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			Chapter One

			Gosport, April 1943

			‘Is there a doctor in the house?

			Please present yourself at the Criterion’s foyer immediately.’

			 

			Connie Baxter looked at the enormous mound of her friend Queenie’s stomach, uncovered so that Gertie, hopefully, could detect progress in the imminent birth. ‘The message is on the screen, now, love,’ she said.

			She stepped neatly back into the soundproofed staffroom of the picture house, removed her maroon head usherette’s uniform jacket, and threw it across the back of a chair. Trust Queenie’s waters to break while she and Gertie were at the pictures to see the new Bette Davis film. ‘And your husband’s coming down from the projection room,’ Connie added, trying hard not to let panic show in her voice for she was sure Queenie’s baby was not due yet. ‘Len says young Gary can cope with the end of the film and the national anthem.’

			Queenie, on the carpeted floor, groaned. ‘I don’t want Len to see me like this. He’s not even the father . . .’ Her voice tailed off as another spasm gripped her and, automatically, she began to pant, sweat pouring from her face, heightening the scent of the Californian Poppy perfume she perpetually drenched herself with.

			‘Maybe not but he’s a better man than the Yank that filled your belly. And he’s put a wedding ring on your finger, hasn’t he?’ snapped grey-haired Gertie, who sat on the floor tenderly wiping Queenie’s face with a damp cloth. She then asked calmly, ‘How many patrons are still watching the film?’

			Connie knew she really meant: what were the chances of a doctor actually coming forward? ‘Only a few,’ she mumbled. ‘Most of them left when the siren went and the usual notice broke into the big film telling them they could stay or leave for the public shelters.’

			The first bomb blast had hit seconds after Moaning Minnie began to wail and the explosion that followed caused the picture house to shudder on its foundations. Anything that wasn’t nailed down had moved precariously. Gosport and the south of England were taking yet another battering from Hitler’s bombs.

			The film Now, Voyager, thought Connie, had enticed a full house, which had thinned out the moment danger became imminent.

			‘So even Bette Davis and Paul Henreid couldn’t persuade picture-goers to stay in an air raid.’ Gertie leant closer to Queenie and said softly, ‘Never you mind, love. You got me and Connie.’ She plucked at Queenie’s flowered maternity smock, drawing it down over her body for modesty’s sake.

			Exhausted, Queenie cried, ‘I can’t do this no more!’ Her bleached blonde hair clung wetly to her scalp and her face was grey with tiredness.

			‘Yes, you can,’ said Gertie, firmly, as she stared into Queenie’s blue eyes.

			Queenie threw her head from side to side, took in another deep breath and paused, as if holding it could stop the torture of the approaching contraction.

			What, thought Connie, if something goes wrong?

			Early on in the pregnancy Queenie had allowed herself to be butchered in an attempted abortion. What if she bled to death now, as she nearly had then? What if the baby was born deformed?

			Connie’s panic was interrupted by the staffroom door clattering open. A small round woman, a whiff of disinfectant preceding her, called, with authority, ‘What’s going on here, then?’

			‘Edith!’ cried Gertie, rising to her feet.

			A tall, worried-looking curly-haired man in a yellow waistcoat followed Edith. After kicking the door closed he dropped to the floor beside Queenie. ‘Oh, my love . . .’ was all he managed, taking one of her hands just as a strangled scream left his wife’s lips.

			Edith’s apple-cheeked face broke into a knowing smile at seeing Queenie. ‘Stop all that racket,’ she said. ‘Else the patrons remaining might be listening more to you than Bette Davis!’ She placed her capacious handbag on the table next to a pile of the Portsmouth Evening News and wriggled out of her coat, thrusting it towards Connie. At Edith’s arrival, Connie breathed a huge sigh of relief and hung the coat on one of the hooks near the lockers.

			From her handbag the woman produced an elongated eggcup-shaped object. She looked about her, miming washing her palms. Connie nodded towards the sink, where a bar of Wright’s Coal Tar soap sat in a saucer on the draining board. Unhurriedly, Edith cleansed the item and her hands.

