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			Chapter Seven

			Connie lifted the set of forceps out of the disinfecting fluid, shook off the excess and then set them alongside the rest of her instruments on the sterile paper. Folding the paper into a neat package around her equipment, she carefully stowed it in the pocket of her case ready for her first visit. Just as she put the lid back on the metal tray, the street light outside went off. 

			She glanced up at the clock above the door. Five to seven. Just enough time for a leisurely breakfast before morning report.

			She suppressed a yawn and opened the half-glazed door of the dressing cupboard. Inside, like a wall of battered metal bricks, were neatly stacked tins of gauze for new patients. Each evening the nurses rotated the duty of preparing the next day’s dressings by cutting gauze into squares and packing it into unpainted tins ready to be baked in Munroe House’s old-fashioned black-leaded range until the edges were brown. The on-call evening nurse would remove them from the oven when they’d cooled and replenish the stores each morning before she went off duty. 

			Selecting three tins for her morning calls, Connie packed them alongside the cleaned instruments. She closed the cupboard and was just about to fasten her bag when she heard a car door slam in the street outside. An engine revved and there was a screech of wheels as the vehicle sped away. The gate into the back yard creaked open. As she peered through the sheen of early-morning ice covering the rear window, Connie’s mouth pulled into a firm line. Snapping her case shut, she slipped it under the chair at the top of the table and marched out into the hall. The faint sound of singing through the half-open kitchen door indicated that Mrs Pierce, the new cook, was already at her post. 

			Clasping her hands in front of her, Connie stood in the middle of the carpet runner with her eyes fixed on the back door. After a couple of seconds the brass handle turned slowly. The door edged open and Gladys slipped through the gap. She was dressed in a royal blue satin evening dress with open-toed court shoes, and had a short fox fur shrug around her shoulders. Her russet hair was gathered into an untidy bird’s nest on top of her head, with only a feather grip holding it in place, and her mascara and lipstick were smudged.

			‘Good morning, Sister Potter,’ Connie said pleasantly. ‘Or should that be good night, since you look ready for bed rather than a full day on the district.’

			Gladys blinked and screwed up her eyes. ‘You what?’

			‘Where have you been?’ Connie asked. 

			‘Out.’ A scornful expression spread across Gladys’s heavily made-up face. ‘Not that it’s any of your business, but my fella took me to the Sunset Club in Carnaby Street, and a right posh place it was too, though I don’t expect you’ve ever been there or even heard of it.’ 

			‘I have, actually,’ Connie replied. ‘But you wouldn’t find me in such a sleazy dive.’ 

			Gladys’s assurance wavered. ‘Yeah, well, my Raymond’s friendly with the owner. In fact, everyone knows him up West.’ 

			‘That doesn’t surprise me,’ Connie replied, regarding her coolly.

			Gladys gave her a belligerent look and headed for the stairs. 

			Connie stepped into her path. ‘You do know you’re supposed to be on call from eight, don’t you?’

			‘And I’ll be ready as soon as I’ve got my uniform on,’ Gladys replied, breathing liquor fumes in Connie’s face. 

			Connie moved her head away. ‘You can’t visit patients like that.’

			‘Like what?’

			‘Drunk.’

			‘I ain’t drunk,’ Gladys replied, wobbling on her shoes. 

			Connie raised an eyebrow. ‘Well you’re certainly not sober. And look at the state of you.’ Her eyes ran over the laddered stockings and creased dress, then rested on a love bite just peeking out from Gladys’s collar. ‘You’re a disgrace to your vocation.’

			An angry flush reddened Gladys’s face. ‘Who the bloody hell—’ One of her clip-on earrings slipped off and bounced on the floorboards. She scrabbled after it. 

			Connie gave her a contemptuous look. ‘Why don’t you just go upstairs before the others see what a sorry excuse for a nurse you really are? Go on. I’ll tell Miss Dutton you’re sick.’ 

			For one moment she thought Gladys was going to argue further, but then the other girl staggered backwards, catching the banister to steady herself. ‘As it happens, I don’t feel all the ticket.’ She swung around on the bottom post before tottering precariously up the stairs to her room. 

			Connie watched her until she disappeared, and then walked back into the treatment room. She went over to the duty blackboard and, picking up the rag, wiped Gladys’s name off the on-call rota and wrote her own instead. 

			 

			Connie perched unsteadily on the edge of the chair. She had to, because most of the seat was taken up with back issues of the Lancet. On the floor to her left and almost at the same height as her knees was another pile of dog-eared periodicals, but this time it was the British Medical Journal. 

			The Redmans Road surgery was just a stone’s throw from Charrington’s brewery on the Mile End Road and occupied the downstairs rooms of an old printworks, upstairs being a secretarial employment agency. Dr Carter had moved into the present site only a few weeks ago, after an unexploded bomb left by the Luftwaffe decided to get on with the job and blew the best part of Redmans Road to kingdom come. The old surgery that the Carters, father and son, had occupied for almost half a century was among the casualties. What surrounded Connie now was what the locals had salvaged from the rubble. 

			‘Would you oblige me by running through the list thus far, Sister?’ asked Dr Carter the younger, who had taken over from his father before the war. 

			Weaving his fingers together across his fob chain, leaning back in his old leather chair he contemplated the far wall where his medical certificates were displayed. 

			William Rutherford Carter must have been nearer fifty than forty, but with a surprisingly full head of golden-brown hair, he looked younger than his years. As ever, he was wearing his tweed jacket with the leather-patched elbows, and worn corduroy trousers, as if he were taking a prize pig to the country fair rather than inspecting boils and haemorrhoids. 

			Connie glanced down at her notebook. ‘I have Mrs Smith, Ogleby, Shaw and Hollis for maternity; Mrs Cornell, 48 Sydney Street, for a soap and water enema until we get a result; Mr Emery, 12 Cressey Place, for a morning wash and weekly bath, and Mrs Aster for a right leg ulcer.’ She turned the page. ‘And six-year-old Clifford Grant to teach his mother how to set up a vapour tent for his asthma.’ 

			Dr Carter pulled his pipe from his top pocket and tapped it out on the ashtray at his elbow. ‘Young Master Grant is turning into a delicate child; a referral to the Invalid Children’s Aid Association might be in order.’ 

			‘Yes, Doctor.’ 

			‘And perhaps you could let the do-nothings at the council know he’ll need a bit of supplementary teaching at home because of his wheezy lungs.’

			Connie bit her lip. ‘I thought they needed a letter from you?’

			A lordly smile lifted the corner of Dr Carter’s lips. ‘I’m sure they’ll waive the formalities for a pretty little thing like you.’ 

			Feeling her cheeks start to colour, Connie looked down at her notebook. ‘Is there anyone else you’d like me to visit?’ 

			‘Oh yes, I almost forgot. Mrs Cottrell’s being sent home from Guinness Ward tomorrow.’ 

			Connie looked astounded. ‘Nelly’s still alive?’ 

			‘Apparently so.’ Dr Carter shrugged. ‘It seems to fly in the face of all reason, not to mention Darwin’s theory of the survival of the fittest, but it seems that double pneumonia and septicaemia still aren’t enough to shuffle Nelly Cottrell off this mortal coil.’ His gaze ran over her face. ‘Do you know, Sister Byrne, you have very pretty eyes.’ 

			‘Thank you, Doctor,’ Connie replied, somewhat taken aback. ‘Er . . . what would you like us to do for Mrs Cottrell?’ 

			Dr Carter brushed a speck of dust from his sleeve. ‘Whatever you like, Sister. At eighty-nine, there’s not much more modern medicine can do for her, so I’ll leave it in your very capable hands.’ He tossed curled-up notebooks, prescription pads and leaflets aside until he found a sheet of flimsy pink paper on his roll-top desk. ‘You’d better have a copy of her hospital letter.’

			He held out the carbon copy to Connie. As she took it, his fingers brushed over hers, and a lazy smile spread across his face. 

			Connie looked down at her notes. ‘Is that all?’ 

