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About the Book

Emily had been a quite horrible child. Pushy, rough, and none too clean (for it must have been Emily who passed on her head-lice to the Adams family), she had been the bane of Mrs Adams and her children who lived next door, and especially she had been a trial to Boots, who had avoided her whenever he could.

But Emily grown-up was a different matter. She was still a cockney girl, but now she had a certain elegance, a style. The fighting toughness was still there – and she needed it. For Boots, back from the trenches, was blind, and Emily was to prove the mainstay, the breadwinner, and the love of his life.

 Here again is the Adams family from Down Lambeth Way – Chinese Lady determined more than ever to be respectable, Tommy facing unemployment, and Sammy well on the way to becoming a street market tycoon. And above all here is Our Emily.
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REFLECTIONS

To be born blind was one thing, he supposed, to be struck blind was another. Damn that day on the Somme. Could anyone who had known light ever be reconciled to permanent darkness? A day could be unendurably long, except there were no days in the usual sense, only night, for to the unseeing eyes days were no different from night.

He existed in frustration and helplessness, despite all the efforts he made to surmount the handicap that shut him off from the world. People came in, friends came in, and they all said, in one way or another, how well he was bearing up, how cheerful he was keeping. What was on the surface, of course, was never quite what was underneath.

The family did what they could. During the day, Chinese Lady was always there to keep him going.

‘You all right, Boots? Here’s a nice cup of tea, just made. Here.’ She would place the cup and saucer carefully in his groping hands, then talk in her own way. Like, ‘It’s a good thing you don’t take sugar, they’re rationing us something chronic. Time they got this war over and finished with, it’s a wicked waste of men’s lives. If all the politicians had to go and fight it, it’ud be over in five minutes. D’you want to come to the shops with me today? Be nice for you to get out, you like gettin’ out. You can hold my arm and we’ll take it steady.’

Sammy, his younger brother, who had just left school at fourteen, was earning coppers and small silver in the East Street market by making himself useful in a hundred ways to stallholders. He too would do his best whenever he was in the house.

‘Got yer some apples, Boots, and they ain’t specked, neither. ‘Ere y’ar. D’you want anything at the shops, anything I can get for yer? I won’t charge yer for goin’, and would yer like a walk up the park on Sunday? Me and Tommy’ll take yer. It ain’t no bother, Boots.’

And Tommy, sixteen, when he came home from his job, he did his best too.

‘Watcher, Boots, it’s me, just got in from me daily slog. Look, I picked up a banjo from a bloke at work, it just needs a bit of mendin’. I can do it easy. Yer used to like playin’ a banjo when you was at school till someone ’alf-inched it, and yer only play it by touch, don’t yer? ’Ere, yer need a bit of coal on the fire. I’ll do it. D’yer want to go out? I’ll come with yer.’

They all knew how much he needed to get out of the house, and it was not their fault that there were moments they felt were embarrassing to him. Such as when he emerged from the house and noisy street kids fell silent. Or when neighbours were encountered and became loudly, heartily and cheerfully reassuring.

‘Ain’t he managing well, Mrs Adams? Who’d of thought it? It just shows what persevering can do. Yer look fine, Boots, yer gettin’ along grand, we’re proud of yer.’

Lizzy, his married sister, was always willing to take him on little walks whenever she came to see him. She invariably seemed more emotional than the rest of the family. He would feel that emotion in the warmth of her greetings kiss, and once he felt wetness on her cheek. She had her own hard time to endure. Her husband Ned had lost a leg in Flanders.

‘Chinese Lady’s bringing you on the bus to us on Friday, Boots. Ned can’t wait to see you an’ have a chat with you. He’d come an’ see you here if he could, only he can’t manage gettin’ on trams or buses yet, nor can’t he manage walkin’ all the way on his crutches. He sent you his regards. Oh, and me baby’s comin’ on fine.’ Lizzy was pregnant with her first child.

Then there was Emily, the girl he was going to marry, the girl from next door who now lodged with them. She had a wartime factory job, and he always knew when she was arriving home. She always moved quickly, and he would hear the whisper and rustle of her clothes, and feel the loving encouragement of a hug and a kiss. And then her own kind of words.

‘What you been doing all day, Boots? Oh, ain’t that a silly question? But you been out with Chinese Lady, p’raps, or to the blind men’s clinic to learn more things? We’ll go out at the weekend, shall we? You like gettin’ out and about as much as you can. Oh, now you got a grin on your face. I know why, yer goin’ to tease me in a minute for all me silly questions.’

Without Emily, without her love and her own kind of help, reconciliation to blindness would have existed in his mind as an impossibility. She gave him moments when they were laughing together, and she gave him other moments when, during an adventurous outing, he was able to suggest throwing away his stick, a blind man’s stick, because she was, he said, a surer defence against aggressive lamp-posts than any stick. And in addition to what Emily meant to him, there was what he chose to infer from the mutterings of the RAMC eye surgeon who gave him a monthly check-up.

‘Um – ah – that hurt?’

‘Bloody hell.’

‘Good, good. Still a – um – little – um – ah – um.’

‘A little what?’

‘Inflamed. Well, mmm, we’ll see, we’ll see.’

‘Wish I could.’

But those mutterings gave him a small ray of hope.


CHAPTER ONE

DOCTOR MCMANUS HAD many patients in Walworth, South London, and Miss Emily Castle was one of them. He liked Emily. It was true she had been a holy terror up to the age of fourteen, but in the four years since then, the twists, turns and events of life had uncovered what had always been there, a warm heart and a caring nature. Perhaps her irritating ways and her aggressive prickliness had been due to the fact that she knew she was plain. And even now, at eighteen, she was still no beauty with her thin face, peaky nose and pointed chin. But in her love of life she was engagingly infectious, and she did own an abundant crown of dark auburn hair and luminous green eyes that sometimes seemed to be swimming in wonder at what life could offer even in the middle of the decimating Great War. What it was offering at the moment was marriage to the eldest son of her kind landlady, Mrs Adams, a widow. His name was Robert, but he had only ever been called Boots. He had been blinded five months ago during the first battle of the Somme, and this added compassion to her love for him.

It was crippling the country, the awful war. It was the beginning of December, 1916, and it had been going on for two years. The soldiers were having a dreadful time in the trenches of France and Flanders, and no one knew how many sailors and merchant seamen were being lost at sea. You could tell how awful it was in the trenches by the casualty figures, although the daily papers printed more things about deeds of heroism than about what would make the people downhearted. All the same, you could tell, and people said in towns where there were war hospitals you could see hundreds and hundreds of wounded soldiers in hospital blues, soldiers on crutches with only one leg, or soldiers with only one arm, and things like that. And anyone who happened to be at Victoria station when a hospital train came in could see hundreds of stretcher cases being unloaded and put into ambulances.

On the Home Front, food was worryingly short, especially meat and butter and cheese and eggs. Not that the people of Walworth missed butter too much, because it had always been a luxury, but you could only get a certain amount of margarine. It was rationed, like lots of other foods, and you had to give up coupons for these things. Mind, lots of girls and women had jobs they wouldn’t have had normally, because of so many men away at the war, so there was money coming in. Emily herself had a job in a factory in Bermondsey, where khaki uniforms were being made. The factory warehouse was stacked with great huge rolls of khaki serge, which made you wonder if the government expected it to go on for ever, or at least until there were no more men left. She was so lucky Boots wouldn’t have to do any more fighting, although it was an awful price he’d had to pay. Mind, her future mother-in-law had said them politicians wouldn’t be past calling up blinded ex-soldiers and pointing them at the Germans.