			‘Thank you, God, for sending us a midwife!’ said Gertie, dramatically looking heavenwards.

			‘It’s going to be all right, my love,’ Len said. ‘Edith’s here.’ He moved to allow Edith access to Queenie.

			Queenie, in the throes of a splitting contraction, seemed oblivious to his words. Len’s face was wreathed in anxiety.

			‘How did you find Edith?’ Connie asked.

			‘I remembered her saying she wanted to see Now, Voyager tonight. Miraculously, as I broke into the film to put the request for a doctor on the screen, I saw her get up from her seat.’

			Edith Stimson, a neighbour of Len’s, had looked after Queenie when she’d been found doubled up in pain on the pavement near Old Road after her visit to the abortionist.

			‘I need to examine you, love,’ Edith said to Queenie now. ‘Let’s have a bit of quiet, everyone,’ she added.

			‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ Gertie whispered, staring at Connie before she slid away, muttering, ‘I need a fag.’

			Connie saw Queenie was doing her best to keep still while Edith pushed up her smock, bent over and listened to Queenie’s belly through the little wooden contraption. A sort of hush had fallen over the room as Edith moved the object across Queenie’s taut skin.

			Connie, unable to bear the silence any longer and watching Queenie’s face as it screwed up with the onset of another wave of pain, asked softly, ‘Is everything all right?’

			Edith removed the device and smiled up at her. ‘Three strong heartbeats,’ she said, leaning back. ‘Queenie’s doing fine and so are the twins.’

			Gertie spluttered smoke into the air. ‘Twins?’

			A stunned silence fell over the room.

			‘Twins?’ Len’s face was like parchment.

			‘Twins?’ echoed Connie.

			‘Wasn’t she told at the hospital?’ Edith had moved along to peer between Queenie’s raised knees.

			‘She never went to no hospital.’ Gertie’s voice was shaking as was her hand, which was trying to strike the Swan Vestas match to light the gas beneath the kettle on the stove. The Woodbine stuck to her lip quivered.

			Connie thought about Ace Gallagher, the club owner she was engaged to. He’d said he would provide a good doctor for Queenie, but his assurance to her friend was like his promises to her: meant in the moment and easily forgotten.

			‘Are you sure?’ The projectionist had found his voice. He was once more down on the floor beside his wife and Queenie was clutching his hand. Connie saw the moon-shaped dents in Len’s hand fill with blood as Queenie’s nails dug into his palm.

			Sharply Edith said, ‘My hearing and Pinard stethoscope never lie.’ Dropping her voice, she added, ‘We’re coming along nicely, Queenie, love.’ To Connie, she barked, ‘Get some towels, and I’ll have those newspapers.’

			The soundproofed staffroom wasn’t equipped for the delivery of babies but it had been the safest place to take Queenie when her waters had broken while she and Gertie had been watching the film. Connie yanked at the lightly soiled towel above the sink, immediately breaking the roller so it dropped from the wall. There were clean tea-towels in the cupboard below. She showed Edith her meagre offerings. Edith’s face was inscrutable.

			A series of gunfire strikes ricocheted across the crenellated roof of the picture house. Connie drew a sharp breath. Flakes of white paint, mottled brown by years of cigarette smoke, fell from the ceiling, like dirty snow, and she used the hand that wasn’t holding tea-towels to brush the bits off her face.

			Another tremendous blast wrenched open locker doors, revealing their lack of towelling. Instead she saw an umbrella, shoes, an empty brown carrier bag with string handles, and a bundle of candles. In one a first-aid box sat on a shelf. She wrenched it open to discover only a bandage and a couple of safety pins. Connie doubted the manager’s office in the foyer contained anything more useful for a woman giving birth.

			She tried to push away thoughts of the scenes outside the picture house where probably an inferno raged. There’d be craters where buildings had stood. Halves of houses with gaping bedrooms and furniture hanging precariously from broken flooring.

			And that awful stink of cordite and burning . . .

			An unearthly screech from Queenie brought Connie’s thoughts back to reality.

			Then Len was at her side. ‘It’s not going right! She’s bleeding. Edith says she needs the hospital.’