			‘For now, although no doubt I’ll have another dozen pregnant women asking for maternity services when I next see you.’ 

			Connie closed her notebook and slipped it into her pocket. 

			‘I don’t usually listen to patient gossip, but I couldn’t help but overhear recently that you’ve been disappointed,’ said Dr Carter, his chair creaking as he shifted towards her. 

			‘Disappointed?’ 

			‘In love?’

			‘Oh!’

			His gaze searched her face. ‘Well all I can say, Connie – you don’t mind if I call you Connie, do you?’ 

			‘I suppose not . . .’

			‘All I can say is this fiancé of yours must be a very foolish young man.’ He shifted forward again. ‘Very foolish indeed.’ 

			‘He’s not my fiancé,’ Connie replied, a lump of desolation in her throat. ‘Not any more.’ 

			Her eyes felt tight so she looked away. 

			‘I’m sorry to cause you pain, and I wouldn’t have spoken except, you see, I know what it feels like to be rejected,’ he said, his face the epitome of misery. ‘My wife . . .’

			‘I didn’t know.’ 

			‘Yes. Two years ago.’ Dr Carter’s wretched expression lifted a little. ‘Of course, we hadn’t really been a couple for years, but . . .’ He rested his hand on Connie’s knee. ‘You know, if you ever need a shoulder to cry on . . .’

			‘You’re very kind.’ 

			‘Perhaps we could go for a drink. I know this little place in Cheapside.’

			Mercifully, the black telephone on his desk sprang into life. 

			‘Thank you, Doctor.’ Connie jumped to her feet. ‘I’m sure you have at least a dozen important things to do, so I won’t take up any more of your time.’ 

			Before he could reply, she had picked up her case and dashed out of the room. 

			 

			‘Hold still,’ laughed Connie, as she wiped the gauze laden with benzyl benzoate over the sole of Grace’s right foot. 

			‘I can’t,’ giggled Grace. ‘You’re tickling me.’

			She was back in the Tatums’ front lounge, helping Grace and her mother to apply the second scabies treatment. The first, a week ago, had probably done the trick, but the second treatment was standard practice. It was the end of a very long day. The afternoon clinic had been worse than usual, with the arrival of two emergency cases – a woman from a nearby sweatshop who had been scalded by steam, and a man who’d somehow managed to get his hand caught in some machinery. Thankfully, Beattie and her student were back early so they’d helped out, but Connie still hadn’t managed to send the last patient on their way until gone 5.40. 

			The door opened and Mrs Tatum strolled in wearing her silky dressing gown, her blonde hair whirled up into a topknot. 

			‘All done?’ she asked 

			‘Yes, we are,’ said Connie, dropping the used gauze on the newspaper by her side. ‘But it wouldn’t have taken so long if someone wasn’t so ticklish.’ She gave Grace her severe matron look and the young girl giggled again. 

			Mrs Tatum smiled fondly at her daughter, who was also in her nightdress and dressing gown. ‘What do you say to Sister Byrne?’

			‘Thank you, Sister Byrne.’ 

			‘My pleasure,’ said Connie, popping the cork back in the brown bottle containing the lotion and stowing it in her bag. ‘It’s all in a day’s work.’

			‘No, really,’ said Mrs Tatum. ‘You’ve put yourself out and saved us an awkward journey. I am very grateful.’ 

			Pushing her feet into her slippers, Grace rose and went over to the fireside chair. She picked up the copy of Black Beauty lying on the seat, then snuggled back against the cushions and opened the book. 

			Connie stood up and arched her back to ease the tightness in her spine. 

			‘Are you rushing off, Sister?’ Mrs Tatum asked as she tidied away her last few bits. 

			‘Not really,’ Connie replied. 

			‘Well then, why don’t I make us both a nice cup of coffee?’ asked Mrs Tatum. 

			Why not? Connie thought. She had her instruments to sterilise and restock for tomorrow, but as she had managed to get out of the evening’s trip to the Regency, she had plenty of time to do that. 

			‘That sounds perfect,’ she said. 

			Mrs Tatum smiled approvingly. ‘Good. You put your feet up and I’ll be back in a jiffy.’ She stoked up the smouldering coals in the grate, then left the room. 

			The fire crackled, and from the back of the house ‘Begin the Beguine’ drifted out. Taking her bag with her, Connie walked over to the sofa and sat down to write up her notes. Having completed the entry, she slipped the notes into the side pocket and leant back. Her eyes drifted up to the large portrait of Mrs Tatum and the older man on the mantelshelf. 

			‘That’s my dad,’ said Grace. 

			‘I guessed as much,’ Connie replied. 

			‘He died when I was a baby.’ 

			‘Oh dear.’ 

			‘Yes,’ continued Grace in a matter-of-fact tone. ‘He was knocked over by a bus in Aldgate on his way to work.’ 

			‘I’m sorry.’ 

			‘It’s all right,’ said Grace with a little shrug. ‘That picture was taken before I was born. I don’t remember him but Mummy’s told me all about him.’ 

			Connie smiled. ‘I’m sure she has.’ 

			‘He worked in a bank in the City and . . .’ a frown wrinkled Grace’s brow, ‘I think he worked with people in other countries or something. I’m not too sure but he was very high up.’ 

			Given the comfortable house Grace and her mother lived in, Connie wasn’t surprised to hear this. Whereas most families made do with a couple of rooms, Mrs Tatum had the entire house to herself, not to mention the small bedroom on the half-landing that had been turned into a bathroom. No zinc bath in front of the fire for Grace and her mother, and each room had a fire in the grate, which must have cost a pretty penny in coal each week. 

			‘Do you think I look like him?’ asked Grace.

			‘Maybe a little bit,’ said Connie tactfully. ‘But perhaps you take after your mother more.’ 

			The door opened and Mrs Tatum walked in carrying a tray with their coffee, a glass of milk and a plate of something Connie hadn’t tasted for five years: chocolate digestives. 

			‘There we go,’ she said as she put the tray on the low table in front of the sofa. ‘Sugar, Sister?’

			‘One, please,’ Connie replied. 

			Mrs Tatum handed her a cup, then offered her a biscuit. Connie took one and tucked it on the side of her saucer. Mrs Tatum put a gentle arm around her daughter’s shoulders. 

			‘Perhaps you’d like to take your milk and biscuit into the dining room and get on with your homework while Sister Byrne and I have our coffee.’ 

			‘Yes, Mummy,’ said Grace, putting the book aside. She slid off the chair, collected her drink and snack and walked towards the door. 

			‘And don’t forget it’s not long until the entrance test, so make sure you learn the extra spellings I gave you,’ Mrs Tatum called after her. 

			‘Yes, Mummy,’ Grace called behind her as she closed the lounge door. 

			Connie took a bite of biscuit. ‘Goodness, that’s delicious.’

			Mrs Tatum smiled and sipped her coffee. 

			‘Which school are you trying to get Grace into?’ Connie asked when the chocolate in her mouth had finally dissolved.

			‘Coborn School for Girls, in Bow,’ Mrs Tatum replied. 

			‘My friend Millie went there,’ said Connie. ‘It’s a good school, but I’ve heard it’s even more difficult to get into now, as there are only a few scholarship places each year and there’ve been double the applicants since the return of the evacuees. Although, from what I’ve seen of Grace, I’d think she’d sail through the entrance test.’ 

			A worried look clouded Mrs Tatum’s face. ‘I do hope so. I want her to join a profession, like teaching or nursing. Since she met you, she’s set up a hospital ward with her dolls.’ 

			Connie smiled. ‘I’m sure she’d be an excellent nurse, but nursing is a vocation, not a profession. I went to Raine’s, and lots of my class became personal secretaries and teachers, but I’ve felt called to be a nurse since I was Grace’s age and never considered doing anything else.’

			‘Well at least with a good education she will be able to stand on her own feet financially,’ said Mrs Tatum. 

			Connie smiled. ‘Perhaps she’ll go into banking like your husband.’ 

			Mrs Tatum looked blank for a moment, then a dazzling smile spread across her well-favoured face. 

