
BOOK ONE


1

Childhood

The back streets of Stepney was where it all began. Maggie could still see her own mean little street, Witton Street, with its houses along each side of the road without a space in between. ‘Up-and-downers’ they called these dwellings in Stepney, with their two rooms up and two rooms down. There was a pub on each corner at one end of the street and the overpowering spire of the Roman Catholic church at the other. The whole of Maggie’s youth had been spent in that dim street where the rough stones that made up the road cut into your bare feet and a tumble made a nasty cut or graze, often ending with a trip to the hospital when the dirt infected it. But still the kids played out there. The street teemed with them for there was no room to play in the up-and-downers, especially since there was often ten to a family. But Maggie, she was different: an only child was Maggie amid huge families.

You could always find Maggie during opening hours, sitting on the doorstep of the Barley Mow – the most popular of the two locals which adorned the street. From six in the evening until ten at night, and longer at weekends, in a little plaid dress and black stockings with holes in them, Maggie sat on the wooden doorstep waiting for her beloved father – or Dah, as she called him. In later years she often thought back to those long hours of waiting and she would remember the smell of the fish-and-chip shop round the corner and the oily taste of the ha’p’orth of cracklings – for that was all that Dah, who was Irish and a navvy on the tube, could afford in the week. But Friday and Saturday were gala days when the wages were paid. Then, Maggie had a whole pennyworth. At the fish shop she would order skate, and maybe get a pig’s trotter from the man on the barrow who came past at nine o’clock in the evening.

In the cold of winter she would wait in the corridor of the Barley Mow, standing silent and still, while the children played outside. On summer evenings she would watch the flies as they crawled up the pub door. They used to go to sleep in the cracks of the wood, drowsy with the smell of beer, and Maggie would push them along with her finger.

At ten o’clock the men would all begin to come out of the pub. As the large boots covered with white cement passed, Maggie knew it was her Dah and she would tag on behind him. He would stay outside for a while with his mates. Sometimes they talked, other times they argued and even fought. But it was all the same to sleepy Maggie; she just waited until the toil-worn hand grasped hers and she and Dah went home together.

Home was a little up-and-downer three doors from the pub. There was an old brass bed in the corner where Dah slept, with its four ugly brass knobs. If you looked in them, your face seemed alternately long and then fat, and kept changing as you moved. This was a favourite game of Maggie’s on the long days alone. She faintly remembered someone who slept with Dah in that bed; must have been her mother, but it all seemed so vague and in the distance.

Because another family lived upstairs, Maggie slept in the same room on an old horse-hair sofa which had arms that wobbled and squeaked. Whenever she turned over the horse hair came out and pricked her legs. In the summer, there was the ‘red army’, but Dah had a cure for them: he drowned everything in paraffin which smelled even worse than the bugs. This was Maggie’s bed – the only one she had ever known and she was quite content in it as long as Dah was near.

Dah rose early every morning. Even on Sunday, he would bring her a mug of weak tea and say, ‘Here ye are, gel, just a wet.’ On Sundays they never had a proper breakfast until after Mass. Punctually, at ten to ten, they would set off down the street towards the church – Maggie in her best white dress and a little straw hat with an emerald green ribbon, and Dah, with all traces of cement removed from his boots which had plenty of ‘spit and polish’, wearing his best tweed jacket and grey flannels. This was a terrible ordeal for Maggie; she was so conscious of the street, of the eyes that peered from downstairs windows and the looks of the women that hung out of the upstairs, and worse, the conversations of the shawled women who sat on the windowsills.

‘There’s old Con, off to holy Joe’s,’ they would call out.

‘Needs to do a bit of praying, the old bastard,’ others would retort.

To this, Dah seemed deaf. He just marched on holding Maggie’s hand. Nothing and nobody was going to make him late for ten o’clock Mass.

Once they were safely inside the cold church and Maggie had placed her fingers in the cool holy water at the door, a grand feeling of relief came over her and her knees went weak as she knelt beside her Dah. It was a feeling that never left her all her life, even when hard living made her lose her faith – it was always there. It was probably nerves, Maggie used to console herself, but really it was the extreme tension of walking through the street that was the cause.

After Mass, home to eggs and bacon cooked by Dah – that was luxurious living in those hard days. Then off to the Barley Mow and Maggie to her seat on the doorstep.

On Sunday morning the street was teeming with kids, most with their backsides out of their trousers. They played, boys and girls together with a thick rope stretched right across the road. They did skipping and sometimes a game called Tibby Cat which they played with pieces of wood for bats as the two players tried to hit the ball into each other’s chalked-up square on the ground. The windows often got broken and there were many rows.

So there was plenty for Maggie to see as she sat out there. As the customers went in and out of the pub they said hello to her, and she was even given the occasional halfpenny.

The one person Maggie dreaded was Mrs Burns. When she saw her tall figure coming down the street Maggie would shiver in her shoes. There was no reason for this as Liza Burns was really quite a kind-hearted woman. On Sunday mornings she would be coming for her ‘livener’, as she called it, still wearing the sacking apron that was wet at the edges with traces of hearthstone decorating it. For Liza cleaned doorsteps for twopence a time; in better class districts in the main road she got fourpence. In this way she had managed to bring up five fatherless children after her husband, Jim, had gone down at sea, as she repeatedly informed the neighbours during the little outbursts of trouble that often broke out. Now in her thirties and still handsome (no widow’s cap or shawl for her), her black hair was bound tightly in a bun and never moved while her black button eyes swept the streets as she sailed along – and woe betide anyone who spoke out of turn . . .

‘Get your arse off that doorstep, gel,’ she would say to Maggie. ‘Tain’t natural sitting there like a bloody old woman. Go and play with the kids.’

But little Maggie never moved or spoke. She just twisted her long plaits nervously with both hands while tears flooded her blue eyes.

Liza would flounce into the bar and say, ‘Con, get that kid of yours off the doorstep, she’ll grow up daft.’

Then Maggie would hear the soft brogue of her Dah as he said, ‘Now Liza, leave the child be, ’tis better she sits there than runs with hooligans in the street.’

‘Calling my kids hooligans?’ Liza’s voice would become shrill and then there would be shouting. But Dah would just retire to the corner, quietly drinking his pint while Liza let off steam.

Little Maggie on the doorstep would listen but never move until Dah put his hard-working hand in hers and they went home to Sunday lunch of boiled bacon and spuds in their jackets.

In comparison to the rest of the kids in the street, Maggie had a good life, so Dah said, as he put huge lumps of fat from the bacon on her plate. A newspaper was their tablecloth in the sparse kitchen which was furnished with only the table and two chairs.

