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Chapter One

The acrid smoke in the air was harsh to the throat, the
streets still dark as Rose Brown and her cousin Joyce
left the Royal Mail sorting office at Ealing to start their
deliveries, each with a lamp tied to the front of her bag
to be used in accordance with blackout regulations.

‘Cor, it’s a bit brass monkeys this morning,’ shivered
Joyce as they trudged past the railway station.

‘You’re telling me,’ agreed Rose with a shudder.
‘We’ll have to start doubling up on our underwear
soon, now that winter’s on the way.’ A petite brunette,
Rose was small featured and pretty, with round dark
eyes, a ready smile and a cheery manner. ‘Still, at least
it’ll be getting light soon and we’ll be able to see where
we’re going.’

Every morning before five o’clock – air raids and
bad weather notwithstanding – the two cousins cycled
to the sorting office in the dark to prepare their rounds
for delivery.

‘Trust you to look on the bright side,’ Joyce chided
affectionately. ‘You’d find something optimistic to say if
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the Germans were to come marching up our street led
by Herr Hitler himself.’

‘You don’t half exaggerate,’ Rose responded amiably.
‘But what’s wrong with a spot of positive thinking
anyway? If we let the weather get us down in this job
– on top of everything else we have to put up with
because of the war – we’ll be going about with our
chins on the ground till next spring.’

‘I suppose so, especially as this is just a taste of what’s
to come when the winter really gets underway,’ Joyce
pointed out with an air of gloom. ‘Not only will it be
pitch dark the whole time we’re out delivering, but
there’ll be frost and fog to battle with, as well as rain
and snow.’

‘Cheer me up, why don’t you?’ laughed Rose.
‘I’m doing my best,’ Joyce chortled.
‘We’re both young and healthy,’ Rose reminded her.

‘We can take whatever comes.’
‘Ease up on the heartiness,’ chuckled Joyce, who was

tall and busty; not a great beauty but pleasantly whole-
some to look at, with soft hazel eyes and hair a tad
lighter than mouse-brown. ‘It’s too early in the
morning.’

‘It might be early to most people, but it’s halfway
through the day for us slaves of the Royal Mail.’

‘You’re not kidding. In fact I feel as though I’ve
already done a full day’s work.’

‘You’ve a while to go yet,’ was Rose’s timely
reminder. ‘We’ve got the second delivery to do after
this.’
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‘Cheer me up, why don’t you?’ returned Joyce in
jovial mimicry.

Their rapport was the result of a lifelong friendship.
Their mothers were sisters, and the cousins had been
raised in adjacent houses.They were the same age too;
both twenty-three.

Now they reached the point where they were to go
their separate ways. Neatly dressed in dark navy coats
with red Royal Mail piping and brass buttons, wide-
brimmed hats worn at a jaunty angle adding a smart
finishing touch to the uniform, they each had a mail
bag attached to a wide strap that was slung over their
shoulder so that the opening was easily accessible at the
front. Inside the sacks the letters were carefully sorted
and tied with string into bundles.

‘See you later then,’ said Rose.
‘Yeah. Just as long as we don’t both die of cold and

exhaustion.’
‘Don’t be so soft,’ grinned Rose. ‘What’s happened

to your wartime spirit?’
‘It’s been battered to death by all the sleepless nights,

I reckon,’ Joyce replied.
‘The raids have been bad lately, I must admit,’ said

Rose, frowning, ‘but we’re still here to tell the tale,
which is more than a lot of people.’

‘There you go again, making me feel guilty for
complaining,’ said her down-to-earth cousin in a tone
of jovial admonition. ‘Why can’t you be like everybody
else and have a good old moan now and again?’

‘I do.’
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‘I haven’t often heard you.’
‘That doesn’t mean it doesn’t happen,’ Rose said. ‘I

feel just as fed up as everyone else sometimes. But
looking on the bright side is in my nature, outwardly
anyway. I suppose it’s my way of coping.’

‘Yeah, yeah. I know.’
As they parted company, Joyce thought that the strain

Rose was putting herself under by maintaining a brave
front with such dogged persistence must be punishing
for her. It was true that she had an upbeat personality,
and Joyce admired her for it. But she was still grieving
for her husband so she shouldn’t be afraid to show her
feelings.

