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			About the Author

			Jennifer Hart lives in London. When not writing, Jennifer loves to dance, and is often found tripping the light fantastic at her local Lindy hop class.

		

	
		
			About the Book

			All she had left was her son, and her voice . . .

			When the love of her life is killed in the Second World War, Josie finds herself alone in London with her son Sam. It’s a struggle to make ends meet, but then a lifeline arrives: a letter from Josie’s parents-in-law, inviting her and Sam to Wales.

			Josie finds the mining village of Llandegwen a shadow of its former self; the community in mourning for the boys lost on the battlefields. Once a source of pride and joy, even the village choir has fallen silent.

			Josie agrees to get everyone singing again, and soon her Songbirds are lifting everyone’s hopes. But when a dark secret follows Josie to Wales, she fears her dreams will be shattered and hearts broken in the village once more . . .

		

	
		
			Prologue

			As Josie looked at the headstones she noticed that they were all laid much closer together than the others in the graveyard. Their noticeably different formation intrigued Josie. She scanned the dates of death and saw that they were within the brackets of the six-year nightmare that had changed the world they lived in for ever. And just as her mind was ticking over a low and husky voice behind her made her near jump out of her skin.

			‘Those are our boys lost in the war, poor sods. They never made it home, not even the skins they were born in. Sorry love, didn’t mean to startle you there.’

			Josie turned to face a scruffy-looking man in overalls with a shovel in his hand. The sight of which should have been menacing but his soft and twinkly eyes combined with his gentle smile immediately put Josie at ease.

			‘Do you work here?’

			‘I do. Everyone deserves a nice place to rest. I like to keep things nice for them.’

			‘You do a lovely job of it, I can tell.’ Josie looked around the graveyard, as she complimented him on his work. Her gaze returned to the stones she’d been studying before she realised she had company. ‘What did you mean by their skins not making it home?’

			‘Their bodies, love. Either too blown to pieces on the battlefields or lost for all eternity. Nothing there to send home, not that they would anyway. Wasn’t the done thing. The stones just mark their lives so that the families here have somewhere to come to remember them. There’s no one buried beneath those headstones.’

			That’s why they were laid so close together. A reason so sad Josie had to stop her mind thinking about where these men might be, alone on the battlefields somewhere, dust among the dirt now. It just occurred to her that Matthew might have a stone here. She had never had a body to mourn or place to go to remember him by. She hoped there was one for him here.

			‘Is there a stone for Matthew Williams here?’

			He nodded and led Josie away from Dylan’s headstone and towards one a couple of yards away. Josie knelt to the side and ran her hand softly along the top of the stone and across every crevice of the carving.

			She looked around at the other headstones close to Matthew’s. The village was aching with loss. If reforming the choir would make even the tiniest difference, if it would soothe for even a moment a little of everyone’s pain, didn’t she owe it to Glenys, to Peggy, to herself to do it?

			She held on to Matthew’s headstone, hoping to feel something from her husband that would guide her. ‘What should I do, Matthew?’

			There was no magical answer from the afterlife for Josie. But she didn’t need one. Her heart, steered by the souls resting in this pretty graveyard, had told her everything she needed to know . . .

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Josie opened the heavy carriage door and stepped down on to the platform. She immediately felt the sharp bite of the cold Welsh air as she left the warmth of the carriage behind her. According to the rota of the seasons, spring was about to clock in for its shift after the darkness and icy frost of winter, but there was still a sharp chill in its breath as the light wind whipped around her. Shuddering, she turned to her six-year-old son Sam and clutched his hand to help him disembark the train, only picking up their two small trunks containing all of their worldly possessions once he was safely on the platform. It wasn’t until the train had departed that Josie looked around her and took in what was to become their new home. Well, their home for now, at least. Nothing was certain and Josie no longer had any idea what the future might bring. If the last six years had taught her anything it was that Fate wasn’t concerned with fairness when dealing out its blows; it didn’t care how many one person got over another. And Josie had had plenty. The most recent one being the reason she was now shivering on a platform in Wales, miles from the city that had always been her home.

