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Chapter 1

Bootle, Liverpool
December 1945

‘After the war is over, After the fighting’s through, Now that the lights are shining, What shall we do . . .?’

Maggie stopped singing and grinned at her friends, eyebrows raised in a question. She looked incredibly pretty, with her black curls, no longer hidden beneath an army cap, tumbling on to her shoulders. She tossed her head to shake the tiniest curls off her forehead and out of her unusual violet eyes. ‘What shall we do?’ she asked. ‘Now that the war is over and we’ve been demobbed?’

‘I’m only going to stay at home till the new year,’ Nell said. ‘Then I’ll be off to live in London. I’ll find a job, a nice room somewhere, and live happily ever after like they do in stories.’ Nell was very tall, very clumsy and almost plain, but she had the kindest and most innocent eyes in the world, like soft brown velvet.

‘It’s only fairy stories that end happily,’ the third member of the group remarked darkly.

‘Iris Grant, you old misery-guts!’ Maggie snorted. ‘Nothing could be further from the truth! ’Tis my experience that stories always end happily.’

‘You haven’t lived long enough to know otherwise,’ Iris sniffed. She was going on for thirty, whereas Maggie and Nell were only twenty-one and had been friends at school. They had joined the army together three years before. Iris had joined up much earlier, just after the war had started. She had nothing in common with the girls other than the fact that they all came from Bootle. Not only that, she was a sergeant and they were privates; sergeants weren’t encouraged to mix with other ranks, so she always wore civvies on the rare occasions they went to the pictures together. As the years passed, she’d grown fond of the girls. She noticed that other passengers in the carriage were listening with amusement to their conversation.

They were on the electric train, the final leg of their journey home from an army camp not far from Plymouth in Devon. It had taken two days to get from Plymouth to Liverpool. In London they’d slept overnight in the ladies’ waiting room on Euston station. Maggie had remarked that it would probably be the last time they would sleep on a wooden bench and find it fun. There were women there from the other services who’d been demobbed like them, and they had sung songs, danced a bit, laughed a lot, cried occasionally, and slept hardly at all.

‘I feel sad,’ Maggie announced, grinning from ear to ear.

‘You don’t look it,’ Iris and Nell said together.

‘Maybe not, but I still feel it. In another two stops it’ll be Marsh Lane station, and we’ll get off and nothing will ever be the same. The war’s finished, we’re no longer soldiers, we’ll never wear our army uniforms again.’ She looked briefly sober for a change. ‘I already feel dead peculiar not wearing a cap.’

‘You can always wear a different sort of hat,’ Nell said sensibly.

‘Oh Nell.’ Maggie hugged her friend effusively. ‘You are such a lovely human being. How will I ever get used to waking up and not find you snoring your head off in the next bed?’

Nell looked embarrassed. ‘I’ll miss you too,’ she conceded. ‘And I don’t snore.’ Privately she wondered if she would manage to exist in London without Maggie. In Bootle they lived in the next street to each other. Ever since she could remember, they had waved to each other out of their back bedroom windows every night before they went to bed and first thing each morning.

The train was drawing into Marsh Lane station.

‘Good luck, girls,’ a man said as they were about to get off.

‘Good luck to yourself.’ Maggie patted him on the head and he looked pleased.

One thing she wouldn’t miss, Iris thought, was Maggie’s outgoingness, her forever patting people and kissing them, hugging them for no reason at all, telling everyone very loudly how much she loved them. Tears sprang to her eyes when she realised that despite this she would miss Maggie terribly, as well as Nell’s lovely nature, her patience, her inability to say a bad word about anyone.

They stood in a little huddle underneath the railway bridge in Marsh Lane, shoulders touching, suitcases at their feet. It was a dreary afternoon, almost dark yet it was only two o’clock. Being Wednesday, half-day closing, there weren’t many people about. A mist hung in the air and they could feel the moisture on their faces. It smelt of smoke and coal.

‘I had my first kiss in the army,’ Maggie said. ‘Went to my first dance.’

Nell blushed. ‘So did I.’

‘And I had my first shower,’ Maggie went on. ‘Used a telephone and a typewriter for the first time, rode a motorbike – only as a passenger,’ she added, not wanting to make herself sound more experienced than she actually was.

‘I cooked meals every day for over a hundred people.’ Nell spoke. ‘I peeled thousands and thousands of potatoes, baked hundreds and hundreds of pies. The thing I made best of all was Swiss roll.’

‘I loved your Swiss roll,’ Iris remarked. She was married and had kissed and danced and baked before she’d joined the army, where she’d become a driver and had chauffeured important people to their important destinations. She’d been happy in the forces, happier than she’d been in a long time. She was glad the war was over, but would miss being happy.

Maggie grabbed her and kissed her on the cheek. Nell kissed her more gently on the other cheek.

‘Let’s meet on Saturday morning for a cup of tea in Jenny’s Café on Strand Road,’ Maggie suggested.

They agreed to meet at half past ten. Iris pulled away, not wanting them to see she was crying, and went home.

‘She was close to tears, poor Iris,’ Nell said. She and Maggie linked arms as they walked towards the streets where both had been born.

‘You’d think she’d be thrilled to bits seeing her husband again. That’s a lovely posh house they’ve got in Rimrose Road.’ Maggie pulled the collar of her coat over her ears. ‘Is it as cold here as it was in Plymouth? Or colder?’

Nell sniffed and announced it colder. ‘The temperature of the Irish Sea is lower than the English Channel.’

‘How on earth do you know that?’ Maggie asked.

‘I’ve no idea. I must have read it somewhere.’

They turned into Amber Street, where Nell lived. Further down there was an ugly gap where two houses had been hit by a bomb during the Blitz. ‘Once we go inside, our lives in the army really will be at an end.’ Maggie stopped by a lamp post they’d turned into a swing with a piece of rope when they were little. She unhooked her arm from Nell’s and stood in the middle of the street, her hands on her hips, her lovely eyes scanning the line of small terraced houses on each side. Some properties still had blackout curtains at the windows; one had the Union Jack painted on the front door; decorations were up in some ready for Christmas – the first war-free one for six years. ‘No one will ever call me Private O’Neill again, we’ll never wake up to the sound of a bugle, go to a dance in uniform. Everything’s going to be completely different.’

‘We’ll soon get used to it,’ Nell said comfortably, not at all sure that it was true.

Maggie danced back on to the pavement and grabbed her friend’s arm. ‘Of course we will. And we’ll have memories, won’t we? Really gear memories of the wonderful times we had. And sad memories too.’ Her violet eyes narrowed. ‘All those lovely young lads that died. I promised to marry quite a few, only so they could tell their mates they had a girlfriend back in Blighty.’