Restraining them so rigidly couldn’t be healthy, and
Joyce had told her so. Rose had claimed that the less
that was said about it, the easier it was for her to bear,
but Joyce guessed it was more a question of her not
wanting to burden other people. Still, as it was the way
she wanted it, Joyce would respect her wishes, and do
her part by being there if she was needed.

Rose walked as briskly as her load would allow, keeping
her circulation going and trying to get warm. But the
cold was the penetrating sort that made its way right
through to the bone. Tiredness didn’t help matters
either. Having spent yet another night in the Anderson
shelter while bombs rained down all around, she, like
everyone else, was bone weary.

It was October 1940 and a full night’s sleep had been
a rare thing for most Londoners since September and
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the start of the Blitz. The resilience of the population
in general was quite astonishing, Rose had observed.
Deprived of rest and comfort, they still got up and went
to work, and wouldn’t think of doing otherwise.

Now, trekking along the wide streets, up and down
the paths in the incipient daybreak, she noticed how
grey and shabby everything now was in this elegant
town known as the Queen of the Suburbs. Some of
the houses were reduced to rubble; many of those
surviving had their windows boarded up; others were
in need of a lick of paint, which they wouldn’t get until
after the war because of the shortage of materials. Even
some of the beautiful old lime trees were dusty and
scorched.

Away from the large impressive properties in the area
immediately surrounding the Broadway, and into the
narrower back streets with small houses in serried ranks,
she took out another bundle of letters. Reading the
envelopes with the help of her lamp, her heart twisted
as she realised that one of her deliveries couldn’t be
made because the address was now just a smoking ruin;
a victim of last night’s raid.

‘Terrible, innit?’ said a neighbour, coming over to
Rose. She looked towards the bombed house. ‘Gawd
knows what they’d done to deserve it, the poor devils.
It’s criminal what’s happening these days.’

‘Did they cop it . . . ?’ began Rose nervously. ‘Or
were they in the shelter?’

‘The children were in the shelter, but their mum
popped up to the house to get something during a lull,
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apparently,’ the neighbour explained. ‘The let-up was
shorter than she expected and she was inside when the
house took a direct hit.The four kiddies survived. But
what sort of life are they gonna have now, with their
mum dead and their dad away in the army? Poor little
souls.’

Rose was imbued with sadness as she looked towards
the detritus. Not usually lost for words, even she was
stumped for something helpful to say.

‘It’s scared the living daylights out o’ me, I can tell
you,’ the woman went on, puffing out her lips and
slowly shaking her head. ‘A few yards nearer and it
would have been me who copped it.’

‘The bomb obviously didn’t have your number on
it,’ suggested Rose.

‘That one didn’t, but it’s made me wonder when my
luck will run out.’

‘I should try not to think about it too much,’ advised
Rose sympathetically, wishing she could think of some-
thing more comforting to say. ‘We’re all in the same
boat, and I think most of us feel that way each time
we’re spared. All we can do is try not to dwell on it
and take it as it comes.’

The woman nodded, looking sad.
Rose handed her her mail, and stayed for a spot more

friendly conversation because she sensed that the other
woman needed company after the horrors of the night.
Rose didn’t live in this part of the town so knew its
inhabitants only from being sociable while out on her
round. With so many people away from home, most
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households were hoping for a letter, which meant that
a visit from her could make or break their day.

Almost at the end of her deliveries – having collected
mail for the latter part of the round from the official
boxes along the route, where it was taken ahead of her
by van – she had a package to deliver that was too
bulky to go through the letterbox, so she knocked at
the front door.

No reply. Further attempts were equally negative.
She was about to go next door to divest herself of the
package when the door opened and a frail, elderly
woman in a thick maroon dressing gown stood in the
doorway, thin white hair in curlers, a large proportion
of scalp shining pinkly between them.

‘Sorry to keep you waiting, luv,’ she said hoarsely,
wheezing and not looking at all well.

‘Did I wake you?’
‘You did as it happens, and very glad I am too,’ she

told her. ‘What with the ruddy bombs and my cough
keeping me awake half the night, I overslept. It puts
me out for the whole day, that does. I’m a stickler for
routine; always ’ave bin.’

