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For Idris Jones, whose name was given to one of my characters by his daughter, Glendys Parker, a lovely and valued reader.

Thank you. I honour your dad with this dedication to his memory, with my love.




PART ONE

Deception
 1914–1915




CHAPTER ONE

Beads of sweat stood out on Maddie’s forehead as she bent over the sink full of steaming hot, soapy water.

Brushing away a stray curl, her brow creased with worry as she prayed that Reggie wouldn’t be accepted for the army. She’d pleaded with him not to volunteer, but he’d joined his pals swaggering through the streets to the recruitment office, to the cheers of the crowds that had gathered, and the tears of loved ones begging them not to go.

Wiping her face on her pinny, she sighed.

Washing endless pots was her least favourite job of all those she had to do as she helped her widowed ma run their six-bed boarding house, Fosters House, which stood on Albert Road in Blackpool.

But each morning during the tense wait to hear if Reggie had been accepted, this chore had been a help. Pots and pans could be banged about without others being alerted to your stress. And the sound of the knives and forks being dropped into the jug of boiling water somehow soothed her.

Seventeen-year-old Maddie, who looked so like her ma with her dark hair rolled back and held in combs off her face, her hazel eyes and delicate features, loved Reggie and had done all her life, as they’d lived next door to each other from birth.

As children, that had been in the small town of Preesall, just a few miles from Blackpool. Their homes were in a row of cottages built for the men working in the salt mine – until that fateful day, five years ago, when the mine had caved in, burying both their das under a mound of shifting salt.

Their devastated mas had eked out a living on parish relief money, often pooling what they had, until compensation was awarded and they’d taken the huge step of buying adjourning boarding houses.

To Maddie, Reggie’s ma was Aunt Jean, as her ma was Aunt Sal – short for Sally – to Reggie. They were a family, only lately her and Reggie’s relationship had deepened to more than the sisterly–brotherly friendship they’d always had.

It had started a few weeks back. They’d been to the pictures and had walked to the prom. As the tide was out, they’d gone onto the sand and messed around. She’d tripped and Reggie had caught her. He’d held her longer than was necessary and then had kissed her. She’d liked the sensation, but it had unsettled her. Now she was confused. Everything was moving very fast, and she couldn’t stop it without causing hurt.

Ma and Aunt Jean had picked up on everything being different between her and Reggie, and were thrilled.

‘Eeh, Maddie, me little lass,’ Ma had said, ‘you and Reggie are made for one another. Me and Aunt Jean have allus said so.’

Another sigh caught in Maddie’s throat as strong arms came around her. She hadn’t heard the kitchen door opening. Her heart sank as she leant back into Reggie and heard the crackle of paper.

Turning in his arms, she saw the brown envelope sticking out of his shirt pocket. His grin couldn’t have been wider – it lit his blue-green eyes as his handsome face shone with happiness and excitement. ‘I’ve been accepted, Maddie!’

Tears ran down her face, and anger knotted her breast. She wanted to shout at him, You’re breaking my heart, and all you can do is grin! But she yielded to him pulling her closer and laid her head where she could hear his beating heart.

‘Aw, Maddie, love, I’ve got to do this. Them Germans must be beaten, and we’re the boys to do it … Like the sergeant told us, “You men will turn into soldiers. You’ll fight for your country, your families, and for your own futures too.”’ Reggie’s body straightened. Pride shone from him. ‘I’m doing it for you, Maddie, and me ma and Aunt Sal, and aye, for me da an’ all.’ His eyes filled with tears as he finished with, ‘By, he’d be proud of me, you knaw.’

With this, Maddie clung to him, wanting now to give comfort, and to do as she’d read in the newspapers not long after the declaration of war in August: The women left behind will be called upon to support their men, and to help keep this great country of ours going.

‘Eeh, Reggie, I’m proud of you an’ all. We can’t help but win with the Blackpudlians fighting!’

‘Let’s marry before I go, Maddie. I want to truly make you mine, lass.’

‘But … Reggie! We’ve only just—’

‘You love me, don’t you? Eeh, Maddie, lass, you’re me girl and allus have been. We don’t have to wait … I don’t want to wait … I love you, Maddie … And you love me.’

Confused, Maddie sought an answer that wouldn’t sound as if she was unsure of her love for Reggie. ‘Will we have time?’

‘Aye, we will. We can have our wedding afore I leave. We’ve been told that we’ll go next week to Aldershot – that’s somewhere down south – and then be home in six weeks and will be given three weeks and two days’ leave before going overseas … Eeh, I can’t imagine what it’s going to be like. I’ve only ever seen the Blackpool area!’

‘But—’

‘Aw, lass, no buts. I love you with all me heart, and I want you as me bride when I go. It’ll be grand. I’ve got it all planned. As soon as I get home, we post the banns, and then we marry the day before I go back to barracks … For one night, you’ll be me bride, but that memory will keep me going, as will knowing that you’re me own little lass.’

All doubts left Maddie as his lips came onto hers and she lost herself in the lovely feeling of this different Reggie. He was everything to her and always had been. She loved him.

When they came out of the kiss, Reggie said, ‘I’ve to go and tell me ma. She’ll be thrilled. She’s allus said me and you would end up together. Though I ain’t sure how she’ll be about me letter. She’ll be upset, I reckon, but she’s allus stood by me decisions.’

‘Shall I come with you?’

