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			Chapter Seven

			 

			As Jim swung the car through the wrought-iron gate and up the gravel drive towards Tollshunt Manor, Millie’s heart did its usual impersonation of a stone floating on water. Even with the ice sparkling winsomely on the shrubs and the light dusting of snow on the mock-Medieval turrets and stone window sills, the squarely built country house looked less than inviting. 

			Jim’s ancestral home had been built by his grandfather some eighty years earlier, on top of the foundations of the original sixteenth-century hall. The rebuild had been inspired by the grand houses of the seventeenth century, such as Blenheim and Chatsworth, but Tollshunt Manor lacked somehow the elegant proportions of the buildings it was emulating and so it sat instead like an indolent toad on a lumpy hillock overlooking the village. But in truth it wasn’t so much the vista that caused Millie’s spirits to plummet, but the prospect of three whole days with Jim’s family.

			‘Here we are then, sweetheart,’ Jim said, stamping on the brake and sending stone chips flying in all directions. ‘All safe and sound.’ 

			‘Yes.’ 

			Jim slipped his arm around the back of Millie’s seat and hugged her. ‘Come on, sweetheart, cheer up. I know you don’t relish three days cooped up in the family pile with Lionel, but you just have to learn to ignore him like I do.’

			‘Ignore him!’ Millie said, looking incredulously at her husband. ‘The last time you were both in the same room together at Easter you nearly came to blows.’ 

			‘You don’t expect me to let him rattle on about the rights of the landed gentry without telling him where to get off, do you?’ 

			‘No, but neither do I expect to see two grown men shoving each other in the chest as if they were arguing over who’s got the best conkers,’ Millie commented. 

			Jim looked indignant. ‘He started it. At least this time we won’t have to suffer him alone. My aunts and cousin Evadne are joining us for the festivities.’ 

			Millie tried to look pleased at the prospect of spending time with still more of Jim’s relatives. 

			He jumped out of the car and came around to Millie’s side to open the door. Millie swung her legs out and then, grabbing her skirt and all three lace petticoats with both hands, shook them out. 

			Jim raised an eyebrow. ‘Don’t do that too often unless you want to give everyone an eyeful.’ 

			Millie laughed. ‘I can’t get used to all this fabric.’ She smoothed the folds of her skirt and the hem skimmed her ankle bone. ‘And it’s so long.’

			Jim had made good his promise to atone for his appalling behaviour on the night of their anniversary by taking her on yet another shopping spree last week. Of course, because of clothes rationing, he couldn’t have bought her something as extravagant if it had been new, so he took her to the shops in Bond Street that imported second-hand clothes from the French couture houses. Their definition of second-hand was that it had once been on a model’s back for a couple of hours in a show. The dress she wore now was a beautiful apricot, with a nipped-in waist, full skirt and broad belt but, even as Jim paid the cashier, Millie wondered how long she would actually be able to enjoy it. 

			Her period was now a full four weeks late. Although she’d missed the odd one or two in her early teens, for the past dozen years she’d been as regular as clockwork. Her next monthly was due in ten days but Millie knew in her heart of hearts that it wasn’t going to arrive either. 

			The front door of the house opened and Paget, the old butler, stepped out. 

			‘Good afternoon, Master James,’ he said, making his way unsteadily down the marble steps.

			‘And to you, Paget,’ Jim said, putting his hands in the small of his back and stretching. ‘The old place looks the same as ever.’ 

			‘Thankfully so,’ the old man replied. ‘And good afternoon, Mrs Woodville Smith.’

			‘Good afternoon, Mr Paget,’ she replied, smiling warmly. ‘You’re looking well.’ 

			‘It’s kind of madam to say so.’ 

			‘Are the three sisters gathered around the cauldron?’ asked Jim, rubbing his hands together. 

			‘Her Ladyship is taking tea in the drawing room with Lady Pegrum and Miss Augusta,’ the butler responded. 

			‘Splendid,’ said Jim. ‘Our bags are in the boot, and so if you could get one of the lads to carry them up pronto, I’d be obliged.’

			The old man shuffled off to fetch a groundsman. 

			‘I thought you didn’t go in for all this servant-master stuff,’ said Millie as Jim guided her up the steps.

			‘I don’t,’ said Jim in a pained tone, ‘but I can’t embarrass Mummy in front of her sisters, can I?’

			Mrs Littlechild, the housekeeper, greeted them as they entered the house. The Mrs was a courtesy title, as the middle-aged woman had been in service to Jim’s family since she was twelve. Beside her stood a slender young girl of about fourteen who had bright red hair and a sprinkle of freckles across her nose, and who was wearing a maid’s uniform at least two sizes too big. She stepped forward and bobbed a curtsy. 

			‘Good afternoon, sir, madam. Can I take your coats?’ she said, with a strong country burr.

			‘We know you can, Eliza,’ boomed the housekeeper. ‘But the correct way of addressing guests is, “May I take your coats?”’ 

			‘I’m sorry, Mrs Littlechild,’ said Eliza, her oversized white cap wobbling ever so slightly as she looked up at the older woman. 

			Mrs Littlechild gave a sharp nod. 

			Eliza curtsied again. ‘Good afternoon, sir, madam. May I take your coats?’

			‘You may,’ Jim replied. 

			He helped Millie out of her new full-length emerald-green coat before taking off his gabardine mac. 

			‘Thank you, Eliza,’ he said, handing them to her. 

			She dipped another curtsy and fled towards the kitchen. 

			The housekeeper rolled her eyes. ‘I’m sorry, Master James.’ 

			Jim smiled. ‘That’s all right Mrs L. We all have to learn.’ 

			‘It’s so hard to get staff nowadays,’ continued Mrs Littlechild with a sigh, ‘but I’m sure that when I’ve drummed some manners into her, Eliza Reacher will pass muster.’ 

			‘She’s one of the Reacher girls?’ Jim asked. 

			‘Yes, sir.’ Mrs Littlechild’s lips pulled into a tight bud. ‘I’m sure you remember her sister Tillie who used to be the under-housemaid.’ 

			Jim smiled. ‘Indeed I do, Mrs Littlechild.’ He slipped his arm around Millie’s waist. ‘Shall we join Mama?’ 

			‘James, thank goodness you’ve arrived,’ a voice shrilled from behind them. ‘I’ve been positively out of my mind with worry thinking of you driving in such dreadful conditions.’ 

			Millie turned to see Jim’s mother, Lady Wilhelmina Tollshunt, hurrying down the hall towards them. 

			She was dressed in a drop-waisted dove-grey day dress that highlighted her neatly crimped white hair. As it was the afternoon, she’d limited herself to one string of pearls and clip-on earrings. 

			‘The main roads were fine,’ Jim said, hugging his mother and kissing her on the cheek. 

			Lady Tollshunt’s gaze shifted to Millie. ‘Amelia, my lamb, how lovely to see you.’ She hugged her stiffly and kissed the air next to her cheek. 

			‘And it’s lovely to see you, too, Lady Tollshunt,’ Millie replied. 

			Jim’s mother had never invited her to address her in any way other than her title, as it was clear from their first meeting that their relationship would never be anything but formal. 

			‘Where’s Pater?’ Jim asked.

			‘He’s gone up to Three Elm Wood with Jackson,’ Lady Tollshunt replied. ‘There’s been a spate of poaching and your father is not convinced the men have been keeping the fences properly maintained. He’ll be back for dinner. Evadne’s gone with him to give her boys a bit of fresh air.’ 

			‘That’s nice,’ said Millie. ‘I don’t think it’s really Christmas without children around.’ 

			‘Mother means Evadne’s three pointers, Millie,’ said Jim. ‘Wellington, Monty and Nelson.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘And talking of dogs, where is Lionel lurking? In the dungeons, tearing the wings off ladybirds and the legs off spiders to pass the time?’ 

			‘Don’t be tiresome, dear,’ his mother replied. ‘You know Tollshunt Manor hasn’t got dungeons. Actually, Lionel isn’t able to join us this Christmas.’

			Jim frowned deeply. ‘Oh dear, what a shame. I’m so disappointed.’