‘You’re looking a bit poorly if you don’t mind my
saying,’ mentioned Rose with concern. ‘Maybe you
should go back to bed for a while.’

‘I don’t feel too good as it happens, dear.’ She patted
her lower throat. ‘It’s this dreadful cough o’ mine. It’s
gone on to my chest and made it sore; it’s a perishin’
nuisance.’

‘Would you like me to get the doctor to call on
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you?’ offered Rose. ‘I can easily pop into his surgery
on my way back to the sorting office.’

‘No. Thanks for offering, but I’m not dipping into
my purse for doctor’s fees just because of a cough that
I get every year,’ she declared. ‘All I need is a bottle o’
stuff from the chemist in the Broadway to put me right.
He makes it up for me special, and he doesn’t charge
much neither.’ She erupted into a fit of coughing, so
violent it made her retch and splutter. ‘I’ll go down
there later on to get some.’

Rose was cold to the marrow, eyes stinging from
tiredness and lingering bomb smoke, her feet sore and
leg muscles aching.When she’d finished this round she
had to go back to base to do the setting-in for the
second delivery, and then back out on to the streets.
All she’d want to do after that was go home.

But she said kindly, ‘If you give me the details, I’ll
get it for you when I’ve finished work, to save you
going out.’

‘It’s very nice of you to offer, dear, but I don’t want
to put you to any trouble.’

‘It’s no trouble at all,’ Rose made absolutely clear.
‘It’s the very least I can do.’

The woman wasn’t in any state of health to make
more than a token protest.‘Well, if you’re sure you don’t
mind. It’s ever so good of you,’ she said.‘You’re a proper
little diamond, and we’re lucky to have you on the
round.’ She paused, looking at Rose. ‘Got time for a
cuppa?’

‘I’d better not stop, even though I’d love one,’ Rose
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replied. ‘It isn’t fair to keep people waiting for their
post.’

‘You’re doing a good job; a credit to the Royal Mail;
always so friendly and polite,’ the old woman praised.

‘Thank you.’
‘I must admit, though, it did seem a bit queer to me

at first to see women out on the streets with the post
instead of the men. But I’ve got used to it now.’

‘Us girls are popping up in all sorts of unexpected
places these days.’ Rose grinned at her.

‘You certainly are,’ she agreed. ‘Working on the rail-
ways and the buses, even in the shipyards.The plumber
who came to fix my kitchen tap the other day was a
woman. A good job she made of it too.’

‘You’d better watch out or they’ll have you out there
collecting the fares on the buses or something,’ Rose
teased gently.

‘I wouldn’t mind, but I think they’d draw the line
at an old girl pushing eighty-six,’ she said. ‘I wouldn’t
be too nifty getting up and down those stairs. So I’ll
have to leave it to you young ’uns and do my bit by
knitting for the troops; they need warm socks, the poor
things.’

‘Indeed.’
The old lady peered at Rose. ‘Have you got a young

man away at the war?’ she enquired, taking a friendly
interest.

‘No . . .’
‘Never mind, dear, you’ll find the right one when

you’re least expecting it,’ she said, failing to notice the
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colour drain from Rose’s face. ‘I’ll just go and get some
money for the medicine and write down the details for
you to give the chemist. Shan’t be a tick.’

‘Okey-doke,’ said Rose, biting back the tears.

Going on her way, Rose felt almost incapacitated by
the woman’s chance remark, hardly able to put one foot
in front of the other.The knot that had taken up perma-
nent residence in the pit of her stomach ever since she’d
heard that Ray had been killed in action at Dunkirk
back in June had been inflamed by the unexpected
reminder.

Rose had learned to contain her emotions.The tears
had been copious and uncontrollable at first – many of
them shed on her cousin’s shoulder. It had been impos-
sible not to indulge her grief then.But now, four months
on, she thought it was time to show some real mettle,
so she painted a smile on her face and went about her
daily business as though nothing had changed.After all,
she wasn’t the only person suffering because of the war,
and she certainly wasn’t the only woman coping with
bereavement or a parting from a loved one. Joyce was
missing her fiancé Bob, who was overseas in the army,
but she didn’t bother other people with it.

