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About the Book


It is three years since the Second World War claimed the life of Polly’s beloved husband George and not a day goes by without her wishing he was still alive. Polly is grateful that her mother is on-hand to look after her daughter Emmie while she works day and night to make ends meet. She can’t help worrying about the future but at the Cherry Ballroom, where she works for her aunt Marian, Polly is able to forget her fears. 
 

Then one night a handsome Canadian airman asks her to dance and in James’s arms her troubles slip away. But the war cannot last for ever and James must return home, leaving Polly to face the future alone. That is until she is reunited with someone she never thought she’d see again . . .




To my beautiful granddaughter Millie and lovely Richard on the occasion of their wedding.
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Chapter One


So here we are again, thought Polly miserably, back in the Anderson shelter, which seemed even darker and more depressing after two bomb-less years.


‘I thought we’d finished with this flamin’ lark when the Blitz ended,’ said Flo Pritchard to her daughter as they settled into the chilly, damp abyss dug deep into the back garden of their home in Hammersmith, west London.


‘I think we all did, Mum,’ said Polly, tucking a blanket over her three-year-old daughter Emmie, who was sleeping in a makeshift bed on the bench.


‘I hope this isn’t going to be a regular thing like the last lot,’ said Flo, lighting a candle and standing it on a saucer on an upturned metal box they used as a table.


‘With a bit of luck it’ll just be a one-off,’ said Polly, who usually tried to have a positive attitude.


Polly was outwardly calm as she concentrated on Emmie, but she was actually very frightened. She was trying to remember how she’d coped during the long London Blitz, when they were ensconced in the shelter every night and the bombing had been relentless.


The drone of an enemy plane grew nearer and, as it roared overhead, Polly automatically braced herself. ‘Hold tight, Mum. We’ll be all right.’ That was what you did: you waited and hoped.


Flo nodded, and they were both silent, weak with relief when it passed over.


‘What’s the matter, Mum?’ asked Polly after a while.


‘I’d have thought that was obvious,’ said Flo, a small woman with faded brown hair in a hairnet, and a crossover apron over her dress.


‘Apart from the air raid, I mean,’ added Polly, who sensed that her mother had something else on her mind. She’d noticed it earlier. ‘I know something is worrying you.’


‘Compared to the possibility of being blown to bits any minute, it’s nothing.’


‘Let’s assume that our luck holds and we survive. You might as well tell me what’s bothering you, if only to fill the time while we’re waiting for the all-clear.’


‘Nothing for you to worry about,’ Flo said. ‘It’s just that I heard on the wireless earlier that the government have raised the age that women are required by law to register for war work. It’s now gone up to fifty. So at forty-seven, I’m eligible.’


This news was potentially a problem for Polly too. ‘But you look after Emmie so that I can work, and that’s a contribution to the war effort,’ she reminded her mother. ‘Surely they’ll take that into consideration, won’t they?’


‘I only look after Emmie in the mornings,’ Flo said. ‘They might make me do an afternoon shift somewhere.’


‘I thought the rules about war work applied to women without domestic responsibilities, and you have plenty of those.’


‘It isn’t that I don’t want to do my bit,’ Flo said, obviously agonising about it. ‘Just that I haven’t been out to work for so long, I don’t know how to do anything. I’d be hopeless.’


‘You would never be hopeless at anything, Mum,’ Polly assured her. ‘You’d be taught what to do and you’d soon get the hang of it. But I don’t think you should be forced out to work at your age if you don’t want to do it.’


‘If I’m needed, I shall have to answer the call, but there’s a lot of protests about this latest age change apparently,’ Flo said. ‘They’re calling it “the grannies’ call-up”. Even some politicians aren’t happy about it, and there’s been arguments in Parliament.’


‘I’m not surprised. It is taking things a bit too far when people are forced out to work in their later years. But I’m sure that when you tell them you look after Emmie, and that Dad is in essential employment at the docks and you like to make sure he has a hot meal when he gets home, they won’t make you do it.’


‘Let’s hope you’re right,’ said Flo, but she had mixed feelings. So many women she knew were now in paid employment for the war effort, she sometimes felt lacking because she stayed at home. She did enjoy being a full-time housewife, though, and had no wish to go out to work, unlike some women who saw it as liberating and couldn’t wait to get out of the house.


Twenty-three-year-old Polly was aware of how difficult it would be for her personally if Mum was forced into war work and couldn’t choose her hours. As a widow, Polly needed to be able to earn money, and relied on her mother to look after Emmie. She only worked mornings because she thought time with her daughter essential, especially as Emmie was quite delicate. Having a child under fourteen meant that Polly wasn’t obliged to be employed outside the home. It was a matter of financial necessity for her with no husband to support her.


Deciding to change the subject for the moment, she said, ‘Where’s Dad? Is he out on ARP duty?’


‘More likely to be propping up the bar in some pub or other,’ said Flo without rancour.


