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			Chapter One

			Connie Byrne, the Queen’s Nurse, midwife and district nurse sister responsible for the Highway and Ratcliffe Cross area of the St George’s and St Dunstan’s Nursing Association, secured the bandage with a safety pin. 

			‘There we go, Mr Bullock,’ she said, surveying her handiwork. ‘That should hold until I come on Friday.’ 

			‘Thank you, Nurse,’ he replied twisting his leg back and forth to look at the toe-to-knee bandages through the thick lens of his glasses.

			Stan Bullock, a heavyset individual with a florid complexion and an unfailingly jovial disposition, was one of Connie’s diabetic patients, whom she visited twice daily. He and his wife, Peggy, lived in one of the many one-up-one-down eighteenth-century cottages crowded around the Shadwell Basin, which had somehow managed to avoid the Luftwaffe’s attentions. Stan and Peggy were considered posh in the street because they lived by themselves, whereas most of the other houses were home to at least two if not three families. 

			Stan had been a painter and decorator until his eyesight started to fail and now he worked as a nightwatchman at Crossman’s brewery. It was at work three weeks ago that he’d stepped on a broken bottle that had gone straight through the sole of his shoe. If it had been anyone else, it would have healed by now, but because of his unstable blood sugar, Stan was a slow healer. 

			Connie would usually have done the dressing after giving him his insulin before breakfast, but as one of the student Queenies, Annie Fletcher, was off with tonsillitis, it meant she had to do two of Annies morning insulins as well and they needed to be done before the patients had breakfast. 

			She straightened up to relieve her aching back. She’d been awake since 5.30, after the phone in the hall of Munroe House Nursing Home had rung to summon the midwife on call. Even though it wasn’t her turn to attend and she’d still had an hour before her alarm went off, Connie had been unable to get back to sleep. Instead she had lain awake listening to the slow plod of the horse’s hooves and the bottles rattling in their crates as the milk float rolled over the cobbles outside. As Churchill was due to announce later that the war with Nazi Germany was well and truly over, she had reckoned she wasn’t the only one in the street too full of anticipation to sleep. 

			She picked up the dirty gauze and dropped it on to the pages of the Daily Sketch by Stan’s feet, then started to collect her galley pot and scissors. 

			The door opened and Peggy, Stan’s wife, came in. She was carrying a bowl and had a hand towel over her arm. A stout woman in her early fifties, Peggy worked as a cleaner at Tate & Lyle in Silvertown, two miles away. She was dressed in a faded wraparound apron with her hair tied up in a scarf, having just finished her morning chores. 

			‘Are you all done?’ she asked, giving Connie a friendly smile. 

			‘Just about.’

			‘Is it any better?’

			Connie smiled professionally. ‘A little. I’ve left you a present.’ She indicated the tangle of soiled dressings. ‘If you can put them in a boil wash for—’

			‘Five minutes,’ chipped in Peggy with a tolerant smile. ‘I know.’ 

			‘Of course you do,’ Connie replied apologetically. ‘I must say “boil for five minute then leave to drain” in my sleep.’ 

			‘I’m not surprised,’ said Peggy, putting the bowl and folded towel on the table. ‘What with delivering babies all night and doing bed baths and dressings all day, you nurses at Munroe House must be run off your feet.’

			‘It could be worse,’ said Connie, taking her instruments and rolling them in a dressing towel. ‘We could still have bombs dropping on our heads.’ 

			Stan and Peggy nodded their agreement. 

			‘Can I get you a cuppa, Sister?’ Peggy asked. ‘The water’s already in the pot.’ 

			Connie glanced at the watch pinned to her chest. ‘Oh, all right, a quick one then.’ As you had to wipe your feet on the way out of some of the houses she visited, the usual reply to such an offer was ‘Thanks but I just had one’; in Peggy’s spotless house, however, a cup of tea was always welcome. 

			Peggy left the room and Connie stood up and brushed down the skirt of her navy uniform. As Stan put his sock on and rolled down his trouser leg, she wrapped the dirty gauze in newspaper ready for the fire then packed away her equipment into the outside pocket of her nurse’s bag so it could be cleaned and sterilised back at the clinic. Within a few moments Peggy returned with a tray carrying three cups, which she set on the table. 

			‘Sugar?’ she asked, holding up a bowl decorated with roses and the word Broadstairs painted along the side. 

			‘One, please,’ Connie replied. 

			Peggy pursed her lips. ‘Good, it’ll put a bit of meat on you. Why, a strong wind would blow you away.’ 

			Although six years of rationing had taken their toll, with a twenty-four-inch waist and at eight stone three Connie could hardly call herself a featherweight. 

			‘And you want to put on a bit of flesh before you stand next to Charlie Ross in front of the vicar,’ Peggy added for good measure. 

			Connie looked astounded. ‘How . . . ?’

			‘Stan’s sister Vi – you know, her whose husband breeds budgies – well her cousin lives two doors down from your sister,’ explained Peggy. 

			‘Maureen or Bernie?’ 

			‘The one with three boys,’ Peggy replied. 

			‘That’s Mo,’ said Connie. 

			‘Vi’s cousin told me your sister said that to her mind, you should have done what everyone told you to do and tied the knot when he was home on leave four years ago,’ continued Peggy.

			‘Well, our Mo was ever the one to speak as she finds,’ said Connie, almost hearing her eldest sister’s voice in her head. 

			Peggy nodded. ‘She said it was a crying shame as you could have had your own baby by now instead of just delivering them. And that your mum can’t wait to be a gran again.’ 

			Connie drank the last of her tea and returned her cup to the tray. ‘Well, she won’t have to wait long. Bernie’s due her third in two months.’ 

			Peggy’s mouth formed into a perfect O. ‘Goodness, your mother had a basketful.’

			Connie gave a tight smile. ‘Yes, five of us. Three girls and two boys.’ She snapped her bag shut and stood up. ‘I ought to be off. I’ve got another half a dozen visits before I’m done this afternoon. I’ll be back just after five for Stan’s afternoon injection.’ 

			‘And I’ll have those dressings boiled and ready for you,’ Peggy replied. 

			Retrieving her lightweight blazer from the back of the chair, Connie left Peggy to put the room back in order and, as she tried to decide whether to pop into the chemist before or after her next visit, let herself out.

			 

			A murky, damp start had turned into a very pleasant afternoon, and although it was only just after 1.30, there was a barely contained bubble of excitement and anticipation in Mercer Street. Without the fear of V-2 rockets raining down on them, people were milling around. Women sang as they whitened their front steps or laughed with neighbours while children played around their legs. 

			Unusually for a Tuesday afternoon there were as many men as women in the street because a number of the factories and offices had given their workers the day off. The sounds of the BBC Light Orchestra playing upbeat tunes drifted out from a number of open windows as everyone tuned into the Home Service ready for the Prime Minister’s broadcast. Of course, the warm air meant the smell from the Thames less than half a mile away was a little more noticeable than usual, but even that didn’t mar the carnival atmosphere. 

			Plonking her bag in the basket on the front of her cycle, Connie tucked a couple of wisps of her golden-red hair back under her hat before unchaining the front wheel of the bike from the boot scrap set in the wall. Rolling off the pavement, she placed her left foot on the corresponding pedal and pushed down before swinging her right leg across the seat as she bounced over the cobbles. A couple of people waved as she dodged between the boys playing cricket in the middle of the road, an upturned orange crate serving as the wicket. 

			Ringing her bell, she turned into Cable Street. The stubborn curls around her temples escaped again and whipped around her cheeks as she sped westwards between horse-drawn wagons and lorries. A group of young men outside the Old House at Home raised their glasses as she swung right into Watney Street and headed towards the railway arch.

			‘Come and have a drink with us to celebrate, sweetheart,’ one lad called, his flat cap almost sliding off the back of his head. 

			‘Sorry,’ Connie laughed. ‘Some of us have to work, you know.’ 

			The men chuckled and jostled each other. 

			‘You and your pretty nurse friends going up to the Palace later?’ called another as she whooshed past. ‘They say the King and Queen will be there with Churchill.’ 

			‘Just try and stop us,’ Connie called over her shoulder as she entered the cool darkness of the arch.

			Of course, she and the others would have to get a night pass from Miss Summers, the superintendent in charge of Munroe House, but that shouldn’t be a problem.

			Letting her feet rest on the pedals, Connie coasted into the bottom end of Watney Street, where the stalls and barrows on both sides of the road were already kitted out with patriotic red, white and blue bunting. Both the Britannia in Chapman Street and the Lord Nelson in the main thoroughfare were spilling over with people who had already started celebrating. 

			Unable to ride through the crowd, Connie hopped off her bike. There was a two-toned whistle and she turned to see Little Freddie Berry, the greengrocer, beckoning her over. 

			‘Oi, oi, Sister,’ he bellowed in a voice that could keep ships from foundering. 

			Little Freddie, who was built like a bulldog and was as bald as a billiard ball, was one of the old-time costermongers, whose family had hauled their large, brightly painted barrow from under the railway arch for over a century. He’d taken over from his father, Big Freddie, who now, unable to stand for long, made himself useful by sitting beside the stall with his cane discouraging children from pinching the apples. In late spring, with the new season’s veg in full supply, Freddie’s barrow was a feast of colourful delight, as tomatoes and beetroots nestled alongside spring greens and newly dug onions. 

