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Falling for Connie, 1939

Harry was an Eastender. Connie was a ‘posh’ north London girl (according to him). He’d seen her in the factory and the canteen, laughing and joking with her mates and thought he wouldn’t stand a chance, but ‘destiny’ had other ideas.





Chapter One

The distance to the soap factory in Hornsey was a bit of a walk for Harry if he didn’t have the bus fare from Bethnal Green. That was often the way because old Jackie Moore, his ex-boxer dad, would have taken the last few shillings out of his pocket and spent it down the Eagle; yes, the same place they sang about in ‘half a pound of tuppenny rice…’. The benefit, on the other hand, was that it was where Connie Eagle worked.

She was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen—dark red hair, amazing green eyes and a way of walking that caught the eye of every fella in the place.

“She’s got you going all soppy, Arry!” Harry’s brother, Charlie, had been taking the mickey since they both started at Jones Brothers the week before.

“I know, but she’s a lovely gel, ent she?” Harry took his flask and empty lunch tin to the canteen table, narrowly avoiding the foot that Charlie extended to trip him up.

“Ask her out then.”

“Nah, she wouldn’t look at me.” Harry sipped his lukewarm tea, looking over the rim of his cup at Connie’s table.

“What about her mate then? That Lil looks a lively sort.” Charlie nodded towards the blonde girl sitting opposite Connie and caught her eye, winking cheekily. “Here, I think I might have a chance there.”

“Dunno, there was a bloke waiting to pick her up last night. I saw him when she walked out with Connie. Big bloke too. Anyway, don’t muck about, you’re a married man.”

“So, what about that Connie then? Why wouldn’t she look at you? You’re a good-looking bloke.” Charlie was really trying to get his young brother to come out of his shell; his typical Irish good looks of black hair and deep blue eyes were about the only decent things their alcoholic father had passed on. Charlie had married and escaped their miserable life, but nineteen-year-old Harry was still looking after the old man.

“Nah, leave off. I’ve no dosh anyway. Had to walk it again this morning.”

The two of them sat in silence for a while until four other men joined them, bringing the mickey-taking to another level as Charlie tried his best to lighten Harry’s mood. He was having none of it, though and soon made an excuse to leave. He didn’t notice Connie’s admiring glance as she watched him walk out of the canteen.

But they say some things are meant to be, and when Connie caught her heel coming down the wonky wooden steps from the office at home time, luck was on Harry’s side. He was leaving the factory with Charlie and arguing about whether he should borrow the money for bus fare when a screaming Connie literally fell straight into his arms and tumbled them both to the dirty concrete floor.

“Shit, shit! Ow! Sorry, did I hurt you? Thank goodness you were there.” She rubbed her knee and elbow. “Damn! Look at my stocking.” Harry did indeed look and helped the giggling Connie to her feet, protesting that he was fine and that she was she ok. “No harm done apart from my bloody stocking—sorry, language.” She laughed and then looked properly at her rescuer. “You’re the new chap in packing, aren’t you?”

“That’s me. Harry Moore, expert catcher of pretty girls.” He still had hold of her arm and dropped it, feeling suddenly self-conscious. Charlie then came to his rescue.

“Always a handy fella, our Harry. It’s really Henry, by the way, because he was the eighth kid.”

“Really?” Connie laughed, still looking admiringly at Harry, who was looking really uncomfortable.

“Anyway, I’ve gotta run. Mich will have the ’ump if I miss the bus again. See yer!” Charlie made a quick exit after giving Harry a wink and a thumbs-up behind Connie’s back.

“Have you got a bus to catch, Harry?” Connie picked her cardigan off the floor and turned back to face him.

“Nah, I’m walking.”

“Oh, where to?”

“Bethnal Green.”

“Bethnal Green? That’s miles away.”

“Not that far. Keeps me fit.” Harry patted his slim body as they walked together through the exit. “Are you going far?” His fingers were crossed in his trouser pocket, praying hard for his luck to continue.

“Not far; up Tottenham Lane and down Nelson Road.”

