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Nuneaton, Warwickshire, November 1939

‘Come on now, Sarah, if you keep crying like this you’ll wake Alfie up and then none of us will get any sleep tonight.’ As they lay curled up close together in their double bed, Briony Valentine hugged her young sister’s slight body to her.

‘B-but I don’t want Daddy to go away,’ Sarah sobbed as tears streamed down her thin cheeks. She had always been a frail child and her sixteen-year-old sister was very protective of her.

‘You know that he has to go,’ Briony told her gently but firmly. ‘Lots of men are leaving home to fight the war. Mr Brindley from next door joined up months ago, didn’t he? Try to look on the bright side, pet – it can’t last forever, can it? Daddy will be home in the blink of an eye, you just wait and see.’

Yet despite her brave words, Briony’s own heart was aching too, and from along the landing she could hear the sound of her mother, Lois, crying and her father’s voice as he tried to comfort her in their bedroom. Alfie was the only one who seemed unaffected by his father’s imminent departure, but then at five years old he wasn’t mature enough to understand the implications of their dad enlisting. As long as he was allowed out into the street to play football with his friends and his meals were on time, nothing much fazed her little brother, and Briony would not have had it any other way; she spoiled him shamelessly.

Many of Alfie’s friends had already been evacuated, much to his disgust. Up to now, their mother had refused to allow them to go, making the excuse that they were unwell, but Briony wondered what would happen once their father was gone. James Valentine had always been the strong one, and the girl was more than a little concerned about how her mother would cope without him. Just thinking about her mother made the corners of Briony’s mouth twitch into a smile. Lois was truly beautiful, and although her husband sometimes despaired of her, Briony loved her just the way she was and knew that deep down, he did too. Only the week before, he had scolded his wife because she had spent the money he had given her for new shoes for Alfie on a dress for herself.

‘But darling,’ Lois had said, batting her big blue eyes at him. ‘You know I always like to look nice for you, and it was such a bargain I simply couldn’t resist it. You wouldn’t want to come home to find me in a wrap-around pinny with curlers in my hair, now would you?’

Briony had held her breath as she waited for her father’s reply; eventually he had grinned and hugged her mother.

‘No, I don’t suppose I would,’ he’d admitted. He could never stay mad at her for long, even when he came home to find the house a mess and no meal on the table, whilst she sat and painted her nails. Lois Valentine was a striking-looking woman and she knew it; fortunately, her naturally kindly nature made up for her sometimes selfish ways. She was a loving wife and mother, her only fault being that she liked to make the most of herself at all times, which had caused the neighbours to christen her ‘Lady Muck’. Briony had heard them on occasion but it didn’t trouble her. She was proud of her mother and felt sure that the other women in the street were just jealous of her, envious of the way their husbands’ eyes would follow her each time she ventured out of the house – and it was no surprise really when she looked at them with their work-worn faces and their shabby pinnies.

Sarah had jammed her thumb in her mouth now and Briony knew that the worst of her weeping was over, for the moment at least. Hopefully the little girl would be asleep soon so she continued to stroke her hair soothingly as they lay in the darkened room. The blackout curtains effectively blocked out any light and normally she would have found the darkness comforting, but tonight her thoughts were too full of her father’s departure to allow her to think of anything else. Once he was gone she was painfully aware that life as they had known it would change drastically. It was James who cooked for them the majority of the time when he came home from his shift at the local pit, although he had been teaching Briony to cook lately and now she prided herself on being able to make a simple but filling meal. She had also taken over the washing and ironing, which was just as well, because when it had been left to their mother, the children had often found themselves with no clean clothes to wear.

In the summer, Briony had left school and started work at the local Woolworths store in town, in the accounts department. She loved her job, even if Lois did take most of her wages off her – ‘for bits and pieces’, as she had put it. Of course, their father didn’t know about it and Briony didn’t want him to. She understood that Lois took a pride in her appearance, and as long as she herself had enough coppers for her bus fares and for a few treats for Sarah and Alfie, she was quite happy with the way things were, nor did she mind all the chores she often found herself having to do.

Once she was sure that the little girl was asleep, Briony eased her arm from around Sarah and swung her legs out of the bed, shivering as her feet made contact with the icy lino. Pulling her mother’s old dressing gown about her, she set off downstairs for the kitchen. She could still hear her mother and father talking in hushed voices and thought they might be glad of a cup of tea. They obviously were not ready to sleep yet and she certainly wasn’t.

Down in the kitchen she checked that the curtains were fully drawn to meet the blackout regulations before clicking on the light and gazing about the familiar room. She tried to envisage what it would be like without her father and blinked back tears – but then, squaring her shoulders, she filled the kettle and began to set cups and saucers out on a wooden tray. There would be plenty of time for tears once he was gone. After carefully spooning the right amount of tea leaves into the sturdy brown teapot, she placed the pressed-glass sugar bowl and the milk jug on the tray too. Then she glanced around again as she waited for the kettle to boil. There was nothing of any great value in the room, nor in the whole of the house for that matter; most of the furniture was second-hand and mismatched, but it was the only home Briony had ever known so she loved it just the same. Admittedly, her mother would never have won a Housewife of the Year competition, but the place was homely and cosy for all that, and it had been a happy home that regularly rang with laughter. She wondered if it still would be, once her dad had gone away, but thankfully the kettle began to sing at that moment so she had no time to brood.

