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About the Book


Tina Craig longs to escape her violent husband. She works all the hours God sends to save up enough money to leave him, also volunteering in a charity shop to avoid her unhappy home. Whilst going through the pockets of a second-hand suit, she comes across an old letter, the envelope firmly sealed and unfranked. Tina opens the letter and reads it – a decision that will alter the course of her life for ever . . .


Billy Stirling knows he has been a fool, but hopes he can put things right. On 4th September 1939 he sits down to write the letter he hopes will change his future. It does – in more ways than he can ever imagine . . .


THE LETTER tells the story of two women, born decades apart, whose paths are destined to cross and how one woman's devastation leads to the other’s salvation.




For Rob, Cameron and Ellen.




Prologue


Present day


It was the small things she took pleasure in. The faint hum of a huge furry bumble bee busily flitting from one flower to another, oblivious to the fact that it was completing a task on which the entire human race depended. The heady scent and glorious abundance of colour provided by the sweet peas that she grew in the vegetable patch, despite the fact that the space could be given over to their more edible cousins. Then there was the sight of her husband rubbing his aching back as he dug fertiliser into the rose bed without complaint when there were a thousand things he would prefer to be doing.


As she knelt down to pull up a few weeds, she felt her granddaughter’s hand slip into hers, so tiny, warm and trusting. It was another small thing, the one that gave her the most pleasure of all, that always brought a smile to her face and made her heart lurch.


‘What are you doing, Grandma?’ 


She turned and looked at her beloved granddaughter. The little girl’s cheeks were tinged pink with the afternoon sun and she had smudges of soil across her button nose. She took out her handkerchief and gently wiped them away. ‘I’m just pulling up these weeds.’


‘Why?’


She thought about this for a second. ‘Well, they don’t belong here.’


‘Oh. Where do they belong, then?’


‘They’re just weeds, love, they don’t belong anywhere.’


Her granddaughter stuck out her bottom lip and furrowed her brow. ‘That doesn’t seem very nice. Everything belongs somewhere.’


She smiled and planted a light kiss on the top of the child’s head as she glanced across towards her husband. Although his once-dark hair was now smattered with grey and his face was more heavily lined, the years had not diminished him too much and she was thankful every day that she had found him. Against the odds their paths had crossed, and now they belonged together.


She turned back to her granddaughter. ‘You’re right. Let’s put them back.’


As she dug a little hole, she marvelled at how much could be learnt from children, how much their wisdom was underestimated or even dismissed. 


‘Grandma?’


She was shaken out of her reverie. ‘Yes, love.’


‘How did you and Grandpa meet?’


She stood up and took hold of her granddaughter’s hand. She brushed away a strand of golden hair from her little face. ‘Well, let’s see now. That is a long  story …’



PART ONE






1


March 1973


This time she was going to die, of that she was certain. She knew she must only have a few seconds left and she silently prayed for the end to come quickly. She could feel the warm, sticky blood as it ran down the back of her neck. She had heard the sickening sound of her skull cracking as her husband slammed her head into the wall. There was something in her mouth that felt like a piece of gravel; she knew it was a tooth and she desperately tried to spit it out. His hands were gripped so tightly around her throat that it was impossible for her to draw breath or make any kind of sound. Her lungs screamed out for oxygen and the pressure on the back of her eyeballs was so intense she was sure they were going to pop out. Her head began to swim, and then, mercifully, she started to black out.


She heard the long-forgotten sound of the school bell and suddenly she was five years old again. The chatter of the other children was almost drowned out by the incessant ringing. As she screamed at them to stop, she realised she had a voice after all. 


She stared up at the bedroom ceiling for a second and then squinted at the alarm clock that had just roused her from her sleep. Cold sweat trickled down her spine and she tugged at the bedclothes, pulling them up to her chin in an effort to savour the warmth for a few seconds longer. Her heart was still pounding after the nightmare and she blew out gently through her mouth. Her warm breath hung in the frigid air of the bedroom. With an enormous effort she heaved herself out of bed and  winced as her bare feet found the icy roughness of the wooden floor. She glanced over at Rick, who thankfully was still sound asleep, snoring off the effects of the bottle of whisky he had drunk the night before. She checked that his cigarettes were still on the bedside table where she had carefully positioned them. If there was one thing guaranteed to put Rick in a foul mood, it was not being able to find his fags in the morning. 


She crept quietly into the bathroom and eased the door shut. It would probably take an explosion not seen since Hiroshima to wake him, but Tina wasn’t taking any chances. She ran a basin for a wash, the water freezing as usual. Sometimes it was a choice between feeding themselves and feeding the meter. Rick had lost his job on the buses, so there was little money for heat. Enough to drink, smoke and gamble, though, she noted in the silence of her brain. 


She went downstairs, filled the kettle and placed it on  the stove. The paper boy had been and she absently pulled  the newspapers through the letter box: The Sun for  her and The Sporting Life for Rick. The headline caught her attention. It was Grand National day. Her shoulders sagged and she shuddered at the thought of all the money Rick would squander on the race. There was little doubt he would be too drunk by lunchtime to venture out to the bookmaker’s, and it would be left to Tina to put the bet on. The betting shop was next door to the charity shop where she helped out on Saturdays, and the bookie, Graham, had become a close friend over the years. Despite working all week as a shorthand typist in an insurance office, Tina looked forward to her day in the charity shop. Rick had told her it was ridiculous for her to spend the day voluntarily sorting through dead people’s clothes when she could work in a proper shop and contribute even more to the family coffers. For Tina, it was an excuse to spend the day out of Rick’s way, and she enjoyed chatting to the customers and having normal conversations where she didn’t have to watch every word she said.


She switched on the radio and turned the volume down a touch. Tony Blackburn always managed to make her smile with his corny jokes. He was just announcing Donny Osmond’s new single, ‘The Twelfth of Never’, when the kettle began to give its hollow whistle. She snatched it  up  before the noise became too shrill, and put two spoonfuls of tea leaves into the old stained pot. She sat down at the kitchen table while she waited for the tea to brew, and opened her paper. She held her breath as the toilet flushed upstairs. She heard the floorboards creak as Rick padded back to bed, and exhaled with relief. Then she froze as he called:


‘Tina! Where are my fags?’


Jesus. He smokes like a beagle.


She jumped up immediately and belted up the stairs two at a time.


‘On your bedside table where I put them last night,’ she replied, arriving breathlessly at his side.


She ran her hand over the table in the gloom but could not feel them. She swallowed her rising panic.


‘I’ll have to pull the curtains a little. I can’t see.’


‘For God’s sake, woman! Is it too much to ask for a man to be able to have a fag when he wakes up? I’m gagging here.’


His sour morning breath stank of stale whisky.


She finally found the cigarettes on the floor between the bed and the table.


‘Here they are. You must have knocked them off in your sleep.’


Rick stared at her for a moment before he reached up and snatched the packet from her. She flinched and instinctively covered her face with her hands. He grabbed her wrist and their eyes met for a second before Tina closed hers and fought back the tears.


She could recall the first time Rick had hit her like it had happened only yesterday. Even the memory of it caused her cheek to sting and burn. It wasn’t just the physical pain, though, but the sudden stark reality that things were never going to be the same again. The fact that it was also their wedding night made it harder to take. Up until that moment the day had been perfect. Rick looked so handsome in his new brown suit, cream shirt and silk tie. The white carnation in his buttonhole confirmed him as the groom and Tina thought it was impossible to love anybody more than she loved him. Everyone had told her she looked stunning. Her long dark hair was swept up into a loose bun and woven through with tiny flowers. Her pale blue eyes shone out from beneath thick false eyelashes and her complexion radiated a natural beauty that needed no help from cosmetics. The party after the wedding was a lively affair at an inexpensive local hotel, and the happy couple and their guests had danced the night away.


As they were preparing for bed that night in their hotel room, Tina noticed that Rick was unusually quiet.


‘Are you all right, love?’ she asked. She put her arms around his neck. ‘It was a wonderful day, wasn’t it? I can’t believe I’m Mrs Craig at last.’ She pulled away from him suddenly. ‘Hey, I’ll have to practise my new signature.’ She picked up a pen and paper from the bedside table and wrote Mrs Tina Craig with a flourish.


Still Rick said nothing; just stared at her. He lit a cigarette and poured himself a glass of cheap champagne. He swigged it down in one gulp and walked over to where Tina was sitting on the bed.


‘Stand up,’ he commanded.


Tina was puzzled by his tone but did as she was asked.


Rick raised his hand and whipped it sharply across her face. 


‘Don’t ever make a fool of me again.’ With that he stormed out of the bedroom. 


He spent the night slumped in the hotel lounge surrounded by empty glasses, and it was days before he would tell Tina exactly what her transgression had been. Apparently he hadn’t liked the way she had danced with one of his work colleagues. She had looked at him too provocatively and flirted with him in front of their guests. Tina couldn’t even remember the guy, let alone the incident, but it was the start of Rick’s paranoid fixation that she was coming on to every man she met. She often wondered if she should have left him the very next day. But she was a romantic at heart and wanted to give her fledgling marriage every chance to succeed. She was sure the incident was a one-off, and Rick allayed any niggling doubts when he presented her with a bouquet by way of an apology. Such was his remorse and contrition that Tina had no hesitation in forgiving him immediately. It was only a few days later that she noticed a card buried amongst the flowers. She smiled to herself as she pulled it out. With fond memories of our beloved Nan, she read. The bugger had stolen the flowers from a grave in the churchyard! 


Now, four years later, they stared at each other for a second longer before Rick released his grip.


‘Thanks, love.’ He smiled. ‘Now be a good girl and fetch me a brew.’


Tina exhaled with relief and rubbed her crimson wrist. Ever since that wedding night incident, she had vowed she was not going to be a victim. No way was she going to be one of those battered wives who made excuses for their husbands’ vile behaviour. There had been many times when she had threatened to leave, but she always backed out at the last minute. Rick was so repentant and humble and, of course, promised never to raise his hand to her again. These days, though, he was drinking a lot more heavily and his outbursts were more frequent. The time had finally come when she could stand it no longer. 


The problem was, she had nowhere to go. She had no family, and although she did have a couple of close friends, she could never impose on them to the extent of asking them to take her in. It was her wages that paid the rent, but there was no way Rick would leave voluntarily. So she had started an escape fund. She needed enough money for a deposit and a month’s rent on a new place, and then she would be free. That was a lot more difficult than it sounded. She rarely had any spare money left to save, but no matter how long it took, she was determined to leave. The old coffee jar she kept hidden at the back of the kitchen cupboard was filling up nicely, and she now had just over fifty pounds. But with rent on even the most basic bedsit commanding eight pounds per week, plus a deposit of at least thirty, she would need to save a lot more before she could make the break. For the time being she would make the best of it, staying out of Rick’s way as much as possible and trying not to get him riled.


She carried Rick’s tea upstairs, together with The Sporting Life tucked under her arm.


‘Here you are,’ she said, trying to sound breezy.


There was no reply. He was fast asleep again, propped up on the pillow, mouth open, a cigarette balanced precariously on his dry, cracked bottom lip. Tina picked it off and stubbed it out. 


‘For Christ’s sake! You’ll kill us both,’ she muttered.


She set the mug down and pondered what to do. Should she wake him and incur his wrath? Or should she just leave the tea on the bedside table? When he woke up it would no doubt be stone cold, which would be sure to send him into a rage, but by then she would hopefully be at the shop and out of harm’s way. The decision was taken out of her hands as he stirred and forced his eyes open.


‘Your tea’s there,’ she said. ‘I’m going to the shop now. Will you be OK?’


Rick pushed himself up on to his elbows.


‘My mouth’s as dry as a camel’s,’ he sniffed. ‘Thanks for the tea, love.’ 


He patted the quilt, indicating for her to sit down.


‘Come here.’


That was what life was like with Rick. He was an evil, spiteful bully one minute and an angelic choirboy the next.


‘Sorry about before. You know, about the ciggies? I wouldn’t hurt you, Tina, you know that.’


Tina could scarcely believe her ears, but it was never a good idea to contradict Rick so she merely nodded.


‘Look,’ he continued. ‘Could you do me a favour?’


She let out a small, inaudible sigh and raised her eyes to the ceiling. Here we go.


‘Could you put a bet on for me?’


She could bite her tongue no longer.


‘Do you think that’s a good idea, Rick? You know how tight things are. With only me earning, there’s not much spare cash for things like gambling.’


‘With only me earning,’ Rick mimicked. ‘You never miss a chance to get that in, do you, you sanctimonious cow?’ Tina was momentarily startled by his vicious reaction, but he was not finished. ‘It’s the Grand National, for Christ’s sake! Everybody has a bet today.’


He reached down to the floor, picked up his trousers from where he had discarded them the night before and pulled out a roll of banknotes.


‘There’s fifty quid here.’ He tore off the lid of his cigarette packet and wrote the name of a horse on the back. ‘Fifty pounds to win.’ 


He handed her the money and the scrap of cardboard. Tina was stunned.


‘Where did you get this?’ She held up the roll of notes.


‘Well it’s not really any of your business, but since you ask, I won it on the horses. There, you see, who says it’s a mug’s game?’


Liar.


Her head was swirling and she felt her neck begin to flush.


‘This is more than a week’s wages for me, Rick.’


‘I know. Aren’t I clever?’ he replied smugly.


She clasped her hands together as though in prayer and brought them up to her lips. She tried to remain calm as she blew gently through her fingers. ‘But this money could pay our electricity bill or our food bill for a whole month.’


‘Christ, Tina! You’re so boring.’


She fanned out the notes in her trembling hands. She knew then that she was not physically capable of handing over such a large amount to a bookie.


‘Can’t you put it on?’ she begged.


‘You work next door to the bloody betting shop, I’m hardly putting you out.’


Tina could feel the tears starting to sting but she had made up her mind. She would take the money and discuss with Graham what to do. She had taken money from Rick before for a bet and not put it on. The horse had inevitably lost and he had been none the wiser. However, Tina felt she had aged about ten years during the course of that race, and this time it was different. The stakes were so much higher. Fifty pounds, for heaven’s sake.


Suddenly and inexplicably she found herself in the grip of panic. She felt the heat rise from her toes to the back of her neck and she found it difficult to breathe. She backed out of the bedroom, muttering excuses about having left the toast under the grill, and ran downstairs to the kitchen. She climbed up on to a stool and reached into the back of the cupboard, feeling around for the coffee jar containing her escape fund. Her fingers found the familiar shape and she pulled the jar out and clutched it to her chest. Her hands shook as she tried to unscrew the lid. Her sweaty palms could not get the grip she needed and she groped around for the tea towel. Finally the lid yielded and she peered inside. There was nothing but a few coppers left. She shook the jar and looked again, as though her eyes had deceived her the first time.


‘Bastard!’ she cried out. ‘Bastard, bastard, bastard!’


She started to weep, the huge sobs making her shoulders heave.


‘Thought you could pull the wool over my eyes, did you?’


She jumped and spun round to see Rick leaning in the doorway, another cigarette hanging from his lips and wearing only his greying tea-stained vest and grubby underpants.


‘You took it! How could you? I’ve worked all hours to save that money. It’s taken me months.’


She slumped down on to the floor and rocked back and forth, still clutching the almost-empty jar. Rick strode over and dragged her roughly to her feet.


‘Pull yourself together. What do you expect when you hide money from your own husband? What are you saving for anyway?’


To get away from you, you drunken, manipulative waste of space.


‘It was supposed to be a … surprise, you know, a little holiday for us. I thought a break would do us both good.’


Rick pondered this for a second and then relaxed his grip on Tina’s arm. He frowned doubtfully.


‘A nice idea. Tell you what, when that horse romps home, we’ll have a belting holiday, maybe even go abroad.’


