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Chapter Eight

Bob slipped another log into the grate and sat back with the Evening News. Although it was May, it had been a wet, chilly day. 

He sighed, reading about the latest Gosport bombings. A shell had landed on an air-raid shelter on Whitworth Road. In the ensuing panic to escape, fifty-four people were killed, including a young woman carrying her child; she’d slipped on the steps and been trodden underfoot, crushed. 

Would this war never end? He brushed his fingers through his wayward hair. If you couldn’t be safe in an air-raid shelter, where could you escape from Hitler’s bombs? 

He looked at the clock: it was just after nine. He would have been abed by now if it hadn’t been for Pixie calling around. Getting up before four in the morning was one of the hazards of being a market trader. But a late night now and then he could cope with. It made his love-life a bit precarious, though. The women down the market liked him, but his romances didn’t last long when he had either to take them home early or get up in the small hours, leaving them to sleep on. 

He gazed around his kitchen, where he spent most of his time when he wasn’t out earning money. It wasn’t posh but it was home. His eyes fell on his camera, which Pixie had asked to borrow. He’d shown her how to take photographs with it. He supposed she wanted some snaps of her mates at the depot. 

He hoped Pixie was out enjoying herself with her friend Rita. He’d made sure she wouldn’t fail to see the pound note.

Poor kid, he thought. Bob’s parents had moved into the two-up and two-down ten years ago. She’d been just a kid then, with a lot of growing up to do, and he’d been a gawky lad with glasses and his head forever in a book. He was five years older than Pixie and it had seemed a lot when he was young. Now the gap between him and her was nothing.

She wasn’t a beauty but she had that elusive ‘something’ that made men turn for a second look. She was slim and blonde with the capacity to love and go on loving the people she cared about, no matter how disloyal they were to her. Look how she was with her wayward mother. The woman had left her daughter in Shit Street and still Pixie wouldn’t have a word said against her.

He knew she’d dated a few men but they never lasted long. He wondered if her mother’s infidelities caused her not to take relationships seriously. He preferred to think Pixie hadn’t met the right man, the one who would love her as he did. If only he had the courage to tell her how he felt about her. But what if she dismissed him? He wouldn’t be able to bear that. Perhaps it was better to be her friend, the one person she could always rely on.

He drank some Brickwoods Pale Ale from the bottle and went on reading the newspaper. Women had been advised by the government to take part-time jobs to help in the war effort.

Well, he was doing his bit, wasn’t he? He was waiting for Marlene to come round so he could tell her he’d decided to take her on. 

‘That’s good,’ he said aloud, continuing with the newspaper and lifting the drink once more to his lips. Church bells could be rung again now the threat of invasion was over. ‘Good old Churchill,’ he murmured. ‘Be nice to hear the bells again.’

A loud knock on the front door made him jump. He folded the newspaper, got up and made his way down the passage. The banging sounded again.

‘Hold your horses,’ he said, to the pretty bronze-haired girl standing on his doorstep. ‘I ain’t got no servant to send running down the passage to let you in.’

The girl laughed and stepped over the threshold.

At that moment, Rita and Pixie walked arm in arm past his open door.

Rita giggled. ‘She’s eager to get into your house, Bob!’ 

Damn, he thought. He should have told Pixie he’d been thinking of asking Marlene to help out on the stall. He didn’t want her imagining he was carrying on with the girl. 

‘Goodnight, Bob,’ sang out Rita.

‘Goodnight, girls,’ he replied. Before he closed the front door, he saw Pixie look back and smile. 

‘Oh, it’s nice in here,’ said Marlene. ‘Can I sit down?’

‘Course you can. Do you want a cup of tea or something?’ 

She eyed the bottle on the table. ‘Wouldn’t mind one of them.’

Bob was taken aback. She didn’t look old enough to drink. But that wasn’t the only thing that was deceptive about the girl. Small and wiry, she was as strong as an ox. He’d seen her unloading metal bars from vans and fixing up the stalls at the market. He went into the scullery, opened another pale ale and took a clean glass from the wooden draining-board.

When he got back to the kitchen she’d made herself comfortable in the armchair. She accepted the bottle and glass. He noticed she did a perfect job of pouring the beer, without making it froth to the top. She’d probably worked in a pub, Bob thought. He knew she wasn’t afraid of hard work.

‘Thanks,’ she said. 

‘I won’t beat around the bush,’ Bob said. ‘I want you to work on my stall, because I’m doing well and I need you to look after things while I get out and about buying up more stock.’ He pulled out a kitchen chair and sat down. ‘That’s about it. I’ve been watching you. You don’t seem to work for anyone in particular, but you work hard for anyone who’ll pay you. Am I right?’

She nodded and her auburn hair fell forward. In the electric light it was almost golden. He’d only ever seen her in dungarees and boots. She’d taken off her Jigger coat and was wearing a close-fitting serge dress with three box pleats at the centre. The padded shoulders and white Peter Pan collar made her look fragile. Inwardly he smiled. If it wasn’t for the fact that he sometimes sold women’s clothing and shoes, brought straight from the sweatshops in London’s Petticoat Lane, he wouldn’t know a thing about ration-book fashion and Utility designs.