			Gripping her handlebars firmly, Connie wheeled her cycle over to his stall. ‘Morning, Freddie. How’s your mum’s legs?’

			Freddie’s pancake-shaped face lifted in a resigned smile. ‘The ulcer on the left leg ain’t weeping as much, but the right bugger’s much the same. That cream you gave ’er has stopped the itch, though.’ 

			Connie smiled. ‘I’m pleased to hear it. Tell her I’ll call by on Friday and take a look.’ She started to walk on, but Freddie put his hand on her handlebars. 

			‘Wait up a mo.’ 

			He tore a brown paper bag down from the hook and picked up two Cox’s Pippins in one enormous hand. 

			‘There you go,’ he said, slipping them into the bag and swinging it around. ‘For you and your mate Sister Sullivan.’ 

			Connie took the bag and placed it in her basket. ‘Thank you.’ 

			Carefully rolling her bike through the women and children queuing beside the barrows, Connie carried on to the top of the market, where she hopped back on and pedalled home to Munroe House.

			 

			Mrs White, the housekeeper, had just trundled the tea trolley along the hallway to the nurses’ lounge when Connie walked into Munroe House, which served as both a clinic and the nurses’ home. 

			It must have been a very grand family home when it was first built. The accommodation was spread over five floors, and a basement beneath – where the main kitchen had once been – was now the equipment store. The ground-floor rooms at the front of the building housed the nurses’ and superintendent’s offices and also the treatment room. What was once the boot room was now a sluice that drained into the back yard. There was also an airing cupboard for the linen and a dressings storeroom. The family dining room and parlour were now the nurses’ refectory and lounge respectively. The morning room, where the lady of the house once met with her housekeeper to discuss the day’s business, had become the superintendent’s bedroom. 

			The nurses were allocated rooms on the floors above. The senior nurses like Connie had what had once been the family bedrooms on the first floor; the juniors and assistant nurses were on the next floor up and the trainee Queenies in the old servants’ accommodation in the attic. 

			Hooking her jacket and hat on a free peg on the hall stand, Connie saw the letters from the 2 p.m. delivery sticking out of the postbox on the sideboard. Her hand automatically reached for the safety pin that secured her engagement ring to the strap of her brassiere. Satisfied that it was still there, she sifted through the half a dozen letters. Not finding the one she was looking for, she put the post back on the sideboard, then made her way to the sitting room. 

			As it was just after 3.30, most of the nurses were already lounging in easy chairs with a cup in one hand and a tea plate in the other. Three of the student Queenies were huddled on the bay-window seat overlooking the front of the house, while Connie’s friends Sally, a curvy brunette, and Beattie, a tall, slender young woman with ash-blonde hair, were crowded around the Bush wireless on the sideboard. 

			‘There you are,’ said Sally, as she spotted Connie come in. ‘We thought you were lost.’ 

			Connie tucked her bag under an empty chair by the piano. ‘I got held up at Mrs Dixon’s, then I had to wait for Mr Letterman to make up Ken Feldman’s dyspepsia medicine.’ 

			‘Never mind,’ said Beattie, twiddling with the large knob in the centre of the wireless. A loud whistle cut through the lounge and Connie winced. Several other nurses gave Beattie a cross look and covered their ears. 

			Sally nudged her playfully out of the way. ‘Let me try.’ 

			Connie went to the trolley and poured herself a cup of tea, then picked up a flat round object from the three-tiered cake stand. 

			‘What’s this supposed to be?’ she asked, holding it aloft.

			‘Jam tart, I think,’ Beattie replied, fine-tuning the marker on the radio dial for the Home Service. 

			‘Looks more like an old bath plug with iodine smeared across it.’ Connie tutted. ‘No butter at breakfast and a bit of grey pastry for tea. It’s a disgrace. I don’t know what Mrs White does with our rations.’ She rested the jam tart on her saucer and joined her friends. ‘Any word from Millie about her dad?’ 

			Sally shook her head. 

			‘Perhaps he’s just taken a tumble in the garden,’ added Beattie.

			Connie didn’t think so. It was rarely good news when you were called urgently to a hospital because your mother needed you.

			‘Have you had a letter from Charlie?’ asked Sally. 

			A knot of unhappiness tightened in Connie’s chest, but she put on a bright smile. ‘No, but I’m not surprised. The papers say the whole of Europe’s in turmoil, but now it’s all over, I’m sure I’ll hear something soon.’ 

			The wireless crackled into life and the room fell quiet, all eyes focused on it.

			‘We are now going live to the Cabinet Room at Number Ten for an announcement by the Prime Minister,’ the broadcaster’s plummy voice told them. 

			Connie, Sally and Beattie smiled excitedly at each other.

			‘Yesterday morning at two forty-one a.m. at Headquarters,’ said the resolute tones of Winston Churchill, ‘General Jodl, the representative of the German High Command, and Grand Admiral Dönitz, the designated head of the German state, signed the act of unconditional surre—’ 

			‘It’s over, it’s over,’ cried Beattie, jumping up and down on the spot and hugging the other two. 

			‘Hostilities will end officially at one minute after midnight tonight, but in the interest of saving lives, the ceasefire—’ 

			‘We’ve won!’ someone screamed. ‘We’ve bloody well won.’

			The room exploded with shrieks of joy and hysterical laughter. Everyone hugged everyone else. One of the student Queenies opened the piano and started bashing out ‘Roll Out the Barrel’. They all linked arms and did a circuit of the room, looking more like Tiller Girls than state registered nurses. 

			After ten minutes of dancing and singing, Connie stepped out from the general mayhem to catch her breath. Letting go of the conga line, Beattie came to join her. 

			‘I can’t believe it’s finally over.’ 

			Connie smiled. ‘Me neither.’ 

			‘No more dodging bombs,’ said Beattie.

			‘Or damp air raid shelters.’

			Beattie pulled a sad face. ‘No more GIs.’ 

			An image of Charlie in full battle dress, waving goodbye to her four years ago, flooded into Connie’s mind. 

			‘And our boys can come home!’ she said softly. 

			Beattie slipped her arm through Connie’s. ‘I know. So could you ask the old girl for a night pass so we can go up West and celebrate?’ 

			 

			Connie knocked on the superintendent’s door. After a few moments, she knocked again. She studied the antiquated oval sign with House Superintendent written in Victorian copperplate for a couple more seconds, then opened the door and peered into the room. 

			Miss Summers, the St George’s and St Dunstan’s Nursing Association’s chief nurse, sat behind her mahogany desk with her fingers laced together on her bosom and her three chins resting on her white collar, asleep. 

			Her half-moon spectacles were perched at an unusual angle on her nose and a thin trail of spittle ran from her slack lips down to her chin. A couple of the buttons on her 1920s-style nurse’s uniform were undone, while those that were fastened were in the wrong holes. Wiry strands of grey hair sprang out from under her frilly white hat like the legs of some enormous spider. The cap itself was at an odd angle and had twisted so that the two long tails of the traditional matron’s bonnet, instead of running down her back, gathered over her right shoulder. 

			On the desktop was a jumble of papers, ledgers and work rotas. The inkwell was all but empty, but that didn’t matter, as none of the four pens scattered across an old copy of the Nursing Mirror had a nib. 

			Connie stepped into the room and closed the door behind her. ‘Excuse me, Miss Summers.’ 

			The woman responsible for the Munroe House clinic and thirty-plus Queen’s Nurses and midwives snorted and woke up. Her chubby hands grabbed at the order book in front of her. 

			‘How dare you creep up on me like that, Sister . . .’ she peered blearily at Connie, ‘Wright. I was just—’ 

			‘It’s Sister Byrne, Superintendent,’ said Connie, with the sweetest smile. ‘I’m sorry to disturb you, but I thought you’d like to know that Churchill has just declared the war over.’ 

			Miss Summers stared vacantly at her for a couple of seconds, then blinked. ‘Well that’s all well and good, but some of us have work schedules to complete,’ she huffed, picking up the infectious disease notification ledger. ‘So if there’s nothing—’

			‘Everyone in London will be out celebrating, and we – that is, me, Sister Scott and Sister Topping – were wondering whether, as it’s such a special occasion, you’d be issuing some night passes,’ Connie said. 

			Miss Summers burped, and a faint smell of spirits wafted across the desk. ‘Special occasion? What special occasion?’ 

			‘The war,’ repeated Connie. ‘It’s over.’ 

			Miss Summer’s gaze wavered. ‘Is it?’ 

			‘Churchill just announced it.’ Connie replied. ‘And we would like to have some night passes.’ 

			‘Why?’

			‘So we can celebrate with the rest of London,’ Connie told her. 

			‘I don’t know about that. I . . . I . . .’

			‘We’d make sure the required number of midwives were on call, and,’ Connie crossed her fingers in the folds of her skirt, ‘we’d all be ready for duty as usual tomorrow morning.’ 

			Miss Summers chewed her lip for a few seconds, then spoke again. ‘I suppose a little latitude in the rules might be in order just this once.’ 

			Connie stood up straight. ‘Thank you, Miss Summers.’ 

			The superintendent shuffled the papers on her desk. ‘I don’t seem to be able to find the night ledger . . .’ 

			‘Let me help you,’ said Connie, stepping forward.

			Miss Summers slammed shut the desk drawer, and what sounded like a couple of empty bottles rattled together. 

