still, tell me more, give me legs a mention.’

‘Nice you’ve got two,’ I said. ‘Well, pity you’re fixed up this evening. Never mind, can’t be helped. Enjoy yourself.’

‘Wait a minute, you ratbag,’ said Meg, ‘there’s tomorrow, yer know, and Monday and Tuesday and so on.’

‘So there is,’ I said. Meg was an old neighbourly mate of mine and had been a real Walworth tomboy in her younger days. ‘OK, I’ll take you out tomorrow morning, we’ll go to morning church.’

‘We’ll whatter?’ asked Meg.

‘It’ll please the vicar, I’ll call for you at five to eleven.’

‘Blow that for a lark,’ said Meg, ‘I didn’t come home on leave to go on church parade, you barmy teacake.’

‘I’ll bring Aunt May as well.’

Wallop. Meg thumped me in the chest, then did her best to shut me up by trying to stuff a chair cushion into my mouth. It sat me down. The cushion began to swing, narrowly missing family ornaments on the mantelpiece as she swiped my head with it. I wondered what the war was doing to women, I didn’t think it was improving them. If they weren’t going after GIs, they were getting rid of all the virtues I held dear in them. Aunt May, of course, was an exception.

‘What’s going on in here?’ I asked.

‘Bleedin’ murder,’ said Meg.

‘What’s going on in my parlour?’ called her mum from somewhere.

‘Ruddy murder,’ called Meg.

‘Oh, all right,’ called her mum, who knew her boisterous daughter, ‘only be a bit more quiet about it, can you, love?’

Meg gave me a final swipe.

‘Tell you what,’ I said, ‘let’s go out tomorrow afternoon, let’s take a bus ride to Hyde Park, like we used to when we first met.’

Meg let a little grin show. ‘You looked at my knickers when I was growing up,’ she said.

‘Couldn’t help it, could I, when you were always standing on your head,’ I said. ‘But all right, I won’t look tomorrow, not in Hyde Park, nor on the bus.’

‘Oh, that’s a promise, is it?’ she said. ‘It sounds like you’re goin’ to be a disappointment to me again.’ Meg said things like that. They were all bluff. Meg was going to keep herself to herself until she met a bloke who she recognized as just her type. Someone like a hammer-thrower. And as far as I was concerned, I didn’t go in for mucking about with young ladies. Aunt May was strictly against that kind of thing and she’d brought me up to behave myself. A girl once asked me if I’d always behaved as if I was in Sunday School. I said not half, it stopped girls’ dads coming after me with a meat axe.

‘OK, Meg,’ I said, ‘pick you up at two-thirty.’

‘Well, Tim?’ smiled Aunt May when I got back.

‘I bring good news,’ I said.

‘Not before time,’ said Aunt May. ‘You should have suitable company when you’re on leave. Meg’s a lively girl, you’ll enjoy a nice evening out with her and it doesn’t have to be serious.’ That meant Meg was suitable company, but not to be considered as a serious prospect.

‘No, Meg’s not coming,’ I said, ‘she’s going to the flicks tonight with Bob Micklewright. I’m taking you.’

‘You said good news.’ Aunt May was rolling dough on the kitchen table. ‘That’s not good news.’

‘It’s good enough for me,’ I said, ‘so you can get your best hat ready.’

Aunt May shook her head and laughed. ‘You’re a funny one, Tim,’ she said, ‘but you’ll have to get down to being serious sometime.’

‘There’s a war on, old girl, that’s serious enough at the moment. Let’s get that over with first.’

‘Yes, but I can’t help thinking about your future,’ said Aunt May, ‘I’m not going to have you turning into a stuffy bachelor.’

‘Listen, I’m only twenty-two.’

‘All the same,’ she said. I think she’d spent the last twenty years with my future in mind. But what about herself? What would her future be like if I got married? I honestly didn’t like the thought of Aunt May being alone.

‘What’re you making?’ I asked.

‘A plum pie for tomorrow’s dinner with some bottled plums.’