Nell blushed again. ‘One proposed to me. His name was Jim Harvey, and he was a lance corporal.’ It had happened so quickly, and there hadn’t been time to fall in love before he was killed in Italy, the victim of a sniper’s bullet.

The girls walked another few feet and stopped outside the Desmonds’ house.

‘Home!’ Maggie said. She pushed Nell towards the front door. ‘Home at last. Shall we meet tonight? Come round our house whatever time you like. Me mam will be dead pleased to see you. Ta-ra, Nell.’

Maggie disappeared around the corner, leaving Nell feeling desperately lost and alone. She swallowed, took a deep breath, and pulled the key on a piece of string through the letter box. The first thing she noticed was that the hall had been redecorated. The shoulder-high Anaglypta paper had been freshly varnished and the wall above distempered dark green. A new picture hung there of a bowl of fruit that looked too perfect to be real. The parlour door was open and Nell peeped inside. The room was empty, and it too had been freshly painted the same dead miserable colours as the hall. The furniture was smart and well-polished, the cushions and curtains looked expensive and there was a new rug in front of the brown-tiled fireplace. Nell threw back her shoulders and went into the living room. Compared to the parlour, this room was neglected and shabby. The curtains were threadbare and the linoleum, which had been there for as long as she could remember, was full of holes that could be lethal if you didn’t look where you were going. A sparse fire burned in the grate.

‘Mam?’ she said. Her mother was asleep in the easy chair beneath the window, thin and pale and helpless. She opened her eyes, then her arms, when she saw her daughter.

‘Nellie, luv. Come here!’ she cried.

Nell knelt and allowed her mother to embrace her. Eight years ago, Nell’s father, Alfred Desmond, had quite openly taken up with another woman, who owned a hairdresser’s in Strand Road and lived in the flat above; Rita Brannigan, red-haired, green-eyed, with a voluptuous body, was frequently compared to her namesake, the film star Rita Hayworth. Alfred only spent his evenings and Sunday afternoons with Rita, preferring to live the rest of his time in his own house, where he was better fed and better looked after altogether.

Overnight, Mabel, Alfred’s wife, had become an invalid. She was no longer well enough to do the housework, too weak to do the shopping – and too ashamed, what with everyone knowing about Alfred’s whore and laughing at his poor wife, sometimes to her face. She’d hardly moved out of the chair since, except to go to bed or use the lavatory at the bottom of the yard.

The Desmonds had five children, four girls and a boy, Kenny, who was the baby of the family. Nell was the next to youngest. One by one the older girls had taken their mother’s place: Gladys first, then Ena, followed by Theresa when her older sisters had married and left home.

‘I’ve missed you, luv,’ her mother sobbed now. ‘Really missed you.’ She paused to wipe her tears on the pinny that she used as both a handkerchief and a towel. ‘And our Theresa asks every day when we can expect you home, ’cos she wants to move in with her friend Joan Roberts from Chaucer Street. Well, now you’re back, and she can move out. It’s your turn to look after us now. You’ll never go away again, will you, Nellie?’

‘No, Mam,’ Nell said weakly, while inside a voice screamed, You shouldn’t have come home, daft girl. You must have known something like this would happen. The dream of living in London that she’d been nursing for almost a year had been shattered within minutes of being back.

She supposed she had known in a way; after all, it was her turn, like Mam had said, so how could she possibly not have come home? Theresa had served her time and was due her independence. But Nell was the youngest girl – who would take over when the time came for her to move on?

The front door opened and her dad came in, pausing to hang his overcoat and hat in the hall – Nell knew it was him by the way he stamped his boots on the doormat, making the house shake.

Alfred Desmond was a fine figure of a man, almost six feet tall, broad-chested, with the beginnings of a beer belly. He wore a pinstriped suit, a blue shirt and a red and blue striped tie. There was a red handkerchief in his breast pocket and he smelt strongly of a mixture of beer, tobacco and cheap cologne. His eyes were the same brown as Nell’s, but there was no warmth in them, and his whiskers stretched almost as far as his ears, stiff and bristly.

Alfred looked what he was – a crook. He could get anything for anybody – at a price: petrol coupons, clothes coupons, food coupons, cigarettes and tobacco, alcohol, lipstick and dead posh scent. Name it, and from somewhere or other Alfred could get his hands on it. The reason why the hall and parlour were so well decorated compared to the rest of the house was because it was there that he did his business, saw his customers and took their orders.

He looked Nell up and down. ‘So you’re home. See y’haven’t got any smaller while you were in the army,’ he sneered.

‘There isn’t an ounce of fat on her, Alfred. She’s tall like you, that’s all. You can hardly expect her to have shrunk.’

‘Shurrup, Mabel.’ He gave his wife’s feet an idle kick, then clapped his big hand on Nell’s shoulder. ‘Make us a cup of tea, there’s a luv.’

The hand stayed where it was, getting tighter and tighter. Nell gritted her teeth, determined not to let him know how much it hurt. But in the end it became so painful that she had to shrug the hand away, and her father laughed.

‘It’s due on the first of May,’ Sheila O’Neill said modestly. ‘I didn’t tell you, I thought I’d make it a surprise.’

Maggie laughed. ‘Well it’s a surprise all right. I didn’t think people you and me dad’s age got up to that sort of thing.’ Ryan, her brother, was twenty-three. After Maggie had been born, Mam and Dad had gone for nearly twenty years assuming they weren’t meant to have more children, so it was a pleasant shock when, at forty-one, her mother found herself expecting again and Bridget had come along. Now here she was, two years later, having a fourth child.

‘Are you all right, though, Mam?’ Maggie frowned. ‘You’re a bit old to be in the club.’

‘Dr Reynolds said I’m as healthy as a horse,’ Sheila boasted. She looked it, with her rosy cheeks and glorious smile. She was an older version of her daughter, just rather more careworn and already with a few grey hairs. ‘Anyroad, I always wanted a little playmate for our Bridie.’

Bridie, a pretty little doll of a child, was sitting on Maggie’s knee. She had arrived after her big sister had joined the army, so the two hardly knew each other, but there was a big photograph of Maggie in her uniform on the mantelpiece and Sheila had reminded Bridie of her sister every day.

A cat strolled into the room, a massive tabby with an arrogant bearing. On seeing Maggie, it leapt on to the back of her chair and began to play with her curly hair.

‘Tinker!’ Maggie gasped. ‘You horrible cat. You gave us a fright.’ She shook her head and the cat slithered down and rested itself precariously on the arm of the chair. ‘What time will me dad be in?’ she asked. She tickled Tinker under his chin and he began to purr. She felt very much at home with the cat beside her and her little sister on her knee.