‘Naw. It’s best I tell her on me own, but then when you’ve got your break later, shall we go into town and get your ring? … A wedding ring, I mean. I knaw it should be an engagement ring first, but that’ll come later as I’ve only enough money for one.’

Nodding her head, Maddie’s face stretched into a wide grin as she said, ‘Yes, oh, yes, and by, me lad, I can’t believe it. Me and you getting wed!’

A shyness came over her then, as the implications of them being married hit her.

Since that first kiss, Reggie had gone further, touching and caressing her in places he shouldn’t, but she hadn’t stopped him. Not straight away. She’d enjoyed it and had discovered feelings she’d had no idea she could feel – she had longed for more even. But along with all of that, she’d had a niggly feeling of being unsure … Oh, God, that will happen now. I’ll be Reggie’s wife and …Her thoughts set up mixed feelings – fear, embarrassment – but she couldn’t deny the longing deep inside her.

Reggie’s eyes clouded. In a low and husky voice, he said, ‘I’m not sure I can wait till we’re married to … well, you knaw, lass.’

His kiss told her what he meant. It flamed the feelings she had, but then a now familiar doubt crept in, and she eased herself away from the feel of his desire.

‘We – we must, Reggie. It ain’t right. You knaw that.’

And yet as she said the words, it puzzled her as to why she always had this need to hold back. She loved Reggie, she did. So why? Why did something niggle at her when they became as close as they were now?

Feeling his disappointment, she made a joke as she turned and picked up the tea towel and wafted it at him. ‘Eeh, lad, this ain’t getting the dishes done. Go and tell your ma that you’re going, and then see if she’s got time to come round so we can tell me ma and her together what our plans are, eh?’

‘Ha! Cooling me off again! Eeh, Maddie, it’ll be good when you don’t have to do that, lass. I want that day so much.’

He moved towards her.

Ducking her hands in the now much cooler water, Maddie splashed him. ‘There, that should help!’

They both burst out laughing as a blob of soap suds landed on the end of Reggie’s nose.

Then Reggie shocked her as he grabbed her from behind and his hand came onto her breast. Suddenly, he seemed to have changed from the caring Reggie who respected her to someone wanting to get a cheap thrill, every time he was with her.

Twisting in his arms and displacing his hand, she said, ‘Reggie! No!’

His look was that of a hurt child. ‘But you like that, lass. We’ve been doing it a lot lately.’

‘I – I … Look, it’s different when I’m not working, and we’ve been out together.’ She didn’t say that even then she had doubts and that they held her back. ‘Anyroad, me ma might come in at any moment, and I’m in me pinny … Oh, I don’t knaw … I just don’t want to spoil things.’

Reggie hung his head. ‘Sorry, lass. I were out of order. It’s just … well, the excitement and everything.’

Softening, Maddie told him. ‘Later, eh? We’ll go for a walk tonight and … well, you knaw.’

‘Eeh, me little lass.’

As he turned, Reggie opened the door to the hallway and called out to her ma, ‘See you in a mo, Aunt Sal. I’m just going to fetch me ma round.’

Maddie clung on to the edge of the sink, trying to get her thoughts to calm, but almost immediately Ma opened the kitchen door. ‘What was all that about, lass? Why’s Reggie fetching Aunt Jean? Mornings are a busy time for us all, we’ve naw time for chatting. We’ve the beds to make and … Eeh, love, what’s that grin about?’

‘I’m just happy, Ma … Well, not altogether happy.’ It wasn’t her doubts that made her hesitate. Her grin had been because they had suddenly gone. But now mixed feelings entered her as the thought came to her that Reggie was going to war!

Shaking this from her, she said, ‘Anyroad, Reggie will tell you later. But aw, you needn’t worry, Ma, Aunt Jean won’t drop everything even if Reggie begs her. Anyway, I’ve just finished the dishes, I’ll leave them to drain and nip upstairs. I’ll soon have the beds done, while you do the sinks and the bathroom, how’s that?’

‘I’ve one more table in the dining room to set up for the evening meal and then I’ll be up, lass. But eeh, I expected more tears than smiles, as Reggie told me the other day that he’d passed his medical. You do knaw what that means, don’t you, lass?’

Maddie straightened from where she’d bent to retrieve the basket that contained all they’d need for getting the upstairs spick and span – dusters, scouring powder for the sinks and their mainstay, bleach tablets. Once more her eyes filled with tears and as she nodded, one escaped and trickled down her cheek.

‘Aw, lass, come here.’

Enclosed in her ma’s arms, Maddie’s emotions broke. Sobs racked her body.

‘There, there, lass. I’ll help you through it … Anyroad, it might not be for long. Our boys’ll soon sort that Kaiser’s lot out … And, well, absence makes the heart grow fonder. Come on, let’s busy ourselves, eh?’

Feeling better, Maddie thought to give a hint as to why there was something pressing to tell so that her ma wouldn’t have too much of a shock. ‘It ain’t all bad news, Ma. Me and Reggie have something to tell you, but we’ll wait for Aunt Jean to be here, eh?’

Ma pulled her lips in, but showed with her glinting eyes that she was excited. As she closed the door, she said, ‘Mmm, that sounds intriguing.’

Maddie laughed, and her usual happy self came to the fore as she took the stairs two at a time and began to feel the joy of her wedding day coming much sooner than she had ever imagined.