‘You lovely old darling,’ I said.

‘Watch your tongue, young man,’ said Aunt May, ‘you’ll be putting wrinkles on me next.’

‘Not you,’ I said. She didn’t have a single wrinkle, she looked nowhere near her age. The man who’d have married her if he hadn’t lost his life in revolutionary Russia, had missed years of lovely living with Aunt May.

We had an early tea. The fat kippers were first-class. When we left the house Aunt May looked a treat in a spring coat and her nicest hat. She knew how to wear clothes. We took a bus up West and got on the tail of the queue for the upper circle of the theatre. The West End had a colourful atmosphere because of the sunshine, the girls and the many different uniforms.

The country was suffering strict rationing at home and perils abroad. In 1940 and 1941 it had suffered bombs at home. London houses and buildings had been flattened and this made the old place look ruined in parts. But fat old Goering’s Luftwaffe hadn’t flattened spirits and the people themselves didn’t look ruined. The West End swarmed with pleasure-seekers, particularly Americans, who knew how to enjoy themselves. Nor did they waste time asking if there were any rules. They picked up cockney girls and suburban girls with no effort at all. They had no inhibitions when it came to making the necessary approach.

Aunt May’s spring coat, bright hat and young-looking appearance put her in the firing line. I wasn’t in the least surprised when a veteran GI, a sergeant who looked as if he might have served as a rookie doughboy in 1918, advanced on the queue with his eyes on Aunt May.

‘Pardon me, bud,’ he said, ‘you doing anything special with your sister?’

‘No, nothing specially special, just queueing,’ I said. ‘And how did you know she was my sister?’

‘Family likeness, I guess,’ he said. He was having me on, of course, and paying Aunt May a compliment. ‘I’m a loner right now. My date took one look at my best friend and pranced off with him. I guess my maturity put her off. How about asking your sister if I could borrow her for the evening? I’ve a coupla stalls’ tickets for the Strand Theatre and we could catch some eats at Romano’s joint afterwards. I’ll see her home, bud, give you my word.’

‘Well, there you are, sis,’ I said to Aunt May, who had a laugh in her eyes, of course. ‘D’you fancy the Strand Theatre with this American gent?’

‘Ask the gentleman if he’s married,’ said Aunt May as the queue began to move forward.

‘Are you married?’ I asked the mature Yank.

‘Sure am. To Alma McKinley of Chicago. Only she’s over there and I’m over here. You can see my problem.’

‘Yes, ruddy hard luck, mate,’ I said, ‘but my sister doesn’t go out with married men. And she’s shy, anyway, aren’t you, sis?’

‘I’m overcome,’ said Aunt May.

‘Hell, ain’t that a shame?’ said the sergeant. ‘All the same, nice talking to the both of you. Enjoy the show. I’ve seen it myself, it’s a hoot. So long, guys.’

‘Good luck,’ I said and off he went to search for other talent.

Aunt May was having hysterics. ‘You’ll be my death one day, Tim,’ she said, ‘all that funny talk of yours.’

The show was a riot. Bud Flanagan, Chesney Allen, Nervo and Knox and the rest of the Crazy Gang cracked their wartime jokes, took off army generals and ATS commandants, bashed each other, tore about the stage and chucked things at the audience. The whole theatre kept erupting. Aunt May laughed until her tears ran.

When we got home we put together a pot of tea and some fried bacon sandwiches, a Walworth speciality. We listened to the Saturday night wireless programme and to the news. The news was all about how the Allies were doing. They were doing fine, apparently. Someone ought to be telling that to the Japs and Germans. It might make them give in.

When it was time for bed, Aunt May said, ‘It was a lovely evening, Tim.’

‘Can’t be bad, can it, an evening with the Crazy Gang?’

‘But take a nice girl out next time,’ she said.

‘Well, I’m making an effort with Meg tomorrow,’ I said. ‘We’re going to wander around Hyde Park. Simple and healthy stuff.’

‘Meg’s good company,’ said Aunt May.