			‘Ah yes, dear Gerald.’ She stood up and walked over to the mantelshelf. ‘Such a wonderful man,’ she said, picking up the portrait. 

			‘You both look very happy,’ said Connie.

			‘We were,’ she said, gazing adoringly down at the photo. ‘This was taken at the Café Royal just after Grace’s first birthday and only a week before he stepped out in front of a bus in Piccadilly.’ 

			‘Piccadilly?’ said Connie. ‘Grace told me her father was killed at Aldgate.’

			Mrs Tatum’s cheeks flushed. ‘Aldgate! Oh . . . yes . . . yes.’ Her assured smile returned. ‘Aldgate. Of course it was. Silly me. How could I have forgotten?’ 

			 

			Leaving mother and daughter to their quiet evening in, Connie cycled the half a mile back to Munroe House. She was more than ready to tuck into her supper, but as she turned the corner of Roland Street, her heart leapt into her throat.

			Leaning casually against the wall was Charlie, dressed as if he was going out for the night, with a cigarette dangling from his right hand. When he spotted her, he took a last drag on his cigarette and stood away from the brickwork. 

			With the blood pounding through her ears almost deafening her, Connie rolled to a stop and stepped off her bike. 

			‘Hello, Connie,’ he said, in that warm, honey tone guaranteed to melt her bones. 

			Although she shouldn’t have let them, her eyes roamed freely over his face, noting the contrast between his soft cheeks and harsh bristle, the golden flecks in the blue of his eyes and the bluntness of his chin. 

			‘What are you doing here?’ 

			‘Waiting for you,’ he replied, flicking his spent cigarette into the gutter. ‘I just wanted to talk to you, Connie.’ 

			‘What about?’ 

			‘Well, seeing you the other day made me think that perhaps you and me could straighten things out.’ 

			With something akin to a millstone pressing down on her chest, Connie tore her gaze from his face. 

			‘I’m late for supper.’ 

			‘I just want to have a little chat with you, Connie, that’s all,’ he pleaded, raking his fingers through his hair in that oh-so-familiar way. ‘To say I’m sorry. Properly.’ 

			Connie gave a harsh laugh. ‘Don’t you think it’s a bit late for that?’

			‘Maybe, but . . . Look, I’ll be in the snug in the Rose and Punchbowl at eight on Friday—’

			‘Goodbye, Charlie, and give my regards to Maria,’ said Connie. Concentrating on the spinning spokes of her front wheel, she rolled her bike past him and into the back yard of Munroe House. 

			‘I’ll be there until closing if you change your mind,’ he called after her. 

			 

			Although the melodious strings of the BBC orchestra drifted out across the nurses’ lounge, Connie was no more listening to the music than she was reading the book propped open on her lap. How could she? The image of Charlie waiting for her outside the back gate materialised in her mind for the umpteenth time, but she cut it short and glanced at the clock. Almost nine, and with a bit of luck Millie would be back soon; in fact Connie was surprised she wasn’t home already. 

			‘Good book?’ called Beattie from the other side of the room, where she and Sally were playing draughts.

			Dragging her mind away from her feckless ex-fiancé, Connie forced a smile. ‘Yes, very romantic.’ She looked down at the title printed across the top of the page, only to find she’d picked an Agatha Christie novel from the shelf. She turned a page and pretended to be engrossed. 

			The music recital came to a close, and just as the plummy tones of the presenter announced the following quiz programme, the door opened and Millie walked in. Her fatigued eyes searched the room until she spotted Connie, and then she made her way over. 

			Connie put the book aside. ‘How’s your mum?’ 

			Millie flopped next to her on the sofa. ‘So-so.’ 

			‘These things take time,’ said Connie. 

			‘I know,’ Millie replied. ‘And now that all the shops are getting decked out for Christmas, she’s thinking about what it will be like without Dad.’ 

			The door opened and Mary, the evening maid, still in her pinafore and white cap, pushed in the trolley loaded with a dozen mugs of hot milk, Ovaltine and cocoa. 

			‘You stay put. I’ll get it,’ Connie said, standing up. ‘What do you want?’ 

			Millie rallied a weary smile. ‘Ovaltine, thanks.’ 

			Leaving Millie with her head resting back on the lacy sofa cover and her eyes closed, Connie went to fetch their bedtime drinks. 

			‘There you go,’ she said when she returned clutching two mugs in one hand and a plate in the other. ‘And I’ve got us a couple of digestives to soak it up.’

			‘So what have you been up to today?’ asked Millie. 

			‘Oh, this and that.’ Connie took a sip of her drink. ‘Charlie was waiting for me at the gate when I got back.’ 

			Millie’s mouth dropped open. ‘He’s got a nerve!’

			‘Said he wanted to have a little chat,’ explained Connie. 

			‘About what?’ 

			‘Getting things straight between us.’ 

			‘It’s too late for that, isn’t it?’ 

			‘It was too late the moment he stepped off that train,’ agreed Connie. ‘He even had the cheek to ask me to meet him in the Rose and Punchbowl on Friday. I told him to give my regards to his wife.’ 

			‘Good for you,’ said Millie. She reached down and retrieved a copy of Woman’s Weekly from the magazine rack beside the chair. 

			Cradling her cocoa, Connie raised it to her lips. ‘He said he’d wait until last orders in case I changed my mind.’ 

			Millie’s head snapped up. ‘You’re not thinking of going?’ she asked, scrutinising Connie’s face. 

			‘Really, Millie!’ Connie laughed, not quite able to look her friend in the eye. ‘What sort of idiot do you take me for?’

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Eight

			Staring at the faded candy-striped fabric of the portable screen, Connie worked her way down the six-month bulge of Freda Johnson’s stomach as she tried to visualise what was beneath her fingertips. 

			It was the third Thursday in November, and as usual the antenatal clinic was packed with pregnant women and fractious toddlers. Connie, Hannah and Pat, the new student Queenie who was assisting them, had all bolted down their lunch so they could get the treatment room in order before the first expectant mothers arrived. The three antiquated fabric screens had been wheeled out and lined up either side of the two examination couches in readiness. They were supposed to provide privacy, but as they were almost transparent with age and washing, they were of little effect. Added to which, the two rows of chairs were set out so close to the screens that those waiting could pass the time by listening in on the consultation only a few feet from them. 

			The rain had been lashing against the windows since dawn, so not only was there the usual odour of cigarettes and full nappies in the cramped clinic but also the smell of damp wool. If that wasn’t enough to give you a headache, then the screams of babies wanting to be fed and the shouts of protesting toddlers were guaranteed to. 

			Stretching her hand wide, Connie grasped just above Freda’s pubic bone and found the baby’s head immediately. 

			‘He’s head down,’ she said, smiling at the round-faced brunette with her petticoat pulled up under her chin and her well-washed knickers tucked beneath her bump. 

			Connie had delivered Freda’s first baby – a bouncing ten-pound boy – in an Anderson shelter during a night raid in June 1940. Young William had been an easy delivery, as had John, Ruth and Marge who’d followed, so Connie was confident that number five would be much the same. 

			‘That’s all fine, Mrs Johnson,’ she said, reaching for the Bakelite instrument on the stainless-steel trolley beside her. ‘But if I could just listen to baby’s heart.’

			‘Course you can, luv,’ said Freda. 

			Pressing her ear to the narrow end of her foetal stethoscope, Connie watched the second hand on her watch turn for half a minute while counting the heartbeats. She doubled the number in her head before straightening up with a smile. 

			‘Spot on. You can get up now.’ 

			As Freda adjusted her clothing and got off the couch, Connie wrote up her observations. 

			‘I’d like to see you on the third of January, and then every two weeks.’ 

			‘Right you are, Sister,’ said Freda, winding a long knitted scarf around her neck and taking a pack of ten Woodbines from her pocket. 

			Connie smiled and handed Freda her notes. ‘Could you give these to the nurse at the desk?’