Polly gave a wry grin, fully aware of her father’s fondness for a drink or two with his mates at the local. He was rarely the worse for alcohol, but he enjoyed company and wasn’t the sort of man to sit at home of an evening.


She wondered how she and George would have fared as a middle-aged couple like her parents. It was hard to imagine George as the homely type. Blessed with good looks and the gift of the gab, he’d been sociable, funny and probably every parent’s last choice as a husband for their daughter, as he was a bit of a wide boy and kept dubious company. Even as a lad he’d been in trouble with the police.


But Polly had thought he was the most beautiful boy she had ever seen when, as a schoolgirl, she’d passed him in the streets around Hammersmith. When he’d later sought her out at a dance, she’d fallen for him and had felt blessed when he’d reciprocated. Even if George did sometimes sail close to the wind as far as the law was concerned, she had known instinctively that he would never break his marriage vows. She had been the love of his life, as he was hers.


Anyway, Hitler had seen to it that they wouldn’t grow old together, because George had been killed at Dunkirk. It was nearly three years since she’d received the devastating telegram; enough time for her to get used to it, though she knew she never would, not really. The wound was too deep. She put on a brave face so that people wouldn’t worry about her, nodding at the platitudes but knowing that, although time would heal, there would never be another man for her.


Emmie was her raison d’être now, a permanent reminder of George. While Polly had auburn-tinted blond hair and blue eyes, Emmie had inherited her father’s beautiful dark eyes and black hair, though she wasn’t as robust as her father. Although an exuberant and cheerful child, she was pale and slight of build, and suffered a great deal with minor ailments. If there was a bug going around, Emmie would get it. Polly couldn’t afford the doctor often, but when she had taken Emmie to see one, she had been reassured that there was nothing  actually wrong with her daughter, and she would probably grow out of it.


Polly was recalled to the present by her mother saying that there was another bomber on the way. After it had passed over and the explosion had sounded quite close, Polly said, ‘I hope Auntie Marian is all right.’


‘I don’t think we need to worry too much about her,’ said Flo dismissively. ‘She knows how to look after herself.’


‘But she doesn’t go to the shelter, Mum. She carries on working during raids,’ Polly reminded her.


‘Yeah, I know, and it’s very silly of her.’


‘I suppose she feels the show must go on as people have paid to get into the dance hall.’


‘She should get herself a job where she isn’t out half the night,’ Flo declared.


‘But she really loves working there,’ said Polly, who adored her mother’s younger sister. ‘Entertainment of all kinds is considered essential for morale in wartime, which is why she hasn’t been forced to go into a factory. Someone has to run the dance halls, and they are all packed every night, so I’ve heard.’


‘It isn’t the right sort of work for a woman of her age, especially a spinster,’ said Flo primly.


‘I don’t see what difference her age or being single makes.’


Ignoring both issues, Flo said, ‘You need a man to keep order in a place like that.’


‘There aren’t any men available to do it. Anyway, Auntie really enjoys what she does,’ said Polly, who would never forget the fact that she had first got together with George at the Cherry Ballroom, where her aunt was manager. ‘And she makes a very good job of it.’


‘She’s never run with the pack, that one,’ said Flo, as though thinking aloud. ‘Always has to be different.’


‘Women are doing all sorts of jobs nowadays,’ Polly reminded her. ‘In the factories and the services; working as plumbers and electricians. Running a dance hall isn’t all that different in comparison. If Auntie was younger, I expect she would be in the forces.’


‘Yes, I think you’re probably right.’


The conversation was halted by a voice from above. ‘Are you two all right down there?’ It was Polly’s father, Wilf. ‘I’m coming down.’


‘The all-clear hasn’t gone yet,’ said Flo in an admonitory manner when her husband climbed in to the shelter. ‘You should have waited. It’s dangerous out there on the streets during a raid.’


‘And there was I thinking you’d be pleased to see me.’


‘I am, of course, but preferably alive.’


‘Well here I am, all in one piece,’ said Wilf, a grey-haired man with greenish-brown eyes, who was a skilled metalworker at the docks.


‘And with a good few pints under your belt, too.’


‘A pint and a half actually, dear,’ corrected Wilf. ‘You know me. I never have more than that, except on special occasions.’


‘Every night is a special occasion to you,’ Flo retorted.


‘That isn’t true and you know it.’


‘What’s it like out there, Dad?’ asked Polly, hoping to stop their niggle from developing into a full-blown row. ‘Some of the explosions sounded quite close.’


‘I didn’t see any new damage, though some of the bangs did sound a bit near,’ he said. ‘They say that the Luftwaffe are on the Russian border, which is why we’ve had it quiet for a while. They must have visited us tonight to let us know that they haven’t finished with us yet.’


‘Mum’s worried that she might have to get a job,’ Polly mentioned. ‘The government have raised the age, so she’s eligible now.’


‘Over my dead body,’ he bellowed. ‘I’m not having my wife going out to work.’


