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			Prologue

			London, October 1940

			Peggy Miller’s heart dropped to her stomach when she heard the thundering roar of plane engines in the distance. She checked up and down the street and was relieved to find no more stragglers – she and her fellow air raid warden, Dot Simmonds, had seen everyone who needed to use the public shelter safely there. The rest of the residents on their patch would be hunkering down in Anderson shelters in their gardens, or in their cellars or under-stair cupboards – while a growing number would be taking their chances by simply staying in their own beds. 

			‘They’re here already,’ Dot shouted over the racket. When searchlights started illuminating the sky above them, highlighting the silver barrage balloons floating high over the city, the women knew for certain that London’s nightly visitors were nearly upon them. Peggy grabbed Dot’s arm and pulled her behind a low brick wall, where they both threw themselves onto the ground and covered their heads with their hands, braced anxiously, waiting to find out if the bombs were for their sector tonight.

			The two women held their breath as the sickening whistle of a bomb falling let rip from above. It was so loud that it was difficult to tell just how close it was going to  land. A low rumble followed – it sounded like an incendiary. More whistles came, but the women slowly got to their feet – they could tell from the sound of the planes continuing their journey that they were in the clear – for now. But Peggy and Dot watched in horror as another cluster of the bombs struck a row of houses a few streets over, sparking a mass of flames.

			The houses weren’t on their patch, but they immediately started running towards them, desperate not only to help whoever might be inside but also to put out the flames before the enemy could use them to guide them back and cause more damage with high explosive – HE – bombs.

			When the women reached the terrace, there was already a group of people clutching sand buckets and stirrup pumps tackling the hissing blazes caused by the small devices lodging themselves in the buildings.

			‘A batch of them landed in my neighbour’s house,’ a woman shouted urgently, running up to Peggy and Dot. ‘She’s got kids in there!’ They could see the flames through the window – they didn’t have long to get the fire under control before the whole house went up and the family perished. Two more wardens arrived – likely the wardens who covered this sector, but there was no time for introductions.

			‘The bastards dropped a Molotov basket,’ the first warden shouted over the noise from the anti-aircraft gunfire. ‘At least fifty incendiaries landed on this street, and a few went to the next street along. A family of four lives in there,’ he added, pointing at the burning building. The warden was tall and slim, but he slouched down to hide his height. ‘Husband’s off fighting and the wife squeezes into the cupboard under the stairs with the little ones during raids.’ The group looked behind them and saw a messenger – the boy  must only have been fifteen or sixteen – sitting on his bike in his Boys’ Brigade uniform. Peggy stepped towards him as she rolled up her sleeves. 

			‘We’ll tackle the fire ourselves,’ she explained. ‘If we wait for a crew the house will be ashes by the time they get here. Can you get Control to send out an ambulance?’ The boy was already starting to peddle away as she shouted after him: ‘And let Victor at the Cook’s Ground School post know two of his wardens are here – he can send for us if we’re needed on our patch.’

			‘Thanks,’ the tall warden said, smiling, as they all walked briskly towards the burning house.

			‘No use us sitting around drinking tea and leaving all the hard work to you, just because it’s not part of our sector,’ Peggy replied. She grabbed a stirrup pump and pointed the hose at the flames as Dot took charge of the pump.

			‘We’ll need someone to keep the water bucket topped up!’ Dot bellowed as they entered the house, spraying water into the hallway as they went. Flames were licking the walls, spreading out from the living room where the fire had started.

			‘We’ll finish this – you get them out!’ the male warden yelled as he and his colleague slowly made their way into the living room, manoeuvring their own stirrup pump between them, extinguishing the flames.

			Peggy and Dot went straight to the stairs, covering their mouths with the sleeves of their overalls. The smoke was so thick they had to feel around for the cupboard while trying as hard as they could not to breathe in too much. Coughing, Dot found the handle and pulled the door open. 

			A young woman’s head whipped up and stared at them, fear in her eyes. Two young children – a boy and a girl,  cowered at her feet. As soon as the woman took in Dot’s uniform, she gathered the children up and pushed them out of the cupboard.

			‘Keep low,’ Dot ordered, and they all crouched and fled for the front door. Spilling out on to the street, all five of them coughed and spluttered their way from the house. They looked back and could see the fire was smaller now, but it was still burning. Then a familiar face appeared ahead of them, waving her arms frantically in the air, her curly hair bobbing up and down from underneath her tin hat with the movement.

			‘They sent Viv out,’ Peggy said, sounding relieved. The two children were clinging to their mother, who looked ready to pass out. Peggy and Dot guided the family over to their friend, Vivian Howe – Viv to her friends; a paramedic and driver with the London Auxiliary Ambulance Service. Viv led them to her ambulance car, where her usual shift partner, Paul, was waiting.