But there was the fear too, as questions came to her: what would it be like? And now her wedding was so close, should she give in to Reggie’s demands?

But no. She’d always wanted to honour what her ma had taught her, that a man and woman coming together was for marriage only. Reggie would have to be patient.

Trying not to think of saying goodbye to him, Maddie got on with making the beds in the rooms occupied by two families who had originally booked for the switch-on of the illuminations – a spectacular light show that had sadly been cancelled this year – but who, now that the early September storms had passed, were enjoying the late summer sunshine despite the doom and gloom hanging over the country.

Maybe, she thought, it was a way of forgetting for a few days, as one family’s chat over breakfast had been about the father having joined up.

She wished with all her heart that this war hadn’t happened. And yet, she didn’t really understand the implications. She wouldn’t let herself think of them, as the fear was too much to bear.

A little later, Reggie stood with an arm around her shoulder in the guests’ dining and sitting room – a long room that had tables and chairs in neat rows at one end and beige-coloured armchairs around the walls at the other, and in the bay window, a huge red and beige rug on which stood a small occasional table.

When Reggie finished telling Ma and Aunt Jean their plan it seemed they were shocked into silence. It took a long minute for them to absorb the news.

Aunt Jean, smaller than Maddie and her ma, spoke first.

‘But how will we get ready for it?’ Her head, clad in a bright red scarf to hide her rarely removed curlers, bobbed from side to side. Her bright, dark brown eyes dimmed with worry and sadness, when Maddie had expected to see joy.

Feeling for a chair, Aunt Jean sat down and burst into tears.

Rushing to her side, Maddie took her hand and patted it as she crouched down beside her.

‘Eeh, I’m sorry, Maddie, me lovely lass. I’m overjoyed, but I can’t take everything in. Me lad’s going to war, and now he says he wants to get married first!’

Ma saved the day. ‘Aw, Jean, love, it’ll all work out. It’s a shock, I’ll give you that, but I can understand the hurry.’

‘You mean … Eeh, Reggie, you haven’t made Maddie—’

‘Naw, Ma! It’s not like that. I’m going away for I don’t knaw how long and I want to go knowing Maddie’s me wife. It’ll sort of settle me.’

At this, Ma looked at Maddie. For a moment, it seemed that she had her doubts. But then she smiled. ‘Well, I think it wonderful news and we should all concentrate on it, rather than the sad news of Reggie going to war.’ She turned to Reggie. ‘Though I say sad as I’m sorry to see you go, but eeh, lad, I’m right proud of you an’ all.’

Reggie grinned as Ma hugged him and this seemed to give Aunt Jean a way of coping, as she stood up. ‘Your ma’s a daft old biddy, Reggie, me lad. Come here and let me congratulate you an’ all. I were just taken aback by it all when I hadn’t had time to take in that you were really going to war. But I’m proud of you too, and proud of the both of you for coping with it like you have … Let’s have the best wedding we can put together, eh?’

The talk then turned to wedding preparations – where they would hold the reception, and what they should do about her wedding dress.

‘Maddie, lass, I’ve still got my wedding gown, you knaw, and it were made of silk, and is still in good condition. I could alter that to fit you.’

Maddie laughed. ‘Aw, Aunt Jean, that would be lovely, but you’re so much smaller than me!’

‘Eeh, but I can add a frill around the bottom and extend it into a short train. That way it will look like part of the frock.’

Unsure, but not wanting to hurt her lovely aunt’s feelings, Maddie said, ‘Well, I can have a try on and see what I think, eh?’

Ma chipped in, ‘I remember it, Jean, love. It’s a lovely gown. I was so envious of you as all my ma could afford for me was a calf-length white frock that we bought from the market!’

‘Aw, you looked lovely, Sally, lass. Barry was so proud of you.’

Both swallowed hard. Always when talking of their lost husbands they became emotional. Ma put her arms out to Aunt Jean, who willingly went into them. The two women hugged, their pain lining their faces, and yet their love for each other shining from them.

Reggie stepped closer and his arm came around Maddie’s waist. He whispered, ‘I can’t believe I’m going to make you mine.’ This sent a shiver down her back. Never had she known a feeling of things not being right between her and Reggie, always they’d had an easy-going relationship, but suddenly, he seemed possessive of her and for some reason this frightened her.

Turning towards him, the feeling left her. She loved him and, yes, she wanted to be his wife. It was natural for him to feel the urgency he was showing. He loved her and faced going away from all he knew and to goodness knows what!

She was to look forward to being his wife, she told herself. Everything would be fine. She loved the feelings he gave her and on more than one occasion had nearly given in to him as his caresses of her had driven her to a point of yearning for more. When it happened, it would be wonderful and not something to be afraid of.

With this, she kissed his cheek – the only sign of their love they were allowed to show in front of their mas, but one that said she loved him. She was rewarded with a beautiful smile from Reggie and a secret squeeze that thrilled her.

Standing on the station a week later, Reggie held on to her as if he’d never let go. Clinging to him, the pain of parting wrenched at her heart. His lips on hers felt like a desperate plea. And this was in his words as he lifted his head from hers.

‘You do love me, don’t you, Maddie, lass? Everything will be all right, won’t it?’

‘Of course. And you knaw I love you.’

These uncertainties Reggie displayed had marred some of the time they’d been together in the last few days. Maddie supposed it was because he was going away. Though she didn’t like it.