			Once Freda had gone, Connie poured some surgical spirit on to a gauze square and wiped her stethoscope and tape measure, then replaced the antiseptic paper on the couch. Satisfied that everything was in order, she stepped through the gap between the screens.

			‘Next,’ she called above the hubbub of voices.

			A young woman with blonde hair cropped becomingly around her ears, wearing a fitted brown coat and a bright red felt hat with matching handbag, stood up. 

			‘That’s me, I think,’ she laughed, beaming around at the women surrounding her. Sensing a first baby in the offing, they smiled indulgently as she picked her way between the children and pushchairs towards Connie. 

			‘This is all new to me,’ she giggled, handing Connie her notes. ‘It’s my first.’

			Connie smiled and glanced at the name on the top. ‘Mrs Valerie Webb?’ 

			The young woman nodded. ‘That’s me, and call me Val.’

			‘I’m Sister Byrne,’ said Connie, closing the curtain behind her. ‘And you’ve come to book in with us today?’ 

			‘I have,’ said Mrs Webb. ‘I might be a bit too soon, but my Ron said I ought to come to make sure everything’s all right.’ 

			‘That’s very sensible of him,’ said Connie.

			A fond look stole over Mrs Webb’s pretty face. ‘He’s like that. Ever since he got back, he can’t do enough for me. He even hung out the washing yesterday before he went on shift so I didn’t have to stretch up.’ 

			Connie smiled politely. ‘Please take a seat.’ 

			Mrs Webb tucked her skirt under her and settled in the straight-backed chair beside the couch, putting her handbag on the floor beside her. 

			Connie reviewed her medical history, noting that her blood pressure was normal, that nothing untoward had shown up in her urine and that her last period had been approximately nine weeks before, making her due date the end of May. 

			‘I see you’ve been married for four years and your husband works at Crane Wharf,’ said Connie.

			‘That’s right,’ said Mrs Webb. ‘The manager gave him his old job back without a quibble. Well, they had to or he’d have had them all down tools. He’s a shop steward, you see.’

			Connie nodded. ‘And you live in Smithy Street.’

			‘Only until we can get a place on the new estate in Dagenham.’ She put her hands on her stomach and glanced down. ‘Ron and me want our baby to be brought up in the country.’ 

			Connie perused the notes again. ‘I can see we’ve got a full history of your family’s health but not very much about your husband’s.’ 

			‘His mother’s as fit as a fiddle, more’s the pity.’ Mrs Webb looked apologetically at Connie. ‘I know I shouldn’t say it, but we live with her and it’s not easy. She has family in Hackney, I think, but they could be dead for all I know. There was an almighty bust-up years ago, before I met Ron, and his mother has had nothing to do with them since. Sorry.’ 

			Connie put Mrs Webb’s notes on the trolley next to her equipment. ‘Oh well, never mind. If you just take off your coat and hop up on to the couch. I probably won’t be able to feel anything much until at least three and a half months, but I like to do a quick examination, if you don’t mind.’ 

			‘All right. That’s fine with me,’ said Mrs Webb.

			She stood up and slipped off her coat to reveal a stylish burnt-orange button-through dress with padded shoulders and a pencil skirt. Connie’s eyes flickered over the seams pulled tight across her stomach. Draping the coat over the back of the chair, Mrs Webb stepped out of her shoes and, placing them beside her handbag, climbed on to the couch. 

			‘If you could just wriggle your skirt up to your waist and your knickers down to your hips, I think that will be fine,’ said Connie. 

			Mrs Webb eased her slimline skirt up to reveal a pair of very lacy French knickers and a suspender belt holding up her nylons. 

			‘My Ron brought them back from France,’ she explained. 

			Connie smiled. ‘I’m just going to run my hands over your tummy, so I want you to relax.’ 

			Mrs Webb nodded and lay back. 

			Like the rest of the population after six years of food rationing, there was very little fat on Mrs Webb’s body, and in repose her stomach was concave except for a slight swelling just below her waistline. 

			Connie rubbed her hands together. ‘Take a deep breath and hold it.’

			Mrs Webb breathed in and clamped her lips tight.

			Splaying her fingers, Connie grasped just above Mrs Webb’s pubic bone, then cupped her other hand and placed it below the woman’s navel. She pressed down and felt an egg-sized hardness in the palm of her hand. 

			‘Have you had any sickness?’ 

			‘A bit, but that stopped a month ago,’ replied Mrs Webb. 

			Connie removed her hands and picked up Mrs Webb’s record. ‘When did you say your last period was?’

			‘Thirty-first of August,’ Mrs Webb replied. ‘I remember because Ron came home on the Friday after VJ day, the seventeenth, and it was exactly two weeks after that.

			‘And what was it like? Your period, I mean. Was it less than usual and did it last as long?’ Connie asked. 

			Mrs Webb looked puzzled. ‘Come to think of it, I usually go for five days but this came and went in two and it was a lot lighter than usual.’

			‘Have you had any bleeding since?’ 

			Mrs Webb shook her head. ‘Why?’ 

			‘Because, Mrs Webb,’ Connie replied jollily, ‘you must have been very welcoming to your husband when he returned, because you’re actually four months pregnant, not three. What you thought was a period was in fact just a bleed. It happens sometimes in the first few months. It’s to do with the hormones.’ 

			‘The what?’ 

			‘The body’s chemicals that keep your insides balanced,’ Connie explained. ‘It takes a couple of weeks for your body to get used to having a baby inside it, and that’s why some women are sick to start with. I suspect that in your case the baby hadn’t quite fixed itself properly so there was a little show when your period was due. But don’t worry, it’s quite common. In fact one woman I looked after bled every four weeks up to her sixth month and still delivered a healthy baby at the end of it.’ 

			Mrs Webb’s hand closed over her abdomen. ‘Are you sure? I mean, couldn’t I be carrying twins?’ 

			‘Are there any in your family?’ 

			Her shoulders slumped. ‘Not that I know of, but there might be in Ron’s.’ 

			‘Well, perhaps, but since your morning sickness stopped when you reached your third month, and as a twin pregnancy doesn’t make much difference to the womb size at this early stage, I’d stick to my original thought. Now,’ Connie put on her professional smile, ‘we run a clinic on Tuesday and Thursday afternoon and you can come to either, but I’d like to see you again in a month’s time, just before Christmas. I see you’re one of Dr Richards’ patients, so I’ll visit you in the New Year to advise you how to get your home ready for baby. You can get dressed now.’ 

			After a slight hesitation, Mrs Webb adjusted her clothing and got off the couch. 

			Connie handed the young woman her notes. ‘If you go back to the nurse on the desk, she’ll give you a form to take to the local food ministry office so you can get the green ration book. It allows you extra milk and meat during your pregnancy and while you’re breastfeeding. And don’t worry, you’re in good company. You won’t be the only woman around here having a VJ baby next May.’ 

			‘VJ night . . .’ muttered Mrs Webb, staring at the file in her hand. 

			The rusty wheels squeaked as Connie pushed the screen aside. ‘And if you have any problems, such as bleeding or cramps, we’re only at the end of the phone.’ 

			Mrs Webb gave her a vague smile and left.

			Connie cleaned her instruments again, laid out another paper sheet, then opened the screen and stepped out. 

			‘Who’s next?’ she said, scanning the dozen or so women in the treatment room. Her heart started to thump painfully as her gaze fixed on Charlie’s wife, Maria, in the back row. Their eyes locked for a second, then Maria Ross rose to her feet and slowly ran her hands over her distended stomach. The shard of pain lodged deep in Connie’s chest twisted as a self-satisfied expression spread across the other woman’s face. 

			The patient in the cubicle next door emerged, followed by Hannah who, sensing something was wrong, stepped in front of Connie. 

			‘If you’d like to come this way,’ she said, beckoning Maria forward. 

			Maria gave Connie a pitying look, then made her way to the front before disappearing behind the screen. There was some sniggering as a couple of the local gossips explained the awkward situation to their neighbours, then the room fell silent. 