			His mother gave him the sort of glacial look that could send a chambermaid into a flood of tears at fifty yards. ‘For your information, James, his good friend Cuthbert Merricote – you know, Lord Selwyn’s son who owns the art gallery just off Dover Street—’ 

			‘The one who wanted to be a ballet dancer?’ 

			Lady Tollshunt nodded. ‘He came off the slopes at St Moritz, hurt his back and can’t be moved. Naturally, Lionel had to stay with him.’ 

			‘Naturally,’ replied Jim, smiling urbanely. ‘They are very close.’

			His mother gave him a sharp look. 

			‘Never mind,’ said Millie, trying not to look too pleased that she didn’t have to suffer Lionel’s acid tongue for three days. ‘Hopefully we’ll see him at Easter.’ 

			‘We will just have to do the best we can without him,’ said Jim, taking Millie’s arm. ‘Let’s go into the drawing room, sweetheart, and I’ll introduce you to my aunts.’ 

			The drawing room was much larger than the whole downstairs of her mother’s cottage in Jane Street and it had grand French windows overlooking the garden. There were high ceilings, a huge moulded rose in the centre with a brass five-armed light-fitting with a miniature chandelier on each arm. There was old-fashioned pink and green flowery wallpaper covering the walls, and an assortment of rugs scattered about the floor. 

			Jim guided Millie past the unmatched chairs to the two saggy leather sofas facing each other in front of the fire that had an elderly woman sitting on each. As they saw Jim approaching, they started wriggling around on their seats like a couple of excited schoolgirls.

			‘Is it James?’ one squealed.

			‘Yes, dear,’ answered the other. 

			As they cooed over him, Jim hugged them in turn. 

			‘My sisters are very fond of James,’ Lady Tollshunt explained to Millie. 

			‘I can see that,’ Millie replied. 

			Jim finally escaped the two old ladies’ attempts to smother him, and he drew Millie forward. 

			‘This is my aunt Georgina,’ he said, turning towards the one hunched up on the right sofa.

			Lady Georgina Pegrum was Lady Tollshunt’s senior by at least a dozen years, which put her somewhere in her late seventies. Like Jim’s mother, she had a mass of white hair, but hers was haphazardly gathered up into a topknot and secured with half-a-dozen tortoiseshell combs. She was dressed in a fussy lace and satin gown which harped back to the roaring twenties, as did her thick silk stockings and button-up shoes. 

			Millie bent forward. ‘Good afternoon, Lady Pegrum. It’s so nice to meet you at last.’ 

			The old woman jumped. ‘What?’ 

			‘Porgie, darling,’ Lady Tollshunt bellowed from behind. ‘This is James’s wife, Amelia.’

			Lady Pegrum’s wrinkled face screwed up in confusion. She groped around beside her and pulled out an ancient brass ear trumpet. 

			She stuck the narrow end in her ear. ‘Who?’ 

			‘My wife,’ shouted Jim. 

			‘They married last year,’ Lady Tollshunt added, enunciating her words very clearly. ‘She’s a nurse and looks after poor people.’ 

			‘How very charitable of her,’ replied the old woman.

			Millie stepped closer and caught a whiff of a familiar odour that the old woman’s lavender water couldn’t quite mask. 

			‘It’s nice to meet you,’ she said again, with a friendly smile. 

			Lady Pegrum gave Millie a perfunctory once-over and then looked back at Jim’s mother. ‘Is there more tea coming?’

			Lady Tollshunt nodded. ‘I’ve told Judy to fetch a fresh tray.’ 

			Jim turned Millie towards the other sofa. ‘Aunt Augusta,’ he said, tapping the other old lady on the shoulder, ‘this is my wife Millie.’ 

			In contrast to her elder sister, Miss Augusta Horncastle’s steel-grey hair was scraped back from her face and secured in a tight bun at the back of her head. She wore a baggy green and brown tweed suit with an unadorned shirt and printed scarf around her neck. The pleated skirt finished at her knees, which was unfortunate, as her flesh-coloured bloomers gathered just under. Cable-knitted beige stockings and a pair of lace-up brogues completed the ensemble. 

			James’s maiden aunt, who had just celebrated her seventy-third birthday, screwed up her eyes and looked around. 

			‘Over here, Gussy,’ said Lady Tollshunt, waving directly in front of her middle sister’s face. 

			Miss Horncastle patted her chest until she found the metal-rimmed spectacles suspended on a chain around her neck and then jammed them on the bridge of her nose. 

			‘Is she a dancer?’ Miss Horncastle asked, her grey eyes unnervingly large through the thick lenses. ‘Your grandfather tried to marry a dancer from the Moulin Rouge in ninety-eight, James, but your great-great grandmother soon put a stop to that, I can tell you.’ 

			Millie and Jim exchanged a puzzled look. 

			‘It’s her eyes, poor darling.’ explained Lady Tollshunt. ‘No, Gussy, she’s not wearing a dancing skirt – it’s the New Look. Dior! There was a four-page spread about it in last month’s Lady.’ 

			Miss Horncastle sniffed. ‘They didn’t mention it in Country Women.’ 

			The door opened and the maid staggered in carrying a huge tray on which was a teapot, two hot-water jugs, at least a dozen cups and saucers plus a three-tier cake stand. She put it on the Chinese lacquered coffee table between them.

			‘Thank you, Judy,’ Lady Tollshunt said as she sat down at its end. 

			Jim nestled next to his aunt Georgina while Millie took the space beside Miss Horncastle. 

			‘James’s wife is a pretty little thing, don’t you think, Gussy?’ Georgina hollered across at her sister. 

			The old woman sitting next to her regarded Millie through the distorting lenses of her spectacles. ‘I suppose so. But she’s a little on the thin side for breeding.’ 

			Millie felt the colour rise in her cheeks and without thinking her hands went to her stomach. 

			Lady Tollshunt rattled the spoon around inside her Royal Doulton teapot to help the tealeaves release their flavour, then replaced the lid. ‘Shall I be mother?’ 

			 

			The organ blasted out the final note of ‘Hark the Herald Angel’, and Millie sent a silent prayer of thanks to the ornate cross standing in the middle of the altar. After having almost an hour and a half of Jim’s aunts untunefully hooting out the hymns immediately behind her, Millie was convinced another carol would start her ears bleeding. And if that wasn’t bad enough, both sisters had strong views about how a service should and shouldn’t be conducted and were not afraid to say as much, regardless of the irritated looks from the congregation or the embarrassment of the vicar. 

			St Helen’s, which had seen generations of the Woodville Smith family both into and out of the world, was a pretty standard country church, with oak-hewn pews that were too narrow and guaranteed to cause cramp within ten minutes of resting one’s rear on them. Shields and memorials to Jim’s ancient ancestors covered the whitewashed walls and in the chancel on the left-hand side was a canopied tomb with an effigy of a couple wearing sumptuous robes, disk-shaped ruffs and their hands pressed together in perpetual prayer. This was the final resting place of the first Lord Woodville, who had been granted the manor by King Charles II for services rendered to him by Lady Woodville. The Smith in their name came generations later, when an over-fondness for the roulette table forced Jim’s great-great grandfather into the arms of an American heiress. 

			Millie was sitting in the family pews in the east transept – the west housing the lady chapel – and it had three tiers of individual seats, which were carved versions of wing-back armchairs. They sat higher and well apart from the rest of the worshippers, and they had comforts such as cushions, tartan blankets and an old paraffin stove at the back to keep the lord of the manor’s party warm. 

			On Millie’s left was Jim, and on her right Lady Tollshunt, with Lord Tollshunt next to her. Jim’s father, a red-faced man of few words and even fewer manners, had slept through the whole service. Behind them sat Lady Pegrum and Miss Horncastle, and Jim’s cousin Evadne, who was a strident, horsey woman with bobbed hair and a downy top lip. She’d brought her dogs into the church and they had fussed and fidgeted under Millie’s pew throughout the service. 

			As Reverend Barclay gave the final notices, Millie shifted her weight on to her other hip and glanced around. As her eyes cast over the congregation, she spotted the familiar face of someone she’d met at last year’s summer fête. 

			Although her rich auburn hair was tucked under her narrow-brimmed felt hat, and her pretty face was half hidden by her turned-up collar, Millie knew it was Beth Scarrop, the pretty young mother who had made a point of calling her four-year-old son over to meet her and Jim. 

