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      Chapter One

      
      Duck Street wasn’t built for sunshine. It was built to blend in with grey skies and soot. It was built to melt into the fog
         or glisten, dully, in the rain. The sun only shone on Duck Street on days of special interest. Such as the day war broke out.
         Rosie Jones was already at war. She was round the back of the Vinery Place Primitive Methodist Chapel fighting off the primitive
         advances of Joe Brindle.
      

      
      Word had reached the chapel that an important speech from Mr Chamberlain was due to be broadcast at quarter-past eleven that
         morning and within minutes the place had emptied. The worried worshippers were scurrying down the pitted tarmac pathway in
         twos, glancing nervously at the sky and clutching prayer books and hands as if to draw courage from each other in the face
         of the anticipated hostilities. Joe Brindle was clutching Rosie in places where she didn’t want to be clutched. It was the
         first Sunday in September and what, for Rosie, had started out as a pleasant walk to a friend’s house had turned into something
         unwelcome. On the way there she’d bumped into Joe. He was a big lad, with a dangerous reputation – which often intrigued young
         girls. He smiled at Rosie and took her by the arm.
      

      
      ‘Come wi’ me, Rosie Jones. I want ter show yer summat.’

      
      Curiosity triumphed over wisdom as she allowed him to hustle her up the path and round the back of the chapel, where he imprisoned her against the wall with an arm either side of her. She was wishing she hadn’t come.
      

      
      ‘What is it, Joe?’

      
      ‘Have yer ever kissed a lad?’

      
      ‘How d’you mean?’

      
      He leaned into her and kissed her, roughly, then he rubbed his hands over where her breasts would soon begin to make an appearance.
         She turned her head away, frightened now.
      

      
      ‘Joe, I don’t want to do this.’

      
      ‘Course yer do.’

      
      He ran his hand down and lifted her skirt. ‘Yer gaspin’ fer it. Yer can’t kid me.’

      
      Rosie clamped her legs together, trapping his probing fingers. ‘Stop it, Joe. Honest! I don’t want you to touch me. Certainly
         not down there.’
      

      
      ‘Come off it, Rosie, what d’yer expect? Yer haven’t got much up top.’

      
      Annoyance overcame her fear. ‘Joe Brindle! Don’t be so flippin’ rude.’ She cast a self-conscious glance down at her as yet
         undeveloped bosom, well-concealed beneath a thick, woollen cardigan. ‘I’m only fourteen, yer know. I’m not fully developed
         yet.’
      

      
      He gave a revolting snigger. ‘So long as I’m fully developed, that’s all what matters.’

      
      ‘Fully developed? That’s not what I’ve heard.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Never mind.’

      
      Roughly, he tried to force his hand up her skirt but she pushed him away, causing him to stagger backwards and trip over a
         kerbstone. He was still falling as she ran to join the tail-end of the departing chapel-goers, leaving him on the ground clutching
         a twisted ankle. Rosie entered into a conversation with a woman carrying a prayer book, as Joe limped to the low chapel wall
         and sat down.
      

      
      ‘I’ll get yer fer this, Rosie Jones!’

      
      But she didn’t give him the satisfaction of a reaction; she just carried on her conversation with increased animation as Brindle cursed his luck and Rosie Jones. Seventeen and he still
         hadn’t gone all the way with a girl.
      

      
      Rosie said goodbye to the woman and breathed a sigh of relief at her narrow escape. If the day ever came when she let a boy
         do that to her it certainly wouldn’t be the likes of Joe Brindle. He was a lout and he was common and he had a big gob; and she wouldn’t
         want such carryings-on broadcast around the streets of Leeds. In the meantime, her dad was having no such inhibitions.
      

      
      Tommy Jones was a self-employed tea delivery man with a bowler hat and a pony-drawn van. He had inherited the company from
         his father, who had borrowed the idea from a well-known northern tea delivery company. Tommy had added sugar and biscuits
         to his stock.
      

      
      Although Sunday was not a normal working day, he was making a delivery to Norah Nesbitt on Maudesly Place. Mrs Nesbitt, whose
         husband had joined the army around the time Italy and Germany signed the so-called Pact of Steel, would pay Tommy in kind.
         This suited all parties, including Tommy’s wife, Ethel, who didn’t like to be troubled by what she called ‘physical unpleasantness’.
      

      
      Norah’s drawn bedroom curtains might have aroused suspicion from the neighbours had they not been gathered around their wireless
         sets in dismal anticipation. Tommy’s black and yellow van, with ‘Jones’s Tea and Biscuits’ painted on the side in fancy lettering,
         was parked outside her front door. The pony was tethered to a lamp-post, its head munching inside a feeding bag. Waiting patiently
         at the other end of the animal was an old man with a bucket and shovel who had an allotment to tend. Britain had been preparing
         for the worst for over a year and the old man’s allotment was his contribution to the war effort.
      

      
      Another old man, kitted out in navy-blue overalls and a steel helmet with the letters ARP painted on it, stopped and enquired,
         ‘Any luck?’
      

      
      ‘Nah … the only bloke who’s havin’ any luck this mornin’ is Tommy Jones.’
      

      
      The two of them looked up at the drawn curtains and each felt a twinge of nostalgia at the passing of their best years.

      
      ‘Good luck to ’im,’ said the man with the bucket and shovel.

      
      The ARP warden agreed. ‘Aye, get it when yer able.’ Then he added, ‘Yon useless bugger in Downin’ Street’s gonna mek an announcement
         in a few minutes – have yer not heard?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t need ter listen ter no announcement ter know what’s what,’ replied the man with the bucket. He looked at the sky
         which was blue and white and unthreatening, with no hint of war. ‘It’ll not stay like this fer long. Bloody Nazzies!’
      

      
      The ARP man looked at Norah’s window again. ‘Get it when yer able, that’s what I say.’