“I’m going up Tottenham Lane.”

Yes, he thought, thank you, God, and all the angels.

“I can hold your arm then in case I turn my ankle again.” She grinned up at him, slipping her arm easily through his welcoming one.

“Course you can.” Harry looked down at the pretty girl who had given him a reason to properly smile for the first time in ages and prayed silently again. Would his luck hold? She wasn’t wearing any rings, so no husband. Boyfriend? He hadn’t seen anyone ever waiting for her.

“Tell you what, why don’t you come in for a cuppa? Just so I can thank you for catching me. I could’ve broken my neck, or at least a leg.” She squeezed his arm and looked into his handsome young face. Yes, he was as good-looking close up. No spots like Lil’s boyfriend Fred.

“Are you sure? Will your mum and dad mind?”

“Course not. Mum’s lovely, and dad… Well, he’ll still be at work, I think.”

“Ok then, if you’re sure.” Boy, oh boy, this was going better than he could have hoped. Wait ’til he saw Charlie.

They walked arm in arm, up the hill and halfway down Nelson Road, turning into the garden gate of a substantial Victorian terrace. Harry looked up at the big windows with the pretty net curtains, wondering how many families lived there.

“Have you got a lot of brothers and sisters?” he asked as she unlocked the smartly painted front door and led him from the front passage into a side passage and down some stairs into a big, cheery living room. A fire burned in the black-leaded grate with shiny brass fender and lace-covered mantlepiece; a rocking chair sat on one side and a small easy chair on the other with an antique-looking settee under a high side window. There was a well-polished sideboard with a white lace doily under a cut glass fruit bowl, and a large table filled the centre of the room, covered with a red chenille cloth.

Just as Harry was taking in the homely splendour, a chubby little lady entered the room from the scullery, wiping her hands on a tea-towel with a quizzical look.

“Oi oi, who’s this then?”

“Mum, this is Harry—from work. He saved my life.” She went up to her mother to kiss her cheek.

“What?”

“I don’t think you can say…” Harry mumbled.

“Well, caught me and saved me from breaking my neck then,” Connie explained to her mother as Harry stood in the doorway and was then dragged over to sit at the table.

“Right, my boy, a nice cup of tea for you then, I think you deserve that…oh and a bit of that bread pudding, Connie love. Get it out of the larder, there’s a good girl.” Maggie Eagle was in her element when she could fuss over her family and any visitors they cared to bring along.

“Dad still at work?” Connie placed the tin of bread pudding on the table that Maggie had covered with a spotless white tablecloth.

“Him and Frank are still painting the window frames on the Hope and Anchor. They’ll be at it ’til late if the rain keeps off.” Maggie placed a wedge of spicy-smelling pudding on the plate in front of Harry, and he picked it up, ignoring the fork she gave him and hungrily tucking in. It smelled and tasted amazing, especially as it was the first filling thing his stomach had experienced since Charlie had shared a sandwich the previous day.

He’d been ashamed to accept anything earlier and told Charlie he’d already eaten. Life with his dad was always grab whatever he could at the street markets or go without. He’d lately run out of hiding places for his wages, too.

“You were asking about brothers and sisters, Harry. I’ve got two blooming sisters and one lovely brother. Gwen moved away, and Georgie got married, but Bertie still lives at home.” Connie picked daintily at her pudding, smiling at him, thinking what a shy bloke he was—not like a lot of the lairy blokes at the factory. “You’ve got seven then?”

“Not now; little Albert died from diphtheria when he was two. There’s big Johnny, Charlie, Ernie and Jimmy, then my sisters, Lil and Dolly; they’re all married, it’s just the old man and me now.”

“Want some more pud, Harry?” Maggie had noticed the way he’d wolfed down the first piece. The poor bloke seemed half-starved.

“I wouldn’t say no, missus. Ta very much.” Harry couldn’t believe his luck—a pretty girl had invited him home and now a lovely bit of tea that’ll probably set him up ’til tomorrow.