			She quickly realised they were the only people there on the platform. The station was empty and the silence of the surrounding countryside felt so strange after the constant hustle and bustle of the streets of London where she had spent her whole life. The quiet was another thing she’d have to get used to, she thought as she took in the rolling hills and endless stretches of green that framed the tiny platform at Llandegwen station. She’d hoped she’d feel more relieved to have escaped the mess she’d somehow made for herself in London. The thought of what might have become of her if she hadn’t got Glenys’s letter, enclosed in which was a lifeline in the form of the train fare to Wales, made her feel sick. And she was relieved, but it didn’t mean she wouldn’t miss her home. London might have been cruel to her these past months, or even years, but it had been the backdrop to some of the happiest days of her life too.

			But those days were over; that chapter was finished. Wales, specifically the village of Llandegwen, was her only option and her only hope now. She would have to make it work, for both her sake and Sam’s. No more mistakes, there was no turning back. She’d been gifted a little bit of luck and, given how thin on the ground luck had been in her life recently, she was going to grab it with both hands.

			‘Isn’t it pretty, Sam? And just breathe in that lovely clean air!’ Josie declared, trying to inspire something resembling positivity in her son who had dragged his feet all the way to Paddington station in London and sat staring sullenly out of the window of the train for the entire journey to Wales. The frown hadn’t budged from his face for a moment, even when they had had to change trains at Cardiff to catch the smaller, and less comfortable, train to Llandegwen.

			‘It smells funny,’ Sam said, scrunching up his nose. ‘Where are all the buildings?’

			‘Well, I think it’s lovely. And there will be houses in the village. Just think of all the room you’ll have to run around and play. You wouldn’t get that back in London, would you? You can kick your football as hard as you like here and you won’t have Mrs Groves coming out and shouting at you for scuffing her door using it as goalpost!’ Josie said, nudging him conspiratorially in the hopes that her powers of persuasion and the mention of the comically and eternally miserable Mrs Groves, their old neighbour, would convince him that this big move to Wales was a good thing. But Sam only shrugged at this, his frown unmoved. She needed him on board. She had to believe this was going to work out for both of them.

			The war had made things hard for everyone – a hardship no one had known before and a hardship that lingered years after it had all ended, like ripples of water forming ever bigger circles on the surface of a lake long after the stone that broke its stillness has fallen to the bed below. Josie had been fortunate to have been relatively unscathed by the devastating consequences of the war for most of the years that it dominated the world stage they all trod on, and if she’d known that Fate had been racking up the blows for its final act and the years following, she might have savoured those times more. The first blow came when she lost her beloved husband Matthew six years ago. She missed him terribly. She could still remember every detail of the night she first met him. How she didn’t notice this tall, self-assured man when he first entered her ma and pa’s pub in the East End of London, she’ll never know. She had been busy helping out by collecting glasses and washing up out the back, while the regulars and a few new faces she didn’t pay much attention to gathered around the rickety old piano her father insisted on keeping in the corner of the pub. Music was her father’s greatest passion and that piano was his prize possession. They didn’t have much, but that piano was everything to him. He taught Josie to read music and play his favourite songs on those ivory keys, and even though the paint was peeling from the wood and the stand that held the music was wonky and half falling off, the sound was still magical when he sat down to play. That night, the night Matthew lit up her world, her dad was in particularly high spirits. He’d probably had a decent win at one of his regular card games, being partial to a flutter as he was, Josie remembered with a smile. He’d sat down at the piano while his wife held the fort at the bar, and began taking requests for a sing-song. Soon the pub was filled with the sound of song and laughter, the sound of Josie’s happiest childhood memories. There was nothing like music to soothe and lift the soul, she had always thought.