Tina nodded miserably and wiped her eyes.


‘Go and get yourself cleaned up. You’re going to be late for work. I’m off back to bed. I’m knackered.’


He dropped a kiss on the top of her head and headed back upstairs.


Tina stood alone in the middle of the kitchen. She had never felt so wretched or desperate in her life, but she was determined she was not going to put that bet on. That fifty pounds was hers, and no way was it going to be wasted on a horse race, Grand National or not. She took the money and stuffed it into her purse, then took a cursory look at the name Rick had written on the cigarette packet.


Red Rum.


You’d better not win, you bugger.


Tina arrived at the shop and fished in her handbag for the keys. In spite of the notice on the shop door asking people not to, someone had left a sack of old clothes on the doorstep. It was inconceivable to Tina that anyone would actually steal clothes that had been donated to charity, but it had happened on several occasions. Even in these gloomy economic times of strikes and power cuts, it was still surprising how low some people would stoop. She hoisted the bag over her shoulder, unlocked the door and went inside. After two years of working here, the smell of the place still caused her to wrinkle her nose. Second-hand clothing had an odour all of its own and was the same in every charity shop or jumble sale you went to. Mothballs mixed with stale sweat and biscuits. 


Tina put the kettle on for the second time that morning and opened the sack. She pulled out an old suit and held it up to give it the once-over. It was very old but incredibly well made and of a quality the likes of which she had not encountered before. It was an unusual greenish colour, with a very faint gold stripe, and made entirely of wool.


The bell rang on the shop door, causing her to halt her examination.


‘Nice suit, er … lovely colour. No wonder they wanted rid of it!’


It was Graham from the bookmaker’s next door.


‘Morning. I’m surprised you’ve got time for idle chit-chat today,’ Tina teased.


‘Yeah, busiest day of the year for me, but I’m not complaining,’ he replied, rubbing his hands together. ‘Nigel’s opening up so I’ve got a couple of minutes.’


Tina gave him a warm hug.


‘Well it’s nice to see you.’


‘How are you today, then?’ 


It was a loaded question. Graham knew full well the circumstances of her domestic situation. He had commented on her bruises or split lip on more than one occasion. He was always so kind and Tina could feel herself beginning to wobble. Graham took her elbow and guided her to a chair.


‘What’s he done this time?’ he asked, tilting her chin and scrutinising her face.


‘I hate him sometimes, Graham, I really do.’


He pulled her into his arms and smoothed her hair. ‘You deserve so much more, Tina. You’re twenty-eight years old. You should be settled in a loving marriage by now, perhaps a couple of kids …’


She pulled away, her mascara-smudged eyes searching his. ‘You didn’t come to help, then.’


‘I’m sorry.’ Graham cradled her head again. ‘Tell me what’s happened.’


‘You haven’t got time for this, today of all days.’


But Tina knew Graham would always have time for her. He had been hopelessly in love with her since the day they met. Tina loved him too, but only as a dear friend and father figure. He was twenty years her senior, and besides, he already had a wife, and it just wasn’t in her nature to steal another woman’s husband. 


‘He wants me to put a bet on.’ She sniffed, and Graham pulled out a crisp starched handkerchief and handed it to her.


‘Nothing new there,’ he said. ‘He’s one of my best customers. And it is Grand National day.’


‘That’s what he said. But this is different, Graham. He’s talking about fifty pounds!’


Even Graham baulked at the amount.


‘Where on earth did he get that kind of money?’


‘He stole it from me,’ Tina sobbed.


Graham looked confused, as well he might. ‘From you?’ he asked. ‘I don’t understand.’


‘I’ve been saving up, Graham. Saving for my esc—’ She stopped abruptly. She didn’t want to go down that road with Graham right now. He had offered her money in the past, but she had refused. She still had some pride and self-esteem left. ‘It doesn’t matter what I’ve been saving for; the fact is it’s my money and he wants me to put it on a horse in the Grand National.’ Her voice rose with incredulity at it all.


Graham wasn’t sure how to respond, but it was the bookie in him that spoke first.


‘Which horse?’


Tina glared at him in disbelief.


‘Does it matter? I’m not doing it.’


‘Sorry, Tina. I was just curious, that’s all.’ He hesitated. ‘What if it wins?’


‘It won’t.’


‘What’s its name?’ Graham insisted.


Tina sighed and rooted in her handbag for the cigarette packet, which she handed to Graham. He read the name and exhaled gently.


‘Red Rum!’ He nodded his head slowly. ‘He’s got a chance, Tina, I have to be honest. It is his first National, but he may yet start as favourite. There’s a big Australian horse though, Crisp. I think he’s likely to be up there too.’ He put his arm around Tina’s shoulders. ‘He’s got a chance, Tina, but there are no guarantees in the National.’ 


She leant against him, welcoming the comfort of his arms.


‘I’m not doing it, Graham,’ she said quietly.


There was a steeliness in her voice that told Graham arguing would be futile.


‘It’s your choice, Tina. I’ll be here for you whatever happens.’


She smiled and kissed him on the cheek.


‘You’re a good mate, Graham. Thanks.’


Graham looked away, slightly embarrassed.


‘Anyway,’ he said brightly, ‘you never know, you might find a fifty-pound note in the pocket of that old suit.’


Tina scoffed. ‘Do fifty-pound notes actually exist? I’ve never seen one.’


Graham managed a laugh. ‘I’d better get back,’ he said. ‘Nigel will be wondering where I’ve got to.’


‘Of course. I won’t keep you any longer. What time’s the race?’


‘Three fifteen.’


Tina glanced at her watch. Only six hours to go.


‘Let me know if you change your mind about the bet.’


‘I won’t, but thanks.’


When Graham had gone, Tina turned her attention back to the bag of clothes that had been left outside the shop. She held up the jacket of the suit once again, and remembering Graham’s words, she slipped her hand into the inside pocket. She suddenly felt a bit foolish, but then her hand touched what appeared to be paper and her heart skipped a beat. She pulled it out and turned it over. It wasn’t a fifty-pound note, but an old, yellowing envelope.
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Tina smoothed out the creamy envelope and regarded it curiously. She pressed it to her face and inhaled its musty smell. It was addressed to Miss C. Skinner, 33 Wood Gardens, Manchester. In the corner was an unfamiliar postage stamp, bearing not the picture of Queen Elizabeth II as expected, but that of a man Tina presumed to be King George VI. She turned the envelope over and noticed it was still firmly sealed. Looking again at the stamp, she was surprised to see there was no postmark. For some reason this letter had never been posted. To open it seemed a terrible intrusion somehow, as though she was prying into someone else’s business, and yet she couldn’t simply discard it. The bell on the shop door rang again, making her jump, and she felt her face inexplicably redden as she stuffed the envelope into her handbag and greeted her first customer of the day.


‘Morning, Mrs Greensides.’ 


‘Morning, Tina love. Just come for my usual root round. Anything new?’


Tina regarded the bag of clothes that had been left on the doorstep and eased it round the back of the counter with her foot.


‘Erm, later maybe. I’ve got some to sort out.’


She wanted to have a good look through the bag for any clues as to where it might have come from before putting the clothes out on the racks.


A steady stream of customers throughout the morning managed to take Tina’s mind off the forthcoming race, but at three o’clock she turned on the black-and-white portable television set that was kept in the back room. The horses were making their way down to the start and Tina looked for the one that was going to seal her fate. He was easy to spot with his big furry noseband, and the jockey had a huge diamond on the front of his jersey that the commentator said was yellow. The horses lined up behind the tape, dancing on the spot, eager to get away. Finally, at 3.15, the flag went up and the commentator shouted, ‘They’re off!’


Tina could hardly bear to watch as they approached the first fence. So far, Red Rum hadn’t even been mentioned by the commentator. There was a faller at the first and she desperately tried to make out if it was him, but no, he was safely over. Another faller at the second, but Red Rum was over again, although a long way behind. She could imagine Rick at home now, shouting at the television, urging him on, riding the armchair as though he himself were the jockey, can of lager in one hand, cigarette in the other. He probably wasn’t even dressed. As they headed towards Becher’s Brook for the first time, she covered her eyes with her fingers. She didn’t know much about horse racing, but even she knew that this fence was notoriously difficult and had claimed many victims over the years. Julian Wilson was commentating now.


‘Over Becher’s, Grey Sombrero’s over from Crisp in second, Black Secret third, Endless Folly fourth, fifth is Sunny Lad, sixth is Autumn Rouge, seventh is Beggar’s Way, and he’s down. Beggar’s Way has fallen at Becher’s.’


Tina let out a huge sigh. She hadn’t realised she had been holding her breath and she felt a little dizzy. Red Rum had not even warranted a mention and she dared to relax a little. Rick couldn’t pick the winner in a one-horse race.


The door in the shop opened and Tina cursed to herself as she went to serve the new arrival. To her immense frustration, it was old Mrs Boothman. The elderly woman loved to stay and chat, and on any other day Tina would have been more than happy to oblige. Mrs Boothman lived a lonely existence since she’d been widowed, and her two sons didn’t bother to visit her much. A cup of tea and a natter with Tina was the highlight of her week.


‘Hello, Mrs Boothman,’ Tina greeted her. ‘I’m just busy in the back at the moment. I won’t be long. You have a good look round.’


Mrs Boothman looked perplexed and Tina knew why. She didn’t need to look round. Not once in all the time she had been visiting the shop had she ever bought a single thing.


‘No problem, love. I’ll just perch here until you’re ready.’


She pulled up a stool and plonked her bag on the counter.


‘Is that the TV on in the back?’


‘Er, yes,’ Tina said guiltily. ‘I was just watching the Grand National.’


Mrs Boothman looked surprised.


‘I didn’t know you were interested in horse racing.’


‘I’m not, it’s just that—’


‘Have you put a bet on?’ Mrs Boothman interrupted.


‘No! God no,’ Tina spluttered. She wasn’t sure how she found herself in the position of having to make excuses to Mrs Boothman.


‘I’ve never gambled in my life,’ Mrs Boothman continued. ‘My Jack always said it was for fools. Why waste your hard-earned money like that?’


‘I haven’t put a bet on, Mrs B,’ said Tina patiently. ‘I’m just interested, that’s all.’


She stood in the doorway between the shop and the back room so she could still hear the television. Peter O’Sullevan had taken up the commentary.


‘It’s Crisp in the lead from Red Rum, but Red Rum’s making ground on him.’


He was second! How on earth had that happened? Tina felt as though the breath had been knocked out of her.


‘Are you OK, Tina? You look a bit peaky all of a sudden,’ said Mrs Boothman.


‘I’m f-fine.’


‘Here, you’ll never guess what’s happened,’ whispered Mrs Boothman conspiratorially. ‘Her from number nine – you know, that little strumpet, what’s her name?’


‘Trudy,’ replied Tina absently, straining to hear the television.


‘That’s the one. Been caught shoplifting in Woolies, she has.’ She folded her arms under her ample bosom and pursed her lips, waiting for Tina’s reaction.


‘Oh, really?’


‘Is that all you can say?’ exclaimed Mrs Boothman. She didn’t seem pleased that this juicy piece of gossip was being received so casually.


Tina ignored the elderly woman’s indignation and concentrated on Peter O’Sullevan.


‘Crisp is still well clear with two fences to jump in the 1973 Grand National. He’s got twelve stone on his back and there’s ten stone five on the back of Red Rum who’s chasing him and they look to have it absolutely to themselves. At the second last, Crisp is over and clear of Red Rum, who’s jumping it a long way back.’


Tina gripped the door frame and breathed deeply.


‘Are you sure you’re OK, Tina?’


Peter O’Sullevan’s voice carried on relentlessly in the background.


‘Coming to the final fence in the National now and it’s Crisp still going in great style. He jumps it well. Red Rum is about fifteen lengths behind him as he jumps. Crisp is coming to the elbow and he’s got two hundred and fifty yards to run.’


Tina was sure she had made the right decision not to put the bet on. Red Rum looked beaten, with far too much ground to make up now. She cheered up a little.


‘I’m fine. Let’s have a cup of tea, shall we?’


This gave her an excuse to go into the back, where she could see the television. She put the kettle on and picked up two cups and saucers, then froze in front of the screen. Peter O’Sullevan’s tone had changed.


‘Crisp is beginning to lose concentration. He’s been out there on his own for so long and Red Rum is making ground on him. They have a furlong to run now, two hundred yards for Crisp, and Red Rum is making ground on him.’


The cups began to rattle in their saucers as Tina stared in horror and disbelief at the television.


‘No! No!’ It was a hoarse whisper. ‘Please God, no.’


‘Crisp is getting very tired now and Red Rum is pounding after him, and Red Rum is the one who finishes strongest. Red Rum is going to win the National. At the line, Red Rum has just snatched it from Crisp and Red Rum is the winner.’


Tina felt the blood drain from her face and her bowels turned to water as she dropped to her knees, the teacups shattering into a thousand pieces. Holding her throbbing head in her hands, she was trembling like a cornered stray dog. Tears burnt their way down her cheeks as Mrs Boothman came through uninvited to the back.


‘Whatever’s going on? You did have a bet on, didn’t you?’ she exclaimed. ‘What did I tell you? Nothing good ever comes of gambling. My Jack always—’


‘Please, Mrs Boothman. I just need to be left alone.’


She ushered the elderly woman out of the back room, through the shop and on to the street. Mrs Boothman could hardly get her words out as Tina slammed the door shut, bolted it and turned the sign around to read Closed. Then she pressed her forehead against the glass in the door, welcoming its coolness. She felt as though she was going to vomit and could actually feel the bile rising and the juices flooding her mouth. She swallowed hard and rubbed her face. Overcome with despair, she crept into the back room and turned out all the lights. She needed to think what to do next. Rick would be expecting her home with God knows how much money. She didn’t even know the starting price, hadn’t thought she would need to know, and now this. There was no way he was going to let her off this one.


Tina didn’t know how long she had sat there in the dark when she was startled by a tapping on the shop door. Her eyes widened with fright at the thought that it might be Rick.


‘We’re closed,’ she called wearily.


‘Tina? It’s Graham. Let me in.’


That’s all I need, she thought. Graham’s sympathy and kindness were sure to tip her over the edge.


She heaved herself up and unbolted the door.


‘I’m sorry I couldn’t get round any earlier. It’s been manic in there today.’


‘It’s OK, Graham.’


He stared at her tear-stained face.


‘You watched it, then?’


‘He’s going to kill me,’ she said simply. ‘I mean, I actually think he’s going to kill me.’


Graham reached into his back pocket and pulled out a wad of notes.


‘What’s that?’ asked Tina.


‘Four hundred and fifty quid. Here.’ He pressed the money into her hand.


‘I don’t understand.’


‘Shh.’ Graham put his finger to her lips. ‘I placed the bet for you.’


‘You?’ She couldn’t take it in. ‘But you’re the bookie, Graham. You can’t have a bet with yourself.’ There was no fooling Tina.


‘I know. I sent Nigel down to Ladbrokes.’


Tina could feel her chin beginning to wobble.


‘You did that for me?’


‘I just had a feeling about that horse. I couldn’t risk it. There was so much money going on him, he started as 9/1 favourite.’


‘But it was so close, Graham. He nearly lost.’


Graham shrugged. ‘Look, you’ve got four hundred and fifty quid there to give his lordship, and you’ve still got your fifty quid, so everybody’s happy.’


‘If he’d lost, you would never have told me about this, would you?’


Graham shook his head. ‘But he didn’t. Let’s not dwell on what might have been.’


‘I honestly don’t know what to say, Graham. I think you may have actually saved my life.’


‘Now, now, don’t be so dramatic.’