      
      The sun forced enough light through the curtains for Tommy to see all he wanted of Norah Nesbitt’s nakedness. Enough to spark
         the ardour required for the job in hand. The wedding photo of her and Mr Nesbitt was laid face down on the bedside table (out
         of sight out of mind), and the wireless tuned into the Home Service. A lady with a posh voice was giving a talk on tinned
         food recipes and Tommy reckoned she’d be better off taking the plum out of her mouth before she started talking. Then Neville
         Chamberlain came on the air and solemnly explained how Britain had called for an undertaking from Hitler to withdraw his troops
         from Poland. The lovers paused in patriotic coitus interruptus as their Prime Minister said, ‘I have to tell you that no such
         undertaking has been received and that consequently this country is now at war with Germany.’
      

      
      Norah switched off the wireless, pulled Tommy back down on top of her and re-ignited their passion with a desperate, bed-creaking
         urgency in case this was the last time for both of them.
      

      
      Fifteen years previously, Tommy had lost his virginity under the bandstand in Roundhay Park, inadvertently conceiving Rosie
         and thus trapping himself into marriage to the scheming Ethel Dobson, who valued security over love.
      

      
      Tommy owned his own house, having inherited it from his dad. His mother died when he was only eleven and his father, from
         whom he also inherited the tea round, died a month before Tommy and Ethel got married. Number 2 Duck Street was a substantial,
         end-of-terrace house which had a shop attached to it when his dad had first bought it. But being stuck in a shop all day long
         was not for Tommy’s dad, so he converted it into a store and a stable for the pony and van. His dad had seen Ethel coming
         a mile off. When you’re on the outside looking in, these things are easy to spot, but not when you’re nineteen and know no
         better. His dad had devoted the last precious fragment of his life to warn Tommy off her.
      

      
      ‘Kick the graspin’ cow into touch, lad.’

      
      ‘I think I love ’er, Dad.’

      
      Tommy’s father gave a rattling sigh, then turned his death-damp face to his son to deliver his dying words: ‘Don’t talk so
         damn soft, lad. She’s nobbut a pair o’ tits an’ a big gob.’
      

      
      In a moment of clumsy confusion, Tommy repeated these words to Ethel, who assured him that these were nothing but the ramblings
         of a dying man who wasn’t in his right mind and she insisted Tommy did the right thing by her. He succumbed to her moral blackmail
         because she was the only girl who’d ever batted an eyelash at him, much less dropped her knickers. It would be foolish to
         ignore such promiscuity, which wasn’t rife in the 1920s. Tommy figured it was a sure sign of more to come. Ethel’s eyes were
         focused more on his house and business than on Tommy, whose face would never be his fortune. But he was optimistic and hoped
         that things might take a turn for the better – which of course they never did. He stuck it out anyway, going along with the
         old adage drilled into him by his late, but revered mother, ‘You’ve made your bed, now you must lie in it’.
      

      
      Ethel was an attractive woman in an obvious sort of way. She had woven her web and had made the best use of her feminine wiles.
         It was quite some time after their wedding night before their marriage was actually consummated. Her bedtime migraines and
         general aches and pains kept the fire in Tommy’s loins burning on a very low light – until Norah Nesbitt came along. He didn’t
         love Norah, or she him, but it didn’t matter because they had a mutual need which their weekly liaisons took good care of.
         Ethel had her suspicions which she kept to herself. Perhaps she thought Tommy’s secret lover was doing her a favour. Besides,
         she had a whole host of ailments to nurture without wasting time on an errant husband.
      

      
      Tommy was thirty-four years old which, in those days, was middle-aged and Norah Nesbitt made him realise just what he was
         missing. He didn’t wait for his call-up papers but joined up in June 1940, two days after the last man had left Dunkirk. It
         was during his last visit to Norah’s bed that they listened to the broadcast of Churchill’s speech together. The new Prime
         Minister had by now replaced the decent but inept Neville Chamberlain, and seemed to represent the bulldog spirit that would
         be required to see this thing through. The lovers were lying comfortably in each other’s arms, having already finished what
         they had to do rather than leave it until after the expected announcement, which might dampen their ardour. Albert Sandler
         was singing ‘Roses of Picardy’ and Norah was humming along in Tommy’s ear as the music faded out. Big Ben began to strike
         and they both mentally counted the bongs until the ninth one died away. There was a brief moment of silence then an announcer
         said, ‘This is London. The Prime Minister, the Right Honourable Winston Churchill.’
      

      
      Churchill’s voice crackled through Norah’s wireless as the lovers clung to each other. ‘I speak to you tonight at a moment
         of great danger for our country …’
      

      
      ‘I hope my old man got out of France all right,’ said Norah.
      

      
      Tommy made no comment; he was listening intently. Churchill’s words were striking a chord within him.

      
      ‘… We shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets,
         we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender.’
      

      
      Norah sat up in bed and turned off the wireless. ‘There’ll be some fightin’ in Maudesly Place if my old man comes home and
         catches me in bed wi’ you.’
      

      
      She took two cigarettes from a packet of Players on the bedside table, lit them both, then handed one to Tommy as he rummaged
         under the bedclothes for his underpants. She had mixed feelings about all this news. The odds were that her husband, if he’d
         been lucky, would be one of the 340,000 troops evacuated from Dunkirk by the Royal Navy and the armada of ‘small ships’ and,
         if that was the case, he’d be coming home on leave very shortly. This would make Tommy’s visits somewhat difficult, which
         would be a shame because her husband was no great performer in the bedroom.
      

      
      ‘What’ll yer do?’ she asked.

      
      ‘I think I’ll join up.’

      
      ‘Nay the heck, Tommy! Then I’ll be left wi’ nobody. What about your Ethel? She’ll not want yer ter go, surely?’