In regard to her forthcoming marriage on the Saturday before Christmas, Emily had a problem of an intimate kind. So she decided to consult Doctor McManus, a general practitioner devoted to the physical welfare of the poor people of Walworth. He listened while she confusedly introduced the subject of marital conjugality. Except she didn’t call it that.

She interrupted herself to say, ‘It’s that embarrassing, doctor, havin’ to come and talk to you like this.’

‘Emily,’ said Doctor McManus, who had known her since childhood, ‘some embarrassments are exclusive to nice people.’

‘Well, I’m touched if yer think – if you think I’m nice,’ said Emily, who was always striving to speak more proper, like Boots did. Because of his good education, Boots spoke so much more proper that in his younger days the street kids called him Lord Muck, which title he had accepted without turning a hair. ‘You always been kind to me, doctor, even when I was a wretched little terror and come out in mumps, which I was sure would be fateful. I don’t know how I deserve Boots askin’ me to marry him after I was such a pest to him as a schoolkid. Still, the Lord smiles on all of us sometimes, I suppose. Imagine it, the wedding three weeks from now.’

‘That’s not a problem, I hope,’ smiled Doctor McManus.

‘Oh, no. It’s Boots’s wishful desire. Well, he’s said awful nice things to me like he means it is. But with him being blinded in the war, and me being the one to go out to work, well, yer see, doctor, we shouldn’t have babies yet. When they give Boots his eye operation, which they said they might, which we hope they will, then it’ll be different, like, he’ll be able to get a job himself. He don’t go on about it, but I know it’s ’urtful to a man not being the breadwinner, specially when he shouldn’t be a father yet, either.’

‘I’m sure it’s hurtful to both of you,’ said Doctor McManus, ‘but it’s a very sensible decision.’ He wished certain other patients would show similar sense.

‘I’ve come to you, doctor, because I don’t want Boots ’avin’ to go to the chemist’s. He said he would, but I didn’t like that idea at all, nor did his mother when I mentioned it to her. I mean, Boots being blind he wouldn’t know who was in the shop listening to him, and I’d die if I ’ad to go and ask the chemist meself. His mother and me, we been havin’ some little talks.’ Emily blushed perceptibly.

‘Some little talks, yes.’ Doctor McManus smiled in understanding. ‘Mrs Adams is a wise and practical lady.’

Emily swallowed and said pinkly, ‘She was very explanat’ry about – about – oh, you know, doctor.’

‘About how to avoid pregnancy? Good.’ Doctor McManus, despite a busy surgery, was prepared to give Emily time.

‘So I said I better come and see you. Could you help, doctor, instead of Boots or me havin’ to go to the chemist’s and ask out loud? Boots said he really don’t mind goin’, but oh Lor’, if someone ’eard him it might get about that him and me was being illicit before being married.’

‘Illicit, yes,’ said Doctor McManus gravely. ‘Well, we don’t want that. I’m willing to give you a prescription for fine quality washables.’

‘Washables?’ Emily was pink again. She knew, as most grown girls in Walworth did, what a wedding night was all about, and she also knew from her little talks with Boots’s mother, how babies were made and how to stop that happening. But only the fatherly kindness of Doctor McManus made it possible for her to consult with him on the matter.

‘Washables are on the market now, Emily. The Government has covertly condoned the availability of these things.’ Doctor McManus meant, of course, that the Government did not want men coming home on leave to find their lonely wives had fallen from grace and were in a state of unhappy expectancy. ‘The washables are more expensive, ninepence each—’

‘Oh, lor’, that much?’ said Emily, pinker.

‘Well, they’re safer and, in the long run, cheaper. They can easily be washed after use, and if you bought two they would last Boots quite a long time.’

‘Yes, I see, doctor. Oh, lor’, Doctor, does givin’ me a prescription still mean I got to go to the chemist’s?’

Doctor McManus smiled. So many poor people liked to be respectable, and to hand a chemist a prescription of that kind would not have been considered respectable at all.

‘We don’t usually manufacture them in my dispensary, Emily. But come along in three days and my dispenser will have them ready for you. Under the circumstances, I’m pleased you and Boots have agreed to contraception.’

‘What?’ asked Emily, startled.

‘That’s what you and I are talking about, you know. Contraception. It isn’t generally approved of, and is forbidden to Roman Catholics.’

‘Oh, Lord above,’ breathed Emily, wondering if she and Boots were being unsacred. ‘But does it help, Boots and me being Church of England?’

‘It’s your sensible attitude that helps, Emily. Have no misgivings.’

‘You’re so kind and informing,’ said Emily. ‘Do you think some people don’t approve because they think stoppin’ babies from happening ain’t religious?’

Doctor McManus smiled again.

‘Never mind what other people think,’ he said. ‘You and Boots have made a very sound decision. Have you heard of Doctor Marie Stopes? She calls it constructive birth control.’

‘Oh, help,’ breathed Emily, ‘don’t that sound awful?’

‘Not to me.’

‘Well, if it don’t to you, doctor, then it won’t to me,’ said Emily firmly.

‘Good. What time is the wedding? I should like to be at the service, to see you and Boots married. I’ve known both of you for many years.’

‘Oh, it’s twelve o’clock at St John’s,’ said Emily in pleasure. ‘You and Mrs McManus could come to the weddin’ breakfast at Mrs Adams’s house, if yer like. It’s where I been lodging since me mum went to live with her sister after me dad died.’

‘That’s very nice of you, Emily, and if I can find the time, I’ll bring myself and my wife to the house. The last Saturday before Christmas, you said?’

‘Well, yer see,’ said Emily, ‘Boots wanted it as close to Christmas as convenient, like. He’s so funny. Not funny peculiar, but lots of laughs. He said he wants me for Christmas, so I’d be his best Christmas present ever. Don’t you think that’s funny, doctor?’

‘Do you think it is?’

‘Oh, I think it’s lovely, really,’ said Emily.

‘So do I,’ said Doctor McManus.

So on the Saturday before Christmas, when Mr Lloyd George had taken over the premiership from Mr Asquith to give the country hope in his Welsh wizardry, Emily was getting ready for her marriage to Robert Alfred Adams, whom everyone called Boots. She was willing to promise to love, honour and obey in the giddiness of being a bride.

His mother, whom the family called Chinese Lady because she had lovely almond eyes and had once taken in washing, was giving her some last words of advice.

‘When you say you’ll obey, Em’ly love, it only means to agree with Boots when he’s right, and to help him see what’s right when he’s wrong. Don’t let him go ordering you about, our Lord don’t expect any wife to accept being ordered about. That’s nothing to do with obeying. Obeying just means keepin’ the peace, which a woman can do better than a man. There wouldn’t be no war on if things had been left to women to settle. Oh, and don’t go doing things for Boots that he can do for hisself.’

‘I don’t mind doing some things, really I don’t.’

‘I know you don’t, love. You’re a godsend to all of us, you’ve turned into a lovin’ girl, you have. But it’s best Boots does as much as he can, best for you and best for him.’

‘Oh, I know what you mean,’ said Emily, ‘only I do feel I’m lucky gettin’ him.’