‘So are you. Aunt May, don’t you get lonely sometimes?’

‘Now, how can anyone get lonely in Walworth?’ she said. ‘Walworth is full of neighbours and doorsteps.’

‘I wonder sometimes if you couldn’t have had a lot more than you have had,’ I said.

‘Now, how can you say that after we’ve had twenty years together?’ she asked.

‘Yes, but—’

‘They’ve all been worthwhile, love, every one.’

Meg enjoyed Hyde Park. She wasn’t a girl to get bored if she wasn’t riding the moon. Hyde Park was a green playground and the afternoon was bright. She looked swingy in her uniform and ready for fun, as long as it wasn’t the kind of fun where she had to fight her way out of it. She helped boys to sail their toy boats on the Serpentine, much to their delight. There was a regiment of smart-looking Yanks about and several arrived to give Meg and the boys some American advice on the sailing of boats. A broad-shouldered wallop of a GI began to take Meg over. He thought that as a Waaf she was cute. Meg was responsive. She liked extrovert males. This one said he was Steve Schuster from New Jersey. He and Meg seemed like kindred spirits. They exchanged stories of their lives and both seemed to have enjoyed tearaway years.

Steve invited both of us to a party. Some joint in Bloomsbury, he said. He’d got the address and an invitation. The party was to begin at six in the evening. How about it? Meg was all for it. I went along in case she needed help.

The party was based on gin and tonic and instant fraternization. The GIs brought the gin and bottles of tonic kept appearing like magic. I lost count of how many GIs were there. They heavily outnumbered the girls. Meg stood up to encircling tactics like a real Walworth trouper.

‘Hands off, mate, I’m in uniform,’ she said.

‘Sure fancy you out of it, honey,’ said one hopeful GI.

‘You’ll be lucky,’ said Meg.

Girls yelled and rushed about, upstairs and downstairs. Whose house it was, nobody seemed to know, or if there were actually a host and hostess. The GIs kept asking where the ice was.

‘It’s not where you’re looking right now,’ said a young lady from Penge, smacking the hand of an investigative bloke from Virginia.

A charming lady in maroon silk with no shoulders to the dress floated around with a cigarette holder between her teeth, asking if anyone had brought cheroots. A GI said sure, he’d brought cheroots. Thank you, darling, said the charming lady. This way, he said. Which way? Follow me, lady, he said. She floated out in his wake. I think her addiction to cheroots cost her dear, because she never reappeared.

Meg sorted me out at nine o’clock. ‘Where’ve you been, you carrot?’ she asked.

‘Just standing here and talking. I’ve been invited to Oklahoma after the war.’

‘Bloody marvellous, I don’t think,’ said Meg. ‘I’ve just escaped a fate worse than a messy death while you’ve been standin’ and talkin’. What kind of a soldier friend are you?’

‘Good question, that, Meg, ask me another.’

‘I’ll break your leg in a minute,’ said Meg. The party was getting chaotic. ‘Let’s go home. Whose bottle of gin is that on that chair?’

‘No idea,’ I said.

‘Pinch it,’ said Meg. ‘Me mum an’ dad can have it.’

‘Where’s Steve, your new friend?’

‘Upstairs. He can’t come down, not yet, I’ve just done the bugger an injury.’ Meg liked a lark, even a wrestle, but in common with most Walworth girls she wasn’t prepared to be on the losing end of any wrestle.

We took the bottle of gin as perks for her mum and dad and had a talkative bus ride home. Meg came in to share a pot of tea and some slices of Sunday cake with Aunt May and myself. She described what the party had been like and what Steve Schuster from New Jersey had been like. Aunt May smiled a bit and gave me a look or two.

‘Didn’t you look after Meg?’ she asked.

‘I played gooseberry,’ I said.

‘Oh, I didn’t need Tim,’ said Meg, ‘I took care of my uniform all by meself, I just ’anded out a few wallops.’

‘Some kinds of behaviour leave a lot to be desired in wartime,’ said Aunt May, ‘and I don’t know if there are any winners. But I do know the losers are always women.’