      
      ‘Our lass dunt care twopence about me,’ said Tommy. ‘I’ll get some owd bloke in ter do the tea round. She’ll never know I’ve
         gone.’
      

      
      ‘I think I’ll have a word with her,’ Norah grumbled. ‘Tell her to think of the needs of others, not just herself.’

      
      ‘Knowin’ you, I wouldn’t put it past yer ter do it.’

      
      She kissed him on his lips. ‘Just mek sure yer look after yersen. After the war’s over, happen we can tek up where we left
         off.’
      

      
      ‘Fair enough. How about one for the road?’

      
      She was one of the few things that made sense in his life; she and Rosie.

      
      *

      
      At first, Ethel thought him joining up was inconsiderate, selfish even. ‘Yer know they’re calling up t’ youngest first. They
         wouldn’t get round ter you for mebbe a year. By that time it might all be over.’
      

      
      ‘I doubt it,’ he said. ‘If yer worried about the tea-round we can get someone in ter do it.’

      
      It did the trick. ‘Right then. I’d best not stand in yer road. Should be right up your street, gaddin’ around France wi’ all
         them French tarts gawpin’ at yer.’
      

      
      ‘We’ll not be goin’ ter France for a bit. Our lads have only just got back. Did yer not read the papers?’ Then he added, ‘I
         shall miss our Rosie.’
      

      
      ‘Aye, I expect yer will,’ Ethel said.

      
      Rosie accepted the news with equanimity. It was to be expected. Other men were being called up. The war was getting serious
         with the easy capitulation of France and Belgium, and the mass evacuation from Dunkirk. For the first time since she was a
         small child she told her dad she loved him, as she ran after him down the street for one last hug. Ethel stood at the gate
         with her hands in the pockets of her pinny, aware of the muttering faces staring at her through windows and over yard walls.
         She nodded a curt farewell to her husband who looked back at her over Rosie’s shoulder. If his wife had shown even a morsel
         of regret at his leaving it might have encouraged him to return. But insincere displays of affection were not her style. Rosie
         had been the tenuous thread that had held them together, but now she was almost grown up and would soon be making her own
         way in the world. He’d been given the best excuse in the world to make a clean break. Tommy knew as he hugged his daughter
         that he wouldn’t be back. Rosie didn’t see the tears in her dad’s eyes as he walked away. She had tears of her own to cope
         with.
      

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      There was a spare room and Ethel, as part of the war effort, was required to take two women as lodgers. They worked in a local
         factory which had been turned over to making optical instruments on behalf of the War Department which had made Ethel the
         offer she wasn’t allowed to refuse. A year after her dad left, Rosie caught the flu and sat her School Certificate exams pouring
         with sweat until she was sent home in case she infected everyone else. She left school without the qualification she’d always
         assumed she’d get and took a job at Brigshawes, the same factory where the lodgers worked. The Minister of Labour, Ernest
         Bevin, was conscripting women for war work so Rosie figured she might as well jump before she was pushed. It was cleaner work
         than some of the older girls were having to take at the munitions factories, filling shells with explosives. She could have
         taken a job in the aircraft factory at Yeadon or the tank factory at Crossgates; or become a lorry driver or joined the Women’s
         Land Army. Jobs abounded in order that men could be released to go and fight Hitler.
      

      
      She also joined the Women’s Voluntary Service and for two evenings a week she washed and ironed various uniforms, made sandwiches
         and did a bit of marching. Apart from the odd bomb, the war seemed to be passing Leeds by and there was little in the WVS
         to interest her; although towards the end she was taught how to drive an ambulance by a besotted Home Guard sergeant who should have known
         better at his age. Rosie accepted his tuition but declined a suggestive invitation with a slap across his face. Apart from
         a sparsity of men and irritants such as gas masks, ration books, the black-out and no fresh fruit, life in Duck Street went
         on as usual.
      

      
      Mostin Craddock, from Number 27, found himself sitting on a bench in Paradine Hill Police Station for firing his catapult
         at a barrage balloon. He was eight years old, thin as a rail and a stranger to soap. Impetigo scabs, daubed with gentian violet,
         littered his scalp, which had been shorn and treated with DDT to get rid of nits. A morning confined to sitting on the ‘long
         form’ was considered a salutary lesson for would-be saboteurs, but Mostin was too engrossed in the Beano to worry overmuch. He was laughing at the comic’s portrayal of Hitler and Goering as Addie and Hermy, the Nasty Nazis, who
         fought losing battles against Lord Snooty and his Pals, Pansy Potter and Desperate Dan. Mostin’s favourite was Mussolini,
         who became Musso da Wop – ‘he’s a big-a-da-flop’.
      

      
      Mostin had also discovered that by blowing into his gas mask he could make a rude noise, which the police found intensely
         annoying. It was the reason kids rarely forgot to carry their masks with them. By lunch time, the police had had enough of
         him and a constable was despatched to fetch Mostin’s mother, who immediately laid into the desk sergeant.
      

      
      ‘Haven’t you lot got nowt better ter do than chasin’ round after kids what’s only playin’?’

      
      ‘Your lad were discharging a weapon at a civil defence installation.’

      
      ‘Don’t talk like a pillock! He were playin’ with his catapult. He couldn’t reach our bloody chimley pot wi’ it. God knows,
         the barmy little beggar’s tried often enough.’
      

      
      ‘There’s a war on, missis. Or didn’t yer know?’

      
      ‘Course I know, it’s been in t’ papers.’

      
      The sergeant ignored her sarcasm. ‘Yer never know in a war. I’ve confiscated the lad’s weapon an’ his name’s gone in the book.’
      

      
      ‘Does Churchill know?’ she said. ‘Mebbe yer due for a VC or summat. Anyroad, why aren’t you out there fightin’ bloody Nazzies
         instead of arrestin’ little kids for neither nowt nor summat?’
      