			Connie took a firm grip on herself and turned to the waiting women. ‘So, ladies,’ she said, forcing a jolly smile. ‘Whose turn is it now?’ 

			 

			Connie shoved her needle through the next stitch, then looped the pink three-ply wool over her left knitting needle and hooked it through. 

			She was alone in the nurses’ quiet room at the side of the house, overlooking the small garden and the perimeter wall. Of course she could have gone upstairs and joined the others in the main lounge, but tonight she didn’t feel in the mood for company. It was Friday. Although she had promised herself not to, she glanced at the clock on the mantelshelf again. Twenty past eight. By now Charlie would be sitting in the bar at the Rose and Punchbowl. 

			She lowered her eyes and slipped her needle through the next stitch. The door opened and Sally walked in. 

			‘Oh,’ she said, looking surprised to see Connie sitting in the window. ‘I thought you’d gone out with Beattie.’ 

			‘I was going to, but I’ve got a bit of a headache,’ Connie said.

			‘Well, knitting in this light won’t help,’ said Sally, flicking the light switch. The suspended glass bowl hanging by three stout chains from the ceiling rose glowed as the light bulbs inside warmed up. ‘What are you making?’ 

			‘A jumper for my sister Bernadette’s new baby,’ said Connie. ‘I want to get it finished so she can wear it for our cousin Mary’s wedding at the end of March.’ 

			‘A spring wedding, how lovely,’ said Sally. 

			‘Yes,’ said Connie, in a tone that said otherwise. She was pleased for Mary, of course, but given her own recent experience, the prospect of a family wedding didn’t exactly fill her with delight, especially with her mother close at hand. 

			She shoved her dispiriting thoughts aside and smiled. ‘You look nice. New dress?’ 

			Sally nodded. ‘I made it myself.’ She turned back and forth. ‘Do you think it’s all right? I mean, not too dressy for a first date. And are my seams straight?’ 

			‘No, it’s not too dressy for a first date, and yes, your seams are perfectly straight. You look lovely, and that cornflower blue really brings out the colour of your eyes. Who’s the lucky man?’ 

			‘His name is Tony Crisp. He owns Tony’s Motor Shop in Globe Road,’ Sally replied. 

			The door opened and Gladys strolled in, a fur wrap slung around her shoulders. In contrast with Sally, whose simple day dress and understated make-up enhanced her natural good looks, Gladys had gone to town for her night out. A heavy application of panstick and face powder had given her ruddy complexion an unnatural flat tone. This in itself wouldn’t have been so bad if she’d used muted tones for her eyes, but instead she’d gone for an aquamarine shadow. The coloured beads encrusting the shoulder pads of her black dress put Connie in mind of an American general, while the French pleat in her curly russet hair was held in place by a diamanté comb.

			Her scarlet mouth pulled into a tight line when she saw Connie and Sally. ‘Oh, I thought you were upstairs.’ 

			The mantelshelf clock struck the half-hour, and Sally jumped. ‘Crumbs. Is that the time? I’m supposed to be at the bus stop at quarter to. Bye.’ The door banged closed as she left the room. 

			Gladys adjusted her stole, then sidled over to the window and gazed out. 

			‘You’re a bit done up for darts at the Duck and Drake, aren’t you, Gladys?’ said Connie, resting her knitting on her lap. 

			‘Very funny,’ Gladys replied, not taking her eyes from the street outside. ‘I’m going up West.’

			‘What, with that tall chap in the expensive suit who owns the Ford?’ said Connie.

			Gladys’s head snapped around. ‘How do you know about him?’

			‘I was in the kitchen the night before last making myself a hot drink when I saw you get out of his car,’ Connie replied. 

			‘What, at two in the morning?’ 

			‘I couldn’t sleep,’ Connie replied. 

			Gladys glanced at her watch, then returned to her contemplation of the road outside. ‘If you must know, I am waiting for Wilfred. He’s got a bit of a drive from St John’s Wood but he’ll be here any moment now.’ She stroked the fur draped over her shoulder and a satisfied smile spread across her face. ‘He’s got such class and sophistication.’ 

			‘And a wife.’ 

			Under the layers of make-up, Gladys’s cheeks flamed. ‘How . . . ?’

			‘Come off it,’ laughed Connie. ‘Only a mistress gets a mink stole like that.’ 

			A car drew up and gave two blasts on the hooter. Gladys pulled back the lace curtain and waved excitedly. She hurried over to the mirror above the mantelpiece and checked her lipstick. Then she adjusted the fur and made her way to the door.

			As she reached for the brass handle, she turned. ‘Anyway, even if Wilfred is married, at least I’m out there having a bit of fun, not sitting by myself knitting for other people’s babies.’ 

			The door slammed, shooting a dart of wretchedness though Connie’s heart. She looked down at the little pink garment on her needles, and tears welled up in her eyes. Then she glanced at the clock again, shoved her knitting aside and stood up. 

			 

			Connie stood on the corner of Jubilee Street and Redmans Road and regarded the front door of the Rose and Punchbowl thoughtfully. Contrary to what she’d thought four days before, she found she actually had a great deal to say to Charlie. But now that she was outside the down-at-heel pub, she wondered if she should go in after all. 

			The faded red door swung open and two men stumbled out. Connie took a deep breath, then, without giving herself the opportunity to change her mind, strode across the road and through the door. 

			The Rose and Punchbowl was a spit-and-sawdust kind of pub – well, spit and stained carpet would be nearer the mark. It had discoloured non-descript wallpaper, low lighting, and a bar running along the left-hand wall. The small room was crammed with beer-stained tables around which men huddled clutching pints. They looked at Connie and nudged each other as she walked in, but she ignored the muttering and smirks and scanned the sea of faces until she spotted Charlie at a table by himself at the back of the room. He smiled, and despite the furious argument racing around in her head, Connie’s lips threatened to rise at the corners. 

			He hurried through the throng of drinkers to meet her. 

			‘Hello, Connie, I didn’t think you’d come,’ he said, taking her hand.

			Connie snatched it back. ‘Neither did I.’ 

			He took her elbow and guided her towards the table. ‘Well, you’re here now, that’s all that matters. Let me get you a drink. What do you want?’ 

			‘Just a tonic water,’ Connie replied, tucking her skirt under her and sitting down. 

			Charlie went to the bar, returning within a couple of minutes. He set their drinks on cardboard coasters advertising Double Diamond and then sat down beside her. 

			Connie took a sip and pulled a face. ‘I said just tonic.’ 

			Charlie frowned. ‘Sorry. I thought you said gin and tonic.’ He took a packet of Benson & Hedges from his pocket and flipped open the lid. ‘I meant to say it when you walked in, but you’re looking good and that colour really—’ 

			‘What did you want to chat about?’ Connie put her glass down. 

			Charlie looked put out by her interruption, but his smile rallied. 

			‘Well, Connie,’ he said, striking a match and drawing on his cigarette. ‘As me and you have been pals since—’ 

			‘We weren’t pals, Charlie,’ Connie cut in. ‘We were engaged to be married. I had the ring to prove it.’

			‘I know, and that’s why I owe you an explanation.’ He took her hand. ‘I don’t like us being at odds with each other so I want to put the past behind us. You know, clear the air.’

			‘Do you?’ said Connie brittly. 

			His smile widened. ‘Yes, and to say I’m sorry.’ 

			‘Sorry for what exactly?’ spat Connie. ‘Sorry for stringing me along? Sorry for having me organise a whole wedding? Or perhaps making me a laughing stock on every street corner? Is that what you’re sorry about? Well let me tell you, I’m sorry too. Sorry I spent the last four years worrying about you and counting every second until you came home, but most of all I’m sorry I was too stupid to realise that when your letters stopped arriving it wasn’t because of the army post but because you’d changed your mind.’

			‘It wasn’t like that,’ said Charlie. ‘You don’t understand. You don’t know what it was like over there, living in bombed-out buildings with the enemy shelling you, dropping bombs on you day and night. Never knowing if the next one had your name on it.’ 

