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When they’re not working in a West London munitions factory, Liz Beck and her best friend Marg find time for fun and laughter at the local ice rink. Then a couple of handsome American servicemen sweep them off their feet and Marg’s dream of becoming a GI bride looks like it might come true.
 

Liz’s sister, Dora, is jealous of the romance that blossoms between Victor and Liz but nothing can spoil Liz’s happiness. Then tragedy strikes and Liz makes a discovery that causes a rift in her family. With almost nothing left to lose, she finds love and support where she least expects it and, as the war comes to an end, she hopes for a brighter day tomorrow . . .




Many thanks to my editor Clare Foss who continues to be a joy to work with, always enthusiastic and warm hearted. To all the team at Headline who make my manuscripts into such lovely books. Thanks also to my agent Barbara Levy who continues to work on my behalf.




Chapter One


Having had a brief, whispered conversation at the filing cabinets with a friend and fellow clerk in the offices of a West London munitions factory, Liz Beck felt the weight of an admonitory hand on her shoulder.


‘How many more times must I remind you that this office is not a social club, Miss Beck?’ roared the fearsome head of the department when Liz swung round to face her. ‘You are here to work, not to chatter at every conceivable opportunity.’


‘Sorry, Miss Banks,’ said the young woman, with instinctive respect for her superior.


‘Yes, you always claim to be sorry when I catch you slacking,’ said Beryl Banks, a formidable woman of middle age. Plain in appearance with greyish hair clipped back behind her ears, she had a pale, cosmetic-free complexion and the brightest blue eyes Liz had ever seen. ‘But that doesn’t seem to stop you doing it again, does it?’


‘It was only a few words, Miss,’ said the indomitable Liz, a sociable seventeen-year-old blonde with greenish eyes and a sunny smile. ‘Marg and I both just happened to be filing some papers . . . we carried on working while we were talking, though.’


‘You can’t work properly and talk at the same time,’ the older woman pointed out. ‘That’s how mistakes are made.’


‘We are both very particular about our work,’ insisted Liz. ‘And we could have been talking about the job.’


‘Now I’ve heard everything,’ said the older woman irritably. ‘This conversation, which apparently can’t wait until after office hours, would have been about your social life, if I’m not very much mistaken.’


Liz bit her lip. ‘Well, yeah,’ she admitted. ‘She was telling me about this . . .’


‘Spare me the sordid details, please.’


‘Nothing sordid . . .’


‘I don’t want to hear anything about it and neither do I want to catch you idling again.’ She waved a hand in the vague direction of the factory. ‘In case you’ve forgotten, this country is at war and on the factory floor of this building there are many people working at machines for long and arduous hours to make munitions with which our soldiers can fight to make us free again. It is our responsibility, as office staff, to back them up by looking after the administration side of things in an efficient manner.’


‘I wouldn’t mind working in the factory,’ mentioned Liz, who had heard that you could earn more money on the machines. ‘But I was sent into the office and told not to argue.’


‘The people at the Labour Exchange obviously thought you were more suitable for clerical work and we must do as we’re told in wartime,’ said Miss Banks. ‘Now back to work please and if you want to chatter do it in your own time in future.’


‘Yes, Miss,’ she said, closing the filing cabinet and going back to her desk, her thoughts returning to her pal Marg and her suggestion for an outing which sounded as though it might be a lot of laughs.


A sociable girl, Liz could endure the war and all its hazards, the inconveniences and long working hours, the bombs and shortage of absolutely everything, so long as she could have some fun when she was off duty.


‘Ice skating,’ said Violet Beck over dinner that night when her daughter Liz mentioned that she was going to the rink nearby with her friend Marg. ‘But I thought they closed the place when war broke out.’


‘They did but it’s open again now apparently and has been for a while,’ said Liz. ‘And all thanks to the Americans.’


‘How’s that?’ asked her mother.


‘The American Embassy persuaded our government to re-open it because the Yanks like ice skating and ice hockey and there are a lot of American servicemen stationed close to London now.’


‘So, they’ve opened it for the Yanks then,’ said Liz’s father George with more than a hint of disapproval.


‘Apparently,’ Liz confirmed. ‘But the rest of us benefit from it because we can buy a ticket to go in as well.’


‘That’s good of them,’ said George sarcastically. He was a large, handsome man from whom Liz had inherited her colouring, but his blond hair was thin now and white in places.