      
      ‘I did my bit the last time round and yer can take him home if yer like. But the little sod dunt get his catapult back.’

      
      ‘Yer can keep the damn thing. It should come in right handy fer shootin’ Nazzie planes down.’ She inclined her head towards
         her son. ‘Yer can keep yon little bugger as well, if yer like.’
      

      
      ‘We’d rather not, thank you, Mrs Craddock.’

      
      Mostin grinned triumphantly at the policeman, and his mother gave him a crack around the side of his head that propelled him
         through the door.
      

      
      Ethel employed a man to do the tea-round and, despite rationing, drew a steady income from it. There was a rapid turnover
         of employees because she wasn’t the easiest person to work for. Rosie didn’t work on Saturdays so she went round with the
         deliveryman, often taking the reins. There was something satisfying about the solid clip-clop of hooves on metalled roads;
         and the way people’s faces lit up and smiled when they saw the little van passing by, pulled by a piebald pony. For a few
         hours she could see the world as her father used to see it. Sitting in the rattling seat behind the pony gave her a sense
         of identity she didn’t get from her mother.
      

      
      The streets on the tea-round were mainly brick terraces, darkened by the ever-present cloud of black sulphurous smoke that
         clung to the Aire Valley. Countless chimneys sent streams of warm soot trailing into the sky to form a mushroom of grey-blue
         clag which would cool and return to ground, passing more of the same on its way down. Hitler did his level best to bomb Leeds but the permanent pall rendered the city invisible to Germany’s night-time bombers. The Luftwaffe
         did manage to hit the Marsh Lane Goods Station and the City Museum, where a collection of Egyptian mummies died a second death.
         Part of the Town Hall was hit and quite a few houses, but strategic targets such as Kirkstall Forge and the Barnbow Ordnance
         Factory survived. She drove the van past a Yorkshire Evening Post placard.
      

      
      BUS KILLS BIRSTALL WOMAN IN BLACKOUT. THIRD YORKSHIRE BLACKOUT DEATH IN TWO WEEKS.
      

      
      This didn’t surprise her because in Yorkshire the blackout had killed more people than Hitler had. But it was a precaution
         and in war, precautions are paramount, even if they do get you killed. One day Rosie stopped the van outside Mrs Nesbitt’s
         to tell her that her dad had joined the army and that she couldn’t have her weekly quarter pound any more. Mrs Nesbitt stared
         at Rosie for a second, hoping the girl hadn’t picked up on her own unintentional double entendre. Or was it unintentional?
         Surely the girl didn’t know anything.
      

      
      ‘They’ve brought rationing in for tea,’ said Rosie. ‘And you’re only allowed two ounces per person per week.’

      
      ‘Oh, right.’

      
      ‘So is that all right then?’

      
      ‘What? … yes, it’ll have to be.’ Mrs Nesbitt couldn’t resist adding, ‘When yer dad comes home on leave, tell him I miss me
         weekly quarter pounder.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll do that, Mrs Nesbitt. Me mam was wondering if Mr Nesbitt had come home from Dunkirk yet?’

      
      ‘Not yet, love. I expect it’s all a big mix-up down south.’ It would be another week before she got the telegram saying her
         husband was ‘Missing’. Three days later he turned up on the doorstep. Norah opened the door and promptly fainted.
      

      
      Rosie counted out the six weeks it would take for her dad to do his initial training. Everyone’s dad came home on leave after
         square bashing.
      

      
      ‘Dad should be home tomorrow,’ she announced, ticking off the final day on the calendar.
      

      
      ‘He wrote to say he can’t manage it,’ said Ethel. ‘Something’s come up.’

      
      ‘What’s come up?’

      
      ‘We’re not allowed to ask.’

      
      An awful thought struck Rose. ‘Mam …?’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘You haven’t had one of them telegrams, have you?’

      
      ‘One of what telegrams?’

      
      ‘Mrs Nesbitt got one about her husband being missing.’

      
      ‘Her husband turned up. He’d been missing in Southampton. It wouldn’t surprise me if she goes missing when he finds out what she’s been up ter.’
      

      
      Rosie chose not to query this remark. ‘I just wondered, that’s all,’ she said. ‘You would tell me if you got a telegram, wouldn’t
         you?’
      

      
      ‘Course I’d tell yer. Anyway, yer don’t go missing marching up and down a flamin’ parade ground. Mind you, I wouldn’t put
         owt past your dad.’
      

      
      From then on, Ethel cut her short every time she brought up the subject of her dad. There was something amiss and Rosie wasn’t
         being told.
      

      
      3 September 1943

      
      British and Canadian forces, under the leadership of Montgomery, crossed the Straits of Messina from Sicily and landed in
         the toe of Italy. It was there that Gunner Tommy Jones met the Italian girl.
      

      
      The war had kept him celibate for over three years, so he was easily seduced by the batting eyelashes of a plump but pleasant-looking
         local girl, several years his junior, despite explicit orders from his sergeant to the contrary:
      

      
      ‘Until we’ve been issued wiv contraceptives, there will be no sexual relationships wiv enemy bints wot might be carryin’ social
         diseases passed on by the Krauts.’
      

      
      The threat of catching second-hand German VD made most of the soldiers steer clear of temptation, leaving the field clear
         for Tommy, who was soon madly in love with the girl and she with him. Their illicit affair lasted three weeks until Tommy’s
         unit had to move on.
      

      
      Up until his association with the Italian girl, Tommy was reasonably friendly with a corporal from his unit, their friendship
         stemmed from them both coming not only from Leeds but from the same district. But when the girl came on the scene, jealousy
         reared its ugly green head.
      

      
      ‘Yer shouldn’t be havin’ it off wi’ an Eyetie. They’re us enemy,’ grumbled the corporal.