‘Tis not many sees a good Sunday dinner like this, girlie,’ Dah would say. ‘Half starved, them poor bloody kids out there. All on the bunghouse they are. Me, never had a day’s charity in me loife – not while I got a pair of hands to work with.’

So there sat little Maggie, trying to swallow the fatty food, and learning the philosophy of working-class life in Stepney from the lips of her beloved Dah.

Goodbye to Dah

As the weeks and months passed Maggie’s legs grew too long for the black stockings and the sides of the plaid dress burst out. She had turned thirteen and a half now – almost a young woman. But with her long legs stuck out over the pavement, Maggie still kept up her long vigils.

This was about the time when Jim Burns came home. He was the eldest of Liza Burns’s brood and, as they say in the East End, he had been in a ‘bit of bovver’ with the law. Jim had been lucky, for instead of being sent to an approved school, he went to a training ship as a special concession for a naughty boy whose dad had died serving his country. Now, with his hair cut very short and wearing a smart sailor’s uniform, he swaggered down the street. Jim was fifteen, big and broad-shouldered; the open-air life and good food aboard the Arethusa had matured him. He was Liza’s son all right with the same black button eyes, now combined with a crooked nose – the result of many fights on board. He was no beauty, but Jim with his big shoulders was quite unique in the street where weedy little boys worked in factories to support the home. So when Maggie saw Jim her blue eyes stared in admiration and she tried to pull her skirt down to hide the holes in her stockings.

The etiquette of the street demanded that the first place Jim visited was the Barley Mow, the family local, where he stood up to the counter and drank pints of ale, amidst an admiring audience of little men in checked caps and white mufflers who felt his muscles and said how much like his pa he was.

Jim had taken a good look at Maggie as he went in. ‘What’s that daft gel sitting out there for?’ he asked his ma.

‘It’s Maggie Riley,’ she said, ‘I’m always telling that boozy old man of hers to shift her. Don’t think she’s quite the ticket.’ They both laughed the same sort of loud cackle, and Maggie, with her ears very red, got up and crept round the corner to wait for Dah.



It was past five o’clock and Maggie had lit the fire and made the tea. Dah would be here soon. He was going to bring home pease pudding and faggots which she fancied. Soon she was getting quite hungry. Perhaps he had gone straight to the pub, though he didn’t usually go until he and Maggie had had their supper. Better go and look, she thought.

By now it was gone six o’clock and there were quite a few regulars in the Barley Mow. They seemed to be whispering together, but when Maggie looked in they all went silent. A strange feeling stirred Maggie’s stomach – perhaps it was because she was hungry.

‘Have you seen me Dah?’ she asked a man who came out. He looked dismayed, ‘No, cock,’ he said and hurried on.

Then Maggie heard them say in the pub: ‘She don’t know. Who’s going to tell her? Better ask Liza.’ Another man left the pub and crossed the road to Liza Burns’s house.

Maggie felt frightened; they were talking about her Dah, she felt sure of that.

The huge figure of Liza came on the scene. Wearing the snow-white apron she wore in the evenings, she beckoned from the small doorway of her house. ‘Come here, Maggie,’ she called. ‘I want you.’

Maggie went very reluctantly, but Liza, with a white face, said, ‘Come in and have a warm, love,’ and ushered Maggie into her back kitchen.

Maggie had never been in anyone else’s home before. She looked around the bright little room in surprise. A wooden dresser, filled with clean, shining crockery, stood against the wall; there was a white cloth on the table, and four shock-headed little boys sat playing Ludo. Big brother Jim lounged around the fire, reading the newspaper.

The homely, comfortable scene shocked Maggie; she just stared.

‘Move over, Jim, and let Maggie near the fire,’ Liza said. ‘You want a cup of tea, Maggie?’

With her hands round the mug of hot tea, Maggie gathered her wits together. What was happening? Where was her Dah?

Her blue eyes asked the silent questions of Liza, who burst out, ‘Don’t get upset, Maggie, your dad’s had an accident. He’s in the ’orspidal.’

‘Where is he? I want to see him.’

‘Tomorrow, my love. You stay with us tonight.’ Liza put a gentle arm around Maggie. ‘Now, you have a good cry if you want, love.’

But Maggie did not cry. She just sat, looking forlorn.

‘Get off to bed, you little sods,’ screamed Liza turning her attention to the boys who all scooted up the stairs. She wiped her eyes with her apron.

‘Gawd, need a wet,’ she said. ‘Jim, you look after Maggie.’ Grabbing her black shawl, she made straight for the Barley Mow.

On either side of the fireplace sat Maggie and Jim. His black, deep-set eyes looked sympathetically at Maggie who stared solemnly at the polished grate with its great iron kettle.

‘You was fond of your old man, wasn’t you Maggie?’

‘Of course I am. I love me Dah,’ she said simply.

‘You know he’s dead, don’t you?’ Jim looked directly at Maggie’s bowed head.

Maggie remembered for the rest of her days how her heart wept at that moment. She began to scream.

‘Cor blimey,’ said Jim, getting up. ‘Shut up, Maggie! You’ll wake the bloody neighbours.’ Not knowing what else to do, he sat down beside her and held her to him until she had calmed down. They sat very close together on the chair.

‘Don’t know why the old gel didn’t tell you the truth,’ he said. ‘This is how I see it, Maggie: your old man was a bloody hero. He volunteered to go down the tube with the council bloke to look at the gas bottles that was leaking. Both got blown sky high.’

Maggie began to cry again.

‘Don’t take on, gel. You can’t bring him back and you’re a big gel now.’

His hands felt her small breasts and Maggie drew closer. She liked the warm feeling from the pressure of his body.

When Liza came back, Maggie was asleep on Jim’s lap.

‘You ain’t wasted much bloody time,’ she snapped.

‘Well, I told her the truth, Ma.’

‘Well, that’s over anyway,’ said Liza. ‘Poor little cow. He never let her out of his sight. She ain’t ’alf gonna miss ’im. Come on, Maggie, off to bed,’ said Liza, nudging the girl awake.

As she lay in bed beside Liza in the front room, Maggie could see the aspidistra and the lace curtains by the window. Fancy her being here; she could not believe it. Liza’s heavy body moved in her sleep and she snored lustily. I’m never going to see Dah any more – she could not believe that either. Then she thought of Jim and the warmth of his legs as she sat on his lap, and suddenly a luscious, comfortable feeling possessed her and she dozed off to sleep.