			While she carried a tray of freshly washed glasses out of their kitchen towards the bar, the notes to a tune Josie wasn’t familiar with floated to her ears, soon accompanied by a beautiful, deep and melodious voice singing with such longing and sadness that she instantly stopped in her tracks. Who was this? she wondered. It wasn’t one of the regulars, she knew their voices as well as she knew her own. And whoever it was was singing in a language she didn’t recognise. But even though the words were foreign to her she understood that they spoke of love and loss, just from the way their singer delivered them to his audience.

			Curious to get a glimpse of the man who could sing with such heart that he had moved everyone in the pub to tears, Josie walked slowly to the bar where she could join the crowd already mesmerised by this singer. Next to her father, who was perched on his stool and utterly lost in his playing, stood a man with hair as dark as soot, leaning his solid-looking frame against the piano. He was handsome, yes, but what Josie noticed first was his presence – he exuded strength in a way that made her feel immediately safe. And his pale blue eyes were full of kindness. Their gazes locked as he seemed to sing for only her, and in that moment Josie knew she was done for. He had her heart there and then.

			When they first met, he had been in London recovering from a broken leg and wrist that had put him out of action temporarily, and it was just as he was getting back on his feet, literally, that he had walked, or hobbled Josie later learnt, into her ma and pa’s pub that night. She wouldn’t swap those glorious weeks they had together, spending every moment with one another, each hungry to learn everything they possibly could about the other, their love deepening by the second, for an easier life now. They were married just weeks later. With the war raging on, lives being lost were a constant reminder that every moment was precious and it was foolish to hesitate or waste time. Josie and Matthew had to grab every second they had together, and they did. And thank God they did, as it wasn’t long before he was snatched cruelly away from her. She’d loved him with every piece of her heart and with every bone in her body. She still did, even though he’d been gone for six years now. It broke her heart that Matthew never got to meet the beautiful boy they had created together. She realised she was pregnant a month before Matthew was killed in action. He’d had to return to his regiment two weeks after their wedding. And so he’d never met their boy who was the image of his father in every way, from his dark hair to his icy blue eyes. He even had Matthew’s swaggering confidence and cheeky smile, which at the age of six were so funny to witness in Sam. Sam was like a little old man sometimes, and this never failed to make Josie smile.

			It was her little boy who had kept Josie going. And Matthew lived on in a sense in their beautiful Sammy, whose existence she would always be eternally grateful for.

			But losing Matthew was only the beginning of Josie’s woes. There would be more heartache to come and it would land her in a dark and sinister place. A place she had escaped from by the skin of her teeth, and had paid the price of uprooting herself from the only city she had ever known, and Sam from his home and his friends, to bring them all the way to Llandegwen.

			Standing on that chilly platform in the middle of the Welsh countryside, Josie began to recite the mantra Everything is going to be all right now, which she’d been repeating all the way to Wales to convince herself that it would be.

			She heard a tentative ‘Josie . . . ?’ from behind her. Turning, she was met with a tiny woman, her hair tinted with streaks of silver, looking at her with instantly familiar pale kind eyes – the same eyes she saw when she looked at her son and she would picture when remembering her husband.

			‘Yes! Glenys?’ Josie asked, relieved and nervous at the same time. She had never met Matthew’s mother before but she felt straight away that this woman, who seemed immediately as warm in the flesh as she had in her letters, was going to be their saviour.

			‘Have you been waiting long? Oh dear, I’m so sorry, love, I had so wanted to be here to greet you. You must think me a terrible woman to leave you waiting, but I bumped into a friend of mine from the village who just doesn’t stop talking once she gets started and, anyway, I’m one to talk! Listen to me rambling.’ Glenys laughed at herself and in doing so put Josie completely at ease. ‘It’s just so wonderful to meet you finally. You’re exactly how our Matthew described you. And this must be Sam? Hello, young man, I’m your grandma and I’m just so happy to finally get the chance to spoil you!’ Sam, who had uncharacteristically shrunk behind Josie at the arrival of this cheerful, tiny woman, peeped up at Glenys with just the hint of a smile.

