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CHAPTER ONE

November 1941

‘Home Sweet Home!’ Connie Bailey and Pamela Carr stood back to admire the new banner they’d hung over the entrance to their air raid wardens’ post.

‘Very smart.’ Connie blew into her cupped hands to warm them up. The letters on the white banner were painted a cheerful red. ‘It’ll stand out a mile, along with that Union Jack we scrounged.’

‘Yes, it should give everyone a bit of a lift.’ Pamela was satisfied with their efforts. The large flag fluttered from a makeshift flagpole jammed between two piles of sandbags that protected the entrance from bomb blasts. They were stacked to either side of the doorway of what had once been a cobbler’s shop but was now converted into an Air Raid Precautions post for Kelthorpe docklands and the neighbouring area. Connie and Pamela had asked Bert Harrison, Connie’s dad, for permission to hang the banner and fly the patriotic flag. As head warden of the Gas Street sector post, Bert had grudgingly given them the go-ahead.

‘If you must,’ he’d grumbled, his grizzled grey head bent over paperwork as he began his Saturday afternoon shift. Bert’s list of jobs had included making a telephone call to the central report and control centre and filling in an ARP/M1 form.

So the two off-duty junior wardens had borrowed a ladder, hammer and nails from Dixon’s, a nearby builders’ yard. Dressed in practical slacks and jumper, Pamela had advised against Connie shinning up the ladder in her tight skirt and nylon stockings and had volunteered to hang the banner above the doorway herself.

‘Can you still read the blackout-time notice?’ she’d checked.

‘Plain as the nose on my face,’ Connie had assured her. The large black clock dial was easily visible. ‘Come down and take a look.’

‘Home Sweet Home!’ Passers-by smiled and gave the thumbs-up. ‘That’s the spirit, love,’ one old man told Connie as he tottered by, a faded army beret from the Great War perched on his head at a precarious angle, eyes sunken in his lined face. ‘Britain can take it, eh?’

‘If we have anything to do with it,’ Connie vowed, ‘we’ meaning all the volunteer wardens, rescue squads, fire watchers, ambulance drivers and first-aiders recruited into the town’s Air Raid Precautions teams.

‘“We’ve won it, we’ve done it. We’ve beaten ’em at last.”’ The skinny veteran broke into a chirpy rendition of the popular song, then gave a toothless grin as he went on his way.

‘Not quite,’ Connie muttered under her breath. Two years in and, despite Flanagan and Allen’s music-hall bravado, the war against Hitler was far from won. Why else would wardens like her still be patrolling Kelthorpe’s streets, yelling at people to observe the blackout or shepherding terrified residents into communal shelters as sirens wailed? Though the Yorkshire coastal town seemed to have survived the worst of the Blitz, a sudden tip-and-run raid could happen without warning: a shower of Firebomb Fritz’s incendiary bombs falling to earth in a spectacular cloud of white sparks that lit up the night sky. Children would wail and cry as they clutched at their mothers’ skirts, while pale, haggard faces would gaze in horror at the unrecognizable wreckage of what had once been homes.

Pamela’s buoyant mood held up in the face of Connie’s sotto voce remark. ‘That’s not like you,’ she chided. ‘You’re usually one of the “Up Housewives and At ’Em” brigade.’

‘Less of the housewives, if you please.’ Connie frowned. Seizing the ladder, she slung it over her shoulder. ‘Here, grab the other end. I may be an old married lady – a widow, to be exact – but I could never be accused of being a stay-at-home housewife. Cleaning and polishing – pah! Washing and ironing – as little as possible, ta very much.’ A breeze lifted her wavy mane of dark hair and swept it back from her animated features – sparkling brown eyes with heavy lashes, high cheekbones and full, smiling lips.

Pamela laughed as they returned the ladder to the builder’s yard. ‘No offence.’

‘None taken.’

‘Ta, girls.’ A freckled, red-haired lad in faded blue overalls relieved them of the ladder. ‘You didn’t climb up it dressed like that, did you?’ he teased Connie, secretly relishing the thought of shapely long legs leading to stocking tops and suspenders.

‘What do you think?’ she retorted with a toss of her head.

‘I wouldn’t put it past you, Connie Bailey.’

‘She didn’t, actually.’ Pamela stepped forward and placed the hammer into the lad’s outstretched hand. ‘I did.’

‘Good for you.’ He had to admit that the smaller, slighter one of the pair had her own attractions. Her big, wide eyes for a start – grey with a hint of green – and her light brown hair curled around her face the way some of those Hollywood film actresses wore it. She wasn’t as lively as the taller one, though, so it was less easy to pull her leg.

‘We’d best get a move on,’ Pamela reminded Connie, leading her out on to Gas Street. ‘We’re due at St Joseph’s in twenty minutes.’

Connie heaved a sigh and dragged her feet as they returned to the wardens’ post to collect their coats and hats. ‘Do we have to?’

‘Yes, you promised Tom you would join the choir.’

‘What choir?’ Bert glanced up from his lists. ‘Our Connie has never agreed to sing in public, has she?’

Pamela grinned. ‘I’m talking about Mr Greenwood’s Christmas choir,’ she explained, accepting Bert’s help with her coat. She slid her arms into the sleeves, then nodded her thanks. ‘Today is our first practice session.’

‘You don’t say!’ His look said it all – raised eyebrows, corners of his mouth turned down.

‘All right, Dad!’ Connie jammed on her red felt hat and threw him a challenging look.

He grinned to himself. ‘I’m saying nowt.’

‘You don’t need to.’ Ever since she was little, Connie’s tin ear had given rise to much merriment. A confident child, she’d been able to run like the wind and shoot up her hand before other members of her class in any mental arithmetic test, but holding a tune had been beyond her.

‘Has Doug Greenwood heard her sing?’ Bert asked Pamela with a sly wink. He came out from behind his counter and accompanied them on to the street to adjust the hands on the blackout-time clock.

‘No, but no one needs to audition,’ Pamela assured him. ‘It’s all done in the best Christmas spirit. That’s when we’ll be carol singing in the streets, collecting money for St Joseph’s.’

‘Bye, Dad!’ Connie grabbed Pamela by the hand and yanked her down the street before her father could get in any further digs. ‘I’m only doing this because of Tom,’ she muttered. Her sweetheart, Tom Rose, was the only person in the world who could have persuaded Connie to join the choir. ‘He’s been pestering me about the damned carol singing for ages. I’m warning you: I’m tone deaf.’