She took a sip of beer. ‘I make pretty good money working for different stallholders . . .’

‘Yes, and I know that when there isn’t any work around you go home empty-handed.’

‘Swings and roundabouts,’ she said, taking another drink. ‘One day I want to be selling second-hand jewellery and answerable to no one, but buying gold costs big money.’ She crossed her ankles, her black suede shoes with the maximum two-and-a-half-inch heels, a wartime restriction, showing her slim legs to advantage. 

Bob said, ‘You’re astute enough to get what you want. And sooner than you thought possible.’

She brightened at his words. 

He glanced at the clock. If he was going to clinch the deal he’d have to work fast. It was dark outside now and raining. He couldn’t let her walk home on her own, especially not when the storm that had been threatening all day was darkening the sky by the minute.

Then he had to get back and grab some shuteye before getting up early for tomorrow’s work. He named an amount of money. And was quick enough to see her eyes widen with surprise. 

But she was going to test him. ‘Is that what you reckon I’m worth?’

‘No, it’s what I’ll pay. I’ve watched you going from stallholder to stallholder begging for work. Some of the blokes treat you like something the cat dragged in. I’ve checked up and I know you’re honest. But why do you work on the markets? Why not a regular job, like in the armaments factory?’

Marlene took a gulp of the beer and set the glass on the floor. ‘I’ll be honest with you.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I got a baby. She’s six months old. Me mum takes care of Jeannie while I work, but if I had set hours I wouldn’t be able to take time off when I have to. And Jeannie needs me.’

He could see she was waiting for him to dismiss her. A baby out of wedlock was a terrible disgrace. Then she looked away, but it wasn’t shame he’d seen in her eyes: it was defiance. 

Her revelation showed why sometimes she had to shrug off abuse. He’d heard her being told to ‘piss off’, and worse, when she’d asked for work, yet the following week she’d returned to the same stallholders. To him it proved her staying power. ‘I’m not worried about your personal life. I need loyalty and someone I can trust.’

A smile hovered at the corners of her mouth. ‘You can have that. When d’you want me to start?’





Chapter Eleven

Bob eyed Marlene as she struggled with the canvas top sheet, pulling and straightening it so she could peg it onto the stall’s metal bars. She stepped down from the wooden stool and stared at him, her hands on her hips.

‘That high one’s a bugger! But it’ll never defeat me!’ She grinned at him, and he dropped the heavy box of books he’d been carrying onto the flat surface of the display shelf. He smiled back at her. She was a hard worker – honest, too – and he hadn’t once thought he’d made a mistake in hiring her. He returned to the van and began unloading boxes of ex-army blankets he’d bought at auction at Minstead in the New Forest.

It was half past four in the morning. A few lights run from generators brightened Gosport high street as traders erected their stalls for the day’s trading. The weather forecast had promised a fine day. A sudden peal of laughter caused Bob to turn in the direction of a nearby stall. Alec ‘the Fish’ was always ready with a joke. The small balding man wrapped in a white and blue apron waved at Bob, who waved back. It didn’t seem to matter how early it was, there was always a bit of fun going on somewhere among the traders. It was what Bob liked about being his own boss and running a stall. Especially as he never knew what he’d be selling, one week to the next. 

The sky was lightening now and the birds had woken up, and were chattering away like nobody’s business. The first customers coming into the market would be the workers catching the ferryboats to Portsmouth and walking through the town. Then came the early birds, women who rose and shopped at daybreak. The ordinary punters came after them, buying groceries and bargains. Often they were pushing prams or had their elderly mothers with them. That was where the money was, with the ordinary housewives, and they liked a natter and a joke.

Second-hand books took pride of place on Bob’s stall. He couldn’t always get hold of as many as he could sell. The war and the shortage of paper had hit books badly. 

At auctions he bought up anything he reckoned he could make a profit on. And house clearances provided all manner of items people needed, especially if the buyers had been bombed out and needed to start again.

His stall was made up of metal poles that slotted together to make a shed-like frame that he covered with canvas to keep the goods dry when it rained. He was a regular stallholder, rather than a casual. Regulars paid less, kept a certain place, but if they didn’t turn up they still had to pay their pitch fees. Casuals were taken on only if there was space in the market. Their stall could be erected anywhere, but was usually in the least visited parts of the high street.

Marlene was covering the selling surface with a sheet. Since he’d taken her on she’d put quite a few of her womanly touches to the stall to make it more ‘customer enticing’, as she called it. He had noticed, though, that some of the customers preferred him to serve them. It didn’t particularly worry him: he guessed it was their way of shunning Marlene because she was an unwed mother. He simply thanked God he didn’t depend on such small-minded folk for his living.

‘What’s in the boxes?’ She waved towards the stuff he’d bought the previous evening.

‘Blankets,’ he said. ‘If you want a couple for yourself take them before the public buys the lot.’

‘I’ll pay,’ she said. ‘Can’t go giving away profits.’

She was strong-minded, and it was hard to give her any of the few perks of the job.