Mam looked at the clock. ‘Any minute now. The morning shift finishes at two o’clock, but it takes a while getting home on the bus.’

Maggie’s dad worked in a marine engineering factory that had turned to manufacturing munitions during the war. It had recently gone back to producing ship’s parts. Her brother had started in the same factory as an apprentice. It meant both men had been regarded as essential workers and avoided being called up to fight, much to her father’s relief and Ryan’s frustration, as he’d badly wanted to join the navy.

‘I’ll make some tea.’ Sheila struggled to her feet. ‘Stay there!’ she commanded when Maggie made to lift Bridie off her knee so she could help. ‘I’ve got five months to go yet. Your father would have me permanently stuck in bed if he had his way, and your Auntie Kath brought in to look after Bridie. I told him I’d go stark raving mad, stuck in the same house as our Kath while she lectured me on women’s rights and why we should get rid of the monarchy.’

Maggie sighed blissfully. It was the gear to be home again. She’d badly missed her family during her stint in the army, though the heavy bombing of Liverpool was over by the time she’d joined up in 1942, so at least she didn’t have that to worry about. Knowing they were safe had meant she could take advantage of the glorious freedom and at the same time put up with the tight discipline of army life.

She looked around the warm room. Her mother had a way of making pretty things out of bits of this and that. There was a crocheted runner on the sideboard on which stood two jars covered with seashells painted in pastel colours, a vase filled with paper flowers, and an old wooden clock that had been painted white and decorated with flower transfers. The Christmas decorations were home-made too – Maggie and Ryan had made the tree fifteen years ago, out of green crêpe paper.

This was going to be a really smashing Christmas without the clouds of war hanging over them. There was so much to celebrate. Maggie thought about the last three Christmases, spent on the base in Plymouth. There’d been a magic to them, an air of frantic merriment, a feeling of sadness too. She was wondering if she would miss those things when the back door opened and her dad came into the kitchen.

‘Our Maggie’s home,’ Mam said.

‘Is she now! Where’s my big girl?’ roared Paddy O’Neill in his strong Irish accent. He appeared in the doorway, big and handsome, full of smiles. ‘Welcome home, darlin’! Welcome home.’

Nell remembered, a long time later, that she’d been invited to Maggie’s house in the evening. She really liked Mrs O’Neill, who always made a fuss of her. Her own mother had gone to bed, her father to the pub, Kenny to play billiards, and Theresa had gone to the pictures with Joan Roberts and two French sailors.

She wasn’t used to quiet after the noisy life on the base. She put on her coat and walked around to Coral Street. For nearly six years a blackout had been in force, with everyone obliged to close their curtains so that not even a chink of light showed. Now, like a sign of belated defiance, curtains were being left wide open with lives exposed for all to see.

The O’Neills were in the parlour. Maggie and her brother Ryan – Nell had had a crush on Ryan for as long as she could remember – were jiving in the middle of the room. Mr and Mrs O’Neill were seated on the settee with their arms around each other, the little girl, Bridie, squashed between them nursing Tinker, the cat. And Auntie Kath, who oozed politics from every pore, had just come into the room with a tray of tea.

There was no place for Nell in that happy scene. No one would want to see her long face. She turned and went back to her own silent house, wondering if it was always going to be like this now that she was home.

The men had gone to the pub more than an hour ago: Tom, Iris’s husband, his brother Frank, and their father, Cyril. Their wives were sitting in front of the first-floor window of Iris and Tom’s house overlooking Bootle docks, admiring the view. Iris was aware of her own reflection; out of uniform, she looked small, pale and insignificant. She had natural blonde hair and a quiet face – people didn’t properly notice her until they’d met her two or three times, when they suddenly realised how attractive she was.

As it had gone ten and the pubs had closed, the husbands, all doctors, were expected home any minute.

‘I don’t know why alcohol tastes better when they’re standing knee deep in sawdust, rather than sitting at a table drinking from a crystal glass,’ Constance, who was married to Frank, had said earlier. ‘It must be something to do with their caveman instincts.’

‘Did cavemen have pubs?’ Adele Grant queried idly.

‘Oh, you know what I mean,’ Constance snapped.

Adele, Iris and Constance’s mother-in-law, plump and motherly, was one of Iris’s favourite people. She had no close family herself, and Tom’s mother had proved a perfect substitute for her own, who had died not long after she was born. Her father had gone to meet his maker a short time afterwards, and Iris had been raised by a rather distant aunt and uncle until she had left home at eighteen. She had only seen them about half a dozen times since.

It was Adele who’d had the idea of making a special dinner to welcome her daughter-in-law home. She must have been saving her meat coupons for several weeks in order to buy the tender sirloin steak, and Lord knows how much the two bottles of ten-year-old French wine had cost – or where it had come from. Despite the war having ended, rationing was still very much in force.

‘It’s been an exceptionally pleasant homecoming,’ Iris said. She had expected to spend it alone with Tom. ‘And this is a wonderful sight: the lights and the glowing water.’ She nodded at the window. Perhaps it was the full moon that made the water shimmer the way it did. During the day, the view was nothing to write home about: cranes, a ship or two with goods being loaded on or off. But at night, with lights burning on the ships, the docks and the street itself, it was quite enchanting. ‘I still can’t get used to there not being a blackout,’ she said.

‘I can’t understand why it took so long for you to be demobbed.’ Constance always managed to sound a touch bad-tempered, suspicious almost, as if Iris had been getting up to no good in Plymouth since the war had ended, which to a large extent was true, though Constance had no way of knowing.

‘The camp couldn’t be closed down overnight,’ Iris said patiently. Constance might be bad-tempered, but she had a good heart. ‘There was still work to be done, meetings to be held, furniture and equipment to be transported to other camps, put in storage or sent somewhere to be sold. I got my Heavy Goods Vehicle licence,’ she said proudly, ‘and drove lorries all over the country.’

‘Did you really, darling?’ Adele remarked, impressed. ‘How clever.’ She patted Iris’s knee. ‘I’m ever so glad you managed to be home for Christmas. Don’t think of trying to get food together for a meal on Christmas Day – you and Tom must come to us.’

‘And to us on Boxing Day,’ Constance put in. ‘Beth and Eric are really looking forward to seeing you. They badly wanted to come tonight, but I told them it was only for grown-ups.’

‘Thank you both. And I’m really looking forward to seeing my niece and nephew again.’

Downstairs, the front door opened and the husbands came in singing the Eton Boating Song. All had gone to exclusive schools, but not as exclusive as Eton.

Adele laughed. ‘They sound a bit the worse for wear. Three inebriated doctors! They should be ashamed of themselves.’

The visitors had gone. ‘Were they all right?’ Tom asked anxiously. ‘I hope Constance didn’t get you down. She can be awfully abrupt.’