‘They’ve done us a favour, Dad, so I don’t think it’s very nice to criticise them,’ said Liz heatedly. ‘Anyway, they are here helping us to win the war so welcome to Britain, I say, to each and every one of them.’


‘All right, no need to go on about it. Of course, they are welcome,’ said her father. ‘They are different to us, though. From what I’ve heard they are very full of themselves.’


‘They’re probably just confident and why shouldn’t they be when they are from a country like America,’ she said. ‘We can’t expect people from other places to be as modest as we are. That wouldn’t be any fun at all.’


‘I suppose not,’ grunted George. ‘You need to watch yourself around them, though. They have a bit of a reputation as regards women from what I’ve heard.’


‘Yeah, I know about that too. But it isn’t all down to the boys. Some girls are all over them because they want nylons and all the other goodies they are so generous with,’ said Liz. ‘No one forces these women to go out with them. Anyway, I don’t know any Americans so I’m not in a position to judge.’


‘Why the sudden interest in ice skating?’ asked her sister Dora. ‘Dance halls and the cinema are more your sort of thing.’


‘You know me, I’ll have a go at anything,’ said Liz. ‘But it’s Marg’s idea. She fancies giving it a try and I thought it might be a laugh. It will be a change anyway.’


‘If they opened it for the Americans, the place will be full of Yanks,’ said her mother, a small woman who wore her brown hair in a hairnet. ‘And you’ll get yourself a bad name hanging around with them.’


‘You shouldn’t judge them when you’ve never even spoken to one, Mum,’ she said. ‘I’ll be busy learning to skate anyway.’


‘You don’t have any skates,’ said her mother.


‘We can hire them there.’


‘Can I come?’ asked Dora, who was a year or so older though usually behaved like the younger of the two.


Liz’s heart sank because her sister had spoilt more social events than she cared to remember. ‘But I’m going with Marg,’ she explained.


‘Dora can go along with you, surely,’ said their mother predictably.


‘She’ll keep an eye on you,’ added George. ‘Make sure you don’t get mixed up with any Yanks.’


Liz felt a dull pain in the pit of her stomach as yet again her parents took her sister’s side against her. She should be used to it after a lifetime of favouritism towards Dora, but it still had the power to hurt.


‘I’m not planning on doing that anyway, Dad, and I certainly don’t need my sister looking over my shoulder.’


‘It will be nice for you to go out together,’ said her mother, hoping, like most parents, for family unity.


Liz wished her sister had some friends of her own to go around with, but she never seemed able to keep any, which wasn’t surprising as she was so difficult to get on with, being argumentative and overly fond of her own way.


‘I don’t want to go where I’m not wanted,’ said Dora, her voice trembling on the verge of the tears she could produce at will. ‘You go with your friend. Don’t worry about me.’


‘Now see what you’ve done,’ said Violet. ‘You’ve upset your sister.’


Liz felt as though the walls of the living room were closing in on her. This small terraced house in Hammersmith was the only home she had ever known. She lived here with her father, an engineer in a factory, and her mother who was a housewife, despite the fact that it was illegal for women without dependants not to take a job because of the need for war workers. Mum had had a weak heart as a child so managed to get around the rules that way, keenly encouraged by her husband who hated the idea of his wife going out to work. Dora was on an assembly line in a factory.


To a casual observer, the Becks might seem to be an ordinary, happy family. But it wasn’t all blissful for Liz. Dora had always been the favoured child, which was surprising considering how badly she treated their parents with her rudeness and temper tantrums. Yet still they let her have her own way. Liz had always felt like an outsider and had learned to accept it, but at times like tonight, when something she was looking forward to was under threat, it made her angry. If Mum and Dad were to support her just now and again, it would mean so much. But that obviously wasn’t going to happen on this occasion and Dora was determined to go skating with her tonight, so she turned to her sister and said, ‘All right then, you can come.’


‘That’s better,’ beamed Violet. ‘But come straight home if the siren goes.’


‘We haven’t had an air raid for ages,’ Liz reminded her.


‘That’s true but it doesn’t mean that we won’t,’ said Violet, though now, in the summer of 1943, they had had a long period of calm. ‘The war isn’t over yet.’ She turned her attention to the meal in progress. ‘Now eat your food so that I can get cleared up and listen to the wireless.’