‘Don’t worry; it’ll be painless.’ How could someone as fearless as Connie in the face of bombs and burning buildings be scared about joining in with a few simple Christmas carols? Pamela wondered.

‘“Once in royal David’s city …”’ Connie proved her point with a tuneless rendition.

‘Hmm.’ Pressing her lips together in a failed attempt not to laugh, Pamela spluttered. ‘Oh dear, I see what you mean.’

‘It’s all right you smirking, but what am I going to do?’ Connie implored. The spire of St Joseph’s church loomed ever nearer and she spotted Tom waiting for her at the entrance to the church hall, his bike propped against the wall. He waved eagerly when he saw her.

‘Stand at the back and pretend?’ Pamela struggled to control her amusement. ‘Just mime the words – with a bit of luck no one will notice.’

‘Are you sure you won’t join us?’ At the family bread shop on College Road, Lizzie Harrison had employed every charm she possessed to persuade Bill Evans to sing in the choir along with the rest of the gang; so far without success. She drew him into the windowless bakery behind the empty shop for one last try, sliding her arms around his neck and kissing him softly on the lips.

Bill reached for her hands and unclasped them. Lizzie had a rather fetching streak of flour on her cheek and her skin smelled of freshly baked bread. ‘One hundred per cent certain,’ he murmured. ‘Traipsing the streets caterwauling Christmas carols is not for me. I leave that to Tom: he’s the one with the decent voice.’

Lizzie moved in for another kiss. ‘Just think of what you’ll be missing.’

‘Yes – getting frozen to the marrow, having doors slammed in my face, generally making a fool of myself.’ Bill’s objections emerged between flurries of quick pecks on his cheek. ‘Give me storms at sea and the hard slog of a trawlerman’s life any day of the week.’

Lizzie studied the mischievous curl of Bill’s lips. She loved his optimistic view of the world: never too serious, always bold and carefree. And boy, did she swoon and go weak at the knees every time she looked into those sparkling grey eyes!

‘Scrumptious mince pies and hot toddies, sharing the run-up to Christmas with the rest of us,’ she whispered in his ear.

Bill appreciated Lizzie’s kisses but held his ground. ‘You know I’d do most things you asked me to.’

‘So, my sweetie-pie, my currant bun, why not this?’ She made one last, teasing attempt. ‘I’ll be there and so will Con and Pamela, and Tom too, of course. We can all go to the pub after rehearsals.’

Laughing, Bill put his hands on her waist then backed her firmly towards the shop, where they would be on full display. All bread had been sold before midday – Saturday was half-day closing – so the shelves were empty except for a few jars of honey and lemon curd. ‘I can always join you lot at the Anchor,’ he promised, making for the door then changing his mind and going back for one last kiss. ‘You’re a hard girl to say no to, you know that?’ Lizzie Harrison: the love of his life, with her glossy dark hair and wide brown eyes – the girl he wanted to spend the rest of his life with, roaming the world, footloose and fancy free. ‘But I’m not keen on Christmas and that’s the truth.’

‘I didn’t know that.’ Bill’s mood seemed suddenly thoughtful, so Lizzie was aware something must be up. ‘How come?’

‘It’s nothing.’ He brushed the question aside. ‘I’ll leave you to put up the closed sign. And I’ll see you later?’

Lizzie wrinkled her nose. ‘I can’t, not tonight – I’ve promised to drive the new ambulance over from York. It’s ready to collect.’ In her role as ambulance driver for the Civil Defence team, she’d jumped at the chance to fetch the state-of-the-art vehicle.

Bill’s face fell but he quickly rallied. ‘Brand spanking new, eh?’

‘Yes, no more make do and mend with our old Harrison’s Bakery van.’ This new ARP vehicle would be properly equipped; a Bedford straight from the factory, with an engine full of zip and an interior kitted out with stretchers, blankets and groundsheets. ‘I’m free tomorrow morning, though. How about a ride along the coast to White Sands Bay? The weather’s meant to be fine.’

‘You’re on.’ Bill collected his crash helmet from the windowsill. ‘I’ll pick you up from Elliot Street at ten.’

The shop bell rang and he was gone. Lizzie pulled down the blind then fetched her coat and scarf. She hurried to lock the door. At this rate she’d be late for the first rehearsal and would receive a ticking-off from choirmaster Doug Greenwood. He was a Boy Scout leader and churchwarden – a stickler for the rules, by all accounts.

There was a problem with the boiler in St Joseph’s church hall. The ancient radiators clicked and wheezed but remained steadfastly stone cold, so the two dozen carol singers kept on their coats as they stood nervously in a semicircle at one end of the dimly lit, unfurnished room. Exposed roof beams soared overhead, the polished wooden floor creaked and the upright piano in the corner seemed dwarfed by an arched window that let in a burst of late-autumn sunlight. Leaves from a giant beech tree – the last of the season – fluttered against the leaded panes as they spiralled down, covering mossy grave mounds in a glorious mosaic of gold, orange and crimson.

Doug Greenwood rested an elbow on the top of the piano and leaned forward to speak quietly with pianist Edith Carr.

‘We owe you a big thank you, Mrs Carr … a great help … much appreciated.’ Clean-cut, correct and polite, with a broad, solid build and a wide face, Doug came across as every inch the no-nonsense leader of Boy Scouts and upstanding servant of the Church.

‘Not at all, Mr Greenwood, you’re very welcome … all in a good cause,’ was Edith’s condescending reply.

Pamela rolled her eyes at Connie and Lizzie. ‘Mum ought to have mentioned that she’d volunteered to play the piano for us,’ she grumbled. ‘It means I’ll have to be on my best behaviour.’ The relationship between mother and daughter was strained now that Pamela had flown the nest and was no longer at Edith’s beck and call. Pamela had viewed her move into lodgings that spring as a bid for independence; Edith continued to interpret it as ingratitude.

‘You hear that, Liz? No messing about.’ Connie was aware of the piano teacher’s strict, snobbish reputation – after all, Connie had lived close to the Carr family on Musgrave Street during the time she’d been married to John Bailey. And here was Edith, perched on her padded stool: stick thin, pinched and upright, not a dyed, dark brown hair out of place, wearing a lavender two-piece suit and a string of cultured pearls worth a week’s wages for the average working man.

Struggling to concentrate on the matter in hand, Lizzie opened her hymn book at the section containing carols. This was going to be interesting, to say the least.

‘I’m dreading this,’ Connie confessed to Tom through gritted teeth. Her sweetheart stood next to her for moral support, head and shoulders taller than her, casually dressed in an open-necked shirt and dark blue pullover.