Iris was pushing the armchairs back into their proper places. Instinctively she closed the curtains. ‘She was fine, if a bit blunt. Not that I mind. Your mother was lovely, but then she always is.’ She sank into one of the chairs with a sigh.

Tom gave the fire a poke and came and sat in the next chair. ‘I wish I could have gone in the forces too and we could have both come home together.’ A broken leg as a child had left him with a slight limp and he’d been rejected by all three services. He was a very ordinary, dependable-looking man, with straight brown hair and a whimsical smile. He wore horn-rimmed glasses. His patients loved him, but Iris wasn’t sure if she still did. ‘It seems a bit strange not to have seen my own wife for the whole of last year,’ he said stiffly. The smile had disappeared.

‘We hardly ever got passes for longer than forty-eight hours,’ Iris informed him. ‘It wasn’t possible to get from Plymouth to Liverpool and back again in such a short time.’

‘I wouldn’t have minded not seeing you had I been in the forces too.’

‘That wasn’t possible, was it?’

He shook his head. ‘I wish I wasn’t hopeless in so many ways.’ His shoulders sagged.

‘You’re not hopeless in any way that I know.’

‘I couldn’t give you a baby.’

‘You gave me a baby. It’s probably my own fault I can’t have another.’ Iris closed her eyes, seeing her baby, Charlie, six months old, smiling at her, cooing, falling asleep in her arms. She imagined his bulk pressed against her, his mouth tugging at her breast, and remembered the morning she found him cold in his cot, his face as white as a ghost, lifeless and stiff. Her little boy was dead and she would never get over it for as long as she lived. If it hadn’t been for Charlie, she wouldn’t have joined the army, but she’d needed to get away. Once there, she’d told no one that she’d once had a child.

Now, perhaps because she was home, in the house where it had happened, it seemed terribly real. ‘Is his cot still here?’ she asked Tom.

‘No, I hope you don’t mind, but Mother took it away some time ago. Even if we had another baby, I wouldn’t want him or her to sleep in it. We put the toys and baby clothes in the loft, just in case you wanted them kept.’

‘I don’t think I do any more. I’d sooner they were given to another baby.’

‘I’ll ask Mother to see to it.’

‘It’s all right, Tom. I’ll do it myself.’ He’d also lost a son, and it shouldn’t all be left to him.

‘Shall I put more coal on the fire, or will we be going to bed soon?’ He was probably unaware of the longing on his face.

Iris would have preferred to stay up, but Tom would be hurt. She stretched her arms. ‘I’d sooner go to bed,’ she lied.

‘It’s time we started trying for another baby.’ He stood and pulled her to her feet.

Iris nodded, but didn’t speak. Tom would never know, but she had been trying desperately for another baby since she’d joined the army six years ago, losing track of the number of men that she had slept with. What she would have told Tom had she fallen pregnant, she had no idea. She would cross that bridge when she came to it, she had told herself. As things had turned out, there was no need to tell Tom anything.

On Saturday, Iris was already in Jenny’s Café when Maggie burst through the door, creating a terrible draught. She wore a bright red coat and a fur tippet around her neck. The café was full – Iris had acquired the last table. Her camel coat was draped over the back of her chair. Her rather severe matching hat sported a speckled feather.

The chatter in the café was deafening. Everyone was in a good mood for this very special Christmas. A strip of white material hung in the steamy window with ‘Happy Yuletide’ cut from red crepe paper stuck to it. The wireless was playing Christmas carols sung by a children’s choir.

‘Is that fox?’ Iris enquired of the tippet as Maggie more or less threw herself on to a chair.

‘No, me dad swears it’s rat. I got it off me Auntie Kath. Mam sprinkled it with talcum powder and gave it a good shake in the yard. It’s lovely and warm.’ She created an even bigger draught by removing her coat and flinging it backwards over the chair, laying the fur on her knee. ‘Eh, you’ll never guess,’ she said breathlessly. ‘Me mam’s only expecting another baby. It’s due in May. She doesn’t care whether it’s a boy or a girl.’

‘You must give her my congratulations,’ Iris said, keeping the envy out of her voice. ‘Where’s Nell? I thought you two lived right by each other.’

‘I called for her, but she was busy and promised to be along in a minute. Oh, and don’t ask her about going to London, poor thing. She’s had to give up on the idea and look after her mam and the house instead.’

‘But that’s not fair!’ Iris was outraged. She knew how much Nell had wanted to go to London. She had grown very fond of both girls, but Nell was such a vulnerable young woman, easily hurt. In her unquestioning willingness to help, she was often taken for a fool. Iris had always felt the need to protect her. She could imagine how easy it would have been to persuade the girl that her duty lay in Liverpool, not London.

A waitress came, and Iris ordered a pot of tea for three and three scones. ‘Do you have butter?’ she enquired.

‘I’m sorry, madam, but we only have margarine.’

‘Then can we have jam as well, please. It’ll disguise the taste,’ she said to Maggie when the waitress had gone. ‘I can’t stand margarine.’

‘Even before it was rationed, we only had butter on Sundays,’ Maggie told her. She smiled. ‘We’re not dead posh like you.’

Iris rolled her eyes. ‘That was very tactless of me. I’m sorry.’

‘It’s all right,’ Maggie said generously.

‘But it really is about time we were able to get butter again. The war’s been over for more than seven months, yet rationing is as tight as it’s ever been. Same with so many other things. I couldn’t buy a lipstick anywhere in town yesterday. Not one of the big shops had any in stock, nor did they have cologne for my husband, apart from in Woolies, where it costs sixpence a bottle and can’t be any good. Oh, look, here’s Nell now.’

In contrast to her friend, Nell almost crept into the café. Her eyes were downcast when she joined them at the table. ‘Hello, Iris,’ she whispered.

‘Hello, love.’ Iris seized her hand and squeezed it. ‘How are you?’

‘All right.’ She raised her eyes and they looked terribly sad.

‘I’ve been thinking, why don’t both of you come round one day before Christmas for afternoon tea?’ She had already bought them presents: boxes of handkerchiefs embroidered with a flower in the corner – there’d only been three boxes left in Owen Owen’s and she’d bought the third for Constance. ‘Have you found a job yet, Maggie?’

‘No. I thought I’d start looking for work in the new year. It was me dad’s idea. He said I deserved a bit of a holiday first.’

‘My husband said more or less the same. I’m not going back to being his receptionist until January. My mother-in-law has been doing it in my place and she doesn’t mind sticking it out for another week or so. And you, Nell love?’ she asked. ‘What are you up to?’ The girl looked as if she’d died a little since Iris had last seen her.