Liz looked at the sausage and mash on her plate, recalling the days when swede wasn’t added to everything to make it go further. She was too hungry to leave so much as a morsel, but vowed never to eat the watery vegetable when the war was over and they had a choice.


Liz was laughing so hard her stomach hurt as the three of them clung to the sides at the ice rink, unable to move forward and stay vertical without help.


‘How does anyone manage to stand up on these blades, let alone dance about?’ she wondered, as seasoned skaters sailed by with apparent ease. There were even a couple of girls in proper skating skirts, looking very pleased with themselves.


‘Practice, I suppose,’ said Marg, also very amused by their own lack of competence.


‘They’ve all had special lessons, I reckon,’ said Dora, who wasn’t blessed with a sense of humour so spoke in a tone of complaint. ‘Show-offs, the lot of them.’


‘I think they’re just enjoying themselves and good luck I say,’ said Liz as some really competent girl skaters whizzed by looking very graceful. ‘So come on you two, let’s get practising so that we can learn to skate like them.’


Giggling, Liz and Marg slid forward, still hanging on to the sides, while Dora said she wasn’t going to make a fool of herself any longer and limped off the ice.


‘Have you noticed those American soldiers in the café?’ asked Marg as the two girls took a break, still clutching the sides.


‘Not really,’ said Liz, glancing across at the open-style cafeteria at the side of the rink. ‘I’ve been too busy trying to stand up to pay much attention to anything else.’


‘Some of them are gorgeous, like film stars,’ enthused Marg, a brown-eyed brunette with a beaming smile and dimples. ‘Smart uniforms, good looking and plenty of dosh. One of them will do me nicely and I aim to get one.’


‘Marg, that is very manipulative.’


‘A girl has to make her own chances in life. No point in waiting for something to happen,’ she said airily. ‘We’re young and so are they so why not give nature a helping hand?’


‘Is that why you wanted to come here tonight, because you knew there would be Americans around?’


‘Maybe, yeah,’ she admitted.


‘Oh Marg. There’s a name for girls like you,’ said Liz. ‘My dad would have a fit if he knew.’


‘He doesn’t though, does he, so let’s make the most of our opportunities,’ she said. ‘We’ve been sent enough bad stuff because of this rotten war. When we get something to brighten up our lives, why not take advantage of it? The Yanks are like a breath of fresh air around the place. They are the best thing that’s happened to this country since before the Germans marched into Poland and boy am I going to make the most of it.’


‘If your mum could hear you she’d go mad.’


‘She would an’ all, but she isn’t here is she? And what the eye doesn’t see . . .’


The conversation came to an abrupt end when Liz lost her balance and landed on her bottom on the ice and they both erupted into laughter.


‘Thanks for leaving me on my own for so long,’ said Dora sarcastically when Liz and Marg eventually went off the ice and found her sitting on a bench, scowling.


‘Sorry, sis, but we did come here to skate, not to sit watching other people doing it,’ said Liz. ‘It’s a waste of money if we all come off the ice.’


‘You came here to skate. Huh, that’s a joke,’ she said nastily. ‘You spent all your time on your bottoms on the ice from what I could see.’


‘It’s our first time,’ Liz reminded her cheerfully. ‘We can’t expect miracles.’


‘You made complete idiots of yourselves.’


‘So what if we did?’ said Liz. ‘There are several other beginners here and they are all finding it hard to stay on their feet. You didn’t give it a chance, going off like that. Falling over is all part of the fun at first.’


‘I didn’t want to show myself up.’


‘Why did you come then?’ asked the outspoken Marg. ‘Surely you didn’t think you would go to an ice rink for the first time and whizz around like a professional?’


‘I didn’t really think about it.’


‘No, I don’t suppose you did,’ said Liz, disappointed because once again her sister was trying to spoil things. ‘You wanted to come because you can’t bear to miss anything that I do.’


‘Calm down, girls,’ said Marg. ‘We’ve come for a laugh so let’s have one.’


‘Sorry, Marg,’ said Liz. ‘Let’s have a break and a drink of something then have another try.’


‘I’m all for that,’ agreed Marg, glancing towards the objects of her admiration in the café. ‘Are you going to brave the ice with us again, Dora? You might enjoy it second time around.’


‘No. I’m going home,’ she said and limped off towards the changing room.