			Connie raised an eyebrow. ‘I think as the Luftwaffe visited London every night for five years I might have a pretty good idea.’ 

			‘I know, I know,’ Charlie replied. ‘But at least you were here with your folks, not stuck in some godforsaken place with no one. After I went back last time, I spent a year trudging across North Africa, up to my armpits in bloody sand and scorpions, and if that wasn’t bad enough, just when we’ve cleared the pigging Germans out of Alexandria, we’re herded on to a troop carrier and shipped over to Italy.’

			‘Well poor you,’ she said flatly. 

			His sad expression deepened. ‘Honestly, Connie, I didn’t mean to hurt you, but things happen.’ 

			‘I could see that when Maria’s coat flapped open,’ Connie replied. 

			‘I don’t expect you to understand,’ said Charlie, looking hurt. ‘No one would unless they were there, but war sort of makes you do things that would never have entered your head before. The places and people make you feel different somehow, and a lot of the fellas I was with said the same.’ 

			‘And these fellas, the ones who agreed with you, did they all come home with Italian wives too?’ asked Connie, as the image of Maria smirking at her in the clinic flashed through her mind. 

			‘No, no they didn’t, and fair dos, Connie, I let you down, let you down badly. I know I should have written, but I tell you this.’ That rare, tender smile of his lifted the corners of his mouth. ‘There were times, when we’d been shelled for weeks on end and when I hadn’t slept for days, that the thought of you was the only thing that kept me going.’

			She held his gaze. ‘That was, of course, until you clapped eyes on Maria.’ 

			Charlie took another drag on his cigarette. ‘It wasn’t like that. I was in the middle of a war zone, under constant fire, and my platoon were holed up in a village just outside—’

			‘Look, Charlie, I don’t care about the whys and wherefores of how you met Maria. The fact is, you’re married now.’

			Charlie’s handsome face dropped and he raked his fingers through his hair. ‘You don’t know how hard it is, Connie. It started the moment we turned up at my mother’s house. Nothing suited Maria. Mum did my washing like she always did and Maria did it again. Mum accidentally knocked one of her pictures of the Virgin Mary off the mantelshelf when she was dusting and Maria went mental. Screaming like a lunatic.’ He ground the butt into the ashtray in the centre of the table. ‘Looking back, perhaps I’d be a lot better off now if I had kept you in mind. And what with you looking so pretty in that dress and sitting beside me just like old times, it makes me wish it even more.’ 

			Before she could stop it, the love she’d held deep in her heart all these years rose in Connie’s chest. She stamped it down firmly and took another mouthful of her G and T. 

			‘Well, as you say,’ she gave her ex-fiancé a dazzling smile, ‘probably best to put it all behind us.’

			 

			Sitting up in bed, Connie pummelled the pillow a couple of times, then lay down and resumed her study of the light fixture above her head in the darkness. 

			I let you down, Charlie’s voice repeated yet again in her head.

			Too blooming right you did, thought Connie, glaring at the fringe around the bottom of the lampshade. 

			The thought of you was the only thing that kept me going, he said. 

			Pull the other one, she continued the mental argument. And don’t sit there whining to me about how unhappy you are! You made your bed with Maria, now you have to lie in it, Carlos. 

			She sighed heavily and closed her eyes again. This would not do. She had a full day’s work in front of her, and at this rate she’d be lucky if she got any sleep at all. And it was all Charlie’s fault. 

			She took a deep breath and forced herself to think of something else. She ran through the list of patients she had to visit in the morning and the supplies she’d need from the dressing cupboard, and then she moved on to what to buy the family for Christmas. Leaving the adults aside for the moment, she decided on Boy’s Own, Champion, Dandy and Beano annuals for Mo’s three boys and Jim’s son and thought Bernie’s two elder girls would probably like some new socks, while her niece Janice, who was mad about sewing, would be happy with a knitting kit. That only left baby Betty. 

			An image of Maria with her heavy stomach, holding on to Charlie’s arm, flashed through Connie’s mind again. She sat up. 

			And how dare he say I looked pretty? 

			She attacked the pillow again, but before she could lie down, a floorboard creaked on the landing and someone giggled. Letting out an exasperated breath, she flung back the blankets and got out of bed. If that was one of the trainees mucking about, she’d give them a piece of her mind. Taking her dressing gown from the end of the bed, she thrust her arms into the sleeves, padded across the room and yanked open the door. 

			Instead of it being one of the four student Queenies, it was Millie who was out on the landing, wearing her dressing gown too and holding open the window to the fire exit. Alex was with her. They stared adoringly at each other for a moment, then he drew her close and kissed her before ducking through the window. Millie gazed after him, then, with a last wave, silently lowered the sash window. As she turned away, she saw Connie and hurried over. 

			‘Oh Connie, you’ll never guess,’ she whispered, her eyes bright with excitement. ‘Alex proposed.’

			‘Did he?’ asked Connie in the same hushed tone. 

			‘Yes, I know we’ve only known each other a few months, but . . .’ Millie clasped her hands together and looked upwards. ‘Oh Connie, I love him so much.’ 

			‘I should hope so,’ said Connie, looking pointedly at her friend’s night attire. 

			Millie blushed. ‘Yes, well,’ she shrugged. ‘You know . . .’ 

			Thankfully Connie didn’t, which saved her the worry of having to explain that to any future husband. 

			‘When?’

			‘I’m not sure, but May or June we think,’ Millie replied. ‘Alex has applied to join the Palestinian Police Force and—’

			One of the bedroom doors on the floor above opened and footsteps sounded across the landing. 

			‘I’ll tell you all about it at breakfast,’ she said, lowering her voice. ‘But not a word to anyone. We’ve got to tell my mum yet.’ 

			Connie nodded and hugged her friend. ‘I’m so pleased for you,’ she said under her breath. ‘And I’m sure you’ll both be very happy.’ 

			‘Thank you,’ said Millie.

			Back in her room, Connie shrugged her dressing gown off and laid it across the foot of the bed. She got in, pulled the sheets and blankets up to her chin and snuggled down. After a second or two, she rolled over and buried her face in the pillow, sobbing as if her heart would break. 

			 

			Maud took a sip of her brandy and orange and dabbed the corner of her eye with her handkerchief. ‘I remember the day he was born,’ she sniffed. ‘And now he’s leaving . . .’ She blew her nose noisily. 

			‘He’s only going to do his National Service, Mum, he’s not off to the moon,’ said Connie. 

			It was just after midday on the first Saturday in December, and the family were gathered in the corner of the Northern Star. It was a typical East End Victorian pub, with a flock-wallpapered L-shaped public bar, an upright piano – almost in tune – a dartboard with a rubber mat in front of it, and a collection of dour-faced elderly regulars who seemed to be permanently glued to the polished mahogany counter. 

			Maud was flanked by Mo and Bernie, with four-month-old Betty asleep in the pram next to her. Sheila was working, so she had been excused from attending the gathering to wave Bobby goodbye. The children of the family were there too, but as they weren’t allowed in the bar, they were playing outside, popping their heads through the door from time to time to badger their parents for a bottle of lemonade or a packet of crisps. 

			Maud put on her wounded look. ‘When you’ve had one of your own, you’ll understand.’ 

			Connie rolled her eyes and Mo and Bernie gave her a sympathetic look.

			‘Seventeen hours in labour I was,’ her mother continued. ‘He was ten pound too. Almost tore me in half. I’m surprised I’m here to tell the tale.’ She looked across at her youngest child, who was propping up the bar with the men of the family. ‘But I’ll tell you this and I’ll tell you no more: he’s worth all the agony.’ A maudlin expression lifted her heavy features. 

			Bobby was dressed in his best suit and tie and had a small suitcase next to him on the floor, a pint in his hand and a grin as wide as the Blackwall Tunnel across his face. Doubtless the older men were instructing him not to drink too much and to avoid the young women who hung around the army camp. Probably the two things about National Service he was looking forward to most, Connie thought. 

			Maud sniffed and dabbed her dry eyes again. ‘I hope he don’t get sent to Germany with all those Nazis still running around.’ 