			Millie smiled. After a moment, Beth smiled back warily, afraid no doubt of incurring Lady Tollshunt’s wrath for appearing to be too familiar with her betters. 

			The choirboys took up their places and the vicar and servers processed out. The organist started to play again and the congregation knelt for a last swift prayer, and then rose to their feet. They stood respectfully, looking at the Woodville Smith family. 

			Jim’s father snorted, shook himself awake like a tweed-coated dog and stood up. 

			‘I’m off for a walk,’ he announced and marched off. 

			‘Don’t forget lunch is at two, dear,’ Lady Tollshunt called after him. 

			The congregation bowed and curtsied as he passed down the aisle and then they turned back to look at Jim’s mother. 

			Lady Tollshunt rose to her feet, as did everyone else, including Millie. Black spots suddenly popped in the corners of her vision and she swayed. 

			‘You’ve gone very white, darling,’ Jim asked, looking anxiously at her. ‘Are you unwell?’ 

			Millie shook her head and wished she hadn’t, as the floor suddenly rose up to meet her. She gripped the rail in front of the pew to steady herself.

			‘I think you had better wait here in the warm, sweetheart, while Mother and I do the necessary outside,’ he said, sitting her back in the pew. 

			Millie looked questioningly at her husband. 

			‘It’s customary for myself or Lord Tollshunt to give the village and estate workers festive good wishes after the Christmas morning service,’ Jim’s mother explained. ‘And as my husband has pressing business elsewhere and Lionel isn’t here, I thought James could do the honours with me at the door. You don’t mind do you, Amelia?’

			‘Of course not, Lady Tollshunt,’ Millie said, meekly. 

			Lady Tollshunt stepped out of the pew and her sisters in the row behind heaved themselves to their feet and, gripping their walking sticks in their gnarled hands, hobbled out after her. Evadne stood up behind Millie and stretched. The three dogs, sensing some fun in the offing, started winding themselves around their mistress’s legs expectantly. 

			Jim gathered a couple of cushions and a blanket and tucked them around Millie. ‘I’m sorry about this lord-of-the-manor nonsense.’

			‘It’s fine,’ said Millie, quite enjoying being fussed over. 

			Jim covered her legs with the tartan blanket. ‘You know, if I had my way I’d scrap the whole blooming lot but,’ he shrugged, ‘old habits die hard.’ 

			‘James!’ his mother summoned. 

			Millie smiled up at him. ‘Go on. Do your duty.’ 

			Jim gave her a peck on the cheek and then joined the rest of his family at the chancel steps, and the congregation began to file out. 

			As the church emptied, Millie snuggled into her improvised nest, shut her eyes and rested her head back into the winged pew. She was just dozing off when the oily smell of burning paraffin drifted into her nose. A wave of nausea swept over her and she retched. Her stomach churned and bile burned the back of her throat. Throwing off the blanket and clamping her hand over her mouth, Millie jumped up and dashed for a small door opposite. 

			 

			Passing through what had once been the leper entrance and out into the graveyard, Millie gulped in a deep breath of air and the nausea faded a little. She leant back and rested her head on the rough flint and mortar of the wall for a moment. Tucked away behind one of the buttresses, she wasn’t visible to anyone still milling around at the front of the church, for which she was grateful. She really didn’t want Jim’s mother to see her looking sickly and to start putting two and two together, coming up with the inevitable four. And it was inevitable. Only that morning Millie had noticed her brassiere cups were a little tight and her waistband was definitely pinching. 

			Millie smiled. Her hands slipped down protectively on to her stomach. A happy glow spread through her as she thought about the little life tucked inside. Of course, as the doctor wouldn’t be able to confirm for another few weeks yet, she couldn’t tell anyone, not even Jim. And despite him wanting to wait until he was a little further on in his career, she was sure he’d be as pleased as punch when he found out he was going to be a father. 

			Feeling a little better, Millie stood away from the buttresses and started to pick her way through the graves towards the church entrance. There was still a considerable crowd of people milling around outside, and so Millie expected her husband still to be standing with his mother and aunts at the front door, but as she turned the corner of the church, Lady Tollshunt and her sisters were chatting to their tenants and Jim was nowhere to be seen. Thinking he’d probably gone back inside to find her, Millie turned and retraced her steps back to the side door. 

			She was just about to re-enter the church when something moving behind the holly bush that grew up between some of the older tombs caught Millie’s eye. She turned to see Jim half-hidden through the foliage and she could hear him talking to someone. He had his back to Millie so she couldn’t see who it was. She was just about to call his name when he moved aside and she saw Beth Scarrop. 

			Smiling, Millie started towards them but then, when she caught sight of Beth, she stopped dead, unsure what to do. It was clear from the look on Beth’s face that she was upset about something. Knowing how the locals looked to the Woodville Smith family to sort out everything from a sick cow to a smoking chimney, Millie guessed Beth had caught Jim at the church door about some landlord-tenant matter. 

			She was just about to tiptoe away to save the woman’s embarrassment, when Beth placed her hand on Jim’s arm and looked lovingly up at him. 

			Stepping carefully over the leaf mulch, Millie felt compelled to see what happen next. She tucked herself out of sight behind one of the taller headstones and strained her ears.

			‘Please, Master James,’ Beth’s voice pleaded. 

			‘You’ll have to speak to my mother,’ Jim replied. ‘She deals with such things.’

			‘I have three times now, but she refuses to help.’

			‘Well then, there’s nothing I can do.’

			‘All I’m asking for is that you get him a place at the cathedral school at Chelmsford,’ Beth cut in. 

			‘It’s not that simple.’ 

			‘Why not?’ Beth retorted angrily. ‘He’s yours, after all! Surely you can do something.’ 

			‘Keep your voice down,’ said Jim sharply. 

			A clanging sound started in Millie’s head. 

			Beth hung her head. ‘I’m sorry, Master James, but I just want the best for him. After all, Joe’s all I have left of what we had.’ 

			Jim took the handkerchief from his top pocket and handed it to her. ‘Grabbing me in front of my family won’t help you do that, will it, Beth?’ 

			‘No, Master James.’

			‘It was fortunate for you that my wife wasn’t there,’ Jim added.

			‘Yes, Master James.’ 

			There was a long pause and then Jim spoke again. ‘Well, all right. I’ll have a word with Lady Tollshunt. But you note that I won’t be happy if you accost me again like this.’ 

			‘Yes, Master James, and I’m very sorry,’ said Beth in a soft voice. 

			‘Very well, and now run along before your husband wonders where you are.’

			A twig snapped followed by the sound of light footsteps crunching away over gravel. There was quiet for a moment before Millie heard Jim’s much heavier tread as he walked away. 

			Millie stood there looking bleakly ahead for a moment, then she turned and threw up her breakfast on to a small cluster of early snowdrop buds sprouting between two moss-covered tomb slabs. 

			 

			Although there was a small fire in the hearth warming the room, Millie shivered as she lay under the eiderdown cover with her hands folded on her chest. Their room was on the first floor, where all of the family rooms were and, like them all, it was the same size as a place a family of seven would call home around the London docks. Its high walls were papered with blue Chinese-style wallpaper and ornate plaster cornices. There was a central light with a white glass shade suspended from the ceiling by a long chain, along with a marble topped wash-stand in the bay window and sofa at the end of the four-poster bed. 

			It had been Jim’s room since he was a boy and Millie wondered in passing if Beth Scarrop had also once stared up at the same heavy velvet canopy. 

			There was a faint knock and the door opened. Millie turned her head as Jim appeared around it. 

			‘There you are, sweetheart,’ he said, coming into the room and closing the door behind him. 

			Millie didn’t reply. 

			He crossed the floor and sat on the bed beside her. ‘I wondered where you’d disappeared to.’ 

			‘Did you?’ 

			‘Of course,’ he said taking her hand. ‘I worry about you, and Mother said you were unwell again outside the church. Are you better now?’

			Millie regarded him steadily. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you are the father of Beth Scarrop’s son, Jim?’ 

			His mouth dropped open. ‘How do—’ 

			‘I heard you talking together outside the church.’ 