			‘Here it is,’ said Connie, pulling the brick-red ledger out from under the layers of papers and documents. She opened it to the page for 8 May 1945. 

			Miss Summers secured her spectacles on the bridge of her nose. ‘Who is it who needs permission to return late?’ 

			Connie pulled out the sheet of paper with the list of names and handed it to Miss Summers. ‘We thought it fairer to draw lots.’ 

			The superintendent held the note at arm’s length. ‘I can’t read . . .’

			‘Would you like me to write the names in?’ Connie asked. 

			Miss Summers thrust the list back at her. ‘You will really have to improve your handwriting, Patterson.’

			‘Yes, Superintendent,’ said Connie, not bothering to correct her again. 

			Turning the ledger to face her, Connie perched on the chair on her side of the table and took the fountain pen from her top pocket. She quickly wrote down the dozen or so names and then turned the book for Miss Summers’ signature. 

			‘Nurses gadding about enjoying themselves.’ The superintendent snatched the pen from Connie. ‘Staying out to all hours!’ she muttered as she scrawled a wiggly line across the bottom of the page. ‘I don’t know what the profession’s coming to.’

			‘Thank you, Miss Summers,’ said Connie, retrieving the ledger and her pen. 

			‘Now if that’s all, perhaps you’ll leave me to get on with the mountain of work on my desk.’ 

			‘Yes, Miss Summers,’ said Connie. 

			The superintendent waved dismissively. ‘Out then,’ she snapped. ‘But note this. I’ll only agree to this sort of thing once, so I don’t want you coming back in a few days asking for more night passes because the Kaiser’s been captured.’ 

			 

			Leaving the superintendent’s office with the night ledger tucked under her arm, Connie crossed the hall to the sideboard where the telephone was situated. She stared at it for a few seconds, then picked up the receiver and dialled the seven-digit number of the Northern Star public house in White Horse Street. It rang half a dozen times and then the line connected. 

			‘Hello, the Star,’ a woman at the other end shouted over the singing and laughter in the background. 

			Connie turned her back on Miss Summers’ office door and cupped the mouthpiece. ‘Hello, Olive, it’s Connie Byrne.’ 

			‘Hello, luv. Did you hear old Winston?’ 

			‘Yes, we had the wireless on at the clinic.’ 

			‘We bloody showed ’em, didn’t we, those poxy Germans?’ Olive screamed down the phone. 

			‘We certainly did,’ Connie replied, in as loud a voice as she dared.

			‘It’s a pity we didn’t get hold of Hitler before he topped ’imself,’ Olive continued. ‘But we’ll have the rest of those bloody Nazis. String ’em all up’s what I say.’ 

			A cheer went up behind her and Connie held the receiver away from her ear until it subsided. 

			‘I know you’re busy, Olive, but—’

			‘Busy!’ yelled the landlady. ‘I’d say. At this rate we’ll be out of beer by six. What can I do for you, ducks?’ 

			‘Is my mum or dad there?’ 

			‘I ain’t seen your dad yet, but your mum’s somewhere,’ Olive replied. 

			‘Would you mind if I had a quick word with her?’ 

			‘Course not, luv. Just you hold on a tick.’ 

			Olive put the phone down, and Connie listened to full-throated renditions of ‘My Old Man Said Follow the Van’ and ‘Run Rabbit Run’ before it was picked up again. 

			‘Wotcha, sis,’ said her younger brother’s chirpy voice. 

			‘Bobby, what are you doing there?’ Connie asked.

			‘Having a knees-up like everyone else,’ he replied. ‘You coming down?’ 

			‘I can’t,’ Connie replied. ‘I’ve got a dozen visits then I’m up to the Palace with a few of the girls.’ 

			‘Can’t you and your chums come here?’ Bobby asked. ‘Especially that little blonde nurse with the big blue eyes.’ 

			Connie suppressed a smile. ‘Hannah is already walking out with someone, and besides, she’s almost six years older than you.’ 

			‘So?’ he replied. ‘I’m eighteen next month, and some women prefer a younger man.’ 

			She laughed. ‘Is Mum there?’ 

			‘I think she’s popped off to fetch Mo and the nippers,’ Bobby replied.

			‘Blast.’

			‘Did you want her urgent, like? ’Cos if you did I’d—’ 

			‘Not really,’ Connie replied. ‘It’s just that on a day like today I wanted to say . . . well . . . you know.’ A floorboard creaked upstairs and Connie hunched over the mouthpiece. ‘Look, I’d better go. Just tell Mum I phoned, will you?’ 

			‘Sure thing,’ Bobby replied. ‘The street’s having a party tomorrow. Can you come to that?’ 

			‘Yes, when I’ve finished work,’ Connie told him. 

			‘Right you are,’ said Bobby. ‘And see if Hannah Blue-Eyes wants to come too. Bye.’ 

			‘Bye,’ whispered Connie and returned the handset. 

			‘Making private calls, tut tut,’ said a sharp voice behind her. 

			Connie turned and saw Gladys Potter, the nurse in charge of the Ben Jonson end of Mile End Road, standing on the stairs. Although she was chalked up on the duty boards until seven o’clock, Gladys was dolled up in a box-shoulder navy dress, a matching jacket with feature buttons, and high heels. She had finished her outfit with a small felt hat perched on her ginger hair, which was rolled up Betty Grable style. 

			‘You’re a bit overdressed for the teatime insulins, aren’t you?’ Connie replied, casting a critical eye over her.

			‘I’ve told the student to do them,’ Gladys replied, clomping down the stairs. 

			Connie frowned. ‘That’s not fair. Doreen’s already got Annie’s four and three of Millie’s.’

			Gladys shrugged, checking her hat in the hall mirror, and strolled out of the front door, letting it bang behind her. As Connie stared after her, the phone rang. 

			She picked it up. ‘Munroe House, Sister Byrne speaking. How can I help you?’ 

			‘Thank goodness it’s you, Connie,’ sobbed her friend Millie down the line. ‘Dad’s . . . Dad’s gone.’ 

			Connie hooked her fingers under the telephone’s receiver bar and pulled the lead free. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, walking over to the stairs and sitting on the bottom step. ‘What happened?’ 

			 

			‘I think someone’s coming on to the balcony,’ yelled Sally, bobbing up and down on tiptoes to see over the heads of the three sailors in front of them. 

			‘No,’ said Beattie, shielding her eyes from the glare of the lamp above. ‘It’s just the curtains moving.’ 

			Connie, Beattie and Sally were squashed against the railing on the top plinth of the statue of Queen Victoria that faced Buckingham Palace. They weren’t alone: at least three hundred other Londoners were standing on the monument, all waving Union Jacks and singing at the top of their voices. 

			Having divided up the essential evening calls between them, the three friends had dashed around the streets, finishing their rounds on time despite the impromptu parties and intoxicated revellers. They’d managed to walk out of the front door of Munroe House, dressed to the nines, just after 7.30. The buses travelling west were packed to the gunnels. People stood squashed between the seats both upstairs and down, while others clung on to the platform at the back. 

			The three girls had finally squeezed on to a number 15, singing along with their fellow passengers as they bumped towards the City. The bus ground to a halt on the Strand, so Connie and her friends had got off and walked past the boarded-up fountains in Trafalgar Square, under Admiralty Arch, and joined the ocean of people heading up the Mall. The crowds around the Palace railings were already twenty deep by the time they’d arrived. Some daring individuals had even clambered up and were perched on lamp posts, and every light in the street was fully ablaze, which seemed very odd after a six-year blackout. Some merrymakers had even brought instruments and had set up a spontaneous orchestra on the grass. 

			From behind them, the opening phrases of ‘The White Cliffs of Dover’ started, and the people around the statue took up the refrain. Connie linked arms with her two friends and swayed to the rhythm as they sang along. 

			‘It’s fantastic,’ shouted Sally as the song ended. 

			‘I don’t think I’ll ever forget it,’ Beattie called back. 

			‘Me neither,’ agreed Connie. 

			‘We want the King!’ The crowd started chanting, shouting with one voice. 

			‘We want the King!’ screamed Connie, jumping up and down. 

			Sally and Beattie joined in the chorus, as did everyone else, and very soon the cry was echoing off the palace itself. 

			‘There they are,’ yelled a woman just below them, pointing up at the balcony. 

			Connie and her friends stood on tiptoe and peered across the packed roadway. 

			The curtain moved, then the double doors swung open and a roar of ‘The King!’ went up from the crowd. Connie stared transfixed as King George, his wife and the two princesses, Elizabeth and Margaret, stepped out on to the balcony. Without missing a beat, the crowd moved effortlessly into the first few bars of ‘God Save the King’. As the familiar tune swelled to a roar, a shiver ran up Connie’s spine. She closed her eyes and drew a deep breath, then joined in with the million voices around her. 

			‘Long live our gracious King,’ she sang with all her voice. 

			The King and Queen and the two princesses waved to the crowd and a roar went up. The people pressed into the road, hanging off the railings and lamp posts and piled up along the Mall sang the national anthem twice more. Then someone started on ‘Land of Hope and Glory’. Grown men and women wept and hugged each other, friends and strangers alike. 

			Overwhelmed with emotion, Connie slipped her arms around her friends and embraced them. It was over. No more screaming bombs or casualties dug from the rubble, no more soldiers with missing limbs, no more Ministry of War telegrams delivered to mothers, wives and sweethearts. 

