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It was their last kiss. She felt his lips, hungry and despairing. She clung to him, wanting to pour all her love into this last anguished caress. For just a few moments more, he was here in her arms, warm and solid, smelling of that curious smell that was his alone, a mixture of coaltar soap and sweat and fresh white shirt and navy-blue doeskin uniform. She drew in her breath, wanting to hold his warmth, his scent, in her memory and in her heart.


‘Goodbye, Clare, my darling,’ he whispered, and she closed her eyes as he drew away.


‘Goodbye, Martyn.’ Determinedly, she held on to her voice, willing it not to shake. ‘Take – take care of yourself. Write as often as you can.’


‘I’ll write every day.’


He was standing up. He was moving away. She watched him turn from her, walk down the ward. At the door, he paused and looked back and lifted his hand. She touched her fingers to her lips, and then he was gone. The space where he had stood was empty.
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‘To wives and sweethearts … may they never meet.’
 Traditional Naval Toast





Chapter One


The shrill of the bell sliced through the quiet murmur of the ward, signifying the end of visiting time. Clare, lying on her back in the high hospital bed and holding her husband’s hand tightly in her own, felt as if it had sliced her life in two.


In a few moments, Martyn would walk out of her life, leaving her to face alone the reality of childbirth, the unknown of a baby, a new person for whom she – and only she – would be responsible. For her, within hours, life would change for ever, while for him it would be just as he had planned and expected it to be. And it would be a year before he could even begin to catch up. A year before she would see him again.


The bell rang for a second time. They stared at each other, agonised.


‘I’ve got to go,’ Martyn said miserably. ‘Oh, Clare …’


‘It’s all right.’ She gazed at him, her brown eyes almost black with misery, trying to memorise every detail of his face, trying to ignore the slow tightening of her stomach. ‘I know.’ Her mouth quivered suddenly and she turned her head away slightly, feeling the hard lump in her throat. The tightening sensation had eased. She reached out her hand and touched his face, letting her fingertips move slowly over cheeks, chin, eyebrows, nose, as if trying to learn his features that way. It’ll be a year before I can do this again, she thought despairingly, a whole year. We won’t be together again till 1960. Nineteen-sixty. And we’ll be different people then. We’ll be parents. Her stomach tightened again.


‘I’m sure it’s starting. I’m sure it is.’ Her hand shook. ‘If it’s born before five o’clock in the morning, you’ll be able to see it. Just for a few minutes. Oh, Martyn, you will ring up, won’t you? Just in case.’


‘Of course I will, but I won’t be able to come for long. The ship sails at seven o’clock.’ He laid his face beside hers on the pillow and kissed her lips. ‘It’s you I want to see most. I don’t know how I’m going to get through it. A year. A whole year.’ He rubbed his nose gently against her cheek and stroked her long fair hair, lifting it in his hand and winding it round his fingers. ‘At least you’ll have your family and Kathy to keep you company.’


Kathy Stubbs was Clare’s best friend. They had known each other for years – since they were five years old and had sat nervously at the same desk in infants’ class on their first day at school. Kathy’s fiancé Brian and Martyn had been friends for years too, and had been apprentices together at HMS Collingwood. Now they were serving on the same ship. The four of them had met at a Collingwood dance and had gone about together a lot, sometimes swimming at Stokes Bay or going to a summer show at South Parade Pier in Southsea. They’d got engaged at about the same time, but when they found that the ship would be away for a year, Clare and Martyn had brought their wedding forward while Kathy and Brian had decided to wait.


When the boys were away, the two girls would meet at least once a week, and Kathy had been into the maternity home once already, in the week before the ship came into Portsmouth harbour. She was almost as excited about the baby as Clare.


The bell rang again, insistently, warning the stragglers. The other husbands were straightening up, moving away from their wives’ beds. Nobody glanced towards the corner where Clare and Martyn struggled with their goodbyes. They all knew that he was going away for a whole year, and that Clare’s baby was due almost any minute. They kept their faces averted, to give the couple as much privacy as they could. It was such a shame that they couldn’t have spent their last night together in their own home, the new bungalow they had scraped together the money to buy, instead of in this public place.


‘I don’t know why they can’t let you have your curtains drawn,’ Marge in the next bed had said as the women sat up in bed, brushed and combed and made-up, waiting for visiting time to start. ‘It’s cruel, making you say goodbye in front of everyone.’


‘It’s so that no one thinks there’s something wrong.’ Clare had asked the staff nurse already and been refused. ‘Someone might get scared.’ But they would soon have been reassured, she thought. Everyone in the ward knew about her and Martyn. Not that it had mattered all that much anyway. She and Martyn were too absorbed in each other to worry that others might be watching them. Nothing mattered on this night, in their last few moments together for a whole long year.


It was their last kiss. She felt his lips, hungry and despairing. She clung to him, wanting to pour all her love into this last anguished caress. For just a few moments more, he was here in her arms, warm and solid, smelling of that curious smell that was his alone, a mixture of coaltar soap and sweat and fresh white shirt and navy-blue doeskin uniform. She drew in her breath, wanting to hold his warmth, his scent, in her memory and in her heart.


‘Goodbye, Clare, my darling,’ he whispered, and she closed her eyes as he drew away.


‘Goodbye, Martyn.’ Determinedly, she held on to her voice, willing it not to shake. ‘Take – take care of yourself. Write as often as you can.’


‘I’ll write every day.’


He was standing up. He was moving away. She watched him turn from her, walk down the ward. At the door, he paused and looked back and lifted his hand. She touched her fingers to her lips, and then he was gone. The space where he had stood was empty.