The funeral was a grand affair. The many Irish men who had worked with Dah on the tube came in force. These big, brawny and hard-working navvies carried the coffin in turn and knelt shoulder to shoulder in the church in respect of their comrade who had given his life to progress while building London’s underground railway system.

Maggie was an orphan in all respects; not one relation came forward to claim her. Dah had lost contact with his relatives in Ireland.

‘Poor little bugger,’ said Liza, ‘she’s got a home with me. I had respect for old Con. Hard-working man he was.’

So Maggie went to live in Liza’s house.

The novelty of living in Liza’s spick-and-span home pleased Maggie. She loved to dust the ornaments and rearrange the many vases on the mantlepiece. ‘That’s right, Maggie, make yourself useful, gel,’ Liza would say. So when Liza went off cleaning doorsteps, Maggie tidied the house and called the boys up for school and handed them their breakfast of one huge ‘doorstep’ of bread and margarine.

Then Jim would chase them out of the house and he and Maggie had the place to themselves. When Jim held her close in the dark passageway, she forgot the hurt in her heart, and loved Jim with all the unquestioning loyalty she had given to her Dah.

‘Don’t tell Ma, will you Maggie?’ Jim would say.

‘No,’ said Maggie. The devil himself would never have got out of Maggie the things Jim did to her.

The news went around the street that Maggie Riley and Jim Burns were courting.

‘Better get that boy back in the navy,’ said Liza. ‘Seems like he can’t leave that girl alone. And she’s as dossie as they make ’em. Can’t wonder at that, the way she was brought up.’

But Jim had no intention of returning to the navy and the navy was not so keen to have Jim either. In spite of his good physique, Jim had been quite unable to learn; anything to do with books Jim could not take in. So in the peacetime navy where studying was important, he was not much use.

He became a working lad and got a casual job in the market. On Saturday nights, he and Maggie went to the pictures, but every other night of the week, while Liza was over at the pub, they made love in the back kitchen.

When Jim was sixteen and a half and Maggie just fifteen, she became pregnant. What a scene there was when Liza found out! She clouted Jim good and proper, but to Maggie she was kind.

‘Can’t put all the blame on you, Maggie, gel. Got in the family way meself when I was your age. He’s like his old man, he is – never got his boots off, when he came on leave, before he had me across the bed.’

But Maggie couldn’t care two hoots. She gloated because she had landed her Jim. No one else could have him now. He was hers.

‘She won’t be so bloody pleased with herself when he’s married to her,’ said Liza to her cronies. And to Maggie, ‘Wait a while for the wedding. Give Jim a chance to save a few bob so we can have a party.’

‘But I’ll be six months by then,’ protested Maggie.

‘Don’t make no odds,’ said Liza, ‘as long as you get married before it’s born.’

So little Maggie waddled around the house with her belly getting fatter. She wondered what her Dah would say if he were there.

As time went on, Jim seemed to change. He stayed out late at night and made a lot of flash friends from down the market. These wayward lads who had lived through a depression never held down a regular job. That they would eventually lead Jim into trouble was quite obvious.

Maggie’s Wedding

Maggie Riley was only fifteen years and six months when she married her Jim at the local registry office in the town hall. ‘Better say you’re sixteen,’ said Liza.

So with a long grey dress that Liza had borrowed from a shopkeeper whose doorstep she cleaned, and a white, floppy hat which set off her dark hair, Maggie looked very sweet. The dress was tight across her stomach. Jim was very smart in light-blue Oxford bags and a fancy waistcoat.

After the wedding, there was a big party in the Burns’s house and the Barley Mow. All Jim’s mates from the market came, and the little back yard was stacked high with crates of beer.

Jim’s four impish little brothers – Mick, Ginger and the twins, Lennie and Boy Boy – helped themselves to bottles of beer and scrounged fags from all the company. Then they got so excited that they started to fight between themselves until Liza waded in and beat them all up so they went crying to bed.

It’s funny, thought Maggie, but she was not enjoying herself at her own wedding. She supposed you should. The Knees-Up-Mother-Brown which the guests were dancing shook the wooden floorboards and the vibration was just like someone hitting her in the stomach. She felt uneasy. She couldn’t find Jim anywhere; he seemed to keep disappearing. She felt lonely and longed to see her Dah again.

Maggie wandered out into the road. Apart from the noise of the party and the crowds in the Barley Mow, the street was unusually quiet. The two street lamps were lit and somehow everything seemed unreal. The yellow light from the gas lamps shone in through the window of Maggie’s old home and the two brass knobs were outlined inside. (The young couple that had moved in had taken the bed – bugs and all. It was easy to get a place to live; the hard part was finding the money for the furniture.)

As Maggie stared in through the window, a baby started crying and a man’s voice called out, ‘Shut that flaming kid up! What with that bloody party and that flaming kid, I ain’t getting no sleep.’

Feeling embarrassed, Maggie walked away and went further down the street towards the church. The tall spire and the white, stone walls shone out eerily in the yellow of the gas lamp. Over the door was a little statue of the Virgin. Maggie held on to the iron railings and looked at the locked door. If only she could get inside, she would feel safe. She remembered how she used to be as a child, but now there was no warm hand to hold or a soft Irish brogue that said: ‘Come along, Maggie gel, or we’ll be late for Mass.’

‘Oh Dah! Dearest Dah!’ cried Maggie out aloud. Suddenly, a shadow crossed over the moon casting a strange, silver light which shone on the church steps – and there was her Dah! He was going up the steps, his hat in his hand, wearing his best Sunday suit. Maggie sank down by the railings sobbing.

That was where Jim found her when he came looking. He pulled her up. ‘Come on, Maggie,’ he said. ‘What are yer doing here? There’s a party on.’ Jim was well boozed. His collar was undone and there was lipstick on his face.

A very subdued bride went back to the wedding party. A strange thing had happened to Maggie. It was many years before she could enter a church alone again. The parish priest tried hard, but nothing would induce her to go up the steps. In the end, knowing she had married into a rough family, he gave up. It was a mystery; all Maggie would say about it was, ‘I shouldn’t have got married in the town hall.’
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Time to Go Home

Back in the village of Edgeley, young Jim was reading a letter out loud to his two brothers as they sat around the laden breakfast table. Dolly listened, her eyes red with weeping. She had just been reading her letter from Fred, from the Japanese prisoner-of-war camp.

‘We got another brother,’ declared Al. ‘It’s a shame, I thought we were going to have a sister.’

‘Who wants a rotten sister,’ shouted Tom.

‘Shut up while I read this letter,’ said Jim.

‘Behave boys,’ said Dolly mildly. ‘Let Jim read your mother’s letter.’