He reassured her with one of the quick, tender smiles that softened his angular features. ‘You can’t back out now – it’s taken me long enough to get you here.’

‘For good reason,’ she muttered. It was all right for him: he opened his mouth and out came the loveliest baritone voice for miles around. She knew this from Tom’s rendition of ‘You Are My Sunshine’, sung to her on her birthday back in August. Perched on his knee in the front room of the house in Elliot Street that she shared with her sister Lizzie and their dad, her beau had struck up an impromptu version of the bouncy popular song – ‘You are my sunshine, my only sunshine, You make me happy when skies are grey …’ It had been the best birthday present ever.

‘Relax,’ Tom murmured. ‘Anyone can sing if they put their mind to it.’

‘Says Tom Caruso Rose!’

‘Attention, please!’ Doug tapped the top of the piano with his conductor’s baton. ‘Thank you, everyone, for giving up your valuable time to be here. It’s a decent turnout, considering that Christmas is bound to be a bit different this year.’ The choirmaster had carefully thought out his opening remarks and had included this timely nod towards current blackout conditions and food rationing. ‘I thought we’d start with a nice easy one that you’ll all be familiar with – “Away in a Manger”.’

‘Oh, Lord!’ Connie felt her heartbeat quicken and her mouth turn dry. Why, oh why, had she agreed to come?

‘Play us in please, Edith.’ Doug’s instruction coincided with the raising of his baton and an encouraging smile at the rows of first-time choristers. Some were as young as eleven – members of his Fourth Kelthorpe Scout Group – sitting cross-legged in front of a smattering of doughty matrons from the WI who were well into their seventies. It seemed there was a full cross-section of the Kelthorpe community for Doug to work with.

‘“Away in a manger, no crib for a bed …”’

Doug lowered his baton and tutted at the ragged, tuneless start. Edith stopped playing. ‘No, no – let’s begin again. You all know the words so look up from your hymn books,’ he implored. ‘Keep your eyes on me, if you please, and follow Mrs Carr’s tempo.’

Tom winked at Connie. ‘All right?’

‘No!’ A red flush had crept up her neck and threatened to suffuse her cheeks. Her throat was as dry as sandpaper.

‘“Away in a manger, no crib for a bed,”’ the choir began, accompanied once more by a background noise of creaking radiators.

Following Pamela’s recommendation, Connie opened her mouth without emitting a sound.

‘Sing up.’ Tom dug his elbow in her ribs and winked a second time. Daredevil Connie was rarely at a loss and the sight of her struggling to join in brought tender feelings to the forefront. Later on, in the privacy of his lodgings on North Street, he would hug her and squeeze her half to death.

‘“The little Lord Jesus lay down his sweet head.”’

From her position at the far end of the row, Pamela sang sweetly. Next to her, Lizzie offered to share her tattered hymn book with Colin Strong, a Boy Scout and Civil Defence messenger whose job it was to brave the dark streets on his bicycle, carrying information between sector posts. He’d recently won a gallantry award for his efforts.

‘Ta, but I know the words,’ he told her as Doug brought them to a halt at the end of the first verse.

Connie shrank back as she felt the choirmaster fix a beady eye on her. Good God, was she about to be singled out?

But no, he addressed his remark to Tom instead. ‘“The cattle are lowing,”’ he prompted. ‘I’m sure you know how this goes on, Thomas. Please demonstrate how it should be done.’

Connie heaved a sigh of relief. Edith sat with slim fingers poised over the keys. All attention was on Tom, who took a deep breath then gave a perfect rendition of the second verse.

A glow of pride replaced Connie’s panic. Goodness gracious, could Tom sing! You wouldn’t think it to look at him: a tall, muscular fisherman who’d worked on the trawlers with Bill Evans since they’d left school at fourteen. Where was Bill, by the way? Connie must ask Lizzie later. Tom’s shoulders were broad, his square, capable hands work-worn and his brown hair cropped short. Never the sort who wished to stand out in a crowd, he was modest and quiet, steady and unaffected. But when he sang, he puffed out his chest and his eyes came alive. He was perfect; just perfect!

‘Very good.’ Doug beamed. ‘Now, if you all follow Tom’s lead by lifting your heads and putting your shoulders back, then we might get somewhere.’

But when the choir attempted the third verse – ‘Be near me, Lord Jesus, I ask you to stay …’ – what emerged was the same shaky sequence of wobbly tremolos, squeaky bass notes and tone-deaf grunts and groans as before.

A pained expression appeared on Edith’s face. Her arched eyebrows knitted together and she pursed her lips. The radiators gave a loud gurgle, as if mocking the singers’ latest attempts.

‘Oh dear me.’ Doug didn’t try to hide his disappointment. ‘That really was well below par. I fear this will take hard work on all our parts if we’re to be ready in time for Christmas.’

One old girl close to the piano grumbled that she had joined up out of the goodness of her heart and didn’t expect to be criticized. Colin and a fellow Boy Scout shifted uneasily from one buttock to the other. Lizzie felt a bubble of laughter rise from deep within.

‘Don’t start me off!’ Pamela pleaded through clenched teeth.

But Lizzie couldn’t help it. No doubt about it – the choir’s efforts were dreadful. An old pair of fire bellows was more tuneful. She squirmed as the hysteria rose to chest level then into her throat. It came out as a stifled yelp that sent Pamela into stomach-churning paroxysms. Pamela pressed her hand over her mouth but it was no good: a snort of laughter forced its way out.

‘That’s quite enough!’ With a slam of the piano lid Edith let it be known that her involvement with the St Joseph’s carol singers was at a premature end. She was a highly trained classical pianist, not some end-of-the-pier, plinkety-plonk entertainer. Shooting a haughty look in her daughter’s direction, she reached for her hat and coat. ‘If certain people can’t take this seriously, I’m afraid I want nothing more to do with it.’

Pamela clutched her stomach and wished she were dead. Colin and his pal fished in their shorts pockets for their handkerchiefs and stuffed them in their mouths. A rebellious mutter passed along the back row as Edith picked up her handbag, stalked the length of the hall and disappeared through a side door.

‘Order!’ A desperate Doug tapped the piano with his baton. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, please!’

‘Nay, this won’t do.’ Taking pity on the beleaguered choirmaster, Tom assumed control. ‘Is there anybody here who can take over at the piano?’

A contrite Lizzie, still red in the face and exhausted from the struggle to suppress her giggles, shoved a shame-faced Pamela forward.