‘Lucky?’ said Chinese Lady.

‘Some of the girls round ’ere – round here – would give their right arm to have Boots.’

‘No, they wouldn’t. Be a waste of a good arm. If anyone’s lucky out of the two of you, it’s Boots. You’ll have a lot to put up with, him goin’ off to the war and gettin’ hisself blinded, when he shouldn’t of. But you’ll manage, you’re a sensible girl, you are. Now, take that old dressing-gown off, or whatever it is, and let’s get you into your wedding gown. That’s it – why, Em’ly Castle, you already look a real bridal picture in that new corset. If your mum was here—’ Chinese Lady immediately wished she hadn’t mentioned Emily’s loud and blowsy mother, for Mrs Castle was quite capable of saying something shockingly bawdy. ‘Well, never mind, she’s not here, love, and I’m proud to do the honours myself.’

‘Oh, I don’t hardly know how to tell you how glad I am I’m goin’ to be your daughter,’ breathed Emily. ‘Mrs Adams, I do love yer, really I do, you been wonderful to me.’

Chinese Lady coughed and busied herself with the wedding gown and underskirt. But when she had Emily fully dressed, and wearing the veil she herself had worn when marrying Boots’s father, she could not hold back words of affection.

‘Why, Em’ly, now just look at yourself. You’re a lovely Christmas bride, that you are.’

Emily, emotional, said, ‘Oh, you and Boots and the boys’ve all been a blessing to me, and now I’m goin’ to be one of the fam’ly.’

‘There, Em’ly pet, don’t let’s have no tears now, not on your weddin’ day. Your mum should be here any minute, with your aunt and uncle, and Boots will be goin’ off to church with Ned, so dry them eyes now and perk up sweet and pretty.’

Whatever Boots thought about Emily’s looks, he did not cast her in his mind as plain. Emily had proved to be a girl loving and loyal, and he thought it had shone out of her on the last occasion he had seen her, at Lizzy’s wedding nine months ago. He wondered if that was to remain his last physical sight of her. In November, the specialist at the eye hospital had said keep hoping, it’s going to be some time before we’ll be able to decide if you’re a promising case or not.

He could not contemplate living in darkness for the rest of his life without feeling it was going to drain his last reserves of tolerance of his condition. It was bad enough being unable to see Emily on their wedding day. He did not see her advancing up the aisle in her bridal gown of virgin white, on the arm of her Uncle Bert, who was to give her away, and he did not even see her when she reached his side. But he felt her put her hand in his, and he felt the warm clasp of her fingers.

He was in his uniform, the uniform of a sergeant of the West Kents. His battalion was still out there, still fighting and dying. Emily had asked him to wear his uniform. She had asked because she was proud he had volunteered to serve his country. He might have said he was no longer entitled to wear it, for he had received his official discharge from the Army ten days ago, together with a few months back pay and a pension to compensate him for losing his sight. But for Emily he put on his khaki for the last time.

St John’s Church, Larcom Street, was crowded, the gentle-mannered vicar, the Reverend Edwards, officiating. The whole of Caulfield Place seemed to be there, and many other people. Chinese Lady was in the front pew with her younger sons Tommy and Sammy, and her daughter Lizzy, the mother of a baby girl born a month premature but already, at four weeks, gurgling and healthy, and presently in the care of the daughter of Lizzy’s district nurse at the house in Caulfield Place.

Tommy and Sammy were in their best suits, secondhand buys from East Street market and good as new, nearly. Sammy, now fourteen, was a bit upset that Boots couldn’t see. Tommy, sixteen, thought Emily looked like she’d been turned into a princess by some fairy godmother. Lizzy, glowing in a bright red coat and a black hat trimmed with astrakhan, had a fixed smile on her face, disguising the pain she felt because Boots was blind and her husband Ned was on crutches. Ned had very much wanted to be Boots’s best man, and she had been very emotional on the day Boots asked him. Well, it was so right that they should stand together in the church. They were friends, they had both been soldiers, they had both fought, and they had both been so badly wounded. Boots had lost his eyesight, and Ned had lost his left leg. He was to be fitted with an artificial one as soon as the stump was fully healed and toughened up.

He went about on crutches, and had been hobbling about at home on the day she experienced the alarming sensations signifying the possibility of premature birth. Thank goodness he’d had the telephone installed in their house off Denmark Hill. She had shouted in panic, and Ned simply threw his crutches down, hopped like a one-legged wonder to the telephone, and the district nurse had come round in no time, delivering her of an eight-month baby girl who was six pounds and perfect.

There he was, standing not far from Boots, using just one crutch to keep himself upright. Like Boots, he was in uniform, his left trouser leg neatly pinned up above his stump. He was drawing his pay, a captain’s pay. He had not yet been discharged, although Boots had. Lizzy was sentimentally proud of both of them.

In the other front pew sat Emily’s mother, Mrs Castle, with her sister Mabel. Mrs Castle had done her best with herself, but still looked a boozy, red-faced woman beneath a shrieking pink hat. She was generous and open-hearted, but loud, raucous and bulging with fat. Her husband had died of cancer in the summer, and she had gone to live with her sister, leaving Emily to lodge with the Adams family, much to Emily’s bliss.

Emily’s eyes behind her veil were emotionally moist throughout the ceremony, and dangerously moist when Boots finally slipped the ring on her finger. She turned her veil up and lifted her face.

‘Boots?’ It was the tiniest whisper to let him know where her mouth was, and Boots had no trouble in locating it. He kissed her, firmly.

War or no war, everyone seemed to have confetti, and the bride and groom were showered with it as they came out of the church, Emily tightly arm-in-arm with Boots, guiding him. Chinese Lady may have refused to shed tears, but her almond eyes were over-bright as she saw Emily looking up at Boots like a girl dizzy with wonder. Boots, who always seemed to have a smile lurking, as if life and people were far more amusing than tragic, had the broadest grin on his face as he felt the light touch of the showering confetti.

Sammy darted.

‘Oi, Mr Greenberg, yer can bring Toby an’ yer cart in!’ he yelled to the bowler-hatted rag and bone man. Lizzy and Ned had been driven to the house from the church in Mr Greenberg’s open cart on the occasion of their wedding. Emily had begged that she and Boots might do the same. The cold weather wouldn’t matter, it was only a short ride. Sammy said he’d speak to his friend, Mr Greenberg. Mr Greenberg would charge five bob, he said, seeing the cart would have to be cleaned up and done up, and there’d be his own commission of twenty per cent, which meant a bob. Emily willingly paid. Sammy, of course, did not tell her he was also getting twenty per cent commission from Mr Greenberg. The indefatigable and ageless rag and bone man was now outside the church, his green-painted cart clean, holly adorning it, and his tireless horse spruced up. ‘Mr Greenberg!’ yelled Sammy. ‘Oi, wake up! Yer can bring the cart right in, the vicar says it’s a Christian gester to Boots.’

‘I’m ’earing yer, Sammy,’ called Mr Greenberg, ‘and vould Abraham’s people not make a likevise gesture, my poy?’

The crowd in the forecourt of the church made way as Mr Greenberg brought his horse and cart in at a moment when a neighbour, Mr Franks, had just finished taking half a dozen wedding plates with a camera on a tripod, both items borrowed from a firm of photographers. Emily and Boots detached themselves from their mothers, the best man and the bridesmaid Vi, cousin to Boots. Emily, hitching her gown, stepped up into the cart. Boots followed, carefully feeling his way, Emily with one hand at the ready in case he stumbled. There was a seat fixed, and they sat down on it, Emily clutching her bouquet and slipping her free arm inside Boots’s left arm.