He’d like to take home a couple of blankets for Pixie. Warm bedding always came in handy. 

The smell of frying bacon attacked his senses. The tea van had opened. He’d go and buy a cuppa for him and Marlene in a minute and something hot in a couple of doorsteps of bread. The bacon smelt good but it was usually very salty and of poor quality. God knew where it had come from, definitely black market. Nevertheless, his stomach rumbled in anticipation. He pulled out another box of blankets from the van and set it on the street. He thought of Gladys.

Now there was a funny bugger. She was sassy, easy-going and a looker for her age, but you couldn’t believe a word she said – and even though you knew she was lying, you wanted to believe her because she had a way of making you feel you mattered. He wondered how old she was; perhaps early forties? She couldn’t go on thinking she could twist any man around her little finger, could she? Perhaps one day she’d regret trying to recapture her youth by swanning off with any bloke who asked her.

‘I hope you got more besides these. They’ll soon go,’ Marlene said. She’d pulled the grey woollen blankets from the boxes and now began folding them neatly into piles. 

He told her the price he wanted. ‘Knock a bit off if the punters buy a couple,’ he said. ‘I got some pots and pans in the van. Will you help me unload? The sooner I get rid of the vehicle, the better.’

After unloading, the stallholders parked their vans on a bombsite near the swimming baths.

‘Cor, these’ll fly off the stall,’ Marlene said, taking a saucepan from a sturdy cardboard box. ‘What’s wrong with them?’

‘Ain’t nothing wrong with the goods I sell. I buy in good faith. Don’t touch no dodgy stuff. The auctioneer said they was “fire-damaged” stock. There’s some whistling kettles in that box there.’ 

Marlene nodded and a swathe of bronze hair fell across her face. She was an attractive girl, thought Bob. The bloke who had let her down and left her with a kiddie must have been a right bastard.

‘You going off today?’ Marlene asked. ‘How much for the kettles?’

Bob told her the price, then said, ‘I’ll be back by lunch-time. I’m off to Littlehampton – a clothes shop got caught in the bombing night before last. The owner’s got stock in a shed and wants to offload now there’s no shop to display it. It’s all big sizes so should go fast, if I can get it at a reasonable price.’ He lifted the last of the boxes onto the road and stretched. ‘You going to be all right?’ 

Marlene was making a display of the some kettles. ‘Course I’ll be all right. Always am, aren’t I?’

He didn’t answer straight away. The market was coming to life now with goods set out to tempt customers. The place was getting noisier and punters were already milling around looking for bargains.

Marlene had worked briefly for Alec the Fish and for Dennis on the tea stall. If anything untoward happened while he was away he knew his mates would help her. They all looked after each other on the market, didn’t they? Even Kitty on the flower stall was a good friend – Bob had let her down gently after she had wormed her way into his bed. The affair had lasted only a few months but the friendship carried on. Kitty liked young Marlene.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I know you can handle things. But just to keep on your best side I’ll treat you to a bacon sandwich and a cuppa before I go.’ 


‘I’m sorry you’ve got to see her playing up like this. I wish I’d never told her what was happening to her.’ Em threw her wrap-around pinny on the chair and ran to the door of the living room to chase after Doris, who hadn’t stopped her high-pitched screaming since Pixie and Rita arrived. Em had been crying: her face was strained and her eyes puffy. ‘I thought she’d be pleased that her life wouldn’t be changed by having a child she wouldn’t be able to look after. But she’s set her heart on it. Even got a name for it, Lily. She’s convinced it’ll be a little girl.’

Pixie watched Em disappear and the screams continued, only louder. ‘Not going to be easy to get her to Eadie Moss in Old Road, is it?’ she said to Rita, who was standing on tiptoe and studying herself in the mirror over the mantelpiece.

‘I bet her old man put this mirror up,’ said Rita, ‘before he got injured and had to stay in the wheelchair. It’s too high up for any normal-sized woman.’

Pixie didn’t answer her. Instead she asked, ‘I wonder what made Em change her mind and decide on Doris having the abortion?’

‘All kinds of things,’ said Rita, shrugging. ‘Em don’t have an easy life.’ She gave herself a last look, then came towards Pixie and whispered in her ear, ‘I heard that since he come back from the war, he’s a different bloke and makes Em’s life a misery.’

‘You don’t know that’s true.’

Rita sniffed. ‘And you don’t know it ain’t.’ She went back to the mirror and began fiddling with her hair, curling the ends around her fingers. She was taller than Pixie and very pretty in a Dorothy Lamour way. When they entered a dance hall it was always Rita who got the first looks from the men. Today she had on a spotted cotton dress that she’d had for ages but was too short. She’d unpicked the hem and sewn some ribbon around the faded bit. She’d made a wide blue belt that was almost the same colour as the spotted material. It had a point that ended just below her bust and the belt gave her old dress a brand new look. She wore her blue and white shoes with the two-inch heels.

Pixie didn’t know how much walking they were going to do, so she’d worn her lace-ups with wide-legged grey slacks and a grey blouse that her mother had given her because she didn’t like it.

Doris was still screeching.