Jim continued in a very exaggerated voice, carefully sounding his aitches and assuming a slow drawl, the way that Morris did.

‘Pouf,’ snarled Tom giving him a kick under the table, but Jim loftily ignored it and carried on reading Maggie’s letter.

‘Won’t be long before your dad comes home now,’ Dolly told them.

There was a jealous feeling inside her. That Mrs Burns, she now had another little one in her nest and soon would be robbing her of these three fine boys that Dolly had begun to regard as her own. Life did not seem fair. She had prayed so long for a child of her own and now that those Japs had her Fred his health was destroyed. Perhaps it would never happen now. With a sigh she put these morbid thoughts from her mind. Oh! please God, as long as he comes home I don’t care about anything else. But she did care. Before her stretched the endless years when the evacuee children would be gone.

Al did not like to see Aunt Dolly sad. He was her favourite and Al loved her.

‘Come for a walk with us?’ he said. ‘We are going to find some conkers.’

‘No, darling.’ She rumpled his fair hair and kissed him. ‘I’ll be busy this morning, you run off and I’ll make you a nice cake.’

So they went running down the drive, Tom and Al, with Jim strolling tall and surly after them. Autumn had spread a mantle of gold around the countryside, and the tall horsechestnut trees on the other side of the park had begun to shed their prickly fruit. The trees were too tall for them to climb, so Tom and Al threw sticks up to knock the conkers down.

Jim sat on the trunk of a fallen tree, much too grown up to join in. He produced some fancy cigarettes and an elegant lighter, with an air of great superiority.

This always got Tom in a temper. ‘Give us a fag,’ he yelled at Jim.

‘Unfortunately, that was the last one,’ said Lord Jim, slipping the packet quickly back into his pocket.

‘Liar,’ yelled Tom. ‘Come on, Al, let’s do him.’

Jim was off like a greyhound, and half way across the field Tom brought him down with a rugby tackle, and then the disgruntled Jim was sat upon, while his brothers divided the spoils.

This fighting went on most of the time outside the house, while indoors, Jim being Morris’s blue-eyed boy usually got his own way. But Morris had left for South Africa the week before. He was back in high finance again now that the war had taken a turn for the better. In the hope of being on the winning side, all the big business men were starting to plan for the future.

Morris’s wife Jante had paid them a flying visit, all spick-and-span in her war services uniform. She looked at the boys with hostile eyes; she had never liked them and squinted crossly at them as they came in hot, tired and dirty from play. ‘It’s time your mother took you home,’ she said.

They all stood in a row silent and downcast with nothing to say to her. The dislike was mutual. Aunt Dolly and Uncle Morris were all that mattered in their small world.

‘Write to her,’ Jante said to Dolly, ‘and tell her to come and get them. It’s quite safe in London now.’

Dolly silently nodded her head and was very glad when Jante flew out again on her war work. Dolly had no intention of writing to Maggie. Why, she would sooner cut off her right hand than send those lovely boys away. She would wait to see what Morris said, he was too fond of them to shove them off like that.

‘Come, darlings,’ said Aunt Dolly. ‘Have a wash. We’ve got rabbit pie for dinner.’



In the evening when the still of the night descends upon the countryside, creating a deep silence, just the occasional hoot of an owl breaks the stillness. It was then, with the flowered curtains drawn, that they sat before a blazing fire – three young boys, freshly bathed in striped pyjamas and blue dressing gowns. It was a cosy scene far away from the war and the heavily blitzed cities. Jim was studying as usual; and Tom and Al played cards.

Dolly held her head bent over her knitting. The firelight glowed showing up her pale, ash-blonde hair and her fresh country complexion. Her face was sad; she was thinking of Fred far away in the prison camp. Was he cold or hungry? How did she know if he was still living? In his last letter he had said he had been very ill. She let her knitting fall into her lap and her gaze wandered over her cosy sitting room. The oak beams in the ceiling and the tiny leaded windows. It was very old, this lodge. Fred had been so proud of this home when they came here after they were married. Those horse brasses around the fireplace – she remembered when he brought them home from the market for her. A tear escaped down her cheek.

‘What’s the matter, Aunt Dolly?’ asked Tom. ‘You’re crying.’

‘No, darling,’ said Dolly. He was a rough diamond, Tom, but always there when you needed him. ‘I am all right, love,’ said Dolly. ‘But I can’t help thinking of Uncle Fred tonight.’

With one accord they rose, and came towards her crowding round as if to protect her. ‘Let’s play I-Spy,’ they said. ‘That makes you laugh.’

‘All right.’ She put her arms around them. ‘I spy with my little eye . . .’ she called out, but her heart was heavy. What was she going to do when their mother came and took her darling boys away?

Later, they climbed the narrow stairway to bed, to that little room with a sloping ceiling, containing three clean white beds each with a stone hot water bottle awaiting them.

‘I don’t want to go home,’ said Al.

‘Who says yer going home?’ said Tom.

But Jim, who knew it all, said, ‘We will have to go home, when the war is over and that will be quite soon.’

‘I am going to stay with Aunt Dolly,’ yelled Al defiantly.

‘Don’t be daft,’ insisted Jim. ‘You have to go to your own parents when there is no war.’

‘I am not going,’ shouted Al and dived under the bedclothes as though the blankets would protect him.

‘Of course,’ said Jim with a very superior air, ‘I will probably be away at school, so I won’t have to go home and I will just come back here for my holidays.’

‘’Ark at him, don’t he swank,’ cried Tom.

‘I beg your pardon,’ said Jim. ‘Morris has already informed me that if I pass my exams he will see about a good school for me, and I expect I will get an allowance as well,’ he added.

‘Belt up, big head,’ said Tom. ‘I am going home. Mum will need me and I ain’t going to no bloody school. I am going to get a job and buy meself a smart suit. Fed up with these short pants old Dolly sticks me in.’

Dolly, lying in bed next door listened to them and smiled. They made her life bright and cheery. Whatever would she do when they went home? Morris would be home for Christmas, she would talk to him about it, and if Maggie did not want little Al, perhaps she would let Dolly adopt him. She closed her eyes and slept, little knowing that fate had already decided.



Morris Bloom never came back home to Edgeley. Two days before Christmas he was among the passengers on that ill-fated plane that disappeared over the Atlantic with several war correspondents and statesmen on board. The world lost a kind, generous soul when Morris left it and it was a very sad Christmas for the boys who had looked forward so much to Morris’s homecoming. He had spread warmth and love around them and now it was over, gone forever.