			‘You were spying on me?’ Jim tried to shift the feeling of blame as he sprung to his feet.

			‘Don’t you dare try to make this my fault, James Smith,’ Millie replied, struggling on to her elbows. 

			‘Well, what were you doing in the bloody graveyard?’ 

			‘And I’d thank you not to swear at me either,’ Millie said, glaring at him. ‘The paraffin fumes made me feel sick and as I didn’t want to throw up on the chancel carpet, I made a dash for the nearest exit, which happened to be the side door into the graveyard, close to where you and Beth were having a tryst.’ 

			‘We were not having a tryst,’ he replied, raking his fingers through his hair. ‘She just wanted—’ 

			‘I heard what she wanted,’ Millie shouted. ‘What I asked was why didn’t you tell me?’ Tears sprang into her eyes. ‘You should have told me.’ 

			She covered her face with her hands and sobbed as the scene in the churchyard replayed in her mind. 

			For a long moment the only movement in the room was Millie’s trembling shoulders and then the mattress dipped as Jim sat back on the bed. He gently peeled her hands from her face and held them gently. 

			‘I’m sorry, my love,’ he said, trying to kiss her palms. Millie snatched her hands away. 

			Jim sighed and his shoulders sagged. ‘You’re right. I was wrong not to tell you about Beth. But in all honesty, I’d practically forgotten about her and the boy until last year when we met them at the summer fête. After all, it happened almost six years ago in the middle of a war. I’d just come home on leave after the operation over Normandy. I was tired from flying sortie after sortie and I was living on adrenaline and strong coffee. Beth had worked in the house as the upstairs maid and had a bit of a soft spot for me and one thing led to another.’ He shrugged. ‘I was mustering at Dover ready for D-Day when I got the letter from Mother telling me that Beth was in the family way. I couldn’t get back and so Mother dealt with everything, from the lying-in hospital to her marriage to Tom Scarrop.’ 

			‘Does her husband know about this?’

			‘Of course,’ Jim replied, looking surprised at the question. ‘Mother let him have the lease on Three Tree Field on the estate at a peppercorn rent by way of compensation.’ 

			Millie rolled her eyes. ‘This is like something from the Dark Ages.’ 

			‘Well, what was I supposed to do?’ Jim asked angrily. ‘Marry her?’ 

			‘That’s what usually happens when you get a girl in trouble.’ 

			‘Things are done differently in the shires,’ Jim replied. ‘Look, Millie, I know I should have told you, but it’s in the past. And I couldn’t marry her because—’ 

			‘She was a servant?’ Millie cut in as she felt tears sting the corners of her eyes. 

			‘No. Because I didn’t love her.’ Jim took his wife’s hands again. This time Millie didn’t take them back. ‘Beth only did what thousands of other women did for men going off to face death in defence of their country, and I don’t think she should be made to suffer for that.’

			‘Neither do I.’ 

			‘Surely you’d agree it’s better that she be provided with a husband and home rather than being forced to give up her baby for adoption because she has no way of supporting herself?’ 

			An image of a hollow-eyed unmarried girl waving goodbye to the infant for ever at Prescott Street Mothers’ Home flashed into Millie’s mind. 

			‘That’s true.’ 

			‘And,’ Jim pressed his advantage home by taking Millie’s fingers to his lips and kissing each in turn, ‘if I had married Beth then I would never have met you, my darling.’ He slipped his arm around her shoulders and tried to gather her to him but Millie held him off.

			‘I want you to promise me that you’ll get Joe into the school she wanted,’ Millie insisted. 

			His eyes, the same colour as Beth’s son’s, looked deep into Millie’s. ‘I promise. Now say you’ll forgive me. Please.’ 

			Millie’s rigid posture yielded a little. ‘How can I not?’

			Jim gathered her into his arms and laid her back on the bed. Taking his weight on his elbows, he covered her with his body, pressing his mouth on hers in a demanding kiss. Millie kissed him back, running her fingers through his hair to hold him to her. His hand smoothed over her still flat stomach and then up to cup her breast. He grabbed her skirt and pulled it up in a flurry of netting and lace, but as his hand reached her stocking-tops, Millie pulled away. 

			‘And you must promise me too that you’ll tell me everything in future.’ 

			Jim smiled down at Millie and scraped his fingers back and forth across his breastbone. ‘I promise, sweetheart. Cross my heart.’ 

			 

			The costermonger leaning on the piano raised his full glass in one hand and swung it as a signal for the rest of the pub to join in. As the woman at the keyboard stretched her chubby fingers and struck up the chorus of ‘My Old Man’, Ruby put her hand on Millie’s arm. 

			‘That’s beautiful, Amelia,’ she said, indicating the initials J and A entwined together.

			Millie touched the custom-made sapphire broach pinned just below her left shoulder. ‘Thank you. It was a late Christmas present from Jim.’ 

			‘And she’s got earrings to match,’ added Doris. 

			They were sitting in the corner of the Two Puddings pub on Stratford Broadway. The pub was a well-known hostelry just west of the grand Victorian town hall. It was an up-and-coming place with live music and dancing at weekends in the room upstairs. Usually, Ruby wouldn’t have been seen dead in a public house in East London on New Year’s Eve, but the landlord was a good friend and business partner of her husband Tony, and so this time she had made an exception. Also, as they were invited for ‘afters’, when they could continue drinking after closing time, the whole family had gathered to see in 1949. 

			Ruby wrinkled up her nose in an oddly girly fashion. ‘You’re so lucky to have such a thoughtful husband.’ 

			Millie gave a wan smile. 

			‘Did you have a nice time at Jim’s mother’s?’ Doris asked. 

			‘It wasn’t as bad as it could have been,’ replied Millie. ‘And I got to meet his aunts Porgie and Gussy, and cousin Evadne, although she spent most of the three days galloping across the county with her dogs and shooting things.’ 

			‘What about his brother?’ asked Doris. ‘Did they come to blows like the last time?’ 

			‘Thankfully, Lionel wasn’t there,’ Millie said. ‘He had to look after one of his chums who had hurt himself skiing.’ 

			‘I’d have thought Lionel would have been married by now,’ said Ruby. 

			Millie gave a wry smile. ‘I think Jim’s mother would agree, but as far as I can tell he and a group of old school friends spend one half of the year on the Riviera and the other up a Swiss mountain.’ 

			Ruby raised her eyebrows. ‘Well, it seems a very a queer way for a grown man to behave, if you ask me.’ 

			‘Well, there was an upside, as at least we didn’t have the usual fireworks when Jim and his brother are in the house together,’ said Millie. 

			‘And Doris tells me that old maid Miss Dutton rang you and told you to come back to work early,’ said Ruby. 

			Millie nodded. ‘The phone was ringing when we walked in the door on Monday.’ 

			Ruby looked affronted. ‘Blooming cheek.’ 

			‘She didn’t have much choice,’ said Millie. ‘She’s got four nurses laid up with the flu, and Annie’s sprained her ankle slipping down an icy step, which means that they are really short. Plus there’s at least a dozen women due to deliver in the next week, and you can bet your bottom dollar if we’re short of midwives then at least half of them will go into labour early.’

			‘Well, it won’t be your problem for much longer,’ said Ruby. ‘When are you leaving?’ 

			‘I haven’t put my notice in yet, but I suppose if I give it to Miss Dutton on Monday, I’ll finish at the end of the month,’ said Millie miserably. 

			Her mother put her hand over hers. ‘Cheer up. Think of all that time you’ll have when you’re at home for making the house look nice, and cooking.’

			‘And,’ chipped in Ruby, ‘I’m sure after a long day at the office, Jim will be very glad to find you at home waiting for him.’ 

			‘I’m sure he will,’ replied Millie, her gaze moving past her aunt and on to her husband propping up the bar alongside Tony. 

			Jim said something and those standing close by roared with laughter. He picked up a tray of drinks and made his way back to Millie, Doris and Ruby. 

			‘There you are, ladies,’ he said, setting it in the middle of the table they were sitting around. ‘Now it was a martini for you, Ruby. A G&T for you, Doris,’ he said, handing them their glasses. ‘And a lemonade for my darling wife.’ 

			‘Is that all you’re having, Amelia?’ asked Ruby taking a sip of her drink. 