‘Hi, girls,’ said one of two American soldiers. ‘Can we get you something to drink?’


‘Yes, please,’ said Marg without hesitation while Liz stood by looking embarrassed, unaccustomed to such bold behaviour from strangers.


‘Coffee?’ asked the second man, looking at Liz.


‘Tea, please,’ she said politely, surprised there was coffee available and wondering if perhaps the Americans had supplied it as their troops were such regular customers here. ‘Thank you very much.’


‘You’re welcome.’ He ordered her drink and said, ‘We know how much you British like your tea.’ He introduced them in a strong American accent. ‘I’m Vic. My buddy here is Joe.’


Marg completed the introductions and when they were all seated at a table with their drinks Vic said, ‘We noticed that you gals could probably use a little help with your skating.’


‘I think we might be beyond help,’ grinned Liz, beginning to relax.


‘We’ve only been this once,’ Marg pointed out.


‘You can’t expect miracles first time,’ said Vic, who had dark, cropped hair and eyes the colour of coal. ‘You’ll get better with a bit of practice.’


‘Are you two experts then?’ Liz enquired.


‘We’ve been skating since we were kids and we skate for our ice hockey team,’ replied Joe, who had hazel eyes and mid-brown, army-style hair.


‘Oh well,’ said Liz. ‘You’re well out of our league then.’


‘We ain’t wanting to compete with you,’ said Vic in his slow drawl. ‘But we’d be happy to help.’


‘And we’d be happy to let you,’ said Marg, smiling and flashing her eyes at Joe.


The chemistry was tangible and Liz felt drawn to Vic while the other two got together. After a few instructions and a couple of tumbles, Liz’s confidence improved so much she found herself moving along the ice with one hand attached to Vic while the other clutched the side.


‘Next time we’ll get you to let go of the side and rely on me for support,’ said Vic later when it was time for the girls to hand their skates back.


‘Sounds good to me,’ said Liz.


‘Joe and I have to stay on here for team practice after the rink closes to the public, but maybe we could see you here another night,’ said Vic, addressing Liz in particular. ‘Maybe tomorrow if you’re free?’


A look passed between them that melted her young, eager heart and it seemed to her as if something really special had happened here tonight.


‘We’re free,’ said Liz.


‘Not half,’ added Marg.


‘You do realise that we’ve allowed ourselves to be picked up by a couple of Yanks, don’t you?’ said Liz as she and Marg got on the bus to go home.


‘Yeah, brilliant, wasn’t it?’ said Marg laughing. ‘It’s what I’ve wanted ever since they arrived on our shores. It’s no different to meeting blokes at a dance anyway.’


‘I suppose not,’ said Liz. ‘It just feels that way.’


‘It feels lovely to me and don’t tell me you didn’t enjoy it because I won’t believe you.’


‘Vic is rather gorgeous.’


‘So is Joe.’


‘I can’t wait for tomorrow night.’


‘Me neither,’ said Marg and they were both laughing as they took their seats.


‘Oi oi! Somebody has had a good night,’ said the female conductor as she took their money.


‘I’ll say we have,’ said Marg. ‘One of the best ever.’


‘I wish I was young again and know all I know now,’ said the conductor who was one of the breed of older women working on the buses because of the shortage of men due to the war. ‘Oh yeah, I’d have a lovely time the second time around.’


‘Sorry, Missus, but you only get one crack at it and we’re making the most of ours,’ laughed Marg.


‘I don’t blame you either, girls,’ she said and moved on, smiling.


Liz’s mood of elation immediately evaporated when she arrived home to find herself in trouble.


‘How could you let your sister go home on her own?’ demanded her mother while Dora hovered in the background looking forlorn.


‘It was her decision to leave,’ said Liz.


‘You should have gone with her,’ Violet declared. ‘It’s what we do in wartime.’


‘There are no bombs around, Mum,’ she reminded her. ‘Haven’t been for ages.’


‘Even so, it isn’t nice for her to be out on the streets on her own, especially in the blackout.’


‘We are all used to the blackout,’ Liz pointed out. ‘Anyway, Dora is the elder. Maybe she should look out for me every now and again.’


‘You should look out for each other,’ said Violet.


‘Your mother is right,’ added George, always game for an argument. ‘And you shouldn’t answer her back.’


‘Dora could have waited instead of marching out in a mood,’ said Liz.