Maggie came to see them and brought them Christmas presents, and talked incessantly of their new brother. Jim seemed to have taken Morris’s death to heart. But Maggie, feeling on top of the world since the birth of Joe and looking fat and well, did not seem to notice. But Dolly did and she wondered what it would do to him, he was of a funny age, and she was not sorry when that chatterbox of a woman had returned to London and left her and the boys to mourn Morris alone.

In the New Year, after sending a brief note to Maggie telling her to collect them at the station, Jante came and packed the boys off home. Aunt Dolly was going to stay with relations in Dorset for a ‘rest’, as Jante put it politely. Many tears were shed, but the pale-faced Dolly was the saddest of them all.

The boys had made many friends in those four years and many came to say goodbye. One was little Anne-Marie all dressed in black for Uncle Morris. She was going home with Jante to South Africa. ‘I’ll come back when I grow up,’ she said, kissing Al very passionately, in her lovely incorrigible manner. ‘And we will get married,’ she whispered in his ear. Al stood looking soppy, holding the box of candy that she had given him. Even the sour-faced Jante was forced to smile at this scene from Romeo and Juliet. But as the old saying goes, ‘Out of the mouths of babes and sucklings, comes forth wisdom.’

Home Again

In January 1945, Maggie went home to clean up the little house. Louie was taking care of baby Joe for a few days to give her time to be ready for the boys at the weekend.

As she turned the key in the lock a strange feeling came over her. It was all nearly over and here she was back in the same spot. She was not sure whether she was pleased or sorry. Still it will be nice to have the boys home again, she thought, as she swept up the loose plaster that seemed to be everywhere. Better light the fire, the blankets will need airing.

Soon bits of the house began to shine again, the grate was polished and in it a fire was blazing. ‘No place like home,’ she sang cheerfully as she washed the crockery on the dresser. The rest of the room looked dull and dingy, but a nice tin of paint and some wallpaper would soon liven it up. The old energetic Maggie was soon back in action, polishing the furniture, and washing the curtains. She looked around very pleased with it when she had finished.

I just can’t believe that it is nearly over. She took a look at herself in the mirror. The face that looked back at her was rosy and plump, the war had not done her much harm. But what about Jim? He’s going to find me a hard nut to crack. I’ve learnt that much out of this damn war.

On Saturday morning Maggie went to meet her boys. The three of them were very solemn and Jim, in particular, was very silent.

‘We are going in a taxi,’ Maggie said as she greeted them.

‘Ain’t we going home?’ said Al glumly.

‘We are going to get your little brother Joe first, so that we can all be together again.’ This brought little response.

‘Why so glum?’ asked Maggie. ‘Aren’t you pleased to see your mum?’

Tom put his arm through hers, but Jim said, ‘I suppose you know what happened to Morris.’

‘Of course I do, dear, but you must try to forget it. Your dad will be home soon, and things will be back to normal again.’

Jim stared frigidly at her. ‘Didn’t expect you to understand,’ he said and retired into his shell again. She did not like the emphasis he made on the ‘you’. It hurt, but she chose to ignore it as this was his first day home.

They brightened up a bit at Louie’s who gave them cakes and lemonade and brought little Joe to meet his brothers. Al held him for a while then handed him back, saying he smelt funny, but Jim and Tom just stared from a distance at him.

‘How’s he got so brown?’ asked Jim. ‘It’s winter and we’ve not had that much sun.’

‘Oh, he’s dark-skinned,’ said Maggie. ‘Some babies are.’

After a while the little family bundled into another taxi and this time headed for their home down in Stepney.

‘Are we rich now, Mum?’ asked Al.

Maggie laughed. ‘Why should we be rich?’

‘All this travelling in taxis.’

‘Oh! Let’s say we’re comfortable,’ said Maggie. ‘It sounds nice.’

‘We are poor and working class,’ broke in the supercilious Jim. ‘We live in a slum, so let’s face it.’

‘Well, well!’ said Maggie. ‘Listen to the Prime Minister.’ The other boys laughed, but Jim remained silent, a crease across his brow as though all the troubles of the world were on his shoulders.

Once they got home, Maggie soon had Tom and Al trotting in and out, fetching nappies off the line and hot water to bathe the baby. They were having fun, enjoying the novelty, but Jim just sat staring distastefully at little Joe.

After several weeks, they had begun to settle as a family again. The two younger boys spent most of their time playing out in the street and Jim spent his in the public library. Joe was cross and fretful having been spoiled at Louie’s. When they were all home the small kitchen seemed a mass of arms and legs; no matter how hard Maggie tried, it was impossible to keep the place tidy. Books, comics and sweet wrappers littered the rooms and every five minutes they wanted money for this and that, and there was all the extra washing and the baby to cope with. In the evening when she finally sat down she was heard to remark, ‘Blimey, didn’t know how well off I was when they was evacuated.’


BOOK TWO
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Briggs Place

At first sight she liked Australia and the gaiety of the people in the hotel where they stayed overnight. The cleanness of the city and the fresh wind that blew in from the sea was bracing after the heat of Cape Town. Ginger had changed very little. His hair was still bright red and very plentiful. He was loud and cheerful and seemed to know every one. Tom liked him, she knew he would. The only thing they had in common was their capacity for drink.

‘Hope you won’t mind,’ Ginger told Maggie. ‘Lorna, my wife, has gone to Sydney to stay with her parents.’

‘That’s all right, Ginger,’ she replied. ‘I’m not staying long, only till Tom settles down.’

Ginger gave Tom a hearty thump on the back. ‘Just the boy for the old outback, he’ll settle down all right.’

Maggie had her doubts. Tom seemed very good at doing nothing, and even better at getting rid of his money.

In the morning they started out for Briggs Place, where Ginger lived. They travelled in his old jeep for hours and hours, the countryside changing from cool green slopes to sparse, rocky plains. The wind still blew but it was hot and dry and carried with it clouds of dust. There were some magnificent views in the distance, blue mountains soared up into the sky and the ground changed to red and often looked purple, and all this time they saw very few people. They did see a few shacks on the roadside and a few cars on the road. A strange, desolate land, thought Maggie. Why is everyone so anxious to leave our beautiful green England?

Late afternoon they reached their destination. ‘We’re entering Briggs Place,’ yelled Ginger. ‘Named after some bloody old ex-con.’

There were a few nicely built bungalows, a row of shops and plenty of old wooden shacks. The land had become green since they crossed a big river and thousands of white woolly sheep roamed the pasture land.

They drove down the drive to Ginger’s house. It was a very nice, low white dwelling, and tall lime trees grew in front of the house. It was then she realised how few trees she had seen on the journey.