‘I’ve put off going to London for a while and I’m helping at home instead. In fact, that’s where I should be, home, like. I told me dad I wouldn’t long. And I’ve got shopping to do, we’re out of bread.’ She jumped up and almost ran out of the café.

Iris gasped. ‘But she hasn’t touched her tea or scone!’

‘I’ll pop in and see her later,’ Maggie promised. ‘I’ll make sure we come to your house, and she’s coming to ours on Christmas Day when we’re having a party. Me mam’s sister’ll be there and some of me dad’s friends from work. And our Ryan’s bringing his new girlfriend. I’ve invited Nell. If she doesn’t come, I’ll go to their house and drag her there.’

It was then that Iris made up her mind that she had to do something about Nell.

Iris couldn’t stand Tom’s brother, Frank. The two men couldn’t have been more different, in either body or brain. Tall and sharply thin, Frank had dark, piercing eyes and an eternally bitter expression on his long face. Iris wouldn’t have wanted him for her doctor. After dinner on Christmas Day, he denounced the planned introduction of a National Health Service in the strongest possible terms. The adults remained at the table and the children, Beth and Eric, had gone into the parlour to listen to the wireless and examine their presents, mainly books.

‘I shall never join,’ Frank insisted forcefully, ‘even if it means I’m the only doctor left in England who’s not part of it. I intend to go on choosing my own patients, thanks all the same, and treating them in the way I consider best without interference from the socialist crowd that make up this useless government. The idea that people will no longer have to pay to see a doctor is an insult to our profession.’

‘We’ll be paid by the government,’ Tom said mildly. He was an ardent admirer of the new scheme and already treated his poorer patients free of charge.

‘You’ll probably end up without a single patient,’ Constance said to her husband. The pair didn’t get on and argued relentlessly. ‘No one in their right mind is going to pay to see you when they can be treated for nothing by another doctor. They will even be getting their medicine for free, as well as spectacles and bandages and cotton wool and stuff like that.’

Frank spluttered. ‘It’s disgraceful.’

‘What’s disgraceful about it?’ Adele glared at her elder son. ‘I think a National Health Service is a marvellous idea. Poor people can have the most frightful things wrong with them, yet they can’t possibly afford to see a doctor. I didn’t vote for Mr Attlee, the prime minister, but I shall from now on. He’s a wonderful man.’

Frank opened his mouth to splutter again, but Adele banged her spoon on the table. ‘No more arguments, if you don’t mind, Frank. It’s Christmas, and from now on we will only talk about nice things.’ She turned to Iris. ‘I’m so sorry I barged in on you the other day when you had invited your army friends to tea. They were such lovely girls; one so incredibly pretty, the other with the face of a saint. I was really taken with them.’

Constance frowned. ‘You had them to tea, Iris?’

‘Yes, what’s wrong with that?’

‘It looks like the class system is coming to an end.’ Constance smiled ruefully. ‘It’s the war, I suppose. We fought together, went hungry together, did without the same things like coal and cigarettes. In a way, it’s made us all equal. Our lot can’t very well look down on poor people any more.’

Not far away, in another part of Bootle, Christmas Day was being celebrated in a happier vein, though just as argumentatively.

Paddy O’Neill, Maggie’s dad, was a stalwart of the Labour Party, as was her Auntie Kath, an attractive woman in her mid-thirties who had the same black curls as her sister and niece, though her eyes were more blue than violet. Labour had won the ‘khaki election’ held in July, so-called because it was the troops returning home after the long fight against fascism who were demanding social reform, a country that was fair for all its citizens, not just a favoured few. Labour had promised change in the form of nationalisation of the utilities, the gas and electricity companies, the railways and coal mines, and, of course, the provision of free medical care for everyone. The election had been won with a huge Labour majority.

Maggie’s dad thought there was enough in the pipeline to please most of the electorate, whereas her aunt considered Labour ought to nationalise virtually everything that moved, including properties with five or more bedrooms, which would solve the housing shortage at a stroke.

‘It’s a great idea, Kath,’ Paddy said, nodding his head approvingly, ‘but the people won’t stand for it. This isn’t an extreme country. The population prefer things done by halves, not wholes. Unlike the last war, this time men are returning to a land genuinely fit for heroes. They fought to protect their country and it’s time they had a share in it.’

‘Hear, hear,’ Kath said enthusiastically. ‘But don’t forget it’s men and women who are returning, including your own daughter.’

‘I hadn’t forgotten.’

‘And what about the monarchy?’

Paddy wanted to laugh. ‘What about the monarchy, Kath? Do you want them taken into the countryside and shot, like the Russians did with their royal family?’

‘Well, no, but they could just live in an ordinary house like this one.’

This time, Paddy really did laugh. ‘There isn’t enough room here for the Queen to keep her furs.’

They were standing in the kitchen and he took Kath’s arm. ‘If we don’t go in the parlour soon and join the gang in there, girl, our Sheila’ll come looking for us and we’ll be in trouble.’

He pushed her out of the room, through the living room and into the parlour, already packed with friends and relatives dancing a polka. He took his sister-in-law in his arms and they began to dance. ‘Don’t you ever think of anything except politics, Kath?’ he asked.

‘What else is there?’ she said simply, spreading her hands.

‘There’s clothes and jewellery,’ Paddy suggested, ‘films and books, there’s listening to the wireless, going for walks.’

‘I go for walks sometimes on the shore,’ Kath said, ignoring most of the suggestions, ‘but then all I do is think about politics.’

Paddy thought it was about time she found a feller, got married, had a few kids and thought about something else for a change, though it was more than his life was worth to suggest it.

When it got to eight o’clock, Maggie slipped on her coat, went round to Amber Street and knocked on the Desmonds’ front door. Nell’s sister Ena opened it. She was smaller than Nell and nothing at all like her.

‘Hello, Maggie. Come in, girl, out the cold. The chaps have gone to the pub, our mam’s asleep in the living room, and us girls are in the parlour with the kids, who are nearly asleep. We’re all a bit merry if the truth be known, apart from our Nellie, who only drinks lemonade.’

‘You’re in the club again!’ Maggie remarked. Ena was about six months pregnant with her third baby, yet had only been married two years. The first must have been well on its way when she promised to love, honour and obey Billy Rafferty on their wedding day.

‘Yeah, I’m really looking forward to it.’

The parlour looked as if a battle had just taken place, with bodies sprawled everywhere, large and small. Maggie nearly fell over a baby lying on a pillow half tucked beneath the sideboard.

She was met by a chorus of ‘Hello, Maggie’ from Nell’s other sisters, Gladys and Theresa. From across the room, Nell met her eyes and smiled, and Maggie felt a sense of relief. Clearly Christmas Day hadn’t been so bad with her sisters there. Perhaps her loathsome spiv father had spent the day with Rita Hayworth.