‘Not this time,’ said Meg. ‘This time Steve from New Jersey was a loser. He’ll ’urt from ’ere to Christmas.’

‘Oh, dear, poor man,’ said Aunt May, but she looked quite cheerful about it.

I had a restful leave on the whole. I went to the pub a few times and met friends and acquaintances there, including Nell Saunders, the bus clippie. I took Meg with me a couple of times. She liked a shandy and the kind of boisterous company that was always prevalent in Walworth pubs. I also took her to the pictures. We were mates, no doubt about it.

‘D’you feel you’d like me as a brother?’ I asked her.

‘Try me,’ she said. So I kissed her.

‘How was that?’ I asked.

‘Champion,’ said Meg. ‘No, I don’t want you as a brother.’

‘Bosom chum?’ I suggested.

‘Sounds a lot better,’ said Meg, ‘but don’t go mad, it might knock a ruddy great ’ole in our chummy friendship.’

Meg was a joker. I left it at that. It suited me.

‘I’m off, Aunt May,’ I said. My leave was up and I had a train to catch.

‘Well, it’s been lovely having you home,’ she said.

‘Twice over for me,’ I said. ‘God bless yer, old girl, ta for everything. Look after yourself. Keep your head down, put the milk bottles out at night, don’t let Mrs Marsh’s cats in, they wee on the passage floor, and order your coal early for the winter. Oh, I’ve oiled your sewing-machine by the way.’

‘Anything else?’ smiled Aunt May.

‘Yes, you’re my best girl,’ I said.

She laughed and sent me off with a warm kiss and a warm cuddle.


CHAPTER THREE

BACK AT BATTERY Headquarters I was having an ordinary day in my life as an ack-ack gunner, temporarily desk-bound. I’d been transferred from a gun site ten months ago to fill a gap in the orderly room. The site commander, Lieutenant Rogers, told me BHQ wanted a clerk and that I would do.

‘Here, give over, sir, I’m not—’

‘All right, we know you’re not a genius, but you can read and write, can’t you? Yes, of course you can. Get your kit and push off. The ration lorry’s here. You can go in that. Enjoy yourself.’

That was typical of how life was organized for you in the Army.

BHQ wasn’t as comfortable as site. There were guard duties, fire picquet duties and other things that mucked you about. However, it was better than Burma, where the jungles and the Japs made life a bit sickening.

Sergeant Johnson, in charge of the orderly room, clumped in. ‘That you under your haircut, Hardy?’ he said. I failed to answer. I was busy. I had a pile of pay books on my desk, his included. I also had railway leave warrants to fill in. ‘Listen, grab the Austin utility and flog off to the station. There’s an American sergeant and two privates to pick up off the next train. Don’t keep ’em waiting, we don’t want Eisenhower sending a written complaint. Get going.’

He’d have gone himself normally so that he could find time to call on the village newsagent’s married daughter, whose merchant navy husband had last been seen on a raft in the Atlantic. I knew why he was sending me on this occasion. It was nearly time for midday dinner.

‘Pardon me,’ I said, ‘but I’m busy. It’s pay parade this afternoon. In addition I don’t want to be last in our dinner queue. I know you don’t want to be last in the sergeants’ mess queue and I feel the same way.’

‘Shove off,’ said Sergeant Johnson.

‘It’s a mistake, anyway,’ I said, ‘we’ve already got two American officers and a top sergeant here. There’s been a duplicated cock-up.’

‘Sounds possible,’ murmured ATS Corporal Deirdre Allsop.

Battery Headquarters, a mile outside Sheldham, consisted of a requisitioned mansion and a collection of Nissen huts, the latter plonked down in what had once been a large and handsome garden. The mansion held administration offices, officers’ quarters, officers’ mess, sergeants’ mess and RT room. There was a vehicle park and a workshop across the road. We had three Americans seconded to us. They were keen and active. They buzzed around the gun sites, picking up information that was as useless to them as it was to us, even if it was supposed to relate to the defence of the American Air Force bases in East Anglia.