			Another cheer went up as the royal family waved their farewells and left the balcony to go inside, then the mood became more sober. The opening refrain of ‘We’ll Meet Again’ drifted up into the warm spring evening. The girls linked arms as they sang the much-loved tune. Then a couple of conga lines started by the railings, and the merrymakers changed the song to ‘Roll Out the Barrel’. 

			‘We made it,’ Sally whispered, her chin wobbling just a little. 

			‘Yes, we did,’ Beattie replied, with more than a hint of moisture in her eyes.

			‘I’m so glad I’m here with my best friends in the world,’ sobbed Sally, squeezing their shoulders. 

			Looking up to save her mascara from running, Connie hugged her friends. ‘I wouldn’t want to be with anyone else tonight.’ 

			Beattie gave her a wry smile. ‘Oh yeah! You wouldn’t say that if Charlie was around.’ 

			‘Neither would you if your Colin was back,’ Connie replied, playfully smacking her friend’s arm. 

			‘Nurses, some decorum, please,’ Sally said. ‘Haven’t you heard? Hostilities are over. Now let’s join in the fun.’

			Giggling, the three girls plunged into the melee and joined a circle doing The Lambeth Walk. Arm in arm with Sally and Beattie, Connie hopped forward and back, then hooked her thumbs in her blouse collar and wheeled left with everyone else. She laughed, knowing that after the long years of waiting, very soon she would finally become Mrs Charlie Ross.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			It was just after 4.30 according to St Dunstan’s clock tower, and Connie could hear that the party in Gordon Street was already in full swing as she walked across the church graveyard. Waving to Olive’s husband, Tom, a jolly, rotund man in his mid-forties who was standing outside his pub with a group of regulars, she turned the corner into her mother’s road. 

			Like all the other streets that ran off White Horse Road, Gordon Street was lined on both sides by late-Victorian terraced houses, each with a minute front garden surrounded by a brick wall. Her mother’s house was halfway down on the left, which suited her very well, as she could see up and down the street just by standing in the front bay window. 

			With just the milk float in the morning and the coal wagon once a week, Gordon Street was usually a quiet place. Children could play untroubled from morning till night while their mothers caught up on the local gossip. Today, though, it looked like the circus had come to town. 

			Her mother’s neighbours had clearly been hard at work since they’d heard the news of Hitler’s death. Home-made bunting was strung from bedroom window to bedroom window all the way along the street. In addition, every house had a Union Jack on a broomstick or washing pole jutting out above the front door. There couldn’t be much furniture left in any of the houses, as running down the middle of the street was one enormous table draped with tablecloths made from bleached bed sheets. Not that you could see much of them, as the table was covered with plates laden with sandwiches, cakes and jellies, all of which were being consumed with great gusto by the children of the street. Apart from mothers supervising smaller children, the adults were all milling around and chatting. Some had even gathered to sing around a piano that had been dragged from someone’s front parlour. 

			Next to the enthusiastic choir, Olive was standing behind an improvised bar, opening bottles of pale ale for all she was worth. The landlady of the Northern Star was serving PC Mills, the local bobby; clearly neither of them was too concerned about the licensing laws. 

			Scanning the street, Connie saw her father, Arthur, at the far end of the road. He was chatting to Mr Willis from number 40, probably comparing notes on their respective allotments. He was wearing his best suit and had a glass of beer in his hand. Her eyes travelled on until she spotted her mother, Maud, arms folded across her considerable bosom. She was sitting outside her house surrounded by a handful of women her own age, all of them keeping a sharp eye on proceedings. 

			‘Wotcha, sis!’

			Connie turned to see her brother Bobby hurrying towards her. With the same golden-red hair, grey-blue eyes and high cheekbones, Bobby, of all her siblings, was the most like her to look at. He was the unexpected youngest of the family. Following weeks of pain and cramps in her stomach, Connies mother had been forced to visit the doctor. After she’d parted with two and six for the consultation, the doctor had told her that the baby was fine and would make an appearance in about eight weeks. This was a bit of a shock for Maud, who at forty-seven had put her lack of monthlies down to starting the change. It was more of a shock to Arthur, who to this day swore he couldn’t understand how it had happened. 

			‘Hello, Bobby,’ said Connie, hugging him and kissing him on his downy cheek.

			He wriggled out of her arms and glanced behind her. ‘Did you bring Hannah?’

			Connie suppressed a smile. ‘I told you, she’s courting.’ 

			Bobby let out a long sigh of relief. ‘Thank goodness for that.’ 

			Connie looked confused. ‘But I thought—’

			‘Oh there you are, Bobby,’ called a girlish voice. 

			Connie looked around. Tottering towards them in impossibly high heels was a girl with springy black curls; she was dressed in a cherry-red dress and wore lipstick to match. She wound her arm through Bobby’s and gave Connie the once-over.

			‘This is Patsy,’ Bobby said. ‘She and her family have just moved in around the corner in Maroon Street.’ 

			‘I’m Bobby’s sister Connie.’ 

			‘Oh, the nurse who lives along Commercial Road,’ said Patsy, looking a lot happier. 

			‘That’s me,’ said Connie. 

			‘You’re getting married to Charlie Ross, aren’t you?’

			‘I am when he comes home, though there’s no knowing when that will be. How do you know him?’ 

			‘He played in the Shadwell Dock eleven with my cousin Dicky,’ Patsy replied. ‘They used to go regular to West Ham.’ 

			‘Oh, Charlie and his blasted football team,’ Connie laughed. ‘I wish I had a tanner for every time I’ve stood frozen on the touchline watching him play. I’d be a rich woman by now.’ 

			Pasty smiled. ‘I bet you can’t wait to ’ave him home.’ 

			‘No,’ said Connie, feeling the ache of longing in her chest. ‘But I don’t suppose I’ll have to wait too much longer now.’ 

			Patsy looked at Bobby and a dreamy expression crept over her pretty face. ‘Isn’t it romantic?’ 

			Bobby shrugged. 

			‘Well, I’d better go and say hello to Mum,’ Connie said. 

			‘Yeah, she’s been wondering where you are.’ Bobby smiled at the girl on his arm. ‘Let’s go and grab ourselves a bit of grub.’ 

			Patsy nodded and trotted off towards the table. 

			Bobby caught Connie’s elbow. ‘Do us a favour, sis.’ He glanced over to where their mother was holding court. ‘Me and Patsy want to have a bit of time on our own, so if Mum starts looking for me, tell her I’m just helping Tom in the Star.’ He winked and sauntered after Patsy, who was already sitting at the table. 

			Connie watched him for a moment, then, skirting around a couple of boys playing tag, went to the tea table and got a cuppa from Mrs Pratt, who in honour of the occasion had discarded her full-length cross-over apron in favour of one that tied around her waist.

			Taking a sip of her tea, Connie looked across at her mother. Now in her late sixties, Maud Byrne had dressed up for the occasion too. She was wearing the mulberry drop-waisted suit she’d bought for Connie’s cousin Pete’s wedding five years ago, just a week before he’d left for basic training. Her dad had once remarked that when he’d married Maud he could have encompassed her waist in his hands, but five children had spread her girth to more matronly proportions. She shunned the practical wartime bob, and her shoulder-length hair was combed back into a bun. The light copper colour that Connie had inherited was now so interlaced with white that it gave the appearance of a pale golden halo framing her face. 

			Maud and Arthur had moved into number 12 from Green Bank in Wapping just after Maureen had been born thirty-seven years ago. This meant that she knew everyone’s history and no event in the street escaped her notice. 

			Now she spotted Connie and waved her over to where she was sitting with her long-time friends Ruth Brown and Dot Wilde, and another woman Connie didn’t recognise. Ruth, the mother of four lively boys, and Dot acknowledged Connie with a friendly nod. 

			‘Hello, Mum,’ she said, squeezing between them to give her mother a peck on the cheek. 

			‘I was wondering where you’d got to,’ Maud said. 

			‘Churchill might have given us all a bank holiday, but women are still having babies and I still have a full list of poorly patients to get through,’ Connie replied.

			Her mother sniffed. ‘Well, better late than never, I suppose. I don’t think you’ve met our new neighbour,’ she added, turning towards the newcomer, a swarthy, narrow-faced woman with unnaturally dark hair. ‘Mrs Silver has—’ 

			‘Oh, you’re the nurse,’ cut in Mrs Silver. 

			‘Has just moved in to Old Ezra’s place on the corner,’ her mother said, giving the newcomer a stern look. 

			‘Nice to meet you,’ Connie said with a friendly smile. 

			Mrs Silver’s arm shot out, causing her collection of heavy bangles to clatter. ‘Lovely to meet you too,’ she said, grasping Connie’s hand. ‘Your father’s told me so much about you, like how you delivered a baby in the middle of the street while there was an air raid on.’ 

			‘Well, the baby wouldn’t wait,’ said Connie. 

			Mrs Silver laughed, setting her bosom and stomach shaking. 

			‘I always wanted to be a nurse.’ 

			‘Did you?’ said Connie.

			‘Yes, but oi!’ She threw her hands heavenward. ‘The sight of blood . . . You young girls today are so lucky and have so much freedom.’ 

			Connie’s mother heaved her bosom up with her forearms and gave her new neighbour a cool look. ‘A bit too much, I’d say.’