			‘I’ve had a bit of a delicate stomach for the last couple of days,’ said Millie. 

			‘You didn’t say, dear,’ said her mother, looking enquiringly at her. 

			‘It was hardly worth mentioning, that’s why,’ replied Millie nonchalantly. 

			‘It’s nothing to worry about, Mrs S,’ said Jim pulling his chair closer to Millie and sitting down. ‘It was the paraffin heater in Tollshunt church on Christmas Day that upset her. I’ve told the churchwarden straight that before they start splashing out on new cassocks for the choir or a replacement vestry window, the PCC needs to fix the heater in the family’s pews.’ 

			‘As I said, so thoughtful,’ said Ruby, looking meaningfully at Millie.

			Jim patted Millie’s knee. ‘My darling is always my first consideration. Plus I need her fit and well to help me win the by-election in ten weeks.’

			‘Goodness, is it that soon?’ said Doris. 

			Jim supped the froth off his pint and nodded. ‘It’s set for the 7th of March and so we got the leaflets printed before Christmas; but now we’re going for a really big push to get a good turnout on the day.’ He turned and looked adoringly at Millie. ‘And with Millie beside me, it will be an easy job in persuading them.’ 

			‘Well, it never did any man harm to have a pretty wife on his arm,’ Ruby pointed out. 

			‘And when she’s given up work she’ll be able to help you even more,’ chipped in Doris. ‘You know, at conferences, and she can go with you when you travel around the country.’ She beamed at her son-in-law. ‘All those dismal hotel rooms you’re always telling us about won’t be so unwelcoming if you’ve got Millie with you, will they?’ 

			An odd expression flitted briefly across Jim’s face ‘No,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘I suppose they won’t.’

			The barman banged on the bar with a wooden ashtray. ‘You lot, listen up,’ he bellowed over the noise. 

			His wife, standing behind the bar next to him, twiddled the knob on the antiquated wireless next to the tiles and, after a few whistles and squeaks, the distinctive sound of Big Ben’s bells resounded around the pub. 

			‘Everyone up,’ shouted Tony, hurrying back from the bar. ‘Quick, before the last one.’ 

			Putting down their drinks, Doris and Ruby got out of their seats and Jim helped Millie up. He slipped his arm around her waist as the whole pub started clapping in time with the chimes. ‘Eight, seven,’ they screamed as the last few seconds of 1948 ticked by, and then there was the final heavy bong as Big Ben struck twelve.

			The pub went wild as everyone hugged their nearest and dearest, and complete strangers. Tony hugged Ruby, Millie hugged Jim and then her mother. Jim hugged Doris and Ruby together, planting a noisy kiss on both their cheeks while Tony clasped Millie in a good-hearted bear hug. 

			‘Quick,’ yelled Ruby, grabbing Doris’s hand and signalling for Millie to take the other. Millie and Jim crossed their arms, clasped hands and then they all joined the rest of the pub in a rowdy version of ‘Auld Lang Syne’ before someone struck up on the piano again and the landlord and his wife led their customers in a conga out of the pub and into the street. Jim put his hands on Millie’s waist and she grabbed on to her mother as they high-kicked out in a line. 

			In the street the scene was much the same, with people embracing each other and dancing over the cobbles. The trams passing along the Broadway hooted, as did the cars. Someone started singing ‘Knees Up, Mother Brown’, and soon all the women in the street were swinging their legs in the air like Tiller Girls. 

			Jim caught Millie around the waist. ‘Happy New Year, darling.’ He kissed her lightly.

			Millie smiled up at him. ‘And to you.’ 

			He kissed her again and then a frown creased his forehead. ‘You know, I can’t help feeling I’m being terribly selfish.’

			‘Selfish? How?’ 

			‘By taking an experienced nurse like you away from the people who need you most,’ Jim replied, seriously. 

			‘Really?’ replied Millie, trying to keep a sudden surge of hope in check. 

			He nodded. ‘It just doesn’t seem right. Not with you being so short of staff just now at the clinic.’

			‘Well, perhaps I could stay until the worst of the winter is over, say until Easter,’ said Millie, holding her breath as he mulled it over. 

			‘It means I won’t be able to take you to the Transport and General Union’s dinner dance in February but,’ Jim gave a resigned sigh, ‘we’ll still be able to turn heads at the Party Conference in May.’ 

			‘We certainly will,’ Millie laughed, imagining the looks she’d get swirling around a dancefloor at seven months pregnant. 

			‘And it would be the right thing to do,’ said Jim. 

			‘It’s only for a few months,’ said Millie. 

			By her own calculations she was almost three months pregnant and would have to give up work at Easter anyway. 

			Jim drew Millie back into his arms and smiled lovingly down. ‘Well, I suppose I can put up with having a working wife for a bit longer.’ He pressed his lips on to hers in a long lingering kiss that set her pulse racing. And then he whispered close to her ear, ‘Do you think anyone would mind if we sneaked off home?’ 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			 

			Turning into Cannon Street Road, Millie tramped with Annie along the icy pavement towards Miss Gardener’s crumbling house. With the road conditions being as they were, Millie had left her scooter at home and caught the early train to work. Although this meant she had to walk everywhere, it didn’t matter, because a combination of daily deposits of snow, a daytime thaw and nights of below-zero temperatures meant that it was virtually impossible to get anywhere that wasn’t a main road except by foot. 

			Even though it was only the early afternoon, the overcast sky and gathering fog from the river meant that the lights were already on in most of the houses, casting a pale yellow light into the streets below that added to a general feeling of gloom. But after the visit to her GP last Tuesday confirmed what she’d suspected since the middle of December, Millie was completely immune to the mid-January blues. 

			Of course, what with Jim campaigning from dawn to dusk and her covering for sick nurses, Millie hadn’t actually found time to tell him the good news yet. But on Saturday she was going with Jim to meet voters in Leyton Market, and so she planned to look for an opportunity then. 

			A little niggle of doubt started to gather itself together in her chest but Millie stamped it down firmly. Jim would be surprised, stunned even, which would be only natural. But she was certain that once the initial shock wore off, he’d be as thrilled as she was. 

			Putting all thought of Jim and his impending fatherhood aside, Millie knocked on Miss Gardener’s front door and then pushed it open. 

			‘Only me,’ she called, stepping into the hall. 

			‘Only me who?’ a man’s voice echoed back. 

			Millie shut the door after Annie, and went into the front room. 

			Miss Moncrieff had got a single iron-framed bed from somewhere and had put it by the French door at the far end of the room so that, despite the chill from the draughty frame, her friend could look out on to the garden. 

			Miss Gardener lay as usual, with her fringed shawl over the counterpane, barely making a dent in the mattress. Millie was surprised to see that warming the backs of his legs in front of the fire was a young man dressed like a trackside bookie in a bold checked jacket and flannel trousers that were at least one size too small. 

			‘Ah, “only me” is a pretty little nurse,’ he said, without taking the cigar from the corner of his mouth. 

			Millie turned to her patient. ‘I’m sorry I’m a bit late, Miss Gardener, But I had an extra home visit to squeeze in this morning.’ 

			The flash young man grinned lasciviously. ‘I wouldn’t mind you squeezing me in one morning, Sister. I could do with a bed bath.’ 

			‘Freddie, please,’ said Miss Gardener, struggling to sit up but setting off a coughing fit in the process. 

			Millie handed the elderly lady a clean handkerchief from the pile on the arm of the chair. She then plopped her bag on the table and opened it. 

			‘This is my cousin Winifred’s son, Freddie Kite,’ Miss Gardener explained. 

			Millie forced a smile. ‘Nice to meet you, but if you don’t mind, Mr Kite, I have to get on,’ she said, unpacking her equipment. 

			‘Righty O, I’ll go upstairs to ’ave a gander at Henrietta’s latest scribble.’ 

			Miss Gardener looked alarmed. ‘Please leave Harry alone, Freddie. You know how much you upset her last time.’ 

			Freddie’s piggy eyes opened wide. ‘Did I?’ He flicked his cigar butt into the fire and then strolled out, banging the door behind him. ‘Well then, I’ll go and see if I can do it again.’ 