			‘We’ve not been waiting long at all, Glenys, please don’t worry. Sam and I are just so grateful to you for taking us in, aren’t we, Sam?’ Josie looked down at her son, who to her surprise was nodding slightly, but nodding all the same, having not taken his eyes off his grandmother since she addressed him.

			‘There’s nothing to be grateful for, pet, I can’t tell you how happy me and Harry are to have you here. Now, let’s not stand here in the cold. I’ve a lovely fire lit at home and a pie in the oven. Follow me. Let me show you your new home.’

			And in that moment Josie felt the first flicker of hope that things were going to get better.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Dusk was starting to dim the light in the sky as Josie and Sam followed Glenys through the rickety gate that led up to the small cottage they were to call home for the foreseeable future. Two houses up a neighbour called out ‘good evening’ to Glenys as he fixed his front gate in the fading light. His miner’s hat sat on the wall as he worked and his face was dusted with soot. Josie figured he’d been sent out to mend the gate before he’d had a chance to clean up after his day at the pit. She knew this was a mining village but even still the startling contrast of the whites of his eyes against his soot-covered face took Josie by surprise.

			They had taken a shortcut around the village to avoid dragging their luggage too far, but Glenys had promised to give them a proper tour of Llandegwen the following day. After a long day travelling with a sulky Sam, Josie was relieved to skip the village – she was longing to sit down and to get some warmth into her bones.

			As they stepped through the front door they found themselves immediately standing in a cosy living room aglow with a hearty fire and cluttered with threadbare but inviting furniture. Books and photographs lined the shelves either side of the hearth. The top of a grey-haired head was just visible from behind the large armchair closest to the fire.

			‘Harry! Drag yourself away from whatever you’re doing and show some manners. Josie and Sam are here at last,’ Glenys declared to the back of her husband’s head.

			As Harry rose slowly to his feet Glenys muttered to her, ‘He always has his head buried in a book. I could throw a party in here and he wouldn’t even notice, he’d be so engrossed.’ At which Josie smiled, but her instincts were telling her that it was more than the book Harry was reading that made him so slow to greet her now. He looked quite shocked to see a six-year-old boy standing in his living room; at least that’s what Josie took from the expression that suddenly appeared on his face when he clocked Sam. And when Harry could barely look her in the eye as he said a gruff hello, the flicker of hope that she’d put so much weight on only minutes before trembled within her heart, at risk of being extinguished.

			Glenys, seemingly oblivious to any tension, bustled around them all and got Harry to take the trunks up to the bedrooms while she laid the table for tea. But Harry had put Josie on edge, and no amount of cheeriness from Glenys could disguise his cold welcome.

			‘That pie was delicious, Glenys. I’ll have to pick up some tips from you while I’m here if I am to cook you a meal to match that,’ said Josie after she and Sam had practically licked their plates clean. They were understandably starving after their travels. Glenys had chatted easily throughout dinner, asking them about their journey and what they saw along the way. She seemed so excited to have them there, Josie almost didn’t notice the opposite feeling Harry was exuding. He hadn’t said a word other than those Glenys had prised out of him with her forceful prompts. Watching them that night, they were like chalk and cheese. Josie had had an idea in her mind of what they’d be like based on the stories Matthew had told her about them. His mother was just as he had said, warm, bubbly and could talk for Wales, but his father wasn’t the open and easy-going man he’d described. She had tried to see even a glimmer of her husband in the man sitting in front of her, but though Harry bore a strong physical resemblance to Matthew, his stern silence was nothing like the confident warmth of his son. Matthew must have got that from Glenys, Josie reckoned.

			‘I’m sure you’re a great cook yourself, Josie. It’s so nice to cook for a full house. It’s been a while since I’ve been able to do that. The house has been so quiet since our Matthew left.’ Glenys paused for a fraction to swallow the sadness that had laced the words she’d just uttered, before she composed her face and beamed again. She leant across the table and took a hand each of Sam and Josie and said, ‘I can’t tell you how thrilled I am to have you both here. It means so much. And Harry is sick of my food at this point, aren’t you, Harry?’