Rose had known Ray since she was fifteen, and he
seemed to have been a part of her life for ever. Their
married life together had been exceptionally brief, the
wedding inspired by Ray’s imminent departure. Until
then, they’d been content to stay as a courting couple,
saving up to make a home together. But Ray’s posting

10



to the front had introduced a note of urgency and they’d
got married by special licence a day or two before the
end of his embarkation leave.They’d had to stay at her
family home as they hadn’t had a place of their own.

It hadn’t been a glamorous wedding but it had been
the happiest day of her life and she’d been so proud to
change her name from Barton to Brown, looking
forward to their future together after the war. A few
weeks later he was dead. So much for those plans now
. . . and yes, she did sometimes feel angry and sorry for
herself, but she tried not to wallow in it; firstly because
she knew it would soon tire people, and secondly
because she knew she had a lot to be thankful for: a
loving family, and a job she enjoyed.

The job had come about as a result of a Royal Mail
advertisement urging people to join; delivery staff, in
particular, were urgently required. Unlike in pre-war
times, women were being welcomed into the service
because so many of the postmen had gone into the
forces. Rose had wanted to do something more rele-
vant to the war effort anyway, so had left her job as a
filing clerk in an office and joined the Post Office. Of
a similar mind, Joyce had resigned from her job in a
shop and followed soon after.

Getting out of bed around four in the morning to
start work at five wasn’t exactly a picnic, but once she
was up and out, Rose enjoyed the feel of the morning
as the first light of dawn crept over the sky. For her
there was a special freshness then and a sense of hope
in the day ahead.
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The work was a lot more physically demanding than
she’d expected but it gave her a sense of pride; made
her feel as though she was involved in something worth-
while. Carrying the nation’s mail was, after all, a big
responsibility and a much-needed service.With this in
mind she gave the job her all.

‘Is there any more rice pudding, Mum?’ Alan Barton
asked his mother that evening when the Barton family
were gathered around the table in the living room for
their evening meal. It wasn’t a big room but somehow
they found space for dining furniture as well as easy
chairs around the fire. The best front sitting room was
only used on special occasions.

‘Afraid not, son,’ replied his quietly spoken mother
May Barton, a small fair-haired woman with soft blue
eyes that often exuded a worried expression. The
epitome of homeliness, she was wearing a crossover
apron over her clothes and a fine hairnet keeping her
hair in place. ‘You’re still hungry, then?’

‘Starving.’
‘How can you be when you’ve just eaten a big plate

of stew?’ asked Alan’s sister Rose.
‘He’s got hollow legs,’ put in their father Bill Barton,

a strapping dark-haired man who worked as a welder
at London Docks. ‘You’re a bottomless pit, boy.’

‘I’m not a boy any more, Dad. I’m a man with a
man’s appetite.’ Alan was seventeen going on eighteen
and making his newly acquired manhood known at
every opportunity. He was well built, and had the same
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dark colouring as his father and sister. Alan had been
blessed with good looks and more than his share of
confidence. ‘Besides, I have my physique to think of.
Girls like a man with a good strong body and plenty
of muscle, and I don’t disappoint them in that respect.
I don’t want to lose my sex appeal.’

‘We’ll have less of that sort of talk at the table, thank
you very much,’ admonished May, who tended to be
rather strait-laced.‘That’s no way to speak about the oppo-
site sex.That sort of attitude will get you a bad name.’

‘All I said was—’
‘I heard what you said and I don’t want to hear it

again,’ she cut in brusquely.
‘It’s just high spirits, May,’ put in her husband. ‘He’s

young and full of himself. He doesn’t mean any harm.’
‘It’s true what I said, though, Dad,’ laughed Alan, his

dark eyes sparkling with mischief. ‘I never lack for
opportunity.’

‘You big-headed young sod,’ rebuked his father.
‘Language, Bill.’ May gave her husband a stern look.
‘Sorry, dear.’
‘I thought fathers were supposed to be pleased if

their sons did well with the girls,’ joshed Alan. ‘A chip
off the old block and all that.’

Almost unnoticed, his parents exchanged glances.
Rose had seen that look pass between them before, and
recognised it as some private thing.