‘If the government say I must, there won’t be anything you or I can do about it, Wilf,’ said Flo.


‘You’re forty-seven years old,’ he reminded her with his usual lack of tact. ‘A bit late in the day to go gallivanting off to work.’


‘I’m not in my dotage yet,’ she pointed out.


‘No, but neither are you a spring chicken,’ he said. ‘We’re both knocking on a bit now.’


‘Thanks for reminding me,’ she said sardonically. ‘I really needed to hear that.’


‘Just stating facts,’ he said bluntly. ‘Anyway, I didn’t think you wanted to go out to work.’


‘I don’t, but I don’t like being written off by you either.’


‘I’m not writing you off, love,’ he said. ‘You do a good job here at home, and there’s young Emmie to consider.’


‘Emmie is my responsibility, Dad,’ Polly reminded him quickly. ‘If Mum can’t look after her, I’ll have to find someone else.’


‘I’m not going out to work unless I am absolutely forced to, and I will make sure I’m still available in the mornings to look after Emmie whatever happens, so will the two of you shut up about it,’ said Flo forcefully.


‘All right, Mum,’ said Polly as the all-clear sounded and relief surged through her. ‘But if you ever do feel you want to venture out into the workplace, you mustn’t let my need of you stand in your way.’


‘Emmie is my only grandchild and I adore her,’ Flo stated. ‘I enjoy looking after her and I am not planning on stopping, so you can just stop worrying about it.’


‘Thanks, Mum,’ said Polly gratefully. She’d hate to have to leave her daughter with a stranger.


Despite the fact that her parents bickered their way through their life together, Polly thought they were probably devoted to each other in their own way. The other love of her mother’s life, Polly’s brother Ray, was in the navy and had been away for most of the war with only the occasional period of home leave. She’d heard it said that there was often a special bond between mother and son. Ray was certainly Flo’s favoured child, but Polly didn’t resent it, because she adored her brother too.


Apart from the usual sibling squabbles when they were little, they had always got on well and she’d missed him terribly when he first went away. She’d got used to his not being around, of course, but she loved it when he came home on leave.


The Cherry Ballroom was an imposing building on the outskirts of Hammersmith. It had a large sprung dance floor, a cafeteria at one end, a sitting area at the other, the stage midway between and a standing area all around. There was an abundance of gilt, red velvet and coloured lighting, which created a glamorous ambience in contrast to the drab streets outside.


On an office door at the back of the building were printed the words MISS MARIAN ATKINS – MANAGER. On hearing the all-clear, the occupant of the office swung the door open and made her way down the corridor to the ballroom, which was crowded with people jiving and jitterbugging to the Glenn Miller hit ‘Chattanooga Choo Choo’ under the coloured lights. A pall of cigarette smoke hung over everything, along with an amalgam of perfume, Brylcreem and sweat. The uniforms of many nations were here tonight, with a predominance of Americans, who had brought the jitterbug to the British Isles.


A tall, attractive woman approaching forty with bright red hair fashionably swept up at the sides, her white blouse and black skirt set off nicely by high-heeled court shoes, Marian was full of admiration for the dancers, who were determined to enjoy themselves whatever the risks of staying in the ballroom during a raid. Without them she would be out of a job.


Making her way around the edge of the dance floor, she spoke to the bandleader at the front of the stage, who stopped the music briefly and announced that the all-clear had sounded.


A short cheer went up and then everyone carried on dancing.


‘They don’t care if there’s a raid or not,’ said the bandleader, stepping aside to talk to Marian while the band played on. ‘It’ll take more than a few bombs to stop them enjoying themselves. While we turn up, so will they.’


‘They come to see you, I reckon, Ted,’ she joked.


‘To hear my music,’ said Ted, a man of middle years with dark hair and a neat moustache. He was dressed in a black jacket and dark trousers with a white shirt and maroon bow tie. The bandleaders she hired were usually charismatic types and able to connect with their audience, an essential part of the job. ‘I’m a bit long in the tooth now to be a heartthrob. Even the boys in the band are getting on. All the young musicians are away at the war.’


‘It hasn’t stopped yours being one of the best and most popular dance bands around.’


‘Thank you,’ he said graciously. ‘We try to keep up with the times by playing all the latest numbers. The dancers come to look at each other, not us, but we like to appear smart.’


‘And you always do.’ Marian looked towards the dance floor. ‘There are men in the forces from many different countries here tonight and they are united in their determination to enjoy themselves.’


‘Yeah, it’s good to see it, and all nationalities seem to like the jitterbug.’


‘I don’t blame them. I’d have a go myself if I wasn’t on duty.’


‘I bet you would,’ he said with a friendly smile.


‘Anyway, I must get on,’ Marian said. ‘Is your wife well, and the kids?’ She valued everyone she hired and was always interested in their lives.


He nodded. ‘They’re fine, thanks. The kids are all bigger than me now.’