Before she knew it, Pamela was sitting on the stool recently vacated by her mother, rearranging sheet music and following Doug’s instruction to play the opening chords of ‘Good King Wenceslas’.

‘“Good King Wen-ces-las looked out” – not “Good King Wenslas last looked out”. There are three syllables in the king’s name.’ With a strained expression, Doug gritted his teeth and persevered. He was determined to get over this first hurdle; come hell or high water the Kelthorpe Christmas choir would be knocked into shape and ready to perform.

Pamela and Connie’s route to the Anchor Inn took them along College Road, past Benson’s music shop and Harrison’s Bakery and on towards the old harbour.

‘I don’t know about you, but I need a stiff drink,’ Connie confessed as they approached St Stephen’s dock in the gathering dusk. Tom had already made his way to Gas Street, where he would begin a night shift as second in command under Kenneth Browning at the ARP post. Lizzie, meanwhile, had boarded a bus to York to collect her new ambulance.

Anderson’s vast timber yard stood next to a grain mill overlooking the estuary. It dominated the harbour, with its tall cranes and stacks of logs rising twenty feet into the air. Protected by a high chain-link fence and connected to a railway line that transported Baltic wood, Swedish iron ore and other vital goods from Kelthorpe’s docks to industrial centres in Leeds and Sheffield, it was a frequent target for Air Marshal Goering’s Dorniers and Messerschmitts. Fat Hermann, as he was known, seemed to have it in for Anderson’s, and it was a miracle that the red-brick office building and barn-like cutting shed were still standing while many warehouses and factories in the vicinity had been flattened. The last raid had taken place just a week earlier – a quick tip-and-run affair involving four bombers, two of which had jettisoned the last of their high explosives on the headland separating the old from the new town and demolished what was left of the bungalows on Musgrave Street.

As they passed a recently erected notice warning against looting – ‘punishable by death or penal servitude for life’ – Connie shuddered. She’d had her fingers burned over the issue of looting. Though innocent, she’d got much too close to that particular flame. ‘Yes, a drink is definitely what the doctor ordered,’ she repeated shakily.

Quick-thinking Pamela guessed the reason for Connie’s sudden switch of mood. ‘I’m on duty at Gas Street with you tomorrow,’ she remarked brightly, linking arms and steering her friend away from the warning sign, along the dockside and out on to the small cobbled square where the fish market was held.

‘Champion.’ Connie gave a weak smile.

‘If I emerge unscathed from Sunday dinner at my mother’s house, that is.’ Pamela was dreading her next encounter with Edith – she expected the cold-shoulder treatment at the very least. ‘You’ve no idea what it’s like to be on the receiving end of one of Ma’s frosty looks.’

‘Blame Lizzie,’ Connie suggested. ‘She’s the one who set you off laughing. And point out to your ma that we’re the worst choir in the world, so she’s better off out of it.’

The girls crossed the market square arm in arm, then paused at the entrance to the Anchor.

‘Whoever would’ve thought that being at war with Germany would mean that we’d run out of knicker elastic?’ Pamela’s remark came out of the blue. ‘I went to three haberdashery shops today and I couldn’t find any anywhere.’

‘Eggs, onions, lipstick are all in short supply, and now knicker elastic!’ Connie put on a tragic expression. ‘Boo-hoo!’

Pamela giggled. ‘It’s important. A girl depends on keeping her knickers up when she’s out in public.’

‘Not all girls.’ Connie couldn’t resist shocking her more innocent companion with a broad innuendo as she swung into the pub ahead of her.

‘Oh, I say!’ A rush of warm air greeted them. Luckily the small, low-ceilinged snug was dimly lit; the blackout blinds were already down and a single electric light cast a dim yellow glow, so Pamela’s embarrassment went unnoticed.

Connie swept across the room, swinging her hips and enjoying the admiring stares of the fishermen types propping up the bar. ‘Come on, Miss Pamela. You have to laugh, otherwise you’d cry.’

Christmas was coming and no geese were getting fat. The entire blacked-out nation lived in the dark or underground like moles. No one went anywhere because of the petrol shortage and an order had come down from on high that Christmas tree lights were to be prohibited this December. ‘You can’t let it get you down,’ Connie declared, ‘especially at this time of year.’

‘I’m with you there.’ Still blushing furiously, Pamela ordered the drinks then led the way to a table close to the fire. ‘Christmas isn’t cancelled – we won’t give the Führer the satisfaction.’ They raised their glasses – sherry for Pamela, whisky for Connie – then sipped. ‘Which means we have to make the best of a bad job. We’ll all get by with home-made cards and presents and we’ll save up our coupons for a slap-up Christmas dinner.’

‘Agreed.’ The Scotch slid down nicely, thank you very much.

‘And we must carry on carolling, whether we like it or not,’ Pamela insisted, with a firm glint in her eye.

Connie gulped down the rest of her whisky. ‘Oh, I’m not sure about that,’ she objected shakily. ‘I refuse to be cheated out of my Christmas, right enough, but “Ding dong Merrily on High” might be one step too far.’




CHAPTER TWO

‘You can borrow my long johns if you like.’ When Bert learned that Lizzie planned a Sunday morning ride on the back of Bill’s motorbike he made one of his typical quips.

‘Ha ha, thanks but no thanks.’ Across the breakfast table Lizzie gave her father’s hand a playful tap. ‘I’ll be warm enough in two jumpers and a jacket.’

‘Don’t blame me if you freeze to death.’ Bert often fretted over Lizzie. Connie had been the one who had bounced back better after their mother, Rhoda, died – Connie had been ten, Lizzie eight. Ever since, he’d regarded his younger daughter as the more tender shoot. ‘How far is Bill taking you on that BSA of his?’

‘Up to Raynard’s Folly, then on to White Sands and back.’ Lizzie described the twenty-mile circular route as she got up from the table and knotted a woollen headscarf under her chin. ‘He’s due here any minute.’

‘Tell him to slow down on those hairpin bends on the road up to the folly. When did he last check the brakes, by the way? And make sure the engine is topped up with oil before you set off.’

Lizzie made her escape with a click of her heels, a grin and a quick salute.

‘In one ear and out the other,’ Bert said with a sigh as Lizzie’s young man pulled up outside the house. ‘I worry about that sister of yours going off on that bike,’ he confessed to Connie, who had come downstairs bleary-eyed and still in her pyjamas.

‘No need.’ Connie yawned and poured tea from the pot. ‘Liz knows more about the BSA B1 engine than you and me put together.’ Working with spanners, spark plugs and oil filters was something Lizzie had always been good at; odd for a girl before the war but more common now that the men had gone off to fight.