			‘Ambulances won’t come out for women in labour,’ snapped Connie.

			‘Not with that lot going on outside.’ She saw the fear in Len’s eyes and knew that he, too, was remembering the botched abortion.

			‘I can’t lose her,’ he said. He looked like all the life had been leached from him.

			‘Nor can I,’ Connie murmured, and she turned away. The last strains of ‘God Save The King’ were playing and the house lights were up as Connie pushed past patrons who had sat through the film until the end.

			 In his dark red uniform with the gold trimmings and fringed epaulettes, Commissionaire Thomas Doyle was shepherding people out of the main door, telling them to keep safe on their homeward journeys. Earlier Connie had asked him to oversee the last of the usherettes going home. Normally this was the job of their new young manager, Gilbert Willard, but he wasn’t in today.

			‘How is . . .’ Doyle called. Everyone called him by his surname.

			Connie left his question unanswered but she shook her head to let him know that all wasn’t well. She pushed open the office door, grateful for Doyle’s loyalty in caring about the correct running of the Criterion.

			She grabbed the black telephone from the desk, dialled and put it to her ear.

			Dead.

			Slamming down the receiver, Connie ran from the office, squeezing beneath Doyle’s raised arm as he was about to lock the door. ‘Don’t lock up. Queenie needs help,’ was all she said, as she ran out into the night.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			I wonder if Mum still leaves the key on a string. Marlene Mullins unlocked the Alma Street door, then pushed the key back through the letterbox into its usual place.

			Inside the terraced house she dumped her battered cardboard suitcase tied with string onto the lino in the passage and threw her gas mask down beside it. She breathed in the aroma of polished furniture, cooking, the warmth coming from the black-leaded range in the kitchen, all overlaid with the stale smell of Woodbines, the familiar scent of home. Marlene took off her coat and hung it over the back of a kitchen chair, then went to the window and pulled the blackout curtains across. Only then did she switch on the electric light so the single bulb dangling from its cable in the centre of the ceiling lit up the room and showed her how little had changed in the time she’d been away.

			She looked at the range. ‘Not like you to let the fire get so low, Mum,’ she surmised. ‘You’ve been gone some time.’

			Marlene used the metal lever to lift the top off the hob so she could drop in a couple of small logs from the filled scuttle. She nodded with satisfaction as bright sparks and flames welcomed the offerings.

			In the scullery, having drawn the curtains on their wires across the window, she shook the kettle, making sure there was water enough for tea, then lit the gas.

			She paused by the mirror hanging near the sink to smooth her blonde hair and check her make-up hadn’t suffered too much in the damp air during her walk from the bus stop to the house. On the Provincial bus, when she’d powdered her nose, her compact mirror had told her she looked good, very good indeed.

			Marlene yawned. She was tired.

			It was less than twelve miles from Shedfield to Gosport but the inefficiency of wartime transport meant she’d spent a long time waiting for vehicles that were late or had never materialized.

			It seemed funny being alone in the house. These past months in the country she’d hardly been alone at all. Alex Huggins had glued himself to her, like a verruca to a foot. She’d thought when she’d volunteered to help the young teacher look after the evacuees from the National Children’s Home at Alverstoke that she’d see a bit of life. Well, she’d thought wrong, hadn’t she? Shedfield didn’t even possess a shop! Wickham, a nearby village, boasted a post office, a bakery, a general store, a meeting place and not much more.

			Entertainment was one measly dance in the tin-hut parish hall every fortnight and was the highlight of her life there, accompanied by Alex, of course. He didn’t think it seemly for her to attend alone. The lively social gathering was for the benefit of the American servicemen stationed at a nearby airbase. But now the Americans had been moved to Lee-on-the-Solent at Gosport so the dances had been abandoned.

			Initially Marlene had thought to better herself by eventually becoming a teacher’s wife – Alex earned good money. After meeting a few American servicemen, though, she didn’t want to be anyone’s wife: she wanted to have fun and Alex bored her. He’d irritated her with the constant clearing of his throat. She’d found she was on edge waiting for him to cough. It also grated on her nerves that he hesitated, then stuttered, before practically every sentence – ‘Er . . . Er . . .’