‘Eeh, Reggie, you do trust me, don’t you? I’ve never looked at anyone else, and nor would I! Like you say, it’s allus been me and you.’

Reggie looked shamefaced. ‘By, I don’t knaw what’s got into me. It’s a feeling like I’ve never had before.’

Trying to understand, Maddie told him, ‘You’ve naw need to have it. You’re me lovely lad. We’ve allus been close, but now we’ve found sommat deeper … But, oh, I wish you hadn’t got to go.’

‘I do an’ all now. It just seemed the right thing to do … but …’

His body suddenly jerked forward as a huge slap on his back made him laugh. Tommy Arkwright stood there looking down on them. A giant of a lad, Tommy was always a scary figure with his mass of curly red hair, broad shoulders and a look that said no one messed with him.

‘Today’s the day, lad. Come on, I’ve got some fags, we’ll light up in the carriage – that’ll soothe your love lust.’

His laugh echoed around the station, until a loud voice commanded that the lads, ‘Fall in.’

What that meant, Maddie wasn’t sure, but the lads seemed to know as they all lined up in an orderly fashion.

‘Eeh, Maddie, love, I’ve got to go. I’ll write. I love you.’

And then he was gone. Into the crowd of faces that all looked the same now they had donned their regimented brown caps.

Maddie had thought she would cry at this point, but she didn’t. She somehow felt a strange sense of relief.




CHAPTER TWO

Late October 1914

The usual quiet period as they anticipated the winter months had been turned into a frenzy of work, as Ma and Aunt Jean had received letters a week ago telling them their boarding houses had been requisitioned as billets for soldiers coming to train in Blackpool.

They were to provide bed, breakfast and evening meal and accommodate as many soldiers as possible.

Maddie’s back ached from moving beds to make room for at least four lads in the family rooms, three in the doubles and two in the singles – this would mean eighteen young men in the house. Maddie dreaded the thought but felt better for telling Daisy, only to find she had a different perspective.

‘Aw, it won’t be that bad, Maddie, lass. I’d love it meself. It’s just a pity that you’ll be a married woman by the time they come … Eeh, Maddie, I still reckon you’re too young to marry – I mean, you won’t be eighteen till Christmas Day! – engaged, aye, but that’s different. Why can’t Reggie be happy with that, eh?’

Maddie knew why, and still felt cross about it – there was one thing and one thing only that Reggie wanted. Her anger at this made her snap. ‘Shut up, Daisy! If you say that once more about me being too young, you won’t be my bridesmaid, and I’ll go home now!’

Daisy giggled. ‘Ha, to more drudgery!’

‘It ain’t drudgery, I love me work, and helping me ma. I want to help her to make it a success. She’s put everything into the Fosters.’

‘Aw, I knaw, love. I’m only teasing. But you’re all on edge. What’s wrong with you?’

Maddie gazed out of the window of The Copper Kettle Café, owned by Daisy’s ma. It stood on the north promenade, and though usually busy, she and Daisy were the only ones in there today. Daisy’s ma had taken an hour off and left Daisy to look after everything.

As she watched the sea Maddie thought it looked as disturbed as she felt, and as angry, as it crashed its waves onto the sand, throwing spray onto the road and the window.

‘You should be happy marrying the man you love, and having all those other men around you while he’s away!’

‘Daisy!’

‘Well, I’m looking forward to them landing here, I can tell you. Eeh, Maddie, I wish you wouldn’t marry—’

‘Daisy, please stop. I came to you for support, not a lecture.’

‘And that’s what I’m giving you. I’m your best mate, love, and I don’t like to see you get yourself tied to one man so young. Most folk don’t marry till they’re in their twenties! What’s your ma thinking of, allowing this?’

A tear ran down Maddie’s cheek. Ma had only supported her marrying, not tried to prevent it. Her wedding dress was ready, and Ma and Aunt Jean had been hoarding all the food they could for the party afterwards, which had been planned to be held in Ma’s boarding house, though that may change now with the soldiers coming. Reggie’s aunts and uncles had been invited. And friends too. But why can’t I be happy about it all?

Daisy was by her side in seconds and holding her. ‘Aw, lass, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.’

Leaning into her, Maddie told her, ‘I do love Reggie, Daisy. I just don’t feel ready for marriage, but I want him to be happy and settled while he’s away.’

‘Eeh, Maddie, it sounds like you’re sacrificing yourself to make Reggie’s war better. But you can’t. Marrying him ain’t going to change anything … And what if … well, what if owt happens on the wedding night, and you’re left having a babby?’

At last, someone had expressed one of her fears.

‘Can it happen the first time, Daisy?’

‘By, you’re not telling me it’ll be your first time, are you?’

Maddie was shocked by this. ‘Have you done it then?’

‘Aye, a few months ago. I went to the Tower Ballroom one night and met this chap. He did it to me in a doorway. I didn’t really want to, but I was curious. But it was nowt to shout about and was over as soon as it started. I lived in fear for months after that, though.’

Aghast, but not showing it, Maddie asked, ‘Did it hurt?’

‘A little. But, well, I did it again with Mickey Stanton, and it didn’t hurt and was all right, though I felt there was sommat missing. I really liked Mickey, but he seemed to only want me for that, and didn’t call round again once it had happened.’