A few moments later, she tapped on her parents’ bedroom door and when her mother invited her in she carried the tray inside to them. They were sitting propped up against the headboard and Briony thought how pretty Lois looked in her pink silk nightgown, despite the fact that her eyes were reddened from crying.

‘Come away in, pet.’ Her father patted the side of the bed, and once she had put the tray down, Briony scrambled onto the eiderdown to join them. Her mother often teased her by saying that she and her father were like two peas in a pod, and it was true. She had inherited his coal-black hair and blue-grey eyes, whereas Sarah and Alfie were fair and blue-eyed like their mother.

James Valentine had met Lois Frasier after leaving the orphanage in Coventry where he had been brought up and was working his way around the country doing whatever jobs he could find. He had become quite a Jack-of-all-trades during that time, trying his hand at potato-harvesting or fruit-picking, fencing, building or any work that was available. He was a clever and personable young man. But then he had landed in the little Cornish village of Poldak where Lois had been raised, and he often jokingly told Briony that he had fallen in love with her at first sight.

‘That were the end of my travelling days. There were no other lass for me once I’d clapped eyes on your mam,’ he would reminisce and Briony’s young heart would flutter at the romance of it all. Her dad could do no wrong in her eyes and she would listen entranced to the tales he told of his childhood. His early years had been happy ones, thanks to the Welsh housemother in the orphanage, after whom Briony had been named. Briony’s eyes filled. Soon now, their jovial, kind father would be gone – and it was hard to imagine their life without him.

‘Here you are, Mum.’ Briony wriggled out of her father’s arms, poured out the tea and passed a cup to her mother, who sniffed loudly as she dabbed at her eyes with a little lace handkerchief.

‘There you are, Lois, our lass is looking after you before I’ve even left. Didn’t I tell you she would?’

Lois nodded resignedly and James stroked her pale blonde hair. He was putting on a brave face, but Briony knew that he was hurting as much as they were at the thought of being parted.

He took a long swig of his tea, keeping the smile plastered to his face as he asked, ‘When is it you’re starting work, pet?’

Lois had taken a part-time job in a local corner shop not far from where they lived in Stockingford. It would be the first time she had ever done a paid day’s work in her life and she wasn’t looking forward to it at all. But she supposed she ought to show willing. Most of the other women thereabouts were already working and she knew that once James was gone, money would be tight even with Briony’s wages coming in.

‘Next Monday,’ she answered, frowning.

‘Well, there you are then,’ James said cheerfully. ‘You’ll enjoy hearing all the gossip from the customers and it will keep your mind occupied till I come home.’

Briony wished wholeheartedly that she could be as optimistic as him; a knot of fear was wedged in her stomach and it refused to budge. Nuneaton had been more or less unaffected by the war up to now, but rumour had it that Hitler was just biding his time before the bombing of the Midlands started in earnest – and what would it be like then? Anderson shelters were being erected in people’s back gardens, their own included, and blackout curtains were already in force. It didn’t bear thinking about, especially as her mother was useless in a crisis. But now, not wishing to intrude any further on her parents’ last night together, she kissed them both goodnight and made her way back to the room she shared with her little sister, where she tossed and turned until the first light of dawn streaked the sky.


Chapter One

‘Just try and eat a few mouthfuls, Mum,’ Briony pleaded as she placed some sausage and mash in front of Lois. ‘You’ll make yourself ill if you go on like this, and you’ll feel better with something in your stomach.’

But it was soon apparent that her pleas were falling on deaf ears. Her mother had barely moved from the chair since early that morning following her husband’s departure, and now her stunning blue eyes were red and swollen from crying. She hadn’t even bothered to do her hair or put her make-up on for the first time that Briony could remember. The mood of depression in the house was so tangible that Briony felt she could almost reach out and touch it.

Sighing, she turned her attention to her younger brother and sister. Thankfully they had cleared their plates, so now she tried to inject a little cheer into her voice as she told them, ‘Come on, you two, we’ll get you washed and into your pyjamas, shall we? You can listen to the wireless for a while then before I tuck you in, if you’re both good.’

Sarah scraped her chair back from the table and carried her dirty plate to the deep stone sink whilst Alfie scrambled down too and went to his mother for a hug. Normally she was very affectionate towards him – towards all of them, if it came to that – but today she hardly seemed to notice that he was there, let alone show him any attention. He found this thoroughly confusing. He knew that his daddy had gone away, but he had promised to come home again just as soon as he could – so why had Mummy been crying all day?

‘Come on, sweetheart,’ Briony urged, holding her hand out to him as he hovered at his mother’s side. ‘We’ll get you washed first, shall we? And look, I have your clean pyjamas hanging on the clothes-horse by the fire so they’ll be lovely and warm for you to put on.’

Alfie instantly cheered up and skipped towards his sister, who lifted him up and hugged him tightly before washing him from head to toe in the bowl of warm water she had ready.

Shortly after eight o’clock that evening, when Briony had Sarah and Alfie tucked safely up in bed, she told her mother, ‘I might pop round next door for half an hour. Is that all right?’

‘What? Oh yes . . . yes, of course, love. You go,’ her mother said absently, so Briony pulled her coat on and stepped out into the back yard that divided the two houses. She shivered as she looked towards the dark shape of the Anderson shelter that was being erected in the back garden, then crossing the yard she tapped at the neighbour’s door and without waiting to be asked, hurried into the kitchen and out of the cold.