      
      ‘Get stuffed, corporal,’ said Tommy.

      
      They never spoke again. A week later the corporal’s leg was shattered by an exploding mine and two months after that he was
         invalided out and took his jealousy back to Leeds. A beer-fuelled conversation between the corporal and his wife started a
         poisonous campaign of vilification against both Ethel and Rosie.
      

      
      ‘Yer know Tommy Jones?’

      
      ‘Ethel Jones’s husband?’

      
      ‘Aye.’

      
      ‘What about him?’

      
      ‘He’s only havin’ it off wi’ an Eyetie bint.’

      
      ‘Can’t say as I blame him. That Ethel’s is a right toffee-nosed cow. Thinks she’s doin’ the world a favour just by bein’ alive.’

      
      ‘Ah,’ said her husband. ‘But it’s not right, is it? We were told not ter have nowt ter to wi’ Eyetie women.’

      
      She eyed him, suspiciously. ‘Oh aye, an’ why would they need ter tell yer that?’

      
      ‘It were in general,’ he explained quickly. ‘Some o’ the lads weren’t married an’ these Eyetie bints were handin’ it out on
         a plate.’
      

      
      ‘Of course you wouldn’t have been interested.’

      
      He diverted her line of thought. ‘It’s called fraternisin’ wi’ the enemy. Careless talk costs lives an’ all that.’

      
      ‘So, yer reckon his lady friend were trying to extract information from him?’
      

      
      ‘Well, it stands ter reason. I mean Tommy’s not exactly Errol flamin’ Flynn an’ this lass were right nice-looking.’

      
      ‘Was she as nice as me?’

      
      ‘Nay, lass, I’d not climb over you ter get to her,’ he lied.

      
      ‘Yer’ll tell me owt.’

      
      The following morning the corporal’s wife started a rumour that went around the district like Chinese whispers until Tommy
         was being accused of sleeping with German women and passing over vital secrets to the enemy. Marlene Gedge, two doors down
         from Rosie and Ethel, got the juicy version of the story. This delighted her no end and she felt it her bounden duty to inform
         everyone in the street of the traitorous family in their midst.
      

      
      Marlene was a sharp-tongued harridan who, for years, had carried a chip on her shoulder regarding the Joneses; what with them
         having the biggest house in the street, running their own business and Ethel flashing off her new clothes at every opportunity.
      

      
      Rosie had got used to her dad being away. At first, he sent brief letters from various places in England and when he was posted
         to the Eighth Army in Egypt his daughter followed his whereabouts via the newspapers. But never once had he been home. His
         last communication was to say he was in Italy and was alive and well.
      

      
      ‘He’s certainly getting about,’ commented Ethel, handing the buff card across to Rosie. ‘I wouldn’t mind a fortnight in Italy
         meself.’
      

      
      Rosie looked at the card. Everything had been crossed out except the printed line that said ‘I am well’. It was a relief,
         but it didn’t solve a problem that had reared its head recently. ‘Mam, have you heard what people are saying about him?’ she
         enquired.
      

      
      Ethel glanced at her daughter. ‘I have,’ she confirmed, ‘and I take no notice. It’s just a daft rumour and it’ll go away as quick as it came.’
      

      
      ‘Mam, they’re saying he’s a traitor. Susan Clarkson told me they’re all talking about it at work. What’s the matter with him,
         Mam? He never comes home on leave and now people are calling him a traitor.’
      

      
      There was an edge to Ethel’s voice now. ‘How do I know what’s the matter with him? I’ll tell yer one thing, lady. I know who’s
         at the bottom of it all – it’ll be that Marlene Gedge. I’ll mark her card for her. You see if I don’t!’
      

      
      Little Mostin Craddock had found a tin of whitewash and was painting a set of ‘V for Victory’ signs on the street walls in
         a belated celebration of the Allied Victory in Africa the previous May. Marlene Gedge had gone out to remonstrate with him
         but changed her mind and did a deal with the boy.
      

      
      Rosie was just finishing the Saturday tea round when she saw the boy writing the word ‘Traitor’ on their yard wall. She’d
         just about had enough. Unaware of her presence, the boy stood back to admire his work before being smacked on the side of
         his head with such force as to knock him to the ground and send his spectacles spinning from his head. As he lay there, Rosie
         angrily kicked him up his bony backside.
      

      
      ‘Leave us alone!’ protested the boy, scrabbling for his glasses and checking that they were unbroken. ‘I’ll tell me mam o’
         yer.’
      

      
      Rosie was horror-struck at what she’d done. She’d known him all his life. ‘Mostin, why did you write that?’ she asked.

      
      Before he could answer, she felt a shove in the back that sent her to the ground, narrowly missing Mostin, who scrambled away.
         She sat up and rubbed a sharp pain away from her elbow. Mrs Gedge stood over her. Beefy arms crossed over her low bosom, bare
         mottled legs, a cigarette between two nicotine-stained fingers and curlers encased within a hair-net in readiness for a night
         out at the Fforde Grene pub. If Hitler had known about the likes of Marlene Gedge he wouldn’t have been in such a hurry to invade.
      

      
      ‘Kick the lad again an’ we’ll kick the ’ell outa you!’

      
      ‘Why?’ protested Rosie. ‘Why are you doing this?’

      
      ‘Yer known damn well why,’ snarled Mrs Gedge. ‘Blood’s thicker ’n water. Yer’ll be t’ bloody same. Like father like daughter.’