“What about your mum then?” Connie asked.

“She died when I was nine.” Harry tried not to talk with his mouth full like his auntie Lottie had taught him, but it was hard, and the pud was really taking up a lot of concentration.

“That’s bloomin’ sad,” Maggie said. “Who does the cooking then, you or your dad?”

“Erm…” Harry didn’t like to say that neither of them did much. Old Mrs O’Neil next door often brought some leftovers round when she’d finished feeding her six; otherwise, it was the chip shop when he had a few pence or late offerings at the markets. “Me a bit, Dad, when he has time.” That was a whopper, he thought; the old man could boil a kettle, and that was it. “We usually go round me Aunt Lottie’s on a Sunday though.”

“Well, you’ll have to come round tomorrow for some tea, eh, Connie?” Maggie had really taken to Harry. Something about him had pulled on her heartstrings.

“It’s Saturday. I’ve got that rehearsal at the town hall in the afternoon.” Connie jumped up to take Harry’s plate and pour more water into the teapot. “D’ya fancy coming along tomorrow night, Harry?”

“What’s that then?”

“Connie’s a singer. She’s with the Ambrose band tomorrow night.” Maggie poured him some more tea.

“Are you? Well, I’d better get your autograph then.” Harry put his cup down “That’s a turn-up and no mistake.” He looked wide-eyed at Connie, who smiled back shyly.

“Dunno about that, it’s exciting though. So, d’ya wanna come?” She smiled at him, raising an eyebrow and adding to his confusion when he looked at those green eyes.

“Well, yeah, I’d like that.” He couldn’t stop grinning and stood up after draining his cup, thinking he shouldn’t outstay his welcome. “I’d better get home now, otherwise me dad’ll worry.” Another whopper. He’d either be at the Eagle or the Salmon and Ball.

“Ok, so come round for tea before the show, eh, Mum?” Connie stood up to walk out with him and smiled at Maggie.

“Course, love. Come round about four, Harry,” Maggie called from the scullery door. “I’ve got some shin of beef simmering already.” He followed Connie out, mouthwatering already at the thought of Maggie’s stew.

They walked up the small flight of steps in the side passage and turned into the big hallway as Harry sniffed at the lovely smell of polish. Two doors opened off the hall with big, polished brass doorknobs, and he wondered again how many families lived there.

“Who d’ya share all this with then?” He glanced up the stairs to see a big landing, obviously leading to another one or two floors.

“Just Mum and Dad, me and my brother. We had an old lady who lived on the top floor, but she died last year. Dad’ll probably sub-let it again soon, but he’s fussy about who he takes on.” Connie opened the front door and stood, arms folded, waiting for his next move.

“Right, better get going then.” Harry looked at his feet, then up into her eyes again. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Connie.” He hurried down the path in confusion. She surely didn’t expect him to kiss her? Of course not, she was a nice girl.

Connie gave him a little wave as he turned at the gate, then closed the door with a smile. She hugged herself with a giggle and skipped back downstairs to see what her mum thought.

She found her in the scullery, putting away the tea things. “Well?” Connie perched on the dresser, taking the cups from Maggie and hanging them up. “D’ya like him?”

“He seems a nice boy, yes. Reckon his family’s a bit poor though—state of that jacket. Did you see how threadbare it was?” Maggie walked back into the living room and picked up her knitting, sitting in her easy chair.

“That was his work clothes, though.” Connie followed and sat in the rocking chair.

“Ooh, that reminds me.” Maggie looked over the top of her little specs. “I’ve left your frock on the bed for you, see what you think. I’ve added a bit of lace on the front, and that old silk rose from Georgie’s wedding spray.”

“Thanks, Mum.” Connie got up and planted a kiss on Maggie’s forehead “You never throw anything out, do you?” She giggled and went upstairs to have a look at Maggie’s handiwork.

“You never know when things’ll come in useful,” Maggie called after her.