‘Aye, but she’s not tinkering with the innards – she’s riding pillion, worse luck.’ Bert feared that a young blood like Bill might be tempted to show off with bursts of speed and reckless overtaking. He heard the engine roar into life, then fade into the distance.

‘Dad, stop mithering.’ Connie drifted through to the front room to look out on the practically deserted terraced street. She tapped on the glass to attract the attention of young Colin Strong, who stood under a lamp post in his Boy Scouts uniform, apparently waiting for someone. She waved half-heartedly, worried that her father would give himself an ulcer if he went on like that. When her young cousin Arnold wheeled his bike out of an alley and he and Colin cycled off together, Connie wandered back into the kitchen. ‘I’ve arranged to meet Tom in the Leisure Gardens in half an hour,’ she informed Bert, patting his shoulder as she passed by. ‘Is there anything I can get you while I’m out?’

Her father gave her a tired smile. ‘Yes, you can fetch me my Sunday Express, if it’s not too much trouble. I want to see what, if anything, Mr Churchill has to say about the sinking of the Ark Royal.’

Connie had read some recent newspaper reports. ‘They’re trying to point the finger at poor old Captain Maund, as if it had nothing to do with the dratted U-boat commander that fired the torpedo in the first place.’

‘Well, it’s a bad job, whichever way you look at it.’ There was no denying that the sinking of the aircraft carrier was a sad loss to the Royal Navy and had caused a big dent in British morale; it was almost as shocking as the sinking of HMS Hood earlier in the year.

Connie assured Bert that it would be no trouble to bring him the paper, then she darted upstairs to the bedroom that she shared with Lizzie. She put on her duck-egg-blue blouse and black slacks, ran a comb through her unruly hair, then slipped into her red coat and hat. A quick lick of matching scarlet lipstick topped off the vibrant effect. She ran downstairs, calling goodbye to Bert and slamming the front door as she left.

Bert sat without moving, hands clasped and resting on the table, breakfast half eaten and pushed to one side. By Jove, he was weary. Up before dawn six days a week, hard at work in the bakery by half past five, clocking off from there in the early afternoon before hurrying on to fulfil his warden duties at Gas Street. It was only when he stopped for a rest that he had time to notice the toll such a routine was taking – aching limbs, hands a bit shaky, shortness of breath whenever he climbed the stairs. There was no getting away from it: he, Bert Harrison, wasn’t getting any younger.

Connie and Tom strolled hand in hand through Kelthorpe Leisure Gardens on one of those rare late-November mornings when the sky matched the blue of Connie’s blouse and only a few wispy white clouds trailed along the horizon. Leaves were crisp underfoot.

‘I gather you had a quiet night last night?’ Connie stopped by the bandstand to take in her surroundings – the duck pond was smooth and shiny as glass, the colonnade that ran the length of the park cast a dark shadow over the trampled grass and empty flower beds.

‘Yes, the fire watchers on Maypole Street only spotted one nuisance raider stooging around over the headland. Nothing came of it, thank goodness.’

‘Long may it continue.’ Of course, every sighting of an enemy plane had to be reported to the town hall control centre, where it was duly logged. ‘That’s the eighth quiet night in a row, by my reckoning.’

Tom led Connie up the steps of the ornate octagonal bandstand and they sat down on a bench. He slid an arm around her waist and she responded with a kiss on his cheek. ‘A couple of people on Tennyson Street missed the blackout deadline,’ he reported.

‘Let me guess: was one of them Eric Thompson, by any chance?’

‘You’ve got it in one.’

Connie regretted that a spell in prison hadn’t cured Thompson of his ugly behaviour. He still got drunk on a regular basis and wandered the streets at night, but at least his poor wife and kids were safe in a WVS shelter where he couldn’t threaten and beat them or leave them locked in the house during air raids. ‘Did he give you a mouthful?’ Connie asked, remembering with a shudder the vicious attack that Thompson had subjected her to in the cellar of number 7 Tennyson Street. The whole nasty affair had been connected to the looting incident that Connie had been inadvertently caught up in – an episode that she would far rather forget.

Tom shook his head. ‘There was no sign of him, so I just went into the house and switched off the lights. After that I had time on my hands so I went back to Gas Street and helped Kenneth sort out the storeroom, putting everything in its right place – anti-gas suits on the top shelf, eye shields and gloves on the next one down, torches and rattles on the one below that.’

Connie kissed him again, this time on the mouth.

‘What was that for?’

‘I love you, Tom Rose. That’s what for.’ Because he was one hundred per cent solid and trustworthy. Because he’d saved her life.

‘Lord knows why.’ Tom had always believed that Connie was out of reach of a quiet, steady chap like him – too glamorous by half and too outgoing and anyway married. It was only after she’d been widowed that he’d learned during their night-time patrols that her marriage to John Bailey had been far from perfect. Then he’d understood that there was more to Connie than met the eye – he’d discovered how determined she was, how she never felt sorry for herself and how seriously she took her duty as a warden.

‘You do know why,’ she insisted, snuggling against him.

Tom held her close. It was one of those occasions when words were unnecessary, when in spite of everything going on around them, all seemed right with the world.

The loving silence was broken by the rattle of small stones against the side of the bandstand and by raucous shouts from two Boy Scouts who popped into view. Luckily for the young lovers, Arnold and Colin’s aim with their home-made pea-shooters was less than perfect.

‘Woo-hooh, we know what you’re up to!’

‘Ooh, Connie Bailey, wait till I tell Uncle Bert!’

Hearing the ping of stones against wrought iron, the courting couple jumped up and spun around.

‘Just you wait, Arnold – I’ll wring your bloody neck!’ Connie cried.

Her cheeky cousin stuck his thumbs in his cheeks and waggled his fingers. ‘Nah, nah – can’t catch me!’

‘Want to bet?’ Tom vaulted over the railing and grabbed the culprit by the collar before he could mount his bike and pedal off.

‘Colin, stay right where you are!’ Connie went after the second junior marksman in similar fashion. She sent his broad-brimmed Scout hat flying into the mud.

‘Ouch! Let go! Get off me!’ The two boys squirmed and wriggled as they were dragged into the bandstand.

‘I’m used to Arnold making a nuisance of himself, but I’m surprised at you, Colin.’ Connie viewed the ARP messenger as a responsible, twelve-year-old lad going about his dangerous evening job with an earnest expression and a determination to do his bit.