‘I’m going out to the scullery – I think that’s where they are. See if I can help.’ Pixie walked down the passage that gleamed with polish and in the living room saw Em’s husband in his wheelchair, reading the paper. He seemed quite unmoved by all the noise. ‘Hello,’ Pixie said cheerfully. The man, dressed in grey flannel trousers and an open-necked collarless shirt, ignored her. Pixie went through into the scullery where Doris lay on the floor, her eyes tight shut, kicking and screaming.

‘Sorry you’ve got to see this,’ Em said. She was bright red in the face. Though she spoke calmly, Pixie could see she was at the end of her tether.

Pixie shook her head. ‘Don’t worry. I have an idea.’ She knelt down on the faded scrubbed lino. Keeping one wary eye on Doris’s flailing arms and legs, she said, ‘You know my red dress?’

Doris immediately stopped yelling, opened her eyes and said, with a sniff, ‘The one with the frilly bottom?’

‘The tiered one,’ Pixie added. 

Em sat back on her heels, relieved. Pixie was glad of the silence: the screeching had begun to hurt her ears. ‘Would you like it?’

Doris’s eyes opened wider than ever. She was like a large floppy doll. Jesus, but she was a pretty girl, thought Pixie. Life could be so cruel sometimes. Here was a beautiful child, but flawed. And Harry Slaughter had damaged her even more. 

Doris threw her arms around Pixie’s neck. ‘You mean it? You’d give it me?’

Pixie nodded. She’d tried it on last week and decided she was fed up with it. Anyway, she’d lost weight and it was too big for her. Then she frowned, looked at Em, picked up Doris’s hand and held it. It was hot and sweaty. ‘Oh dear!’

‘What’s the matter?’ Doris’s face was creased with anxiety.

‘I’m sorry but you can’t have it, after all. It won’t fit you.’

Doris threw back her head. ‘It does fit me. I tried it on. It does.’

Pixie had let her try it on one day back in the spring when they were getting changed at the factory to come home. Pixie remembered how she’d been thrilled by the poppy red brightness of the material, just when the war was trying to leach the colour from clothes. It had a sweetheart neckline and a tie belt. One of the girls had told Doris she looked just like a film star.

‘It did then, but you’ve got a baby growing inside you and you can see you’re getting bigger and fatter.’ Pixie expanded her hands to exaggerate a huge belly. Doris nodded sadly. ‘Today we can take the baby away and you’ll be able to fit inside my lovely dress.’ Pixie felt the tears rise at the back of her eyes. She sniffed, groped for Em’s hand and squeezed it hard. This is a baby I’m talking about, she thought. Here I am, trying to persuade a child-like woman to get rid of a baby she wants to keep. The tears began spilling over. She let go of Em’s hand and brushed her fingers across her face. Em wanted only what was best for Doris.

‘I want the dress!’ Doris, on her feet now, stamped hard on the lino.

Pixie’s voice felt as though it was being strangled. ‘Do what Mum says and I’ll bring it for you tomorrow.’

Pixie didn’t know why Em had changed her mind about the abortion. All her reasons for not going to Eadie Moss had been valid. But Em was a sensible woman. If she’d changed her mind it was good enough for Pixie.

‘Promise?’ Doris was staring hard at her.

‘I promise, darling.’ Pixie leaned forward and squeezed Doris in a bear hug, 

She heard Em say quietly, ‘Thank you.’

Pixie went back into the living room where Rita, almost oblivious to the drama that had gone on in the scullery, looked up from the scuffed magazine she was leafing through. ‘Thank God she’s shut her gob!’

‘Sometimes, Rita, you can be bloody callous,’ Pixie snapped. Then she realized that Em’s husband, Doris’s father, had shown not the slightest bit of interest in the kerfuffle that had been going on in the room next door. What a strange man!

She stood on tiptoe in front of the mirror and smoothed her hair. ‘You’re right, this mirror’s no good for short-arses like us,’ she said.

‘Is Doris all right?’

‘She is now,’ said Pixie. As if in answer, a red-eyed Doris came clumping down the passage, followed by Em, with her black handbag hooked over her arm.

‘He’s just switched the news on.’ She nodded back in the direction of the kitchen. ‘Leslie Howard’s dead.’

Rita gasped. Pixie knew she had a crush on the actor after sitting through Gone With the Wind at the Forum Cinema.

‘Thirteen passengers were lost when his plane was shot down over the Bay of Biscay on the first of June,’ said Em. ‘He was such a handsome film star.’

‘He’ll always be remembered as Ashley Wilkes,’ said Pixie. ‘This bloody war. Will it never end?’

Outside, the sun was still shining and Doris held tightly to Pixie’s hand.

Rita said, ‘Em, you said something about the coppers being at Priddy’s Hard. What’s it all about?’

Em gave her a hard look. ‘Didn’t you see it in the Evening News? It was in the late edition.’

No wonder she’d missed it. She and Rita had been dancing, then she’d spent the night with Cal.

‘What?’ Pixie looked at Em.

‘I found a lady,’ chimed in Doris. ‘She was tied to a bit of rope in the stairway at work. Her face was all black and her tongue was hanging out.’