‘Don’t answer me back either,’ roared her father, a very domineering man.


‘You were ignoring your sister, apparently,’ Violet chipped in. ‘Too busy with your friend to take any notice of her.’


Liz knew from experience that there was no point in continuing to defend herself because her parents’ allegiance was firmly set in Dora’s corner.


‘Whatever I’ve done to upset all of you, I’m sorry,’ she said, speaking directly to her parents. ‘But I’m going to bed now. G’night, all.’


There was a muttered response and Liz headed upstairs with tears in her eyes.


‘Why do you always drop me in it?’ Liz asked her sister later when she met her on the landing on her way to the bathroom.


‘I didn’t do it deliberately,’ denied Dora, who was taller than Liz and had similar colouring, though her hair was a few shades darker. ‘Mum noticed that I came home on my own and asked me why. I had to tell her.’


‘And as usual you made up a story so that I would be in trouble,’ she said, angry because Dora seemed to delight in her sister’s distress.


‘I only told the truth.’


‘And the rest,’ Liz retorted. ‘It wasn’t true about Marg and me ignoring you. You wouldn’t join in.’


‘How could I when you two are so close?’


‘We are friends; of course we’re close,’ said Liz, biting back any comment about her sister’s lack of friends because she saw no point in hurting her unnecessarily. ‘Anyway, we enjoyed the skating even though we couldn’t do it. You didn’t like it so it’s best not to go again.’


‘I won’t, don’t worry.’


That was a relief to Liz because she didn’t want her sister tagging along tomorrow night. Neither was she going to tell her that she and Marg had a date with a couple of Yanks, which she would immediately pass on to their parents and all hell would break loose about the boys being Americans.


‘Do you want to use the bathroom first?’ asked Liz. ‘I want to get washed and go to bed.’


‘You can go first,’ said Dora, and Liz knew that it was her sister’s attempt at an olive branch, a rare thing indeed from her. She was a very strange girl. Over the years, Liz had repeatedly offered her friendship and company, but it had never worked because Dora had such a nasty streak.


While Dora headed for her bedroom, Liz went to the bathroom, all thoughts of her sister pushed aside by memories of Vic and excited anticipation for tomorrow night.


Unfortunately the excitement kept her awake for most of the night, which caused her to oversleep and she was late for work the next morning. She tried the old trick of leaving her coat on the hook in the cloakroom and walked into the office as though she had been in for ages, but Miss Banks was far too savvy to fall for that.


‘You were twenty minutes late this morning, Miss Beck,’ she bellowed, having called Liz into her office. ‘What do you have to say about that?’


‘I’m very sorry, Miss Banks.’


‘I should think so too,’ said the other woman. ‘What is the reason for it?’


‘I didn’t sleep well and when I did go off I couldn’t wake up because I was so tired.’


‘You should go to bed at a reasonable hour when you have to get up for work the next morning,’ lectured the older woman. ‘Never mind all this gadding about you young girls feel compelled to do of an evening.’


‘Yes, Miss.’


‘You can make up the time in your lunch hour.’


‘Of course,’ she agreed. ‘And I really am very sorry.’


Miss Banks nodded and Liz left her office feeling thoroughly deflated after the excitement of last night. She always seemed to be in trouble with someone lately. Either her parents, her sister or the head of the department.


‘Miss Banks is a miserable old cow,’ opined Marg when Liz joined her in the canteen to eat her sandwiches after making up the time she owed the company. ‘Everyone knows that. So take no notice of her.’


‘She’s the department head so of course I have to take notice of her.’


‘Don’t worry about it though.’


‘She’s only doing her job, Marg,’ said Liz. ‘And I suppose I shouldn’t have been late.’


‘Maybe not, but she could have let it go,’ said Marg. ‘But no, not her. I reckon she loves it when one of us steps out of line and gives her the chance to dish out one of her punishments. She’s a dried-up old prune who’s never had a boyfriend. She’s jealous of us young ones.’


‘We don’t know that, Marg,’ said Liz. ‘We know nothing about her except that it’s her job to run the department and keep us all in order.’


‘I don’t know why you’re defending her when she’s been so nasty to you. But let’s forget about her and talk about tonight,’ suggested Marg excitedly. ‘We’ll have to wear trousers as we’re going ice skating, but I’ve got a nice blouse I can put on and I managed to get a lipstick in Woolworth’s the other day.’