			‘He’s got basic training first before he’s sent anywhere, and the war’s over, Mum,’ said Connie. 

			‘Even so, those Krauts are a sly bunch,’ her mother continued. ‘I wouldn’t put it past them to start it all up again.’ 

			‘Honestly, Mum, I don’t think there’s much chance of that. The papers say the whole country’s a pile of rubble, and I expect ordinary Germans are as tired of the war as we are.’ 

			‘Connie’s right, Mum. The Sketch says they’re starving in the streets,’ said Mo.

			‘Let them starve,’ snapped Maud. ‘Serves them bloody well right for starting it, and after what they did in those camps!’ 

			‘You don’t mean the babies too,’ said Bernie, putting her hand on the handle of the pram.

			Her mother crossed her arms and adjusted her bosom. ‘What sort of woman do you think I am? Course not the babies. They should be adopted by people over here who can’t have any themselves.’ 

			‘Right, ladies,’ said Jim, with his arm around his younger brother’s shoulders. ‘I’m afraid time’s moving on and our Bobby has to get himself to King’s Cross, so we’re going to have to say ta-ta.’ 

			Cliff and Eddy shook Bobby’s hand and slapped him on the back. 

			‘Be good,’ said Cliff.

			‘And if you can’t be good, be careful,’ added Eddy.

			Then it was Jim’s turn. ‘Good luck, squirt.’ 

			‘Thanks, big bruv.’ 

			They had a couple of manly shakes before Jim caught Bobby in a bear hug for a second . 

			‘That’ll do,’ he said, breaking free. ‘Don’t want people thinking we’re a couple of nancies.’ 

			Everyone laughed, then Mo and Bernie stood up and squashed Bobby between them in a hug. 

			‘Make sure you eat properly,’ said Mo, planting a noisy smacker on her brother’s freshly shaved cheek. 

			‘Yes, Mo,’ said Bobby. 

			‘And keep your socks dry,’ added Bernie. ‘You don’t want to get foot rot.’ 

			‘I will, Bernie.’ 

			Maud struggled to her feet and held out her arms. ‘Ain’t you forgetting someone, son?’

			‘Course not, Mum,’ he said, extricating himself from his two oldest sisters. He moved around to his mother and embraced her. 

			‘You look after yourself, do you hear?’ she sniffled, clinging on to him.

			‘I will,’ he said, kissing the top of her head. 

			‘And make sure you write as soon as you get to the base so I know you’ve arrived safely.’ 

			‘I’m only going to Catterick,’ laughed Bobby. 

			‘Well you never know,’ she replied. ‘Some funny people travel on trains.’ She reached up and ruffled his hair.

			‘Mum . . .’ he said, twisting away and looking around self-consciously.

			‘Seems a shame to cut all those lovely curls off,’ she sighed. ‘I remember when you were just a nipper how I—’ 

			‘He needs to be on his way, Mother,’ cut in Arthur. 

			Bobby turned to face his father. ‘Bye, Dad.’

			Arthur grasped his hand. ‘Good luck, son.’ A twinkle of something lit his eyes and his usually sombre expression lifted a little. ‘I know you’ll do us proud,’ he said gruffly.

			They shook hands again, and then Bobby picked up his suitcase and looked at Connie. ‘Walk us out, sis?’

			‘Try and stop me,’ she replied, slipping her arm through his. 

			Once the pub door had swung closed, Bobby turned to her. 

			‘So are you going to tell me to keep my nose clean, or make sure I get enough sleep?’ he chuckled.

			‘I’m sure you’ll do neither,’ laughed Connie. ‘I’m just going to tell you to enjoy yourself and to grab any opportunity that comes your way. And’ – she placed her hands on either side of his face and scowled at him – ‘if you don’t write me at least one letter a month, I’ll . . . well, never mind what, just make sure you do.’ 

			Bobby laughed and hugged her with his free arm. ‘I promise.’ He kissed her loudly on the cheek, then released her, saluted with a boyish smile and marched off down the street. 

			Tears pinched the corners of her eyes. Not for Bobby, of course; she was sure he’d have a whale of a time. As she watched him, suitcase in hand, heading off to join the army, it wasn’t her brother she was thinking of, it was Charlie.

			 

			‘This will do,’ said Maud, barging past a woman with two small children. Leaning over the table, she spread her shopping along one bench and herself on the other. ‘Get me the usual and I’ll keep our seats,’ she called over the hubbub. 

			Putting their shopping bags that were bursting with Christmas presents alongside their mother, Connie and Mo exchanged a weary look then made their way to queue at the counter. 

			With its cream, brown and sage Victorian tiles decorating the walls, wooden benches either side of the polished marble-topped tables, and steaming vats of stewed eels behind the counter, Cooke’s pie and mash shop had served up the cockney fare for well over half a century. Like the decor, the menu hadn’t changed in fifty years and remained a choice of either stewed eels or a steak pie served with mashed potatoes – with the traditional lumps – smothered in opaque liquor. This pale gravy was in fact parsley sauce but made from the water used to boil the eels, which gave it a unique flavour and a green tinge. 

			Situated on Stratford High Street, next to the bus stops either side of the road and opposite the tram station, Cooke’s was always busy on a Saturday lunchtime, with shoppers coming from as far afield as Ilford and Whitechapel and all stops in between. However, today, the last Saturday before Christmas, the place was positively heaving with red-faced women and fractious children doing last-minute Christmas shopping. 

			‘I don’t see why we have to come here every time,’ said Mo as they shuffled forward. ‘Lyon’s is so much nicer.’

			‘Because if we didn’t, we’d never hear the end of it,’ Connie replied. ‘Don’t you remember last time in Boardman’s?’

			‘Will I ever?’ Mo screwed up her face. ‘The tea’s stewed. There’s a thumbprint on the plate. Cucumber repeats on me. But honestly, there must be somewhere else to eat.’ She waved a hand in front of her face. ‘And the smell of those eels.’ 

			Connie suppressed a smile. ‘So how far gone are you, then?’ 

			Her sister looked at her in amazement. ‘How did you know?’ 

			‘I’ve got eyes, Mo,’ she said, glancing down at her sister’s belt, which had been let out two holes. ‘And because whenever you’re carrying, some smell or other always upsets you.’ She looked her sister up and down. ‘Almost four months, I’d say.’

			‘Give or take,’ her sister replied. 

			‘That was quick,’ said Connie. ‘Eddy only got back at the end of August.’ 

			A private smile lifted the corners of her sister’s lips. ‘Well, you know.’

			‘May baby, then,’ said Connie, running through the familiar calculation. ‘Have you told Mum?’ 

			‘Not yet,’ Mo replied. ‘I thought I’d wait until the new year, just to be sure.’ 

			Connie nodded. ‘Eddy wasn’t the only one who got a warm welcome home, so make sure you get booked in to the clinic soon.’ 

			The person in front of them picked up her loaded plates and moved aside. The woman behind the counter, wearing a red scarf tied into a turban, and enormous hooped earrings, took their order and returned a few moments later with three plates loaded with pie and mash. Mo paid while Connie carried hers and Maud’s back to the table then returned to fetch their mugs of tea, by which time Mo was ensconced in the opposite bench. 

			‘Perfect,’ said Maud as she sprinkled vinegar across her food. ‘You can’t beat a nice bit of pie and mash to warm your cockles.’ 

			Connie and Mo picked up their cutlery and didn’t reply. 

			As they worked their way through their dinner, the three women came to the conclusion that children nowadays had far too many toys to play with, that until prices came down they’d make do with the old tree decorations, and that men were so-and-sos to buy presents for. They finished their discussion by divvying out the cooking tasks for Christmas Day. 

			‘So now that’s all sorted, I have to tell you who I ran into yesterday by Morrie Levi’s pickled herring stall along the Waste.’ The Waste was the open market that ran some half a mile between Cambridge Heath Road in the east and Valance Road in the west. ‘Only Mrs snooty-nose Ross, that’s who,’ Maud continued, her eyes twinkling with mischief.