Daisy plopped down on the chair next to Maddie. ‘I wish I hadn’t now. I feel sort of dirty … But that won’t happen to you, love. I knaw you only have one night of being married before he goes, but you’ll be all right after the first time … Where will that be, by the way?’

A little taken aback, and still thinking about what Daisy had said, Maddie hesitated.

‘You’re not going to be in your bedroom, are you? Eeh, Maddie, that would be embarrassing with your ma the other side of the wall.’

‘Naw, you dafty, we’re going to book into somewhere. Reggie said the Imperial, but that’s too posh and would cost too much, so I’m not sure. Reggie’ll sort it when he gets home.’

‘Eeh, I’m envious now. But one thing, I’m glad it’s winter and I’ll see more of you, Maddie. I don’t seem to yearn for more in me life when I have you.’

Daisy took hold of Maddie’s hand. The same age as Maddie, they’d been friends since school days and next to Ma and Reggie, and Aunt Jean, she was the one person Maddie loved the most.

Daisy was what you would call pretty, with her mop of mousy-coloured hair, and freckles dotted over the bridge of her nose. The curls were like her, bubbly, as she always found something to smile about. And yet, if she was hurt, it really showed, like now.

Squeezing her hand, Maddie said, ‘Well, it won’t be like other winters, when I’m free in the daytime, but we can meet in the evenings once I’ve done the pots after dinner, as I won’t be seeing Reggie.’

It hurt to say that, and Maddie was glad of the emotion. She’d let her worries over marrying Reggie overshadow her love for him and had suppressed her feelings so as not to suffer too much in his absence. Suddenly she longed to see him.

‘Maddie, you’ve gone all wistful.’

‘Well, I am soon to be a blushing bride.’

‘By, you can change like the wind. You look happy about it now.’

Maddie laughed.

‘Aye, well, I can’t say I agree with it,’ Daisy continued, ‘but I’m glad about one thing. I’ve been longing for a chance to wear that bridesmaid frock that I had for me Aunt Mildred’s wedding again, and now I’ll have one.’

‘Aw, it’s perfect, Daisy. I’d have chosen pale blue silk anyway, but you already having one helps with the expense of it all. It’s been a bad season with all the problems of the world hanging over everyone.’

‘I knaw. Ma’s takings are down to normal, but she’s hoping with the news of the soldiers coming that will change, as it will for your ma and Aunt Jean.’

They hugged and, to Maddie, it seemed that her doubts really had left her, for all at once she felt excited about her wedding.

A week later, Maddie stood on the station. Her heart bulged with happiness. Reggie was coming home. Tomorrow they would post the banns – though Father John had already agreed the date: Saturday, the twenty-first of November at eleven a.m.

It was going to be a rush and they hoped that the few soldiers they had boarding now were all they would have by the time the day arrived. Though it should all work out if there were more, it would just be a tighter schedule.

As it was, the soldiers had to leave early each morning, so breakfast was over and cleared by nine-thirty.

Ticking all this off in her mind while she waited, the sudden activity around her, as others who were here to greet the soldiers began to mill around the edge of the platform, brought Maddie to the present. Her heart thudded against her chest. Reggie would be here any moment!

Just as she thought this, she heard the sound of the approaching train, and saw the billows of smoke, puffed from its chimneys. Then the air filled with the screeching of its brakes, and he was here, standing not feet from her.

Neither of them moved for a moment, but then, Maddie didn’t know how, they were in each other’s arms, clinging on as if they would never let go … Only, there wasn’t joy coming from Reggie, more a sense of desolation.

‘Reggie, love … Eeh, Reggie, I can’t believe you’re here. Everything’s ready … you knaw, for our wedding …’

‘It ain’t happening, Maddie …’

His body jerked in a sob.

‘What? Why? Reggie, have you changed your mind? You ain’t found someone?’

‘Naw, naw, Maddie, there’s naw one but you for me. But we’ve only got two days’ leave and that’s counting today!’

He guided her through to the waiting room and sat down, pulling her down beside him.

‘We’re losing the war, Maddie … The Germans are beating us … There’s a desperate need for reinforcements and we’re to be shipped out on Thursday.’

He held her shoulders and stared into her eyes, his face pale and drawn. ‘Me heart’s breaking, Maddie, and I – I’m scared … I don’t want to die …’

Maddie’s stomach turned over. She couldn’t speak or react. They sat there just looking at one another, and then, suddenly, they were holding one another, each one clawing at the back of the other’s coat in a desperate attempt to get closer. There were no words.

When at last they parted, they still didn’t speak. Reggie lifted his haversack onto his back and took her hand. It was then that Maddie tried to alleviate his fear and her own. ‘You will come home, Reggie, you will, love. And we’ll marry then, eh?’

Reggie kicked a stone. ‘I want to marry now! I don’t want to wait!’

Turning to her, his eyes held a plea. ‘You won’t make me wait for us to come together, will you, Maddie? Please. All the men are doing it with their girlfriends and telling me it’s the best thing ever. I want us to have that, Maddie.’

This shocked her. She looked up into his eyes and could see his need. But her anger came to the fore as she thought of what Daisy had told her about being taken advantage of then left high and dry.

‘Is that all I am to you, Reggie? Is taking me to bed and doing that thing all that you want? Well, I ain’t doing it. I told you all along, I ain’t a girl like that.’