Tina cupped Graham’s face in her hands and, pulling him towards her, planted a kiss firmly on his lips.


‘Thank you,’ she said simply.


Graham blushed. ‘You’re welcome.’ Then, more seriously, ‘I’d do anything for you, Tina, you remember that.’


‘I won’t forget this, Graham,’ Tina said as she stuffed the money into her handbag. ‘I’d better go, he’ll be waiting. At least he’ll be in a good mood for once.’
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When Tina put the key in the lock of the front door, her head was pounding, her mouth was dry and her hands were trembling so much she could hardly turn the key. As she entered the dark hallway she could hear the television. Dickie Davies was just wrapping up World of Sport and Rick was no doubt slumped on the settee, probably asleep, certainly drunk. She peered into the lounge but it was empty.


‘Rick, I’m home.’


‘Upstairs,’ he answered.


She rummaged in her handbag and pulled out the wad of notes as she climbed the stairs.


‘In the bathroom,’ Rick called.


Tina pushed the bathroom door open and gasped. He had run a lovely deep bubble bath, with gallons of piping-hot water. He had even lit a couple of candles. Condensation ran down the windows and Tina struggled to see through all the steam.


He bent over the bath and swirled his hand around in the bubbles. ‘I’ve had the immersion on,’ he explained.


‘The immersion? But that costs—’


Rick put his finger to her lips to silence her.


‘Haven’t you got something for me?’ 


Tina handed over the money.


‘I’ve kept the fifty pounds if it’s all the same to you.’ She sounded bolder than she felt.


Rick ignored her tone and pressed the banknotes to his nose. He took a deep breath and inhaled their inky smell before stuffing them into his back pocket.


‘Everything’s going to be different now, Tina, I promise. Look at me.’


Tina had to admit he had scrubbed up well. He was dressed, which was by no means a foregone conclusion for a Saturday teatime, clean-shaven, and he’d been liberal with the Old Spice. She couldn’t be sure, but he might even have washed his hair. Admittedly there was the lingering smell of alcohol on his breath, but he seemed quite sober.


‘I was way out of order this morning, Tina. I know that. Can you forgive me? I’m so sorry.’


He pulled her closer and buried his face in her long dark hair. Tina stood there rigid. They had been through this so many times before. He was a complete bastard, she got upset, he was filled with remorse and asked for forgiveness. She pushed him away gently. 


‘You need help, Rick. With the drinking, I mean.’


‘I’m fine, Tina. I can stop whenever I like. Look … I’ve stopped now, that’s it.’


Tina sighed and indicated the bath.


‘Is this for me?’


‘Of course. Come on, let me help you.’ 


He slid her jacket off her shoulders and let it fall to the floor. He slowly unbuttoned her blouse and let that slide too as he began to kiss her neck. Tina closed her eyes as he pushed her gently against the wall, his mouth finding hers. He kissed her eagerly. 


‘The water’s getting cold,’ she said, ducking out from under him. 


Rick tried to hide his disappointment. 


‘OK, love, sorry. Look, you have a long soak and I’ll make tea.’ Tina eyed him suspiciously. ‘What? I can make tea, you know. I promise you, Tina, I’ve changed. Winning this money is the new start we need.’ He sounded so plausible, and had Tina not heard it all before, she might have been taken in. But Rick was a master manipulator of women, a skill he had learnt from a very early age, and Tina knew exactly who was to blame. 


Richard Craig was a war baby, the only son of George and Molly Craig. Whilst his father was away fighting for his country, his mother took him to live in the countryside with her sister, where he would be safe. Little Ricky was adored by his mother and his childless aunt and had an idyllic childhood. Every whim was catered for by the two women, so it was a shock to the three-year-old boy when one day he was refused a wooden train he had seen in a toy shop.


‘It’s a lot of money, darling,’ reasoned his mother.


‘I want it,’ demanded Ricky.


‘Maybe you could have it for your birthday.’


‘Want it now.’ Ricky folded his arms across his chest and scowled.


His aunt interjected. ‘Your birthday is only a few months away; it’s not that long to wait.’


Ricky didn’t reply but glared at the two helpless women. Then he took a deep breath and held it.


‘What are you doing?’ demanded his mother.


Ricky ignored her and closed his eyes. As the two women watched in horror, his face went a bright scarlet and slowly his mouth turned blue. Then he passed out.


‘Do something!’ his mother screamed.


His aunt picked up the wooden train and brandished it at the startled shop assistant. 


‘We’ll take it.’


When Ricky came round a few moments later, the first thing his eyes focused on was the little wooden train. He smiled to himself. He knew that from now on his mother and aunt would be putty in his hands.


When he was five years old, the war ended and his father returned home. Rick started school and predictably did not enjoy it one bit. He had a problem with discipline and was expelled from several establishments. When he finally left for good at the age of fifteen, he trained as a bus conductor before eventually qualifying as a driver. His dark, swarthy good looks meant he was never short of female attention, and he had a friendly rapport with all his passengers, especially the women. His only other interests were the horses and the dogs. He accompanied his father to the bookmaker’s every Saturday morning, followed by a couple of pints in the pub. Thursday nights were always spent at the Belle Vue dog track. This treadmill existence ended the day Tina boarded his bus. His eyes met hers and they held each other’s gaze for a second longer than was necessary. Rick had told her many times that from that moment on, he knew he was going to have her and never let her go.


Tina felt marginally better after her soak in the bath. The day had drained her physically and emotionally. Her eyelids were heavy with exhaustion and her limbs felt like lead. She could hear the chip pan in the kitchen bubbling away furiously. Not quite a gourmet meal, but at least Rick was trying. As she entered the kitchen, he was frying a couple of eggs.


‘Sit down, love,’ he said, pulling out a kitchen chair. ‘It won’t be long. I’ve opened a tin of peaches for afters. We can have them with some Carnation milk.’ 


‘Lovely, thanks.’


‘How was your day in the shop? Did you manage to watch the race?’


‘Er, I caught a bit of it, yes.’


‘Bloody brilliant, wasn’t it? I thought he was beaten but he came through right at the end. I bet Graham was miffed. I love it when the bookie gets stiffed.’


‘Well he’s had plenty of your money over the years.’


‘Tina, don’t start …’


‘I wasn’t.’


‘Look, we’ve hit the jackpot today. Four hundred and fifty quid. I was only earning three grand a year on the buses. You know, we should celebrate. You take over here and I’ll nip to Manny’s for a bottle of champagne.’


‘Champagne? Where do you think you are, Rick? I doubt Manny even stocks it. Not much call for it round here.’


Rick bounced on the balls of his feet and ran his fingers through his hair. ‘Well, that other stuff then, Pomagne or Babycham or whatever they call it.’


‘Rick, there’s no need. I don’t really drink and you’ve given up, remember?’


He hesitated for a moment.


‘Well, when I said I’d given up, I didn’t mean totally. I can still have the odd drink on special occasions, and they don’t come much more special than this.’


‘You’re an alcoholic, Rick. You can’t just have the odd drink.’


‘You’re an expert now, are you?’


‘Actually, yes, living with you has made me an expert on the effects of alcoholism.’


‘Don’t keep saying that word. Who are you to diagnose me as an alc— you know, one of those.’ He slipped his jacket on. ‘I’ll be back in five minutes.’


Tina shook her head. He was never going to change. He couldn’t even say the word, let alone actually get professional help. He would drag her down with him if she let him. 


Tina’s early life had shown a lot more promise, which made the situation she was in now all the more heartbreaking. An only child, she excelled at school, passing the eleven-plus exam and going to a state grammar. Her exam results were among the best the school had ever produced, and both she and her headmistress thought a university education beckoned. Tina had hoped to study English and pursue a career in journalism. Fate, however, had other ideas. Her father, Jack Maynard, died suddenly at the age of forty-five, and despite the protestations of both the school and her mother, Tina didn’t hesitate. She left school immediately and found work in a small insurance office to help support the family. Her duties were menial, with wages to match, but she attended night school, where she learned how to type and take shorthand. Her doggedness and fortitude paid off and she rose through the ranks, eventually becoming the best shorthand typist in the company. The job, however, was boring and the hours were long. The highlight of Tina’s day was the bus journey home. The driver of the 192 was incredibly good-looking and always greeted her with a smile and a wink. One day he plucked up the courage to ask her out for a drink, and from that day on they were inseparable. Tina might have had to abandon her dreams of a career in journalism, but Richard Craig would more than make up for it.


They retired to the lounge, where Rick had put one bar of the electric fire on. With no central heating, the house was always freezing. Rick was now on his third glass of cheap fizzy wine and was beginning to slur his words. That was the trouble with him. He never completely sobered up, so it didn’t take that much for him to be incoherent again. Tina was still nursing her first glass. She didn’t even like the taste of sparkling wine, and it gave her a headache.


Rick was sprawled on the settee watching The Generation Game.


‘Have you ever seen such crap prizes? What in Christ’s name is a fondue set anyway?’


‘It’s a little pot that heats up a cheesy sauce and you dip chunks of bread in it.’


‘Sounds vile.’ 


‘It’s supposed to be the height of sophistication.’


Rick patted the sofa next to him. ‘Turn the telly off and come and sit here, love.’


Tina put down her glass and shuffled over to join him.


‘Is there any more bubbly left?’ he asked.


‘A little, yes, but don’t you think you’ve—’


‘Had enough? No, I don’t. I’m fine, Tina. Please don’t be such a nag. You’ll spoil everything. Come here.’


He pulled her into his arms and tried to kiss her. Tina pursed her lips instinctively and stiffened.


‘What’s the matter now?’ Rick demanded.


‘Nothing.’ She pushed him away gently. ‘I’ll get you that drink.’


He grabbed both her wrists and held her firmly.


‘It’ll wait.’


He pushed her back on to the settee and pressed himself down on top of her. He forced his tongue into her mouth and she nearly retched. She pleaded with him to stop but she was no match for his strength and she could not stop him from yanking down her pants and spreading her legs apart.


‘Rick, wait,’ she reasoned, trying to buy herself some time. ‘Let’s go upstairs where it’s more comfortable.’


He slapped her hard across the face. 


‘You must think I was born yesterday. Now shut up and enjoy it, you frigid cow.’


Tina turned her head to one side and closed her eyes. It wasn’t the first time he had forced himself on her, but she vowed it would be the last. She had let this go on long enough. She needed to get out. Her life depended on it.


Sundays were the worst day of the week for Tina and she was always looking for excuses to leave the house. Rick had spent the night on the settee, too drunk to even stagger up the stairs, for which she was grateful. She sat in the kitchen warming her hands on a mug of tea and surveying the mess. The place stank of greasy food and the frying pan was congealing in the bowl of icy water where Rick had left it. He appeared in the doorway, his hair stuck up at wild angles and his eyelids drooping with sleep. He was still dressed in yesterday’s clothes.


‘Where are my fags?’ His voice was gravelly and he gave a disgusting snort, thumping his chest as he did so.


Tina grimaced. ‘Morning. I’m fine, thanks, how are you?’


‘What?’ He paused. ‘Oh, look, is this about last night?’


Tina shoved the packet of cigarettes across the table.


‘Here.’


He pulled up a chair and joined her at the table.


‘Any chance of a brew?’


Tina nodded. ‘Kettle’s over there.’


Rick took a long drag on his cigarette. ‘You’re right. I am a complete bastard, you deserve better. Now please make me a brew.’


‘Finally the penny’s dropped.’


‘It’s not all my fault, though,’ Rick countered defensively. ‘I mean, you have to take some of the blame.’


Tina put her mug down and shook her head.


‘In what way is this my fault? I told you not to buy booze last night after you promised me you wouldn’t drink again, but no, you knew best. Said one or two wouldn’t hurt, it was a special occasion, blah blah blah …’


Rick blew a cloud of grey smoke in her face.


‘I also recall you telling me yesterday not to put that bet on. Hmm? Who knew best then?’


‘That money was mine,’ Tina said calmly.


‘What’s yours is mine. We’re a partnership.’


‘OK, give me half the winnings, then.’


Rick sneered. ‘That’s mine. You don’t approve of gambling, remember?’


He was impossible to reason with and Tina didn’t have the energy any more. When she spoke, she sounded braver than she felt. 


‘I’m leaving you.’


Rick looked as though he’d had the wind knocked out of him. He took hold of her hand.


‘Christ, Tina. I know I was a little, er, enthusiastic last night, but that’s no reason to be hasty. I love you, you know that.’ She could sense his desperation. She had seen it all before. He would do and say anything at this stage in order to placate her. The cycle was so familiar. 


‘You don’t get it, do you? I’m scared of you, Rick. Scared of what you’re going to do to me next. I’m sick of turning up at work and having to lie about my bruises, sick of treading on eggshells around the house, sick of living in this freezing cold pigsty and having to work all hours to pay the bills.’


‘But—’


Tina held up her hand.


‘I haven’t finished. Have you any idea what it’s like to live in fear? And why should I? I’m the one who supports us. You don’t contribute one penny; you’re just a drain on our finances and a drain on my emotions.’


‘That’s charming, that is! I cooked tea for you last night.’


‘A plate of egg and chips?’ Tina scoffed. ‘If that’s your idea of pulling your weight, you’re more deluded than I thought.’


Rick was breathing hard now and his fists were clenched, but Tina ploughed on. She had never stood up to him like this before and she suddenly felt empowered. 


‘You need the sort of help that I can’t give you.’


Without warning he stood up, reached across the table and grabbed her hair.


‘There’s someone else, isn’t there? Who is he? I’ll kill him, and then I’ll kill you.’


Tina stared defiantly into his eyes. 


‘There’s no one else, Rick. Can’t you just accept that I’m leaving you because of you? This is nobody’s fault but yours.’


He released his grip on her hair.


‘Why do you make me do these things to you?’ he said softly. ‘Please, Tina, don’t go. I need you.’


Tina reached for her coat and picked up her little suitcase.


‘You’ve packed? You bitch. How long have you been planning this?’


‘Oh, I don’t know. Since the day you hit me so hard across the face I needed stitches over my eye.’


‘That wasn’t my fault, my ring caught you—’


‘Since the day you punched me and split my lip, since the day you stubbed your cigarette out on my arm, since the day you first raped me, since the day you stole my money to put a bet on. Since our bloody wedding day. Should I carry on?’


As she voiced all this out loud for the first time, she found a long-buried inner strength, and with it a conviction that her sanity and indeed her very survival depended on her walking away. 


She was in the hallway now, and as she opened the front door, she held her head high and marched away without a single backwards glance.


‘Tina, come back. I’m sorry.’ Rick’s knees gave way and he crumpled to the floor.


It was all Tina could do not to break into a run as she made her way down the terraced street. She felt like she could run and run forever. And she would need to when Rick discovered that she had raided his back pocket whilst he was asleep and taken all his winnings. 


Later that day, Tina knocked on the door of the smart semi and waited nervously for an answer. An attractive blonde woman, fully made-up and sporting masses of gold jewellery, opened it.


‘Can I help you?’


‘You must be Sheila. I’m Tina.’


She held out her hand, which Sheila ignored.


‘Er … is Graham in?’


‘Does he know you?’ 


‘Yes, I’m a friend. I work in the shop next door to his on Saturdays.’


‘Who is it, Sheila?’ Graham called from somewhere in the house.


Sheila opened the door a little further and beckoned Tina in.


‘Says she’s a friend of yours.’


‘Tina!’ exclaimed Graham, arriving in the hallway. ‘What’s happened, love?’


Seeing Graham’s caring, concerned face made Tina’s voice wobble. ‘I’ve left him, Graham.’


‘Oh God. Come here.’ He took her in his arms and embraced her firmly.


Sheila looked on with bemusement and Graham turned to her.


‘Sheila, put the kettle on, would you?’