			‘Hmm? No, no. I’m happy enough.’

			Josie glanced over at Harry shifting uncomfortably in his chair. Was he shy maybe? Perhaps he wasn’t good with new people. She would work on softening him.

			‘Harry, I’m definitely not as good a cook as Glenys, but maybe I could cook you one of my mum’s recipes one night, as a thank you for having us.’ Josie smiled at him but only got a nod and a barely audible ‘thank you’ in return.

			‘You must be exhausted after your long journey. Why don’t you both head upstairs and get an early night? I’ve made up your beds. And Sam, would you like a cup of cocoa before you nod off?’ Sam’s eyes lit up at Glenys’s offer.

			‘Yes, please, Grandma!’

			‘Such a polite boy.’ Glenys got up and hugged her grandson before picking up their empty plates and taking them over to the sink.

			‘That sounds wonderful, Glenys, but first Sam and I will help you clear up, won’t we, Sam?’ Josie watched with amusement as her son began quickly collecting dishes from the table, knowing it was the idea of getting a cup of cocoa that had made him so suddenly keen to help. He usually ignored her requests. Perhaps Glenys would be a good influence on him, she thought as she piled up the empty glasses that had been left on the kitchen table.

			‘Mummy? Is Glenys my grandma?’ Sam asked from beneath the covers of the bed Josie had tucked him up in moments before. She was standing in front of the tiny mirror above the washbasin in the room she was sharing with her son, pinning her honey-blond hair into curls for the following day. The novelty of suddenly acquiring new family members for the first time in his life was clearly occupying Sam’s mind.

			‘Yes, that’s right. She’s your dad’s mother. Remember how I told you that this is where he was from? This used to be his house and this was his bedroom.’

			Sam was silent for a moment while he considered this, despite having been told this information several times. The meaning of these facts suddenly had more importance for him now that he was here.

			‘I like that she’s my grandma. She has twinkly eyes. Do you think she likes me?’ He was so earnest that Josie’s heart melted a little.

			‘I think she likes you very much, sweetheart.’ Unable to resist the urge to hold her little boy close to her, Josie moved away from the mirror and snuggled up to him on his bed. ‘And how could she not? You are the most precious boy in the world. You know that, don’t you?’

			Sam rolled his eyes, but his smile gave away his delight.

			‘You always say that, Mum.’

			‘That’s because it’s true.’ Josie smoothed his dark hair from his brow as he looked up at her.

			‘Grandpa Harry isn’t as nice as Grandma.’

			‘Well, we don’t know him very well, do we? He might be shy or maybe he needs to get used to us being here. Some people just take a bit of time to get to know them.’

			Sam looked unsure. ‘I still like Grandma best.’

			‘OK, well let’s be nice to Grandpa Harry and I’m sure we’ll all be great friends in no time.’ Josie kissed his forehead. ‘Now, lights out and sleep tight.’

			‘A song first, Mummy! Please!’

			‘OK, but then sleep, promise?’

			Sam nodded his head and snuggled under his blankets in anticipation of the lullaby Josie would sing him, the same lullaby her own father had sung to her when she was a child.

			In the darkness, as Josie climbed into the warm and comfy bed that Glenys had made up for her, she thought about the quiet Harry who had shuffled off back to his armchair in silence as the rest of them moved around the kitchen clearing up after dinner. She didn’t feel that she’d got any sense of the man who was allowing them to stay in his home and she worried that maybe they weren’t as welcome in his eyes as they were in Glenys’s. As she lay there in bed in the room at the back of the house, she smiled to herself, wondering what Matthew would have thought of her being here now with their son Sam sleeping soundly in the bed next to her. Josie tried to imagine Matthew sleeping where she was lying, wondering what he used to dream about and think about as he stared up at the same ceiling she was looking at now. It was an odd sensation but a comforting one.