Chapter Two

After leaving Connie, Harry walked up Nelson Road, heading for Islington, Hackney and then Bethnal Green with his head in a spin, hardly noticing the miles as he planned the next day. He’d have to look half decent for a dance in the town hall, and he looked at the cuffs on his jacket, shiny with dirt and wear. He wondered if Charlie had one he could borrow, and caught up with him next morning.

“It’d swamp you, boy,” Charlie said, grabbing his thin shoulders. “Tell you what, we’ll try Maudie’s lad. He’s about your size, and I know she picked up a good’un for him last Christmas when he was in the choir.” Charlie rolled a cigarette and followed him out of his house. “Just going round Maudie’s, Mich,” he called, slamming the front door without waiting for an answer. Anything to get out of Dalston market on a Saturday morning, and he was keen to see Harry sorted after seeing his luck turn for once.

“What’s her old man like then?” Charlie asked, cigarette dangling as they walked along the Roman Road.

“Dunno, he was still at work. S’pose I’ll meet him today.” Harry looked grim as they walked into Maudie’s neat kitchen. “He’s a painter, I think.”

“He’ll be paid decent then.” Charlie followed him in and gave his cousin a kiss on the cheek. “Maudie love, got a favour to ask. Can Harry borrow that blue suit of Teddy’s? He’s got a posh date.”

“Ooh, have you? That’s nice.” Maudie jumped up. “Let me put the kettle on.” She bustled them out of the way. “Erm, I’ll have a look in a minute. Teddy and Sid are at the football. West Ham’s at home, so I shan’t be seeing them ’til late.” She lit the gas and leaned on the sink, arms folded. “So, nice girl, is she? Sit your bums down a minute.”

“Posh girl from Hornsey,” Charlie said, poking Harry on the shoulder. “Fell right into his arms she did.”

“Never! How’s that then?” Maudie set the cups and saucers out, then grabbed the biscuit tin as Charlie described the previous day’s events. Maudie laughed as Harry blushed and picked out a couple of biscuits.

“Think we’ll have to make you look good, then love. She’s a lucky girl if she does, but knows it. Works with you then?”

“In the office, wages and that.” Harry took the tea she poured with a soft, “Thanks, Maudie.”

“Right then, let me have a look for that suit.” Maudie ran up the stairs to her son’s room and went to the wardrobe. Teddy was a good boy and kept his room tidy, not like his sister, Florrie. She pulled out the suit and then fetched a shirt from the chest of drawers. It would be nice to see Harry dressed up; he was such a good-looking boy, and she knew what a hard time he had with that damned Jackie.

Charlie and Harry were halfway down the biscuit tin when she returned, and Harry sheepishly swept some crumbs into his hands. “Here we are then,” Maudie said, holding up the suit. “Tell you what, you go and have a wash and shave in the scullery, love. Here’s the rest of the hot water, razor’s on the windowsill, then you can put this lot on and be ready for tonight; how’s that?” She handed Harry the clothes and then sat down to join Charlie.

“Thanks for that, Maudie,” Charlie said, as Harry went out. “He deserves a break. Things have started to look up since we got those jobs, thank the lord.”

“I know, love. Jackie’s still drinking away all the dosh, I suppose?”

“Yep, poor little bugger doesn’t even have enough for bus fare most days, and god knows when he last had a decent meal, apart from Aunt Lottie’s. That’s it, I reckon. Mich packed enough sandwiches for us both when I told her, but he’s too proud, dammit.”

“Your Mich okay? I didn’t see her in the market yesterday,” Maudie said.

“She had a rotten cold, but she’ll be down there today.” Charlie picked up the paper as Maudie cleared the table and put away the almost empty biscuit tin, then sat waiting to see Harry’s transformation.

He walked back into the kitchen holding his old clothes and combing his quiff carefully, checking in the windowsill mirror.

“My oh my, look what you see when you ain’t got a shotgun!” Charlie put down the paper and sat back in his chair with an admiring look.

“Oh, you do look nice, love.” Maudie held her hands to her face with eyes looking suspiciously moist. “Hold on a minute!” She ran upstairs again.