‘I suppose they must be.’


As Marian made her way back to the office and sat at her desk, she allowed herself a moment of pleasant reflection. She knew that she wouldn’t have this job if it wasn’t for the shortage of men due to the war. Very few ordinary women had been in managerial positions in peacetime. Now the sky was the limit and she revelled in it. After years of doing as she was told at the wrong end of a mop and bucket or a shop counter, at last she had a job she enjoyed, and was able to use her abilities fully.


Someone had once told her that a good manager should be willing to do every job themselves if the need ever arose, and she agreed with that wholeheartedly. She couldn’t actually take over from Marge, the bookkeeper, because she didn’t know how, but everything else she turned her hand to if necessary: selling tickets, sweeping and polishing if one of the cleaners didn’t turn up; she’d even stopped a fight once when her security people had been slow on the uptake.


But officially she was paid by the owner to manage the place. She hired and fired all the ballroom staff, brought in electricians and decorators when needed, booked the bands, made sure the Cherry was always within the law as regarded the number of people in the hall at any one time, and enforced the rules about no alcohol on the premises. It was a very responsible position and she thrived on it.


She hadn’t had the life she’d wanted when she was young, and she still occasionally felt disappointed about that, but she made the very best of the life she had now. Like most women she would have liked marriage and children. But it hadn’t worked out for her and she’d learned to accept it.


Her only close relatives were Flo and her family, and she saw them all as often as she could. As a child she had worshipped her big sister, even though Flo had never seemed to want her around, which was often the case with older siblings. It had hurt then and Flo still had the power to wound her now. But Marian would never give up on her because she loved them all: Ray, Polly and Emmie. Even Wilf was like a brother to her.


Whilst Marian saw herself as a capable single woman with aspirations, the rest of the world, especially Flo, perceived her – and all unmarried woman of a certain age – as a sad spinster, an old maid. Even though she made an effort with her looks, wore smart clothes, was clever with make-up and brightened her hair with a bottle of something from Woolworths, she was missing that gold ring on her finger, and that made her inferior in many people’s eyes. Still, she was respected at work and that meant a lot.


There was a knock at her door and Dolly the ticket clerk came in.


‘I hope you’ve left the ticket office covered,’ said Marian. ‘People are still coming in.’


‘Yeah, Marge is looking after things,’ Dolly said. ‘I thought you should know, there’s a bit of trouble in the foyer. Some soldiers have had a few too many in the pub across the road. I’ve told them I can’t let them in because they’re drunk, but they won’t accept it.’


‘Where are the security men?’


‘Someone’s been taken ill in the ballroom and they’re dealing with that.’


‘All right, I’ll see to it,’ said Marian, rising.


Soon after the Pritchard family had gone back to the house after the air raid, the key turned in the front door and a voice said, ‘You didn’t have to put on a firework display for me, you know.’


‘Ray!’ said Flo joyfully, rushing over to her son and flinging her arms around him. ‘Oh, it’s so good to see you.’


‘Likewise,’ he said, grinning broadly. They were used to him just appearing without warning, but it was always a lovely surprise. He hugged his sister, shook hands with  his father and lifted a sleepy Emmie up and kissed her  head.


‘I thought the raids had finished here,’ he said when he was sitting in an armchair with a cup of tea and a sandwich. ‘I had a shock when I heard the siren.’


‘It’s been quiet until tonight,’ said Polly. ‘We haven’t had one for ages. I hope it isn’t going to be a regular thing.’


‘Me too,’ he said. ‘I hate to think of you having to put up with bombs every night.’


They chatted for the rest of the evening, and after their parents had gone to bed, Polly stayed up to talk to her brother alone.


‘So how have you been, little sister?’ he asked. ‘Any romance in your life?’


‘Of course not.’


‘Why of course not?’ He sounded puzzled. ‘George has been gone a long time.’


‘That doesn’t mean I have to look for someone else.’


‘I thought perhaps someone else might have just come along,’ he said. ‘It’s a shame for you to be on your own.’


‘I don’t want anyone else, Ray. George was the only man for me. I’d sooner be single than just be with someone because it’s the expected thing.’


She seemed rather sensitive about the matter, and since it was really none of his business, he nodded and changed the subject. ‘Mum and Dad are on fine form.’


‘The same as ever, still managing to disagree over most things,’ she said.


‘It wouldn’t be the same if they didn’t.’


‘Mum’s worried she might have to go out to work,’ Polly told him. ‘A little job might be the making of her, though.’


‘In what way?’


‘Well, she never seems truly happy, does she? She’s full of beans when you’re around, but in general she seems to be harbouring some sort of resentment, though she never says what. She isn’t really a joyful woman.’


‘That’s just her way, I think.’


‘Yeah, she’s been like it ever since I can remember, and  the other day I found myself wondering why. Then, when the subject of her going to work came up, it struck me that a part-time job might take her out of herself, give her another interest apart from us lot. I haven’t told her my thoughts on the subject, of course. Telling Mum what to do isn’t a good idea.’