			Mrs Silver laughed again. ‘Oh really, Mrs Byrne. After all they’ve been through, let them have a bit of fun, I say, before they get tied down with a house and kids.’ 

			‘My Connie has done her bit these last few years,’ Maud said. ‘And me and her dad are right proud of her, but now she can’t wait to marry her Charlie and give up work. Can you, luv?’

			‘Well, I can’t wait to be Mrs Ross,’ said Connie. ‘But as the Association has just changed the rules so married women can stay on, I’m not too sure I’ll be giving up work right away—’

			‘Of course you’ll give up,’ interrupted her mother. She adjusted her bosom again and her mouth pulled into a tight bud. ‘Unless you want people to say your Charlie can’t provide for his wife.’

			‘Well, no, but we’re already a dozen nurses down at the clinic and—’

			‘And I’m sure you’ll be in the family way soon after and that’ll be an end to it,’ her mother added, waving Connie’s words aside. She smiled at Mrs Silver. ‘Have you got any grandchildren?’ she asked sweetly. 

			‘Yes, two.’

			‘Two. How nice.’ A smug smile spread across Maud’s face. ‘I have seven, four boys, three girls, and another on the way.’ She took Connie’s hand. ‘And I’m sure my Connie will be adding to the number before the year’s out.’

			Dot Wilde touched Connie’s arm. ‘Have you set a date for your wedding yet?’ 

			Connie shook her head. ‘I can’t book anything until I know when Charlie’s being demobbed.’

			‘I heard they were going to let men go as quickly as they could ship them back, so it might only be a few weeks,’ said Ruth. ‘I expect you’ll get a letter from him any day now telling you when.’

			‘I’m sure I will,’ said Connie, feeling excitement start to bubble. 

			Maud patted her hand. ‘Don’t fret. Your Charlie’s no shirker so he’s probably been in the thick of it, but I expect he’ll put pen to paper now the fighting’s done. And as soon as we hear, we’ll book St Martha’s and St Mungo’s social hall and you can make an appointment to see Father Gregory.’ 

			Connie forced a smile. ‘Perhaps we should wait until Charlie’s actually back so he can have some say in—’

			‘It ain’t the groom’s job to organise a wedding,’ her mother said firmly. ‘All he has to do is turn up, and didn’t his last letter tell you to get the wedding sorted out for when he got back?’ 

			‘Not exactly, Mum. He said we’d be married when he returned,’ Connie said.

			Maud waved impatiently. ‘Same thing.’ 

			‘I think your mother’s right about getting your name down as soon as you know,’ said Dot. ‘After all, you won’t be the only one wanting to be wed once the troops start coming home.’ 

			Connie bit her lip uncertainly. ‘Perhaps you’re right.’ 

			‘You’ll be such a beautiful bride, Connie,’ said Ruth.

			A sentimental expression crept across her mother’s face. ‘She will, and as I say to any that ask, if ever a couple were made for each other it’s my Connie and Charlie Ross. Don’t you worry none.’ She patted Connie’s hand. ‘Me and your sisters will make sure you have a day to remember.’

			 

			Connie skidded to a halt in the back yard and, hopping off her bike, jammed the front wheel in a vacant space in the rack. 

			Not that you’d know it from incessant rain for the past three weeks, but it was now the 15 August and although it had been three whole months since VE Day the Japanese had finally surrendered. Despite the fact that there were men in ill-fitting demob suits spilling out of every train coming into London, she’d had no news of when Charlie would be one of them. 

			Still, no matter, it couldn’t be much longer, and then . . . A saucy smile lifted the corners of Connie’s mouth. Well, then they would have to make up for lost time. 

			Connie had had a busy morning. She’d managed to complete her breakfast insulins in just under an hour. But unfortunately, as she left the last house, a neighbour called her in to see an old lady who’d fallen out of her chair. There were no broken bones but Connie had needed to find someone to help her lift the woman off the floor. The men in the street had gone to work so she had flagged down one of the Maguire coal wagons and asked the two coalmen for their assistance. This meant that now, just after ten o’clock, she was over half an hour behind herself. And she’d have to make that up by midday because she was in charge of the afternoon antenatal clinic, which started promptly at two. 

			Mentally running through her other morning calls, Connie grabbed her bag and headed for the back door. Shoving it open, she strode into the hall and met Annie Fletcher clutching her nurse’s case in one hand and a bed cradle in the other. Annie, a pretty young woman with a soft smile and curves in the right places, was Millie’s Queen’s Nurse student. 

			‘Oh, Connie,’ Annie said as she spotted her. ‘Dr Carter rang and asked for a nurse to call.’

			‘Have you put it in the book for Sally?’ asked Connie. 

			Annie shook her head. ‘He asked for you.’

			‘Did he say what it was about?’ 

			‘No,’ Annie replied. ‘But he asked for you in particular.’

			Connie sighed. ‘All right. I’ll pop in on my way to the chemist after I’m finished doing the treatment room’s weekly order.’ She wondered if she’d ever get to the four patients she still had to visit before lunch.

			The phone sitting on the hall table rang. 

			‘I’ll get it,’ said Annie, changing the bed cradle to the other hand and picking up the receiver. 

			‘Munroe House, Nurse Fletcher speaking. How can I help?’ She raised her gaze and looked at Connie. ‘Yes. She’s right here.’ She offered Connie the phone. ‘It’s your sister-in-law.’ 

			 

			Holding her nurse’s hat in place with one hand and her bag in the other, Connie dashed along Ernest Street praying the leaden sky above wouldn’t open. She reached the five steps to the familiar front door just as the first fat raindrop plopped on her nose. She pulled on the string dangling from the letter box and burst into the house. 

			‘Where is he?’ she shouted. 

			‘We’re in the front,’ her sister-in-law Sheila yelled back. 

			Dropping her nurse’s bag on the nearest chair, Connie hurried through to the front room. Her mother was sitting in the alcove chair with a cuppa in her hand, while Sheila was at the window table presiding over her best china. 

			But Connie barely noticed anything, her eyes fixed on the man sitting in the armchair beside the hearth. Her brother Jim. 

			As she walked in, he stood up and grinned. ‘Wotcha, sis.’ 

			‘Jim!’ she shouted. 

			He caught her and hugged her in his bear-like embrace, and Connie closed her eyes and clung to him, taking in the familiar smell of cigarettes and Brylcreem. Thank God!

			At just a shade under five foot nine and with an elongated face, her brother James was almost a carbon copy of their father. The last time she’d seen him, four years ago, just before he’d embarked to who knew where, he’d had the beginnings of their father’s paunch too, but not now. His demob suit hung from his shoulders and there was a touch of grey at his temples, but the merry eyes were the same even if they had tired lines around them. As his birthday was just two days after hers, Jim was exactly ten years older than Connie.

			After a moment or two, he let her go and sat back in his chair. Connie perched on the arm. 

			Jim and Sheila rented the top two floors of number 7 Ernest Street. And although they had to share the outside toilet with the older couple who lived in the basement below them, they were better off than some. Ernest Street, which was just behind Charrington’s brewery in the Mile End Road, was pleasant enough as long as the vats weren’t brewing. If they were then the whole area was blanketed with the sour smell of steaming hops. 

			‘You want a cuppa, luv?’ asked Sheila, holding up the teapot. 

			‘Just a quick one,’ said Connie. ‘I’m still on my rounds but I dashed around as soon as you rang. How are you, Mum?’

			Maud pulled a face. ‘Me joints are giving me gyp and I haven’t had a wink of sleep with the pains in me arms, but I mustn’t grumble.’ 

			‘Well at least you’ve got Jim home safe and sound,’ said Sheila, as she poured Connie a cup.

			‘Praise be to Mary,’ said Maud, crossing herself. 

			‘So what time did you get back?’ said Connie hastily before Sheila could speak. 

			‘Me and a couple of lads caught the milk train this morning from Southampton to Waterloo, so I got here just after eleven,’ Jim replied. 

			‘And I had the fright of my life when he walked in, I can tell you,’ said Sheila, giving her husband a plate with a huge slice of cake on it. 

			Husband and wife exchanged a private smile and she smoothed her fingers through his hair. 

			‘I did think you might have saved your old mother the walk and dropped by the house first, Jim,’ said Maud, putting her poor-neglected-old-lady face on. 

			Sheila gave her mother-in-law a withering look and opened her mouth to reply, but once again Connie cut in. 

			‘It’s a pity you missed Lawrence and Janice,’ she said to Jim. 

			Sheila turned her back on Maud and smiled sweetly at Connie. ‘Yes. If I’d known, I’d have kept them home from school.’ 

			‘I can’t wait to see them,’ said Jim. ‘I bet they’ve grown.’

			‘You’d hardly know them,’ said Sheila.

			Sadness flitted across Jim’s face. ‘They were only a couple of tots last time I saw them, so I just hope they recognise me.’ He forced a cheery smile. ‘But never mind about me. What about you, Connie? Mum said you’ve got the wedding all set up ready for Charlie as soon as he sets foot on land.’ He grinned. ‘I don’t know. Out of the army and into wedlock. The poor bugger!’ 

			Connie nudged her brother playfully. ‘Watch it or you won’t get an invite.’ 

			Jim laughed. 