‘I’ve got some lippy too,’ said Liz.


‘We want to look as good as we possibly can.’


‘Not half.’


‘Oh and Liz,’ began Marg. ‘Don’t bring that sister of yours, will you? We don’t want any odd numbers.’


Liz nodded, confident that Dora had had more than enough of ice skating.


The evening went with more than a swing. It was pure magic. Vic gave Liz so much confidence on the ice that she was even able to let go of his hand as well as the sides, briefly, by the time they took a refreshment break.


‘We’ve got the next women’s champion here,’ joked Vic as the four of them sat around the table in the café.


‘Now you’re just being ridiculous,’ she said modestly, but she enjoyed the compliment.


They laughed and joked and skated some more. When they were taking a breather towards the end of the evening, Vic said to Liz, ‘We’re having a dance at the base next Saturday. Do you fancy coming along? Joe is going to ask Marg so the four of us will be together.’


There was nothing she would like more, but there were practicalities to be dealt with, not least the fact that he was stationed outside of London somewhere.


‘I’d love to, but isn’t the base a long way out?’ she said. ‘I’m not sure how we’d get there.’


‘Transport will be supplied by the army,’ he said. ‘We need girls to make the dance worthwhile so if you’ve got any friends that would like a night out bring them along. Everyone will be welcome.’


‘My sister might like to come,’ she said, much against her better judgement. Despite everything she did want things to be good for Dora.


‘Bring her with you,’ he said. ‘The more the merrier.’


A frown creased her brow.


‘Problem?’ he asked.


‘My father,’ she said. ‘We’ll probably be quite late back, won’t we?’


‘I’ll come and see him,’ he said. ‘See if he’s okay about it. I know some people think us Americans are all sex maniacs, but we really aren’t.’


She laughed. ‘I wouldn’t go that far, but there is a certain rumour about you.’


‘Let’s go now and see your folks,’ he suggested. ‘I was going to ask if I could see you home anyway. If we go right away it won’t be too late. Will it?’


She had a worrying image of her mother in her curlers and dressing gown being suddenly confronted by an ebullient American soldier. ‘I think they’ll probably be in bed by now,’ she said. ‘But thank you for offering.’


‘Oh, well tell them from me that you and your sister will be in safe hands.’


‘I will.’


‘The transport will be outside the rink,’ he said. ‘Six thirty. All welcome. So, shall we get you home now?’


‘Don’t you have to go back to camp?’


‘No, we have an overnight pass, and don’t have to be back until tomorrow morning,’ he explained. ‘We’re staying at the American Services club in town. They do cheap rates and have all our home comforts.’


Very nice too, she thought, wondering if British troops had such accommodating facilities, but just said, ‘I’d better see Marg before we go.’


‘Sure,’ he said.


As it happened Joe was seeing Marg home too, so they all got on the bus together and went their separate ways closer to home. Vic told Liz he was twenty-two and from a small town in New York State, which meant nothing to Liz but sounded glamorous. He lived with his mother and sister, apparently.


‘I’m an engineer,’ he told her as they walked to her house. ‘Trained for three years.’


‘So were you very annoyed that you had to leave that job to go to war after all that training?’


‘I volunteered before they called me up,’ he said. ‘It seemed no more than my duty. Besides I liked the idea of travel, but I didn’t know all that much about England. I’d heard of it, of course. It’s the Mother Country so we all know about it.’


‘What do you think now you’re here?’


He would never forget his first sight of England; the shabbiness around the dock area, the bomb damage and the smallness of everything. The bomb craters and the rubble in particular had upset him. To think that these people had to live with the threat and reality of bombs and still went about their daily business. As he had travelled inland to the camp, the countryside dotted with cute villages had captured his heart, and he’d loved the special buzz of London’s West End from his very first visit.


He’d been told by his superiors that the British didn’t like to be told how big and colourful everything was in America. As a nation, their hosts tended to be rather self-effacing and expected other people to be the same. He wanted to tell Liz about the glorious hugeness of his homeland, of their big modern buildings, bright stores and sunny landscapes. But he said truthfully, ‘I like it fine here.’


‘That’s good,’ she said. ‘It would be awful for you if you hated it.’


‘It couldn’t be awful now that I’ve met you.’


She laughed. ‘I’ve heard that you Yanks know how to sweet-talk a girl.’