Martha Brindley was sitting knitting at one side of the fire whilst her youngest son Ernest, or Ernie as he preferred to be called, sat at the other listening to the wireless. Briony had hoped to find a slightly happier atmosphere here but she was instantly disappointed as Mrs Brindley raised reddened eyes to her.

‘You’ll never guess what this daft bloody ha’porth has gone an’ done,’ she said crossly, glaring at Ernie, who lowered his own eyes sheepishly. ‘He’s only gone an’ signed up, ain’t he? An’ him not even eighteen till the New Year. For two pins I’d go down to that recruitin’ office an’ tell ’em he’s lied about his age. I mean, he would have had to go soon enough anyway – so why hurry it along, eh?’

Briony’s heart sank as she looked towards Ernie for confirmation; he shrugged as a lock of his thick dark-brown hair flopped onto his forehead. ‘It wouldn’t make much difference even if yer did, Mam,’ he pointed out. ‘They need all the lads they can get now an’ I’m sure they wouldn’t quibble over a couple o’ months or so.’

‘I think he’s right, Mrs Brindley,’ Briony said quietly, but her heart ached at the thought of him going as well. She and Ernie had grown up together but lately their relationship had changed and she had found herself looking at him through different eyes. Suddenly he was so much more than just the boy next door. He was handsome and kind, and although neither of them had actually acknowledged it yet, they both knew that there was something special growing between them. But Briony knew that now he was going away, that special feeling might be lost and it saddened her.

‘You understand why I’ve done it, don’t yer, Briony?’ His deep-brown eyes held a silent plea for understanding as he gazed towards her. ‘Nearly all me mates have gone already as well as me dad, an’ I don’t want people thinkin’ I’m a yeller belly.’

Feeling as if she were caught between the devil and the deep blue sea, Briony wrung her hands together. Strangely, she could understand why he’d done it, but she didn’t want to upset his mother further by taking sides, so she said tactfully, ‘Well, as you say, you would have had to go in the New Year anyway.’

‘Hmm!’ Mrs Brindley’s knitting needles clicked furiously, and rising from his seat, Ernie suggested, ‘Why don’t we go fer a walk?’

‘In this weather?’ His mother shook her head, exasperated. ‘Why, you’ll likely catch yer death o’ cold – an’ then it’ll be that what kills yer instead o’ Adolf!’

Despite the tension in the air, Ernie grinned as he towered over Briony and pushed his long arms into the sleeves of his coat.

‘We won’t be long,’ he said, taking Briony’s elbow and they left hurriedly before his mother had a chance to start again.

After feeling their way down the long whitewashed entry that was acting as a wind tunnel, they wound their scarves around their necks and set off down Eadie Street. Once at the end of it they turned up Church Road and had almost reached the Round Towers, the entrance to the grounds of Arbury Hall, before Ernie said quietly, ‘Yer do understand, don’t yer, Briony?’

‘I think so.’ If she had been a young man she would probably have done just the same, but it didn’t stop the hurt from throbbing through her. ‘I don’t know how Ruth’s going to feel about it though.’

‘Ruth?’ He stared at her through the gloom.

‘Oh come on, Ernie. You must know that Ruth is nuts about you?’

‘Is she really?’

Men could be really dim sometimes, thought Briony; how he could have failed to notice was anyone’s guess. Ruth Teagles was Briony’s closest friend and she had worshipped the ground that Ernie trod on for as long as Briony could remember, which was why she herself had held back. She sighed into the darkness now, wondering why everything had to become so complicated when you grew up. Not so very long ago they had all been at school together with not a care in the world – and now here was Ernie going off to fight for his King and Country.

A thick frost was forming on the deserted pavements, making them sparkle like diamonds, and as he felt a shudder ripple through Briony, Ernie drew her arm through his and said, ‘Come on, that’s blown a few cobwebs away. Let’s get back an’ see if me mam is in a better frame of mind, eh? I might even make yer a brew. Might as well make the most o’ the time we’ve got left. I shall be off to start me trainin’ in a couple o’ weeks’ time. Did I tell yer it were the RAF I’ve joined? I’m goin’ to train to be a pilot. Just as well I got good marks at school, ain’t it?’

Briony shivered again, but this time it was nothing to do with the cold. It was the thought of Ernie flying a plane that made fear pulse through her veins. No wonder Mrs Brindley was so upset. It was bad enough knowing that your loved ones were joining the Army, but everyone knew that the RAF pilots stood a chance of being blown out of the sky by enemy planes every time they took off. For some reason she had assumed that he had enlisted for the Army, as his father had. Briony was suddenly glad of the darkness that hid the tears that had sprung to her eyes. This was turning out to be one of the worst days of her life, what with her father leaving and now finding out that Ernie would shortly be going too. Suddenly she just wished that it could be over.

*

Ruth was waiting for her at the bottom of Church Road the next morning when Briony set off for work and they began the walk into town together as they normally did.

‘Did yer dad get off all right?’ the other girl asked conversationally.

Briony nodded miserably. ‘Yes, but Mum’s hardly stopped crying since he left.’

‘Well, I think we expected that, didn’t we?’ Ruth plunged her hands deep into her coat pockets and shuddered. ‘I ain’t never known a pair like your mam an’ dad. They’re like a couple o’ love birds. Not like mine.’ She explained: ‘Me dad were in the pub again last night after he finished his shift down the pit, an’ me mam went fer him wi’ the big umbrella when he finally came in.’