‘“Be prepared.”’ Tom sat both boys down on the bench and made an effort to keep a straight face. ‘That’s your motto, isn’t it? Yes, well, I’d be prepared for a damned good hiding if I were you.’

Arnold wrestled free from Tom’s grasp then straightened his neckerchief. ‘You’re not allowed to hit us,’ he warned, with skin-deep bravado.

‘No, I’ll leave that to your dads,’ Tom replied calmly.

‘You can’t. My dad’s away in the Navy and his dad’s dead.’ As Arnold jerked his thumb towards Colin, he took satisfaction from witnessing Tom and Connie’s shocked expressions. ‘Tell ’em, Col. Your dad copped it in Egypt, didn’t he?’

‘It’s true.’ The mood plummeted and Colin’s top lip quivered. Using the end of his neckerchief to wipe his nose, he mumbled an embarrassed apology for the prank then got up to go.

‘No, wait.’ Connie blocked his exit. ‘I didn’t know about your dad. It’s us who should be saying sorry. How’s your mum coping?’

‘All right, I suppose. Maureen’s come back home to live with us,’ Colin mumbled reluctantly.

‘Maureen is Colin’s sister,’ Connie explained to Tom. She didn’t know much about the Strong family, only that they’d moved away from Musgrave Street and now rented a house in the new part of town close to the bus station, and that the mother, Nancy Strong, was a smart woman keen on keeping up appearances who worked as a telephonist at the North Street exchange. ‘I didn’t realize your sister had been living away.’

‘No, and I wish she’d stayed away,’ Colin said peevishly. ‘She rows with Mum all the time. I hear them shouting after I’ve gone to bed.’ Pushing past Connie, he went to retrieve his hat. ‘I’m for it now,’ he predicted miserably, inspecting the patches of wet mud on the crown.

Connie turned crossly to Arnold. ‘I bet it was your idea to scare the living daylights out of me and Tom.’

‘Keep your hair on. We were only having a lark.’ Arnold’s new uniform of bottle-green jumper emblazoned with a Fourth Kelthorpe Scout Group badge, khaki neckerchief and grey shorts was too big, emphasizing his skinny legs and scrawny neck. ‘You won’t really tell our mams, will you?’

Connie was the first to relent. ‘I’ll tell you what – if you two promise to do some extra waste-paper collecting, Tom and I will consider letting you off.’ Up and down the land, teams of Scouts had been recruited to salvage waste paper for the war effort, as well as digging allotments and helping to build Anderson shelters. The local groups had amassed an impressive twenty tons of paper in six months in Kelthorpe alone. ‘Oh, and Arnold,’ she added pointedly, ‘you’ll be joining your Boy Scout pals at St Joseph’s next carol-singing practice, won’t you?’

‘That’s not fair,’ Arnold whined. Joining a choir wasn’t included in the list of Scouting duties that he’d signed up for.

‘Shut your cake-hole,’ Colin told him gruffly. ‘I’ll make sure he does it,’ he promised Connie, relieved to be let off.

‘On your way,’ Tom told them, his serious expression relaxing into a smile as the boys made their escape, pedalling for all they were worth towards the park gates and the Savoy cinema beyond. He took Connie’s hand and they walked together towards the colonnade. ‘They’re not bad lads really,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Come to think of it, they remind me of me and Bill when we were that age.’

‘What’s the matter? You seem on edge.’ Fred Miller had met Pamela as planned ten minutes before they were due to arrive for Sunday dinner at her parents’ house, a recently built bungalow in the grounds of Sunrise, Hugh Anderson’s imposing Victorian pile. The timber yard owner’s house – all fancy gables and mock turrets – overlooked the sea and was much too big for a single occupant, now that Hugh’s wife Peggy had been moved into a White Sands nursing home.

Fred had dressed smartly for today’s occasion in a navy blue blazer and grey flannel trousers; he’d put a neat parting in his dark brown hair that shone with sweet-smelling Brilliantine.

‘I am a little nervous,’ she admitted, though her heart lifted as it always did at the sight of Fred, even after seven months of walking out together. A tingle of excitement ran through her as he took her hand and slipped it through the crook of his elbow.

‘Why? What’s happened?’ Deciding that a quick stroll along the prom and some deep breaths of salty sea air might settle her nerves, Fred walked her in the direction of his own lodgings a few houses further along.

‘Mum’s gunning for me,’ Pamela confessed. ‘I showed myself up at yesterday’s choir practice. I’ll spare you the gory details, but she stormed out of the hall halfway through and I haven’t spoken to her since.’

Fred squeezed her hand. Her downcast expression amused him – a slight crease had formed between her delicately arched eyebrows and she kept her eyes firmly fixed on the pavement. ‘Leave your mother to me,’ he suggested. ‘I’ll soon sweet-talk her out of her bad mood.’

It was true: Fred could charm the birds out of the trees. His manners were perfect and he was a good listener, not to mention his matinee-idol looks – dark hair cropped close to his head, a high forehead, straight eyebrows and a winning smile. Pamela brushed a stray lock of hair from her cheek then glanced out to sea, where two Royal Navy destroyers lay at anchor. ‘But please don’t try to persuade her to come back and play the piano for us.’

‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ Fred promised. ‘I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. Shall we go and – er – face the music?’

Pamela smiled and there was a fresh bounce in her step as they turned back. As they entered the grounds of Sunrise, and Fred took in the clipped laurel hedges and well-behaved shrubberies, Pamela’s Uncle Hugh emerged from a side door of the grand house. He greeted the couple and joined them in the short walk across the lawn to the bungalow.

‘Your mother invited me to lunch,’ he explained to Pamela, straightening his crimson bow tie then smoothing down his fawn waistcoat. ‘She says she doesn’t like to think of me rattling around in the old place all by myself. I hope you don’t mind my joining you, Fred.’

‘Not at all, sir.’ Polite as ever, Fred adjusted his expectations. The presence of his boss – he was a junior clerk in the office at Anderson’s timber yard – meant that he would have to mind his p’s and q’s even more than usual.

‘We can drop the formalities. This is a purely social event, don’t you know?’ Hugh intended to put Fred at his ease, but he lacked the knack of casual conversation with his inferiors – any attempt came out as stiff and condescending. He cleared his throat, then tugged once more at the bottom of his waistcoat.

Pamela’s nerves returned with a vengeance. In the few months since she’d got to know her uncle, she’d learned that there was a gloomy side to him and he was often awkward in company. In many ways he seemed unsuited to the rough and tumble of running the timber business that he’d inherited from his father. This meant that he relied a good deal on his foreman, Keith Nelson, as well as Pamela’s steady, dependable father, Harold, who worked in the office.