‘Chopped them down to build their shacks, them damn fools did,’ Ginger informed her. ‘That’s why it’s so dusty. Not so good for sheep anymore, don’t get enough rain.’

Tom looked at the landscape with lack of interest, until he saw the fine horses in the paddock. ‘Now that’s what I’d like to do,’ he said. ‘Always fancied myself on horseback.’

‘So you shall, my lad,’ joked Ginger. ‘Can’t get far without a mount out here.’

It was homely inside the house, plenty of room and comfortably furnished. Maggie looked around. Something was missing, the room had a neglected air about it. There was dust on the ledges and the curtains and covers were slightly grubby. They sat in the shade of the living room and a dried up little yellow man brought them cool drinks. It was then it came to her: the room lacked a woman’s touch. How long did he say she had been gone? A week? A bit longer than that, she decided.

The yellow man was called Tong Lun. But Maggie called him Long Tongue and he never liked it at all. He cast evil looks from his slit eyes at her and muttered curses in several dialects. The dislike became mutual; Maggie could not stand him. It appeared that Long Tongue was in charge of the domestic arrangements in Ginger’s house. When Maggie ran her finger along the top of the dingy chairs and showed him all the dust, he was most put out.

‘Woman come to clean. I busy cooking. I not see if she work.’

‘Well, you all get wages, don’t you? Fetch me a flaming duster, and send that old gal to me. The bathroom’s filthy.’

From then on it was a war between Long Tongue and Maggie. She put Ginger’s home into ship-shape condition, with the aid of an old, faded woman, Ada, who had originally come from Ireland.


Tom was learning to ride and he and Ginger were out all day riding and half the night drinking. In ten days, not one visitor came. Maggie did not hear the sound of another woman’s voice, except that of old Ada.

‘How long has Mrs Burns been away?’ Maggie asked her.

‘Will now,’ she slurred, her brogue was still very thick. ‘Oi never seen her much this year. That twin’s poorly. She’s gone to town to take her to the hospital. ’Tis the dust you know. Makes me cough shocking.’ She proceeded to cough with great racking sounds, until Maggie produced a tumbler of whisky.

All day Maggie pondered on this news. Things are not what they seem. I wonder why Ginger doesn’t tell me? His twin girls must be about twelve now. A family for twins, this one.

Late evenings they sat out after dinner on the verandah. A great moon floated in a clear sky and she had never seen so many stars. It was the best time out here in the evenings, away from the dust and that hot wind, that made her so irritable. ‘I wouldn’t mind it here but for the wind and that bloody Chinese devil in the kitchen,’ she informed her host.

‘Maggie, darling, you’re homesick for Stepney,’ Ginger treated most things as a joke. He would stir up Long Tongue against Maggie and vice versa. Still, it was a lazy sort of life, nothing much else going on.

That evening there had been the usual set-to. On their plates had been a strange, chopped-up mess – bits of chicken floating in white worms. Tom and Ginger, who ate only for the sake of eating, were scoffing it up. But Maggie pushed her plate aside. ‘What’s all this?’ she asked.

‘It’s chow,’ said Tom with his mouth full. ‘It’s smashing. Try it.’

She shook her head, going rather pale. ‘Take it away, Long Tongue,’ she said. ‘I don’t like the smell of it.’

With a lot of muttering, he did so. His little black eyes flickered wickedly. ‘Lady not like chow? Nice, good chicken chow.’

‘Take it away, I don’t like it,’ she said. Two spots of colour appeared on her cheeks.

‘What lady like then?’ asked Long Tongue as he waddled off.

His sarcastic tone annoyed her. She got up and walked out onto the verandah, trying not to lose her temper. Once alone out there under the starry sky, the homesick feeling welled up inside her. She could never live in this place. No wonder Ginger’s wife has left him. There was no reason for her to stay for as long as she had planned. She would try to get home for Christmas. It will be nice to see Babs and the babies. In this frame of mind, she watched the silver moon sail over the sky. Little white clouds chased it, looking like white birds. What were they called? She screwed up her eyes to look at the sky, tears were very near, but she must not cry. White doves! That’s what those clouds look like, soft white doves! Gentle, like her John. She must go home, she could bear it no longer. Then another good thought occurred to her. That beautiful, strange, silver moon, there was only one so wherever he was, John could see it too. It gave her comfort and a little smile began to hover about her lips.

She was rudely awakened by a big hand that slapped her on the back. ‘Cheer up, Maggie,’ said the incorrigible Ginger. ‘I just gave that old Chinese devil such a beating, he won’t sit down for a week.’

She burst into a laugh. The same old Ginger. As a little lad he had chased the tears from her eyes with his funny jokes. She linked her arm through his and they stood close together.

‘Do you still remember the old days in Stepney?’ she asked.

‘All of it,’ cried Ginger. ‘Many’s the time I’ve sat out here and been so bloody homesick for those bloody old slums, I could have packed up and gone straight home.’

‘That’s how I feel at this moment,’ she said.

‘Don’t leave me yet, love,’ he begged. ‘It’s Christmas next week. We will go down and stay at the beach club. I expect I’ve left you alone too much.’

‘It is a bit lonely,’ she replied.

‘Sorry, Maggie, I am afraid it’s a habit of mine.’ His blue eyes looked sad and she knew he was missing his wife. Her heart went out to him.

‘All right, Ginger, I’ll stay till after Christmas.’

‘Good!’ He jumped up clapping his hands. ‘Drinks! you old Chinese bastard,’ he yelled. Old Ginger was back in action.

They sat talking of old times and drank till sun up.

In the morning the long-awaited mail arrived. There was a long letter from Jim. Babs had had twin boys again. They were to be called Tom and Terry, keeping up with the family tradition. There was also a large buff, official-looking envelope from Mr Benson at the bank. It contained two letters from John; one telling her of a trip he expected to make, which might bring him home early; the other complained of a lack of correspondence from her and informed her that he was going to America for the New Year. I was wondering, if you would like to join me, it read. I’m going to Connecticut and I thought you might like to visit your old pal Sarah. I’ll cable you to let you know. Happy Christmas, darling, if I am not with you, love and kisses, John.

The words danced before her eyes, and a cold shiver went down spine. New Year, possible Christmas! God! What was she going to do? She must go, he might be on his way home. Her head ached. She felt jaded. This climate did not agree with her and it was a good excuse for leaving. She must talk to Tom.

But Tom was very preoccupied. He had received a letter and there was a sombre expression on his face as he read it. He put the letter in his pocket when he saw his mother looking at him.