‘Oh, ain’t we doing well?’ she whispered. ‘But can yer believe it, can yer believe we’re married?’

‘Are ve ready, my dears?’ enquired Mr Greenberg.

‘Wait, old cock,’ said Boots. ‘Emily, where’s Lizzy?’

‘I’m here, Boots,’ said Lizzy, close by.

‘Good on yer, sis. Look, d’you think Ned would like to come up with us? Save him clumping all the way back, and he is the best man.’

‘Oh, you’re lovely,’ said Lizzy, ‘I’ll get him, he won’t have any pride about riding with you and Em’ly.’

‘Ask Vi to come up too. Best man and bridesmaid. Ned can sit on the other side of Emily, and Vi can sit on my lap.’

Emily laughed. Nothing could take away the bliss she felt.

‘See if I care,’ she said.

Ned got aboard on his one leg, with help from Tommy, and Vi, excited, climbed on too. All four of them found room on the seat, Emily and Vi in the middle, Boots next to Emily, and Ned next to Vi, his crutches grounded.

‘Vell, my dears, are you ready now?’ enquired Mr Greenberg. He turned his head and looked at Emily. Her veil was up, her eyes dizzy with excitement, her face glowing in the midday light. The December day was as kind as it could be in its clear crispness. Mr Greenberg lifted his bowler hat to the radiant bride. ‘Ah, my pretty lady, vill you give the vord?’

‘Oh, yer may kindly proceed, Mr Greenberg,’ said Emily in inspired graciousness.

‘Very good, Mrs Adams,’ said Mr Greenberg, ‘proceed I vill.’

Emily laughed, hugging her husband’s arm in delight. Mr Greenberg had been the first one to call her Mrs Adams.

‘Oh, Boots, ain’t it sheer heaven?’ she said.

Boots found her ear and whispered amid the cheers that went up as the horse and cart moved off.

‘It will be, Mrs Adams, when I get you to myself.’

As Mr Greenberg drove out into Larcom Street, close observers might have noticed that the bride was blushing. Mr Greenberg let his horse move at an amble, and everyone either walked behind or swarmed at the sides of the cart. Chinese Lady and Lizzy followed, escorted by Sammy and Tommy. Aunt Victoria, Chinese Lady’s cousin, and her husband Tom, also followed. They were the parents of Vi, the bridesmaid. Aunt Victoria might have seemed a little aloof had she not been proud of how pretty Vi looked in bridesmaid’s pink. Also, she was very fond of Boots, her favourite nephew.

Emily waved to people looking on from their open street doors or from their windows. Cries of ‘Good luck!’ rang in her ears. Oh, if only peace would come, if only the war would finish, if only Boots could get his eyesight back, life would be just lovely.

Mr Greenberg turned left into Walworth Road, and trams came clanging up to pass them. The passengers looked, the pedestrians looked, the shoppers looked. People waved, Emily waved, and Vi waved. Ned laughed. Boots smiled. He could see nothing, but he smiled all the same, for he could hear and feel how rapturous Emily was. It was her day, Emily’s day. She had once been a ragged, urchin-like school-kid, a terrible menace to boys with her kicking feet and her scratching fingernails. But one day she had grown up. Now which day was that? He could not put his finger on it. He supposed it was one day among the many days he had been in France. No, it was before the war.

He must be careful not to let his blindness become a bitter thing, for her sake. He knew he had his bad days. He felt it was impossible to escape the moments when the thought of being blind for the rest of his life was unbearable. He would take his stick then and get out of the house, to tap his way around the streets he knew so well. Emily worried about that kind of thing, but Chinese Lady told her not to worry, and not to go after him.

Along Walworth Road, someone in the wedding procession produced a mouth-organ and played the tune of one of Marie Lloyd’s most popular songs. The procession began to sing.


‘My old man said foller the van

And don’t dilly-dally on the way.

Orf went the van with me ’ome packed in it,

I follered on with me old cock linnet,

I dillied, I dallied, dallied and I dillied

Lorst me way and don’t know where to roam,

Oh, yer can’t trust the specials like the old-time coppers

When yer can’t find your way ’ome.’



The people of Walworth and some soldiers on leave stood and watched and cheered. Chinese Lady glanced at the soldiers, one or two of whom were wearing their greatcoats on this fine but cold December day. Emily worked in a factory that made soldiers’ uniforms. Chinese Lady supposed that most of them were for new recruits. There were always new recruits. There had to be when trained soldiers were being blown to pieces every day. If the war just went on and on, Tommy would have to go, and then Sammy. The government wouldn’t do her any favours on account of having sent Boots home blinded. It would take her other sons in time if the war didn’t end. It would reckon that in returning a blinded son and a crippled son-in-law to her, it had done her a favour, anyway. Lizzy was going to have a hard time seeing Ned through to the time when he could cope with his infirmity, and Emily was going to have an even harder time as the wife of a blind husband. And Lizzy with a baby to look after as well now, poor lamb. The war was a disgrace, that’s what it was. Chinese Lady sighed.

‘You all right, Maisie?’ asked Mrs Castle, wheezing along beside her. ‘Yer look a bit sad, yer do.’

‘Yes, I’m all right,’ said Chinese Lady. Girls in the procession were singing ‘Why Am I Always The Bridesmaid And Never The Blushing Bride?’

And when the procession turned into Browning Street, everyone sang, ‘Pack Up Your Troubles’, the morale-raising song of the war.

On the cart, Ned glanced at Boots, and he knew Boots was remembering, as he was himself, the innocent first-timers going up the line to the trenches and singing as they went.

Emily, all nerves gone now, was singing in extrovert style. Her mother and her Aunt Mabel veered towards the Browning Street pub, on the corner of King and Queen Street. Her mother was informing Aunt Mabel that her feet were killing her, so a little sit-down in the pub before the wedding breakfast would do her plates of meat a power of good. They both had a little sit-down and a nourishing stout.


CHAPTER TWO

THE WEDDING BREAKFAST inevitably turned into a rousing party. Friends, neighbours and relatives crowded into the kitchen, the parlour and the passage. It all meant a few hours escape from the doldrums of war. There was plenty of beer and lemonade, and even some bottles of port, the latter a favourite with the ladies. And there was food, as much as could be decently provided. A good part of it had been provided by kind neighbours, all willing to help Chinese Lady do the bride and bridegroom proud. Emily, having received the guests with Boots, and been overwhelmed by so many wedding gifts, swept and darted about in her quicksilver fashion, helping the family to see to the wants of people. Her white gown rustled and rushed, the brilliance of her eyes and the spontaneity of her laughter born of her gladness. This, to Emily, was the happiest day of her life. Like most London cockneys she saw all things in clear simple black and white. There was the good and the bad, there was celebration and sorrow, and in the midst of poverty there was always tomorrow and its hopes. She was sure Boots was the nicest man in the world, and nothing was ever going to change her feelings for him, not even if he took to drink, which was the worst thing that could happen to a wife.

Emily did not realise that for all her peaky looks, she radiated a love of life so expressively that it made her a completely engaging girl. It had been a dream of hers for years, to belong to Mrs Adams and her family, for she loved them all. She felt she’d been privileged. Chinese Lady would have told her the family had come best out of it.