‘Oh, my God!’ Pixie stopped walking and stood very still on the pavement, her hand raised to her mouth in horror.

‘You must try to put it out of your mind, love. Forget it.’ Em pushed Doris forward to get her walking again. She sighed. ‘It was Myra,’ she said.

‘Jesus!’ Rita’s face was chalk white.

‘Poor girl said the job was all she had. When I wouldn’t let her on the line because she reeked of booze and might be a danger to others, she went to pieces. Doris here,’ she nodded at her daughter, ‘found her.’

‘Her poor parents,’ said Rita. ‘What an awful thing to happen.’

‘That’s not the half of it,’ Em said. ‘The coppers went round to her parents’ house in Queen’s Road to break the news and get one of them in to identify her – that’s what they do, even though we all knew it was Myra. Well, when they got to the house she was supposed to be living in, it wasn’t there. There was a bloody great crater and only the garden shed was left standing. Remember when we had that bad bombing a few weeks back?’ Em paused, obviously waiting for someone to say something.

Pixie nodded. ‘Queen’s Road took a bashing, half a dozen houses gone, just like that!’

‘Yeah,’ said Em. ‘Well, Myra’s parents copped it. The poor girl’s been out of her mind, livin’ in the shed. She never told nobody, just drank herself senseless. I feel real bad sending her away. Like it was all my fault. The coppers told me not to be so bally stupid, that I had a job to do and keeping her on the line squiffy would have been stupid.’ There were tears in Em’s eyes. She put her head on Pixie’s shoulder and the tears came thick and fast. ‘If only I’d known the poor cow was out of her mind with grief . . .’

Pixie rubbed her back. ‘You wasn’t to know. Myra’d got strange. She wouldn’t talk to nobody.’

Rita said, ‘I told Pixie she’d been drinking and was a danger. You did the right thing, Em.’

Em sniffed. ‘I been worried sick about this.’

‘Em, Rita’s right,’ Pixie said, ‘and you got your own family to worry over. Let’s hope Doris don’t have no nightmares about finding her.’ 

Em gave a little smile. ‘You’re right. C’mon, let’s get this over with.’

Em knocked loudly on the door of number seventy-one Old Road.

Pixie saw a long line of unwashed milk bottles that looked as though they had been there forever. Bits of screwed-up paper and other rubbish were spread over the diamond-shaped clay tiles by the front door. It was impossible to see through the

























































































Chapter Eighteen

Marlene tucked the candlewick cot cover around her child’s sturdy body.

The autumn winds rattled the window pane. These old houses were a bugger to keep warm, she thought. Jeannie lay on her back, arms stretched above her head, her chubby knees making a tent of the bedclothes. The few freckles across her nose were so adorable that Marlene bent down to kiss her. ‘You are so gorgeous I could eat you,’ she said softly, and was rewarded with a hiccup of a snore that made her smile.

The clock said five past seven; the alarm was set for half past three in the morning.

On the bedside cabinet lay a terrycloth napkin, a muslin square and a clean cotton nightdress. During the day, Jeannie knew what a potty was for but at nights she often wet the bed. When she woke at two, as she usually did, a quick change soon sent her off to sleep again and Marlene cherished the hour and a half of extra sleep before she had to get ready for work. 

Stallholders had to arrive early at the markets. By seven in the morning, all the stalls were set up and vehicles removed from the marketplace to the parking area. The summer months had been lovely, the early mornings a delight, but it was fast growing colder and already she was wearing more clothing to keep warm. The winter, she knew, was horrendous. Ice from your breath formed on scarves and made your face sore, and your feet got so cold you couldn’t feel them.

A noise behind Marlene caused her to turn. Her mother had stepped into the bedroom, her arms full of newly ironed washing. Marlene could smell its freshness.

‘Thanks, Mum.’ Marlene yawned – she was tired. ‘I could have done that.’ Where she would be without her mother’s help, she didn’t know. She took the pile of clothes and laid it on top of the chest of drawers to put away later.

‘You’ve been on your feet all day. It weren’t no bother.’ Her mother’s voice was low, so she wouldn’t wake the child.

Marlene and her mother were as alike as two peas in a pod, even down to the glorious wavy orange hair. Beth had been born in Cork, Ireland, and had told Marlene it was a family trait, the hair. Every day Marlene searched the fine hairs on Beth’s head, at her insistence, to see if it was changing colour or going grey. Both women were small and wiry, but Beth’s eyes were ringed with dark circles and lined at the corners. 

Marlene knew that tomorrow Beth would take Jeannie with her when she cleaned for Mr Wilson. He lived in a bungalow, so there was no chance that Jeannie would toddle off to fall down the stairs. On Tuesdays she cleaned the offices of Hutfield’s Garage in Forton Road, and on Fridays she cleaned another bungalow down Parham Road for Mrs Jefferies. Mrs Jefferies wouldn’t throw anything away, so it seemed to Beth. She said to Marlene that when she’d finished cleaning it never looked any different. 

‘Still, we’re in town tomorrow at the market, so if you get a minute you should bring Jeannie to the stall,’ said Marlene. ‘Bob likes to see her.’