‘Just speaking the truth, honey,’ he drawled.


She liked it. He could say nice things to her for as long as he liked.


When they reached her gate, he said, ‘Are you sure you don’t want me to tell your folks about the dance?’


‘It’s sweet of you to offer, but it really will be better coming from me.’


‘Okay. I’d better head off then,’ he said. ‘I’ll take a Tube ride into town.’


‘Thank you for seeing me home.’


‘A pleasure,’ he said and kissed her lightly on the lips. ‘See you on Saturday. Don’t forget, the transport will be at the rink at six thirty. I’ll be waiting for you at the base when you arrive.’


‘Goodnight, Vic,’ she said and watched as he strode off into the night, a dim figure in the light of a half moon. But it wasn’t too dark to see his swagger and she found that attractive.


‘Over my dead body,’ declared George Beck, having been told of his daughters’ plans for Saturday. ‘Have you lost your mind or something? An American army camp out in the wilds somewhere. That is just asking for trouble.’


‘It’s all above board, Dad,’ said Liz. ‘It’s being put on by the American army and they are providing transport. All completely free of charge.’


‘I told her it was a silly idea,’ said Dora, always keen to stay the right side of their parents.


‘You were all for it when I told you about it,’ said Liz, glaring at her.


‘You’re not going and I don’t want to hear any more about it,’ said George.


‘If they are getting taken and brought back, dear, it might be all right,’ suggested Violet meekly.


‘All wrong more like,’ said George. ‘Taking a load of young girls out to the country. It doesn’t take a genius to know what they have in mind.’


‘It’s a properly organised event, Dad,’ Liz tried to assure him. ‘There will be officers in charge. They won’t allow the boys to misbehave.’


‘Why are they bringing in women from London? That’s what I want to know.’


‘Because you can’t have a dance without girls and there aren’t enough local ones where the base is. Vic wanted to come into the house and tell you about it himself the other night, but I thought you would be rude to him so I asked him not to.’


‘So, I’m in the wrong now?’


‘You’re being unreasonable, Dad,’ said Liz. ‘Dora and I are young. Of course we want to go out and have fun.’


‘With Yanks?’


‘Yes with Yanks if they ask us, or with Poles or Canadians or people from Australia.’


‘Now you are being facetious.’


‘And you are being unreasonable,’ said Liz heatedly. ‘Some women are married at our age.’


‘At seventeen, not many, but I wish you were,’ he said. ‘Then I wouldn’t have responsibility for you and it would be a load off my mind.’


‘We’re old enough to earn our own money and pay for our keep so we should be allowed to do what we like in our spare time, within reason, which this is.’


‘She’s right, George,’ said Violet nervously.


He puffed away on his Woodbine. ‘All right, go to the bloody dance, but don’t come running to me when you’re in trouble, because the door will be firmly shut,’ he said.


‘It’s a dance, Dad, not an orgy,’ said Liz.


‘That’s enough backchat.’


‘We’ll behave, Dad,’ said Dora, keen to stay on his good side as usual.


‘You’d better,’ he said.


‘Roll on Saturday,’ whispered Liz to her sister as the girls bounded up the stairs, giggling.




Chapter Two


There was a queue of excited young women waiting to climb into the back of a US army truck parked outside the ice rink on Saturday evening when Liz and the others arrived.


‘Welcome aboard the Passion Wagon,’ said one of the female passengers as they clambered in.


‘Are you speaking from experience?’ said Liz, smiling.


‘I wish,’ laughed the young woman. ‘But I’m only joking.’


‘Have you been to one of the American dances before?’


‘You bet I have,’ she replied with enthusiasm. ‘A friend of mine is going out with a GI so I get to know what social events are coming up at the base. The Yanks certainly know how to treat their visitors. You wait and see. The Palais won’t seem the same after you’ve been to a dance at the base.’


‘I can’t wait to get there, then,’ said Liz eagerly.


‘Me neither,’ added Marg.


Behind the dismal exterior of the blacked-out building, all was magical inside the hall. The place resonated with the cheerful clamour of voices while the dance floor was crowded with couples doing the quickstep and jitterbugging to upbeat music played by a small band made up of men in US military uniform. There were coloured lights along the edge of the stage, bunting strung across the ceiling and at the end of the hall a table spread with snacks and soft drinks.