			‘I’ve got the dress fabric – my friend Millie’s helping me make my dress, and the bridesmaids’ outfits too,’ continued Connie, who’d spent her last two days off running around organising things. ‘Plus Pat on the market has got the flower order ready to go and Father Gregory said he’ll read the banns straight away so we can be married within the month.’

			‘That’s good of him,’ Jim said. 

			Maud’s lips pulled together. ‘After the amount of money I’ve put in the collection over the years, there’d be trouble if he hadn’t.’ 

			‘And your dad’s found them a place,’ added Sheila. ‘On the Chapman estate. He’s been decorating some of the old houses and asked the governor.’ 

			Jim looked impressed. 

			‘It’s just one of the old cottages in Anthony Street,’ explained Connie. ‘But a couple of the girls at the clinic are going to give me a hand sprucing it up so it’ll be ready for Charlie when he gets back.’ She frowned. ‘Whenever that might be.’ 

			Sheila gave her a sympathetic look. ‘Still no word?’

			Connie shook her head. ‘I met his mother in the market the other day and she’s not heard either. I’ll give him a right telling-off when I see him, keeping me waiting like this.’ 

			‘It ain’t his fault,’ said Jim. ‘The blooming army postal service couldn’t organise a piss-up in a brewery. I wrote Sheila three letters from Baden-Baden two months ago and not one’s arrived. I bet Charlie’s written dozens of times and they’re in a sack in some army transport depot.’ 

			‘That’s what everyone says.’ 

			‘And don’t forget,’ continued her brother, ‘at least you’re at home. Charlie’s kicking his heels in an army camp in the back of beyond waiting for some pen-pusher to sign his discharge chit.’ 

			‘You’re right,’ sighed Connie. ‘Charlie never was one to wait patiently. He must be tearing his hair out.’ 

			Her brother winked. ‘So don’t be too hard on the poor chap when he does pitch up.’

			Connie laughed. ‘I won’t. In fact I’ll probably sob so much I won’t be able to speak.’ The longing rose in her again and tears shimmered on her lower eyelids. ‘I just want him home. That’s all. Home where he belongs.’

			Jim smiled and placed one of his paw-like hands over hers. ‘I know, luv. Charlie’s a lucky man having a girl like you waiting for him.’ 

			Connie laughed . ‘Yes, he blooming well is, isn’t he? And I shall tell him so, don’t you worry.’ 

			Jim and Sheila laughed. 

			‘So where were you, Jim?’ asked Connie. 

			He gave a weary sigh. ‘Tunisia, then France and finally Germany.’ 

			‘Goodness,’ said Connie. ‘You must have some stories to tell.’ 

			He gave her a sad smile. ‘A few.’ 

			‘But now it’s over and he’s back where he belongs,’ said Sheila, giving Connie a meaningful look. 

			Connie took the hint and stood up. ‘I ought to get on, but make sure and give Lawrence and Janice a kiss from me, Jim, and welcome home.’ 

			He smiled. ‘Thanks, sis. I suppose you and the girls at the clinic are out celebrating VJ night later.’

			‘We are, we’re going to the Regency,’ Connie replied. 

			Her mother frowned. ‘Do you think you should?’

			‘Why ever not?’ 

			‘Well, with Charlie on his way home and all,’ Maud replied. 

			Connie laughed. ‘We’re just going to dance.’

			Her mother didn’t look convinced. ‘And we know what that can lead to.’ 

			‘Didn’t you say you met Dad at a dance?’ asked Jim innocently. 

			Sheila turned away and smiled. 

			‘Yes,’ Maud replied. ‘But it was at St Martha and St Mungo’s, and old Father Flaherty – God rest him – kept a sharp eye on things, I can tell you. Not like today with that jitterwotsit those darky GIs brought over. Indecent jungle music is what I call it.’ 

			Crossing the room, Connie gave her mother a peck on the cheek. ‘Don’t worry, Mum. I’ll behave myself.’ 

			 

			The hall was full of the mouth-watering smell of mutton stew when Connie opened Munroe House’s front door, but instead of the usual sound of music from the wireless drifting out of the kitchen and the pattering of stockinged feet upstairs as the nurses prepared for supper, it sounded as if a meeting of the Billingsgate fishwives was taking place in the rooms above. 

			As she unpinned her hat and hooked it on the hall stand, Sally, Annie and Joyce rushed out of the treatment room. 

			‘Oh Connie, where have you been?’ asked Joyce, hurrying towards her. 

			‘At my brother’s.’ 

			‘Well,’ said Sally. ‘You’ve missed all the fun.’ 

			‘Fun?’

			‘Yes. Miss Summers,’ said Joyce hopping up and down on the spot. ‘She’s gone.’ 

			‘Gone? Gone where?’ 

			Sally pulled a face. ‘Who cares, but—’

			‘You know Mrs White didn’t turn up this morning to do the breakfast?’ cut in Joyce. 

			‘Oh no,’ said Connie. ‘She didn’t have one of her turns again, did she?’ 

			‘No,’ shrieked Annie. ‘She’s been nicked.’

			Connie pointed at the kitchen. ‘But—’ 

			‘Oh, Millie organised Marge and Nancy to do supper,’ explained Sally.

			‘And Alfie boy’s been nabbed too,’ added Joyce. 

			‘What’s Alfie White got to do with anything?’ asked Connie. 

			‘He’s been done for racketeering,’ Sally replied. ‘I heard in the market that the cops burst into his house at dawn and found loads of restricted stuff.’ 

			‘Me and Millie were packing the dressing tins for tomorrow in the treatment room when the Association’s chairman Mrs Harper walked in,’ continued Annie excitedly. ‘They looked very serious and asked Millie to go with them.’

			‘They all went into Miss Summers’ office and shut the door,’ explained Sally. ‘Then half an hour later Miss Summers slammed out and went to her room. About ten minutes after that, she marched out again in civvies carrying a suitcase.’ 

			‘And that’s the last we’ve seen of her,’ added Joyce. 

			‘Then Mrs Harper and Mrs Roper came out with the clinic accounts books under their arms and faces like thunder,’ added Sally.

			Connie looked puzzled. ‘But how is Miss Summers involved in this?’ 

			Sally shrugged. ‘Millie wouldn’t tell us, but . . .’ she grinned and slipped her arm through Connie’s, ‘I’m sure she’d tell you.’

			Her three friends looked eagerly at her. 

			Connie laughed. ‘Honestly. You lot.’ 

			Joyce nudged her. ‘Go on.’

			A wry smile lifted Connie’s lips. ‘Where is she?’ 

			‘In the super’s office,’ Sally replied. 

			Connie gave an exaggerated roll of her eyes then headed for the room at the end of the corridor. 

			Millie was sitting behind the long oak desk, still wearing her navy uniform, with a stack of patient record cards on one side of her and the daily record book on the other. Spread in front of her was the blank allocation rota for the following month. 

			She looked up as Connie walked in. ‘I suppose you heard about Miss Summers,’ she said wearily.

			Connie took the seat on the other side of the desk. ‘What happen?’

			Millie hooked a stray lock of hair behind her ear and leant back. ‘It seems Mrs White had an early-morning visit from a detective inspector from Arbour Square police station. His officers found no end of contraband, but they also found tins of corned beef, condensed milk and powered egg from Munroe House’s larder, as well as a number of our ration books.’ 

			Connie’s jaw dropped. ‘No!’

			‘Yes,’ replied Millie. ‘Mrs White confessed that she’d been stealing stuff from Munroe House for ages.’ 

			‘Well I suppose that explains why we’re always out of butter and sugar,’ said Connie. ‘Was Miss Summers in on it?’ 

			Millie shook her head. ‘But Mrs Harper and Mrs Roper dismissed her on the spot for gross negligence of her duty.’ 

			‘Goodness,’ said Connie. ‘No wonder the house is buzzing.’

			Millie sighed. ‘I know Mrs Harper and Mrs Roper didn’t want to broadcast it, but I suppose as the Senior Sister I’ll have to say something at supper.’ 

			‘I think the girls have pretty much added two and two together,’ said Connie. ‘But it would be better if they heard what actually happened from you rather than reading it in the local rag.’

			‘You’re probably right,’ said Millie. 

			‘So,’ said Connie picking up an old dog-eared note with Miss Summers’ scrawl across it and tossing it in the bin. ‘Who’s in charge of Munroe House now?’

			Millie gave her a baleful look. ‘Me.’

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Three

			Connie’s partner swirled her around in a flourish as the last chord of ‘In the Mood’ blared out. Then he let go of her hand and clapped. ‘Good band.’ He was a young man with sandy hair and had only trodden on her toes once. 

			‘Yeah, they’re not bad,’ Connie replied. 

			It was 15 August, VJ night, and the Regency ballroom in Stratford was packed to the rafters. 

			After a mad rush to scrub the treatment room, clean the instruments and set them to soak in Dettol, pack the bandage drums and fill the Little Sister pressure steamer, Connie, Millie and Beattie had dashed upstairs. They must have set some sort of record, because forty minutes later and dressed to the nines they had jumped on board a bus for the three-mile journey to the Regency in Stratford Broadway. 

			They weren’t alone. It seemed as if everyone east of the City had decided to celebrate the end of hostilities, and the old music hall, which had long since lost its rows of seating and chandeliers to a sprung dance floor and a rotating mirror ball, was heaving. They’d been very lucky to find a table. 