‘You like working the markets.’ It was a statement, not a question, and Marlene smiled. Her mother waited while Marlene closed the cupboard door after taking out her clean clothes for the morning. They left the sleeping child and went downstairs for a cup of tea. Marlene was aware her mother was insinuating that Marlene liked Bob. She did.

Bob flirted with his customers; some he’d bedded. Women were always giving him the eye. He worked hard, expanding his business. He was a kind man and a good boss, but not at all interested in her as a woman. She often wondered what appealed to Bob about Pixie. She sighed. If Pixie wasn’t around, maybe it would be different.

‘I’ll make the tea, Mum,’ Marlene said. ‘Bob’s a mate and a stepping-stone to my future. One day I’m going to have my own stall, selling second-hand jewellery, mostly gold. The punters like a bit of glitter.’

Her mother smiled at her. ‘I know you will, love,’ she said. Marlene felt Beth’s arm snake across her shoulders. She knew she was lucky to have had her mother stick by her when she’d become pregnant. If only some of the customers were as forgiving.

A few of the older women were downright hostile to her. She had a baby and she wasn’t married. It was a stigma. Sometimes she’d seen women walk away from the stall sooner than be served by her. Bob had told her not to worry about the old biddies. But she did worry. She didn’t like to think of him losing money because he’d been kind enough to take her on.

Out in the scullery, Marlene lit the gas and set the kettle to boil. The blue and red of the flames were the only hint of colour in the room, with its blackout curtains tightly shut. She got down two willow-pattern cups and saucers and the matching teapot, then walked over to the doorway. Her mother had settled herself in the chair nearest the range and dozed off.

In the centre of the kitchen there was a table, with two chairs either side of it. A blue and white cabinet housed their food, and a cupboard built into the wall near the range held crockery, pots and pans. Beth was a house-proud woman who hated dirt. She cleaned for other people and liked the sparkling freshness to continue through to her own home.

Marlene listened carefully: there was no sound from upstairs. Jeannie was fast asleep. She would go to bed after she’d had her tea. Early rising meant early nights. Both women worked hard and Marlene knew she’d have to wake her mother soon or she’d quite possibly stay asleep in that chair until the early hours, then wake up with a stiff neck.

Marlene wouldn’t have coped if her mother hadn’t done everything in her power to help her keep her child.

Her mother had been overjoyed when she’d passed the hard exams needed to gain a place at the local grammar school. No one in their family had ever been to one before. Times had changed now. The government were talking about introducing a special exam, all over the country, called the eleven-plus. Children who passed it would go on to grammar school, while those who didn’t would attend other local schools. Marlene remembered how proud she’d been of her grey gabardine raincoat, her green gymslip and white blouse, the uniform that showed she was a grammar-school girl.

She’d loved school, loved learning, and was determined to make something of her life, especially since her father had been killed in Africa. His death had hit her hard. But she’d been unable to confide in her mother. Instead she’d moped at school. Peter Ford, in her year, was a top football player and had invited her along to watch a few matches. She had gone with him because she felt she could talk to him. His elder brother, his hero, had died at sea. They took to meeting outside school, walking along the beach at Gilkicker, until the barbed wire was set up and the area filled with mines as a deterrent to any Germans trying to land on the beaches.

Almost as though Beth had tuned into her thoughts, she opened her eyes and said, ‘Peter’s mother came around this morning. Brought a toy for Jeannie.’

‘Did she say how Peter’s doing?’

Her mother took the cup of tea from her, set it on the arm of the chair and stirred it. ‘He’s doing so well at university, now he’s got over not being allowed to join the air force because of his hearing.’

Suddenly Marlene felt like crying. If she’d gone on to higher education and university, like she’d hoped, she’d be doing well, too. Then she thought of Jeannie asleep in her cot upstairs and knew that keeping her little girl had been the best decision she’d ever made.

Somehow the two families had managed to stay friends. And every so often Peter wrote asking about Jeannie. He was studying law, so he couldn’t contribute to Jeannie’s upbringing at the moment. His parents, however, sent a postal order to Marlene every month. It wasn’t a great deal of money, because they weren’t a rich family, but it certainly helped.

‘You should have gone back to school after . . .’

‘We’ve been through this before. I couldn’t concentrate on books and exams while worrying about how you were going to look after my baby and feed us every week, could I?’

‘We’d have managed.’ Beth sipped her tea. 

Marlene sighed, remembering the past. She and Peter had gone for a walk to Stanley Park. Peter was upset because his history marks were down. His thin face was drawn as he told her that Mr Green had accused him of spending too much time listening to the wireless and reading instead of studying. She’d sat on the grass with Peter, holding him while he’d let his anger out. He didn’t like to be at any other place in the class but top.

He’d kissed her. It had been her first proper kiss. She’d liked it and kissed him back. And in that secluded glade, one thing had led to another.

Marlene was ashamed that she’d let herself get carried away. But she knew she’d trodden one step further on the road to womanhood.