‘Are you coming to our party?’ Maggie asked. ‘They were doing the polka when I left.’

Nell nodded and picked her way over the bodies. ‘Will someone please put our mam to bed.’

Gladys, who looked totally sozzled, said thickly, ‘It’s about time she started putting herself to bloody bed. There’s nothing wrong with her, you know, Maggie. She’s just pretending to be ill to get people’s attention, try and make our dad feel guilty, like, but nothing could make him feel guilty, not even if the bobbies raided our cellar and found all the stuff stored there.’

‘Shurrup, girl,’ Ena snapped. ‘Walls have ears, or so it says on that poster.’

Gladys made a show of looking around the room until her neck creaked. ‘Well I can’t see any bloody ears on these walls.’

‘How are you getting on?’ Maggie asked as they walked round to Coral Street.

‘All right,’ Nell assured her. ‘I only wish me sisters could come round every day.’

There were quite a few parties going on with sounds of merriment coming from many houses. They sang mainly war songs: ‘Run Rabbit Run’, ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’, ‘We’re Going to Hang out the Washing on the Siegfried Line’.

‘Was there a Siegfried Line?’ Maggie asked Nell, who seemed to know lots of unexpected things.

‘It belonged to the Germans and was opposite the French Maginot Line. Neither was any use. The enemy just went round them.’

Maggie wondered what was happening in the silent houses, the ones with dark drawn curtains. Either the people who lived there had gone to someone else’s party, or the war wasn’t something they wanted to celebrate, over or not. Enough men had been killed in the fighting, enough people lost in the Liverpool Blitz. Some of those people might have lived in these very houses, and the ones left behind were inside mourning the loss of their loved ones, wondering how they would live the rest of their lives without them.

She rested her open hands on the door of a silent house and could almost feel the sorrow seeping out. ‘Oh Nell, it’s all so sad,’ she said softly.

Nell didn’t say that the occupants of the house had gone to London to celebrate Christmas with their daughter. But that didn’t stop other things from being sad. ‘I know it is, Maggie.’

Maggie stepped back and looked at the sky, which was the deepest of blues littered with a million or more stars. ‘But that sky is truly beautiful.’ She turned to her friend, eyes shining. ‘Despite everything, Nell, it really is a wonderful world.’


Chapter 2

 

A few days into the new year, Maggie went for a job interview. A secretary shorthand typist was required at Briggs & Son, a roofing firm in Seaforth, only a short walk from Bootle. She presented herself in her best red coat, the tippet from Auntie Kath and a Juliet cap knitted by her mother.

The manager, Ignatius Reilly, middle-aged, overweight and suffering from a long-term hangover due to excessive celebrating over Christmas and the new year, felt rejuvenated by the sight of Maggie’s broad smile and rosy cheeks. He imagined a perfectly shaped body hidden beneath the red coat. ‘How many words a minute shorthand can you do?’ he enquired.

‘I’ve never counted,’ Maggie confessed, beaming. ‘I learned shorthand and typing in the army of me own accord, as it were. I started as a clerk, then worked me way up to shorthand typist. I suppose, in a way, I invented me own shorthand. It’s not Pitman or Gregg. Would you like to see me write something down?’

‘No, luv, it doesn’t matter. When can you start?’ To have such a pretty, happy face in his office was better any day than perfect shorthand. And he would try and keep his distance from this one. Too many girls had left giving his roving hands as the reason.

‘I could start Monday,’ Maggie told him. ‘Or tomorrow, if you’re desperate.’ She felt dead lucky to have found work so easily. What with thousands of troops home again and wanting jobs, replacing the women who’d replaced them in factories when the war had started, there were often dozens of applicants for every vacancy.

‘I’m desperate,’ Ignatius Reilly said. ‘Tomorrow will be fine.’

In January, Iris resumed her position as Tom’s receptionist. Until she’d come home, she hadn’t realised just how many patients he was treating these days, most of them for free. First thing in the morning, long queues would form outside the house well before the surgery was due to open. Not everyone waiting was on Tom’s panel of patients, but even people who didn’t have a wireless or read newspapers were aware that an era of free medicine was on the cards, and Dr Grant in Rimrose Road was at the forefront. Tom had always been a popular doctor; now he was working himself into the ground. It was rare that a night went by when he wasn’t called out to treat a patient who was sick. He had arranged that his father, who was semi-retired, would shoulder some of the load.

‘Some people come with the slightest complaints,’ he grumbled when that particular morning’s surgery had come to an end, ‘like they’ve cut their finger. All it needs is iodine and a plaster. A chap lost his temper today because I wouldn’t take his rotten teeth out. I don’t think he’d heard of dentists.’

‘Did you tell him where the nearest dentist is?’ Iris asked.

‘Of course,’ Tom said impatiently, regretting it straight away. ‘Sorry for being so ratty. I think some of them like the idea of having a doctor at their beck and call. Anyway,’ he said reflectively, ‘there’s all the good things, like prescribing penicillin for someone who has a permanent cold or a wound that just won’t heal. People are so grateful; it almost makes me want to cry. And the babies! You don’t know how good it feels to send a baby to hospital when you suspect they might be on the verge of getting something really serious, like diphtheria, or even meningitis. I’m saving lives. I don’t think I’ve ever saved lives before.’

‘I’m sure you have, Tom.’ He was a good doctor who really cared about his patients. ‘Shall I make lunch now?’ It was time he had a break after such a busy morning.

Iris went into the kitchen and began to spread margarine on six rounds of bread – four for Tom and two for herself; there was still no sign of the butter ration being increased. She opened a tin of Spam, cut the meat into wafer-thin slices, placed half on the bread and smothered Tom’s share with brown sauce. The rest she put in the larder for tomorrow. She made a pot of tea, and took that and the sandwiches into the waiting room, where a coal fire burnt. To save fuel, the fire in the upstairs living room wasn’t lit until evening.

‘Tom!’ she called. ‘Lunch is ready.’

She sat down with a tired sigh. She’d been on her feet herself for most of the morning, but today, Wednesday, the surgery only opened half a day. The afternoon she had to herself. She kept meaning to suggest to Tom that they change to another day. Wednesday the shops closed at lunchtime, and, tired or not, she would love to have gone into the city centre and done some shopping. Tom spent his free time ensconced in his surgery reading The Lancet, leaving her to her own devices.

There’d been a time before the war when she’d had friends, loads of them. One had married an American soldier and gone to live in Minneapolis, another had been posted to London and stayed there. Others had got married and moved away. There were still a few left in Liverpool, but Iris couldn’t be bothered looking them up, in particular the ones with children.