She chuckled as she slid her arm through her friend’s. The two girls had gone all through school together, and although they were as close as could be, they were as different to look at as chalk from cheese. Ruth was short and dumpy, with wild mousy hair that tended to curl, and pale-blue eyes, whilst Briony was slim with straight hair that shone as black as a raven’s wing. Ruth had always been envious of Briony’s looks, not that it had affected their friendship. Briony often thought Ruth didn’t have a nasty streak in her whole body and she wasn’t far wrong. Ruth had a heart of pure gold and would have done anything for anyone, and Briony wondered how she was going to break it to her that Ernie was joining the RAF. Ruth had never made a secret of the fact that she adored Ernie and when they were younger she had followed him about like a puppy, which had complicated things when Briony suddenly realised that she had feelings for Ernie too.

They were almost at the top of Haunchwood Road when Briony plucked up the courage to say bluntly, ‘I heard that Ernie had enlisted too last night.’ There didn’t seem to be any easy way to say it so she decided to just get it over and done with.

Ruth stopped walking, and the ready smile she normally wore slid from her face as she asked hoarsely, ‘You are kiddin’, ain’t yer?’

She looked so distraught that Briony felt a pang of guilt stab through her as she shook her head.

‘Bloody hell!’ The colour had drained out of Ruth’s plump cheeks and Briony hugged her.

‘I dare say he would have done it after his birthday anyway,’ she said consolingly. ‘He’s just brought things forward a bit, that’s all. But try not to worry; I’m sure he’ll be fine. Before he left, my dad reckoned this war would be over before we knew it.’

Ruth swallowed deeply and nodded. ‘Yes . . . course it will be,’ she said, trying to be optimistic. Then: ‘So when is he goin’?’

‘In a couple of weeks, from what I could gather, but he’ll have to complete his training before they send him off anywhere.’

They walked on into Tomkinson Road through the thick freezing fog, and for the rest of the way Ruth was very quiet.

The day passed slowly. In the accounts department, Briony was kept busy preparing everyone’s wage packets and Ruth was almost rushed off her feet down on the shop floor. On the way home after work, Briony called into the corner shop in Cross Street and bought some vegetables before going on to the butcher’s in Church Road, where she purchased some lamb chops. She doubted her mother would have bothered to cook for the children and had resigned herself to going home and cooking them a meal herself. The fog had lifted late that morning and now the frost was beginning to sparkle on the pavements again as she hurried through Stockingford. Everyone had closed the blackout curtains against the freezing night and Briony felt as if she were walking through a ghost town. Even the lamp-posts were no longer turned on now, and the odd car that crawled through the streets had its headlights dimmed. Ruth’s mood hadn’t lightened as the day progressed and now Briony just wished that this day could be over. It would be the first evening without her father’s fond smile to welcome her after a long day at work, and she wasn’t looking forward to it at all. Her spirits plunged even deeper once she stepped into their small terraced home to see Lois curled up in the chair at the side of a low fire still in her dressing gown. She clearly hadn’t bothered to get dressed all day and her eyes were dull and swollen from weeping.

Sarah ran to meet her with a look of relief on her small face, saying, ‘Mam hasn’t stopped crying all day, Briony, but I got some coal in – look.’

‘Good girl.’ Briony stroked her sister’s hair affectionately before she took her coat off and hung it on a nail at the back of the door. ‘And have you and Alfie had any dinner?’

Sarah solemnly shook her head. ‘Not yet, but I waited for Alfie after school and brought him home like you asked and I gave him some milk and a biscuit.’

‘Then we’ll have a nice warm cuppa, eh? And then I’ll get the dinner started. While I’m doing that, you could help Alfie get into his pyjamas for me. I’ll give him his wash later.’

Her brother was lying on his stomach looking at the pictures in his comic but he went willingly enough, and once the children were out of the way, Briony fixed a smile on her face and said brightly, ‘I’m going to put the kettle on now, Mam. I’ve bought us some nice lamb chops for tea as a treat. We may as well enjoy them while we can. Once this rationing that they keep on about comes into force it might not be so easy to get hold of some things – and even when we can, we’ll be limited in how much we can have.’

‘I’m not hungry,’ Lois said dully, and Briony felt a little stab of anger. Didn’t her mother realise that they were all missing her father just as much as she was? Even so she kept her voice level as she turned to fill the kettle at the sink.

‘Well, I still want you to eat something,’ she answered firmly. ‘You’ll be no use to Sarah and Alfie if you get ill, will you?’

Receiving a sniffle as an answer she sighed inwardly and began to prepare the teapot and the mugs before starting on the vegetables. It looked set to be a very long evening.

By the end of the week, Briony was exhausted. Each day she would go off to work then each evening she would come home and see to the children and cook them all a meal. Then when that was done, she would tackle the washing and ironing whilst her mother sat curled in her chair, a mere shadow of her former self, locked in self-pity. Lois had always relied heavily on her handsome husband, and now that he was gone she didn’t seem to be able to cope with anything.

It was Mrs Brindley who brought it all to a head one evening when she appeared at the kitchen door clutching a chipped cup.

Briony was up to her eyes in ironing the children’s school clothes and she looked up as the woman entered the room.

