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Dedication

For my brother Trev, Jack in the story, who unfortunately died before this book was finished.
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Carol singing
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December 1940

I am five and a half years old. It’s the Christmas holidays and I’m waiting. Waiting for the war to be over. Everyone said the war would be over by last Christmas, but it’s still going and when I asked Father if it would be over this Christmas, in two days’ time, he shook his head and looked sad.

I’m also waiting for Christmas. Yesterday we decorated the pine branch that Father cut down from a tree in the village, put up the holly and finished making the paper garlands – painting them red, white and blue this year for the men fighting in the war – and I helped Mother with the baking. And now I sit here, waiting, waiting, waiting. At least the wireless is on and I can hear carols. I listen out for the ones I will be singing with the Chapel choir tonight, so I can run through the words in my head. I never get ‘In the Bleak Midwinter’ right.

A snowflake drifts past. I press my face to the glass and peer through the foggy window as it disappears. I look for the snow fairies on a drop of water and as it sets off from the top of the window, I catch it with my finger.

‘Dorothy! Will you keep your sticky fingers off those windows? Don’t you think I’ve got enough to do getting ready for Christmas.’

My mother’s angry voice startles me. The wooden settee rocks backwards. I think: ‘And get down from that settee.’

‘And get down from that settee.’

I turn and face my mother. Her blue-grey eyes are flashing dangerously. She is hot and red-faced and as she pushes the bits of escaped hair under the band around her head, she glares at me.

I can smell just-baked cake and a pie. As I jump down, I can see the cake as it sits cooling on a wire tray. The pie – Father’s Special Christmas Veal Pie – is still in the oven, but in my mind I can see its brown top and hear the sizzling meat stewing in its juices.

‘Take the mixing bowl into the kitchen, Dorothy, and don’t drop it. I’ll never be able to buy a new one with this war on. Can’t buy food, now we are on the ration, never mind pots to put it in. At least we got more tea and sugar for Christmas. Though I still get confused about what colour ration book matches what food.’

The war has made things all different. When we go shopping now we have to take yellow, green and blue books with coupons in them. And when we go outside we have to carry our Mickey Mouse masks in case there is a gas attack in the air. At school we have gas drills where we practise pulling them out of the cardboard boxes and onto our faces as quickly as possible. We have to get them off as fast as possible too, before everyone blows down the tube and makes rude noises. I hate the rubbery smell and my face feeling all squished up. Our teacher, Miss Mallory, makes us say where we live. She says that in this war children are being separated from their families so we must remember where we live, what our father’s name is and who is in our family. As I head to the sink I remember the words that I had said to the teacher this morning. ‘My name is Dot, I’m five and a lot, my father Joe, he mines the coal. I have two brothers, Jack and Bob, my mum’s called Nellie, we’re all called Compton and we live near Rompton.’ I say this to myself when I am out, in case a German comes down from the sky and takes me.

The war has made Mother worry and the worry has made her cough. She is always working in the house and she gets very tired. Sometimes, when the weather is cold, she can’t get to sleep for the coughing. I sleep in a little bed in the corner of Mother and Father’s bedroom and sometimes Father lights a fire in the small fireplace in our bedroom so she is warm. Some mornings when she gets up she looks poorly, with rings around her eyes and a white face. Then I think I shouldn’t go to school, that I should stay behind and help her, but she says I am better off going to learn my lessons. There is a lot to learn ‘out there’, she always says, ‘and you need to learn more than I ever did, especially to get on round here’. Mother isn’t from round here, she grew up in London and once told me, when she had had a fight with Aunt Lily, that she wished she’d never left ‘civilisation’.

The green velvety curtain, which hangs down between our kitchen and the houseplace, blows outward. It’s Jack, my big brother, coming back from school. Jack is now eight years old and he goes to the big boys’ school and has to stay later than me.

Mother is on guard, arms around her new cake.

‘Close that door before you ruin this cake.’

Jack slides himself through the curtain. He is tall and slim and as he peels his hat off, his normally sticky-out hair is wet against his face.

‘What?’ he asks, his breathing short after the change of air from iced to warm. ‘It’s freezing out there.’

His face is shiny and his coat looks snow-wet. I’m sure he’s been snowballing on the way home, even though he’s not allowed.

‘I’ll give you what if you’ve made this cake go flat.’

Taking no notice of Mother’s threats, my brother, who would eat cake all day if he could, peers through her arms.

‘Is it our Christmas cake?’