“We are going for pie and mash, and I’m treating you to a pint in the Fish and Toy, no argument.” Charlie stood up and slapped his young brother on the back as Maudie came back, waving a little bottle.

“Ere’s some aftershave Siddie got in the market. Go on, put some on, she’ll fall all over you.” She poured some into his hands as he winced at the smell. He cautiously patted some on his cheeks, ignoring the sting and grinned at them both.

Harry felt like all his Christmases had come at once when he finally jumped on the bus that afternoon. He was lucky to have a brother like Charlie, who usually did a bit of ducking and diving, so never seemed short of a few bob, but thanked his lucky stars when he’d got them both jobs. Their dad had taught them a bit of carpentry a few years ago, but never seemed to finish any work he took on, so orders had dwindled off and finally ceased. He had hoped his oldest brother, Jimmy, who was a well-known cabinet maker, would take him on if work picked up, but his own son was the only workforce Jimmy needed now.

Of course, if the news on the works radio was right, they’d soon all be called up for the army anyway; that bloke Hitler was making himself a bit unpopular.

Charlie had insisted on giving him the bus fare and some cash, which would stay in his pocket now that he was where his dad couldn’t pinch it. He felt a bit guilty going out to enjoy himself and leaving Jackie, but it was only once. His dad drank every day, but he knew why; other people didn’t see him rolling around the bed in agony when his head was bad. There was a big scar down his cheek where he was shot in the big war, and he’d muttered a few times about shrapnel. God knows what he’d been through in the hellholes of France because he didn’t talk about it.

Life was unfair because he’d been a champion boxer before the war, when he and their mum had first come over from County Clare, and they’d had a good life according to Jimmy; all gone now after the war, with their mum, Eileen, dying and alcohol his dad’s main buddy.

Harry jumped off the bus in Crouch End Broadway and had to walk past the town hall on his way to Connie’s house. There was a billboard on the pavement in front of the courtyard, and he read it with astonishment: ‘Bert Ambrose and his orchestra featuring North London Nightingale—Connie Eagle’. He took a breath and let it out with a phew; was he out of his depth or what?

He walked along Weston Park and turned into Nelson Road, kicking at a few leaves and wondering if he should carry on. She was out of his league; anyone would say that. He had reached her house and stood undecided, about to turn around, when he heard knocking and looked up to see a smiling and nodding Connie, peeping between the net curtains. She beckoned him in and then left the window, quickly opening the front door and pulling him inside. She shut the door behind him and stood looking at him with a surprised grin.

“Well, don’t you look nice. Mm, smell nice too! I shall be proud to be on your arm.”

She grabbed his hand and led him down the stairs. “Come and meet my dad.”

Harry swallowed, feeling more nervous than when he’d last stood outside his headmaster’s office and followed her into the cosy living room. Bertie Eagle senior stood in front of the fireplace; a tall and handsome, white-haired man, making Harry’s five feet nine frame feel like a midget’s.

“Dad, this is Harry. Harry, meet my father, Bertie Eagle esquire.” Connie almost bounced into the room and put her arm through her father’s.

“Soppy date, call me Bert.” He held out his hand to Harry, who started to feel a little more relaxed as Maggie walked in from the scullery, laughing at her daughter.

“Getting all uppity now she’s on the billboard. Up in lights soon, and then there’ll be no holding her.” Maggie threw a snowy tablecloth across to Connie and walked back out to get the plates.

“Sit down, Harry. Mum’s a lovely cook. Wait ’til you taste her stew and dumplings.” Connie smoothed the tablecloth and then pulled out a chair for him.

Harry sat in the warm room with such lovely smells coming from the scullery and couldn’t help grinning. Aunt Lottie’s house was always warm, but the welcome was not. He knew that her brother, his father, was the reason, and although he managed to get him to her house reasonably sober each Sunday, there was usually a bit of an argument by the time he took him home.

Connie’s home was both warm and welcoming, and by the time he had eaten his fill of Maggie’s stew, he felt quite at home.