‘’Ello, luvvie.’ Mrs Brindley was dressed in her customary wrap-around flowered pinny. ‘Yer couldn’t lend me a bit o’ sugar till in the mornin’, could yer? I don’t fancy goin’ up the corner shop in this cold.’ Then as her eyes settled on Lois she abruptly stopped talking and said, ‘So what’s this then? Why is young Briony doin’ the ironin’ when she’s bin to work all day, Lois? Are you ill?’

‘She’s missing my dad,’ Briony explained as her mother broke into a fresh torrent of weeping. Martha Brindley seemed to bristle before her very eyes.

‘Is that so? Well, I’m missin’ my Clal an’ all, but it won’t do no good to sit about weepin’, will it? Then young Ernie will be off an’ all soon, an’ I’ll be all on me own, not like you, Lois, who still have yer family about yer. Stop feelin’ so bloody sorry fer yerself, woman, an’ get up off yer arse, fer Christ’s sake. You ain’t bein’ a bit fair on yer kids, especially young Briony ’ere.’

Lois was so shocked at being spoken to in such a manner that she stopped crying and stared at the older woman open-mouthed.

‘That’s better.’ Mrs Brindley nodded approvingly. ‘Now get yerself over to that sink an’ wash yer face then go an’ get yerself dressed, ’cos I’m tellin’ yer now, I ain’t goin’ nowhere till yer do. Then when you’ve done that, yer can make us all a nice cup o’ tea an’ make yerself useful. Meantime I’ll sit an’ have a chat to young Briony ’ere.’ And with that she plonked herself down in the chair opposite Lois and glowered at her until the woman stood up and hurried off to do as she was told.

Once Lois had washed her face and gone upstairs to get dressed, Briony smiled at Mrs Brindley gratefully.

‘Thanks for that,’ she said. ‘I was beginning to get really worried about her, wondering if she was ever going to get out of that chair.’

‘Hmm, trouble with yer mam is she’s been spoiled,’ Mrs Brindley said matter-of-factly. ‘I reckon she had yer dad eatin’ out o’ the palm of her hand, waitin’ on her hand an’ foot. But he ain’t here now so she’s goin’ to have to join the real world like the rest of us. Not that I don’t like yer mam,’ she added hurriedly, seeing Briony’s face fall. ‘It’s obvious that she were brought up different to the likes of us.’ She chuckled then. ‘She’s made many a head turn round ’ere, I don’t mind tellin’ yer, what wi’ her lipstick an’ her powder an’ never a hair out o’ place, but I reckon the majority o’ the women are just jealous of her ’cos she’s so attractive. Trouble is, yer dad’s gone fer now, so she’s goin’ to have to pull her socks up an’ look after them little ’uns – if they don’t get evacuated, that is. Between you an’ me I don’t understand how she’s managed to avoid it fer so long. But it certainly ain’t right that you should have to come home an’ do all this just ’cos you were the firstborn. You’re still not much more than a slip of a kid yerself, even if yer have left school an’ got yerself a job.’

She heaved herself out of the chair then and placed the kettle on the hob to boil. Soon afterwards, Lois reappeared dressed and looking slightly better than she had before.

‘I didn’t mean to bully yer, Lois,’ Mrs Brindley apologised as Lois spooned tea leaves into the teapot. ‘But sometimes, as me old mam allus used to say, yer have to be cruel to be kind. Now let’s have that cup o’ tea, shall we?’

Briony stared at her mother. Lois’s eyes were still red and swollen, but at least she had stopped crying – which was a step in the right direction.

‘Our Ernie’ll be off next week,’ Mrs Brindley glumly reminded them then, and Briony’s heart missed a beat. It seemed that everyone she cared about was leaving – and there wasn’t a single thing she could do about it.


Chapter Two

Much to Briony’s surprise, soon after Mrs Brindley left that evening, Lois dragged in the tin bath that hung on a nail in the yard outside and began to heat up pans of water.

‘I dare say I have let myself go a little,’ she admitted reluctantly. ‘And I’m sorry if I’ve put on you, darling. I know how hard you work, rushing about that office all day, and it’s not fair that you’ve been coming home and having to see to all of us. But I will try harder in future, I promise. I’ll make a start right now by washing my hair and having a bath. I shall be starting work at the shop on Monday and I don’t suppose I can go in looking like this, can I?’

Briony’s spirits lifted. ‘I’ll help you shampoo your hair,’ she volunteered, flashing her mother a warm smile.

They filled the bath together and once Lois was soaking in the hot water and Briony had washed her hair for her, she sat down in the chair at the side of the fire, glad of a chance to rest her feet, which were throbbing nicely now. It was a ritual they usually went through together on a Sunday evening, and Briony welcomed the feeling of things returning to some sort of normality.

After a while her mother glanced at her before saying quietly, ‘I’ve got a feeling Mrs Brindley might have been right – about the children, I mean. I fear I won’t be able to keep them here much longer. It said on the radio earlier today that Hitler is just waiting for the spring before he begins to bomb England. If that’s true, it won’t be safe for the kids to be here any more – but how will we bear it if they are sent away?’

Just the thought of Sarah and Alfie being whisked away to some unknown place filled Briony with dread, but not wishing to upset her mother again she answered sensibly, ‘Well, from what I can gather from some of the ladies at work whose children have already been evacuated, they’re doing fine. I suppose we won’t have any choice in the matter. There isn’t any other alternative, is there?’

‘Actually . . . there is,’ her mother said cautiously.

Briony blinked in surprise. ‘Oh, and what’s that then?’