‘Tom,’ said Maggie timidly, ‘I must go home tomorrow.’

‘Why? You ain’t got nothing to rush home for,’ insisted Tom.

‘I want to be home for Christmas,’ she explained.

‘Might go me bleeding self,’ muttered Tom. ‘Ain’t sure I want to be stuck out here in the wilds all me life.’

She did not feel like an argument. So she took herself off to her room to re-read her letters. If she was going, she had better get a move on. A thousand problems cropped up. The money in the suitcase belonged to Tom, but she had no intention of parting with it, until he made some decision with regard to his future. I must go to town and book up a seat on the plane.

‘Tom,’ she pleaded later that day, ‘take me into town.’

‘I can’t,’ returned Tom. ‘Ginger’s out with the jeep.’

He seemed very bad tempered, she began to wonder who the letter was from.

Another day dragged by and nothing was done. Seeing her worried face, Ginger asked, ‘What’s up, Maggie?’

She handed him John’s letter.

‘This that bloke you live with?’ he asked.

She nodded miserably.

‘Didn’t you tell him you were coming?’ he asked incredulously.

She shook her head.

‘Blimey!’ cried Ginger. He’ll think you’ve hopped it. Do you love him, Maggie?’

‘Might sound crazy for a woman of my age, but I’m mad about him. I suppose he’s the one I should have married.’

‘I have a faint recollection,’ said Ginger, ‘of you running down the street and him chasing you.’

‘And I remember how you blackmailed him, you little swine,’ returned Maggie with affection.

Ginger immediately became very kind and considerate. ‘Get ready, my love, I’ll take you into town and fix up your plane ticket.’

It was Thursday when they drove into Perth. The first business was with the bank, where she deposited the rest of Tom’s money.

‘Put it into a deposit account,’ Ginger advised. ‘No questions will be asked. They all know me, and as soon as I see a little place going I’ll get Tom set up. But between you and me, Maggie, Tom’s a real townee. Can’t see him settling to a sheep farmer’s life after all.’

‘I know,’ she replied somewhat forlorn, ‘I only hope he won’t get into trouble out here.’

‘He’s a big lad, Maggie, leave him be,’ advised Ginger. ‘Funny, don’t recall anyone bothering over me and young Lennie. Chucked straight from school we was into a bloody war.’

He was sad when he spoke of his brother Lennie.

‘Don’t look back. It’ll do no good,’ Maggie told him. ‘And you’re quite right about Tom, I’m going to forget about him as soon as I get back home.’

It was a great relief once the rest of that stolen money had gone into the bank. Then they tried all the travel agents. No bookings, all full. Everyone was travelling home for Christmas. The disappointment showed in her face.

‘Looks like you’ll be spending Christmas with me, after all,’ said Ginger. ‘Don’t want you to get stuck half way, might be some God-forsaken hole, all alone on Christmas Day.’

She could see his point, he was probably right. So she took a chance and booked a flight for the twenty-ninth, four days after Christmas. Then they went to a hotel for dinner and a drink.

There were very few women in the brightly lit bar. Maggie wondered what the married women did with their leisure time. She watched Ginger as he hung over the bar and whispered to a lovely young girl who served the drinks. Maggie’s bright eyes took everything in. He seemed to know that girl very well. She was pretty but had deep coffee-coloured skin and strange eyes that gleamed yellow like cats’ eyes. Gold rings dangled from her ears and her neckline was very low. But as she smiled the whole of her face changed. She had a wide, warm, white-toothed smile, a love of the joys of life. Ginger came back flushed and slightly embarrassed.

‘She’s a very striking girl,’ Maggie remarked.

‘Who? Mai? Yes, she’s lovely. Used to live out at Briggs Place.’

That’s why Lorna left home. The thought flashed quickly through her mind, but he seemed to read her thoughts.

‘She’s half Aborigine. I have known and loved her since she was a child.’

Maggie remained silent, not knowing what to say.

They arrived back late that night. Tom was very surly and morose. ‘Blimey,’ he said, ‘I wondered where you was.’

‘I went to book a seat on the plane. I’m going home, Tom.’

‘Please yourself,’ replied Tom, ‘but leave me dough behind. Might go to Sydney myself for Christmas.’

‘There’s not a lot to spare now, Tom. I’ve put the rest in the bank for you.’

‘What the bloody hell did you do that for? They might trace it.’

‘Well, that’s a chance you got to take, better than wasting it.’

‘Whose bloody lolly is it?’ yelled Tom.

‘I want you to buy a place of your own,’ pleaded his mother.

‘Don’t know what I’m doing yet,’ growled Tom. He left the house and was not seen any more that night.

The night was hot and Maggie was restless, she tossed and turned and at one time a shadowy figure stood beside her bed. She must be dreaming, it was big Jim. Strange, she never dreamed of him now. The figure bent down and kissed her forehead. ‘Goodnight Jim,’ she murmured sleepily.

She heard a car drive out just before dawn – Ginger going out already? – then she went off into a deep sleep, not waking until the bright sun shone in her eyes. Oh dear, I’ve overslept. Yawning and putting on her robe, she saw the note on the dressing table, written in Tom’s childish hand.


Dear Mum,

I am sorry I did not say goodbye. I must go to Sydney, something is worrying me. I took my bank book, also the ring and bracelet, in case I need any ready cash. Take care of yourself.

  Love Tom.


Maggie went as pale as death. So it had not been a dream, it was Tom in here getting his money, and he had taken her jewellery as well. He had not left her much. Might have waited till she had gone. They were all a bit selfish these boys of hers. She wanted to cry. A lump like a large piece of apple was in her throat and would not disperse.

She dressed and went down to where Ginger sat, head bent over the breakfast table. As soon as she looked at him, she knew that he knew Tom had gone.

‘Why such a dark secret?’ she protested.

Ginger looked sheepish: ‘It’s that bird,’ he said, ‘the one he met on the boat. He told me all about it. But honest to God, Maggie, I never made up his mind, he did that himself.’

This time she was in a blazing temper. ‘What a fool I am. Came all the way here with him and he hops off. Took all his money and my jewellery as well.’

‘I didn’t know he took your ring and bracelet, Maggie, but he said the money was his. I lent him the jeep to get to the bus station.’

‘Thanks for nothing,’ she yelled at him.

He stared at her. He loved Maggie in a temper. ‘Don’t let him bother you, love, it’s Christmas Eve. Let’s enjoy ourselves. Tom will make it okay.’

‘I damn well hope so.’ She stormed up and down. ‘No good running to me when he’s broke, I’ll never lift a finger to help him again.’