‘It certainly isn’t,’ he said with affection for his mother in his tone.


‘So, what’s the situation on the woman front?’ she asked. ‘Have you got anyone writing you love letters at the moment?’


‘Not one.’


‘All the nice girls love a sailor; it says so in the song.’


‘I shall have to have a night out at the Cherry to find one then, won’t I?’


‘Good idea.’


Ray was a younger version of their father, with a shock of light brown hair and greenish eyes. Polly adored him and knew the feeling was reciprocated. As there was only a year between them, they had played together as children, and often fought as kids do. But they had remained close, and she knew that he would always be there for her, as she would be for him. Maybe only in spirit while this awful war was still on, but he would never let her down.


‘Oh it’s so good to have you home, Ray.’ Suddenly overcome with emotion, she got up, went over to him and hugged him, tears in her eyes.


‘Steady on, sis,’ he said, patting her on the back. ‘I’m not going anywhere, not for a few days anyway. But I’m very pleased to be home too.’


It was one of those rare moments that she knew would linger in her memory.


‘Well, chaps,’ said Marian to the four young soldiers in  the attractive foyer, all Axminster and gilt-edged mirrors  on the wall. ‘You’ve put me in an awkward position. I want you to come in and enjoy yourselves, but it’s more than my job’s worth to let you into the Cherry in that state.’


‘We’ve only had a couple,’ said one of them.


‘And the rest,’ said Marian.


‘We just wanna have some fun,’ said another.


‘Find some girls,’ added a third.


‘We’re only in London for the night; we’ve got to get the late train back to camp.’


They were so young, thought Marian, noticing the fresh bloom on their cheeks. They looked barely old enough to shave, let alone fight for their country.


She tried to assess their condition and decided that they were merry rather than blind drunk, and unlikely to cause trouble. ‘I’ll do a deal with you,’ she said. ‘I’ll let Dolly sell you some tickets, but you must go straight to the café and have some coffee, and stay there for half an hour or so until you’ve sobered up a little. I shall tell our security team to keep an eye on you; any sign of trouble and you’re out, without your money back.’


‘Thanks, miss,’ said one of them.


‘We don’t have an alcohol licence, so there must be no drinking on the premises. Can you promise me you don’t have any bottles hidden on you?’


‘We don’t.’


‘Better turn your pockets out to ease my mind.’


This done, she turned to Dolly, who was back at the ticket desk. ‘All right, love, you can go ahead and take their money.’ She turned to the lads. ‘I’m trusting you, so don’t let me down.’


‘We won’t, miss, promise,’ said one of them, his face wreathed in smiles.


‘I really don’t know how you did that,’ said Dolly after the soldiers had headed for the ballroom. ‘You had those boys eating out of your hand. All I got was a load of cheek when I was dealing with them.’


‘It’s all down to age and experience,’ Marian said. ‘You’re young so they think of you as one of their own, whereas they probably see me as a mother figure.’


‘I can’t imagine my mum being able to control a bunch of lads like that.’


‘It’s part of my job,’ Marian said.


‘Yeah I suppose so,’ agreed Dolly. ‘Oh, and while you’re here, Miss Atkins, I might as well tell you now that I have to leave the Cherry. They want me to do more hours at the factory, so I won’t finish in time for my shift. I’ve been working here to pay off a debt to my dad, but the extra factory hours will cover that. My boss has made it clear that I don’t have a choice in the matter. War work gets preference, you see.’


Marian cursed silently. Getting decent staff was the most difficult part of her job. ‘I’m sorry to lose you, Dolly. When will you be leaving?’


‘Saturday night will be my last night,’ she said. ‘I start my new hours at the factory on Monday. Sorry it’s short notice. They sprung it on me.’


Part-time casual staff like Dolly didn’t have to give the standard one week’s notice, so there was nothing Marian could do about it except smile and wish her well.


‘We’ll miss you,’ she said.


‘I shall miss being here,’ said Dolly. ‘I’d much rather be dishing out tickets in a lovely place like this than working at a machine in a noisy factory. But we have to do what we’re told in wartime, don’t we?’


‘I’m afraid we do,’ Marian agreed.


‘Sorry to leave you in the lurch, Miss Atkins.’


‘Don’t worry about that,’ said Marian, thinking miserably that it only needed the girl who looked after the coats to quit and she really would be in trouble. ‘I’ll make sure I see you before you go.’


‘Of course,’ said Dolly, smiling brightly as a crowd of girls appeared at the window of the ticket office.


Polly called at her Aunt Marian’s on the way home from work the next day. ‘Guess what, Auntie,’ she said excitedly.


‘You’ve got a date,’ said Marian jokingly.


‘No, much better than that,’ said Polly. ‘Ray is home on leave for a few days. He walked in last night out of the blue.’


‘Lovely. I bet that’s cheered your mum up.’