Lois seemed to hesitate before saying, ‘They could go and live with their grandparents in Cornwall until the war is over. I had a letter from my father today and he told me that you would all be welcome there.’

Briony’s eyes almost popped out of her head. She hadn’t even known that her mother’s parents were still alive – so the information had come as a complete shock to her.

Lois sighed resignedly and, grabbing the towel that Briony had put ready for her, she hauled herself out of the tin bath while her daughter averted her eyes. After drying herself, Lois slipped on her dressing gown and sat down opposite her, a towel round her shoulders while her wet hair dried in the warmth from the fire.

‘You are old enough to know the truth now,’ Lois told the girl, and her eyes grew dreamy as her mind slipped back in time. ‘I had a very privileged upbringing,’ she began. ‘My father has his own business – he’s an undertaker in a town called Penzance – and I went to the finest schools and had the best clothes that money could buy. I’m afraid that Daddy always rather spoiled me. He’s a wonderful, kind man but my mother . . .’ She frowned. ‘Well, Mother always made it crystal clear that my brother Sebastian was her favourite.’ She smiled apologetically then as Briony looked taken aback, admitting, ‘Yes, you have an uncle too. Our mother is a very strict woman and highly religious. We lived in a beautiful house with a cook and a maid. Obviously my parents both wanted the best for me and they expected me to make a good marriage – but then I met your father and needless to say, they weren’t happy about me associating with him. They said he was a drifter and that he would never amount to anything, but the thing was, I loved him and I wouldn’t listen.

Lois stood up and paced restlessly. She lit a cigarette and went on, ‘Anyway, the long and the short of it is, eventually I became pregnant with you, and when they found out, Mother told me that I was to leave and never darken their door again. Your father and I ran away together in the dead of night with barely a penny between us, and eventually we ended up back here, in a part of the world he knew, and I had you. And I’ll tell you something, Briony; I’ve never regretted it for a single second. Your father is a wonderful man, as you know, and although we have never been rich materially, I’ve been rich in other ways and I consider myself to be a very fortunate woman. It broke my heart to leave my father, and recently I wrote to him and asked him to help me. I knew it would be no good writing to Mother. I explained that I now had three beautiful children and that I didn’t want them to be sent to live with strangers, and he wrote back and said that of course you could all go there until the war was over.’

‘But I’m too old to be sent away,’ Briony objected. ‘I’m almost seventeen and I’m working now.’

‘I know, but you wouldn’t want the younger ones to go alone, would you?’ her mother answered cajolingly. ‘At least if you were with them I’d know that my mother couldn’t bully them. I won’t be able to keep them here much longer. Most of the children hereabouts have already been evacuated and the school is working on a skeleton staff. Almost all the male teachers have joined up.’

Briony’s mind was reeling as she tried to take it all in. It was a shock to discover that she had grandparents and an uncle that she had never known existed – let alone that she might now be expected to go and live with them. She had supposed that her grandparents were dead.

‘But why didn’t you tell me all this before?’ she asked as things began to flash into her mind. The letters that had recently arrived and which her mother had hastily shoved into her pocket to open when she was alone. They must have been from her grandfather.

‘Until now I didn’t think you needed to know. And of course, it might not be for some time, if at all,’ her mother hurried on, seeing her daughter’s agitation. ‘But if the Red Cross do call again, wanting to take the younger ones . . .’ her voice trailed away. ‘Just think about it and get used to the idea, eh?’

Briony could only nod numbly before she stumbled away to start emptying the dirty water out of the bath, trying to picture what these new members of the family might be like.

Later that night she lay under the bedclothes, her mind working overtime, with Sarah’s warm little body snuggled next to her. If she were to go and live in Cornwall, her life as she had known it would change completely. She would be sharing a house with strangers, even if they were her grandparents. But no doubt it wouldn’t be forever. The war had to end sooner or later, and the thought of her young brother and sister going alone was unthinkable, especially if her grandmother was as strict as her mother had warned her. Eventually she drifted into an uneasy sleep, after deciding that she would worry about it if and when the time came.

Briony arrived home from work the following evening to find that her mother had made an attempt at cooking them all a meal.

‘These taters have got lumps in,’ Alfie whined as he pushed them about his plate.

‘And my sausages are all red inside and black on the outside,’ Sarah grimaced.

Lois glared at them. ‘Oh, stop complaining,’ she snapped. ‘You know your father was a better cook than me, but it’s better than going hungry, isn’t it?’

‘It’s fine, Mum,’ Briony said hurriedly, although her stomach was revolting at the stodgy mess in front of her. ‘You just need to cook everything a little slower and for a bit longer tomorrow.’

Lois sniffed. ‘I broke a nail while I was cooking all that as well,’ she grumbled, staring down at her manicured hand as if it were the end of the world.

‘Well, it will soon grow again. But now come on, kids; eat up while it’s nice and hot.’

The children scowled but did as they were told, and once the meal was over Briony washed the dishes whilst her mother filed the offending nail and varnished it. Briony was pleased to note that Lois had curled her hair and put on powder and lipstick. Her eyes were still sad and she had lost some of her sparkle, but at least she was making an effort again – for which Briony was grateful.

They listened to Glenn Miller on the wireless after the dishes were all put away in their proper places, then Briony got the children washed and into their night things and took them up to bed.