‘No, not really.’ Mother sighs. ‘I couldn’t get the currants or the sultanas. The woman at the shop in Rompton said she had to ration them, though who she rationed them to I don’t know. She didn’t give me any. I’ve put what fruit I did get in the pudding.’

She nods towards the double pan that simmers on the side of the fire, steam rising.

‘This war is getting worse, can’t get anything to cook with,’ she says sadly.

We stirred the pudding mixture yesterday throughout the day, taking turns to hold the spoon. We added some of Father’s stout and five silver threepenny pieces and now it’s only two days until we see who finds the coins. I always eat my Christmas pudding slowly because if you swallow the money it’s a disaster. Jack told me quite vividly what happened when he swallowed a coin.

Now we all stand and look at the puddings as they gently boil in the large pan, each basin wrapped and tied in a piece of old white pillowcase. Mother leans across the fireguard and slides the big pan a little further onto the boiler top and away from the hot fire.

‘Don’t want these to spoil. I’ve put all the fruit I could get into them. I want something to taste like it used to before this war came.’

‘Do you think we’ll still be carol singing in this snow?’ Jack asks as he peels off his coat and scarf and throws them over the corduroy cushions on Father’s chair. I wonder how he thinks he will get away with that. Every day when Father returns from work he wheels his bicycle through the kitchen door, leans it on the wall by the stair-foot door, takes off his pit boots, puts them under the mangle in the cold dark kitchen, hangs his dusty coat and hat on the pegs, slips on his felt slippers, walks through the curtain and falls into his armchair, over which Mother has put an old grey blanket to stop the coal getting everything dirtier. As he sinks into his chair he reaches over to the mantelpiece, takes down his pipe and begins the job of lighting it. Nothing must get in the way of this ritual. Mother will have something to say about Jack’s coat soon enough. I count to three in my head.

‘Hey, you!’ she shouts. ‘Hang that coat up, never mind decorating your father’s chair.’

Her sharp words wake up Bob, my baby brother. He has been asleep in his pram and now his blue eyes are blinking open.

‘And now you’ve got Bob up,’ snaps Mother. ‘Dot, go and stop him climbing out of the pram while I get this sago pudding out of the oven.’

Bob throws his short, fat arms around me and puts his hands in my hair. ‘Dodo, Dodo,’ he murmurs. He’s all soft and warm. I lift him out – he’s a bit heavy now he’s three – and set him down. He toddles on his feet, unsteady as his legs start working.

I open the table drawer and lift out the tablecloth. It will be teatime now Jack is back and Bob is up.

‘And don’t put the cloth on. I’ve got some pastry to roll in a minute,’ Mother calls as she carries Bob off into the kitchen.

We listen as he squeals. Mother always washes his face under the cold tap when he wakes up. When he returns his face is bright red and he’s wearing clean trousers and socks; she must have stood him in the sink and washed his bottom. I shudder. I remember that feeling of shock when you wake up from a warm sleep and get put under the cold tap.

‘Your turn,’ she says, looking at Jack and me.

In the kitchen the white pail stands under the sink, bleach water in its bottom. The block of carbolic soap is ready for us. I complete the job with care. I don’t want Mother coming to my aid or I will get several parts of myself washed in the cold water. Anyway, I need to talk to Jack.

‘All good for later?’ I ask. ‘Who’s in?’

I’ve been waiting for tonight too. First, Jack and I are going around the village, carol singing with the Chapel choir, and afterwards we are going to break off and go singing with Jack’s friends – who are now mine too – to earn ourselves a penny or two. Albert, who we call Bert, and his twin brother Arthur are our best friends because our mother is friends with their mother. They might be twins but they are very different from each other. Arthur is clever and quiet and looks out for his brother, who is tubby and has a squint so it looks as if his eyes are half-shut all the time. Bert isn’t as sharp and fast as everyone else, though he doesn’t stop talking, and he always waits for me when things go too quickly. He is very, very kind and I love him inside my heart. Unlike Harry, who is not very nice to me. He doesn’t think girls should be in the gang and he makes things as difficult as he can for me.

Last year, I was so cold during the Chapel choir carols that Aunt Flo had to take me home early. I never heard the end of it from Harry, who called me a ‘no-good girl sissy’. George, his younger brother, who is now in the Juniors, thinks he knows everything and can’t stop telling us about the war; he’s always on the lookout for Germans. Mike is the best at singing and we need him along tonight if we are to make any money. Besides, his mother thinks he will die of starvation if he doesn’t have food in his pockets, so he always has something to share. When Mike sings it makes me go all shivery and I feel sad thinking of his father, who died when he was down the mine.