But for all her gladness, there were painful little moments for Emily whenever she looked at Boots and realised he could see nothing of all this. Behind his smile there must be awful bitterness. How could there not be? She frequently went over to him. ‘Oh, it’s a lovely weddin’ party, Boots. Are you all right?’ And each time Boots said he was fine, except the place sounded as if hooligans had taken over. Or something like that.

Ned was with him most of the time. They had a great liking for each other, which was a happiness to Lizzy. Ned was seated, taking the weight off his one leg, and Boots stood beside him, listening to him and to people who came up to talk to them.

‘Boots?’ It was Vi, his cousin, the daughter of Aunt Victoria and quiet Uncle Tom. Uncle Tom had been the brother-in-law of Corporal Daniel Adams, Chinese Lady’s deceased husband. Vi was shy and retiring and sixteen, a girl dominated by her mother, a woman of erratic moods, who could be expansive one day and carping the next, and who sometimes treated her inoffensive husband as if his existence was an annoyance. ‘Boots, it’s me, Vi.’

‘I heard you, Vi,’ said Boots, keeping his problems under the surface because it was Emily’s day. ‘Can I do something for you? Like give you a kiss for being the bridesmaid?’

‘As best man, that’s my privilege,’ said Ned.

‘Oh, go on,’ said Vi. ‘Boots, I just wanted to say – oh, you know.’

‘Do I know?’ asked Boots.

‘Oh, just that yer grand, honest you are, because—’ Vi checked. ‘I mean, Em’ly looks lovely, really she does. You can be proud of her. Even me mum – I mean, Mum thinks so too.’

‘Well, I think I’m proud of you, Vi, seeing you look lovely too.’

‘Oh, yer can’t know that,’ said Vi.

‘I do know it,’ said Boots. ‘I asked Tommy. “How’s Cousin Vi as a bridesmaid?” I asked. And Tommy said, “Crikey, our Vi’s a corker.”’

Vi laughed softly. ‘You’re good for a girl, you are,’ she said.

Boots remembered Emily had said that to him once. More than once. But he could not see there was any point in being bad for people, especially women, who got the roughest end of the stick.

‘Well, give us a kiss,’ he said. Vi laughed again. Then he felt her arms around his neck and the warm pressure of a soft mouth against his.

‘Crikey, look at our Vi,’ called Sammy, his sunny face expressing shock. ‘She’s kissin’ Boots. Help, all the kissin’ that’s been goin’ on. I’ll be suffering next. That’s death, that is.’

‘I’ll kiss yer, Sammy love,’ bawled Mrs Castle, whose bulk was a trial to every seam of her tight dress.

‘Oh, gawd ’elp us,’ breathed Sammy, and vanished before death overtook him.

At half-past three the wedding cake was cut. Chinese Lady had not been able to make it herself because of the criminal shortage of dried fruit and other coveted ingredients. She had had to order it a month in advance from Hall’s the bakers. She suspected there was not much fruit in it, but it was quite nicely iced. Mrs Castle had aplogised for not being able to have the wedding breakfast at her sister’s place, and Chinese Lady had skated tactfully around the obligations of the bride’s mother. The last thing she wanted was the mess Mrs Castle would make of everything. The one thing she did want was to do right by Emily and Boots, because Emily was a godsend and Boots her only oldest son.

Things had cost money, and even Sammy had contributed something from his treasured hoard of savings. He handed five bob to his mother with a sacrificial air, telling her she could pay him back a bob a week and a penny a week interest. Chinese Lady told him he was a good boy. Tommy said no, he ain’t, and I’ll run him out of the house.

The cake shone whitely on its stand on the parlour table. Emily and Boots held the knife together, Emily guiding it. His hand was strong around hers, and her heart turned over, her head bent as they pushed the knife in, her eyes brimming.

There was a piece of cake for everyone, the kitchen bursting outwards with people. Ned made a winning little speech, toasting the bridesmaid. Vi looked shyly pleased. Boots began his own speech, in his own way, suggesting that a wedding was a highly serious occasion for a bride and a highly responsible occasion for a bridegroom. Accordingly, he couldn’t think why his bride was laughing about it.

Chinese Lady was soon provoked into protest.

‘Oh, that comedian son of mine,’ she said, ‘I don’t know where he gets it from. I’m sure, not from me or his dad.’

To which Boots said, ‘I don’t know where I get it from, either, and I don’t even know what it is. I didn’t even realise I had it—’

‘Oh, you’ve got it all right,’ called Lizzy, and that brought yells of laughter.

‘Goin’ to give it to Em’ly now, he is,’ said Uncle Tom, and received a severe look from Aunt Victoria.

‘But if he don’t know what it is,’ said Tommy, ‘how’s he goin’ to give it to Em’ly?’

Mrs Castle exploded out of her dress, nearly.

‘Who’s making this speech?’ asked Boots.

‘You are,’ said Ned, ‘we’re just giving you some help.’

‘Much obliged,’ said Boots, hearing everything but seeing nothing. ‘But I’ll try without help to say some kind words about our mother.’

‘You watch your tongue, my lad,’ said Chinese Lady.

‘Come on, Boots,’ said Sammy.

‘Well,’ said Boots. ‘I’m glad my mother and departed father decided to have me. If they’d had second thoughts, I wouldn’t be here, I’d only be a might-have-been, a twinkle that didn’t come to anything.’

‘Oh, you implorable hooligan,’ gasped Chinese Lady as pandemonium set in.

‘I never seen a twinkle what come to be more like a lit-up circus than Boots,’ said Mr Blake, a neighbour.

‘Ain’t ’e a caution?’ bawled Mrs Castle, and Emily sighed a little for her mum’s loudness. It was only a transient sigh, however, for Boots was helping to bring the house down, helping everyone to forget the war.

‘I have to thank my mother for being a mother to me,’ he said.

‘Well, she ain’t yer uncle, that’s fer sure,’ grinned Emily’s Uncle Bert.

‘That’s true,’ said Boots, ‘and without her I’d have been an orphan. Can’t say I’d have liked that very much. It’s been a good life here at home. I’ve even been able to put up with Sammy—’

‘That’s done it,’ said Sammy, ‘I ain’t loanin’ you no money, Boots, when yer gets ’ard-up, not even a farthing. I might loan Em’ly, I ain’t loanin’ you.’

‘Now don’t talk like that to your only oldest brother, Sammy,’ admonished Chinese Lady, her wedding hat glossy and resplendent.

‘Me?’ said Sammy, blue eyes round with indignation. ‘What’ve I said? What about what Boots said?’

‘That’s different,’ said Chinese Lady, ‘it’s his weddin’ day and we all got to put up with his comic turns.’

‘I like the fact it’s Emily’s wedding day too,’ said Boots, ‘it’s the kind of coincidence that could only happen once. I’m accordingly very appreciative. Emily’s my kind of girl. Is she still here, by the way, or has she gone up to bed?’

‘Boots!’ Emily shrieked.

‘Oh, ain’t ’e wicked?’ cried her Aunt Mabel.

‘Order, if you please,’ said Ned, best man. ‘Emily, we’ll excuse you if you want to go up, and we’ll do what we can to see Boots doesn’t keep you waiting.’