She missed a period, then another. She was appalled. One single act, her first, of sexual contact was about to change her entire life. Finally she plucked up courage to tell her mother. Beth was calm, loving and supportive, but broken-hearted. 

His parents had accused her of leading their son on. There was no question of them getting married: they were both fifteen and Peter’s studies were too important. Marlene was told she could have the child adopted. But immediately she laid eyes on her daughter, after a long, difficult labour, she knew she would give up her life sooner than be parted from her baby. 

‘It’s just such a shame that a clever girl like you is missing out on all the learning you could have caught up with.’ 

Marlene sighed. Beth liked to remind her every so often of how well Peter was doing and how hard she and Marlene had to work. ‘I can use my brain in other ways. I’m going to earn big money. We won’t always be scraping by. You, me and Jeannie are going to want for nothing. Just you wait and see.’



‘I got a backache, Mum.’

Em looked at Doris. ‘I gave you an aspirin before we came out. Has it not worked, love?’

Doris shook her head. She stood up straight and her huge belly stuck out like the windblown sail of a galleon.

Pixie called, ‘Doris, quick, sweep this powder up I just spilled on the bench. Don’t want no accidents, do we, love?’ Doris waddled over to Pixie and collected every grain with her dustpan and brush, then took it to the water barrel where it dissolved and couldn’t do any harm.

‘Can’t take risks, can we?’ said Em, when Doris returned. ‘The slightest spark in that lot and we’d all go up in smoke.’ Em put her hand to Doris’s forehead. ‘You’re a bit hot.’

‘Not me head.’ She shook away her mother’s hand. ‘Me back hurts.’

‘Go and sit down for a while.’ Em watched her walk heavily away, dragging the broom in one hand, the dustpan and brush in the other. The hem of her dress was uneven where her belly dragged up the material at the front. ‘Poor little bugger,’ Em murmured. 

She’d tried to explain to Doris about giving birth. Doris wouldn’t or couldn’t understand the basics. She’d be scared stiff when the baby decided to make its appearance. Every day Em cursed Harry Slaughter for what he was putting the whole family through. 

Doris’s father wouldn’t look at her now. He’d told Em he was disgusted by what had happened. His imbecile of a daughter was born of Em’s side of the family and Doris would only produce another imbecile. ‘I want nothing to do with any of it,’ he’d said, turning his wheelchair so that his back faced them. 

Em couldn’t understand how he could be so cold towards his own daughter.

Now she turned back to Mo, busily filling a shell, who said, ‘I reckon we ought not to be worried about a shell exploding in here cos we could all die in our beds from Hitler’s bombs, anyway.’

‘It’s being so cheerful that keeps you going, isn’t it?’ Em observed.

Laughter erupted from the girls at the nearby bench.

Sometimes it was very hard to keep a happy face, Em thought. Her husband, Jack, couldn’t walk. He could stagger about using the arms and backs of chairs, but was more at ease in his wheelchair. He’d gone to do his duty a cheerful husband and father and returned broken in mind and body. Sometimes his cruelty scared Em. She tried to tell herself he didn’t mean to frighten her with the vicious things he said and did. That was the only way she could go on feeling positive about everything. But sometimes it was so damned hard that she sat in the lavatory at the bottom of the garden and cried her eyes out. 

‘Coming down the Fox tonight, Em?’ Mo asked, bringing Em’s thoughts back to the workshop.

She picked up the pencil attached to her clipboard and marked the card. ‘Dunno. I’d like to.’ It was the only outlet she had, that and listening to the wireless. She liked the comedy shows best because they made her laugh, especially ITMA with Tommy Handley.

Unfortunately, now that Jack was home he didn’t like her going out. There were almighty rows when she came in and he would accuse her of going to the pub to pick up men. It wouldn’t have been so bad but the only man she ever spoke to at the Fox was Sam. Whatever had been between them had ended the moment her husband had returned from war.

‘Want me to come round and call for you?’ Mo asked.

‘Best not,’ said Em. ‘My Doris is a bit poorly.’

She’d hardly got the words out of her mouth when her daughter screamed.

Doris was standing in the corner of the workshop, still holding the broom. ‘Mum! I wet meself!’

Em let the clipboard fall to the floor and ran to Doris, who was bent double with pain. Her waters had broken.

‘It’s the baby, Mum. My tummy’s all tight and funny – and I hurt!’ Doris’s eyes were full of tears.

‘It’s all right, my love. Mo, go and find the duty nurse, or try phoning for an ambulance,’ Em yelled. 

Somehow the machinery was switched off and Doris was made as comfortable as possible on the floor in a nest of overalls and jumpers donated by the women. She flatly refused to move from the corner.

‘At least let me get you into a room out of the way of all these people,’ Em implored.

‘Not going nowhere. I hurt.’ Doris screamed as another contraction overtook her. 

‘The baby seems in a hurry to get here,’ said Pixie. ‘I reckon Doris has been in labour quite a while and didn’t know it. If that ambulance don’t get here soon, she’ll have the little one on the workshop floor.’

‘Anyone told old Slaughter?’ came a voice.

‘Cedric ran off at the first mention of the baby,’ said Rita. ‘I reckon he’ll have told his old man. Anyway, this ain’t no place for blokes.’