‘I’ll say. She’s like a dog with two tails when he’s around. He’s always been her pride and joy.’


Polly was such a sweet-natured girl, thought Marian. It wouldn’t ever occur to her to be jealous of Flo’s obvious favouritism for Ray.


‘I’ll pop around to see him a bit later on, before I go to work,’ she said.


‘I was hoping you might,’ said Polly. ‘He would have come to see you before he goes back if you hadn’t, but he’s only got a few days. Anyway, it’ll give Emmie a chance to see you. You know how she loves her Auntie Marian.’


The older woman smiled, touched by Polly’s thoughtfulness. She’d always been warm hearted, even as a child, and the two of them had a long-standing close relationship.


‘Everything all right, Auntie?’ asked Polly. ‘Is your landlady behaving herself?’


Marian gave a wry grin. For years she’d rented two rooms in the house of a widow, an arrangement that suited them both, though they did sometimes have their differences, mostly because Mrs Beech was so different to Marian. ‘We had a little disagreement the other day because I washed a few things and wanted to hang them on the line.’


‘Why was that a problem?’


‘It was a Saturday, and she doesn’t like putting washing out at the weekend because it might lower the tone of the neighbourhood and upset the neighbours. The way she carries on, anyone would think this was Park Lane. A few trees and privet hedges and she reckons she’s Lady Muck.’


‘It’s not much more than ten minutes’ walk from ours, and no one cares when you hang washing out in our street.’


‘They probably don’t here either, but she’s got this bee in her bonnet about it. Still, it’s a roof over my head and  Mrs Beech does have her good points. She doesn’t charge the earth for rent, and she’d be there for me if I ever needed help, I’m sure of that. It’s just these snobbish ideas of hers that are sometimes a bit irritating.’


‘Why don’t you move in with us?’ suggested Polly.


Marian couldn’t think of anything worse than losing her independence and being at the mercy of Flo’s sharp tongue full time, but she just said, ‘You don’t have enough room.’


‘We’d make room if you needed it,’ said Polly.


‘It’s a sweet thought, but I’m all right here,’ said Marian. ‘I’m quite comfortable.’


Polly felt sad for her aunt suddenly. Most women of her age had a home and a family of their own, even though many had lost their husbands to the war. Her aunt had never had that. Polly didn’t know why, because no one ever spoke about it. But Marian was an attractive woman who must have been stunning when she was young, so she would have had her chances.


Still, she seemed happy enough with her life. She had a good job and her rooms were comfortable and well furnished, even though the decor had seen better days.


‘It’s a nice place, Auntie,’ she agreed.


‘I’m lucky to have somewhere to live at all with this terrible housing shortage.’


Polly nodded. ‘Anyway, I’d better be on my way,’ she said. ‘I can never wait to get home to Emmie after work.’


‘I’m looking forward to seeing her later too,’ said Marian as she showed her niece down the stairs and out of the front door, which was Mrs Beech’s pride and joy because it had a panel of patterned coloured glass at the top. She thought this was the ultimate in class.


‘Still enjoying your job, Auntie?’ asked Ray later on when Marian called at the house. Greetings had been exchanged and she’d heard all his news.


‘Very much, thanks,’ she replied. ‘It suits me down to the ground.’


‘I can just imagine you swanning around telling everybody what to do,’ he said, teasing her.


‘I don’t swan around anywhere,’ she corrected amiably. ‘And as for telling everyone what to do – well, staff are so hard to get these days, I sometimes feel as though they’re the ones in charge. I’ve got staff problems at the moment, as it happens. One of my ticket clerks told me last night that she’s leaving, and I’ll be hard pressed to find someone by the end of  the week. She only does four nights, but that’s enough to create chaos.’


‘What will you do?’


‘I’ll ask the other girl to do extra nights until I find someone, and if she can’t help out, I’ll have to go in the ticket office myself and stay late to catch up on my own work.’ She sighed and gave a wry grin. ‘But it will get sorted, I’ll make sure of it.’


‘If it wasn’t for Emmie, I wouldn’t mind the job myself,’ said Polly casually. ‘I could do with the extra cash. She grows out of her clothes so fast, it isn’t easy to keep up.’


‘You wouldn’t have to get there until seven, so she’d be in bed, wouldn’t she?’ said Marian, keen on the idea of her adored niece working with her. ‘And you’d finish by ten.’


‘Yes, but Mum already has her while I work in the mornings. I can’t ask her to babysit evenings too.’


Marian looked at her sister, whose face was expressionless. ‘No, I suppose you can’t,’ she said. Flo wasn’t the sort of woman you took advantage of.


Flo’s thoughts were racing. She had seen a way of ensuring that she didn’t have to go out to work. If she looked after Emmie in the evening as well as the morning, surely she wouldn’t be expected to get a job too? Caring for a child must be considered a priority by the authorities in these troubled times.