      
      A crowd had miraculously gathered from nowhere, drawn by the raised voices. Head-scarfed women with arms akimbo. Cloth-capped
         men, who, for various reasons, were exempt from fighting in the war, watched the confrontation with hands pushed deep into
         trouser pockets. Assorted dirty-faced, snotty-nosed children, fresh from the Saturday matinée at the local Bughutch. A girl
         with spectacles that had one lens blocked with sticking plaster and a boy with plasters pinning his sticky-out ears back to
         his head. The short-socked girls had knee-length frocks and cardigans and ribboned hair and short-trousered boys had toe-scuffed
         boots or plimsolls or Wellingtons, and an assortment of jumpers, not one without a hole or a visible mend. But they were all
         in the same boat and elitism only arose at Whitsuntide, when some kids were turned out in new clothes.
      

      
      All of them were hoping the argument might escalate into something more violent to brighten up the remains of this dull afternoon.
         With Mrs Gedge involved, the prospects looked promising.
      

      
      ‘What’s my dad supposed to have done?’ asked Rosie.

      
      ‘He’s a traitor, that’s what!’

      
      The shouts were now coming from different parts of the crowd: ‘My husband’s in a prisoner o’ war camp while yer dad’s havin’
         it off wi’ bloody Nazzies. He wants hangin’!’
      

      
      Rosie ran into the house in tears. Ethel was waiting behind drawn curtains.

      
      ‘What’s it all about, Mam? What’s Dad supposed to have done?’

      
      ‘I’ve no idea, love. It’s gettin’ beyond a joke is all this.’ Her hand shook as she took a Swan Vesta from a box and lit a cigarette. ‘I could do without all this, I can tell yer that
         for nowt.’ She took a deep drag and shook her head, despairingly. ‘I wouldn’t care, yer dad’s made it pretty plain he doesn’t
         want ter come back ter me.’
      

      
      ‘Has he actually said that?’

      
      ‘Sort of … reading between the lines. I think he’s tryin’ ter let me know gently. Let’s face it, we haven’t seen hide nor
         hair o’ the bugger since he joined up and he’ll have had a bit o’ leave since then, surely.’
      

      
      Rosie felt doubly sad. This was the first time her mother had actually confirmed her fears about her dad not coming back to
         them. The trouble outside was momentarily forgotten as she asked, ‘Did you ever love Dad?’
      

      
      Ethel was slightly taken aback at this turn in the conversation. ‘Good grief, Rosie, what a thing to ask.’

      
      ‘Well, did you? I know I was er …’ she searched for the words, ‘… conceived out of wedlock. I just wondered, that’s all.’

      
      Her mother drew hard on the cigarette once more. ‘They were hard times when you were born, love. A girl had to take other
         things into consideration. Love never put food on the table nor clothes on yer back, no matter what they say. And you’ve never
         gone without.’
      

      
      ‘You married my dad because he had a bit of money, is that what you’re saying?’

      
      ‘I married him for a better life than I’d have had otherwise – where’s the crime in that?’

      
      ‘So, you never loved him?’

      
      ‘I was never passionately fond of him if that’s what yer gettin’ at.’

      
      A brick shattered the window, showering Rosie with glass. Ethel evaporated into tears. ‘They can’t do this. I’ll not have
         them do this to us. Not because of something we haven’t done.’ She headed for the door and Rosie grabbed her arm.
      

      
      ‘Don’t go, Mam.’

      
      Ethel shook herself free. ‘Leave me alone,’ she sobbed. ‘Why don’t you all leave me alone?’ She walked un certainly outside
         and stood in front of the mob standing by the gate. All the women stood in a line, with arms aggressively folded across pinafored
         bosoms of varying sizes. Uncertain men formed a second rank and expectant children hung around the perimeter. Ethel looked
         a pathetic adversary.
      

      
      ‘Yer shouldn’t throw things through our window.’ Her voice was faltering, her eyes on the ground. ‘It’s not right. We haven’t
         done nowt.’
      

      
      The crowd went quiet. There was an embarrassed shuffling of feet. Rosie strode past her mother, carrying the brick. She held
         it out and asked: ‘Whose is this?’
      

      
      There was no reply. Rosie looked at the crowd; taking in all the men and causing them to lower their eyes. ‘I can see why
         none of you lot were called up,’ she said, scornfully. ‘The army don’t bother with cowards.’
      

      
      It was an unfair comment and there was a muttering of protest from the men; some of them moved off, not wanting to hear any
         more. Ethel seemed to draw strength from her daughter’s support.
      

      
      ‘Come on … who threw it?’ There was a hint of hysteria in her voice. Rosie took her arm, but once again her mother shook herself
         free.
      

      
      Across the street a window slid noisily up and a shout of: ‘What’s goin’ on ’ere?’ came from a turbaned woman as she poked
         her head out.
      

      
      ‘It’s Ethel,’ shouted back an anonymous voice. ‘See what somebody’s written on their wall?’

      
      The crowd instinctively shuffled to one side so the new spectator could read the graffiti.

      
      ‘Well, they’ve spelled it right, so it can’t be anyone from round ’ere,’ commented the woman in the window.

      
      ‘It were our Mostin,’ shouted up Mostin’s mother, proudly. ‘He’s doin’ ever so well at sch …’

      
      ‘Who broke my window?’ Ethel’s voice chopped her off mid-sentence.

      
      Mostin looked up at an old man, whose gaze dropped to the ground. Ethel and Rosie followed the boy’s eyes.
      

      
      ‘It was you, wasn’t it?’ accused Rosie. ‘Only you haven’t got the guts to own up.’

      
      The old man fiddled in his pocket to find his teeth, which he jammed into his mouth as surreptitiously as he could, then,
         with his tongue, he cleverly revolved the top set until they fell into place. He looked, studiously, at his boots and muttered,
         ‘At least I’m not a traitor.’
      