			‘I’m terrified about keeping the children in London,’ the woman said in between coughs. She took a few deep breaths on Viv’s instruction before continuing. ‘But they had such a miserable time in the countryside, and nothing was happening here, so I brought them back. Now they’re going through this and it’s all my fault. I just don’t know what to do,’ she added, bursting into tears. 

			The Germans had been bombing London every day – mostly at night – for nearly a month now.

			‘First of all, you can let us check you three over for smoke inhalation,’ Viv said firmly as she and Paul helped the woman and her children into the back of the car. ‘I don’t want you two going back out there until you’ve been checked over, either,’ she called back to Peggy and Dot. ‘There’s a flask of tea in the front, help yourselves.’

			
			The two of them huddled together on the kerb, allowing the hot drink to warm their insides. They had quickly cooled down in the early October chill since leaving the burning building.

			‘Fire’s out!’ a man’s voice bellowed, and the pair of them looked round to see the two male wardens emerging from the house. They staggered into the arms of another pair of waiting paramedics, both coughing violently.

			‘If anybody’s got smoke inhalation, it’s those two,’ Dot commented. Silence fell between them.

			‘Everything seems so dark these days,’ Peggy whispered, placing her cup on the floor and wrapping her arms around her knees. 

			‘These attacks are relentless,’ Dot replied, nodding her head in agreement.

			‘The dawn is coming. I can see it,’ Viv’s voice said in response. The two women looked up and saw her standing next to them – neither of them had noticed her approaching. She gestured to them to hand her the flask. ‘You just need a little bit of hope to get you through the toughest times,’ she added as she poured herself a cup of tea. 

		

	
		
			
			

			1

			Dot pulled her jacket tighter across her body as she shivered on her walk home. The early morning air was chilly and foggy. She always felt it more after a busy night on patrol. The moment she stopped rushing around, when the physical labour ceased, and the fires were out, it could almost feel like a normal October morning in London. But then she would turn a corner and walk into a street that was still bustling with urgent activity as rescue workers continued their efforts to haul casualties free of the debris, or firefighters doused smouldering buildings with their hoses. Those people didn’t get to slip back into their beds after the all-clear sounded like everybody else. 

			Dot had spent her fair share of early mornings engrossed in clear-up efforts, so she was grateful she hadn’t been needed for any longer at the bomb site after Viv had checked her and Peggy over. The poor family they’d rescued from the fire had gone to stay with the woman’s sister a few roads along. The rescue workers had told her she was lucky – the smoke damage was contained to the living room and hallway, so they wouldn’t be homeless. But they had advised staying elsewhere if possible until the smoke had had time to clear. The woman was also lucky she had family nearby – the rest centres were overrun these days and people whose homes had been completely wiped out were understandably taking priority. 

			
			After helping the woman, who they discovered was called Sarah, and her children to her sister’s house, Dot and Peggy had walked over to the public shelter of their sector – in the crypt at the Catholic Church of the Most Holy Redeemer, in Upper Cheyne Row. There, they had helped their colleagues look after those needing shelter until the all-clear had sounded. The shelter was back to full capacity now following swift repairs when it was struck by a bomb on Dot’s first night as a warden three weeks before. They had worried people would stop using the place – nearly a hundred people had perished in the blast, including one of their own wardens. But it seemed the people of London understood they were taking their chances wherever they chose to sit out the raids – you were safer in a public or an Anderson shelter than you were on the street, of course, but neither was a guarantee of survival. A lot of people, worn down by the constant bombardments, were staying in their own beds while the bombs rained down around them – especially the older generation who found it difficult to get themselves up and out when the sirens went off in the middle of the night, and then couldn’t get comfortable in a shelter. After the intense daylight attacks early on, the Luftwaffe had shifted their energies to mostly night-time raids lasting up to twelve hours. It seemed that part of the Nazis’ strategy was sleep deprivation. Daytime raids, when they came, were mostly ignored now, unless the threat was on your doorstep. Londoners were determined to live their lives as normally as they could despite Hitler’s best efforts. Mixed in with their fear was relief that the poison gas attacks everybody seemed to have been expecting hadn’t materialised.

			At the crypt last night, Dot and Peggy had assisted those who needed help back to their homes – all of them relieved to  find they were still standing after another night of bombing. After that, the pair of them had gone back to their post at the school to fill out reports before going their separate ways.

			Wandering past a group of people digging through a huge pile of rubble, Dot felt a pang of guilt; she always did. But she had done more than enough during this raid, and she was in desperate need of some rest. She would never walk by if it looked as if her fellow volunteers urgently needed her help – she had stopped many times on her way home to assist those in serious need. But Dot let out a sigh of relief when she made it to Viv’s flat without any obstacles this morning. 