She heard Tom cough. He was opening drawers and cupboards, putting things away, letting his tea get cold. He was incapable of allowing the surgery to look even faintly untidy. Every surface had to be clear or at least the things neatly arranged before he would leave the room.

Did she really want to continue doing this for the rest of her life? Listen to Tom tidying his office, take the patients’ names, show them in and show them out. It was why, six years ago, she’d joined the army, to get away from the tedium of her life, to fill it with other, more interesting things, and hopefully get rid of the ache she felt, the sense of loss over the death of her baby that was just as painful as any illness it was possible to have.

She didn’t feel jealous of other women’s babies. If she couldn’t have Charlie, then what she wanted was another baby of her own. She didn’t care if it was a boy or a girl, just a baby, her baby. It didn’t even have to be Tom’s baby. Any man’s would do.

In the army, she’d been busy, but it was a different sort of busy to how she was at home. If she wasn’t driving senior officers to their destinations, then she was going to dances, watching films, listening to lectures, gossiping with friends, drinking in the sergeants’ mess. She supposed she should add ‘sleeping around’ to the list, because she’d done enough of that during her time in Plymouth. It had been pleasant enough, but throughout the entire procedure she had been obsessed with the thought that this might be the one, the time, the man who would give her another baby.

Lunch over, Tom returned to the surgery and, since it was Wednesday and the waiting room wouldn’t be used again that day, Iris went upstairs to light the fire in the sitting room, but discovered she’d forgotten to bring a firelighter with her.

‘Damn!’ she muttered and ran downstairs to fetch one. She was on her way back again when the doorbell rang. ‘Damn!’ she said again. She hoped it wasn’t a patient insisting on seeing Tom. Some seemed to think he wasn’t entitled to any time off at all. But when she opened the door, she found Nell standing nervously outside.

‘You invited me and Maggie for afternoon tea,’ Nell explained when Iris had stared at her without comprehension for a rudely long time.

‘Oh, I’m sorry, Nell. Come inside, please. I was miles and miles away just then. I’d forgotten all about asking you – but I would have remembered any minute,’ she assured the girl. It was when she’d had them both to tea at Christmas that she’d suggested they come again in four weeks. ‘Where’s Maggie?’

‘She’s started work. She’s got this job in Seaforth with a roofing company. She doesn’t finish until half past five. Look, I’ll go away again, shall I?’ She turned on her heel and was halfway down the path before Iris could grab her.

‘Don’t you dare leave, Nell Desmond. I’m simply longing for company and you are the perfect companion. We’ll sit in the kitchen – the stove’s lit and it’s lovely and warm out there – and have an interesting natter.’

Nell blushed. ‘Are you sure? You’re not just being nice?’

‘I’m positive, Nell. Do come in, please.’

‘This is a lovely big kitchen,’ Nell remarked when they went in. ‘Our kitchen at home would fit in here about four times. We’ve got no room for a table.’

What Iris’s kitchen needed was a family, one to sit around the long wooden table for their meals. Iris imagined herself making rounds and rounds of toast and imaginary children passing jars of home-made jam and marmalade to each other. And there would be a whole brick of best butter in a special dish.

‘One of these days you’ll have a family, won’t you?’ Nell said in that comfortable, complacent tone she used when making such remarks.

‘Hopefully.’ Iris did her best to smile. In fact, she had never liked any part of the house. The rooms were too big, the ceilings too high, the decoration much too gloomy. Perhaps she could immerse herself in having the main rooms wallpapered in bright colours, buy new curtains, some attractive rugs. The idea appealed, and she hoped she wouldn’t have gone off it by tonight, when she would discuss it with Tom. It would, at least, give her something absorbing to think about for a while. Her enthusiasm quickly paled when she remembered there was a shortage of virtually everything in the shops, including wallpaper, curtains and rugs.

‘How are you getting on?’ she asked Nell, who looked terribly unhappy, as if some of the blood had been drained out of her. The girl had always been quiet, never with much to say, but had always seemed contented with her lot.

‘Not so bad,’ she said listlessly. ‘What about you?’

‘I’m not getting on so bad either.’ Iris laughed, and for some reason, so did Nell. Perhaps it was their shared misery that made them reminisce about the army, the good times they’d had, the laughs, the tears, the joy towards the end when they’d listened to the news and Britain and her allies had just won an important battle. The kitchen disappeared; they were no longer in Bootle, but in the camp in Plymouth where they’d felt so much more alive.

‘Those were the days,’ Nell said with a sigh.

‘For goodness’ sake, Nell, you shouldn’t be talking like that, not at your age. What are you – twenty-one?’

‘Well, you’re not much older.’ The girl’s eyes grew dark and her face emptied of expression. ‘Does it ever worry you,’ she said quietly, ‘I mean, I know we’re only young, but that we’ve already lived the best years of our lives and from now on we’ll never be that happy again?’

It was going on for half past five. Maggie was typing so fast she half expected the typewriter to puff steam. She wanted to finish the rather complicated quotation for roofing work before she left work for the night.

Ignatius Reilly prowled around the office, glancing surreptitiously at his newly acquired secretary. She was alluring even from the back. Her black curls shook from the effort she was putting into the typing, her white neck twisted slightly as she glanced from the paper in the typewriter to the notebook on the desk full of overlarge scribbles that purported to be shorthand though she seemed able to read it. He visualised her full bosom shaking with the neck movements. Unable to resist, he crept up behind her and embraced the soft breasts in his big fat hands.

‘Ouch!’ he screeched seconds later, clutching his stomach, into which Maggie had shoved a very sharp elbow. ‘That really hurt.’

‘It was meant to hurt,’ Maggie said severely. ‘You’re disgusting, that’s what. If you dare do that again, next time it’ll hurt even more. If you’re not careful, you’ll end up with me paperknife stuck in your gut. And it wouldn’t be counted as murder, but self-defence.’

‘You’ve got no right to speak to me like that,’ Ignatius grumbled.

‘You’ve got even less right to touch me like that.’

‘I could sack you any minute.’

‘And I could leave even quicker,’ Maggie retorted. ‘This very minute, in fact.’ She looked even more desirable when she was angry. ‘The thing is, I could get another job in a jiffy, but you, you’re not likely to find a secretary in a million years who’ll willingly let you maul her. In fact, if you carry on the way you do, I’ll tell me dad, and him and me brother will come and batter you to within an inch of your miserable life.’

Little did Maggie know that Iggy was finding these threats terrifically exciting. She pulled the quotation out of the typewriter with a flourish and laid it on his desk, then collected her hat and coat.

‘Good night,’ she cried cheerily.

‘He’s an octopus,’ she told Nell on Saturday night. ‘It’s as if he’s got eight hands that come at you from different directions when you least expect it.’