      
      He had only come out to watch and had got carried away by the enthusiasm of the crowd. Enthusiasm he found he didn’t share
         when put to the acid test. Besides, it was a bit chilly and looked like rain and he’d come out without his waistcoat. He was
         a small man, wearing only a khaki, long-sleeved vest buttoned up to his unshaven neck and voluminous trousers, which were
         pulled up by braces almost to his armpits and further secured by a broad leather belt. He tried to effect nonchalance by lighting
         his pipe but Rosie could see his hand was shaking.
      

      
      ‘You’re a flamin’ idiot, that’s what you are!’

      
      ‘Now then, lass, don’t start callin’ folk names,’ he protested. ‘There’s never no smoke without fire.’

      
      ‘You’re a silly old man who’s daft enough to believe a load of gossiping old women who don’t know what they’re talking about,’
         said Rosie, scathingly. ‘You know my dad. He’s not a traitor!’
      

      
      ‘That’s not what we’ve heard,’ shouted Marlene Gedge. She turned to the crowd, trying to incite them.

      
      Ethel’s demeanour suddenly changed. Her timidity turned to rage. ‘Oh, I knew you’d be behind all this!’ She shook her fist
         at Mrs Gedge, who held up her arms protectively as Ethel screamed at her, ‘And what is it you’ve heard, eh? Go on, tell us,
         so we all know.’
      

      
      There was more foot-shuffling and Marlene Gedge stuck out her chin, to show the crowd she wasn’t really scared of Ethel. ‘We
         heard he was havin’ it off wi’ German women and betrayin’ secrets.’
      

      
      ‘German women?’ laughed Ethel, hysterically. ‘He’s in Italy, yer brainless cow! There aren’t any German women in Italy.’
      

      
      ‘We’re just sayin’ what we’ve heard.’

      
      Ethel stormed back into her yard as Rosie said, calmly, ‘My dad’s never been to Germany. He was in Africa with Montgomery
         for a year and now he’s in Italy.’ She looked scornfully at the men once again. ‘My dad’s been doing your fighting for you,
         and all you can do is listen to brainless idiots like Mrs Gedge who tell lies about him.’
      

      
      ‘Who d’yer think you’re callin’ an idiot?’ exploded Marlene Gedge. ‘I’ll rattle yer bloody ear’ole if yer …!’

      
      Her voice was choked off in mid-sentence as Ethel flew out of the yard and thrust a yard broom, bristles first, into Mrs Gedge’s
         face. The woman screeched in pain as the bristles broke her skin, then she cowered as Ethel, weeping in anger, rained a shower
         of blows on her, stopping only when Rosie managed to grab the weapon from her mother’s hands.
      

      
      The injured woman stumbled away, helped by a neighbour. The crowd dispersed. No one wanted to be this mad woman’s next victim.
         Ethel sank to her knees, shocked at what she’d done; inflicting so much pain on her neighbour. And all because of Tommy, who
         hadn’t been home for three years.
      

      
      Rosie knelt down and put her arm around her mother, risking another rebuff, but it never came. Ethel sank her head into her
         daughter’s shoulder, her resources completely drained. There was a rumble of distant thunder like some monster truck crashing
         through its gears.
      

      
      ‘Let’s get inside, Mam, before it starts to rain.’

      
      Her mother nodded and got to her feet.

      
      ‘I reckon my dad would have been proud of the way you stuck up for him.’

      
      ‘I didn’t do it for yer dad. I just wanted them to leave us alone.’

      
      *

      
      Tommy Jones went from a traitor to a hero in the space of one telegram. It was February 1944 and Tommy had risen to the rank
         of corporal. Churchill had proposed an amphibious landing behind enemy lines at Anzio on the west coast of Italy. The Allies
         had established a beach head but the Germans fought back fiercely. Tommy’s unit came under heavy artillery fire and was ordered
         to withdraw from their position. A young major was wounded in the leg and had ordered Tommy to leave him where he was, but
         Tommy, as was his wont, disobeyed the order and carried the man a quarter of a mile to safety. Two men from his unit, seeing
         what he was doing, dashed out from their cover and took the wounded man from him. Tommy set off to follow them and stepped
         on a land mine. Little was left of him; not even the letter he’d written to Rosie telling her how desperately he missed her,
         and how he was coming home on his next leave to see her. He was awarded a posthumous DSM which, if nothing else, put paid
         to all the gossip of him being a traitor. Mostin Craddock was sent round by his mother to apologise for writing traitor on
         the wall and even Mrs Gedge came round to make her peace. On balance, Ethel preferred being the widow of a hero to the wife
         of an absent husband.
      

      
      Rosie’s grief had been cushioned a little by her dad’s long absence but she was still numbed by the news. She went with her
         mother to Becketts Park Barracks and tearfully accepted the medal on behalf of her dad, but she somehow couldn’t help feeling
         he’d let her down. Dying without coming home to see her. She’d no way of knowing if he ever would have come home.
      

      
      Rosie had developed a mistrust of men. If her dad could let her down like that, then so could anyone. Boyfriends came and
         went. Mostly they went off to war. Billy Tomelty, her first serious boyfriend was home on leave after completing his initial
         army training. Although they weren’t formally engaged, marriage had been discussed and agreed, but not until the ‘war was
         out of the way’.
      

      
      On the night before Billy was due to go off on his posting, Rosie’s mother had left them alone while she went to the pictures.
         Billy was a trainee draughtsman and therefore met with Ethel’s approval. The fire was low in the grate to combat the evening
         chill and to keep them warm in their state of partial undress as they lay on the hearthrug, kissing, exploring and, in Rosie’s
         case, determined not to let things go too far like her mother had done.
      

      
      Their passion was being held in check with ITMA being on the wireless. It was often said that if Hitler wanted to invade England
         he should do it between half-past-eight and nine o’clock on a Thursday night when the whole nation was tuned in to Tommy Handley;
         to listen to the antics of such as Mrs Mopp, Funf the bungling German spy and Colonel Chinstrap. Billy eventually got up and
         turned it off.
      