Looking after her granddaughter was a pleasure to her, and certainly preferable to working in a factory, especially as the child would be in bed anyway. And since she’d be doing this for Polly, she would have no need to feel bad about staying at home.


‘I’ll look after Emmie if you want to take the job at the Cherry,’ she said, looking at her daughter.


‘Are you sure, Mum?’ asked Polly with a half-smile, not quite able to hide her delight at the idea of being able to earn some more money.


‘Positive,’ said Flo, light headed with relief now that the threat of outside employment had been removed.


‘Looks like you’ve got yourself a new ticket clerk, Auntie,’ said Polly, beaming at Marian.


‘Excellent,’ said Marian. ‘Thanks for that, Flo.’


‘No trouble,’ said Flo, pleased with the way she had handled things.


That evening, a man walked into a back-street pub in Hammersmith and ordered a pint of bitter at the bar. He was in his early forties, tall and handsome, with fair, slightly greying hair and warm brown eyes.


‘Good evening,’ he said to an elderly man standing beside him.


‘Wotcha, mate,’ said the man. ‘Haven’t seen you in here before.’


‘No. It’s many years since I’ve been in these parts.’


‘You visiting, then?’


‘I’m working round here, in Shepherd’s Bush,’ said the stranger. ‘I live in Essex.’


‘That’s a bit of a trek to work.’


‘Not really. I live near the tube and it’s straight through.’


‘Can’t you get a job closer to home?’


‘I did have, but I’ve been sent over this way by the government,’ he said. ‘I’m a toolmaker, and they need someone with my skills at the aircraft factory. So I don’t have a choice. That’s how it is in wartime. You go where you’re sent.’


‘Still, at least you’re not in uniform.’


‘Too old, mate,’ he said. ‘I’d be deferred anyway because of my trade. Mind you, if the war goes on much longer, they’ll even be calling up pensioners.’


The old man laughed. ‘Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. I don’t think I’d be much use to them now. I did my bit in the last war and I’m past it now.’


The stranger thrust his hand out. ‘Archie Bell,’ he said.


‘I’m Syd,’ said the other man, shaking his hand.


‘Nice to meet you,’ said Archie.


‘Likewise.’


The two men drank their beer in silence for a while, then Syd said, ‘What made you come to a back-street boozer like this rather than the bigger ones near the Broadway? I’m surprised you even knew it was here.’


‘I spent a lot of time around here in my youth,’ Archie replied. ‘But back then I wasn’t old enough to go into a pub.’


‘Did you live here then?’ asked Syd.


Archie didn’t answer right away; he seemed thoughtful. ‘No. I knew a family who did, though.’


He knew he shouldn’t have come. The place was so full of memories, it was acutely painful. All these years he’d never been near; then, finding himself in the area, he’d given into temptation. But why? What did he think he would find here? He couldn’t rewrite the past. The sensible thing to do was finish his beer and leave. There was nothing for him here.


‘Who were the family?’ asked Syd chattily. ‘I’ve lived here all my life. I probably know them.’


Archie stared at him in silence. He wanted to walk away, but the need to know something, anything, was just too strong, and he knew that he couldn’t resist. He opened his mouth and heard himself uttering the words.




Chapter Two


As a member of the typing pool in the offices of a large munitions factory, Polly was no stranger to hard work. She was used to tough targets, a strictly observed no-talking rule and a vigilant supervisor who could spot the tiniest lapse in a typist’s concentration and relished the opportunity to exercise her authority.


She was also accustomed to the working mum’s guilt for not being with her child and the regret of missing a chunk of her day that she could never have back.


So it was a surprise to her to find that paid employment could be fun. She had to earn her pay, of course, but the atmosphere at the Cherry Ballroom was sociable, and once she got the hang of the ticket machine, she thoroughly enjoyed greeting the punters and taking their money, all done against a background of friendliness and popular dance music drifting from the ballroom.


Such was the nature of motherhood, she felt even guiltier for enjoying the job, and regularly reminded herself that she was here so that she could give her child the things she needed. At least she had the comfort of knowing that she had put Emmie to bed, read her a story and kissed her goodnight before she left the house. The recent air raid had proved to be a one-off, so that was a relief.


The Cherry clientele was mostly young; the girls surprisingly glamorous despite the shortage of clothes and cosmetics and the men smart in uniforms of a variety of nations. Everyone was ready for a fun night out and possibly a spot of romance.


For the first time since she’d learned of George’s death, Polly felt like a young woman in the swing of things again, partly reminded by the casual flirting that came her way from some of the male customers. Maybe some women would have been offended, but Polly saw it as a bit of fun and enjoyed it.


‘So what do you think?’ asked Marian when her shift ended. ‘Are you coming again tomorrow?’


‘Try and keep me away,’ Polly replied. ‘I adore the musical background, it makes me want to dance. I’d love to do the jitterbug.’