			The band leader called the musicians to order and announced the next dance. 

			‘Do you fancy another spin?’ asked the young man. 

			‘Thanks, but I ought to rejoin my friends,’ Connie replied, nodding at Beattie, who had just returned to the table with another round of drinks. ‘Perhaps later.’ 

			He took her elbow and led her off the floor. 

			‘Seven out of ten?’ asked Beattie when he was out of earshot. 

			‘Six,’ Connie replied. ‘He works for the gas company, or was it the electricity board? Anyway, I now know what happens when you put your half-crown in the meter.’ 

			Beattie laughed. ‘I got you and Millie another G and T.’ 

			Connie took a sip of her drink. ‘Where is she?’ 

			A wry smile spread across Beattie’s face. ‘Still dancing with that chap.’ 

			Connie’s eyes opened wide and she scanned the room. Sure enough, there was Millie, a slim brunette, still in the arms of the dark-haired man who’d walked her on to the floor four dances ago. 

			Connie and Millie had been firm friends since the day they’d met, just before the war, as wet-behind-the-ears pupil nurses at the London Hospital. They had been staff nurses together on the evacuation of the wards at Brentwood, after which Connie had gone to Woolmer Park in Hertfordshire to study for her part one in midwifery while Millie went to Queen Charlotte’s to do hers. They had reunited in the London for their part two and had worked together as sisters of the St George’s and St Dunstan’s Nursing Association ever since. More importantly, Millie was also going to be Connie’s chief bridesmaid. 

			‘I bet she’s glad you persuaded her to come instead of staying in with a mug of cocoa,’ said Beattie. 

			Connie laughed. ‘It’s nice to see her with a smile on her face.’ 

			‘Yes, she’s had a tough three months, what with losing her dad and now having to step into Miss Summers’ shoes,’ agreed Beattie. 

			‘Do you think she’ll apply for the superintendent’s job?’ asked Beattie. 

			‘I think so,’ Connie replied. ‘Although if you ask me, I don’t see why the Association doesn’t just give her the post and save themselves a lot of time and trouble.’ 

			 

			Connie, Beattie and Millie were among the last to leave the Regency, just before 10.30. Although tomorrow was a working day, outside on Stratford Broadway the partying continued, with people carousing up and down the market area and around St John’s church. 

			‘Look,’ said Millie pointing down Romford Road. ‘There’s a 25 coming. If we’re quick, we’ll catch it.’

			The three girls waited for the Woolwich tram to pass, then dashed across the road just as the bus rolled to a stop outside Marks & Spencer. The crowd at the bus stop surged forward and the vehicle rolled on its wheels as the weight inside increased.

			Connie grabbed her friends’ hands. ‘Come on or we’ll miss it.’ 

			‘I’m running as fast as I can,’ shouted Beattie, wrenching her heel free of a tramline. 

			With her lungs burning and her calves aching from sprinting in high heels, Connie grabbed the upright rail at the back of the bus and jumped on. Millie leapt on too and collided with her. The conductor pulled on the cable strung along the roof of the cabin to ring the bell, and the bus jolted into action. 

			‘Jump!’ screamed Connie and Millie.

			Beattie launched herself on to the platform. The other two grabbed her as the vehicle bounced along towards Bow Bridge. 

			Beattie wriggled her foot. ‘Ouch, I think I’ve twisted my ankle.’ 

			Connie stretched on tiptoe and spotted a space just behind the driver. The bus was overloaded, with double the number of recommended people standing in the aisle.

			‘There’s a seat at the front, Bea,’ she called over her shoulder. ‘You take it and me and Millie can stand.’ 

			People shuffled aside to let Beattie limp through, leaving Connie and Millie hanging on to the rails on the footplate. 

			‘Sorry, girls, but I can’t have you standing there,’ said the conductor, a lean young man with a toothy grin. ‘There’s a couple of seats upstairs, darling.’ He winked at Connie and leant into the curve of the metal stair rail leading to the seating above.

			Tucking their clothing tightly around them to prevent him looking up their skirts, Connie and Millie climbed to the top deck. As expected, there were several couples canoodling at the back, so the two girls made their way to a seat halfway down.

			‘So?’ said Connie when they were settled.

			Millie looked puzzled. ‘So what?’ 

			‘So who was that chap you were dancing with?’ 

			Millie tried to look innocent. ‘Which one?’ 

			‘Don’t give me that, Millie Sullivan,’ chuckled Connie. 

			Millie grinned. ‘Alex. Alex Nolan.’ 

			‘And what does he do?’

			Millie shrugged. ‘I didn’t ask. It was just a dance, that’s all.’ A little smile lifted the corners of her lips. ‘And he was just what I needed to get my mind off the mountain of clinic paperwork on my desk.’ 

			The conductor came up to collect the fares. Millie gave him sixpence for them both.

			‘Are you going to apply for the superintendent’s job?’ Connie asked once he’d gone back down to the lower deck.

			Millie nodded. ‘The application doesn’t have to be in until Friday week, so I thought I might start it this weekend.’ 

			‘Just shout if you need me to read through your letter or anything,’ Connie said.

			Millie gave her a considered look for a few moments and then spoke again. ‘You know, if I did get the promotion to superintendent, there would be my senior post going.’ 

			Connie’s eyes stretched wide. ‘What, me?’

			‘Why not? You’re a Queen’s Nurse, like me, with the same length of service and experience.’ 

			‘Yes, but I’m getting married soon.’

			‘So? London’s so short of nurses, some hospitals are already allowing women to stay on after they’re married, and I read somewhere that schools, banks, even the civil service are doing the same. With three nurses leaving this month and two at the end of the next, I’m pretty sure the Association will be forced to follow suit before too long.’

			Connie was taken aback. ‘I’ve never really thought what I’ll do after me and Charlie get married. I suppose I haven’t had to. Although we’ve been engaged for almost four years, he’s been away all that time and I’ve always had it in my mind that when he returns we’ll be married and starting a family pretty soon after.’ 

			‘And I’m sure you will, but you and I both know that babies don’t always follow right after a wedding. I can’t see you being happy stuck in a house all day cooking and cleaning.’ Millie gave a sweet smile. ‘It’s just something to think about, that’s all.’ 

			 

			An hour later, holding their shoes in their hands, Connie, Millie and Beattie tiptoed up the main stairs of Munroe House to their bedrooms on the first floor. Mouthing good night to her two friends, Connie slowly unlocked her door and let herself in. She put her shoes on the floor and switched on the light. The four-watt bulb glowed for a moment as it warmed up, then popped into life. 

			Softly humming ‘You Made Me Love You’, she put her handbag on the dressing table, then took off her dress and hung it in the wardrobe. She unfastened her suspenders, then carefully unrolled her stockings and, folding them together, slipped them into the corner of the top drawer. Stepping out of her underslip, she draped it over the dressing table chair ready for the morning. She padded over to the small sink in the corner of her room, turning on her bedside lamp as she passed. After a quick wash, she brushed her teeth, then, pulling on her nightdress as she crossed the room, switched off the central light and slipped into bed. 

			Reaching over, she opened the drawer in her bedside cabinet and took out Charlie’s letters. She untied the white ribbon holding them together and took one at random. It was dated 26 June 1942 and had a British Forces in Egypt stamp in the top right-hand corner. It also had ‘Released by army censor’ stamped in black next to her address. Propping herself against the headboard, she pulled out the page and read the familiar lines.

			 

			Dear sweetheart Connie,

			 

			I hope you are well and that things are well with you. I’m sure you’re busy with babies and things like you told me in your last letter. I had a letter from Mum last week telling me about how she is helping with the church dinners and knitting for the merchant navy. She also said you’d dropped around to see her and I’m glad about that as she is all alone. 

			 I’m not busy here as we have had weeks of sitting around while the top brass get things organised. It’s not bad as me and a couple of the lads here have got together a football team. We are the Hammers Exiles and we had a match with a team who call themselves the Tyne Wanderers. You couldn’t understand a blooming word of what they said but they were a good bunch and we got a draw which meant we all was happy. 

			 But although it was a right laugh I’d rather have been sitting with you in the Ship downing a pint of mild any day. I showed your picture you sent me to the boys in my tent and they all said I was a lucky bugger having such a pretty girl waiting for me at home. And I know I am. 

			 I can’t wait until I get home to see you again and I think about you all the time, especially in bed at night. I hope you think of me too, Con. 

			 Hope it will all be over soon and we can get hitched. 

			 

			 Love and kisses from Charlie

			 

			When she got to the bottom of the page, Connie refolded the letter, slipped it back in its envelope and put it with the others. Retying the ribbon, she placed the bundle back in the drawer and closed it. Her gaze travelled up and rested on Charlie’s photo sitting beside her bedside lamp. 

			It had been taken at Charing Cross station when he’d last been home on leave. They hadn’t had much time together but had squeezed on to the train at Whitechapel for a day in London. Although it had been early March, it had been unseasonably warm, and they’d strolled along the Embankment and then up to Horse Guards and into St James’s Park. They’d found a free bench beside the lake and had chatted about their family and school days. Connie confessed her girlhood crush on Mr Taylor, the music teacher, and Charlie told her how he’d kissed Winnie Freeman for a bet behind the bike sheds. They talked about what they would do when the war was over, and about the children they would have. Charlie wanted two boys and a girl and Connie said she’d be happy with whatever they were given, and in the end Charlie agreed. They had tea in the Lyon’s Corner Shop on the Strand, then walked down to catch the District Line. They’d cut down the side of Charing Cross mainline station when they spotted a photographer offering concessionary rates for soldiers. Charlie had mucked about in front of the camera, as he always did, but the photographer finally got a couple of decent shots. 