‘I’m going to pop next door and see Ernie for a bit, Mum,’ she said when she came back downstairs and was surprised to see that Lois had fetched the sherry from the sideboard. It was usually kept for special occasions. Seeing the look on her daughter’s face, Lois confided, ‘I thought a drop of this might relax me. I haven’t been sleeping properly.’

Briony didn’t comment. After all, the way she saw it, if a drink could make her mother feel a little better – where was the harm in it?

Martha Brindley was standing at the sink washing the dinner pots when Briony tapped at her door and entered the kitchen. The woman smiled at her fondly. In her opinion, the poor girl had to do more than her fair share of housework and looking after her little sister and brother. That mother of hers was a right flighty piece – not that she wasn’t pleasant, mind. Anyone would be hard pushed not to like Lois, but she was too vain by half from where Martha was standing, and that handsome husband of hers hadn’t helped matters by pandering to her every whim. Still, he was off fighting now, so Martha hoped this might be the making of his wife. If there was no one there to wait on her hand and foot, apart from Briony, Lois would have to pull her finger out and learn to help herself, wouldn’t she?

‘If it’s our Ernie you’ve come to see, he’s just popped to the corner shop to get me ten Woodbine,’ she told Briony, and saw the girl’s face fall. ‘But he shouldn’t be long,’ she added hastily. ‘So why don’t yer pour us both out a nice cuppa? I’ve just made a fresh pot and I’ve about done here now. I’ll leave this lot to drain an’ put ’em all away later.’

Briony obediently fetched some cups and saucers from the cupboard as Martha watched her from the corner of her eye. She had a sneaky suspicion that young Briony had a soft spot for her Ernie, and he made no secret of the fact that he fancied her – but up until now neither of them seemed to have done anything about it; no bad thing, in her opinion, now that he had been called up. Martha was a realist, and who knew what the future held for them? Up until recently she would have bet any money that young Ruth and Ernie would become an item eventually. After all, everyone knew that Ruth puppy-worshipped him. Martha liked Ruth; she was a gentle-natured lass and she wouldn’t have minded at all having her for a daughter-in-law, but now it looked as if the feelings that were obviously developing between her son and Briony might throw a spanner in the works. But then from what she had learned, nothing ever went smoothly in life, so she was prepared to sit back and let nature take its course. What would be would be.

‘So why the long face then?’ she asked as she joined the girl at the table.

For a moment she thought Briony was going to ignore the question but then the girl blurted out, ‘I’ve just found out from Mum that I have an uncle and grandparents living in Cornwall.’

‘Really?’ Mrs Brindley looked bemused as she scratched her chin. ‘How come yer never knew about ’em before?’

‘Because it seems they disowned Mum when she ran off to marry Dad, and she hasn’t had anything to do with them since,’ the girl answered solemnly. ‘But now my grandfather has said that we – the grandchildren, that is – can go and stay with them until after the war rather than be evacuated.’

‘And will yer be takin’ him up on his offer?’

‘Mum says we might have to, rather than let the younger ones go to strangers,’ Briony told her. ‘But I’m not too happy about it, to be honest. From what Mum’s told me, our grandmother sounds like a bit of a tartar, and it will mean me giving up my job.’

‘Hmm, I can see it would be a bit of a wrench for you,’ Mrs Brindley agreed musingly. ‘But then at least you’d all be safer there than here in the Midlands. Word is out that old Adolf could be droppin’ bombs on us any time soon. It stands to reason, don’t it, what wi’ all the factories in Coventry that are makin’ parts fer the tanks an’ the aeroplanes. They’ll be a prime target an’ we’re only a stone’s throw away when all’s said an’ done, so no doubt we’ll cop it an’ all.’

‘I suppose we would be safer,’ Briony sighed. ‘But how would Mum cope here all on her own?’

‘She’s a grown woman,’ Mrs Brindley told her firmly as she spooned sugar into her tea. ‘An’ if push came to shove she’d have to manage same as the rest of us.’

‘I dare say you’re right.’

The door opened then, and Ernie rushed in, bringing a waft of icy air with him. ‘Phew, it’s bloody freezin’ out there,’ he grinned as his eyes settled on Briony. ‘Is there any more tea in the pot? I could do wi’ sommat to warm me up.’ He tossed the cigarettes to his mother, who opened the packet and lit one.

‘Young Briony here’s just been tellin’ me that she might be goin’ away soon an’ all,’ she informed him through a cloud of smoke, and Briony then repeated her story as Ernie listened intently.

‘Blimey,’ he croaked when she had finished. ‘An’ yer say yer mam’s family are well-off. What do they do?’

‘Apparently my grandfather has his own undertaking business.’ Briony shuddered at the thought. It didn’t seem like a very nice job to have to do, but then she supposed someone had to.

‘Well, at least there’s not much chance o’ him ever goin’ out o’ business, is there?’ Ernie quipped, hoping to raise a smile from her. She looked very glum and not at all excited to discover she had family she had never known about. There was another knock at the door then; it was Ruth, and the subject was closed as Ruth stared at Ernie from adoring eyes.

Mrs Brindley picked up her knitting and retired to her comfortable old chair by the fire, leaving the young people to it.

‘Not long till you go now then?’ Ruth said as she placed her gas mask on the table.

Ernie looked uncomfortable as he lowered his head and responded: ‘No, not long at all – but then the war can’t last forever, can it?’ He was shocked to see that there were tears in her eyes and that she was blinking rapidly to stop them from falling. Briony noticed too and hastily rose from her seat as guilt shot through her. She knew how much Ruth cared for Ernie and wished that she could still look at him as merely a friend – but then it wasn’t as if she’d ever intended to feel as she did, was it?