Tina pulled herself together. ‘It’s all right, Sheila, I’m not stopping. I just wanted to let Graham know what’s going on. He’s been a good friend to me, and if it wasn’t for what he did for me yesterday, I wouldn’t have been able to leave.’


‘You took his money?’ Graham asked incredulously.


Tina managed a smile. ‘Every penny. I’ve found a small bedsit to rent. I spotted it a few weeks ago but couldn’t afford it then. Anyway, it’s still available so I’m going there. It’s not too bad really. The furniture’s ancient and the walls are so thin I can hear the bloke next door change his mind, but at least it’s all mine.’ 


‘He’ll come looking for you, you know,’ Graham said gravely.


‘I’ve no doubt he will. He knows where I work, he may turn up at the shop too, but I don’t care. He won’t lay a finger on me in public. He’s way too clever for that.’


‘He could follow you, though.’


‘Please, Graham. Don’t you think I know all this? Why do you think it’s taken me so long to make the break?’


‘Sorry. Do you need a hand moving in?’


‘I only left with a small suitcase so there wasn’t much to move in really, but thanks anyway. Look, I’d better get going. I’ve a few things to do.’


‘If you’re sure. I’ll pop into the shop next Saturday. Take care of yourself now.’


As Tina settled down later that evening with a cup of cocoa, she began to relax a little. She was exhausted, so she allowed her head to loll back on the settee and closed her eyes. She felt strangely empty as she reflected on her disastrous four-year marriage. She didn’t know what the future would hold and this filled her with both fear and excitement. She fumbled in her handbag for a tissue, and when she couldn’t find one, she tipped the contents of the bag out on to the floor. Lying on top of all the clutter was the letter she had found in the pocket of that old suit. Feeling incredibly intrusive, she picked it up and carefully opened the sealed envelope, trying not to damage it in any way. The writing was neat enough but strangely childlike, as though the writer was not used to using a pen. Tina tucked her legs beneath her and began to read.


180 Gillbent Road


Manchester


4th September 1939


My darling Christina


I’m not very good at this sort of thing, as you know, but right now my heart is breaking and this is spurring me on. The way I treated you yesterday was unforgivable, but please know that it was just the shock and no reflection of my feelings towards you. These past few months have been the happiest of my life. I know I’ve never told you this before, but I love you, Chrissie, and if you let me I want to spend every day we have left together proving it to you. Your father tells me you don’t want to see me anymore and I don’t blame you, but it is not just about us now – there is the baby to consider. I want to be a good father and a good husband. Yes, Chrissie, that is my clumsy way of proposing. Please say you will be my wife so we can raise our child together. The war may separate us physically, but our emotional bond will be unbreakable.


I need you to forgive me, Chrissie. I love you. 


Forever yours, 


Billy xxx


She finished reading and shivered involuntarily. Although she never used her full name, she had been christened Christina herself and she felt an instant bond with this Chrissie. It was all so sad. Why had Billy not posted his letter? What became of Chrissie and their baby? Maybe she could try to find out who these people were and deliver the letter to its rightful recipient. At the very least it would be a welcome distraction from all her other problems. 
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Billy Stirling had always known he was handsome, because his mother never tired of telling him so. It came as no surprise to anyone that at the age of twenty-one, he was never short of female attention. His black hair, worn a little too long, was swept back with Brylcreem, his clean-shaven face revealed a dark, almost swarthy complexion, and amazingly, given the number of cigarettes he smoked, his teeth were a brilliant white and perfectly straight. When he laughed, his smile illuminated his face and his cheeks revealed dimples that made him look like an audacious schoolboy. The deep scar over his left eyebrow only added to his exotic looks, and there were always gasps of sympathy from adoring girls when he told the story of how he had acquired it. Not that he could remember anything about the incident, but his mother had told him the tale many times.


Alice Stirling loved her son with a fierce intensity and was extremely protective of him. Her husband, Henry, thought she thoroughly spoiled him, and was even a little jealous of the amount of love and attention she  lavished on the boy. When their first-born son, Edward, died in infancy from consumption, Alice had been inconsolable and blamed herself. Nothing Henry said or did could reassure her that she was not at fault. If only he had managed to sound convincing, she might have believed him. All Henry knew was that he had returned at the end of the Great War and his son was dead. He never even got to hold him.


Edward was only five months old when he died and his little body was too fragile to sustain the relentless coughing up of blood, night sweats and fever so typical of the disease. Even though consumption was associated with poor hygiene conditions, Alice had cared for her son in the best way she could. She knew that they were poor. Food was scarce since rationing had started in January 1918, but this was the case with the majority of families during the war and their babies hadn’t died. The flat they rented was a one-room hovel, but Alice had done her best to keep it clean. It was damp and clammy and the moisture clung to everything. Edward had been a sickly baby from birth and the smell of his regularly regurgitated milk hung in the air. At bed time, Alice swaddled him in blankets and took him into her bed, where she held him close all night, waking frequently to check he was still breathing. However, in spite of all her efforts, Edward had died anyway and the guilt had gnawed away at her, slowly sapping her belief in herself as a mother. After he came home from the trenches, Henry withdrew into himself and Alice found it increasingly difficult to reach him. They rarely spoke to each other and this miserable existence seemed set to define their marriage. Even though she doubted herself as a mother, Alice longed for another baby. There was an emptiness in her that could only be filled by nurturing a new life. However, the chances of her falling pregnant were non-existent given the distance that had grown between her and Henry.


One day not long after little Edward had passed away, Alice overheard two women gossiping in the corner shop. Her ears pricked up and she sidled closer so she could hear what was being said. When she had heard enough, she left the shop with her heart racing and hurried home. To her relief, Henry was not there. She quickly changed into her Sunday best, complete with fur hat and gloves. The hat smelled musty and dank but it would have to do. She gave it a quick brush and arranged it carefully on her head, then regarded herself in the tiny square mirror over the kitchen sink, which also doubled as their bathroom, and added a smear of pink lipstick. She knew she should really wear flat shoes for the long walk ahead, but heels looked so much more elegant with her suit. With one final look in the mirror, her face a picture of determination, Alice closed the front door and set off at a brisk, purposeful pace.


The grey facade of the orphanage was ingrained with decades of dirt, and weeds grew in abundance in the gutters. The black paint on the front door had long since lost its lustre and was now cracked and peeling. The whole place looked austere and most unwelcoming. Nevertheless, Alice swallowed her apprehension and climbed the stone steps to the entrance porch. She wafted away a cobweb that had caught in her hat. The huge brass knocker was stiff and she fumbled with it clumsily before managing to coax the iron ring into producing a satisfactory rap. After what seemed like an eternity, the heavy door opened and a woman in a starched nurse’s uniform looked Alice up and down.


‘Yes? Can I help you?’


It was at this point that Alice realised she had not rehearsed what she was going to say.


‘Hello … Er … I … My name is Alice Stirling,’ she stumbled. ‘May I come in?’


The nurse folded her arms across her chest and stared down at her. ‘Do you have an appointment?’ 


‘No, I’m afraid not. Is that a problem?’


The nurse shook her head and sighed but opened the door wider and beckoned Alice inside.


‘Wait here. I’ll get Matron.’


Alice watched as she disappeared down the hall. The smell of disinfectant and over-boiled cabbage pervaded the air, a combination that made her feel nauseous. Her mouth was dry and perspiration beaded on the back of her neck. She was beginning to regret wearing the hat.


‘How can I help you?’


She spun round. The matron had a kind, expressive face that did not fit with her voice, and Alice was momentarily taken aback.


‘My name is Alice Stirling and I’m here about the baby.’


‘What baby? We have lots of babies here.’


‘Of course,’ Alice apologised. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t know his name.’


‘You’ll need to be more specific, I’m afraid.’


A baby began to cry in the distance and Alice suddenly felt her throat constrict and her eyes fill with tears. She wiped them away with her gloved hand.


‘Are you all right?’ asked Matron, her tone softening somewhat.


‘Not really. I lost my baby, you see.’


‘And you think he might be here?’


Alice was confused for a second.


‘Oh no, of course not. He’s dead.’


The matron’s eyes widened at the bluntness of Alice’s response. She took her by the arm and led her to her office, and closed the door.


‘Now, why don’t you tell me what all this is about?’


Alice felt an overwhelming desire to unburden herself.


‘My baby, my beautiful son Edward, died when he was only five months old. Consumption, they said. There was nothing I could do, but I know that Henry—’


‘Henry?’ interrupted Matron.


‘My husband,’ explained Alice. ‘I know he blames me. He says he doesn’t, of course, but I couldn’t even keep Edward alive until his father returned from the war. What sort of a mother am I? He never got to see his own son. Now we barely speak. He drinks too much and never shows me any affection. He thinks his grief is worse than mine because at least I got to spend five precious months with Edward.’


The matron handed her a handkerchief.


‘Now, now. Don’t blame yourself. Lots of babies die from consumption. It’s very common, you know. I’m sure you did everything you could.’


Alice blew her nose noisily. 


‘It wasn’t enough, though, was it?’ She didn’t know how much longer she could endure this misery.


Matron glanced at the clock on the wall. 


‘We’re about to have tea now and I need to go and supervise. Why don’t you join us?’


‘You’re very kind. I will, thank you.’


‘Then you can tell me what brings you here. You mentioned a baby …’


Alice followed the matron to the dining room, where the children were already seated at long wooden tables. Tea was simple, just thick slices of bread and butter and a watery stew.


She knew it was him the moment she saw him. It was the heavy gash over his left eyebrow that confirmed it. She went up to him as he sat in his high chair banging his spoon. As soon as she approached, he stopped, beamed a toothless smile and held his arms aloft, asking to be picked up. She scooped him up and breathed in his milky scent. He wore a little paper wristband bearing his name and date of birth. William Edwards. 20th March 1918.


‘It’s all right,’ Alice whispered in his ear. ‘Mama’s here now.’


Later, in Matron’s office, she learnt the full story of how little Billy had ended up in the orphanage. Like Alice, Billy’s mother, Frances Edwards, had given birth during the war, but tragically his father, Albert, had been killed in action just a month before the end of hostilities. On Armistice Day, 11 November 1918, as church bells around the country rang out in celebration, Frances cradled her precious baby and held him tight as she leapt off a railway bridge. She was killed instantly, but miraculously, Billy survived with only a deep cut over his left eyebrow. It seemed his mother’s body had cushioned his fall. Despite various pleas, no relatives had come forward to claim him, so he had been placed in the orphanage by the authorities. 


Alice wiped a tear from the corner of her eye.


‘So what will happen to him now?’


Matron shrugged. ‘We’ll look after him here. He’ll be well cared for.’


‘I’ll take him,’ Alice declared. ‘He’s a baby without a mother and I’m a mother without a baby. Please, Matron.’


Matron looked doubtful. ‘We don’t have a formal adoption policy, but there will be some checks and paperwork to go through.’ She looked at Alice’s pleading expression. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’


Alice gave a thin smile. ‘Thank you. I’ll talk to my husband.’


Billy had left the orphanage one week later with only two possessions: his late mother’s engagement ring, and a Flanders poppy, which Albert had pressed and sent to Frances from the trenches. With it was a letter.


12th October 1918


My darling Frances,


I wish you could see these poppies in the fields. They are even more stunning when they are blowing in the wind. I saved this one from the Flanders mud. Look after our boy. I can’t wait to meet him. 


All my love and affection for ever.


Albert xx 


He was killed in action two days later.


Now, in the spring of 1939, at the age of twenty-one, Billy was devoted to his adoptive mother. His relationship with his father, however, was a little complicated, to say the least. He found that the best way to deal with the situation was to keep his distance.  Henry Stirling spent an awful lot of time in the pub or just wandering the streets, so this wasn’t difficult. He had never really accepted Billy as his son, and the amount of love and attention Alice lavished on the boy only served to compound his feelings of resentment. 


One night, Billy and his best friend Clark were propping up the bar of their local pub. 


‘I feel sorry for you,’ announced Clark.


Billy took a long drag on his cigarette and regarded his friend.


‘Why’s that then?’


‘Well, you never experience the thrill of the chase, do you? I mean, girls just fall at your feet. All you have to do is walk into a room and the eyes of every girl in the place are on you. Where’s the challenge in that?’


Billy shrugged and clicked his fingers at the barman.


‘Two more rums when you have a minute, please, mate.’


He turned to Clark. ‘Is that what you really think? Has it ever occurred to you that girls who are obsessed by a bloke’s looks are completely shallow? They have no substance at all, and whilst they might be fun for a one-night stand, after that I’m bored with them. I want a serious, steady relationship as much as the next man.’


He passed a glass over to Clark. 


‘Cheers!’


Clark did not sound convinced. ‘I don’t stand a chance hanging around with you, do I?’ he grumbled.


This was true. Girls flocked around the two of them at the dance hall, but it was Billy they wanted to talk to, Billy they wanted to twirl them round the dance floor and Billy they wanted to walk them home at the end of the night.


‘You’re my best mate, Clark. We’ve been friends since we were kids in short trousers, with scabby knees and dirty faces. Are you suggesting we stop hanging round together in order to give you a better chance with the girls?’


Clark sighed. ‘No, of course I’m not saying that. I just feel like I’m never going to meet anyone.’


Billy slapped him on the back. ‘Snap out of it, Clark, stop feeling sorry for yourself. No girl wants a bloke who’s drowning in self-pity.’


Billy regarded his friend in the smoky atmosphere of the pub. Whilst it was true that Clark’s ginger hair and freckles were not exactly a magnet for the girls, his piercing ice-blue eyes seemed to look directly into your soul as they shone out from what was essentially a very handsome face. His lack of height could be a drawback to girls in high heels, and his lingering Black Country accent was also out of place in Manchester and made him sound a little slow-witted when actually the opposite was true. But a more solid, dependable and thoroughly decent chap it would be hard to find.


‘Sorry, Billy,’ said Clark. ‘D’you want another?’


Billy looked at his watch. ‘Better not. Mum’ll have my tea ready. I’ll see you tomorrow at the Buck, yeah?’





The Buccaneer dance hall was their favourite Friday night haunt. Clusters of girls giggled nervously at the edge of the dance floor, surreptitiously glancing around, hoping for an invitation to dance. There was a three-piece band and the lights were dim enough to create a romantic atmosphere should it be needed. This was in contrast to the dances at the local church hall, where the vicar insisted on acting as chaperone and would separate couples who, in his opinion, were getting rather too close to each other. One time Billy was literally thrown out for letting his hands stray too low down his dancing partner’s back. Needless to say, Clark had found that episode hilarious. 


There were no such restrictions at the Buccaneer, though, and after their conversation last night, Billy was determined to find Clark a lovely girl who would take him home to meet her mother, marry him and have his babies. Or, failing that, at least someone willing to dance with him. The band was in fine form and it was difficult to talk above the music. Billy cupped his hands and spoke directly into Clark’s ear.


‘Have you seen anybody you want to ask for a dance?’


Clark rubbed his ear. ‘I’m not deaf!’


‘What about those two over there?’ Billy pointed to a couple of girls who had been glancing in their direction all evening. One was tall, rather loud and wore an awful lot of make-up. She tossed her long dark hair back provocatively as she caught Billy’s eye. Her friend was obviously uncomfortable and gazed at the floor. Billy suddenly straightened up and nudged Clark.


‘Bugger me, they’re coming over.’


They both watched as the taller girl sashayed across the dance floor towards them, her friend scurrying behind trying not to slosh her drink all over the place.


‘Hello, girls,’ said Billy.


‘Evening,’ nodded Clark.


‘We noticed you looking over,’ said the taller girl, flicking her hair back again. ‘I’m Sylvia, but you can call me Syl, and this is my friend Chrissie.’