Reggie stormed off. Maddie stared after him but then her cheeks reddened as she became conscious of others around her. One said, ‘He’s just back and been unfaithful to you, lass? Aye, well, that’s men for you!’

Almost running away from them, Maddie tried to stop her tears falling, but she tasted the salt of them as they trickled into her open mouth. How could this have happened? Were all men the same? Mickey Stanton had shown that that was all he’d wanted from Daisy. And now Reggie was behaving in the same way after being away for six weeks!

Suddenly, she was glad they weren’t marrying as the doubts that had niggled at her hit her with a bang. Reggie did only want her for one thing!

He was waiting around the corner of Talbot Road. Grabbing her, he pulled her to him. ‘I’m sorry … Eeh, Maddie, whatever came over me? Please don’t be mad at me. I love you, me little lass, with all me heart.’

‘Love ain’t doing that thing, Reggie. It’s part of marriage and the joining of body and soul of a man and woman, not having your pleasure and that’s it.’

Reggie’s mouth dropped open. ‘How do you knaw that then?’

‘Daisy told me. She gave in and the bloke just left her – he’d only chased her till he got that. He’d said he were mad for her, then once he’d done it, he were gone!’

‘I won’t do that, lass … we were to be married! You’re me girl, me only reason for living! I’ve thought about you every minute and I’ve longed for our wedding. Aw, Maddie. I can’t bear that I ain’t going to have you completely as mine before I go away to war.’

‘Well, you’ll have to as it ain’t happening … And I can’t bear that being the one thing you’re bothered about when you ain’t seen me for six weeks! You never asked how me ma was or owt!’

‘By, I’m sorry, Maddie … I … it’s the only thing the others talk about. It just got me all riled up, that’s all. I promise I won’t mention it again. Look, let’s change the wedding ring for an engagement one and you’ll be me fiancée then as you can’t be me bride.’

Maddie softened. If all Reggie had heard of was the others’ conquest of something he’d longed for, then his behaviour was understandable, if unforgiveable. But they had so little time to be together that she wouldn’t spoil it with recriminations.

‘Aw, I’d love that, Reggie. Let’s get home and tell our mas first. And then we’ll go down to the town, eh?’

‘Are you glad it turned out like this, Maddie?’

Maddie sighed. She wasn’t sure how to answer this. She couldn’t tell him that her feelings had been in turmoil. That yes, she’d longed for him to come home and had counted the minutes until that happened but had been battling with whether she was ready to marry him. That at the same time she had helped to make sure the arrangements for their wedding were in place, and had found peace with it all as she did, only to have it snatched away, and then have an argument within seconds of Reggie arriving!

In truth, her emotions were drained.

‘Maddie?’

Without warning, tears flooded her face. ‘Naw, it’s unbearable.’

‘Aw, me little lass. I – I behaved badly, I’m sorry. I am … I’m scared, Maddie. It’s like me life’s being snatched away from me. Men are dying in their thousands … I feel like running and not stopping.’ They’d reached the promenade. ‘Let’s sit a while on a bench, Maddie. I can’t go home in this state, and I want to hold you, me little lass.’

Despite the bitter cold, Maddie felt warm in Reggie’s arms, though his army coat was rough on her cheeks. Her tears had dried, but her heart was heavy with sadness and fear for Reggie and fear of what the future held.

For a moment, they watched the soldiers on the beach, some running up and down, training for fitness, some digging what looked like trenches.

Reggie spoke first. ‘How did it get to this, eh? Some Austrian bloke gets assassinated and it’s as if Germany’s gone mad, taking others’ land, killing people, and then them who sit in offices in London decide we – not them, us; them soldiers out there on the beach and those I’ve been with, and me – need to be made to feel we should go and kill or be killed!’

Maddie couldn’t answer him. Suddenly, the hard-working but carefree life they’d lived was threatened. Loved ones and friends were facing danger. Her Reggie may die, and she’d never see him again, when all he’d ever wanted was to be a painter and decorator, working for his uncle, and to marry her. It was so unfair.

Once home, Maddie ran through the hall, past the guests’ sitting room and into the kitchen. Not finding her ma there, she turned towards the door on her left that led down to the basement flat she and her ma shared – a three-roomed cosy space they could call their own, which had all they needed: a bedroom each, and a small sitting room that led into a yard. Their lav was in the yard, and a tin bath hung on the wall for bath nights, a time that was a chore as water had to be hauled from the kitchen, but one they both loved as it was when they chatted and washed each other’s backs – mother and daughter time without the worries of the boarding house.

She found her ma nodding by the fire in their lovely living room – a small square room with a brown comfy chair for Ma and a two-seater sofa to match, standing on a pink and brown rug. And on the back wall there was a china cabinet displaying Ma’s ‘best’ china.

‘Ma?’

Ma opened her eyes and grinned. ‘Reggie’s home then.’ She looked towards the door, probably remembering that the plan had been for them to go and see Aunt Jean first and then come here.

Ma rose out of her chair. ‘Where is he, lass? Aw, lass, what’s wrong?’

Maddie rushed towards her ma and into her arms. Sobs racked her body as she told of how Reggie only had one night. ‘The wedding’s off, Ma …’

‘Oh dear … Off? What, for ever?’

‘Naw … Look, I need you to come to Aunt Jean’s. Reggie has terrible news … Oh, Ma …’

Her ma patting her back usually soothed her, but not today. Today she wanted to scream against the injustice of it, and against the thing Reggie wanted her to do, and she couldn’t.