			Charlie had shipped out the next day and the photograph arrived a week later. It had been on her bedside table ever since. It was the last thing she saw when she closed her eyes at night and the first thing she saw when she opened them in the morning. 

			Her gaze ran over her fiancé’s laughing eyes and cheeky grin for a moment, then she picked up the frame and kissed the cold glass briefly before setting it back and turning off the light. 

			 

			Three weeks later, after saying goodbye to her last morning patient, Connie was heading back to Munroe House when she was stopped in her tracks by the gas board drilling up the carriageway in Tarling Street. Jumping off her saddle, she rolled her bicycle along the pavement, but as she passed the roadworks someone called her name. 

			‘Connie! Connie Byrne.’

			She turned and saw a young woman in a green suit and a scarf tied into a turban on her head running across the road towards her. She stared at her for a moment, then recognised Frances Unwin, her old school friend. 

			‘Hello, Fran,’ she said, smiling warmly at her. ‘Long time no see. How are you and your family?’

			‘Mum’s got a touch of hip trouble and Dad’s still on the docks, but me, I’m over the moon. Aren’t you?’ 

			Connie looked puzzled. ‘Well, I’m rushed off my feet at work, and Mum’s—’

			‘I mean about Charlie coming back,’ laughed Fran. 

			‘Charlie’s coming . . .?’ 

			‘Yes, on the twenty-ninth,’ Fran continued. ‘I got a letter from my Gordon last week saying he and the rest of the regiment had just landed in Hastings. They’ll be arriving on the three thirty at London Bridge.’ She laughed again. ‘Oh Connie, don’t tell me you’ve forgotten.’ 

			‘I . . . I . . .’ Connie stammered as Fran’s words whirled in her head. 

			‘They’ve just shipped back from Italy. I’m surprised you didn’t know.’ 

			‘I haven’t had a letter from Charlie in two years,’ she said in a small voice.

			Fran looked sympathetic. ‘I’ve only had two myself. I expect Charlie’s letter telling you he was coming home got lost. Freda Cross didn’t get one either.’

			‘Freda . . . ?’

			‘Yes, you must remember her. Frizzy hair and big ears,’ Frances explained. ‘She was in Miss Swann’s class and married Harry Lowry from Bigland Street. He’s in the same company as Gordon and Charlie and she never got a letter either. But I saw her scrubbing her smalls in the municipal baths last Monday and now we’re going to meet them off the train. And you didn’t know either?’

			‘No,’ said Connie. 

			Frances rolled her eyes. ‘Blooming army. I don’t suppose it’s easy getting post out of Italy, though, after our boys bombed the roads and railways to smithereens.’

			‘I suppose not,’ Connie replied, picturing Charlie traipsing over mountains in the blazing Mediterranean sun. ‘Although his mother hasn’t heard either. Its a bit odd for both our letters to have gone astray.’

			Frances looked at her blankly for a couple of seconds and then grinned. ‘Unless he wanted to surprise you so wrote to his ma and told her not to let the cat out of the bag.’ 

			The worry and anxiety that had threatened to suffocate Connie for months evaporated in an instant. 

			‘Of course,’ she laughed, feeling a little light-headed at the thought of having her fiancé in her arms again. ‘That’s my Charlie all over.’

			‘Yes, he was always a joker,’ Frances agreed. ‘Don’t they say all Charlies are wags?’ She looked at her watch. ‘I’d better get on. I’ll see you around, Connie.’

			‘You certainly will, Fran,’ Connie replied. ‘At London Bridge station on the twenty-ninth for a start.’ 

			 

			Back at Munroe House, Connie all but skipped up the stairs to her room. She hurried to her wardrobe and carefully took out her wedding dress. Closing the door, she slid it out of its paper cover and hung it on the outside of the closet. 

			It had a square neckline with home-made beaded decorations, a tight fitted bodice with a peplum and long sleeves with pointed cuffs. Connie had scrimped and saved her precious clothing rations and had bought the six yards of ivory rayon from a stall in Wentworth Street market. She and Millie had spent the last few weeks cutting out the pattern and sewing it together on Munroe House’s old treadle machine. 

			She gazed lovingly at it for a moment, then went over to the bow-fronted three-drawer chest under the window. Sitting down cross-legged on the floor, she pulled out the bottom drawer and smoothed her hand over the crisp cotton tablecloths, pillowcases, sheets and towels she’d been given as presents since her engagement. She imagined the home she would soon be making with them. Then she shifted them aside and pulled out a mock-leather photo album. Placing it on her knee, she opened it and smiled. 

			On the first page were school photos of her and Charlie aged about six or seven. They were both in their Greencoat uniform and sitting at a desk. Her hand rested on an open book that had been provided by the photographer and Charlie held a protractor and compass. While she was all pigtails and shy smiles, Charlie had a skew-whiff tie and a missing front tooth. 

			There was a knock on the door.

			‘It’s not locked,’ she called, flipping over to the next page.

			The door opened and Millie walked in holding two cups of tea. 

			‘I thought we could both do with a cuppa.’ She smiled. ‘Having a look to see what you’ve got in your bottom drawer?’ 

			Connie took her drink from her friend and laughed. ‘I don’t have to. I know exactly what’s there down to the last face flannel and tea towel.’ 

			Millie settled on the floor beside her. ‘Is that on Southend Pier?’ she asked, turning her head sideways. 

			Connie nodded. ‘August Bank Holiday Monday 1938, a few months before we started our training,’ she replied, turning the album so Millie could see better. 

			‘Looks a bit blustery,’ said Millie, taking a sip of her drink.

			‘It blooming well was. At one point we nearly got blown into the sea. The papers the next day said there had been a force nine gale all down the east coast.’ Connie smiled. ‘But it didn’t matter. We had a great time in the Kursaal, though Fran Unwin, who I bumped into this afternoon, was sick when she got off the Cyclone, and me and my best friend Martha’ – she pointed to the girl she was linking arms with in the picture – ‘screamed ourselves hoarse in the ghost train. A whole gang of us got the District Line to Barking and picked up the Westcliffe train from there.’ 

			‘Who’s Charlie wrestling with?’ asked Millie.

			‘Tommy Timms.’ Connie smiled. ‘They were always larking about, those two.’ 

			Millie gave her a querying look. ‘Timms? He’s not one of that rowdy lot down by Limehouse Cut, is he?’ 

			‘Yes,’ said Connie. ‘They were one of those families who had a child in every class and they all looked the same. Charlie and him were thick as thieves and always getting into scrapes.’ 

			She turned the page to a picture that her sister Bernie had taken of them in her mother’s back yard the last time Charlie had been home, and a pang of longing rose in her. Charlie was coatless, with his collar open and sleeves rolled up, showing off the muscles of his forearms. He had his arm around her waist and they were laughing. 

			‘You know, Millie,’ she said, her heart aching with love. ‘If I’d married him then as everyone told me to, I might have our son or daughter with me now to meet their dad.’ 

			‘But you were in the middle of your part one midders,’ said Millie. 

			‘I was, and that seemed important at the time, but . . . I just love him so . . .’ Tears sprang into her eyes. ‘Look at me.’ She pulled out a handkerchief. 

			‘I’m not surprised you’re emotional.’ Millie put her hand on her chest and pulled a comical face. ‘I was all of a-flutter too when you told me the news earlier and Charlie’s not even mine, so goodness knows how you feel.’ 

			Connie laughed and wiped her eyes. ‘Stupid, isn’t it?’ 

			‘Of course not,’ said Millie in her nurse-knows-best voice. ‘You’ve both been through a lot. We all have.’ She put her hand over Connie’s. ‘But I bet by the time Charlie’s been home a week, it will be like he’s never been away.’ 

			The girls exchanged a fond smile, then Connie’s eyes drifted to the dress hanging on the wardrobe. 

			‘Do you think he’ll be all right about the plans for the wedding?’ mused Connie as she finished the last of her tea.

			‘I don’t see why not. In fact, I think he’ll be blooming pleased that all he has to do is turn up,’ Millie replied. 

			‘I’m sure you’re right. I’d just be a bit happier about it if I’d been able to tell his mother what we’ve planned, but every time I call she’s either not in or she’s just hurrying off on church business.’ 

			‘Well, she can’t complain about it on the day then, can she?’ Millie replied. 

			Connie wound her arms around herself and took a deep breath. ‘I can’t wait. I’m sure I won’t sleep a wink between now and the twenty-ninth.’ She looked at her friend. ‘And thanks for saying you’ll come with me to the station.’ 

			Millie raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m still not sure about that. After all, I don’t want to be a gooseberry—’

			‘Don’t be silly,’ Connie cut in. ‘Isn’t it the chief bridesmaid’s job to wait on the bride?’ 

			Millie laughed. ‘I suppose it is.’ 

			‘Good,’ said Connie, closing the album and sliding it back into the drawer. ‘And who knows, I might be doing the same for you one day soon.’ 

			A wistful expression stole across Millie’s face. ‘Yes, I suppose you might.’
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