‘Oh, it ain’t fair,’ gasped Emily, blushing, but she was in joy that Boots could make such fun of everything when the war had been so cruel to him.

‘It won’t last long, Em,’ said Boots.

‘Oh, yer demon!’ shouted Lizzy in laughter.

‘The rest of my speech, I mean, sis,’ said Boots. ‘I want to thank my mother for what she means to all of us. I want to thank Lizzy for being my sister, and I want to thank Tommy and Sammy for all the support they’ve given me when I most needed it, including several loans of a bob from Sammy at minimum interest rates.’

‘’Ere, I didn’t charge no interest,’ protested Sammy, ‘Well, not much.’

Boots continued, ‘I want to thank Mrs Castle for giving me Emily, and I want to thank everyone here for being here and for all their gifts to Emily and me. And I want to thank Emily for being lovely to me, and for taking me on.’ He paused. There was a remoteness about speaking to people whom he couldn’t see, about being in darkness while they were in light. But he had to keep going for a few seconds more. ‘Emily is very special. I’ll drink to that, and I hope you’ll all drink with me, and include in the toast a mention of her departed dad and my departed dad. I’m sure they both think she’s special too.’

There were boisterous cheers and much drinking. A hand touched Boots’s fingers and squeezed them lovingly. Mrs Castle declared it had been a lovely speech and everyone agreed. The applause had a rousing cockney ring to it, and no one said Boots had got a bit posh for Walworth. He was still one of them, whatever he sounded like, and for a blinded man he’d stood up and spoke up like a regular bloke.

‘Good on yer, Boots!’

‘Good luck, Em!’

Mrs Castle heaved herself forward, wrapped Boots in a hot, beefy hug and kissed him smackingly.

Sammy rolled his eyes and said, ‘If there’s goin’ to be more kissin’ again we might as well all fall down dead.’

Uncle Tom made himself heard. ‘Could I say something?’

‘Of course you can’t,’ said Aunt Victoria, ‘you’ll only make a fool of yourself.’

Bravely Vi said, ‘Go on, Dad.’

Uncle Tom spoke to Chinese Lady. ‘I’d like to say something, Maisie.’

‘All right, Tom,’ said Chinese Lady, who knew he found Aunt Victoria a trial sometimes.

‘Well,’ said Uncle Tom, addressing the multitude, ‘I’d like to say on be’alf of everyone – well, I hope it’s everyone—’

‘Get on with it,’ said Aunt Victoria.

‘I’d like to say that Mrs Adams, who’s my distant cousin Maisie, has done us all proud,’ said Uncle Tom. ‘I’m pleasured to speak up in praise of ’er ’ospitality which, considering what the war’s doin’ to our larders, is something remarkable. She tells me gen’rous neighbours ’ere ’ave kindly contributed, for which I’m sure we’d all like to thank them. Still, it’s her welcome ’ospitality we’re all enjoying. I know it’s Boots and Em’ly’s day, we all know it, that we do, but I ’ope everyone’ll agree it’s Mrs Adam’s day too, and I’m raisin’ me glass of beer to her, which I trust yer’ll all do likewise.’

‘God bless yer, Maisie!’ bawled Mrs Castle.

‘And so say all of us!’ cried Aunt Mabel.

‘And so say all of us!’ cried everyone else.

Chinese Lady fussed at her dress and looked as if she’d like to be somewhere else. Lizzy kissed Uncle Tom.

‘You sweet old thing, you embarrassed our mum,’ she said.

‘But I thought someone ought to thank her,’ said Uncle Tom.

‘Yes, and you did,’ said Lizzy, ‘so you’re a sweetie.’

At this point there was a call for Tommy to play the piano. Tommy had acquired the gift without being able to read a note of music. The house took on an atmosphere of musical gaiety as he began to play a selection of favourites. Lizzy repaired to her mother’s bedroom, where the daughter of her district nurse was keeping a caring eye on the infant baby. Emily joined her and they cooed together over the sleeping mite. Ned and Boots seated themselves in the kitchen to reminisce quietly.

Emily was soon pulled into the parlour to show herself again in her white finery and to be greeted by the song, ‘I’ll Be Your Sweetheart’. Lizzy went into the kitchen to speak to Boots.

‘All right?’ she said, giving him a light, affectionate pat.

‘Well, I’ve walked into most people here,’ said Boots, ‘I haven’t been able to find any empty spaces until now.’

‘Oh, you’ve been marvellous all day,’ said Lizzy, ‘hasn’t he, Ned?’

‘He’s managing,’ said Ned.

‘No, but you’ve done wonders for Emily, Boots,’ said Lizzy. ‘She was worried in case things got too much for you. If you’d asked for a quiet weddin’, just the family, she wouldn’t have minded. But you’ve given her a real weddin’, so you can take a bow.’

‘It’s not a one-sided thing, sis,’ said Boots.

‘I should hope not,’ said Lizzy. ‘What’s the eye doctors been saying to you lately?’

‘Hello when I arrive and goodbye when I push off,’ said Boots. Ned smiled faintly. Lizzy looked at her husband. He grimaced.

‘But they still tell you there’s hope, don’t they, Boots?’ she said.

‘They tell me to keep coming for check-ups,’ said Boots. ‘That’s hope, I suppose.’

‘That’s good,’ said Lizzy, and gave him another pat. ‘Now, I’ll nip up to Em’ly’s room and pack some of her things, shall I, while you make sure she stays in the parlour? I’ll take you to her. Oh, I know what to pack. And don’t forget it’s a quarter to eight that Ned and me’ll be meetin’ you at the theatre. Em’ly’s goin’ to jump over the moon when she finds out about everything.’

From the parlour came the sound of piano, song and revelry.

Tommy, still at the piano, was in the mood. The guests were in the mood. Tommy, using his natural talents, played the songs that were loved, Victorian ballads and Edwardian music-hall numbers. Outside, the December afternoon was dark. In France and Flanders the guns were silent in some sectors. Boots stood in the passage, listening to an uproarious rendering of ‘I’ve Got A Lovely Bunch Of Coconuts’, and thinking about a man who had been his drill sergeant at training camp, his company commander in the trenches and during the opening battles of the Somme, and who had bled to death in Trones Wood.

Ned was sitting on the stairs with Lizzy, she proud that their baby daughter was sleeping like an angel through all the noise after being fed thirty minutes ago.

‘Are you tired, Ned? Is your leg aching a bit?’

‘I’m fine,’ said Ned, ‘and I’m damned pleased for Boots and Emily.’

‘You don’t mind the racket?’

‘It’s people having a good time,’ said Ned.

‘My kind of people,’ said Lizzy.

‘Our kind,’ said Ned. ‘I’m people too, you know.’

‘Glad to hear it,’ said Lizzy, ‘you being a captain officer and all.’

‘Three-quarters of one,’ said Ned, at which Lizzy was instantly fierce.

‘Don’t you say things like that,’ she whispered in angry distress, ‘don’t you ever!’

Ned, who thought Lizzy living proof that a rose could blossom in the smoky grey of Walworth, said, ‘Not another word, sweetheart.’

‘Oh, you silly,’ said Lizzy, ‘look what you give me, a lovely house and garden, and a darling baby. What more could a girl want?’

‘Ask me again, when we’re rich,’ said Ned.

Boots was interrupted in his reflections by the touch of a hand on his arm.

‘Who’s that?’ he asked.

‘Me,’ said Emily.