			Miss Gardener flopped back. ‘I’m sorry, Sister. He just comes and goes as he pleases.’

			‘But surely you don’t have to let him into the house?’ Millie said, as she spread the towels out ready. 

			‘I do. It’s his house. Or at least it will be when I’m gone.’ The old woman started coughing again. ‘Which I don’t think will be very long, do you?’

			Millie smoothed a lank strand of hair off her clammy brow. ‘Are you in pain?’ 

			The old woman nodded. ‘Across my chest.’ 

			‘I’ll give you your medicine before I start to move you,’ Millie said.

			She took the bottle of morphine syrup prescribed by Dr Masterson, measured out a teaspoon and gave it to the old woman. 

			‘Now, while that’s taking effect, I’ll boil a kettle.’ 

			Miss Gardener looked more relaxed when Millie returned and didn’t flinch or groan as Millie removed her nightdress. Then, keeping her wasted body covered with towels, Millie washed and dried the old woman thoroughly, before putting on fresh bedclothes. Then she helped her on to the commode. 

			Swiftly, Millie and Annie changed the top sheet to the bottom, repositioned the oblong mackintosh across the middle of the bed and placed newspaper to absorb any accidents, and then covered it with a draw-sheet before helping Miss Gardener back into bed. 

			‘Annie, will you brush Miss Gardener’s hair and tidy around?’ 

			Miss Gardener lay with her eyes closed while Annie brushed her hair with a soft-bristle brush. 

			Leaving her patient to rest Millie went back into the kitchen. Unfortunately, Freddie was there, rummaging around in the cupboards.

			‘How is she?’ he asked, turning the old silver coffee pot he was holding and glancing at the hallmark on the bottom. 

			‘As well as can be expected,’ replied Millie, pouring the water down the sink. She went to walk past, but Freddie stepped in her path. 

			‘How long do you think before . . .?’ He rolled his eyes upwards.

			‘I really couldn’t say,’ Millie replied in a professional tone.

			‘Because I wouldn’t want her to suffer, I mean.’ He leaned forward, wafting an overpowering smell of cheap cologne over her. ‘I hope you’ll do something to help her.’ 

			‘I’ll do my best to keep her comfortable,’ replied Millie neutrally. 

			‘Good, good. And give her perhaps a bit more,’ he winked, ‘you know, at the end. After all, you wouldn’t let a dog suffer like that.’ 

			Before Millie could reply, the door opened and Miss Moncrieff walked in dressed in her usual shirt and trousers, with an oversized, paint-splattered artist’s gown covering them. 

			Her eyes flicked towards Freddie. ‘I thought you’d gone.’ 

			‘You wished I had, you mean.’ He put the coffee pot back in the cupboard and closed the door firmly. ‘I suppose you’ve come down to keep an eye on me.’ 

			‘I’ve come down to clean my brushes.’ She pushed past him and went to the sink. 

			She thrust the three brushes she had in her hand under the tap and turned it on then glanced at Millie. ‘How is Dodo?’ 

			‘Comfortable,’ replied Millie. ‘I’ve given her a dose of her medication so she should settle.’ 

			Freddie walked to the sink. ‘She won’t last much longer, you know, and then you and your junk upstairs will be out on the street.’ 

			Miss Moncrieff looked at him coolly. ‘Do you really think I care?’ 

			Freddie’s face turned purple. ‘You bloody will when I make a bonfire with all your poxy paintings.’ 

			Miss Moncrieff turned away from him. 

			‘Don’t you turn your back on me, you fucking bull,’ he shouted, his colour deepening considerably. His eyes ran over Millie. ‘’As dear Harry offered to paint you in the buff yet, Sister? Like she did my aunt.’ 

			Millie looked away. ‘I really should get on.’

			‘How do you think your family would take to it, Sister, having all your goodies displayed in a bloody gallery for anyone to gawp at?’ Freddie said spitefully. ‘’As she offered to show you her etchings?’ 

			Miss Moncrieff flicked the water off her brushes. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Sister.’ She walked slowly out of the kitchen. Freddie crashed out after her and ran to the bottom of the stairs. 

			‘That’s it. Scurry up to your fucking studio. You can play the man, but you can’t best one,’ he bellowed up after her. ‘Just you wait, you unnatural cuss. When I torch your fucking artworks it’ll make the Blitz look like a pissing sparkler!’

			 

			Millie wriggled her toes inside her new court shoes in an attempt to get some warmth back in them. In truth, with the temperature just a degree above freezing, it would have been more sensible to have worn her fleece-lined boots, but after almost three hours traipsing up and down Leytonstone High Street, her feet weren’t the only part of her feeling numb. 

			It wouldn’t have been so bad if it had just been her and Jim handing out campaign leaflets and talking to people, but instead there was a whole entourage of people, including Ted Kirby, a couple of fresh-faced university students cutting their political teeth, and a reporter and photographer from the Leytonstone Bugle. 

			Millie refreshed her pleasant smile and tried to look more like a prospective MP’s wife. 

			‘So,’ said the smartly turned-out woman whom Jim had collared outside Bearman’s department store, ‘just how many Jerries did you shoot down?’

			‘I’m afraid that’s still classified,’ Jim said, with an affable laugh, ‘but what I can tell you is, Mrs . . .?’

			‘Mrs Hill,’ the woman said, adjusting the handbag on her arm.

			Jim’s expression became grave. ‘What I can tell you, Mrs Hill, is the thing that helped me get into my Spitfire day after day and night after night was knowing that when we crushed Hitler and his Nazi thugs we’d be able to build a better England for all its people.’ Jim grasped her hand and he looked earnestly at her. ‘Can I count on your vote?’

			The stout matron giggled under his intense gaze. ‘Of course you can, young man.’ 

			‘Thank you, Mrs Hill.’ 

			Jim disentangled his hand and Mrs Hill walked on to continue her shopping. Millie stamped her feet and tucked her hands under her arms. 

			‘Couldn’t we have lunch?’ she asked, as her stomach rumbled.

			‘We just had a cup of tea,’ Jim replied, scanning the High Street for the next vote to secure.

			‘That was almost two hours ago,’ Millie replied. ‘And then Ted dragged us out of the ABC before we’d finished.’ 

			‘Well, we’ve got to catch the morning rush,’ Jim replied. ‘We’ll have lunch in a while.’ 

			‘But Jim, I’m cold and—’

			‘Look, darling,’ he said, taking her hands. ‘I know it’s hard work pounding the streets, but the Liberal’s a local man, so I’m chasing every single vote.’ Jim gave her a dazzling smile. ‘Just one more shopper and then I promise we’ll stop for a bite.’ 

			Millie nodded. ‘But only if—’

			‘Oi! Jim! Over ’ere.’

			They looked around to see Ted Kirby huffing and puffing towards them. 

			‘What is it?’ asked Jim, as his campaign manager came to a halt in front to them. 

			Ted grabbed Jim’s arm and dragged him towards the church. ‘Quick, I’ve found a woman with twins.’ 

			‘That’s nice,’ said Millie, picking up her pace to keep up with them. 

			‘Too right it is,’ said Ted over his shoulder. ‘A picture like that might even make the front page.’ 

			The quick walk to Station Road brought the blood back into Millie’s toes but as she came to a halt by the library steps she felt suddenly dizzy. She leant against the 1930s entrance to steady herself. 

			The nausea and tiredness she’d experienced since Christmas had largely disappeared, but she still hadn’t yet found the right moment to tell Jim. But she was almost four months pregnant, and if she didn’t tell him soon, she wouldn’t need to, as he’d see for himself. 

			‘Darling, can I have your expert assistance, please?’ Jim called.

			Taking a deep breath to clear her head, Millie walked over to where her husband was trying to manoeuvre a couple of disgruntled-looking infants into his arms. 

			‘Let me.’ 

			Millie took the larger twin and tucked it into the crook of Jim’s arm then did the same with the other. The babies stopped crying and studied Jim solemnly. 

			‘See,’ she said, to her awkward-looking husband, ‘babies like to feel a firm hand holding them.’ 

			‘We’ll want Mum in the shot, too,’ called the photographer, waving at the anxious-looking young woman standing with Ted.