‘I reckon I’ll get off now,’ she said quietly, trying to ignore the disappointment that had flared in Ernie’s eyes. ‘I’ve got to get my clothes ready for work tomorrow and check that Mum’s got the children’s outfits ironed too.’

‘Shall I see you home?’ Ernie scraped his chair back from the table but Briony shook her head and grinned.

‘I hardly think you need to do that, seeing as I only live a few steps across the yard. No, you stay here and have a chat to Ruth, and I’ll see you in the morning at the same time, shall I?’ she asked her friend. Ruth nodded absently and snatching up her coat, Briony made a hasty retreat.

On entering her own kitchen again, she was dismayed to see that her mother had drunk almost half a bottle of sherry and looked a little bright-eyed.

‘I’ll have a tidy-up shall I?’ she said, discreetly grabbing the bottle and shoving it hastily back into the cupboard. Then she got the ironing board out and began to press the children’s school clothes. This was another job that her father had used to do each evening, and the thought of him standing there brought a lump to her throat. How could she blame her mother for feeling as she did, when she was missing him herself? Nothing seemed the same any more, and once Ernie was gone too she knew that she was going to feel even worse. Her thoughts returned then to the grandparents and the uncle she had never known about and now, without being able to stop herself, she blurted out, ‘So tell me what my grandparents are like then, Mum. I know you said that Grandmother was strict – but what do they look like?’

Lois sighed. She had been expecting this, and now that Briony knew about them there was no point in trying to cover it up any more. ‘Daddy was always smart,’ she recalled. ‘I suppose he had to be in the job he did. It was very rare not to see him in a suit and tie, apart from weekends. And even then he would rush away and get changed if there was a family who had suffered a bereavement. With his job, you were never really off duty. Mummy used to get quite angry with him sometimes when he was called away, especially if they were in the middle of entertaining guests. Death can strike at any time so Daddy was always on call, so to speak. He was a very tall, handsome man with brown wavy hair and lovely twinkling blue eyes.’ Her lips twitched into a smile as she thought back in time. ‘Often after school, if he wasn’t busy, he would take my brother and me down to the beach and we would paddle in the sea and make sandcastles. He always made time for me, whereas Mummy believed that children should be seen and not heard, although she was much more relaxed with Seb, my brother. He could never do any wrong in her eyes and she made no secret of the fact that he was her favourite. He is three years younger than me, and from the day he was born she doted on him. We had a nanny who would bath me, but Mummy always insisted on bathing Seb herself.’

‘You had a nanny?’ Briony gasped incredulously, and Lois grinned.

‘Oh yes, and the gardener-cum-handyman used to take us both to school each day in the pony and trap until Seb was old enough to go away to boarding school. Mummy was determined that he should have the best education possible.’

‘Did you get sent away to boarding school too?’

Lois shook her head. ‘No, although Daddy did put me into a private one, much to Mummy’s disgust. She believed that girls didn’t need an education and that he was wasting his money, but Daddy put his foot down on that score on one of the very rare occasions that I can remember and told her that I deserved a decent education too.’

‘What does Grandmother look like?’ Briony asked next.

‘She looked a lot like me when she was younger,’ Lois said thoughtfully. ‘But Seb looked like Daddy, the same colouring and build. Mummy was beautiful, and sometimes when she came into the nursery to kiss us goodnight before an evening out with Daddy, I used to think she looked like a princess. She always smelled wonderful too. Daddy would buy her these lovely French perfumes that lingered in the room long after she had left. I dread to think what they must have cost him, but what Mummy wanted, she had. I don’t think Daddy could ever say no to her. He was totally besotted with her, which was no wonder really as she was incredibly pretty. I dare say she still is.’

Briony was bemused. Whenever she had tried to imagine what her grandparents might have been like, she always thought of elderly, jolly people, nothing at all like the ones her mother was describing now. On occasions she had visited Ruth’s grandparents with her in Priory Street. They were both elderly with a ready smile and a little treat and a hug for any of the family that came to visit them, and they sounded a world apart from these people. But perhaps her grandmother wasn’t as bad as Lois was painting her? Perhaps Lois was just embittered because of the way her mother had turned her back on her when she met James Valentine?

‘And my uncle?’ she dared to ask.

Lois chuckled. ‘What can I say about Seb?’ she shrugged. ‘He was spoiled rotten from the second he drew breath, and he soon learned how to make the most of it. He could wrap Mummy around his little finger, although Daddy did try to rein him in a little. When he finally got kicked out of the last boarding school he attended, Daddy set him on in the family business. Seb was not amused, I don’t mind telling you, but I think Daddy gave him an ultimatum – either he knuckled down and learned the trade or he made his own way in the world. He had no qualifications and had failed all his exams, so needless to say he reluctantly did as he was told, although it was obvious he wasn’t happy about it. I think he had every girl in the county drooling after him, and to say he was a bit of a Casanova would be putting it mildly. Seb could have charmed the birds off the trees, and I often wonder if he’s settled down with anyone yet.’

Briony’s head was spinning. There was so much to think about and she was glad when she could finally say goodnight to her mother and sidle off to bed, cuddling up to Sarah’s warm little body for comfort as she tried to get her head around it all.
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