‘Your father has always had the utmost respect for
women, Alan,’ said May primly, ‘and I’d appreciate it if
you would do the same.’
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‘I was only having a bit of fun, Ma.There’s no need
to take it so seriously.’ He paused, then turned to his
brother Joe, who was a year younger. ‘Joe knows what
a magnet I am to the women. Tell ’em, mate.’

‘It is true. They do seem to like him.’ Joe hero-
worshipped Alan, who was everything he wished he
could be: tough, assertive, witty, good-looking and
popular. Joe on the other hand had a more reserved
nature and was therefore a natural target for bullies,
though nobody dared to push him around when Alan
was near.

‘Just make sure you treat them right then, Alan,’ said
May in a tone of quiet authority. ‘You’ve been brought
up proper, so don’t let us down.’

‘Don’t worry, Mum, I’ll behave,’ he said, but he was
full of devilment and didn’t sound sincere.

‘You don’t bring any of these adoring girls home, I
notice,’ said Rose.

‘I don’t want to send out the wrong message, that’s
why,’ he chuckled. ‘Home to meet the folks is for later
on, when there’s somebody I’m serious about. I’m too
young for all that. Meanwhile, I’m still hungry, Mum.’

‘Here, have the rest of my rice pudding,’ offered
Rose. ‘I’ve had enough anyway.’

‘I can’t do that,’ said Alan, who, for all his big talk,
did actually have scruples. ‘I wouldn’t take the food out
of the mouth of one of my own.’

‘I should hope not.’ His mother turned to her
daughter, frowning. ‘You don’t eat enough to keep a fly
alive as it is, Rose, and you need to keep your strength
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up in the job you do. So finish your rice pudding and
I’ll get some bread and marg for Alan to fill up on.’

Rather than worry her mother, Rose forced the
spoon to her mouth.While everyone else was in a state
of almost permanent hunger because of the introduc-
tion of food rationing, Rose’s appetite had been all but
annihilated by grief.

The Barton family and their much-loved and iron-
ically named dog Bruiser – a fudge-coloured spaniel so
timid that just a raised voice was enough to send him
into hiding behind the sofa – lived in Bramble Road,
West Ealing; the end house in a terraced row. Rose and
her brothers had been born here, but their parents were
originally from the East End of London.

The slavish dedication to propriety so often found
in working-class people was inherent in Rose’s parents,
and she and her brothers had been brought up against
a backdrop of respectability.

Mentally moving around the table, Rose concen-
trated her mind on Alan, who worked in a factory.
Gregarious and funny, there was never a dull moment
when he was around. He could be a bit too full of
himself at times, but there was a warm and caring side
to his nature which allowed her to forgive his tendency
towards conceit. He was also very good to Joe.

Dear Joe, who always seemed to struggle in his
brother’s shadow, had inherited their mother’s gentle
nature. He was the brightest of the bunch; he’d made
it to the grammar school and was now employed in the
drawing office of an aircraft factory at Hayes, working
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on designs for war planes. Much less robust and good-
looking than his brother, Joe was thin, with a pale
complexion, sharp features and blue eyes like his
mother’s, his straight brown hair usually flopping into
his eyes.

Being such a spirited family, there was never any
shortage of heated debate among them, but they had
their share of laughter too. Despite living under the
shadow of the air raids, there was enormous strength
in this house that embraced Rose every time she stepped
over the threshold.There was always a sense that united,
the Bartons were somehow indestructible.

‘Anyway,’ her mother was saying, ‘I’ll just get that
bread and marg for you, Alan, then I want to get the
clearing-up done before the siren goes.’

‘It’s late tonight, isn’t it?’ observed Rose. ‘Perhaps
Jerry is going to give us a night off.’

‘Wouldn’t that be lovely?’ said May wistfully. ‘But I
wouldn’t bank on it.’

Joe went to the back door and came back with the
news that the sky was heavily clouded and therefore
not good flying weather for the bomber planes. ‘So we
might get some sleep tonight,’ he said hopefully.

‘We could all do with it,’ said May, getting up and
crossing the room, the dog at her heels.

As soon as her mother was out of sight, Rose swiftly
and wordlessly swapped dishes with Alan, who made
short work of her leftover rice pudding, just to save it
going to waste.

* * *
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