	 

 

 


The train leaving Waterloo station was packed to overflowing. Even the luggage racks were crammed with bodies. Still, these were the lucky ones; at least they had lived to see the end of the war. It was July of 1945, two months after the ceasefire in Europe.

Stan Clarke was one of the many ex-servicemen jammed together in the corridor. He was sitting on his kitbag, elbows propped up against the window. It felt strange to be wearing an ill-fitting demo suit after five years in khaki. He was staring out at the countryside flashing by, but barely taking in the view. It hadn’t completely registered yet, that at long last he was actually on his way back to south London. What would he find when he got there? Probably the Woolwich Arsenal munitions factory had been flattened; it would have been one of the Germans’ first targets. And how much other damage had been done? Most of all, what about Lucy; why hadn’t he heard from her? Surely she’d received all his letters. He closed his eyes, rested his head on his arms and dozed off, his body swaying with the rhythm of the train.

It hadn’t seemed too bad at first. April 1940, basic training at Catterick Camp. ‘Square-bashing’ mainly, but also time to forge friendships, and visit the local boozers and cinemas. Pretty cushy. At least until Sergeant Cooper, the Weapons Instructor had made the promise: "I am going to make real soldiers out of you lot, let there be no doubt about it. You will be trained to fight . . . and to kill." 

In the weeks that followed, each enlisted man had been taught to handle a Lee Enfield rifle, use a bayonet and throw a hand grenade. Soon the penny dropped; things were getting serious, and before they knew it they were on a troop ship, part of the British Expeditionary Force heading for France. What they hadn’t known when they sailed out was that soon most of them would either be dead or on their way back to Blighty. First came the forced retreat to the Channel due to the German breakthrough at Sedan, then the evacuation from the beaches of Dunkirk, which had taken place between May 27th and June 2nd that year. But Stan hadn’t returned in one of the flotillas of small boats. Instead, by some miracle he’d managed to survive the slaughter on the beachhead and to escape into the surrounding countryside. For twelve days, that was. Then his luck had run out when he’d walked straight into the arms of a German patrol. Soon he was interned in a Prisoner of War camp for the duration.

He woke up as the train slowed and came to a halt. Another red signal, he supposed, sighing impatiently. He lit a Woodbine, inhaled deeply and blew out a cloud of blue smoke. He was really looking forward to getting back to Plumstead. To having a decent bath; one where you could just lie back and soak for as long as you liked. Which made him think of the old zinc tub they used to fill every Saturday night in the kitchen, and the prospect of doing so again soon, cheered him up no end. As did the thought of lying between fresh sheets alongside Lucy in their old double bed, the bedspread pulled up to their chins after they’d made love. Hurry up, train, he said in his head, for God’s sake get us there soon.

Stan dozed off again and didn’t wake up until the train pulled into Charlton station. He blinked as he recognized the sign, then smiled. ‘Up the Addicks’ he shouted – and other men around him cheerfully joined in. He remembered roaring this chant at the Valley, the ground of Charlton Athletic Football Club, on many a Saturday afternoon before the war. Especially he recalled a game in February of ‘39, standing in a crowd of nearly 25,000, when his side had thrashed Manchester United 7 – 1 and Sam Bartram had saved a penalty. It would be great to see his team play again. Then he wondered how many supporters would have come back, how many of the old faces he would see again in the crowd and this thought depressed him. But he pushed it aside, thinking: Only a couple more stations to go, then it’s back to me old stamping ground.

Woolwich Dockyard station was next, then Woolwich Arsenal, and finally the ex-private stood, stretched his cramped limbs and picked up his kitbag as the train drew into Plumstead station.

He experienced an odd sensation as he walked out into the street. Some of the shops and houses were no longer standing: Probably received direct hits during the Blitz. It had changed the landscape, obviously, but it was still the same old town, the one where he had been born and had grown up in. It felt good to be back.

Stan walked the whole length of the main road, then turned up a narrow cul-de-sac into Herbert Place. He stopped abruptly. To his horror he saw that number 7 was no longer there. It was as though some monster dentist had been at work, wrenching the house viciously from the mouth of the street, leaving in its place an ugly, gaping wound, a huge crater. His legs felt as though they had seized up and he gasped for breath. He dropped his kitbag and sank slowly to the ground, his back propped up against a lamppost. Covering his face in his hands, he sobbed.

A few minutes later he felt a hand lightly touch his shoulder and heard a voice whispering in his ear. 

‘Stan? Stan Clarke? Is it really you? Remember me, Mrs Murphy, from number 11?’ She crossed herself. ‘Praise be, you made it after all.’

He looked up through the blurring of his tears and half-recognized the woman. Then it came to him: Yes, she must have seen me from her front window.

‘Where is she? What’s happened to my Lucy?’ He pulled himself up and grasped her arm, shaking it insistently.

‘Why don’t you come into my house and I’ll tell you all about it over a cup of tea,’ she said, gently.

‘No – no thanks – just tell me what’s happened to her. She’s dead, isn’t she?’

Briefly, Mrs Murphy told him all she knew. 

‘It was during the Blitz. One night when the air raid siren went off I rushed down as usual into the Anderson shelter at the bottom of our garden. Soon after there was an almighty explosion and later, when the ‘All Clear’ went and it was safe to come out . . . well, it was a shocking sight to behold. A direct hit on your house, unfortunately.’ But then she smiled. ‘The main thing is, though, Lucy wasn’t there. The day before she’d told me she was going over to Herne Bay for a week, to look after her aunt who was sick. Of course Lucy was shocked when she came back and found the house and everything had been destroyed, but she’s fine now. She’s living in a house in Conway Road, near the primary school.’ She paused. ‘But what about you, Stan. How did you manage to...’