‘Good. What’s the time?’

‘Ten to five.’

‘Right.’ Boots put an arm around her. Her wedding gown whispered as she turned in on him. ‘Would you like to go upstairs, Mrs Emily Adams, and change into your best costume, put on your best hat and coat, and be down here again by twenty past five and no later?’

‘What you talkin’ about?’ asked Emily, making herself heard above the noise. ‘We’re all goin’ to do the knees-up later, and I want to do it with you.’

‘Well, be down here sharp at twenty-past, and you can do a short knees-up. You and I are going up West for the evening.’

‘What?’ Emily stared at him. His blind eyes seemed so clear in the light of the passage lamp. He had a smile on his face. ‘Up West?’

‘To celebrate, Em.’

‘Honest?’ Her eyes filled with excitement. ‘You and me? Round Piccadilly Circus and Trafalgar Square?’

‘You and me, lovey.’

‘Oh, ain’t you nice? Hot chestnuts and everything?’

‘I like the sound of everything. Up you go, sweetie.’

‘Oh, yer darling,’ said Emily, and hitched her gown and flew up the stairs, Lizzy making way for her, then following her to help her make herself look like a bride in a going-away outfit. Emily had understood she and Boots couldn’t go away on honeymoon, not in December, and not with all the difficulties a strange place would mean to Boots. It hadn’t worried her at all. The simple alternative of going up West with her bridegroom, when London on Saturday evenings was always fun, with soldiers and sailors on leave giving it an atmosphere of wartime excitement, was happiness enough for Emily.

But in her room, the one she had taken over from a previous lodger, a Mr Finch, she stopped to think.

‘What’s up?’ asked Lizzy.

‘It won’t be any fun for Boots,’ said Emily. ‘I mean, the shops and everything, and watching the toffs goin’ into the theatres, they won’t be exciting to him or any blind man.’

‘I told him you’d say something like that,’ said Lizzy, going to work on hooks and eyes, ‘so I’ve got to tell you it won’t be just walkin’ about, you’re goin’ to have a lovely weddin’ evening.’

‘What, Lizzy, what?’

‘Ask Boots.’

‘Oh, now you got me on tenterhooks,’ said Emily, green eyes full of swimming light.

Freshened-up, made-up, and dressed in her best costume of dark maroon, a new hat on her head and carrying her winter coat over her arm, Emily was down again at twenty past five. Everyone was waiting for her, and as Tommy struck the chords, ‘Knees Up, Mother Brown’ began. This piece of cockney ebullience had been featured at the wedding of Lizzy and Ned, and the family knew Emily wanted it for her own wedding. So Tommy played it, and almost everyone sang it and danced it, in the parlour, in the passage and in the kitchen. Emily and Vi and Lizzy kicked up their legs, skirts hitched. Ned watched, laughing at the uninhibited gusto of men, women and young people. He glanced at Boots, who was standing close to the front door, his Army greatcoat on. In the right-hand corner stood a small suitcase, on top of which was Boots’s peaked cap. Ned saw the expression on his brother-in-law’s face. It was introspective, as if he was looking inward at mental pictures he was conjuring up. They were as much as he could see, his mental pictures. He could see nothing of Emily, her legs flashing in new stockings. He could not see his sister Lizzy or his cousin Vi. Ned wondered if losing a leg was a lot more preferable to losing one’s eyesight. He thought the answer could only be yes.

‘Knees up, Mother Brown, knees up, Mother Brown …’

Amid the din, only Boots heard the knock on the front door. He opened it. A man’s hearty voice said, ‘Taxi, guv?’

‘Right,’ said Boots. ‘Would you take this case first?’ He bent, he groped, he picked up his cap, put it on, and then lifted the suitcase. The taxi driver took it from him.

‘Clock’s tickin’, sergeant.’

‘Never mind,’ said Boots, ‘be with you in a few moments.’

Ned, leaning on a crutch, called, ‘Emily!’ Tommy stopped playing.

Flushed, excited, Emily detached herself, and Chinese Lady helped her on with her coat. The passage swarmed with people as the bride called goodbye to everyone. A girl shrieked.

‘Em’ly! Yer bouquet!’

‘Here it is, love.’ Chinese Lady rendered further assistance. Emily took the bouquet and tossed it into a forest of uplifted hands.

‘I thought they wasn’t goin’ on no honeymoon,’ wheezed Mrs Castle, red from heat and beer.

‘Well, they got to go somewhere to do their kissin’,’ said Sammy. ‘Well, I s’pose they ’ave. Bloomin’ ’orrible, I call it.’

‘Mind yer business,’ said Tommy, and trod on his brother’s foot.

Emily kissed her mother, then hugged Chinese Lady, Lizzy, Tommy and Sammy in quick succession.

‘Now all of us are fam’ly, ain’t we?’ she said. ‘Don’t go to bed till me an’ Boots come back tonight, will yer? Then – oh, I left Ned out, he’s fam’ly too.’ She swooped on Ned and hugged him. Manfully, Ned remained upright.

Boots called from the front gate.

‘Tommy, you there?’

‘I’m ’ere, Boots,’ called Tommy.

‘Well, as Emily can’t make up her mind, ask Cousin Vi if she’d like to come with me instead.’

‘Still a comedian,’ said Chinese Lady, but her mouth twitched.

Emily darted out, flew at Boots and gave him a hug too.

‘You been havin’ fun with me all day,’ she said, ‘and I just love yer for it.’ She took his hand and they entered the taxi. People swarmed from the house to the gate, and waved and cheered and sang as the taxi moved off in the darkness to take the newly-weds into the excitement of the West End.


CHAPTER THREE

‘BOOTS, WHAT’RE YOU doing, and where are we goin’?’

They were out of the taxi and the portals of the Northumberland Hotel in Northumberland Avenue confronted them.

‘I don’t know where we’re going,’ said Boots, ‘I can’t see a thing. I’m relying on you, Mrs Adams.’

‘Boots, the taxi’s put us down outside the Northumberland Hotel, and what’s that case you’re carrying?’

‘Well, you’ll need your nightdress and I’ll need my pyjamas. Come along now, lovey, and hold my arm or I’ll walk into the wall instead of through the doors. They’re swing doors, aren’t they?’

‘Oh, help,’ said Emily faintly, ‘we can’t go in there, Boots, it’s too posh – oh, what d’you mean, nightdress and pyjamas?’

‘For bedtime,’ said Boots.

‘It’s a joke,’ gasped Emily.

‘Bedtime for you and me ain’t going to be any joke, Mrs Adams.’

‘Oh, don’t get me more worked up than I am. We’re goin’ in there, in the Northumberland? Boots, we’re going to bed in there?’

‘Not in the lobby,’ said Boots, ‘in a reserved room. Chinese Lady and I came here two weeks ago and reserved it. For one night. Our wedding night, Em. Lizzy packed some things for you, your nightie, a change of undies and so on. Right, then, shall we go in and be Lord and Lady Muck?’

‘Oh, in such a posh place?’ Emily took a deep breath. ‘Won’t that be lovely, me and you in the Northumberland? Oh, I never had anyone be as lovely to me as you. Come on, then.’ She bravely linked her arm in his. She advanced with him. The uniformed commissionaire stepped forward.

‘Sir?’

‘We’ve a room reserved,’ said Boots, and Emily thought, oh, don’t I have a grand husband, speaking up like a real swell.