‘How do you do? I’m Billy, and this is Clark.’


Clark nodded again and wiped his sweaty palm down his trouser leg before shaking hands with the two girls.


Chrissie smiled sweetly, her blue eyes shining with amusement. Although much more reticent than her friend, she was by far the more attractive of the two. Her blonde hair was neatly curled, her skin glowed and she wore only the faintest smear of pink lipstick. Billy could hardly take his eyes off her, but Syl had other ideas. She pulled at his tie, forcing him to put down his drink.


‘Come on, let’s see what you’re made of.’


Billy made to protest, but it was no use. Syl now had him firmly by the arm and was steering him towards the dance floor. He looked back to see Clark and Chrissie settling down at a table and felt an unexpected pang of jealousy. 


Syl was a great dancer, but modesty was not one of her attributes.


‘Hey, we make a dazzling couple, don’t we?’ 


When they rejoined their friends at the table, Clark and Chrissie were so deep in conversation that they hardly noticed. The band had slowed the music down now and couples began to glide on to the dance floor for the slow numbers. Billy knew this was the part of the evening Clark always dreaded – but not tonight, it seemed. Without saying anything, he held out his hand to Chrissie, who took it shyly and stood up. Billy could only watch as Clark escorted her on to the dance floor and placed his hands around her waist. They swayed to the music as Billy and Syl looked on.


‘Aww, they make a lovely couple, don’t they?’


Billy couldn’t answer. He had the terrible feeling that he had just lost something very precious. Something he had never owned but that nevertheless should have belonged to him. Clark held Chrissie close and turned to look at him. He raised both thumbs behind her back and grinned. Billy forced a smile and lifted his glass to them. He could not explain it, but he felt as though his heart had been ripped out and replaced with a lump of lead, and he suddenly realised that Chrissie was meant to be the love of his life. Unfortunately, she was now in the arms of his best friend.
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Chrissie propped her bicycle against a wall and cursed to herself. The chain had come off, there was oil all over her white ankle socks and now she was going to have to walk the rest of the way. Fortunately, the spring day felt more like summer and she had nearly finished her round, so it could have been worse. As the daughter of a doctor and a midwife, she was used to being drafted in to help, and today she was making the daily deliveries of medicine to her father’s patients. 


Chrissie worked in the surgery in Wood Gardens in Manchester, where her duties varied from making up prescriptions to polishing the ornate mahogany medicine cabinets. Dr Skinner was a revered physician, and Chrissie was in awe of him and more than a little terrified. He was a strict disciplinarian, with his wife, his daughter and even his patients. He had no time for malingerers, and persistent offenders were often given a concoction containing no more than a mixture of lactose and some other foul-tasting substance. This smelled malodorous enough to convince the patient that it would cure them of their imagined ailment, and had the added advantage of allowing the doctor to charge three shillings and sixpence a bottle. Many a mother had regretted taking her child to see Dr Skinner about a sore throat. The next day the unfortunate boy or girl would be laid out on their own kitchen table, and with the merest whiff of chloroform, the doctor would remove their tonsils. 


Such was the reverence with which the good doctor was regarded, nobody questioned these methods, and he had built up a reputation in the community of being able to cure anything. All the well-off people in the vicinity went to see Dr Skinner. They were permitted to use the front door of the surgery and allowed to wait in the pleasant surroundings of the family’s dining room. Chrissie would even make them tea while they were waiting. There was no appointments system as such, but it was accepted by everyone that front-door patients took precedence over those who had had to enter via the back. These were the less well-off people, who struggled to pay the doctor’s bills and were considered a nuisance by him. Unfortunately, it seemed that these characters fell ill with more regularity than the good people of Manchester who had the wherewithal to pay him on time. Chrissie was frequently embarrassed by her father’s harsh attitude, and on more than one occasion had let customers off without paying. She had become rather adept at hiding these bad debts when she worked on the accounts for the practice. Dr Skinner might have been a talented physician, but an accountant he was not.


She decided to leave the bicycle where it was for now and picked up the brown paper bag from the basket on the front. This contained four more medicine bottles that needed to be delivered. Chrissie had personally made up the concoctions herself and carefully applied the sealing wax and the white label detailing the name of the patient. She was relieved to find that two of the bottles were for the same person, so that meant just three more house calls and she was finished for the day. 


It was important that she was home on time today, because tonight she was going to defy her parents’ stringent rules and go to the Buccaneer dance hall with her friend Sylvia. They had known each other since their schooldays, when Sylvia had taken her under her wing, and had remained friends ever since. They were complete opposites in almost every respect, but somehow their friendship had endured all the obstacles, not the least of which was the disapproval of Chrissie’s parents. They believed that Sylvia was a bad influence on their daughter, and did everything they could to discourage the closeness between the two girls. Tonight, however, Dr and Mrs Skinner were going out, and Chrissie had seized the opportunity to arrange a clandestine visit to the Buccaneer. As long as she was home before midnight, they would be none the wiser.


Once she had finished her deliveries, Chrissie collected her bicycle and pushed it the rest of the way home. Waiting at the garden gate was Leo, their ever-faithful Airedale terrier. He really was the most loyal, brave, intelligent creature Chrissie had ever known. Whenever she went out on her rounds, he would wait patiently at the gate for her return, greeting her with uncontained excitement. His whole body wiggled from side to side as he wagged his tail and his lips actually curled up at the sides so that he looked as though he was smiling. If Dr Skinner was out visiting patients and was required urgently back at the surgery, Leo would be dispatched into the neighbourhood with a note around his collar to find him. 


‘Hello, Leo,’ greeted Chrissie, ruffling the dog’s ears. She opened the squeaky garden gate for him, but he leapt over the wall instead and ran down the path to the front door. She could hear her parents talking in the kitchen and her heart sank a little. It was only teatime, but she needed to start getting ready for the dance. She wanted to set her hair in curlers, which would take at least an hour and could not be done with her parents still in the house.


She stepped into the kitchen, trying to appear casual.


‘What time are you going out?’


‘Good evening to you too, Chrissie,’ replied Mrs Skinner. ‘Everything all right with the deliveries?’


‘What? Oh yes, fine, except my chain came off again.’ She pointed to her oily socks.


‘Your father will put it back on tomorrow, won’t you, Samuel?’


Dr Skinner stubbed out his cigarette and lit up another. ‘It’s about time you learnt to take better care of that bike. If it’s not the chain, it’s a puncture or the damn brakes.’


‘Father, it’s not my fault—’


Mrs Skinner pressed her finger to her own lips and glared at Chrissie, who stopped abruptly.


She turned to her husband. ‘Now, now, Samuel, don’t be grumpy. Why don’t you take a bath and I’ll bring you up a whisky.’ 


‘Good idea, I think I will. I’m so tired, I might give this dinner-dance a miss tonight.’


Chrissie felt a sudden rush of panic at this news and held her breath. Sylvia would be round to call for her in a couple of hours.


Mabel Skinner ushered her husband out of the kitchen and followed him upstairs. ‘You’ll feel much better after a bath, and anyway, I’ve bought that new dress now, haven’t I? It would be a shame to waste it.’ 


Chrissie breathed a sigh of relief and called after her mother: ‘What’s for tea?’


Her mother’s muffled reply floated down the stairs. ‘Just get yourself some bread and jam, will you? Your father and I will be eating at the dance.’


Charming, thought Chrissie as she carved herself a thick slice of bread and spread it with butter, slipping a piece to the ever-patient Leo, who was drooling at her side.


At last her parents left for the evening, but not before issuing her with instructions. ‘Don’t forget to update the patients’ records from today’s surgery, make a list of all those who still owe money for medicine, and take Leo for a last walk around ten o’clock.’ Chrissie was practically pushing them out of the door by the time they had finished.


‘I won’t. Have a good time.’


‘Be good now,’ warned Dr Skinner as he took his wife’s arm and led her down the path. ‘We’ll be back around half past midnight, I expect.’ 


Chrissie watched until they were out of sight and then quickly closed the door and bounded up the stairs two at a time. By the time the doorbell went, she had bathed, set her hair and changed into the only decent dress she owned. She opened the front door just wide enough for Sylvia to slip inside.


‘You weren’t followed, were you?’ she asked in hushed tones.


Sylvia rolled her eyes. ‘We’re going to a dance, not enrolling in the Secret Service. Now let’s have a look at you.’ 


She looked her friend up and down, appraising her appearance.


‘Not bad. You could do with a little rouge and some lipstick, though.’


‘Oh, I’m not sure. I don’t want to look like a clown.’


‘Look at my face,’ Sylvia commanded. ‘Do I look like a clown?’


Chrissie scoured her friend’s heavily made-up face. Her eyebrows were perfectly arched and blackened with kohl, her skin was pale and flawless, making her bright ruby lips the centre of attention. It was a look that Chrissie could never hope to carry off.


‘Of course not, Syl, but you’re so much more sophisticated than I am. You’re tall, elegant, confident—’


Sylvia held up her hand. ‘And you are pretty and sweet, like a little golden-haired doll.’


Chrissie wasn’t sure this was such a great compliment, but she said thank you anyway.


‘Maybe I’d better have some lipstick, then.’


‘Good girl,’ said Sylvia, opening her handbag.


‘Oh no, not yours. It’s too … you know … Well, it’s not me. I’ll just run upstairs and see what my mother has.’


She returned moments later, her lips shining with a pale pink lipstick that seemed to garner Sylvia’s approval.


‘Much better,’ she proclaimed. ‘Now come on, we have got some serious dancing to do.’ She opened the door and trotted off down the path. Chrissie hurried after her.


The hall was only half full when the girls arrived, and people hadn’t really begun to dance. Regardless of this fact, the band continued to play, and Sylvia suggested they buy themselves a drink while the place filled up. After only a couple of minutes, she nudged Chrissie rather painfully in the ribs.


‘Ow, what was that for?’


‘Shh. Look at those two, just walked in.’


Chrissie turned her head to see a couple of young men striding over to the bar. 


‘The tall one is absolutely gorgeous, don’t you think? He’s mine.’ 


Chrissie had to agree. He was rather exotic-looking and she knew he wouldn’t look once, let alone twice, at her. ‘Great,’ she said. ‘I prefer the look of his friend anyway. He has a kind face, but he seems so nervous and unsure of himself, just like me!’


‘Shall I ask them to join us?’


Chrissie was horrified. ‘But shouldn’t we wait for them to ask us? I mean, it would be so forward.’


‘All right,’ conceded Sylvia. ‘I’ll give them half an hour and then I’m going over.’


She crossed her long legs and pulled up her skirt a little as the pair walked past. Chrissie shook her head and stared intently at her drink. Her friend really was incorrigible. 


The dance floor began to fill up and Sylvia noticed that the two young men had not strayed from their position near the bar. Suddenly the taller one pointed over in their direction. Sylvia wasted not one second as she caught his eye.


‘Come on, Chrissie,’ she said. ‘It’s time.’ She sashayed across the room with Chrissie trailing in her wake.


The young men introduced themselves as Billy and Clark, and Sylvia immediately dragged Billy on to the dance floor.


‘Shall we sit down?’ ventured Clark, pulling a chair out for Chrissie. ‘Can I get you another drink?’


‘No thanks, I still have this one,’ replied Chrissie.


‘Your friend’s a great dancer,’ said Clark.


‘So’s yours.’


‘What, Billy? Yeah, he’s had plenty of practice. I don’t think any girl has ever refused him a dance.’


Chrissie noticed the melancholy in Clark’s eyes. ‘Never mind about Billy, tell me about you.’


‘Me?’ Clark looked astonished. ‘Well, what do you want to know?’


Chrissie realised that he was actually more nervous than she was, and this relaxed her a little. She shrugged. ‘Well, where are you from? Not from round here by the sound of it.’


‘You’re right. I was born in Birmingham but we came to live in Manchester when I was seven. I met Billy at school and we’ve been friends ever since. I used to get teased because I spoke differently to everybody else, but Billy stuck up for me, and as he was the most popular lad in the class, they all listened to him. My schooldays would have been awful without him. In turn I’d sometimes do his homework for him. Not that he’s thick or anything, you understand, he was just always so busy with his sport and everything that he never really gave much thought to his studies. His mother spoils him rotten too. That lad can run rings round anyone.’


Chrissie glanced at Billy and Syl on the dance floor. Billy seemed distracted and kept looking over at their table. When he saw Chrissie watching, he gave her a small smile and she felt her neck flush. She turned away in embarrassment. 


‘It looks like he’s met his match with Syl.’


‘Oh, he’ll be all right. She’s gorgeous, isn’t she? Billy always gets the best-looking ones.’


Chrissie stared into Clark’s blue eyes and waited for him to realise what he had just said. He looked mortified. ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean … You’re very pretty, in a much less obvious way,’ he floundered. ‘I mean, you don’t need all that make-up and stuff, you’re naturally pretty and—’


Chrissie held up her hand and smiled. ‘Enough! I forgive you.’


She sneaked a peek at her watch.


‘I’m not keeping you, am I?’ asked Clark.


‘Not at all. It’s just that I have to be back by midnight, which means leaving for the walk home about eleven thirty.’


‘Plenty of time,’ said Clark, relaxing a little. ‘Would you like a cigarette?’


‘No thanks, I don’t smoke, but you go ahead.’


‘If you’re sure?’


Clark opened his packet of Capstan and took out a cigarette. ‘Tell me about yourself.’


‘Not much to tell really. I work for my father, Dr Skinner, in the surgery. My mother’s the local midwife so  I sometimes help her as well, but I’m a bit squeamish. I’ve seen enough births to put me off sex for good.’


Immediately the words were out, Chrissie wanted the ground to swallow her up. She could feel her face flushing a bright scarlet. She couldn’t imagine what on earth had possessed her to say such a thing. Clark choked on his drink and spluttered the amber liquid down his chin.


‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean …’ Chrissie apologised.


Clark began to laugh, and Chrissie joined in until they were both helpless.


By the time Billy and Syl returned to the table, they were deep in conversation again. The band had slowed the music right down, and Clark silently stood up and held out his hand. Chrissie took it and allowed herself to be guided on to the dance floor. They were timid and awkward at first, with Clark treading clumsily on her toes, but as they got used to the feel of each other’s bodies, they both began to enjoy the experience. Clark was not much taller than Chrissie, so it was easy for her to look into his eyes. He smiled back and pulled her closer, allowing her to catch the scent of his skin, a fresh, citrusy smell, only slightly masked by tobacco. She wondered suddenly if he would attempt to kiss her, and that caused panic to rise inside her. She took deep breaths and forced herself to calm down. She was nineteen years old, for goodness’ sake. 


Her arms were around Clark’s neck now, and she pulled him closer to steal another look at her watch behind his head. He bowed into her neck and his arms tightened around her waist. She was astonished to see that it was almost eleven thirty already. She needed to be making a move, but she was reluctant to break the spell. She silently cursed her father. 


When the music eventually stopped, they gently parted.


‘I’m sorry, but I really need to be going now.’


‘I understand. Would you like me to walk you home?’


Chrissie glanced over at Billy and Sylvia. She was gently caressing his face, running her fingers over his scar. He looked decidedly uncomfortable.


‘That would be lovely, thank you. I’ll just have to see if Syl minds.’


Of course Syl didn’t mind. She was entranced by Billy and was glad Clark and Chrissie were leaving so they could have time to themselves. 


Clark sidled over to Billy.


‘I can’t believe it. She’s lovely,’ he enthused. ‘I’ve offered to walk her home. You don’t mind, do you? Looks like you’ve got your hands full here anyway.’


‘No, mate. You go ahead. Good luck!’ 


Chrissie joined Clark and Billy. ‘Are you ready to go?’ she asked. 