			She came forward and took up her position next to Jim to get St John’s Church in shot too. Millie stepped back out of the way while the photographer checked the light and then took half-a-dozen photos, using a hand-held flash to illuminate the subject. 

			The flash-lights popped in Millie’s vision and her head spun for a couple of seconds and then righted itself. Jim handed back the children and started talking to Ted.

			Millie went to join them. 

			‘Ted was just saying we ought to stroll down to the station and catch shoppers coming back from the West End,’ Jim said. 

			‘I’d love to,’ said Millie. ‘But I’d like something to eat first.’

			‘What do you think, Ted?’ Jim asked. ‘Have we got time?’ 

			Ted sucked on his lips for a moment or two and then nodded. ‘We’ll go to the pie and mash shop and take a couple of shots of you in there. You know, to show you’ve got the common touch.’ 

			Jim pulled a face. ‘As long as you don’t want me to eat eels.’ 

			‘Pie and mash it is then,’ said Millie.

			They set off up the hill back to the High Street but as Millie turned the corner by the church gates her head swam. She put her hand out to steady herself but fell against the low wall. 

			‘Are you all right?’ Jim asked from what seemed to be a long way away.

			‘I’m fine,’ said Millie, focusing on a lamp-post on the other side of the street to get her balance. ‘I’m just very hungry.’ 

			Jim offered his arm. Millie took it and they started off again but after only a few steps red spots started to appear at the edge of Millie’s vision. She staggered and her legs gave way. She felt Jim’s arm around her, but it was too late. The black clouds filling her mind closed in and Millie tumbled on to the icy pavement. 

			 

			Sneezing as the smelling salts bore up her nose brought Millie back to consciousness. She opened her eyes to find herself lying on a bed with Jim and Ted Kirby sitting either side of her. Behind them were ranged the young activists and a handful of spectators, all staring at her. 

			‘Thank goodness,’ said Jim, taking her hand. 

			Millie looked around. ‘What happened?’

			‘You fainted, sweetheart,’ said Jim. 

			‘You hit the floor like a Frenchman threatened by a popgun,’ added Ted. 

			The two activists standing behind him laughed. 

			‘And your husband,’ Ted cast his gaze around the audience and raised his voice, ‘the local Labour candidate and war hero, carried you in here.’ 

			One of the young university students appeared with a cup of tea and handed it to Millie. Ted gave him and his friend a sharp nod and the two party workers drifted away with the crowd. 

			‘Here?’ asked Millie 

			‘The furniture department of Bearman’s,’ Jim told her. 

			‘And I hope you’re enjoying our very finest Dreamtime bed, Mrs Smith,’ said a thin chap standing at her feet.

			‘Er, yes. Thank you,’ muttered Millie. 

			‘And as I’ve just told your husband, should you take a fancy to the stylish yet affordable luxury of the Dreamtime Galaxy I’m sure we could—’ 

			‘Thank you, Mr Wells,’ Jim stopped the sales spiel. ‘You and your staff have been most kind.’ 

			The salesman’s thin face lifted in an ingratiating smile. ‘Not at all.’ He returned to his duties. 

			Millie drank her tea and the sugar in it steadied her head a little, but she was in no hurry to move. 

			‘Are you all right?’ asked Jim. ‘I mean, you still look very pale. Are you ill?’ 

			Millie shook her head. ‘But I must have something to eat.’ 

			‘Right you are, love,’ said Ted. He glanced at his watch. ‘But we’ll have to make it quick, Jim. We’re meeting with the chamber of commerce at the town hall in an hour and a half and we haven’t touched the Kirkland Road yet.’

			‘Well, you’ll have to do without me because after dinner I’m going home,’ Millie said. 

			‘Now, Millie,’ said Ted, screwing his heavy features into what Millie took to be an appeasing expression. ‘You know how the punters like to see the candidate’s wife with him on the road.’ 

			‘I’d like to have a private word with my husband, Ted,’ said Millie. 

			‘Surely it can wait till you get home?’ said Ted. 

			‘If you don’t mind.’ She smiled sweetly.

			Ted rolled his eyes and then stomped off, muttering under his breath. 

			Jim waited until Ted was out of earshot and then spoke. ‘Look, Millie, I want to eat too, but—’ 

			‘I’m pregnant,’ Millie said.

			Jim stared at her. ‘How? I mean when?’ 

			‘I think it was the night of the dinner dance, you know when you’d run out of . . . things,’ she said, willing him to look just a little pleased. 

			‘Are you sure?’

			Millie nodded. ‘I was pretty certain when I was sick in church at Christmas.’ 

			They hadn’t spoken of Beth and her son since Christmas morning, and Millie certainly didn’t want to now. 

			‘Doctor Fallow confirmed it a few weeks ago. And the baby’s due at the end of May,’ she said quickly. A knot of anxiety tightened in her stomach. ‘I know we’d planned to wait.’

			‘Oh Millie,’ Jim laughed. ‘That’s fantastic!’

			Millie stared at him for a second and then laughed, too. Jim took her in his arms and hugged her. 

			‘Oh, Jim,’ she said, as the weight she’d been carrying for weeks suddenly lifted from her shoulders. ‘I’m so happy.’ 

			‘Me too,’ he said brushing his lips on hers. ‘It’s absolutely perfect.’ He kissed her again. ‘We’ll call him James.’

			‘It might be a girl,’ Millie said, swinging her legs off the bed and sitting up.

			‘Are you sure you’re all right to stand, darling?’ he asked anxiously. 

			Millie laughed. ‘I’m pregnant, not ill.’ 

			Jim cupped his hands around his mouth. ‘Ted! Come here.’

			Ted, who had been eyeing up a glass-fronted drinks cabinet, lumbered over. 

			Jim put his arm around Millie’s shoulder. ‘Millie’s having a baby,’ he said, grinning happily at his campaign manager.

			Ted’s hard-bitten face dissolved into a sentimental expression. ‘That’s wonderful.’

			‘That’s what I thought,’ said Jim. 

			‘Congratulations, Millie, love,’ said Ted, patting Millie on the shoulder. 

			‘Thank you, Ted,’ replied Millie, wondering if she’d perhaps misjudged him a little.

			‘In fact,’ Ted turned and scanned the showroom. ‘Oi, Tom,’ he said, waving frantically at one of the students who was chatting to a pretty red-haired shop assistant. 

			Pushing his black-framed glasses back on his nose, Tom slouched over. 

			‘Shoot down to the Walnut Tree, lad,’ barked Ted. ‘And fetch that reporter and his mate back here right away.’ 

			Tom hurried off and Ted grasped Jim’s hand. ‘Good on you, lad,’ he said, pumping it vigorously. ‘If we pitch it right, a story about your preggers wife campaigning alongside you will capture the petticoat vote, and swing the election. Well done!’ 

			 

			Closing the treatment-room door behind her, Millie stepped into the hall. The sound of someone singing and bathwater being run drifted down. Putting her hand in her pocket, Millie felt the envelope containing her resignation letter. 

			The telephone on the table next to her rang. Millie picked it up but before she could speak, she heard Miss Dutton’s voice. 

			‘Munroe House. How can I help you?’ 

			‘It’s me, Lilly,’ said Mr Shottington. 

			‘Oh, Algie.’

			Millie gently replaced the receiver and hoped the lovers wouldn’t hear the click as the line cut off. She looked toward the superintendent’s office and turned her letter over in her hand. She’d had it there since Monday and if she didn’t give it to Miss Dutton today, it would be so crumpled she’d have to rewrite it. 

			Millie thrust it back in her pocket and continued down the hallway to Miss Dutton’s office. As the superintendent’s high-pitched voice could be heard through the door, Millie waited for a couple of moments then knocked. 

			There was a long pause before Miss Dutton called, ‘Come.’

			Millie walked in. ‘I’m sorry to disturb you.’ 

			Instead of wearing her old-fashioned matron’s uniform, Miss Dutton was dressed in a chocolate-coloured two-piece suit, a tiny veiled hat and lipstick, and there were tears in her eyes. 

			She blinked them away. ‘What is it?’

			‘I’ll come back on Monday,’ said Millie. 

			‘No, I’m not busy,’ said Miss Dutton bitterly. ‘In fact, I’ve got nothing to do all weekend now.’ She glared hatefully at the telephone. ‘What do you want?’