Ginger produced a glass of brandy, hoping to calm her down, but it seemed to excite her more. Her eyes like blue fire, her hair hanging down, she clenched her fists as though bursting with a desire to strangle someone.

‘Keep that bloody yellow devil out of my sight today,’ she said.

‘Did you hear that, Long Tongue?’ called out Ginger who knew he was eavesdropping.

But the storm was over and they both burst out laughing as they heard the flip flop of the Chinaman’s slippers as he ran off back to the kitchen. So they sat close up on the settee while they finished the brandy.

‘She’s only a kid, that girl of Tom’s. He told me she was a virgin till he had her and she’s got a battle-axe of a mother.’

‘I know,’ said Maggie. ‘Well, if he’s facing the music, got a lot to worry over, there. All right, Ginger, let’s have some fun, take me to that beach club you were talking about.’

A Very Merry Christmas

They sat up very late on Christmas Eve, talking of the old days in Stepney and of Liza.

‘What a tough old gal she was,’ said Ginger. ‘I never remember her showing even the slightest hint of affection, only to Jim. She loved Jim, he took the place of the old man. She must have loved him, never got over him being killed.’

‘It’s a strange world,’ said Maggie. ‘I don’t know how anyone can live with a man in the grave. I couldn’t, yet I was fond of my Jim.’

‘He was not very good to you, Maggie. Often kids see more than they should.’

‘I know he was unfaithful to me. Saw him with a woman once, never hurt so much. They say where there’s no sense, there’s no feeling.’

‘I dispute that, Maggie, you had plenty of love and feeling. What would us poor little kids have done without your loving care?’

She smiled at him. The brandy had loosened her tongue. She wanted to explain how she had suddenly grown up and how different her love for John was.

‘Perhaps there are two kinds of love,’ she suggested. ‘If I think about John sleeping with another woman, I could do a murder, I’m so jealous.’

‘It’s true. The reason Lorna left me was over Mai.’

So the truth was out. ‘Tell me, if it makes you feel better,’ said Maggie.

‘That kid used to help with the children. She was only twelve when she came, a poor unwanted kid of mixed blood. Lorna was hard on her, so she always came to me with her troubles. Lorna took long trips in the summer, she can’t stand the heat up here. Well, you can guess the rest. At fifteen she was ready for a man, almost hanging about my neck. One hot night, full of booze, I took her. I have no regrets. I entered a world unknown to me and I have never wanted any other woman. At sixteen she was having my child. The news went around the village and Lorna found out. I paid for Mai to get an abortion and, when she was well, I got her a flat and a job. She’s still my woman.

‘When Lorna left it was not so important, but I miss the kids. I’ve let her know that if she does not return in the spring, I’ll sell up and move into town, but I won’t give up Mai. I’ve no time for cold-fish white women any more.’

‘Well,’ said Maggie dryly, ‘I’m quite safe with you then.’

He grinned. ‘Now that’s another story. As a matter of fact, you are the warmest, most lovable woman I know, next to Mai.’

‘Thanks a lot,’ said Maggie. ‘But I’d think twice if I was you before you let your wife go. You’re well over forty and Mai’s still a young girl in her teens.’

‘Don’t you think I ain’t thought of that, darling?’ replied Ginger. ‘Come on, finish the bottle and give me a kiss, it’s Christmas Day.’

Later as she lay in bed, she thought of little Joe. She had not heard any news from him. He should have gone back to school at the end of November. She would be glad to get home to find out what had happened. She drowsed, going over the conversation with Ginger. She had understood what he meant, having recalled that night out with Joe’s father. But it was better not to, white people did not belong. I wonder who my little Joe will marry. Her head was swimming with the extra amount of brandy, but it was a nice sensation, worries seemed so far away.

It was a strange sort of Christmas morning, a blazing hot day. First of all, there was no breakfast. Long Tongue was missing. Maggie made coffee and omelettes in the sacred kitchen that Long Tongue would not normally allow her to enter.

‘Where’s the old devil gone?’ she enquired. ‘Home to China for Christmas?’

‘He doesn’t miss a trick,’ declared Ginger. ‘He knows we’re going out, he has been listening. So he buzzed off last night on an opium binge with another old heathen down in the village.’

Over breakfast they talked of home, the snow and the Christmas cards on the mantlepiece. ‘I can’t believe it’s Christmas Day,’ she said. ‘Nothing to remind me.’

‘You will, it’s all laid on down at the club. Christmas pud and turkey and all the trimmings.’

‘What will I wear?’ she asked.

‘Make yourself look nice, love, and I’ll be proud of you. It will knock some of them dowdy old hens over when they see you in all your smart gear. Got a swimsuit? We’ll have a bathe – got a cracking beach – and bring a nice dress for dinner. We’ll hit the ceiling tonight, Maggie, my love.’

Dear old Ginger, she was glad she stayed, he would have had a lonely Christmas.

‘I’ll go and borrow a posh car.’ He was off like a shot, his red hair gleaming in the sun as he jumped his horse over the fence and went tearing down the road.

Soon they were heading for the country club. There was a suitcase in the boot, and brandy and cigars in the car which they had borrowed for the occasion. They skirted the town and drove to the beach. The great expanse of blue sea and the frothy lines of surf as they came dashing inshore was a grand sight. Surf boats and surf riders, Maggie had never seen before. ‘Look at all the people. I was wondering where all the young Australian girls were.’

‘On the beach, Maggie. That’s where you find the glamour in the summer,’ explained Ginger.

Lovely, young, tanned bodies frolicked in the water. Beautiful girls walked gracefully along the promenade, showing off the latest thing in swimsuits.

‘Oh, this really cheers me up,’ she cried taking deep breaths of the fresh salt air. ‘It’s so nice to get away from that hot, dry wind. Why don’t you live down here, Ginger?’

‘Bloody sheep won’t eat sand,’ laughed Ginger.

They drove along the front to where the club lay, back off the road, with its own private beach in front. It was very smart and there were plenty of people here too, but mostly with their clothes on. They sat in the dining room where the long windows gave an excellent view of the sea, palms in pots and soft-footed waiters.

‘Let’s have a light lunch and then we’ll go down for a swim,’ Ginger suggested.

Maggie had a glass of wine and a sandwich but Ginger had several beers and a couple of whiskys, together with a big dish of oysters. It did not stop there. He knew everyone, and they all wanted to buy him drinks. So he drank, shouted and cracked jokes, he was really enjoying himself.

By the time they got to the beach, his face was very red and she was sure he was intoxicated. It was nice lying in the sun
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