“Right, I’d better go and glam up a bit.” Connie jumped up. “Leave the pots, Mum. Bertie has to have his yet, and it wouldn’t hurt him to wash up for once.”

“I think he’s bringing that little girl from the dry cleaners; Violet wasn’t it, Bert?” Maggie collected the plates as Bertie pulled his tobacco pouch from his pocket and went to the rocking chair.

“Hm, is he?” He rolled a cigarette and passed the pouch to Harry. “Help yourself, boy.”

“Are you sure, Bert?” Harry took the tobacco, hesitating to unwrap a pouch that was so much bigger than the ones he usually saw. Bertie nodded, leaning back in the old rocker and stretching his six-foot-two-inch frame towards the fire.

“Cuppa tea, Harry?” Maggie called from the scullery. “Bert’ll have one, I know.”

“Yes, please, Maggie, ta very much. That dinner was smashing.”

“Glad you liked it. Need to put some meat on your young bones, I reckon.” Maggie brought in a tray of cups, a teapot, a jug and a sugar bowl as Harry jumped up to help her. “Thanks, love, you sit down now.”

Harry rolled his cigarette and caught the matches Bertie threw, lighting up and smiling at Maggie as she passed him his tea.

“How d’ya like working at that soap factory, Harry?” Maggie sipped her tea and looked across at the handsome young man who had entered their lives and her heart. No mum to make a fuss of him, poor little beggar. Well, she would do it for her and hope she was looking down and saying ‘cheers’.

“It’s alright, it’s a job, but I’m a chippie really. Dad taught me, but the business went under.” He swallowed his tea and hoped they would not ask any more.

“What d’ya reckon then?” Connie was his rescuer as she flung open the door to make her entrance. Georgie’s old lace wedding dress and bits of wedding spray had been utilised into a handsome evening gown, and the light blue dye had worked a treat, bringing out the colour of Connie’s eyes.

All eyes turned as the vision appeared: “That looks lovely, duck.” Maggie held her hand to her mouth and then got up to pull her daughter into the room.

“Reckon a blind man ’ud be pleased to see you,” Bertie said, sitting forward for a better view.

“Harry?” Connie twirled around. “Will I do?”

“Cor, I’d bloomin’ say so.” Harry looked in amazement at her. “You look like a film star.”

“Thanks, Harry, d’ya reckon so?” She twirled again, then went back to the door as the front doorbell rang. “That’ll be Lil; Fred’s picked up a lovely little car, real cheap, and he said he’ll run us to the town hall, so we arrive in style.” She ran out to let her friends in, and Maggie went to make more tea.

“Where’d he get the money for that, then I wonder?” Bertie picked up the paper and his glasses.

“He’s doing shift work on the papers,” Maggie informed him from the depths of the scullery. “Connie said he gets over four quid a week sometimes.”

“Come in, you two and meet Harry.” Connie brought in Lil and Fred.

“Yeah, we see you in the canteen with that Charlie bloke.” Lil took off her coat and sat down while Fred stayed by the door.

“Come in, Fred, we don’t bite,” Maggie said as she brought in the fresh tray. “You got time for a cuppa?”

“We’d better go soon. I wanna see if we can park in front so Connie doesn’t have to walk far.” Fred looked at Connie as she twirled yet again. “Blimey, you look smashing, Con, don’t she, Lil?”

“Yeah, a blind man ’ud be pleased with a look.” Lil grinned at her friend.

“Ha, that’s Dad’s saying,” Connie said. “Mum, d’ya want a ride there? We can squeeze five in, can’t we, Fred?”

“No, duck, me and your dad’ll come later with Bertie. He’s supposed to be bringing his new girl for dinner.”

“Ok, where’s me bag?” Connie picked up her bag from the settee. “Here’s your ticket, Mum. Ambrose only gave me six for free. That means Bertie’ll have to pay; can you tell him?”

“Nah, no way, Connie,” Fred said. “Lil and I can pay. You leave them for Bertie.”