‘Why don’t you go into the ballroom, then?’ suggested Marian. ‘We don’t finish until half past eleven, and I’m sure there will be plenty of chaps only too happy to teach you. It’s high time you had some fun.’


Polly was surprised by the suggestion, given her circumstances. ‘I have to go home to my daughter, Auntie,’ she reminded her in a serious manner.


‘Emmie is tucked up in bed and doesn’t know if you’re there or not,’ Marian pointed out.


‘I can just imagine what Mum would say if I stayed,’ said Polly with a wry grin.


‘She won’t hear about it from me,’ said Marian. ‘Anyway, I can’t see the harm in it.’


‘No, it wouldn’t feel right.’


‘I wasn’t suggesting that you go on the game, love,’ said Marian drily. ‘I just thought it might be nice for you to have a dance, or at least watch the others and enjoy the atmosphere. Just for half an hour or so.’


‘I’d better not,’ Polly said reluctantly. ‘I need to go home.’


‘How much longer are you going to stay in mourning for George?’ asked Marian.


‘I’m not in mourning.’


‘You’re not dressed in black, but you’re still grieving for him,’ Marian observed. ‘It’s been more than three years.’


‘I can’t help the way I feel, Auntie. I always try not to be miserable so as not to upset other people.’


‘And you never are miserable,’ Marian assured her. ‘But you don’t seem able to move on. You’re a young woman, Polly. Please don’t let life pass you by.’


‘Just because I don’t want to pick up some random man in a dance hall doesn’t mean I’m letting life pass me by. I’m a mum and that’s my priority now.’


‘All right, love,’ said Marian patiently. ‘But if at any time you do want to go into the ballroom after work, it will be on the house. One of the staff perks.’


‘Thanks, Auntie. I’ll be off now. Goodnight, see you tomorrow.’


‘Night, love,’ said Marian, and watched her hurry away down the corridor, a trim figure in a white blouse and floral skirt.


It was high time that girl had some fun in her life, thought the older woman. She’d been an anguished widow for far too long. Still, at least now she was spending her evenings in a sociable environment. Maybe that would have an uplifting influence on her and encourage her to take a step forward from George.


Much to Polly’s astonishment, when she told her mother about Marian suggesting that she call in to the ballroom after work, Flo was in agreement.


‘I thought you’d disapprove,’ said Polly.


‘Why would I do that?’


‘Well, because you look after Emmie while I work, not while I’m out dancing.’


‘The child is fast asleep, and I’m quite capable of dealing with her if she was to wake up,’ said Flo, who also thought it was time her daughter put George behind her. ‘I’m not saying I’d like you to come rolling home in the early hours, but I can see no harm in your calling in after work for a little while, especially as it’s free.’


‘I only want to watch because the jitterbug looks such fun,’ Polly said. ‘But if a chap sees a woman on her own, he thinks she’s looking for a man.’


‘Just tell anyone who asks that you’re just watching,’ suggested Flo.


‘It doesn’t work like that, Mum.’


Up went Flo’s brows. ‘I was your age once, you know,’ she reminded her sternly. ‘I do know how these things work. What would be the harm in dancing and being friendly anyway?’


‘It might give them ideas.’


‘One dance?’


‘Yes, one dance. Most people go to a place like that hoping to meet someone.’


‘I know that, but you might enjoy speaking to some new people,’ suggested Flo. ‘Just because you talk to them doesn’t mean you want to go out with them or anything.’


‘What is it with you and Auntie?’ asked Polly. ‘Anyone would think you want me to find someone new. I will never, ever replace George.’


‘Of course we don’t want that, but neither do we want you to spend the rest of your life clinging on to someone who isn’t there any more.’


Polly was quiet for a moment. ‘You didn’t like George much, did you, Mum?’ she said.


Flo hesitated, choosing her words carefully. ‘I didn’t dislike him. He was a very jovial fella and was always good to you.’


‘I sometimes had the idea that you didn’t approve of him, though.’


‘I worried about the company he kept and the way he earned his living,’ Flo admitted. ‘But I had nothing against him personally.’


Polly sighed heavily. ‘I’m glad about that, but it doesn’t matter now anyway, does it?’


‘No, I suppose it doesn’t.’


‘Anyway, I might have a look in at the dance one of these nights, since you’re happy about it,’ Polly said vaguely. ‘But I won’t be staying long and I definitely won’t be looking for a man.’


‘Of course not, dear,’ Flo said patiently.


‘Is it just one ticket you want, sir?’ Polly asked the man waiting at the ticket office.


‘I’m about twenty years too old for one of those,’ he said, grinning, and she thought how handsome he was, though he looked to be middle aged.


‘What can I do for you, then?’


‘I’d like to see Marian Atkins, please.’


‘Are you a sales rep?’


‘No.’


‘May I ask what it’s about, then?’


‘Absolutely not!’


‘It’s part of my job to enquire, because Marian doesn’t usually see anyone when we have a dance in progress. She has a lot of work to do.’
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