As we scrub our hands, Jack and I hatch our plans for later, the running water drowning out our words so Mother can’t hear.

‘Who’s coming?’ I ask.

‘Mike, Harry and George, for definite. Bert and Arthur might come after Chapel, but Bert had a sore throat today, so I don’t know.’

‘I don’t think that will stop him looking for money.’ Bert likes to earn a penny or two.

When we go back into the houseplace, Mother is looking out of the window. The snow has stopped and the sky looks a little lighter. A large brown bowl sits in the middle of the tableclothless table, its top still steaming. I like sago pudding when it has been cooking in the oven for a long time as it goes soft and creamy and slides down easily. As Mother hands us each a bowl, for a time all that can be heard is the song of spoons as they clatter on the dishes. These days we are always hungry.

The gaslight has not yet been lit and the room is dark, just the fire glowing.

‘It’s looking a bit lighter out there,’ says Mother. ‘You two need to wrap up warm. Hurry up. You have to be there by six.’

It doesn’t take Jack long to get ready. His outdoor clothes are still in a pile on the mangle in the kitchen where he had dropped them when they were moved from Father’s chair. He pulls on his balaclava and as Mother tries to put a scarf around his neck, he shrugs her off, saying he isn’t a baby.

I am different. Mother wraps me up from head to toe and when she has finished I can hardly breathe, never mind get cold. My red coat is now quite short so I have to wear leggings. It takes Mother some time to fasten the many buttons on the outside. My pixie-hood and scarf now firmly in place, I know why Jack didn’t want a scarf. I am almost strangled. With gloves pushed onto my hands, we are ready to go.

‘Just you look after your sister, Jack. Dorothy, you stay with Jack.’ With a last pull of my scarf, Mother opens the back door and we are released.
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The snow goes up to the middle of my shoes. It covers the yard and though it is dark, the snow is sparkling white and it is so fresh that our feet make the first marks. We crunch our feet up and down. Jack picks up a load of snow and starts rolling it in his hands. As I breathe steam comes out of my mouth, like the smoke that comes from Father’s pipe.

Just as Jack is about to throw the snowball at me, our Aunt Lily comes down the gitty. She lives in the house next to the house next door. She is one of Father’s sisters and she doesn’t like Mother. Father says that’s nonsense, but Mother says it is because she is from the East End of London and refuses to go to Chapel. When we children go on Sunday, Father’s sisters take us and Mother stays at home. She says that religion is not for her. Father has lots of sisters – Aunt Lily, Aunt Betty, Aunt Flo, Aunt Doris and Aunt Mabel – and three brothers: Uncle Frank, Uncle Arthur and Uncle Jim. Most of them live with Grandfather and Grandma Compton, right around the corner from us. Only tall Aunt Mabel lives outside the village, but we still see her quite a bit.

We crouch down and wait for Aunt Lily to walk along the pathway, hoping that she will pass. But she stops and grasps Jack’s coat sleeve, pulling him towards her.

‘Come on, you two,’ she commands. Whatever she says sounds razor-sharp, thin and snappy like her. ‘If you are coming to this this carol singing we need to hurry.’

Now we are on the Sheffield Road. It feels as though everything is still. I look up. The sky is bright, thousands of stars twinkle in blue-black velvet. The snow is like a carpet, thicker than one I’ve ever felt beneath my feet. Turning left, we head towards the back entrance to the Chapel. Aunt Lily soon leaves us to join some ladies who are trying to hurry along the opposite pavement. I can tell they are part of the Chapel choir by the size of their hats.

The snow down Chapel Street is no longer white, many feet having trodden it. Figures appear in the darkness beside the Chapel’s arched side doorway and Mr Compton – the choirmaster, who I think is my relation, though he never acts like he is – is giving out instructions.

‘Ladies and gentlemen! Through into the Sunday school room, if you please. Children, wait in the road.’

A figure jumps out. It’s George. ‘At last! Thought you weren’t coming.’ He throws his arm around Jack’s shoulder and they head off. It is so cold that I decide to ignore Mr Compton and go into the warm schoolroom to see if I can find my Aunt Flo. She is my favourite aunt, her hair is what Mother calls bobbed and she is pretty and dresses in what Mother calls ‘the latest fashions’. She loves to do my hair and can do different things to it that aren’t my usual plaits.

But as I go in, I get caught in a stream of ladies coming back outside. There is a strong smell of sherry, Grandma Compton’s favourite drink. The
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