‘Not now, please. Just tell me what number she’s staying at, would you?’ 

So Mrs Murphy, kind-hearted neighbor that she was, told him, not realizing what the consequences of that act would be.

It was quiet in the small living room where she was sitting darning a sock, so when she heard the knock it made her jump. Who can that be, she wondered; surely not Eddie, he’ll still be at work. She got up and went to the front door.

‘Hello, sweetheart. Here I am, back at last.’

She gasped and staggered back, her hand flying to her mouth. ‘My God . . . Stan . . . B-b-but we thought you . . .’ her voice faded to a low moan and tears welled in her eyes. She backed along the narrow passageway and Stan stepped inside, closing the door behind him. 

‘Why don’t you make a nice strong pot of tea, then we can talk.’ He followed his wife into the kitchen, dropped his kitbag onto the polished leno and sat on one of the two wooden chairs that were placed at either end of the table. Pulling the battered Woodbines packet and a box of matches out of his pocket, he extracted a cigarette and lit it. 

Lucy went to fill the kettle, but instead suddenly threw up in the sink. ‘Sorry,’ she said in a weak voice, turning on the tap, then wiping her mouth with a hanky she took from the breast pocket of her wraparound apron. ‘It’s such a shock, you turning up out of the blue like this.’

‘Don’t worry love, now I’m back we can pick up where we left off before I went away.’ He stood up, intending to go over and throw his arms around her, but she cringed and moved back.

‘Oh, Stan, I’m so, so sorry,’ she whispered, tears trickling down her cheeks.

He looked at her, confused. ‘What is it, love, what’s the matter?’

The short silence that followed seemed like an eternity for both of them. Then Lucy took a deep breath and spoke:

‘Not long after you went to France I got a telegram saying that you were "Missing, Presumed Dead". I just couldn’t believe it. Cried myself to sleep nights thinking about you.’ She paused, dabbing her eyes with the corner of a tea towel.

‘For a long time I still believed you’d come back, but then people started to say things like: "You’ll get over it one day" and "Time is a great healer". They were just trying to be kind and helpful of course, and eventually...’

Stan looked at her, astonished.

‘But what about the letter they sent you after the telegram, telling you that I was in a POW camp?’

It was Lucy’s turn to be astounded.

‘What letter? I never got a letter!’

He thought back to those early days in 1940. I was twelve days on the run after the D Day landings, so during that time I must have been reported missing and they would have sent Lucy the telegram; then I was captured and taken to a POW camp, where my name, rank and serial number were given to the Red Cross and a letter sent notifying her that I was alive after all. Then it dawned on him.

‘It must have been while you were away. That neighbor woman told me you went to Herne Bay for a week during the Blitz. The letter must have been delivered during that time. To an empty house, which was then bombed. And afterwards, none of my letters could be delivered either, so they must have been sent back to the Dead Letter Office. And I didn’t know you hadn’t received them. What a joke! Now I realise why you look as if you’ve seen a gh...’

He stopped. A dark, unpleasant thought had surfaced in his head.

‘There’s somebody else. Isn’t there?’

Lucy buried her head in the folds of her apron and sobbed, but Stan noticed that she was also nodding. He waited until she had recovered sufficiently to reply.

‘His name’s Eddie. He’s a skilled engineer. He was in a Reserved Occupation; works in the Arsenal still. Somehow it never got hit. We’ve been together for a couple of months now.’ She paused. ‘He’ll be home for his tea soon,’ she said in a small voice.

She glanced at Stan, not knowing what he was thinking, how he was reacting inside. She felt she should explain further.

‘As I said, after that terrible telegram, I was heartbroken. And yes, after the house was destroyed I went to stay with Aunt Margaret in Herne Bay. But time went by and eventually, well, I knew I had to accept that you wouldn’t be coming back, and that I should try and get on with the rest of my life.’ She decided it was best not to say any more about Eddie.

Stan was too stunned to speak. He bowed his head, couldn’t look at her. A part of him wanted to understand, but suddenly the Lucy he had known five years ago was no longer there, and he didn’t recognize this new woman.

He groaned and brushed a hand across his eyes. His house was gone, and now his wife, his darling Lucy. What was the point in going on? And an idea swiftly took shape in his mind. There’s only one thing I can do now, he thought, picking up his kitbag. 

‘It’s obvious we can’t go back to where we were before all this mess started, so I suppose I’d better get out of your life for good.’

Lucy stared at him, not knowing what to say.

‘Just before I go, though, I’ve got something to show you. A souvenir I picked up on my travels.’ He pulled open the neck of the

kitbag and groped around inside, feeling for the object he had hidden at the bottom.

‘Time to say goodbye then, Lucy. Perhaps we’ll meet again some time, in happier circumstances, who knows?’ His hands were shaking now and tears were clouding his vision, but somehow he managed to steel himself to face the only solution to this horrendous business his tortured brain could conceive.

Eddie was leaning his bicycle against the front wall when he heard the explosion, followed by a piercing scream. His front door key was in the lock in seconds.

From the passageway he detected a familiar smell. Cordite. It seemed to be coming from the kitchen and he rushed in. Lucy,

sobbing uncontrollably, was embracing a man slumped across the table, his shattered skull seeping blood and brains. Still clutched in his hand was an army revolver. A memento of one man’s war.
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