			‘To give you this.’ Millie took the letter out of her pocket and offered it her. ‘I’m having a baby and will be leaving at Easter.’ 

			Miss Dutton’s thin face twisted with disapproval. ‘You’ll have to carry out all your duties, you know. I can’t give you special consideration just because of your condition.’ 

			‘I’m not asking for any,’ Millie replied.

			They stared at each other for a moment, and then Miss Dutton took Millie’s letter. ‘Well, I suppose I should congratulate you.’ 

			‘Thank you, Miss Dutton,’ Millie replied with the sweetest of smiles. ‘And have a nice weekend.’ 

			With a satisfied smile on her lips Millie closed Miss Dutton’s door and headed for the nurses’ changing room at the end of the corridor. Within minutes she’d stripped off her uniform and donned her civvies. Putting her navy dress into the laundry hopper she buttoned her three-quarter-length coat and secured her scarf over her hair for the journey home. 

			With her handbag in the crook of her arm and thought of the weekend in front of her Millie remerged into the hall just as Sally picked up the on-call telephone. 

			‘Good afternoon. Munroe House,’ she said, rolling her eyes.

			Millie waved at her as she past. 

			Sally held up her hand. ‘Just a moment and I’ll see if she’s still around.’ She clamped her hand over the mouthpiece. ‘It’s for you.’ 

			‘Who is it?’ Millie asked.

			Sally shrugged. ‘It must be one of your old patients, as he asked for Sister Sullivan.’ 

			Millie glanced at the grandfather clock at the bottom of the stairs and nodded. Sally removed her hand. ‘I’ve just found her, and so if you’d just hold on a moment.’

			Sally handed her the telephone, waved goodbye and went back into the treatment room. 

			Millie put the receiver to her ear. ‘Hello, Sister S—’

			‘Millie, is that you?’ 

			The floor under Millie’s feet shifted a little and she grabbed the table to steady herself. 

			‘Are you there, Millie?’

			‘Alex?’

			A laugh rumbled down the telephone. ‘I’m glad you remembered.’ 

			Something akin to ice water washed over her, and her knees buckled. Clutching the phone she slid on to the chair next to her as jumbled memories of the man at the other end of the phone swirled around her head.

			‘Is it really you?’ 

			‘Yes it is,’ he replied. ‘In the flesh.’ 

			‘Are you all right? I mean, you’re not injured?’ 

			‘Injured?’

			‘By the Zionists.’

			‘No.’ Alex laughed again. ‘I’ve been sitting around in Cypress since they kicked us out.’ 

			‘Oh.’ 

			‘Look, I’m sorry to spring it on you and I know this is a bit sudden, but could we meet up say for a coffee or a bite to eat or—’

			‘I don’t think that would be a good idea.’ 

			There was a pause. ‘Look, I know things weren’t right between us when we parted.’

			‘It’s not that,’ Millie said, feeling her wedding ring pressing on the Bakelite phone. ‘I mean, there’s been a lot of water under the bridge since then.’ 

			‘I know, but I just want a chance to talk to you, that’s all, Millie. No strings or anything. Honest. Just for old time’s sake,’ pleaded Alex. 

			A long-forgotten ache welled up in Millie’s chest and she closed her eyes. 

			‘Millie, are you still there?’ he asked anxiously. 

			‘Yes, I’m still here.’

			‘Please.’

			Millie took a long deep breath. ‘All right, but just for a quick coffee.’ 

			‘Thank you.’ He let out an audible sigh. ‘Are you free tomorrow? I’ll pick you up and we could go anywhere you—’

			‘I’m busy.’

			‘Sunday then, after lunch perhaps?’ 

			‘I can meet you Monday,’ Millie said firmly. ‘But it’ll have to be in my morning break at Kate’s café as we’re two nurses down.’ 

			‘Yes, yes. That’s fine. Wherever you like,’ Alex replied. 

			‘About eleven,’ said Millie. 

			‘I’ll be waiting for you. Until Monday then.’ 

			The line went dead.

			Millie held the receiver to her chest for a moment and then slowly pressed her finger on the disconnect bar. 

			Almost unable to put her finger in the correct number Millie turned the dial. The call connected and it rang four or five times before it was picked up. 

			‘Good evening. Fry House,’ said a woman’s voice at the other end. ‘How can I help?’ 

			‘I need to speak to Sister Byrne urgently. Is she there?’ 

			 

			Millie had just glanced at her watch for the fourth time when the Grape and Hoop’s saloon bar door swung open and Connie stepped inside. 

			Millie breathed a sigh of relief. Although the narrow-fronted public house just opposite Aldgate Station wasn’t a dockside alehouse, it was still uncomfortable to be a woman alone in a bar surrounded by self-important City types giving her the eye. 

			Peering through the whirls of smoke Connie spotted Millie and hurried over. 

			‘Thanks for coming so quickly,’ Millie said, embracing her friend. 

			Connie untied her rain hood and shook it out. ‘Don’t be silly. Now let me get a G&T, and then you can tell me everything.’ She unclipped her handbag and pulled out her purse. ‘What do you want?’

			Millie nodded. ‘I suppose another brandy won’t hurt.’ 

			Connie looked surprised. ‘Another? How many have you had?’ 

			‘Two.’ Millie replied. 

			Connie’s fair eyebrows almost disappeared under her fringe but she went to the bar and ordered their drinks. Millie resumed her seat. 

			‘There you go,’ said Connie, after a few moments, putting a glass on the cork coaster in front of her. 

			‘Thanks.’ Millie took a large mouthful, pulling a face as it burnt the back of her throat. 

			‘Where’ve you parked your scooter?’ asked Connie, taking a small sip of her own drink.

			‘I left it at the clinic,’ said Millie. ‘I thought it best.’

			Connie raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m glad to hear it. I don’t fancy your chances navigating around Stratford Broadway with three brandies inside you.

			Millie gave a sheepish grin and took another sip. 

			‘Now,’ said Connie, putting on her best matron expression. ‘What’s happened?’ 

			‘Alex phoned.’ 

			‘Alex?’ Connie put her hand over her mouth. ‘No!’

			‘Yes,’ said Millie. ‘An hour ago.’ 

			‘No wonder you’re throwing back brandies,’ said Connie. ‘What did he say?’ 

			‘Nothing much,’ Millie replied, replaying the two-minute conversation with her ex-fiancé in her mind yet again. 

			Her friend gave her a questioning look. ‘You did tell him you were married?’ 

			Millie looked down as she swilled the drink in her hand. ‘Not as such.’ 

			‘Millie!’

			Her head snapped up. ‘Well, it’s not the sort of thing you can say easily over the phone. Is it?’ 

			Connie’s eyes stretched wide like two cornflower-blue saucers. ‘You’re not going to meet him?’ 

			‘Just for a quick cuppa, that’s all. On Monday,’ Millie cut in. ‘What else could I say?’

			‘“I’m sorry Alex, I’m married and so I can’t meet you” might have done it.’ 

			‘For goodness sake, Connie. We’re having a mid-morning coffee in Kate’s Café, not a weekend in Brighton.’ Millie frowned. ‘We were close once but a lot has happened since then.’ 

			‘Yes, like you being in the family way for a start,’ said Connie, her gaze drifting down to Millie’s still-flat middle.

			Millie’s hands closed protectively over her stomach as memories of the children she and Alex had planned to have flitted through her mind. 

			‘So you’ll tell Jim, then,’ Connie’s voice said, cutting across these thoughts. 

			Millie looked up. ‘Naturally. And I’m sure Alex will tell his wife.’ 

			‘Ah, yes. I forgot,’ said Connie.

			Millie hadn’t, especially as he must have walked down the aisle in Cyprus around the same time she did in St George’s. 

			‘He’s probably got a baby, too, I shouldn’t wonder,’ Millie added. ‘He always was mad keen to start a family.’ 

			Connie carefully scrutinised her friend’s face for a couple of seconds, and then spoke again. ‘Are you sure it’s wise to open up old wounds?’ 

			Millie shoved aside all the unsettling memories Alex’s phone call had stirred up, and forced a brittle laugh. ‘Don
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