			Sharing a bedroom at the rectory where they had been billeted had been out of the question: the housekeeper had seen to that.

			In the beginning Marlene had thought she could use her substantial charms to persuade Alex to propose marriage. She soon realized what a fool she was to have considered tying herself to a man who bored her rigid. All he cared about was making sure the children were happy in their new surroundings. Last night he’d said that today they would take the children on a ramble. That meant ploughing through brambles and mud looking at wild flowers and birds. Marlene had decided she’d rather stick pins in her eyes. Enough was enough.

			She’d woken early after packing her belongings into her suitcase the night before. She’d already taken cash from Alex’s savings, which were tied in a sock in a box at the back of his wardrobe – he really was far too trusting, she’d thought.

			Before even the housekeeper was awake, she’d walked away from the rectory in search of new experiences. Marlene wasn’t particularly worried about Alex coming after her because he’d have to find her first, wouldn’t he? He’d never suspect she’d return to Gosport after pleading with him to take her away from the place, would he?

			Marlene perched on a kitchen chair to drink her tea.

			The cruet set and an ashtray full of dog ends sat, as usual, in the middle of the table, with half a bottle of milk and a glass bowl containing a spoon encrusted with tea-stained sugar granules. She looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. Next to it was a photograph of her mother with her arm around a young woman who looked uncannily like herself but was, in fact, Connie, her cousin. The background seemed to be here in Alma Street. Marlene recognised the honeysuckle bush that draped itself over the lavatory wall at the bottom of the garden next to the Anderson shelter. Connie and her mother looked contented – no, more than that, happy together. A spike of jealousy drove itself through Marlene’s heart. Admittedly, though, her mother was a sucker for taking in waifs and strays, wasn’t she?

			Where on earth could Gertie be at eight in the evening? Had she changed her working hours at the Criterion picture house? Marlene smiled to herself. She couldn’t see her mother as a torch-wielding usherette: she’d never aspire to higher things because she was a cleaner through and through. Obviously she had got herself caught up in something she considered important – she’d never normally forget to feed the fire. April was still a cold month.

			In the cupboard she found half a loaf of bread. After cutting herself a chunky slice and spreading it thickly with condensed milk, she poured herself another cup of tea. Before she sat down again, she switched on the wireless. Vera Lynn was singing ‘I’ll Be Seeing You’. Marlene hoped that didn’t apply to her and Alex.

			Did Gertie still have her other lodger? The bloke from that club in town? Marlene had never met him. She remembered her mother telling her in a letter that Ace was opening another club in Portsmouth. She didn’t always read Gertie’s letters properly – the only interesting things about them were the postal orders or the occasional ten-bob notes her mum enclosed.

			She supposed Connie was still living here. Where else would she be after her mother had got herself blown up in Portsmouth? Marlene remembered Connie as a pathetic child who wouldn’t stick up for herself. Marlene would give her Chinese burns and pinch her, knowing she was too frightened to tell on her.

			She took a bite of the bread’s sweetness. The way to find out who was lodging here would be to check the bedrooms. Marlene sipped her tea then yawned again. It had been a long day and the food, drink and warmth were making her sleepy.

			It really was too bad of her mum not to be here to welcome her home.

			Leaving the bread, condensed milk and her used crockery on the kitchen table, she walked along the hallway to inspect the sleeping arrangements. After pulling across the blackout curtains and switching on the light, Marlene saw Connie had made the front room her own domain.

			A photograph of Jean, Connie’s mum, sat on a small table next to the bed. Marlene remembered it being on the mantelpiece in the kitchen. Gertie would have placed it there to comfort Connie. Again, the spear of resentment cut through her heart. A folded fan-shaped newspaper in the grate told her the fire was never lit. The bed was made, and on the dressing-table there were items of make-up, a hairbrush and comb, nothing of any importance except a bottle of Evening in Paris perfume. Marlene shook the bottle and dabbed a little on her wrists, wondering who had bought it for Connie. She couldn’t see her cousin paying for anything this glamorous and expensive in these days of austerity.