‘Yes, I am,’ replied Clark, taking hold of her hand.


‘Goodbye, Billy. It was nice to meet you.’ She held out her other hand to Billy, and as he took it, their eyes met for a second. Chrissie felt muddled by what she saw. It was a mixture of incredible sadness and longing. His eyes were such a deep brown you could hardly see his pupils.


‘Goodbye, Chrissie. You look after Clark now.’ He winked as he said it, and she flushed again, grabbing on to Clark’s arm to steady herself, heady with confusion.


‘Er … I will. Bye now,’ she managed.


Billy held her gaze and her hand for a second longer, until Sylvia pulled him to his feet.


‘Come on, we’ve got time for another dance.’


Clark and Chrissie made their way to the exit, hand in hand. Clark opened the door for her and Chrissie fought the urge to look back. Clark was lovely and she felt totally relaxed in his company, so why did she feel she was leaving with the wrong man?


Although the April evening was somewhat chilly, by the time Chrissie and Clark arrived back at her house, the brisk walk had warmed them through and Chrissie was slightly out of breath. Clark looked at his watch.


‘Five past twelve. I think we did pretty well.’


Chrissie was relieved. The house was in darkness so her parents were obviously not yet home. Now came the awkward bit.


‘I can’t ask you in, I’m afraid. My parents will be back soon, and—’


Clark put his fingers to her lips. ‘It’s not a problem, but I’d really like to see you again.’


She hesitated as she thought of Billy and the dejection  she had seen in his eyes. She imagined him and Sylvia swaying together in the soporific gloom of the dance hall. He could never be interested in a naïve, innocent girl like her anyway. She suddenly became aware of Clark’s expectant face. She nodded. ‘I’d like that too.’ 


‘Really?’ Clark sounded astonished.


Chrissie laughed. ‘Yes, really. I have Sunday free. Perhaps we could go for a walk.’


‘Perfect,’ said Clark. ‘I’ll call round about one o’clock.’


Chrissie felt momentary panic. ‘Er, no. I’ll meet you in the park, at the bandstand. I’ll bring some sandwiches and a flask if you like.’


‘I shall look forward to it.’ He raised her hand and softly kissed the back of it. Then, without another word, he turned and walked away. 


As Chrissie opened the garden gate, she froze in absolute horror. Sitting on the doorstep, shivering and whimpering, was Leo. She knew she had left him in the house, so this could only mean one thing. Her parents were already home.
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Chrissie fumbled in her handbag for her key. In her frenzied haste, she went through the contents twice before realising that it had actually been in her coat pocket all the time. Leo was circling round her ankles demanding to be fussed.


‘Stop it, Leo, please. I need to get in the house.’


She held her breath as she entered the hall. All was quiet and in darkness. That was very strange indeed. Maybe her parents weren’t home after all. Perhaps she had left the back door open and Leo had escaped that way. She felt along the hallway to the kitchen and flicked on the light, causing her to squint in the sudden brightness. Leo had followed her through and was now lapping thirstily at his water. The back door was locked and there were two used coffee cups on the table. 


Chrissie’s heart sank as she heard a creaking on the staircase. Panic turned to sheer terror as she swung round to see her father standing in the doorway. He was absolutely incandescent with rage, crimson-faced and taking deep breaths, obviously having difficulty in finding the words that would adequately convey his wrath. As Chrissie stood there shaking, Leo cowering behind her, Dr Skinner took one step further, raised his hand and hit her hard across the face. She reeled backwards, fell over Leo and hit her head on the stone floor. Still without uttering a word, Dr Skinner turned abruptly on his heel and stomped back upstairs.


Chrissie could taste blood in her mouth and felt herself beginning to retch. She sat up, but that made the room spin, so she lay back down again and began to weep. Leo licked her face, then curled up beside her, and they spent the rest of the night in fitful slumber on the hard, unforgiving floor.


On Saturday lunchtime, Billy and Clark met in the pub for a pint.


‘I can’t wait, Bill,’ Clark said, passing a drink over to his friend.


‘So, where are you meeting her?’ asked Billy. He knew he should be pleased for Clark, as he’d waited so long for a date, but he was jealous and finding it difficult to hide.


‘In the park, by the bandstand. She’s bringing a picnic.’


‘That’s nice. Did you kiss her?’


Clark was taken aback by the sudden question. ‘Er, no, only on the hand.’


Billy was relieved. ‘Maybe you will tomorrow then?’


‘I’m not rushing it, Billy. I don’t want to spoil things. I think she could be the one.’


‘You’ve only met her once.’


‘I know, it’s ridiculous, but she’s just so warm and friendly and—’


‘Like a Labrador?’


Clark snorted into his pint. ‘Bugger off, Billy.’ He laughed. ‘You know what I mean.’


That was the trouble. Billy did know, because he felt exactly the same way.


The next day, Clark waited anxiously by the bandstand. It was ten past one already and there was no sign of Chrissie. There was no need to panic just yet, he reasoned to himself as he checked his watch again. The spring day was unseasonably warm and he was regretting wearing his suit and tie. His stomach was in knots and he felt like he needed to use the toilet yet again. There were some public conveniences within his sight, but he didn’t dare go in case Chrissie arrived in his absence and assumed he had not turned up. He bounced from one foot to the other, nervously pulling his cuffs and smoothing his tie. He stared at the park gates, willing Chrissie to skip through them. He imagined her looking all fresh-faced and glowing, carrying a brown wicker picnic basket and a tartan rug, apologising profusely for her tardiness. He would politely kiss her on the cheek and insist that no, she wasn’t that late, and tell her how beautiful she looked. She would be slightly out of breath through hurrying and they would collapse on the rug together, where they would lie with fingers interlocking as though they had known each other all their lives.


By half past one, Clark knew with absolute certainty that Chrissie wasn’t coming. How could he have been so stupid as to believe she ever would? Girls like Chrissie had always been out of his reach and nothing had changed. He slumped down on the grass and savagely pulled the head off a daffodil. Its petals were crusty now and past their best, soon to wither completely and become an eyesore instead of the dazzling display of hope and happiness they had once been. 


Alone in her bedroom, Chrissie peered at her reflection in the mirror on her dressing table. The cut on her lip had now congealed with blood, but it was still swollen, and her head pounded. Her heart ached as she looked at the clock and wondered how long Clark would wait by the bandstand before giving up. She boiled with silent rage. Her father had no right to keep her prisoner like this. She had spent the whole of Saturday locked in her room with little to eat or drink. Now it was Sunday and there didn’t seem to be any hope of a release. 


On Saturday morning she had faced a grilling from both parents about the previous evening’s escapade.


‘I only went with Syl to the dance hall,’ she protested.


‘Which one?’ demanded her father, as if it would make any difference.


‘The Buccaneer.’


‘That den of iniquity?’ He turned to his wife. ‘I told you, Mabel, this girl’s out of control.’


Chrissie couldn’t help herself and actually laughed out loud.


‘Samuel, don’t exaggerate,’ Mabel admonished.


She turned to her daughter. ‘You should have asked us if you wanted to go out. It’s the deceit we find intolerable, you see.’


‘I knew you wouldn’t agree to it.’


‘Who was that boy you were with?’ Samuel Skinner suddenly demanded. He must have been looking out of the window. Thank God they hadn’t kissed, thought Chrissie. He would have been incensed.


‘His name is Clark,’ she said defiantly. ‘He is a decent chap, very polite, and he saw that I got home safely.’


‘What happened to Sylvia?’ asked Mabel.


‘I left her at the dance hall with Clark’s friend Billy.’


‘That girl is a bad influence, always has been,’ muttered Samuel.


Chrissie started to defend her friend, but she opened her mouth too wide, which caused her lip to start bleeding again. She dabbed at it with a tissue. Her father averted his gaze and had the decency to look a little ashamed.


‘Look, I’m sorry I hit you,’ he admitted. ‘We just worry about you, that’s all. We can come to some arrangement about letting you go out a bit more if you like, but you overstepped the mark last night and for that you need to be punished.’


As if a slap in the face and a night on the kitchen floor wasn’t punishment enough, thought Chrissie bitterly.


‘You will spend the rest of the day in your room,’ said Mabel. She stared at the floor so she wouldn’t have to see the look of resentment on her daughter’s face.


‘The rest of the weekend,’ insisted Samuel.


Mabel glared at her husband before continuing. 


‘You will spend the rest of the weekend in your room.’


Chrissie thought about her meeting with Clark and began to protest. Her father raised his hand to silence her, and Chrissie actually flinched.


‘Enough! Go to your room at once.’ 


She stood up miserably and started to climb the stairs.


Mabel called after her: ‘I’ll bring you a little something to eat later.’


‘Don’t forget to take Leo out, then,’ Chrissie retorted. ‘And the returned medicine bottles have to be washed before Monday. Oh, and the surgery instruments need disinfecting.’ She felt this was a minor victory, and a wry smile played across her lips as she closed her bedroom door.


Now she felt terrible for letting Clark down, though she prayed silently that he wouldn’t come to call for her. That would incur such wrath from her father that she feared she would never see beyond the four walls of her bedroom again. She had no way of contacting him, as she didn’t even know his surname, let alone where he lived. She was desperate to explain, and the helplessness and guilt she felt left her breathless. Clark would believe he had been stood up, and he did not deserve that. He seemed such a kind and considerate person, but beset with self-doubt and an utter lack of confidence. Chrissie recalled the expression on his face when she had agreed to meet him. A look of total disbelief, followed by elation as he realised she wanted to see him again. Now he would be simply crushed.


When Billy entered the pub that evening for last orders, the barman immediately nodded over to the corner of the room. There, slumped in a chair, surrounded by empty glasses and overflowing ashtrays, was Clark. 


‘Been there since opening,’ informed the barman. ‘Banging on the door he was. Made a terrible racket.’


Billy walked over and pulled up a stool. Clark’s tie was askew and he had his sleeves rolled up. His eyelids drooped over his bloodshot eyes as he gazed into yet another pint.


‘All right there, mate?’ ventured Billy. ‘I take it this means it didn’t go well with Chrissie.’


‘It didn’t go at all.’


Billy’s heart quickened. ‘How do you mean?’


‘Didn’t show up, did she.’


Clark could not keep the bitterness out of his voice. He lit up another cigarette and coughed violently. 


‘Look at the state of you,’ said Billy. ‘Don’t you think you’ve had enough?’


‘Enough of what? Cigarettes, alcohol or yet more disappointment?’


‘Come on, pull yourself together and tell me what happened.’


Clark leant back in his chair and rubbed his face. 


‘Like I said, she never showed up. Left me standing there like an idiot. I really liked her, Billy. Why did she do this to me?’


‘I’m sure there must be a good reason,’ Billy said, hoping he was wrong. ‘She seemed keen the other night. She can’t have just changed her mind, surely?’


‘I’m finished with girls. More trouble than they’re worth,’ said Clark.


On Monday morning, Billy stood outside the surgery in Wood Gardens. Clark had told him Chrissie’s surname and that she was a doctor’s daughter, so it hadn’t needed Sherlock Holmes’s powers of deduction to work out where she lived. He wasn’t even sure why he was here, let alone what he was going to say, but he felt compelled to see her again. She had awakened something in him on Friday night that was difficult to explain. Maybe it was because she’d seemed more interested in Clark than him, a situation that had never occurred before. All the time he was lumbered with the beautiful but ghastly Sylvia, he could not stop thinking about Chrissie. Every time he glanced over to where she and Clark were sitting, he had felt a stabbing pang of jealousy. 


Billy knew that Clark had always felt inferior to him because of his popularity at school, but in truth it was Billy who was in awe of Clark. While Billy worked at the local bakery in a job that was not exactly stimulating or well paid, Clark was employed by the Manchester Co-Operative Society collecting cash for goods that had been bought on credit. He had once showed Billy the huge leather-bound ledger, explaining that all the payments needed to be entered into it and then balanced. Billy had shaken his head in wonder and wished he had concentrated harder at school. His job at the bakery consisted of shift work, and he often toiled through the night and then slept all the next day. On the plus side, however, he did receive his fair share of free custard tarts.


He suddenly heard a dog barking, and a large curly-coated black-and-tan dog appeared from the ginnel at the side of the house, followed by Chrissie pushing her bicycle. Billy watched from behind a bush as she struggled to turn the bicycle upside down and cursed out loud as it toppled over. He hesitated slightly before coming out from his hiding place and opening the garden gate.


‘Need any help?’ he asked.


The dog rushed to greet him as though he was a long-lost friend. Chrissie looked up and raised her eyebrows. Billy could see she recognised him instantly.


‘Thank you, that’s very kind.’


He strode over and settled the bike on its seat and handlebars. He noticed immediately the cut on her lip and a yellow bruise on her cheek.


‘The chain came off. My father was supposed to have fixed it but he forgot,’ explained Chrissie.


‘Would you like me to do it?’


‘If you don’t mind, that would be very helpful.’


Billy removed his jacket and rolled up his shirt sleeves. In a matter of seconds he had put the chain on and turned the bike back up the right way.


‘All done,’ he said, rubbing his hands together in an effort to get rid of the oil.


He’d noticed Chrissie looking around nervously as he worked. Now she seemed anxious to be gone. 


‘Are you all right, Chrissie?’ he asked gently.


‘Please, come with me,’ she said.


She wheeled the bicycle down the path and Billy held the gate open for her. They walked in silence for a couple of minutes, until they reached the square patch of greenery from which Wood Gardens acquired its name. Chrissie propped the bicycle against the railings, and they found a bench and sat there side by side.


Billy stared directly ahead as he asked, ‘What happened to your face?’


He listened in horror as she recounted the tale.


‘Your father did this to you?’


‘It’s nothing really. It was my own fault. I shouldn’t have sneaked out like that. My parents are very strict, you see. They worry about me.’


Billy was silently fuming at the thought of Dr Skinner raising his hand to Chrissie and then keeping her locked up all weekend. He turned to face her and gently cupped her face in his hands, letting his thumb graze over her split lip. It was a bold move for a near-stranger, and one that he had not planned. Chrissie looked stunned, but seemed more than content to let Billy gaze into her eyes. 


After a while, she spoke.


‘How’s Clark?’


The question completely broke the bond between them and Billy dropped his hands and looked away. 


‘I’m sorry,’ Chrissie continued. ‘But I feel terrible about letting him down yesterday.’


‘You had good reason,’ said Billy. ‘A prisoner in your own home …’


‘Have you seen him? I feel I ought to explain, but I have no idea how to contact him.’


‘I’ve seen him, yeah,’ admitted Billy. ‘He was pretty fed up, to be honest, but he’ll get over it, I expect.’


‘Especially when I tell him the reason,’ said Chrissie.


‘Do you have to tell him?’ implored Billy.


‘Why ever not?’


Billy knew he was being unreasonable, spiteful even, but he couldn’t help himself. He was ashamed to admit it, but he wanted this girl even at the cost of his friend’s happiness. 


‘Chrissie, look. When I met you on Friday night, I couldn’t take my eyes off you. It was you I wanted to talk to, dance with, but that bloody Sylvia practically kidnapped me, and then you and Clark seemed to be getting along so well. I was devastated when he said he was walking you home.’


Chrissie looked pained. ‘I felt the same way too, but I never dreamed anyone so … so … well, you know … so handsome would ever look at me.’


Billy took hold of her hand and squeezed it gently. ‘You are beautiful, Chrissie. You have poise, grace and elegance. Sylvia cannot hold a candle to you.’


She blushed and gave him a coy smile. 


‘What happened with you and Sylvia?’ 


‘Nothing.’ Billy shrugged. ‘I walked her home out of politeness but said I couldn’t see her again because there was someone else in my life.’


‘Is there?’ asked Chrissie nervously.


He winked. ‘Not yet.’