As they approached the door of the bungalow, she opted for a bland remark: ‘It’s a lovely day, isn’t it?’

‘Very fine for the time of year,’ Hugh agreed, stepping aside. ‘Ladies first.’

Edith was hovering in the bungalow’s small hallway, ready to greet them. She stared straight through Pamela and spoke instead to Fred – ‘So nice to see you, Fred dear. How are you? Let me take your hat’ – before leading him into the dining room.

Harold offered Pamela a warmer greeting: ‘Come in … You look lovely … Is that a new dress? Take no notice of your mother,’ he added in a whisper as he gave his daughter a hug.

Soon everyone was seated at a table set out with a Crown Derby dinner service, crystal glasses and silver cutlery from an earlier era.

‘All courtesy of Hugh here,’ Harold explained to Fred in a straightforward way. ‘You recall that we lost all of our possessions in spring this year, during the air raid on Musgrave Street.’

‘That was very generous of you, sir,’ Fred acknowledged to his employer.

‘Not at all – it could happen to any one of us, more’s the pity.’ Hugh unfurled his napkin while Edith, still pointedly ignoring Pamela, asked Harold to carve the chicken.

‘I gather we won’t be able to get hold of a turkey this Christmas – not for all the tea in China.’ Mild-mannered Harold wielded the carving knife while Pamela offered to dish out the roast potatoes. Edith received hers with a stiff nod.

Fred began his charm offensive. ‘I’m sure Mrs Carr will work her magic and produce something delicious nevertheless.’

Pamela smiled to herself. ‘Nevertheless’ was a good word to use on her mother – Edith would like its educated cadence. And it was typical of Fred, who had learned English as his second language after a childhood spent in Berlin, before his family had been forced to flee the Nazis. This accounted for the precise, grammatically correct flow of his sentences and set him apart from the crowd in a bustling, workaday fishing port like Kelthorpe.

‘You’ll come here to share Christmas dinner with us, I hope?’ Distracted from her latest niggle over Pamela’s conduct in the church hall, Edith graciously extended the invitation to Fred.

Harold served Pamela a slice of chicken accompanied by a knowing wink.

‘Thank you, I will. And how have you been keeping, Mrs Carr? It seems a long time since we spoke.’

‘I’m very well, thank you, Fred. Of course, I try not to pay too much attention to the wireless – I find the news too upsetting, in spite of Mr Churchill’s attempts to keep us cheerful.’

‘Quite right.’ Fred soothed and flattered Edith until she practically purred. ‘There’s nothing any of us can do about world events other than to keep our heads down and follow the rules.’

‘And you, Fred? I hope my brother recognizes your sterling efforts to modernize the office?’

‘No talk of work here, if you please.’ Hugh’s curt interruption sent Fred off on a different tack.

‘Perhaps you’ll agree to play for us later, Mrs Carr – maybe Schubert or a little Bach.’ He nodded towards the new grand piano visible in the drawing room.

Edith’s smile conveyed a mixture of modesty and complacency. ‘Oh, I’m sure the others would prefer a round of whist.’

‘Not at all,’ Hugh countered. Listening to his sister run through the classical repertoire on the instrument that he’d purchased for her required less effort than a game of cards.

Harold nudged Pamela. ‘There’s your cue,’ he whispered.

‘Yes, please play!’ she declared. Fred’s skill in buttering up her mother gave her the opportunity she needed to repair the previous day’s damage. ‘It would round off the afternoon beautifully.’

‘Very well, Fred. Your wish is my command.’ Edith glowed with pleasure. ‘Pamela dear, pass me the gravy. And by the way, a little bird tells me that you’ve volunteered to step in and play the piano for the carol singers in my place.’

‘That’s true.’ Pamela noted the ‘dear’ and smiled – Fred’s mission was complete.

‘Well, I wish you luck,’ her mother said archly. ‘I mention no names, but there are some in that line-up without a musical bone in their bodies.’

‘Thank you,’ Pamela told Fred as he walked her home. ‘You dealt with Mummy beautifully, as per usual.’

The visit had been a success, with Edith at the piano, basking in compliments and being pleasant to everyone, Pamela included.

‘Your hair looks very nice today, dear,’ she’d said as they’d made tea to round off the afternoon. ‘I do like to see you in a pretty dress with your hair done nicely rather than that unflattering warden’s uniform. Why must the ARP put you in those nasty bluette overalls and tin hats?’

‘We wear battledress these days, not overalls.’ Pamela had laughed good-naturedly. ‘Anyway, we’d be no good manning stirrup pumps or manhandling Redhill containers in skirts and stockings,’ she’d pointed out, before glancing at her watch and informing her mother that she and Fred must soon be on their way. ‘Fred is due to begin a stint at the report and control centre at five and I have to be at my sector post soon after.’

So the exit from what had promised to be an ordeal had been smooth, and now Fred and Pamela walked briskly towards her lodgings on King Edward Street. The good weather had held, though the sun was sinking behind the headland and a chilly breeze blew in off the sea.

‘Your mother’s bark is worse than her bite.’ Fred was happy to have helped ease the tension. ‘That’s what you say, isn’t it?’

‘We do. What is it in German?’

‘Ihre Rinde ist schlimmer als ihr Biss. For all her faults, your mother is a very genuine person; she stands up for what she believes.’ Fred never forgot that it was Edith who had helped him in his hour of need, when his German background had been uncovered by vigilantes and he’d been on the verge of being hounded out of Kelthorpe as a fifth columnist, an enemy alien. Throughout that difficult time, when accusations and threats had made him feel like a stag at bay, Edith had been unswervingly calm and supportive. ‘And she’s a cultured lady.’

‘I’m grateful that you two get along so well.’ They’d reached the harbour and negotiated the trawlermen’s paraphernalia stacked on the quayside – coils of rope, lobster pots and fishing nets hung up to dry. The bottom of Pamela’s street was in sight, rising steeply from the harbourside. ‘You don’t need to come any further,’ she told him.

‘No, but I prefer to see you to your door.’

‘But I don’t want to make you late.’

‘Then we must kiss and say goodbye.’ Fred made a sad face, then drew her close.

She glanced around before kissing him lightly on the lips.

‘Is that it?’ Those lips, that serious, innocent face! Even after all these months of walking out together, Fred was careful not to overstep the mark.

Pamela kissed him again. His mouth was warm and soft, his eyes were smiling. ‘There, that’s your lot,’ she said with mock severity.