There were tears from them all, and Aunt Jean was distraught over the situation that Reggie was going into, as she pointed towards the daily newspaper.

Reggie made Maddie proud then as he went down on his haunches next to his ma and held her hand. ‘Aw, Ma, I’ll be all right, you’ll see. I’ll be back here before you knaw it, and Maddie will be putting that frock on as you’ve made for her. She’ll look as bonny as owt and we’ll walk down that aisle.’

Aunt Jean managed a smile as she looked up at them all. ‘Eeh, look at me. I’m a wreck, when I should be comforting Reggie and Maddie.’

Maddie wiped her eyes and blew her nose as she went over to her Aunt Jean. Putting her arms around her, she felt the love she’d always had for this lovely woman overwhelm her. ‘We’ll look after each other, eh? We’ll be all right.’

Reggie’s arm came around her. ‘I feel better now, me little lass. Let’s wash our faces and go into town, eh? Will that be all right with you, Ma?’

‘Aye. There’ll be time enough to get sorted for evening dinner when you get back. So off you go and enjoy yourselves.’

As they walked into Sam Lyon’s jewellers on Church Street, Maddie and Reggie were giggling like children – the kind of hysterical giggles that follow desperate tears.

The little man behind the counter looked up as he took a small magnifying glass from his squinted eye.

On seeing Reggie’s uniform, he extended his hand. ‘Ah, one of our brave soldiers. What can I do for you?’

After hearing their story, he told them, ‘I see. You must have been served by my assistant, but of course I can make the swap for you.’

Taking the wedding ring, he reached for a velvet tray of rings which had lain under the glass counter. ‘There, you choose from these and there’s no need to worry about the difference in price. That’s my gift to you both to thank you for all you have to face to ensure our country is kept safe.’

Maddie had never dreamt she would be choosing from such beautiful rings. Her eyes rested on one as its two diamonds glinted in the light of the single electric bulb dangling from the ceiling. The diamonds were set so that they looked like they were curled around each other in a hug.

‘Aw, I love that one, Reggie. One stone can be you and one me. We’ll be holding each other, even though we are apart.’

The jeweller wiped a tear from his eye. ‘I think that is what the designer may have had in mind, my dear. It’s a beautiful ring. Now, let’s see if it fits as it is a small size.’

He handed the ring to Reggie.

Maddie hadn’t thought they could cry any more than they had done, but as Reggie slipped the ring on her finger and whispered, ‘I love you’, they both had tears running down their cheeks.

Once it was in place, Maddie said, ‘May I keep it on, sir?’

‘You may, my dear.’

As they walked along the prom, staying close to keep each other warm, Maddie steered Reggie towards Daisy’s place. ‘We have to tell Daisy; she thinks she’s being a bridesmaid in a couple of weeks or so!’

The café smelt of chips and had its usual warm and welcoming feel. One or two tables were occupied, one by two soldiers drinking mugs of tea. This seemed to remind Reggie of what he’d only just found out about the billeting of soldiers.

‘So, they take our place. Well, they’d better behave themselves. You won’t have owt to do with them, will you, Maddie?’

There it was again, that insinuation that he didn’t trust her. If he did, why should he ask such a thing?

She decided not to answer and walked up to the counter. Daisy looked up.

‘Eeh, lass, I didn’t expect to see you two today. I thought you’d have a million things to do to get ready for … Aw, Maddie, what’s wrong? I can tell there’s sommat, love.’

Maddie told her what had happened.

‘But that’s so unfair. I don’t knaw what to say.’

To stop this getting into another crying session, Maddie said, ‘But we got engaged, Daisy, look.’

Daisy gasped. ‘It’s beautiful.’

And before the tears that glistened in Daisy’s eyes could fall, Maddie added, ‘And I’m starving! Throw a basket of chips in for us, love, and bring us a couple of mugs of tea to warm us.’

She turned to Reggie. His expression had changed. He looked angry and yet also afraid.

‘I’ve ordered chips, love, let’s sit down. Eeh, me stomach’s rumbling.’

Reggie looked around. One of the two soldiers greeted him. He didn’t answer.

The other one asked, ‘Are you new around here?’

‘Naw, I live here, mate. I go tomorrow to France.’

‘Good luck. We’ll leave you with your girl. Lucky you, she’s a looker.’

Reggie crossed the room in two strides. ‘You keep your eyes off the lasses around here or there’ll be trouble!’

The soldier put his hands up. ‘Sorry, mate, just saying. Anyway, we’re not here long enough, we’re being shipped out next week, so you’ve no worries.’

Maddie tugged at Reggie’s arm. ‘Reggie, come and sit down!’

When they found a seat, Maddie looked into his eyes. ‘Eeh, Reggie, this is our engagement day. The day I promised to be yours and you placed a ring on me finger to seal that promise. Don’t spoil it by imagining me going with others. I love you, Reggie.’

But as she said the words, the doubt that had niggled at her and that she’d put to bed crept back into her. Him worrying about going to war had changed her Reggie. He used to be happy-go-lucky and safe in their love. Now, he was possessive and quick to anger. A part of her was glad that things had turned out how they had, though she hoped with all her heart that Reggie kept safe and returned to her.