			Being in a proper home with Matthew’s parents, especially the wonderful and warm Glenys, had reminded her what it was like to have family around her. She missed her parents every day. They had been her rocks after she lost Matthew and after Sam was born. Josie had remained in the East End pub she’d grown up in after Matthew went back to join his regiment in France, the idea being that when the war was over they’d make a home of their own. They hadn’t decided between London and Wales at that point, Josie had been so stubborn about wanting to stay close to her family and her roots. It’s funny how things turn out. Matthew would have been delighted to know he’d won this battle in the end, just not about the hardship Josie had had to endure to get to this point. God, she was glad he wasn’t alive to learn of the mess she’d got herself into, the mess that had led her to flee London. Her cheeks burned with shame at the thought of anyone finding out how stupid she’d been and what she’d almost been forced to become.

			Maybe it was being in a strange and unfamiliar place, or maybe it was the fact that being around Matthew’s parents had made her think more deeply about her own, but in order to block out the thoughts of what might have been if she’d not left London, she found her mind wandering into the other dark corners it usually avoided. For a long time Josie hadn’t thought about the day that the war had snatched away another piece of her heart. For her own sanity she had to put it away in a box in the far corner of her mind. But now, lying in bed, she found her mind taking her back to that day, the images of it forming a moving picture in her mind. Complacency can be a cruel punisher. It had been so long since the night skies had rained bombs on London that they’d all believed the German air raids to be over. They should have known not to take anything in that war for granted, for of course they had been wrong. And on the day that complacency sought its retribution, Josie had taken Sam with her to visit her best friend Rose in west London. She hadn’t seen Rose for ages and she was excited to hear all about her new life out west with her new husband. They’d had such a lovely day, Josie didn’t feel the time go by and darkness had begun to fall as she made her way back east. In the weeks that followed Josie wondered if she’d ever feel lightness or joy again as she had laughing with her friend earlier that day. Before she’d even turned the corner on to her road she knew that something wasn’t right. The air was too still, too dense. And then she saw the rubble, the dust, the devastation. Huge portions of the street had been obliterated, houses reduced to their mere bones. Josie’s eyes scanned their way to the corner at the end of the street where her home should be, not wanting to look but needing to at the same time. The Crown pub was nothing more than fractured bricks heaped in a pile. At first she couldn’t quite put together what had happened. She just stood there, frozen, staring at the mound of stone that used to be her home. And when her mum’s best friend Dot put her hand on her shoulder, she didn’t need to say the words for Josie to know, just by looking in this woman’s eyes, and by the sickening pull in her own stomach, that her parents were under that mound. In the blink of an eye her home and her parents were gone.

			When she thought back now to the weeks that followed, Josie had no idea how she got through it. She had one brother, Billy, but he had taken the boat to America in search of a better life just before the war had begun. He couldn’t have come home even if she’d asked him to, or even if he’d wanted to. He’d been drafted by the US army and was deployed with his regiment at the time the bombs dropped from the skies above London killing his ma and pa. She’d felt so alone and so hopeless. If it hadn’t been for the kindness of Dot, Josie shuddered even now to think what would’ve happened to her and Sam. And now Glenys had extended the hand of kindness to her in her latest hour of need. Her ma and pa would be as grateful for this kind, tiny woman as she was, she thought now, smiling to herself, wiping away the tears that she hadn’t even realised she’d shed.

			‘And so here I am, Matthew,’ Josie whispered, as she stared at the ceiling of his old bedroom. ‘I finally came to your beloved Wales and I hope we’ll be happy here.’ Glenys had already made her feel so at home. And it was nice to be living in a proper house again, rather than a damp and depressing room. Harry was another story though. If only she could work out how to crack that sullen exterior. One thing at a time, she thought as she closed her eyes and let the exhaustion of travel and emotion finally lull her into sleep.
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From the ashes of war,
can their voices rise again?