Then she was gone – hurrying away, with her coat caught by the breeze, taking her key from her pocket and turning it in the lock, disappearing from view.

‘Jack of all trades – that’s us ARP wardens.’ Connie’s orders for the evening were to check that all the telephone boxes on her patch were in working order before calling at individual houses to test gas masks, ensuring that they were airtight before updating the respirator census. Meanwhile Pamela’s job would be to fill in the gaps in the Household Register – confirming how many people were resident in each dwelling, where each one slept, where they sheltered in the event of an air raid, and so on. It was a task that no warden liked to take on, smacking as it did of intrusion.

‘I expect I’ll be called a nosy parker and sent packing with a flea in my ear.’ Pamela took items from the shelves in the tiny storeroom – first a torch, then a fire axe and finally a nozzle spanner that fitted into the loops on her sturdy canvas belt.

‘Remind them that it’s for their own good.’ Connie slid her feet into a pair of size-six gumboots.

‘The trouble is, we haven’t had a raid for over a week now and people’s memories are short – they’re starting to forget what it’s like.’ The first helmet Pamela tried on was on the large side so she exchanged it for one that fitted better. She fastened the strap tightly under her chin.

‘All set?’ Connie asked.

Fully equipped and ready for action, the two wardens emerged from the storeroom to report to Kenneth. He was on the telephone to a fellow head warden so he simply nodded Connie and Pamela on their way.

They walked out under their cheery ‘Home Sweet Home’ banner, to be greeted by the toot of a horn from Lizzie in her shiny new ambulance.

Lizzie wound down her window and invited close inspection. ‘Hello, you two. What do you think of this?’

Pamela made a full circuit of the shiny Bedford van, appreciating its hooded headlights, large Civil Defence logos and the word ‘Ambulance’ printed across front and rear.

Connie opened the back doors and gave her verdict on the roomy interior: ‘Jolly nice.’ There was ample space for six sitting-case casualties and a first-aid cupboard, as well as stretchers and harnesses for the more severely injured.

‘I’m on my way to Maypole Street,’ Lizzie informed them. ‘Maisie Lawrence at number fifteen has gone into labour four weeks early. She needs to go to hospital.’

‘Off you go, then, on your mission of mercy.’ Connie slammed the doors shut, then waved Lizzie on her way.

But before she drove off, Lizzie had something else to impart to Connie. ‘I left Bill at the King Edward Street depot with our favourite Boy Scout,’ she reported with a wry smile.

‘Do you mean Arnold?’

‘Yes. Bill’s training him and Colin in the basics of first aid. Apparently, Colin’s had enough of being out on his pushbike as a messenger, dodging incendiary bombs and parachute mines. He’s persuaded Arnold to train with him as a stretcher bearer instead.’

‘But Arnold only just joined the Scouts.’ Doubtful that their rascally cousin had what it took to carry out such a responsible job, Connie had visions of stretchers being dropped left, right and centre and of splints and bandages being randomly misapplied.

‘Bill will soon knock the pair of them into shape,’ Lizzie assured her as she pulled away from the kerb.

From inside the post, Kenneth barked at Pamela and Connie to get a move on. Small and neat, with a trimmed moustache and a clipped manner, he was not a man to be argued with, so they set off on their routine tasks.

They were ten minutes into their jobs when, without warning, the intermittent blare of sirens split the silence of the night. On-off, on-off; yellow alert meant that they had roughly ten minutes before yellow changed to red and imminent attack. Giant searchlights on the beach were switched on, their beams raking across the dark sky, lighting up the metal cranes that lined the docks to either side of the estuary and the cargo ships at anchor there. Anti-aircraft guns on the beach were manned by the 39th Brigade and ready for action.

Connie’s stomach lurched at the dreaded wail, then she clicked into action. Out came the wooden rattle from her belt sling. She swung it vigorously to rouse any resident who might be sleeping through the siren. ‘Hurry up, slowcoaches!’ she cried to worried families emerging from their houses, all craning their necks and casting fearful glances at the dark, starless sky. ‘No time to lose!’

On-off, on-off; sirens warbled and searchlights sought out enemy aircraft. ‘Please, no parachute mines – not tonight,’ Connie prayed. She could deal with incendiaries, which could be contained by quickly throwing a bucket of sand over them before they had time to explode, but she dreaded the sinister larger mines that floated gently to earth then exploded instantaneously, the blast of which was like the lash of a whip, ripping out roofs, windows and doors. ‘Get a move on!’ With fear tying her stomach in knots, she herded crying children and terrified mothers towards the communal shelter on College Road.

On-off, on-off. For a split second, panic threatened to overwhelm Pamela. She stood rooted to the spot on the corner of Valley Road, in the pitch-black shadow of the giant metal cylinder that gave Gas Street its name. Yellow alert. Perhaps it was a false alarm, or a tip-and-run raid involving only one or two planes? She hoped against hope that it wouldn’t be a full-scale attack – the repetitive thud of dozens of high-explosive bombs dropping from the sky, the blinding flashes, the ear-splitting blasts that lifted you off your feet, the smell of cordite sharp in your nostrils, acrid smoke billowing from stricken buildings that were there one second and gone the next. And afterwards, the scrabble of rescue services through heaps of shattered concrete and bricks.

As the deserted street filled with fleeing residents, Pamela’s training kicked in. Yellow alert meant that those who had been allocated space in a communal shelter had time to grab essentials such as blankets, coats, hats and scarves. They emerged from their houses equipped for the night and followed Pamela’s instructions – hurry along, no torches, follow the white painted lines. Keep calm, be steady, she told herself, making a mental note that no one seemed to be in at number 18, the house belonging to the Russell family. She knew for a fact that the Russells had no Anderson shelter at the back of the house, so she would have to come back to check their whereabouts as soon as she’d ushered everyone else to safety.

A single, unbroken siren signalled red alert. Imminent attack. Lizzie had dropped off Maisie Lawrence at the Queen Alexandra hospital when the warning changed and she heard the drone of approaching aircraft. Could she make it back to the ambulance depot or should she sit it out in the grounds of the hospital? From her vantage point on the hill, she made out two enemy aircraft in the vanguard of the attack, caught in the glare of searchlight beams. There was a rattle of ack-ack guns from the ground – the aim from the cement pillboxes ranged along the beach was deadly accurate tonight and the two lean Dornier fighter planes went up in flames, shattering into hundreds of pieces that spiralled down into the sea. But they were soon replaced by three more, and after that a group of five heavy bombers, heading inexorably for the coast, flying in low and fast
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