Visibly softening, Reggie nodded at the soldiers. ‘Sorry, I was out of order. I go tomorrow and I’m a bit on edge.’

They all shook hands and wished each other luck. Relieved, Maddie allowed Reggie to take her hand as they went towards an empty table and sat back down. ‘I’m sorry, me lass. Don’t be cross at me. I’m not meself. Me disappointment and me fear are making me behave out of character.’

‘And making me have me doubts, Reggie. We’ve to make the best of this day. Other men mean nowt to me, but you not trusting me hurts.’

There was a pause as Daisy put the chips in front of them. Almost immediately, Reggie shoved a huge forkful of chips into his mouth. Maddie knew he was trying to stop himself from crying. She tried to understand, but it was difficult when his fears meant he was almost accusing her. She sighed but thought it best to leave things at that. Reggie had such a short time before he had to leave. She wanted those hours to be happy, not filled with arguments.




CHAPTER THREE

Once home, there was no time to dwell on anything that had happened this afternoon, with potatoes to peel and veg to chop, besides keeping an eye on the large pot of stew bubbling away while her ma rolled the pastry she’d mixed ready for the apple pie topping.

‘By, lass, it’s hard work with just nine of them. What’s it going to be like when we’re full, eh?’

‘Aw, Ma, it won’t be any different to high season. Though we have a number of kids as well as adults then, so don’t have as much food to prep.’

‘Aye, and we can both start earlier, as you won’t be gadding off out with Reggie … Eeh, I’m sorry, lass. I said that as though it will be a good thing, but it won’t be.’

‘I knaw what you meant, Ma. And it’s right an’ all. We’ll get into a routine, you’ll see.’

As she said this, Maddie noticed her ma holding on to the table and bending over. ‘Are you all right, Ma?’

‘Aye. It’s just this pain in me side bothering me again. It’ll pass.’

‘You should mention it to the doctor. It’s gone on a while now.’

‘I will. But it was manageable, once all the guests had left.’

Feeling concerned, Maddie looked intently at her ma and saw how pale and drawn she was. Her worry deepened. Was there something really wrong? But then, she thought, Ma had had this pain for a long time now, so if it was serious, it would have shown itself, surely?

The doorbell ringing stopped these thoughts as Maddie whipped off the pinny she’d only just put on. ‘I’ll get that, Ma. You sit down for a mo, eh?’

Opening the door, Maddie found two soldiers standing on the step.

‘Good evening to you, miss. It is that we’ve been billeted here and it’s sorry I am that we’re for being late, but didn’t the train leave us behind? It did so, didn’t it, Tom?’

As the second soldier shuffled his feet, and giggled, Maddie noticed the distinct smell of beer on their breath. She looked at the one who had spoken. She loved his Irish accent, and he had the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. He was good-looking in a rakish way as his smile was charming, and yet he had the look of someone who was mischievous. Even his apology had sounded cheeky.

A shyness came over her. It was as if she’d known this man all her life, and yet she wasn’t feeling that ‘at home’ feeling you do when you know someone.

‘Will you be letting us come in, miss?’

‘Oh … Aye, of course. Eeh, I’m sorry, it’s a busy time and we weren’t notified of you coming. I was taken aback, that’s all.’

As he stepped in, he said, ‘Mmm, there’s a powerful good smell. And here it is that we are starving. Are you thinking there’ll be enough food to feed us as well?’

‘There is, I’m sure. But I’ll need to take your details to book you in and then I’ll show you your room and the … the facilities first. By the time you come down there’ll be a tray of tea for you in the sitting room, through that door there. Just give me a moment.’

Turning, Maddie went to hurry back to the kitchen but caught her foot under the corner of the carpet runner.

There was a thud of a haversack being dropped and, in an instant, a hand grabbed her arm, and then an arm came around her waist to steady her.

The beer breath became stronger as his face came near to hers. Their eyes met and Maddie had the feeling that she never wanted him to let her go. He stared at her before seeming to shake himself out of some kind of stupor and saying, ‘You’re needing to take more water with it, so you are.’

Maddie wanted to laugh, but something compelled her to hold his gaze. Her heartbeat quickened. Her lungs didn’t seem to want to release the breath she held.

Then he winked at her. His hand on her waist squeezed her a little tighter, and his eyes showed her something she didn’t want to acknowledge.

Moving away from his body, but not wanting to, Maddie thanked him for saving her, not able to believe how deep her own voice sounded.

He held her gaze for another second that felt like eternity, then grinned, let her go, and picked up his haversack.

Making her way back to the kitchen, Maddie called back in a more normal voice, ‘I won’t be long with the tea. Make yourselves at home.’

But as she left them, she asked herself, Whatever is the matter with me? It’s like an unknown force has hit me and knocked me off me axle!

Once in the kitchen, normality took over as her concern for her ma made the incident seem silly, and she told herself it was the shock of the fall that had caused the powerful sensations zinging through her, not the touch of a stranger.

Ma was still sitting where she’d left her. ‘Are you all right, Ma? I mean, really all right?’

‘Aye, it’s going off now. Put them spuds on to boil, lass, and the water for the veg. Who was that at the door?’

Maddie put her ma in the picture as she did the jobs asked of her and shoved the kettle on the heat. ‘But don’t worry, it’s all taken care of, Ma, and we’ve plenty of time as none of the other lads are home yet.’

Back in the hall, Maddie stood behind the tall desk in the
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