Chrissie jumped to her feet, a look of alarm on her face.


‘I really need to get on.’


‘Can I see you again?’ asked Billy.


‘I’d like that, but what about Clark?’


Billy was ashamed to admit he had forgotten all about his friend.


‘I’ll talk to him,’ he assured her.


Billy had considered keeping his fledgling romance with Chrissie a secret from Clark, but he realised that wouldn’t be possible, and in any event it was the coward’s way out. A filthy, duplicitous little scumbag he might be, but a coward he was not. The conversation could have gone better.


‘What do you mean, you’re taking Chrissie out?’ Clark asked incredulously. 


‘I’m sorry, Clark, really I am, but Chrissie and I just clicked. We both feel the same way and—’


Billy was unable to finish his sentence as Clark grabbed him by the throat.


‘You just can’t bear to see me happy, can you? What is it with you? You know I was so excited about seeing her, you know how long I’ve waited for a girl like Chrissie, or any girl for that matter, but you have to spoil everything. You are fucking unbelievable, Billy!’ Clark’s eyes blazed with fury and spit gathered at the corners of his mouth as he shoved Billy hard against the wall.


‘Calm down, mate …’ Billy was completely taken aback by his friend’s uncharacteristic outburst.


‘I am not your mate. I never want to set eyes on you again. Ever.’


Clark stormed off, leaving Billy gaping after him. So that was it. A boyhood friendship severed for the sake of a girl. It must have happened countless times, in places all around the globe, but the thought did nothing to console Billy. Now he was determined to make Chrissie happy at whatever cost. Unfortunately, two men, neither of whom Billy had met, would conspire against him. One was Chrissie’s father, Dr Skinner, and the other was busy marauding his way through Europe, hell-bent on expanding his empire. 
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The summer of 1939 was the happiest of Billy’s life. Even with the constant threat of war hanging over the nation, he was in a permanent state of euphoria. His relationship with Chrissie had matured into something real and tangible despite the disapproval of her father. As could have been predicted by anybody, Samuel Skinner had a profound dislike of Billy and only barely tolerated him. In his eyes, Billy was nowhere near a match for his daughter. He was an orphaned nuisance in a dead-end job, idolised by his deluded mother and practically ignored by his alcoholic father. Dr Skinner remembered the family well. Alice Stirling was a worrier and after the death of her first-born son, she had brought the adopted Billy to his surgery with tedious regularity. Now his daughter was smitten with Billy Stirling and that riled the good doctor no end. 


At least Chrissie had had the good sense to approach her father about Billy and not go behind his back. Dr Skinner in turn had assumed the relationship would be shallow and short-lived, but his judgement had turned out to be wrong. His only hope was that Billy would be called up to serve his National Service in the not-too-distant future and that that would herald the end of the matter. 


The first meeting between the two of them had not gone well. Dr Skinner had not seen Billy since he was a boy, but he recognised the name and knew him instantly. The scar over his left eyebrow was still as visible as ever.


‘Good evening, Dr Skinner,’ said Billy, holding out his hand.


The doctor ignored it and turned to Chrissie.


‘I want you home by ten o’clock.’


Mabel Skinner appeared from the kitchen, still in her midwife’s uniform.


‘You must be Billy,’ she said. ‘I’m very pleased to meet you.’


Samuel glared at his wife as she and Billy shook hands. It had taken Mabel all her persuasive powers to convince her husband that they should allow Chrissie a little more freedom.


‘Thank you, Mrs Skinner. I’ll take good care of your daughter.’


‘Come on, Billy, let’s go,’ urged Chrissie.


Mabel disappeared back into the kitchen and Chrissie and Billy started down the front path as Samuel Skinner watched from the door.


Billy suddenly caught Chrissie’s arm. ‘Wait here for a second, will you?’


He retreated up the path and arrived at the front door just as Samuel Skinner was closing it. He slipped his foot inside and pushed his face close to the doctor’s. 


‘If you ever lay one more finger on your daughter, I swear to you I will kill you with my bare hands.’


Dr Skinner was not usually lost for words, but he watched in stunned disbelief as Billy strode off, placing his arm protectively around Chrissie’s waist.


Billy had never had a significant romantic relationship before, and he cherished the feelings it aroused in him. He knew he was falling in love, and not even the vile Dr Skinner could dampen his ardour. However, he was terrified that war would soon be declared and he would be sent off to some far-flung battlefield to take part in a conflict he barely understood. Billy had only been a baby at the end of the Great War, but he knew it had taken the life of his father, and indirectly that of his mother too. It all seemed so senseless, and now another war was threatening to scupper his burgeoning relationship with Chrissie.


The two of them were strolling hand in hand along a quiet stream. The weather was bright and sunny, the sky a deep azure, and the birds – yellowhammers, skylarks and song thrushes – seemed to be competing to see who could sing loudest and sweetest. The scent of wild garlic hung in the air and watercress grew in abundance in the water. Chrissie was wearing her favourite summer dress: pale blue with little yellow polka dots and a white belt that nipped in her narrow waist. Billy had taken his jacket off and carried it over his shoulder with one hand, a bulging picnic basket in the other. Leo bounded ahead of them, chasing every rabbit in sight but catching none.


‘Where would you like to stop?’ Billy asked.


Chrissie surveyed the riverbank. ‘Over there, under that oak tree. It will be nice and cool.’


Together they spread the picnic rug on the long grass and sat down. Chrissie opened the basket and took out hard-boiled eggs, potted meat sandwiches, ripe tomatoes and home-made fruit cake. Leo sat between them and put his cute face on. He never took his eyes off the sandwiches, and eventually a long sliver of drool escaped his mouth and landed on the rug.


‘For goodness’ sake, Leo,’ cried Chrissie. ‘Shoo.’


The dog tucked his tail between his legs and slunk away.


‘It’s so peaceful here, isn’t it?’ said Chrissie. ‘Surely there can’t be another war.’


Billy looked at the gas masks they were all now required to carry. 


‘I don’t know, Chrissie,’ he replied solemnly. ‘But fretting about it won’t make any difference. We might as well enjoy the time we have left together.’


Chrissie looked alarmed. ‘You make it sound as if war has already been declared!’


Billy took her hands in his and gazed into her pale eyes. 


‘I hope it won’t come to that, but we need to be realistic. At the very least I will have to serve my military training.’


He took a stray curl and tucked it behind her ear. Her eyes filled with tears and she bowed her head. Billy jumped up. ‘Come on, let’s go for a paddle.’


‘What? That water’s freezing.’ She laughed.


Billy was already removing his shoes and socks and rolling up his trouser legs. Leo perked up and bounded into the water. Chrissie took off her shoes and ankle socks too, and hand in hand they skipped down to the water’s edge.


Billy was the first to dip his toe in. 


‘Christ, this water’s freezing!’


Chrissie laughed. ‘I told you.’


‘I’m sure it never used to be this cold when we were kids.’


Chrissie sat down at the edge of the water. ‘You’ve been here before?’


Billy was immersed in the stream up to his ankles, and his feet ached with the cold.


He stared into the distance. ‘Yeah, me and Clark. We used to come here after school. Sometimes instead of school,’ he admitted. ‘Stony Brook we called it. Not sure if that’s its real name or whether we just made it up. We used to fish for minnows with pieces of cotton tied to a cork float. The little blighters swallowed the cotton and we would fish them out.’ He smiled at the memory. ‘Squirrels too,’ he continued. ‘Forestry Commission used to pay tuppence ha’penny for every squirrel tail brought in. Considered a pest, see; grey ones only, mind, not the red ones. Tree rats, we called them. We spent hours with our home-made catapults trying to bag one, but we never did.’ He turned to Chrissie, a look of sadness on his face.


‘You miss him, don’t you?’ said Chrissie.


Billy waded through the water and joined her on the bank. ‘More than you’ll ever know. I called round there again last week but his mum said he was out. I know he wasn’t, though. I’d just seen him go inside.’


He pulled Chrissie to her feet.


‘Come on. Let’s go and eat lunch.’


Chrissie grabbed a bunch of watercress from the stream and shook off the excess water. Billy frowned.


‘To liven up the potted meat,’ she explained.


As they lay side by side in the shade of the oak, the sandwiches and fruit cake heavy in their stomachs, Billy closed his eyes. He was truly happy with Chrissie, in spite of her father. She was a dear, sweet girl who would make the perfect wife. She was pretty, intelligent and such a kind soul, she found it difficult to say a bad word against anyone. It was no wonder Clark had been so smitten with her, and then so crushed by their duplicity. 


He propped himself up and gazed at her face. She seemed to be dozing, and he marvelled at her long, sweeping eyelashes, her full rosy lips and her cheeks now tinged pink by the sun and with a smattering of freckles. He picked a long blade of grass and traced it gently down her cheek. She stirred and flapped her hands about.


‘Oooh, what was that? Something was on me.’ She sat up and took in Billy’s impish grin.


‘You!’ She laughed and lay back on the rug with her hand behind her head.


Billy leant over and kissed her gently on the lips. She opened her eyes and cupped his face in her hands, pulling him closer. He kissed her again, deeper this time and more urgently. Chrissie responded, and Billy rolled himself on top of her. He tried to part her legs with his own but was stopped in his tracks by a low rumbling sound close to his ear. He looked up to see Leo growling softly, not quite baring his teeth. Chrissie giggled as Billy rolled on to his back.


‘Bugger off, dog,’ he said, waving his hand at Leo. ‘A bloody passion-killer, that creature is.’


He ruffled Leo’s head and the dog wagged its tail enthusiastically. 


‘Bloody hell, he thinks that’s an invitation to join in!’


Chrissie loved Billy with all her heart, of that she was certain. The situation with her father was trying, to say the least, but she hoped that he would come round  eventually and grow to accept Billy. He was her first boyfriend, however, and she was nervous about the physical side of their relationship. She need not have worried. Billy was a perfect gentleman and never forced her to go further than she was comfortable with. That day by the river, though, had it not been for Leo … Chrissie found herself aroused by the thought, and felt embarrassed. After all, hadn’t she been brought up better than that? Her father would be incensed if he knew the extent of their physical relationship. 


As the weeks passed, the days grew longer and hotter and Billy and Chrissie spent many hours down by Stony Brook. The babbling sound of the water running over the gleaming pebbles was soothing, the sight of the cattle grazing contentedly in the pastures was reassuring, and most importantly, they could find solace together away from the disapproving glare of Chrissie’s father. This was a special place, a quiet haven in the suburbs of Manchester, a world away from that huge, sprawling city with its billowing, belching chimneys and noisy motor vehicles.


On this particular day, the sky had an ominous look to it. Although it was stiflingly warm, the sky was a myriad of colours, mostly grey, black and purple, a landscape artist’s dream. Thunder was in the air. As Billy and Chrissie approached their favourite spot under the oak tree, they both stopped in their tracks at the same time. The figure was unmistakable. There, crouched down in the stream with his back to them, was Clark. 


‘What shall we do?’ whispered Chrissie.


‘I’m not sure,’ replied Billy. ‘He hasn’t seen us yet.’


‘Go and talk to him,’ urged Chrissie. ‘I’ll wait here.’


Billy hesitated for only a second before creeping up to Clark. His heart was pounding as though it was trying to escape the confines of his ribcage.


‘All right there, mate?’ 


Clark jumped and turned round. He straightened up and looked at Billy, recognition taking a few seconds. Billy’s hair was shorter now, and his face was tanned.


‘Christ, you startled me,’ he said.


‘What have you got there?’


Clark held up the jar by a piece of tatty string. ‘Sticklebacks!’


For a moment his blue eyes shone with excitement, then they clouded over. He ran a wet hand through his red hair and swept it off his face. His freckles were more pronounced than usual, and for a moment Billy saw him as an eleven-year-old again. He felt his throat constrict, which made his next sentence a strangled croak. 


‘We had fun, didn’t we, Clark?’


Clark snorted and set the jar of fish down on a large stone. He waded out of the water and sat down heavily on the bank. Billy edged closer and then tentatively sat down next to him.


‘Don’t get too comfortable,’ said Clark.


‘Look, Clark. Can’t we be friends again?’


‘Can’t we be friends again?’ mimicked Clark. ‘We’re not in the school playground now, Billy.’


‘Why did you come here?’ asked Billy.


Clark thought for a moment. ‘To reflect.’ He reached inside his jacket and pulled out a brown envelope. ‘Here,’ he said, thrusting it into Billy’s hands.


Billy opened the envelope and stared at the contents. ‘You’ve been called up?’


‘Military training,’ explained Clark.


Billy knew it was only a matter of time. Since Parliament had passed the Act in April, all men aged twenty and twenty-one were required to undertake six months’ military training.


He didn’t know what to say. ‘Clark, look …’ He passed the envelope back.


‘How’s Chrissie?’ asked Clark, looking Billy directly in the eye.


Billy was taken by surprise at the sudden mention of her name and picked at a blade of grass. 


‘She’s fine, thanks. In fact she’s with me now, over there.’


Clark looked in the direction of Billy’s finger and Chrissie slid out sheepishly from behind a tree. Billy motioned with his head for her to join them. It was the first time she had seen Clark since the night of the dance.


‘Clark,’ she began. ‘How nice to see you again.’


Clark stood up and nodded. He paused awkwardly. 


‘I’d better be going. It looks like rain.’


Right on cue, a huge swollen raindrop landed on the envelope, staining it a darker brown. Clark put his jacket on and pulled up his collar. 


‘I’ll see you around.’ He set off up the bank, quickening his pace with each falling raindrop. 


Chrissie looked at Billy, a look of hopelessness on her face. Billy called after his friend: ‘Clark, wait!’


Clark stopped, turned round and waited. Billy jogged his way over. He stopped a yard in front of Clark and the two men stared at each other. Billy was the first to speak. ‘Good luck, mate.’


He held out his hand, and Clark stared at it for a moment. Then, very slowly, he pulled his own hand out of his pocket and took hold of Billy’s. He shook it firmly, looking Billy directly in the eye, and gave a faint smile. No further words were exchanged, but they both knew a hatchet had been buried. 


Clark turned and never looked back as he made his way home in the pouring rain. Billy sprinted back to where Chrissie was sheltering under the tree. 


‘Everything all right?’ she enquired anxiously. 


Billy stared at Clark’s jar. The two fish were swimming round in circles, banging into the glass in a desperate attempt at freedom. He picked up the jar and tipped it into the stream. In a flash of silver, the fish wriggled off in separate directions. He looked up at Chrissie and smiled. ‘Everything’s fine now.’


Despite the shelter of the old oak, raindrops dripped off the leaves and on to the rug where Billy and Chrissie lay.  The lightning lit up the sky and the thunder rumbled like the stomach of a starving elephant.


‘I’m not sure this is the safest place to shelter,’ said Chrissie.


Billy looked around. ‘It’s not the tallest tree around, so I think it will be all right.’


He looked at Chrissie’s anxious face. Her hair was soaked, and curls of it clung to her face. He pulled her to her feet. ‘Come on, it’s drier by the trunk.’


They leant against the trunk of the mighty tree, waiting for the storm to pass. The cows in the field were now all huddled against the hedge and the stream had become swollen and rapid as it tried to cope with the sudden influx of water.


‘Our shoes!’ cried Chrissie, as a surge of water engulfed them where they had been abandoned. ‘We shall have to walk home barefoot.’


Billy dashed out, picked up the shoes and poured the water out of them. He stood in the open for a few seconds and turned his face to the skies. The water ran down his neck and he shivered involuntarily. He remembered an incident from his childhood when he and Clark had been caught in a storm in this very spot. The bank had become slippery and Billy had fallen down and ripped his shorts on a rock. He’d known he would be in big trouble with his mother and was afraid to return home. When Clark suggested they swap shorts, Billy had never been more grateful. Once again his friend had bailed him out. It wasn’t until months later that Billy learned about the scolding Clark had received from his own mother when she saw the state of the shorts.