‘I don’t know why you stay there, Mag.’ Nell was horrified. ‘Me, I’d’ve left like a shot.’

‘He’s all right, I suppose,’ Maggie conceded. ‘He pays good money and never moans when I’m late. What’s more, I give as good as I get. One of these days I’ll knock him out. If I did, I suppose I would have to leave.’ She smiled at the thought. ‘Come on, let’s have a rest before the next dance starts. It’s time for a tango, and you know I’m hopeless at tangos.’

They were in the Grafton ballroom, where they’d been every Saturday since coming home – Fridays they went to the pictures. Tonight, Phil Jones and the Jonesmen, the resident orchestra, were playing. Maggie was just as good at dancing tangos as she was at every other dance. It was just an excuse to sit upstairs with Nell, who wasn’t asked to dance all that often because she was too tall for most men and looked shy and wasn’t remotely glamorous.

‘I’m dying for a lemonade,’ Maggie said when they reached the balcony. ‘Sit down a mo, Nell, while I fetch them.’

Nell sat on a maroon velvet settee. She didn’t mind not being asked to dance, as she loved the Grafton, with its smoky atmosphere, gold lights and ever-moving bodies. She admired the ingenuity of some of the women’s outfits, so obviously made out of old curtains and decorated with tassels and odd bits of ribbon or net. One girl’s dress was clearly blackout material covered with a white lace tablecloth. Most of the clothes, though, were quite ordinary, like Nell’s own drab green frock, which was made out of the minimum amount of material and had a utility label in the back.

Oh, but she loved the music, particularly the tunes that had been played in the camp, where she’d been asked up for every dance like all the other girls in uniform. ‘I’ll Be Seeing You’, ‘Yours Till the Stars Lose Their Glory’, ‘There’s a Boy Coming Home on Leave’ – and her favourite song of all, ‘Goodnight, Sweetheart’. She began to sing it quietly to herself.

Maggie came back with the drinks. ‘I love that song,’ she said. ‘The last time we sang it, we were halfway through when you collapsed in a heap on the floor. It was at that victory party in the sergeants’ mess.’

Nell looked shamefaced. ‘Someone gave me a glass of dandelion and burdock and it had rum in it. It was really hot there and I drank the lot. You know alcohol doesn’t agree with me.’ She hadn’t found out until she’d joined the army, as she normally never allowed alcohol to pass her lips. She’d had to leave the dance early and go to bed, where she’d slept like a log for hours and woken up as sick as a dog.

‘There’s no need to be embarrassed about it, Nell. It wasn’t your fault.’

‘Hello, girls.’ A man had stopped in front of them and was regarding them with interest. At least he was regarding Maggie with interest, having given Nell merely a brief glance. Maggie looked desperately pretty in her blue taffeta dress, which had been made years ago when she was a bridesmaid at someone’s wedding. It had since been shortened.

‘Hello.’ Nell could tell from the tone of Maggie’s voice that she was interested. Her admirer was quite tall, with a thin, handsome face and dark green eyes. His brown wavy hair could have done with trimming and his grey suit badly needed a good press. Despite his shabby appearance, Nell couldn’t help but admire his elegant stance; one knee slightly bent, one hand in his pocket, a cigarette in the other. You’d think he was a lord or something. He was quite old, about twenty-seven or twenty-eight.

He came forward and shook hands with Maggie. ‘Chris Conway,’ he said.

‘Margaret O’Neill, but most people call me Maggie.’

‘How do you do, Maggie?’ He was still holding her hand. Without waiting for an answer, he released her, turned and offered his hand to Nell. ‘And you are?’

‘Nell Desmond,’ Nell stammered. His hand was strong and lean. She felt herself blush.

Without bothering to ask if it was all right, Chris Conway fetched a chair and placed it in front of them. He stubbed out his cigarette and sat down, crossing his legs.

‘And what do you girls do?’ he enquired. He was well-spoken, but not posh.

Maggie told him she worked for a roofing firm as a secretary, but didn’t mention Iggy Reilly’s disgraceful behaviour. Nell was wondering how to describe her own occupation, but her friend did it for her. ‘Nell looks after her invalid mother, but she was a cook in the army, the best there was.’

‘A cook!’ Chris turned his green eyes on Nell. ‘In the army!’ She was aware of the intensity of his gaze, the glow of his eyes, and felt as if she was being hypnotised, brought under his spell. ‘I’ve never met a cook before. How do you do, Nell?’

Despite knowing for certain he was only there because of Maggie, Nell could tell he was going out of his way not to make her feel like a gooseberry. She couldn’t help but warm to him.

‘I’m very well, thank you. What did you do in the war?’ It was the question everyone asked of each other these days when they first met. The band had started to play ‘You and the Night and the Music’.

‘I was a second lieutenant in the Royal Air Force.’ He paused to light another cigarette. ‘I’ve not long been demobbed. My plane was shot down during one of the last raids over Berlin and I suffered internal injuries.’ He slapped his stomach. ‘Nearly better now. I’m so sorry, I should have offered you both cigarettes.’ He removed the silver case from his inside pocket and snapped it open.

‘I don’t smoke,’ Maggie said. ‘Neither of us do.’

‘You are two extremely sensible young ladies. Maggie, would you like to dance?’ He smiled at Nell. ‘Don’t go away.’

‘I won’t.’ Nell felt as though she was glued to the settee. Leaning forward slightly, she watched over the balcony until Maggie and Chris came into view. They were only dancing one step to everyone else’s two and their bodies seemed to fit quite snugly together, as if they’d been made for each other.

She sighed wistfully, remembering the proposal of marriage she’d had in the army. There’d never been the opportunity to dance like that with Jim Harvey, who she’d met at the pictures in Plymouth – she’d gone by herself because there’d been an emergency in Maggie’s office and she’d had to stay late. Afterwards, she and Jim had gone for a walk. In those dangerous days, it had been possible for people to feel they’d known each other all their lives when they’d only met a few hours before.

‘Will you marry me when this is over, Nell?’ Jim had asked. Nell had promised that she would, though she knew the chances of him taking her up on it were most unlikely. Even if he returned all in one piece, he would almost certainly have forgotten about it by then, perhaps wouldn’t even remember her name.

Maggie and Chris were out of sight. They appeared again dancing in exactly the same way as before. Nell drank some of her lemonade. It was warm and had lost its sparkle. She contemplated hiding in the ladies’ for the rest of the evening, or going home by herself claiming to have a headache. She felt certain that Chris would invite her up for the next dance, and she would sooner be a gooseberry any day than dance with a man who’d only asked out of a sense of duty.

She’d hardly been home five minutes when someone tapped on the front door. It could only be
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