‘Nah, they’re more nuisance than help at a time like this,’ Em said. ‘How about the nurse? Has someone been to get her?’

‘There’s a notice on her door. She’s not in today,’ Pixie said. ‘For a resident nurse she’s never here when she’s needed,’ she grumbled, putting down a cushion made of rolled clothing for Doris to lean her back on. The girl’s face was wet with sweat and she was breathing heavily.

‘Wouldn’t you just believe it?’ cried Em. ‘And here’s me thinking Doris had another month to go at least.’

‘Ooooh,’ yelled Doris.

Em looked at all the women crowding around. ‘For God’s sake, give her some air.’ A thought crossed her mind. ‘Take a break everyone. You can’t work while this is going on.’ To Pixie, she added, ‘If Harry Slaughter wants to have a go at me, he can. I’ll take full responsibility.’

Most of the women filed out, chattering, glancing at Doris, who was curled up in pain, but one portly lady planted herself in front of Em. ‘I was a midwife before I decided the pay’s better here. Do you want me to stay?’

‘God bless you,’ Em said, just as Doris yelled again, this time thrashing her legs and feet on the cold floor.

‘I’ll just wash my hands,’ the woman said calmly. ‘My name’s Freda.’ She hurried off in the direction of the lavatory but within moments was back with the roller towel, which she spread beneath Doris. ‘Put the lights on,’ she said. ‘I need to see what I’m doing.’ The electric light was switched on. ‘On your back, dear,’ she said to Doris. Obediently Doris slid down. Her breathing was now shallow, and Em could see her tensing for another contraction. ‘Get her underclothes off,’ said Freda.

‘Nooooooo!’ wailed Doris. But Em won in the tugging contest and Freda breathed a sigh of relief as the knickers came off and the thick stockings and garters were rolled away.

Pixie came back with a cup of water and a wet cloth. She got Doris to take a drink, then pressed the cloth over her forehead.

‘No time to get her to hospital.’ Freda peered at Doris, then pulled her dress down to cover her. ‘Even supposing there’s room, with the wards full of war wounded. Best get someone to telephone the doctor.’

Rita ran from the room. Pixie put her hands on her own expanding girth and thought about the baby she would have in a few months’ time. Now that she had stopped being sick, she felt very well. She knew that Doris had been collecting bits and pieces for the baby, even trying her hand at knitting. She, however, had done nothing in the way of preparation for her child. Pixie knew it was time now to put thoughts of Cal into a box in her memory and throw away the key. Whatever had happened to make him deny her existence had to be accepted. Now she must look to the future without him.

Freda allowed Doris to do what came naturally and push hard while screaming. Every so often she pulled up the voluminous dress to see what was happening. Em knelt at Doris’s shoulder and held her hand. 

‘Stop pushing, dear,’ commanded Freda. ‘I said, stop!’

Freda made Doris lie flat, then said to Em, ‘Hold her away from me. There’s something . . .’

Em grabbed her daughter, keeping her as flat as possible while watching Freda examine her. The woman looked concerned. When she removed her hand it was bloody. 

Em’s heart started to race. ‘She’s all right, isn’t she?’

‘She is now,’ she said. ‘Cord was round the little mite’s neck. Go on, love, you can push now,’ she said to Doris.

The girl gave a yell, and out of her slid a little boy, covered in a bloody, greasy substance, plump and already crying.

‘Give me your cardigan,’ Freda said to Em, who struggled out of it and handed it to her. She wrapped the child in it, then placed him on Doris’s breast where he continued to scream lustily. The cord was like a long grey rope joining mother and child.

Doris, quiet now, was looking at the baby with big round eyes that brimmed with love.

‘So many tears of happiness,’ said Freda, looking around her. Not one of the women was dry-eyed.

Em couldn’t speak. She could feel nothing but amazing love for the scene about her and the tiny scrap shrieking and waving his little hands in the air.

Freda pressed Doris’s stomach and said to Rita, who had returned from phoning for the doctor, ‘Give us that paper over there.’

Rita replied, ‘It’s yesterday’s.’

‘I don’t want to read it. It’s to wrap the placenta in.’ 

For a second there was silence, then laughter took over.

‘I don’t know how I’m ever going to thank you,’ said Em, when they had quietened.

‘No matter how many babies are born, it’s always a miracle,’ Freda said. Then, to Rita, ‘Go and find some tea, love. I’ll die if I don’t have a nice cuppa soon.’

‘I do know the secretarial section has a kettle and a Bunsen burner,’ Rita said. Then, ‘Look at Doris.’

The girl was fast asleep, as was the baby, tired out after his journey into the world.

‘Few more weeks and she’ll be wearing Pixie’s red dress,’ said Rita, walking away.

Em picked up the baby and cuddled him. Immediately the little boy opened his eyes and gazed up at her. Em stared back. Her heart was filled with a feeling that warmed her whole body. It eclipsed all the horrible heartache at home, the money worries, the dreadful war. Em knew that this child had brought with him true happiness. ‘Hello, my love,’ she said. 
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