			Connie’s heart lurched. ‘You didn’t say anything to her, did you, Mum?’ 

			‘Course I bloody did,’ Maud snorted. ‘Surely you don’t expect me to keep shtum after what that two-faced son of hers did to you.’ She folded her arms. ‘And you know me, Connie, I speak as I find . . .’ 

			‘And without fear or favour,’ said Connie, finishing her mother’s favourite phrase.

			‘At least people know where they stand with me, which is more than can be said for some,’ her mother added. ‘Anyroad, Ada Ross was just coming out of that posh hat shop next to Whitechapel station when I spotted her. She saw me too and tried to dodge behind the wet fish stall but I marched right up to her. “I don’t know how you’ve got the nerve to show your face around here,” I said to her. “Not after what your good-for-nothing son did to my girl.” She started making excuses for him as I knew she would, but I told her straight, “If you had an ounce of decency in you, Ada Ross, you’d never have let him and his greasy wife over the threshold.” And everyone agreed with me, saying it was a shame how Charlie had let you down with the wedding booked and all.’

			‘Did they?’ groaned Connie, imagining her mother shouting at the top of her lungs in the crowded street market. 

			‘Yes, they did,’ Maud replied. ‘Some didn’t know that we’d shelled out on the whole thing and that Charlie all but left you at the altar.’ 

			‘But they do now,’ said Connie. 

			‘Too right they do,’ her mother replied. 

			They’d been advertising for nurses to work in Kenya in last week’s Nursing Mirror. Connie wondered if she applied tomorrow how long it would take her to get there. 

			‘I told her straight,’ continued her mother. ‘“With all your bloody churchgoing and lah-di-dah ways you like to think you’re a cut above the rest of us, Ada, but I remember when you had to sit on the kerb outside the Town of Ramsgate until chucking-out time ’cos your father was too drunk to find his own way home.”’

			‘And what did she say?’ asked Connie. 

			‘What could she say?’ Maud snorted. ‘But I tell you, her face went so red I thought her hair would catch fire.’ Her eyes darted over her daughter. ‘Of course, if you’d married him when he was home on—’ 

			‘For God’s sake, Mum, do we have to go through all that again?’ Connie snapped. 

			‘There’s no point biting my head off, Connie,’ her mother replied. ‘I know the truth hurts, but you have to face it.’ 

			‘I am,’ Connie replied. ‘But I don’t want to keep going over and over it.’ 

			A syrupy expression spread across her mother’s face. ‘Of course you don’t,’ she said, patting Connie’s hand. ‘All I’m saying is if you’d listened to me and got that ring on your finger back in forty-one, he wouldn’t have been able to marry that Italian scrubber and it would have been me looking forward to holding a new grandchild, not Ada flipping Ross.’ 

			 

			Perched on a rickety stool next to the counter, Charlie listened to the race commentator bellowing out the progress of the two o’clock at Haydock Park. Having decided not to bother with going to work that morning, he had planned, after a couple of pints in the Lord Nelson at lunchtime with some mates, to spend a quiet afternoon kipping in front of the fire, but Maria had put paid to that when she started squabbling with his mother about Christmas decorations. 

			Standing on the other side of the wire grille from him was Paddy Riley, dressed as ever in a damp shirt with his sleeves rolled up, and his wife Marge, the usual sour sneer on her blood-red lips. They were taking bets as fast as they could gather in the sixpences and shilling and scribble out the slips. 

			Riley’s was a one-man show run out of a dilapidated shop under the railway arches at the bottom of Watney Street. The decor, if you could call it that, consisted of drab olive emulsion to shoulder height with grubby grey above. There had been a foot-high wooden kick guard running around the walls, but this was mostly missing now, so beneath the narrow benches fixed to the walls, where the men wrote out their betting slips and stubbed out their fags, countless hobnailed boots had knocked out great chunks of plaster and scraped deep groves across the floorboards. The place always smelled of old fags and working men. 

			The radio commentator screamed out the winner and Charlie tore up the ticket in his hand and threw it with the remnants of his other half a dozen on the floor. Then, peeling himself off his perch, he strolled over to the newspaper pages pinned up on the wall and perused the runners and riders for the 2.30 at York. He’d just decided on a promising-looking filly when someone shoved him from behind. Balling his fist, Charlie swung round ready to deck his attacker. 

			The man, dressed in a smart American-style pinstriped suit and an angled fedora, blocked his blow with an arm and grinned. 

			‘So they let you out then, Ross?’ 

			‘Stone the crows,’ laughed Charlie. ‘Timmsy, you old bugger.’ 

			Tommy Timms, a swarthy individual with thick black hair, a physique like a bulldog and hands like shovels, was two months older than Charlie and, at five foot eight, three inches shorter. He put up his fists and they air-boxed for a bit, as they had since they were ragged-arsed kids running around the streets.

			‘I heard as ’ow you came home with some foreign skirt in tow,’ said Tommy when they were done.

			Charlie told him about Maria. 

			‘You dirty old dog, you.’ Tommy looked around surreptitiously. ‘I’ve heard women from those ’ot countries like a bit of the, you know,’ he winked, ‘naughty stuff.’ 

			Charlie smiled smugly. ‘Be fair, Tommy, you know a gentleman don’t tell.’ 

			Tommy roared and slapped him on the back. ‘You don’t change, do you, Charlie? Always the ladies’ man.’

			Charlie didn’t disagree. 

			‘So where were you shipped out to?’ Charlie asked, when Tommy’s laughter subsided. 

			‘Nowhere.’ Tommy placed his hand on his barrel-like chest. ‘Dicky heart.’ He winked. ‘That’s what I bunged some Harley Street quack a fiver to write, if you get my drift. But don’t you get to thinking I didn’t do my bit for the war effort, ’cos I did. As much as anyone in the army and probably more, if the truth were told.’ 

			Thinking of the dozens buried under the North African and Italian soil, Charlie doubted it but thought it better not to say so. 

			Tommy pulled out a packet of Mayfairs. ‘Fag?’

			‘Don’t mind if I do.’ Charlie looked impressed. 

			‘I only smoke cork-tipped now,’ explained Tommy, taking out a chunky Ronson lighter and striking a flame. 

			Charlie drew on his cigarette, savouring the smoothness after years of rough army-issue tobacco. 

			‘So what are you up to at the moment, Tommy?’ he asked, blowing a stream of smoke towards the nicotine-stained ceiling. 

			‘This and that,’ Tommy replied. ‘Domestic supplies mostly. Someone wants somefink and I gets it for them. Supply and demand it’s called.’ 

			‘Well it must pay all right. That’s a nice bit of schmutter,’ said Charlie. 

			‘Yeah, it ain’t bad,’ said Tommy, smoothing a chubby finger down the crease of his lapel. ‘Maxie Cohen’s in Aldgate. Next to the bus station. You want to get yourself along there. Where you working?’ 

			‘In Crow and Sons paint factory down by Albert Dock,’ Charlie replied. ‘But I didn’t feel like it today.’ He squared his shoulders. ‘In fact I’m on the lookout for something else. Something that pays better.’ 

			‘Good for you,’ said Tommy. ‘Kowtowing to some bloody foreman would stick in any bloke’s gizzard, let alone a smart chap like you.’

			‘Too right,’ said Charlie, glancing at the gold cufflink on his friend’s wrist. 

			Tommy flicked his cigarette butt on the floor and ground it under his polished shoe. ‘Anyway, nice to see you, Charlie boy.’ 

			‘You too,’ Charlie replied. 

			Tommy turned to walk away, but then clicked his fingers and turned to face Charlie again. ‘Come to think of it, I might be able to help you find something that’ll put more money in your pocket.’ 

			‘Oh?’

			A benevolent smile lifted Tommy’s bullish features. ‘We’re mates, ain’t we?’

			Charlie grinned. ‘Always were.’ 

			‘Well, you can find me in the Blind Beggar most nights. Why don’t you drop by and we can talk
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