‘Don’t muck about,’ said Sergeant Johnson, ‘just flog off while we’re still friends.’

‘Can’t we draw straws?’ I asked, but Bombardier Wilkins, Gunner Frisby, Corporal Deirdre Allsop and Corporal Deborah Watts all kept their heads down. No-one minded if I missed my dinner as long as they all got theirs. ‘What happened to comradeship?’ I asked as I came to my feet.

‘Good question,’ said Frisby, whom I’d known since training camp days and who was supposed to be my mate.

Some mate, I thought. I belted over to transport, signed for the Austin utility, burst from the vehicle park in second and banged down the road to the village in lunatic top. If I could get to the station and back in twenty-five minutes, I might just make the last of the fried meat loaf. Cookhouse staff never saved anything for latecomers. Any overs were fed to Major Moffat’s great slavering Dalmatian. Major Moffat was our OC.

Halfway to the village I caught sight of a figure swinging along the grass verge. Hearing the engine, she turned. She stepped into the road and waved with her school satchel. She plainly wanted a lift. I couldn’t run her over, I wasn’t as bitter as that, so I stopped. I recognized her. It was Minnie Beavers, daughter of Jim Beavers, a good old cockney spiv who’d brought his wife and daughter out of Camberwell when the war began in 1939. He said he’d excavated them in case of bombs. He meant evacuated. His wife’s aunt lived just outside the village, she’d married a Suffolk man. Jim had taken to country life like a duck to water and in just over three years had acquired a wide range of options on how to survive the war without actually having anything to do with it. He was a friend of mine. His missus supplied me with eggs.

His daughter Minnie was fifteen, pert and pretty and a holy terror. She was wearing a round straw hat, a dark blue gymslip and black school stockings of lisle. She had fair hair and blue eyes. She also had a bosom that was hardly believable.

Pulling the passenger door open, she gave a yelp of joy. ‘Oh, you Tim!’ she cried.

‘OK, me Tim, you heap little laughing devil. Get in, laughing devil.’

She hitched her gymslip, unnecessarily, and leapt in. She plumped into the seat beside me. I shut my eyes and prayed. You had to pray when you were an old twenty-two and an under-age schoolgirl sat next to you showing the saucy tops of her black school stockings in a military vehicle prohibited to civilians.

‘That’s it, get me shot at dawn,’ I said. ‘If you don’t adjust your dress you can either buzz off or get chucked off.’

‘Crikey, what a fuss and when no-one’s lookin’ too,’ said Minnie. But she put her gymslip back into place and I resumed my rapid journey. The hedgerows, green with April growth, rushed by.

‘Why aren’t you in school?’ I asked sternly.

‘Half-day,’ said Minnie. ‘Tim, ain’t you ever goin’ to kiss an’ cuddle with me?’

‘Never. Never, d’you hear? I’ll fight it all the way. I’ll fight it on the beaches, I’ll fight it in the streets and I’ll fight it in your parlour. It’ll probably kill me, but what’s the alternative? I suppose you know blokes get hanged for doing things to schoolgirls.’

‘Oh, you soppy date, course they don’t,’ she said. ‘Be rapture, it would, you an’ me.’ That was a little bit of Suffolk. Like her parents, she’d picked some up. ‘I could eat you, I could.’ She’d been like this almost from the day I met her, ten months ago. Daft as a turnip.

‘I’ll chuck you off for sure if you don’t behave,’ I said.

‘But I’m pretty,’ she protested. She was too. ‘Why don’t we ’ave kisses an’ cuddles, Tim?’

‘Because I like your mum and dad, because you’re too young and because it’s illegal.’

Minnie laughed. The sound was like honey gurgling out of a warm stone jar. She was incredible for fifteen: she was five-feet-seven and her legs were terrifying, long and slender they were, and her bosom didn’t bear thinking about. Her complexion was a rich country peach and she was urgent to be sixteen, the age of consent. She’d hook an American GI then with no trouble
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