			Clothing hung along the dado rail on hangers. Dowdy dresses that had been remade to look different. Make do and mend was definitely on Connie’s agenda, Marlene thought. She recognized a couple she’d thrown out before she’d left home. Marlene fingered a woollen frock, definitely one of her cast-offs that now looked quite wearable, with its pleated front, knee-length skirt and sweetheart neckline.

			She remembered her mother saying that after the bomb had decimated Auntie Jean’s house, Connie had been taken in by her employers with only what she had in her handbag. She had been at work in the Sailor’s Return pub when the bomb dropped.

			A well-worn flowered winceyette nightdress was draped across the bed. Marlene recognized it as belonging to her mother. She picked it up and smelt Connie’s fragrance on it. She crumpled the material in her fist, then threw it back on the bed.

			Marlene clattered the door shut and went upstairs.

			Her mother’s room was just as she remembered it. Iron-framed bed, dressing-table, chest of drawers and the smell of fags hanging over everything.

			The back bedroom was more interesting, once she’d drawn the blackout curtains and switched on the light. A good-quality suit hung on the back of the door. A silk shirt dangled from a hanger on the dado rail. A new bar of Imperial Leather soap lay on a clean towel on top of the washstand. She opened the jar of Brylcreem on the chest of drawers and noticed it was missing some scoops. She sniffed the scented white cream.

			Pulling back the quilt and blankets, she saw pristine white sheets and pillow-cases, in readiness for use but as yet unslept in. Everything in the room was tidy and clean. Despite the scent of lemon cologne hanging in the air the room looked unlived-in, unused.

			Marlene yawned again. She kicked off her high heels, undid the button on her tight black skirt and let it drop to the rag rug covering the lino. She pulled her fluffy pink jumper over her head, climbed onto the bed, hauled up the covers, closed her eyes and slept.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			‘Where’re you off to? It’s early yet.’

			Ace Gallagher spun round at Jerome’s words. ‘Keeping tabs on me, are you, old man?’ He straightened his trilby, which he’d just set on his head, and gave a wide smile. Then he picked up the glass of whisky from the shiny new bar counter and drank it in one swallow. It crossed his mind he’d had a few more drinks tonight than usual.

			‘Me keeping tabs on you? That’d be the day, wouldn’t it?’ Jerome put down the local paper he was reading and pushed his spectacles further up the bridge of his nose. A lock of grey hair fell over his forehead and, with a blue-veined hand, he smoothed it back.

			‘If you must know, at long last I’m finding the time to drive round to Gosport to pay a visit to my fiancée and her lovely landlady. As neither have set foot in Gosport’s Four Aces, and this second club of mine here near Southsea’s South Parade pier, in Portsmouth is nearing completion, I thought they might like an invitation to see the place.’

			‘Never mix business with pleasure, son. They’ll have forgotten what you look like.’

			 ‘I very much doubt that,’ Ace said.

			He glanced at himself in the mirrored wall at the rear of the bar where brightly coloured bottles on shelves were reflected. A tall, good-looking man in an expensive camel-coloured overcoat stared back. The bright chestnut colour of his hair peeked out from beneath his hat.

			Ace didn’t take either his looks or his wealth for granted. He remembered only too well being a snotty-nosed hungry street kid, who would have perished if Jerome hadn’t taken him under his wing.

			Ace had been ten years old then and cheating people of money to feed himself by playing Find the Longest Straw, a version of the card game Find the Lady. He was being pursued by an irate man he’d swindled when Jerome grabbed him by the collar, thrust him out of sight and saved him from a beating.

			Billy Hill, the gangster, Jerome’s mate, then employed him as a bookie’s runner. Invariably on the lookout to make money, Ace didn’t always hand in the pledges, especially the bets he thought had no chance of making money.

			Jerome had saved his life again, after Ace had spent a punter’s bet. The bloody horse had unexpectedly romped home and the man had wanted his winnings. Billy Hill, who at fourteen had murdered a man and was now much respected and feared, was none the wiser.