			She’d been staying with Viv since walking out on her husband, Tommy, and his battle-axe of a mother, two weeks before. Although, as it had turned out, Beryl wasn’t quite the monster she had led Dot to believe she was. After speaking with her mother-in-law, Dot had discovered that Beryl had only been so mean to her during their time living together because, in her own strange way, she had been trying to protect her. Beryl knew her son was capable of awful things, and as much as she put up with him because he was her flesh and blood, she had been desperate to drive a wedge between him and Dot to make Dot leave – for her own good. Beryl couldn’t bring herself to betray her son by being honest with Dot and warning her to leave him for her own safety, so she had bullied her instead. She’d hoped Dot would get so fed up with her she wouldn’t be able to stand it.

			While Dot could understand why Beryl had done what she’d done to a certain degree, she wasn’t sure she was ready to forgive her yet. Beryl had apologised, and she’d even thrown Tommy out after seeing him strike Dot on the night she walked out. But Tommy was off fighting with the Royal Engineers again now, and Dot wasn’t sure Beryl was  strong enough to turn him away if he came home again, cap in hand. Maybe the two women could repair their relationship – but it would all depend on whether Beryl stood firm against Tommy when he inevitably came crawling back begging for forgiveness. Bullies like him always did. Dot had no idea what she was going to do with her life next, but the one thing she was certain of was that she would never go back to him.  She knew that she was going to have to face her husband again – either when he was next on leave or once the war was finally over. But the thought terrified Dot so much that she couldn’t really bear to confront it. She just wanted Tommy to go away and leave her to live her life in peace, but she wasn’t foolish enough to believe he would do that. Besides, they would have to discuss a divorce before she could cut him out of her life for good. Her heart dropped at the thought. She was trying to come to terms with the fact that divorce was their only option. She felt a sense of shame at the idea – would she ever get another chance at happiness if other men viewed her as ‘damaged goods’? But what choice did she have? She knew a lot of women stayed in unhappy marriages to avoid the stigma of being a divorcee. That wasn’t for her. Dot knew that she deserved more than the way Tommy had treated her – she just needed to be brave enough to see this through.

			Making her way into Viv’s bedroom and getting undressed, Dot experienced the familiar anxiety she had started feeling whenever she thought about Tommy or her future. Viv had told Dot she was welcome to stay with her and her flatmate Jilly for as long as she needed. As lovely as it was to be living with two such wonderful women, especially given what she had put up with at home over the last few years, she was becoming ever more aware that she needed a home of  her own, and to be able to support herself. Walking out on Tommy had been a bold move and she was proud that she’d had the strength to do it. But now she’d licked her wounds and enjoyed some respite, it really was time she stood on her own two feet. She couldn’t live off Viv’s generosity forever.

			Dot crept to the bathroom to have a wash, conscious of not disturbing Jilly’s precious final hour or so of sleep between the end of the raid and getting up for work at the rest centre she volunteered at. Dot normally slept on the sofa, but when Viv was away she let her use her bed. Viv had gone straight from the Danvers Street Ambulance Station at the end of her shift to visit her sweetheart William in Sussex this morning, so Dot was looking forward to sleeping in her friend’s bed as soon as she had cleaned off the smoke and rubble from the previous evening. That was another reason she needed a place of her own – a permanent bed to sleep in.

			Turning the tap on, Dot laughed quietly to herself when she remembered Beryl inviting her to move back in with her now Tommy was out of the picture. Dot would rather take her chances sleeping on the streets than live under the same roof as her again. Especially when she didn’t trust Beryl not to let her son back in at the first opportunity. 

			Dot had no family to turn to – she’d lost her mother when she was just a teenager, and her father had passed away a few months after her wedding to Tommy. An only child, just like both of her parents, she was the only Allen left now. She might have changed her name to Simmonds when she’d married Tommy – but she would always be an Allen in her heart. In moments like this she always felt grateful for her friendships with Peggy and Viv. The three of them might not have known each other for long, having met around the time the bombings started, but they had grown extremely  close, and those two women were the nearest thing she had to family now.

			Slipping into Viv’s bed in her clean nightgown, Dot took a moment to think about her mother and father and how much she missed them both. On the one hand, she felt relieved that they weren’t here to suffer through this war, and she also would have hated for them to bear witness to what she had gone through with Tommy. Her father had been completely charmed and besotted by the man – just as Dot had been, and she knew he would have been heartbroken to discover he had encouraged his only daughter into the arms of such a monster. 

			But on the other hand, it would’ve been so good to have the pair of them by her side while she dealt with everything that life was throwing at her right now. And she could have moved home with them. Dot’s mother had always been such a comfort to her when she was facing tough times growing up, and her father had done an amazing job at taking on that responsibility after her death. She knew a lot of men struggled with emotions and feelings, but her father had always been able to embrace a softer side, and they had been closer for it. Dot realised now that she had been so consumed by dealing with life with Tommy and Beryl since her father’s death that she hadn’t fully appreciated just how much she missed him and her mother. 

			She thought back to happier times with them both as she started drifting off to sleep. The three of them had been so content together when Dot was growing up. She wondered if she would ever get the chance to build a happy family and experience that joy and love again. It was one of the things she hoped for most in her new life. 
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