“Right then, better get me coat.” Connie went into the side passage and came back with a coney fur stole. “Er, Mum, can I borrow this?” She looked pleadingly at Maggie.

“Oh, go on with you then, lady muck.” She laughed and shooed them out. “I think your carriage awaits. Don’t forget your gas mask.” Connie kissed her cheek, then Bertie’s, and took Harry’s hand to follow the other two, grabbing her gas mask, swinging from the hallstand in its cardboard box.

The neat little Ford was parked outside, and Fred ushered them into the car with pride.

“This is a bit alright, ain’t it, Con?” Lil said, shifting across the snug back seat and helping Connie lift her dress.

“It’s smashing, Fred. Did you have to pass the test?” Harry asked.

“Nah, I had a motorbike, so that lets me drive a car. Think that’s changing though.”

“How did the rehearsal go then?” Lil asked, squeezing Connie’s hand. “It’s great you’re singing with Ambrose’s band in Mayfair and now here.”

“That’s a small club—this is a bit different,” Connie said.

“I’ve heard him on the radio, too,” Fred said. “You’re going places, girl.”

“Oh, leave off, it’s the town hall, not Finsbury Empire.” Connie giggled.

Fred pulled into a space at the front of the building on Crouch End Broadway, and Harry looked more closely now at the elegant fountain and the triple doors leading into the new pride of Hornsey. It had the look of a church with its tall tower and high windows, but the rest was like a 1920s building he’d once seen in west London.

They walked in and up the graceful marble stairs to the ballroom as an excited Connie ran up ahead. “It’s supposed to have the best sprung dancefloor in London; come on.” They left their coats after Fred paid and followed the crowd wandering into the room. “Shan’t be a minute,” Connie said as she went to the stage where the band were setting up.

“Gawd, I feel nervous for her.” Lil held her stomach and took a deep breath. “Have you heard her sing, Harry?”

“No, ’fraid not. Is she good then?”

“She’s great; voice like a bloomin’ angel.” Fred pulled out a chair for Lil as he claimed a table near the stage.

“Anyone want a drink?” Harry was pleased to have the unusual feeling of money to spend. “My shout.”

“Yeah, I’ll give you a hand.” The two men went to the bar as Connie joined Lil at the table.

“Ain’t you nervous, Con?” Lil laid her hand on Connie’s with a concerned look.

“A bit; this is the worst part, waiting. I know as soon as I start singing it’ll be fine though.” Harry and Fred came back with the drinks.

“Blimey, they know how to charge, don’t they, Harry?” Fred put the two pints on the table, and Harry brought the port and lemons.

“Saloon bar prices the bloke said.” Harry took a sip. “Seven pence a pint; nice drop of bitter though.”

“Cheers, Harry.” Connie raised her port and lemon. “I’ll have to go backstage soon. Ambrose said it’s not done to associate with the public so…”

“That’s blooming daft. Why’s that then?” Lil took a long drink of hers. “Cor, this tastes strong.”

“Yeah, well, the Legion probably dilutes theirs.” Fred raised his glass. “Cheers, Harry, mate.”

“I’d better go.” Connie stood up. “I’ll be back in the interval, though; I don’t care what he says. I’m not sitting in that draughty old dressing room.”

“Here, d’ya want my coat?” Harry stood up to take his jacket off.

“No, I’ll be alright ta. Don’t want that getting lost backstage. See you all later.” Connie disappeared through the side entrance to the stage as Harry watched her go. Lil took her cue and went to the ladies’.

“You and Con are a good pair, you know.” Fred had watched Harry looking at Connie and grinned over the top of his beer glass.

“Don’t know about that. We only met properly yesterday.” Harry sipped his beer with an embarrassed grin.

“Ah, but she’s been telling Lil about you.”

“How d’ya mean?”

“Just said she liked you. You’re different, she reckons.” Fred took a long drink and watched Harry’s reaction.

He and Lil were very fond of Connie and had been trying to set her up with some of Fred’s mates and blokes in the factory, but Connie wasn’t interested. Her brother was her escort to the
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