			For once in Ace’s life, he had someone to care about him and he’d never forgotten how good that felt. Now he was the owner of two gambling clubs on the south coast. He dealt in black-market goods, ran the monopoly on fruit machines in pubs and clubs the length of the country, and all because Jerome still believed in him.

			‘You’ll be all right, won’t you?’ Ace turned and spoke before he reached the exit.

			‘I don’t need babysitting,’ Jerome said.

			Ace nodded. A sudden noise caused him to look towards the kitchen. He heard the tap run. The late-night cleaners were about their business, he thought. He took a deep, satisfying breath of the fragrance of new paint and disinfectant before leaving, then picked up the bags of groceries and packets of Woodbines he invariably took to Gertie. On an impulse he collected a bottle of his favourite whisky from behind the bar. Gertie sometimes liked a drop ‘for medicinal reasons’, she said.

			Once outside he looked through the darkness to where the outline of South Parade Pier loomed. He couldn’t see the barbed wire on Southsea’s beach, a deterrent for a possible German invasion, but he knew it was there. The sea rattled softly across the stony shoreline, surging calmly, unhurriedly. Ace pulled up his collar against the chill of the April night and walked around the corner to where his black MG VA tourer was parked and began unbuttoning the mohair hood.

			Soon he was out of Portsmouth’s war-scarred streets and driving across Portsdown Hill. Even high above the city, with the salt waters of the Solent below, he could still smell the scorch of Hitler’s desecration. He thought there was a possibility of another raid tonight. The bloody Germans wouldn’t waste a clear bright sky.

			He allowed himself to think about Connie, her soul-searching green eyes, her fall of blonde hair that reminded him of film star Veronica Lake’s peek-a-boo style. She was a girl in a million was Connie. When he’d told her his dream was to own four clubs on the south coast, and the premises in Southsea had come up for sale, she’d never berated him for setting aside their wedding. He’d needed every penny he could get to build the second club, and Connie had understood a fancy engagement ring was out of the question.

			At Christmas, however, he’d made her a present of a solid gold bracelet. A matching chain necklace followed. Connie knew he would have showered her with expensive gifts if this second chance in a lifetime of buying and building in a prime location for the proposed Four Aces club hadn’t arisen.

			At first, he’d put in a temporary manager at the Four Aces club in Gosport so that he was free to oversee the building work’s progress in Southsea. Of course, that had meant visits to Gosport, Connie, and his lodgings at Gertie’s had been severely curtailed.

			His builder in Portsmouth was A. G. Knight, a man known for his dodgy dealings, especially in obtaining planning permissions. Ace smiled to himself. Even in wartime a bit of blackmail worked wonders, but it meant he couldn’t turn his back, not even for a moment.

			The manager at his Gosport club was unreliable. Jerome decided he would oversee that business to take the pressure off Ace, leaving him to run the other club upon completion

			Ace swore as he lurched across a pothole in the road. The blackout meant all vehicles had to have dimmed headlights. ‘That’ll do the car’s suspension a lot of good,’ he moaned. He peered through the windscreen as the light wind chilled his face.

			When he reached Fareham it was easier, on the familiar road, to manoeuvre round the hazards of previous air raids. Rubble was piled at intervals along the sides of the main thoroughfare. Traffic was scarce – petrol rationing saw to that. Not that he was troubled by rationing. He had a nice little racket going with a farmer at Rowner who removed the tell-tale pink colour of agricultural fuel by straining it through bread. Black-market coupons, too, meant that Ace never went short of petrol.

			On the seat beside him he had the brown carrier bags full of groceries. Bacon, a couple of pounds – what good was four ounces of bacon per person a week? That was rationing for you, he thought. The streaky would make Gertie’s eyes light up. She’d appreciate the packets of tea. Good old Brooke Bond Dividend with the stamps on so Gertie could complete a card and obtain a five-shilling refund. Gertie loved her cuppas as much as her fags. He’d brought cheese, butter, eggs and tinned fruit. And, of course, there was the whisky and several packets of Woodbines. American Hershey bars and three packs of nylons would put him in Connie’s good books. What was the use of contacts in the American service stores in Southampton if you couldn’t give your girl a few treats?