      
      ‘Hey! – I was enjoying that,’ protested Rosie. She knew Billy was up to something. He’d been acting strangely lately and had
         developed an unusual obsession for haircuts, which she couldn’t quite understand, but she said nothing. Maybe it was something
         to do with him joining the army.
      

      
      He stood over her and looked down, illuminated by the twilight and the flickering fire; the bulge in his loose underpants
         betraying his excitement. Rosie had on only her brassiere and knickers; neither of which she intended removing. This was as
         far as things went. Until their wedding night.
      

      
      ‘You look nice,’ she said.

      
      ‘Thank you,’ he said, then asked, politely, ‘Rosie, can we do it?’

      
      ‘I don’t think we should, Billy.’

      
      He hooked his thumbs into the waist of his underpants. ‘Shall I take them off?’

      
      She gave it some thought. ‘You can if you want. I still don’t want to do it, though.’

      
      Billy pushed them off and knelt astride her. It was the first time she’d seen him completely naked and she would always remember
         how beautiful he looked.
      

      
      ‘I think we should do it,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Well, I’m off tomorrow, and I might not come back. We might never get the chance again.’

      
      ‘Don’t talk so soft, Billy Tomelty. Course you’ll come back.’

      
      He decided to push his luck and play on her sympathy. ‘But I might not. And I wouldn’t want ter die never havin’ … yer know
         … done it with yer.’ He leaned over, picked up his trousers and removed a small packet from the pocket. ‘I got a … you know
         what.’
      

      
      ‘Have you now?’

      
      Rosie thought it over for a while. It certainly put a different complexion on things. She came to what she thought was a reasonable
         compromise. ‘Tell you what, I’ll make you a promise. I promise I’ll save myself till you get back then we’ll definitely do
         it on the very first night.’
      

      
      ‘I’d sooner do it now, and know I’ve done it.’ He was struggling to keep the disappointment from his voice.

      
      ‘No,’ decided Rosie, firmly. ‘I don’t want to do it just for the sake of doing it. It’s got to mean something.’

      
      ‘Oh, right.’ This was woman’s logic, something he didn’t understand and therefore couldn’t argue with.

      
      ‘It’s just as hard for me,’ she pointed out. ‘I’ve never done it neither you know. It’ll be all the better for waiting for.
         And it’ll be a good reason for keeping your head down.’
      

      
      ‘Fair enough,’ he accepted, gloomily. ‘I’d best hang on ter this then.’

      
      ‘I think I’ll buy us a new one,’ said Rosie. ‘I don’t know how long they last.’

      
      ‘I’ll hold yer ter that,’ he grinned. ‘I had me hair cut three times in two weeks before I dare ask t’ barber fer one.’

      
      She laughed as the haircut mystery was solved. He leaned forward, kissed her, and whispered confidentially: ‘It’s on the cards
         that we’ll be off ter France before long.’
      

      
      ‘You’re not supposed to tell me stuff like that, Billy Tomelty. Walls have ears, you know.’
      

      
      ‘I thought yer mam were out,’ he grinned. ‘Anyroad, I’m lookin’ forward to it. I’ve never been abroad.’

      
      ‘You just stay away from them French girls.’ Rosie took the contraceptive from him. ‘In fact, I think I’ll look after this.
         I know what you’re like about not wanting things to go to waste.’
      

      
      Then, persuaded by the moment, she unhooked her bra and slid out of her knickers to join him in his nudity. He gazed down
         at her.
      

      
      ‘By heck, Rosie, lass – I’ve never in my life seen owt so bleedin’ beautiful.’

      
      Holding him in her gaze, she reached up and touched him; amazed that something so hard could feel so soft. Like velvet.

      
      ‘You’re a silver-tongued charmer, Billy Tomelty – but I’ll not change my mind,’ she said, without conviction.

      
      Within a few minutes she’d satisfied him without them going ‘all the way’. At the crucial moment Rosie was making almost as
         much noise as he was. Had Billy held back a little longer she would have let him make love to her. But he never knew this.
         A month later, on 6 June, Billy died on Sword Beach in Normandy, before he’d even reached dry land. He was eighteen.
      

      
      Rosie heard the news of Billy’s death second-hand in Wormald’s chip shop. Two women in the queue were talking:

      
      ‘Did yer hear about Mrs Tomelty’s lad?’

      
      ‘Aye, I went round to their house as soon as I heard. She’s a wreck is Hilda Tomelty.’

      
      Rosie felt herself go cold. She turned to the women. ‘Has something happened to Billy Tomelty?’

      
      The women looked at her, then at each other.

      
      ‘He’s my boyfriend,’ explained Rosie, anxiously. ‘Is he okay?’

      
      The rest of the queue went quiet. Eventually one of the two women said, ‘Yer might be as well goin’ round to see his mam, love.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t really know his mam.’

      
      ‘She got a telegram this mornin’, love,’ said the second woman, as gently as she could. ‘I think it said …’ she cleared her
         throat and the queue shuffled its feet uncomfortably, ‘Killed in Action.’
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ said Rosie. She looked at the fish frier. ‘A fish and two penn’orth please …’

      
      The man hesitated then turned to do her order. Rosie placed her money on the counter and left the shop empty-handed.

      
      The tears arrived as she walked in the door. Ethel was in the cellar, squeezing washing through the mangle, prior to hanging
         it out on the line. Rosie went through to the front room and stared out of the window, seeing nothing. Then she conjured up
         an image of her lovely Billy standing over her with the bulge in his underpants and politely asking if they could ‘do it’
         – and she’d turned him down.
      

      
      Had he thought about her as he lay dying? Had he wished she’d said ‘yes’? Would he have died happier if she’d let him? It
         was the least she could have done. If she could only turn the clock back …
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