‘You Americans certainly know how to roll out the welcome mat, don’t you,’ Liz said to Vic when they were taking a break between dances. ‘I haven’t seen a party spread like this one since before the war.’


‘We like to do our best for our visitors,’ he said. ‘The only thing we don’t have is liquor, which is strictly prohibited at our dances. I guess the army doesn’t trust us to behave around girls if we’ve been drinking.’


She thought how wild it might get with alcohol to add to the high excitement already here, but she said, ‘They don’t have booze at ordinary dance halls so we won’t miss it. We don’t need drink to have a good time.’


As the band struck up with Glenn Miller’s ‘In The Mood’ he led her into the jiving crowds on the dance floor.


‘Do you realise that you’ve helped me to learn two new skills in the short time since I’ve known you?’ Liz said to Vic as they tucked into hot dogs and sandwiches in the interval. ‘Ice skating and the jitterbug.’


‘And you’re beating me at both already,’ he joked.


‘That isn’t true and you know it, but by the end of the night I’m hoping to match you at the jitterbug,’ she laughed.


‘We’ll see about that,’ he said, smiling. ‘I’m pretty good.’


‘Modest too,’ she teased.


They were both laughing when Marg and Joe appeared looking happy together. ‘Enjoying yourself, Liz?’ Marg enquired.


‘You bet.’


‘Marvellous, isn’t it?’


Dora appeared and proceeded to flirt embarrassingly with Vic. ‘I am going to have the next dance with you,’ she said in a silly, girlish voice as she took hold of his arm. ‘And no argument.’


He looked uncomfortable for a moment, ‘I think you should wait for a lady’s invitation dance,’ he said. ‘And I might consider it then.’


There was an awkward moment, but Liz wasted no time. Excusing herself from the company, she took her sister by the arm and led her forcefully to the door.


‘Don’t you dare try to ruin things for me with Vic,’ she said, outside in the cool summer evening.


‘I was only being sociable.’


‘No you weren’t,’ said Liz. ‘You were throwing yourself at him and deliberately trying to spoil things for me. You do it all the time at home with Mum and Dad. But I’m not going to let you do it with Vic. Find your own man and keep away from mine.’


‘I’m not interested in him.’


‘Probably not, but you’d still love to ruin things for me just for the hell of it,’ said Liz. ‘I don’t know what I’ve ever done to you but for some reason you seem to enjoy making my life difficult whenever you possibly can.’


‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, stop making a drama out of nothing,’ she said.


‘Look, Dora,’ Liz began in a more persuasive tone. ‘I really like Vic so I’m asking you to stop trying to mess it up for me.’


‘Are you that unsure of him that you have to warn me off?’


‘It’s very early days so of course I’m not sure of him.’


Dora shrugged. ‘That’s your problem, nothing to do with me,’ she said.


‘Find a fella of your own. There are enough of them here tonight.’


‘I might prefer Vic.’


‘He’s made it clear he isn’t interested so back off.’


‘Don’t tell me what to do.’


‘Let me put it this way,’ began Liz. ‘If you try anything like that again, you and I are finished, Dora, and I mean it. Living in the same house will be the only thing we’ll have in common. I will never let you go out with me socially again.’


‘Oh.’ She was clearly rattled by this. ‘All right,’ she agreed swiftly, because Liz was often her only chance of a night out. ‘It was just a bit of fun.’


‘You don’t know how to have fun, Dora,’ Liz retorted, then turned and went back to the company, hoping that her warning had had an effect. Over the years she had tried many times to be kind to her sister and would love it if they could be friends, but Dora was far too self-absorbed for any such arrangement.


The second half of the dance was even livelier as people got to know each other and the girls got better at the jive and jitterbug. The band played a few slow numbers towards the end and most couples smooched around the floor. Liz noticed her sister was dancing and was instinctively relieved, hoping that would stop her making a nuisance of herself. As for herself and Vic, they had their arms wrapped round each other while Marg and Joe were looking happy together too.


‘It’s been a lovely evening, Vic,’ said Liz.


‘For me too,’ he said. ‘I can’t wait until we meet again, but I’m not sure if I can get to London next weekend. Depends if the army has other plans for me. They’re pretty good with weekend passes, but we can’t take anything for granted. If you give me your phone number, I’ll call you.’


‘Phone number,’ she repeated in surprise. ‘Oh no, we don’t have a phone.’
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