			Ace saw Gosport had taken a right kicking since he’d last driven along Forton Road. The place had a strange air of desolation, with gaps where previously shops and houses had stood. He raised a hand and saluted men shovelling debris from the pavement into a parked lorry for removal. Even when the raids had stalled for a while, life and work, day and night, went on, he thought.

			In the distance he could see the Criterion picture house. He guessed Connie would be at work inside. She’d been promoted now to head usherette. Gertie said she had been the obvious choice when Queenie, her friend, the previous head usherette, had agreed to take it easy and stay at home due to the impending birth of her baby.

			The picture house would be locking its doors at about eleven o’clock, if he remembered rightly. His being at Alma Street would be a surprise for Connie when she got home. Gertie worked mornings as a cleaner and he knew she’d give him a warm welcome – after all, he’d gone on sending her his rent money even though his visits to Gosport had, of late, seldom materialized.

			He turned the car into Alma Street and parked outside Gertie’s front door.

			The key, as usual, hung on a string behind the letterbox and after he’d let himself in, he saw the hallway light had been left on. Normally Gertie was frugal with electricity. His eyes fell on the small suitcase but he dismissed it because Gertie was always collecting odds and ends for the church jumble sale and leaving the stuff by the front door.

			He frowned at seeing the brightly lit empty kitchen and hearing no movements from the lighted scullery. Not like Gertie at all, he thought, as he put the bags of food on the kitchen table. He saw a woman’s coat slung across a chair. Obviously someone was around because the range had been topped up with logs. He removed his hat and left it on the table, frowning at the remains of a bread and condensed-milk sandwich. It wasn’t like Gertie, or Connie, to leave food out.

			In the scullery the kettle was warm to his touch. The back door was bolted from the inside so no one was in the garden.

			He tapped his forehead. ‘Of course,’ he said, as he walked back towards the passage and knocked gently on the front-room door. Possibly Connie was in bed, asleep. After listening at the door but hearing no sound, he turned the knob. No one was in there.

			Worried now that perhaps Gertie was unwell, he retraced his steps and climbed the stairs. The door to her bedroom was open, yet it was empty.

			He was surprised to see the light on in his own room.

			Stepping inside he saw blonde hair spread about his pillow. Childishly, irrationally, he was reminded of a sleeping princess in a fairy tale,

			He thought at first it was Connie lying there. A feeling of warmth spread through his body. Ace immediately imagined her hating their separation so much that she now slept in his room to feel closer to him.

			He stared down at her. The warmth inside him came to an abrupt halt as the girl turned her head and two deep blue, long-lashed eyes opened.

			She wasn’t Connie.

			What kind of joke was this? He went on staring at her. The heat of her warm body rose and filled his nostrils.

			He grinned down at her. And in the sort of voice he imagined he would use if telling a bedtime story to a small child, he asked, ‘My, my, what have we here? And who’s been sleeping in my bed?’

			Barely a moment ticked by before she answered, ‘Goldilocks.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Connie watched the German bomber caught in the searchlight before it danced safely into the dark of the night sky. She sighed. She wished she’d grabbed her uniform jacket before she’d run from the staffroom at the Criterion. Despite the flames and fires she was shivering. Smoke and brick dust caught in her throat and her eyes itched and watered. It didn’t matter how scared she was, though: her one thought was to get help for Queenie.

			Making her way across Forton Road, she saw a huge crater where once Kellet’s, the ironmongery, had traded. To the left, ARP volunteers toiled relentlessly where number sixty-three had been split in two. Half of the kitchen, with the sink intact, and above, half of the bedroom, the double bed exposed, reminded Connie of a scene from a horror film. In the breeze a torn curtain flapped at the broken window.

			Connie was sick at heart to see the desecration around her.

			She lurched along the road, broken furniture and rubble tripping her. She was searching among the frightened and dazed people around her for someone in authority. But landmarks had been obliterated and it was difficult to recognize her surroundings in the dust. She twisted her fists into her eyes to remove the grit and to enable her to see more clearly. Where were the ambulance crews to help these poor people? Please, God, let most others be safely in shelters, she prayed.