‘Billy, come back here,’ called Chrissie. ‘You’re soaked.’ 


Her voice jolted him back to the present and he joined her under the tree. ‘Sorry, I was miles away.’


‘You look awful,’ exclaimed Chrissie. ‘What’s the matter?’


‘I was just thinking about Clark. I can’t believe he’s going away. I still think of him as a little boy sometimes, and now he’s going off to fight. I’m not sure how he’ll cope.’


‘Billy, he is not going off to fight. He’s only been called up for military training. We are not at war, remember.’


‘I know, you’re right, but he’ll be away for six months and by then we might be.’


Chrissie clamped her hand over his mouth. 


‘Don’t say it. There isn’t going to be a war. I don’t want to lose you now.’


Billy gazed into Chrissie’s blue eyes, glistening with tears, then took her into his arms and held her tightly.


‘Your shirt is drenched,’ said Chrissie. ‘Here, let me.’


Without taking her eyes off his face, she slowly unbuttoned Billy’s shirt and let it fall to the floor. He was breathing harder now and he kissed her urgently. She opened her mouth as his tongue probed between her lips, and he pressed her body against the trunk of the tree. The roughness of the bark caused her to gasp out loud. Billy closed his eyes and thought of Clark. It should be Clark here now with Chrissie up against this tree trunk. All Billy had ever done was take from his friend. In school he had passed his homework over to Clark to complete and he had done it all, grateful for the fact that Billy had deigned to be his friend when nobody else cared. At that moment, Billy hated himself and his mind became clouded. He pressed himself harder against Chrissie and she emitted a muffled squeal. He lifted her arms over her head and pinned them together at the wrist against the tree. With his other hand he lifted her skirt. Chrissie caught her breath but she did not pull away, so he let go of her arms and unbuttoned his trousers. He buried his face in her neck, his own breath coming in short, hot bursts. 


It was not how Chrissie had planned to lose her virginity, but she was at least grateful that it was not possible to get pregnant whilst standing up.
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September 1939


Chrissie had been up for around two hours, unable to sleep. She sat at the kitchen table and poured herself a third cup of tea. She dunked yet another ginger biscuit and sucked on it miserably. It was supposed to cure you of the feeling of nausea, but that had to be an old wives’ tale, as she still felt wretched. She heard the letter box flap in the hallway as the paper boy shoved the Daily Telegraph through, thrusting yet more unwelcome news into her life. She reluctantly heaved herself up and retrieved it. The headline screamed out at her: BRITAIN’S LAST WARNING. Yesterday, Adolf Hitler had invaded Poland, and war now seemed inevitable. Air-raid shelters had been erected and thousands of children had already been evacuated. 


Chrissie cupped her stomach with both hands and sighed. She was harbouring a secret that would bring more disruption and upset to this household than the declaration of war ever could. She was startled by the urgent ringing of the doorbell and glanced at the clock on the wall. Who on earth could be here at six thirty in the morning? Whoever it was now banged on the door as well.


‘All right, I’m coming,’ called Chrissie irritably.


She opened the door to Mr Cutler, a neighbour and one of their patients.


‘Where’s your mother?’ he demanded. ‘Maud’s gone into labour, screaming the place down she is.’ He pushed his way into the hall. ‘Where is she?’ He called up the stairs. ‘Mrs Skinner?’


‘She’s in bed asleep, or at least she was until you started banging the door down.’ 


Mabel Skinner appeared on the landing, hurriedly tying the cord of her dressing gown.


‘Mr Cutler,’ she exclaimed. ‘What is it?’


‘Maud’s having the baby, please come quick.’


Chrissie and her mother exchanged worried glances. Maud Cutler’s baby wasn’t due for another four weeks.


‘Chrissie,’ barked Mabel. ‘Get dressed and get my bag ready, will you. I’ll have to drive Maud to the hospital.’


Mr Cutler looked alarmed. ‘Can’t you deliver the baby at home, Mrs Skinner? You know she wanted to give birth in her own bed.’


‘No, Mr Cutler, I can’t,’ explained Mabel. ‘The baby isn’t due for another month; there may be complications. Given Maud’s age, I think it would be better to go to hospital. Now go home and wait for me there.’


Chrissie stood rooted to the spot. In just a few short months she would be in this position, screaming in pain, legs akimbo in stirrups, suffering the disapproving stares of the midwives, the wrath of her father, the disappointment of her mother. She began to have difficulty breathing and tried to tell herself it would be all right. Billy would be with her, and as long as she had him, she could get through anything. She gripped the door frame to steady herself. Her mother’s sharp voice made her jump.


‘Chrissie! Move!’


The next day, Sunday 3 September, was gloriously sunny. It seemed unthinkable that war could be declared on such a beautiful day. The Skinners sat around the kitchen table with the wireless in the middle, each nursing a mug of tea, lost in their own thoughts. Chrissie was thinking about her unborn baby, because she never thought about anything else. Mabel was thinking about the Cutlers’ baby, born yesterday, too soon, too small, and willing him to live. Dr Skinner was already thinking about how to celebrate the fact that Billy Stirling would soon be out of his daughter’s life for good. His call-up papers would surely arrive in the next few weeks. 


The silence was broken by a tap on the back door. Dr Skinner rose and opened it cautiously. It was the last person on earth he wanted to see right now. 


‘What do you want?’ he demanded.


‘I wanted to listen to the broadcast with Chrissie. Is she in?’


Chrissie heard Billy’s voice and jumped up. 


‘Come in, Billy, have a seat.’


He kissed her on the cheek and took his place at the table. He took hold of Chrissie’s hand and stared Dr Skinner in the eye. The doctor looked away and fiddled with a knob on the wireless. 


At 11.15, the Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, addressed the nation, struggling to keep the anguish from his voice.


‘This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German Government a formal note stating that, unless we heard from them by eleven o’clock this morning that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently this country is at war with Germany.’


Chrissie had been holding her breath, but let out a huge sob. Billy wrapped his arms around her and she turned and clung to him. Dr Skinner calmly lit a cigarette and blew the smoke across the table.


‘Well that’s that then,’ he declared. ‘Better get your bags packed, Billy.’


‘Samuel!’ shouted Mabel. ‘Stop it. Can’t you see Chrissie’s upset?’


Billy stood up. ‘It’s all right, Mrs Skinner. Come on, Chrissie, let’s go for a walk.’


As they wandered down the path, Chrissie gazed up at the sky. ‘Do you think it will be safe?’


Billy laughed. ‘I don’t think the Luftwaffe will get here that quickly.’


The streets were almost empty, save for a few mothers clutching their babies tightly. They were off to church to have their infants baptised immediately. The panic in the air was tangible, and Chrissie clung to Billy’s arm. 


‘I’m sorry about my father.’


‘You’ve been apologising for him since the day we met. He’s never going to accept us as a couple, so we might as well get used to it. Anyway, he’s right. I will have to go away.’


Chrissie stopped in her tracks and covered her face with her hands.


Billy put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. ‘I don’t know what to say, Chrissie. It’s terrible, I know, but there is nothing I can do.’


They had reached the park, and Chrissie plonked herself down on a bench.


‘It’s worse than you think,’ she said miserably. Her hands trembled in her lap. ‘Can I have a cigarette, please?’


Billy widened his eyes in astonishment as he held out a packet of Woodbine. She pulled one from the pack, but her shaking hands couldn’t keep hold of it. 


‘Can you light it for me?’ 


‘Of course.’ He expertly lit the cigarette and took a long drag before handing it to Chrissie.


She placed it between her lips and sucked. 


‘You’re not doing it right. Breathe from your lungs.’


Chrissie took a deep breath and felt the smoke fill her chest. She immediately spluttered and coughed violently as the smoke travelled down her nose, making her eyes water.


‘Thanks,’ she managed, handing the cigarette back to Billy. ‘I feel better for that.’


Billy laughed and kissed her forehead lightly. ‘We’ll get through it, you know.’


Chrissie fell silent and gazed at the children running round the park. She wondered if they had understood what had happened that morning. War probably seemed like the most exciting adventure in the world to them.  They would soon be evacuated, though, separated from their families for months, even years. She shuddered at the thought. 


Billy lay back on the bench with his hands clasped behind his head, face up to the sun, eyes closed. She laid her head on his chest. She could hear his heart beating gently, and she welcomed the warmth of him, the scent of his freshly laundered shirt and the feel of the tight muscles in his stomach. She didn’t know if she could endure being parted from him.


‘Billy?’ she whispered eventually.


‘What?’ he replied, without opening his eyes.


‘I’m pregnant.’


He froze for a second, and Chrissie felt the change in his heartbeat. He pushed her away slightly so he could look into her eyes.


‘What? How? I mean, you can’t be. It’s not possible.’


She watched the blood slowly drain from his face as he waited for an explanation.


‘Well it obviously is possible,’ she replied, somewhat indignantly. ‘Because I am.’


‘But the only time we’ve ever made love was under the oak tree during the storm.’ He stood up and put his hands on his hips. ‘How could you let this happen?’


Chrissie  recoiled as though she had been slapped. ‘Me? I think you’ll find it takes two people to make a baby.’


‘A baby?’ Billy repeated. ‘I can’t believe this. How long have you known?’


‘I’m two months gone.’ 


‘And you’ve never said anything until now. Are you sure?’


‘I’m the daughter of a doctor and a midwife. Of course I’m sure.’


‘This is a disaster,’ proclaimed Billy. ‘How could you be so, so …’


‘So what, Billy?’ 


He slumped back down on the bench and held his head in his hands.


‘Have you told your parents?’


Chrissie snorted. ‘What do you think?’


‘Can you give me a minute? I can’t … Look, I need to be on my own while I take this in. I’m sorry. This has come as a complete shock.’


He rose from the bench and strode off without a backward glance. Chrissie watched him as he broke into a run and disappeared round the corner. She had never felt so abandoned and alone in her entire life. Fear washed over her and then abruptly turned to anger. How could Billy do this to her? She looked around the park, expecting someone to come to her aid, but they were all engrossed in their own lives. She might as well be invisible. She clutched her stomach and sank to her knees. Her whole body heaved as she sobbed uncontrollably. 


Alice Stirling looked up from her sewing as her son burst through the door. Her fingers were sore from pushing the needle through the heavy blackout fabric, but she had nearly finished the curtains for their tiny house. He looked a dreadful mess with his tousled hair and profusely sweating brow.


‘Billy!’ exclaimed Alice. ‘Oh come in, sit down. It’s dreadful news, isn’t it?’ She ushered her son to his place at the kitchen table and massaged his broad shoulders. ‘What a terrible shock. I know some people have been expecting it, but nevertheless—’


Billy turned to look at his mother, perplexed. ‘How do you know?’


‘What do you mean, how do I know? I heard it on the wireless. I went next door and Reg let me listen with him.’


‘Oh the war, yes, it’s terrible. But like you say, we’ve been expecting it. It was only a matter of time.’


He glanced around the kitchen. ‘Where’s Dad?’


Alice scoffed. ‘I don’t know. He went out early this morning.’


Billy hugged his mother tightly. She deserved so much better.


There was a pot roast in the oven, and despite his turmoil, Billy felt comforted by its delicious aromas. It was only a cheap cut of meat, but by the time Alice Stirling had finished with it, it would have the taste and texture of the finest fillet steak. The thought of the rich gravy bubbling away inside the oven made his mouth water. His mother was a wonderful cook. Her roast potatoes were legendary, the best in the world, sweet and fluffy in the middle, crisp and dark on the outside. She had made his favourite apple pie too, and it was sitting on the side waiting to be cooked. 


‘Are you making custard as well?’ asked Billy.


‘When have I ever served apple pie without it?’


Billy stared up at his mother and his eyes filled with tears. What would have become of him if she had not marched into that orphanage all those years ago and scooped him up out of his high chair, creating that instant bond between them? He knew that the war would separate them and his heart ached for the pain his mother would have to endure. He watched her at the sink now, her back shaking as she vigorously scrubbed the potatoes.


‘I love you, Mum.’


Alice stopped scrubbing and gripped the edge of the sink, trying to compose herself. She wiped her hands on her apron and turned round to face her son.


‘I love you too, Billy. Never forget that.’ She crossed the kitchen and kissed him on the forehead. She didn’t mention the tear that had escaped his eye and run down his cheek. ‘Now then, would you set the table please?’


‘Of course I will. For how many?’


Alice sighed and began work on the potatoes again. ‘Three. One of these days your father may remember where he lives and grace us with his presence for lunch. Better to be prepared. Oh, and put some wine glasses out too.’


‘Wine?’


‘Yes,’ continued Alice. ‘And some serviettes as well. We’ve had bad news today and a proper Sunday lunch will perk us all up. There’s a bottle of red in the back of that cupboard. I can’t even remember where it came from, but I’m sure it will be all right.’


‘Blimey, it must be well hidden if Dad hasn’t found it!’


‘Now, now, Billy. Show some respect to your father.’


‘Sure. Sorry, Mum.’


How she could be so loyal to his feckless father was beyond him.


After they had finished eating, Billy pushed his plate away and leant back in his chair.


‘Mum, I’ve got some news.’


Alice stood up to clear the table. 


‘Have you? What news?’


He caught hold of her hand. It was rough and calloused from years of domestic chores and he was amazed he had not noticed this before. ‘Sit down, please. Leave the pots for now.’


Alice pulled up a chair and a worried look clouded her face. ‘What is it, love?’


‘Chrissie’s pregnant.’


Her hands flew to her mouth. ‘Oh God, Billy, how could you have been so stupid?’


Billy stood up and paced the room. ‘You’re right. I’m an idiot. What am I going to do?’ 


Alice stood up and hugged him tightly. ‘It’ll be all right. We’ll work something out.’ She glanced anxiously towards the door. ‘Best not tell your father just yet, though.’


Billy nodded his agreement. ‘Poor Chrissie. It was such a shock when she told me that I couldn’t take it in. I just ran off and left her. She will be utterly distraught. I can’t believe I behaved so selfishly.’


His mother was horrified. ‘Billy! You need to talk to her. She’ll be in turmoil. Oh God, what a mess, what a day!’


‘You’re right, I need to see her again. My behaviour was appalling.’ He grabbed his jacket off the back of his chair and kissed his mother on the cheek. ‘I’ll see you later.’


Billy jogged the two miles to Chrissie’s house, his Sunday lunch lying heavily in his stomach. By the time he arrived, he was breathless and his damp shirt stuck to his skin. He started to make his way round the back of the surgery, but changed his mind and used the front door instead. He pushed his finger on to the doorbell and held it there. He suddenly felt incredibly antagonistic towards Dr Skinner and didn’t care if he annoyed him. He could hear Leo barking excitedly and silently prayed that Chrissie would answer the door. Alas, it was her father’s gruff tones he could hear coming down the hallway. 


Dr Skinner opened the door and looked down from his vantage point on the porch step.


‘Dr Skinner, is Chrissie in, please?’


‘No.’


This took Billy by surprise.


‘Oh. Well do you know where she is?’


‘No.’


‘Do you know how long she will be, then?’


‘No.’


How Billy hated this man. He struggled to speak calmly. ‘Well could you give her a message? No, actually, on second thoughts, don’t bother. I’ll wait.’


Without another word, Dr Skinner closed the door and put the chain on. 


Chrissie sat on the top stair and smiled to herself. She had known for sure he would come back, but he had behaved monstrously and she needed some time to gather her emotions. She thought it would do him no harm to reflect on his abominable behaviour. She would leave it for half an hour and then go out to him. 
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