They entered the hotel, Emily experiencing a moment of panic because she had to get Boots through swing doors. But she managed it, and the lobby opened up to them. Her eyes opened wide. It was a carpeted, lofty grandeur to her. Dizzily she saw the reception desk. A porter came and took the case from Boots’s hand. At the reception desk, Boots was addressed by the clerk.

‘Mr and Mrs Adams, sir?’

The manager was there, looking on. He and his clerk knew this Army sergeant was blind. He and his wife were to receive the kindest attention. Emily experienced both awe and excitement. Imagine her and Boots having their wedding night here, in all this luxury, which was really only for upper-class people. There were Army officers in the lobby, and some terribly well-dressed ladies, with gorgeous feathers in their hats. She heard Boots speaking, she heard the clerk speaking.

She heard Boots say, ‘My wife will sign the register.’

‘Of course. Mrs Adams?’ The clerk turned the register her way, and handed her a fountain pen. A rush of exaltation seized Emily. Her lovely husband was showing her he loved her. To bring her here, to give her a beautiful surprise like this, something she would remember for ever and ever, it was all for her. It couldn’t mean anything to him, the hotel and its grandness, and not one of the seven wonders of the world could, either, not to a blind man. He had done it for her. Oh, she would not let him down, no, never.

‘Thank you,’ she said, and took the pen. But what should she write, what did one have to write? Her quick intelligence came to her help, and she scanned entries. She wrote then, in her neat, well-formed, sloping characters.

Mr and Mrs Robert Alfred Adams.

‘Thank you, Mrs Adams,’ said the clerk.

‘Oh, not at all,’ said Emily proudly. ‘How good the weather is for the time of the year.’ She wanted Boots to know how properly she could speak when she tried.

Boots smiled. The manager stepped forward.

‘May I congratulate you, Mrs Adams, on having had such fine weather today?’

‘Oh, aren’t you nice?’ said Emily in typical impulsiveness, and the manager smiled. Then, feeling perhaps she shouldn’t have said that, she coloured a little. ‘I mean—’

‘I am delighted, Mrs Adams, to be thought nice,’ said the manager. ‘The key, William,’ he said to the clerk.

An officer arrived, a major. He looked at Emily, then at Boots and at the sergeant’s stripes on the sleeves of his greatcoat. He rapped on the desk with gloved knuckles.

‘Major Morrison,’ he said.

The clerk did not show the resentment he felt at such high-handedness. But he did say politely, ‘One moment, sir.’ He gave the key of room 11 to the manager.

The manager said, ‘Allow me, Mr Adams – Mrs Adams – to show you to your room myself.’

Emily could never help being responsive.

‘How kind,’ she said, and she said it like a perfect lady. Boots smiled again. It was Emily’s day, and she was handling the reception business proudly. She smiled at the clerk. ‘Thank you,’ she said. And the clerk smiled. He did not think her plain. He thought her lovely in her obvious shyness, in her sweetly engaging manners. She had today married a blind sergeant. The world was full of all sorts. It could do with more of her kind. He did not care where she came from. The manager had said Walworth. Good luck to her. And to him, the sergeant with the blind eyes and the whimsical smile.

‘Oh,’ said Emily, when the manager had opened the door of room 11 and she had stepped inside. It was beautiful to her unsophisticated eyes, its patterned red carpet and its velvet curtains rich and splendid. And it was so spacious, the double bed and blue upholstered furniture comfortably welcoming. The dressing-table was breathtakingly lovely, ‘Oh,’ she said again, enthralled, and the manager felt she had made his day. She saw bright yellow chrysanthemums in a tall blue vase on a table. ‘Boots, oh, look – flowers.’

‘Goodness gracious me,’ said Boots, his hand around hers, ‘flowers.’

The manager had never heard an Army sergeant speak like that.

‘With the management’s compliments, Mrs Adams,’ he said.

‘Oh, thank you, thank you,’ said the enraptured Emily.

‘Red ones?’ enquired Boots.

‘No, they’re – oh, silly me, I’m sorry, darling. They’re yellow chrysanths.’

‘Dinner will be served at seven, Mr Adams,’ said the manager.

‘Thank you,’ said Boots, turning to face the sound of the voice. ‘We appreciate everything.’

‘It is a pleasure, Mr Adams. If there is anything you want, please ring the desk. Mrs Adams?’

‘Thank you ever so,’ said Emily, and he smiled and withdrew.

Returning to reception, he said to the clerk, ‘Tell Mrs Wilson first thing in the morning, no charge for room 11.’

‘No charge, sir?’ said the clerk.

‘Sometimes, William, this kind of thing happens.’

‘I’m all for it in this case, sir.’

Emily explored. She opened a door and was confronted by a huge bath.

‘Oh, Boots, we even got a bathroom, with a real bath and hot taps and everything.’

‘Is that a fact, Emily?’ Boots was living in a world restricted to the sound of Emily’s voice and Emily’s reactions. ‘Well, shall we use it, shall we have a bath? I’d like one.’

‘Oh, wouldn’t it be lovely, wouldn’t it? Oh, you’ve done all this for me, you made me feel like a queen. It’s so big, enormous, I never seen a room like this and a bathroom as well.’

Boots himself did not realise the impression he and Chinese Lady had made on hotel reception when they came to reserve a room two weeks ago. They had asked for a double room for a single night. They had been given a suite for himself and Emily, at no extra charge. Nor did he realise there was now to be no charge at all, because of the engaging qualities of Emily.

Feeling his way around the room and arriving at the bed, he said, ‘Shall we get in together, Mrs Adams?’

Emily swallowed. She knew what everything was leading to. But she had no qualms. She was going to leave it all to Boots. She was sure he would know how to love her. Although she owned all the inexperience and uncertainty of a virgin, she wasn’t so naive as to believe Boots had not known French girls during his time in France. He had gone to France as a young man of eighteen, and his two years of fighting for his country had made him all of a man. Her own feelings for him were such that it was all too easy for her to imagine French girls throwing themselves at him. She did not really mind that too much, for she felt that all the men of the trenches deserved whatever pleasures they could find when they came out of the line for their rests. She did not mind anything Boots had done in France or Flanders as long as he loved her alone. It was just that she was naturally sensitive about the night ahead.

‘Boots – oh, we can’t go to bed now – it’s for when we go to sleep.’

‘I meant shall we get in the bath together,’ said Boots.

‘What?’ Emily turned rosy. ‘Oh, you cheeky devil, I never heard anything more saucy. Chinese Lady would have fits.’

‘Why, is she coming to look?’ asked Boots, beginning to undress.

‘Oh, yer silly thing, course she isn’t.’ Emily grew a little hot and a little tingly as she saw him undressing. ‘Oh, we can’t bath together, it’s shameless.’

‘Could be fun as well,’ said Boots, bare-chested and sitting on the bed to remove his shoes and socks. ‘And it would save time. They’re serving dinner to us at seven, here in the room.’

‘Oh, that’s nice. I expect everyone in the restaurant will be in their posh dinner clothes, makin’ us feel common. It’ll be cosy in here, just us, won’t it?’ Emily was talking to hide her confusion. Boots was down to just his short woollen underpants now. Confusion was inescapable. ‘There’s lovely big towels in the bathroom, you can finish undressing in there.’

‘Lead me there, lovey,’ said Boots, and Emily could not help thinking
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