			Near Park Street, by the bakery, firemen were relentlessly trying to damp down a blaze. People were screaming as auxiliary workers scrabbled to move debris and shift the remains of heavy wooden joists and rafters. A van was parked, engine running, and a heavy-set man was climbing into the driver’s seat.

			Connie heard another shout, ‘Anyone else under that lot?’

			The heavy-set man yelled back, ‘If there is, we’re no use to them. I’ll get back quick so we can move on.’

			Connie grabbed at the man’s arm before he had time to shut the van’s door

			‘Hold on, missy,’ he cried. ‘What d’you think you’re doin’?’

			‘My friend’s in a bad way. She needs the hospital.’ She could see the sweat running down the man’s face.

			‘You’ve picked the wrong vehicle, love. I’m requisitioned to collect bodies for the morgue.’ The man was unshaven and looked very tired. He had to bellow to be heard above the noise going on around them.

			‘Surely you won’t let a woman die before you take her to the hospital.’

			‘Up the road’s an ambulance. They’ll get your friend to the hospital.’ He pushed her away and climbed into the driver’s seat. Her heart was stricken as the vehicle fired up and he drove away without another glance at her.

			Connie peered along Forton Road and saw the ambulance with all its doors open. Uniformed men and women were milling about. She ran towards them, trying to shield her face from the sooty ash that fell with scorching pinpricks on her skin from the burning buildings.

			‘Get out the way!’

			The angry voice startled her, followed by the scrape of something sharp and metallic against her leg. A hand shot out to stop her falling. Water dampened her skirt, her leg.

			‘You hurt?’ It was a man’s voice.

			Connie had stumbled into a chain of people passing buckets and other containers of water along a line, trying to quench the fire. Dazedly she looked down at her leg, at her torn lisle stocking, where a line of blood now welled and was suddenly painful. A heavy cast-iron pail had bitten into her soft flesh. It was her own fault for bumping into them, she thought. She shook her head and limped on, praying the ambulance wouldn’t leave before she could reach it.

			The driver was starting the engine when she hammered on the window. He glared at her and wound it down.

			‘My friend needs the hospital. She’ll bleed to death. Please come.’

			‘Where is she?’

			‘Criterion picture house.’

			The woman sitting in the passenger seat stared at Connie intently. ‘We can do that, Sam. It’s on our way.’

			Beneath her blue gaberdine coat Connie could see part of a nurse’s regulation uniform. The woman leant across the man. ‘Come round this side and get in with me, love. My name’s Meg.’

			Connie was almost overwhelmed by the woman’s kindness. At last, there was hope for Queenie. When Connie was sitting next to her, Meg asked, ‘Tell me about your friend.’

			Just then the ambulance backfired, spluttered and stalled. The man swore, stabbed at the gears, fumbled with the key and restarted the vehicle. It jumped and flung itself along the road.

			‘Sorry, love. We’ll get there, don’t you worry,’ he said, his previous glare now replaced with a smile.

			Meg pulled at Connie’s skirt. ‘Looks as if you could do with some help, too,’ she said, as she gestured at Connie’s bleeding leg.

			‘That’s nothing,’ Connie said, wiping away the blood with her hand. ‘It’s my friend who needs help.’

			‘What’s the story?’ Meg asked.

			Connie thought it better to tell her the truth. ‘My friend had a botched abortion some months back and nearly bled to death then,’ she said. ‘The baby survived, but there’s twins, apparently.’ Connie paused. ‘She’s in labour now but there’s so much blood, the midwife says she needs the hospital.’ Connie suddenly dissolved into tears. Putting the seriousness of the problem into words was too much for her

			Sam broke in: ‘Don’t you worry, girlie. We’ll do our best . . . As long as she don’t mind sharing the back of this ambulance with a couple of kiddies we pulled out of that rubble back there.’

			‘Oh, my God!’ gasped Connie. She’d been so worried
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