She caught one more glimpse of him, walking past the window, lagging a little behind the other husbands, his head bent as if he was trying to hide his tears. A tall, slender young man, not quite twenty-three years old, soon to be a father. Perhaps tonight. Perhaps after all this wasn’t their goodbye and he would be back in the morning, arriving with the first trill of the blackbird, to catch a glimpse of their baby almost as soon as it was born. But she didn’t think it was likely. The contractions, if that was what they were, were too faint, too far apart. The nurses had told her that first babies usually took longer to arrive. There wasn’t much chance that this one would be born before morning.


Now he was truly gone, and the ward was beginning its late-night bustle. The flowers had to be taken out to a side room by the mothers who were up and about, the cocoa and biscuits handed round, the babies brought in for their last feed. Clare, who was not allowed out of bed except to go to the toilet, and who had no baby to feed, lay back on her pillows. She stared for a minute or two at the sketch she had once made of Martyn and had framed beside her bed, but it made her want to cry and she looked round for the first time and caught Marge’s eye.


‘You all right?’ the other girl said, and Clare nodded. ‘I think you’re ever so brave. I couldn’t let my chap go off like that, knowing I’d not see him again for a year. I’d be in floods.’


‘It wouldn’t help him, would it?’ Clare said. ‘It’d just make us both feel worse.’ She knew that if she started to cry now she wouldn’t be able to stop. The lump in her throat was so hard she could barely swallow the cocoa, and the biscuit was as dry as sand.


She watched the babies come in, the nurses carrying two at a time, one on each arm, and she felt her stomach tighten again, but that was all it was: just a tight feeling. It wasn’t a pain. The baby wasn’t going to be born this side of tomorrow.


‘I think I’ll go to sleep,’ she said, and lay down, turning on her side away from the other women, looking at the drawing again. He’d be on the bus now, she thought, going down to Portsmouth harbour. He’d get on the little ferryboat and chug across to Pompey, and then walk up the Hard on the other side and in at the dockyard gate and through the yard, past HMS Victory in her dry dock and so to the Southern Railway jetty where his own ship was moored. And then he’d get undressed, folding all his clothes neatly and putting them in his locker, perhaps looking for a minute or two at the picture of the Isle of Wight she had drawn for him. Then he’d get into his bunk and lie there like her, maybe sleeping, maybe just lying awake, dreading the long, empty year that stretched ahead.


Except that it wouldn’t be empty. By the time they met again, Martyn would have been all round the world. He would have been to the Far East, to Australia, to the Caribbean. And Clare would have had her first baby. The baby would be a year old.


You knew it would be like this, she told herself. You knew if you married a sailor you’d have to be separated a lot. But she hadn’t known that she’d have to let him go the night before their baby was born. She hadn’t known that the pain of letting him go was going to be like this.


Her stomach tightened again, slowly, softly, like the tender squeeze of a lover, but it still couldn’t really be called a pain, and it wasn’t enough to keep her awake. Worn out by bitten-back misery, she closed her eyes and slept.


When she woke next morning, it was half-past seven and Martyn’s ship had been at sea for thirty minutes.


Martyn was on deck as it steamed slowly out of the harbour, passing the masts of HMS Victory in her dry dock, and the semaphore tower to the port side, and the jostling yachts at Camper & Nicholson’s, and the ferry pontoon at Gosport to starboard. He gazed longingly up the little creeks in the direction of Elson, where Clare was lying in her bed at the maternity home. He’d telephoned at five, as he’d promised, but there was no news and he’d been half disappointed and half relieved, knowing that there would have been barely time for him to get there and back in time for the sailing, and such a brief time together, even seeing the baby, would have been almost too painful to bear.


It had never occurred to him, when he’d signed up for twelve years’ service, that he would fall so deeply in love, or that leaving would tear him apart like this. Going to sea had been his ambition ever since he’d first been taken to Plymouth as a small boy and gone aboard one of the naval ships in Devonport. Although it hadn’t quite fulfilled his romantic, boyish dreams – the life was harder than he’d expected – it was also much more demanding and satisfying. And he liked the companionship of the other men, and the runs ashore in foreign ports.


All the same, he had never foreseen the dreadful ache of having to leave the woman he loved, and the thought of her giving birth to his baby – perhaps at this very moment – and then being on her own for a whole year, stabbed him with anguish. A whole year before he saw her again, a year before he saw his child for the first time. It wouldn’t be a baby by then, it would be a toddler, crawling, perhaps even walking, starting to talk. Would Clare teach it to say ‘Daddy’? Would she show it his photograph, and would the baby understand?


Suppose it didn’t like him …


‘Come on, Martyn,’ Brian said as they made their way down to the mess. ‘A year’s not so long, really. And babies aren’t much cop for the first few months. It’ll just be getting interesting when you go home.’


‘Well, it’s all part of the deal, I know,’ Martyn said, casting a last look at the Gosport shoreline as the ship passed out of the harbour into the Solent. ‘And Clare understands that too. But it still tears you to bits.’ He glanced at his friend. ‘Don’t you feel that too? Aren’t you missing Kathy already?’


‘Yes. Yes, I am.’ Brian, too, gave a last swift look at the ferry gardens. Kathy had promised to be there to wave goodbye and he was sure he could see her, leaning on the rails. ‘But I’m not going to let it stop me enjoying this. A year at sea, Martyn! Think of it – and think of all the places we’re going to see. It’s what we always wanted. We’re going to have a whale of a time.’


He clattered swiftly down the gangway and Martyn followed more slowly. The smell of frying bacon was wafting up from the mess and he was aware of sudden hunger. He still ached for Clare, but he knew Brian was right. They’d dreamed of this for years. There was no point in not making the most of it.


Sixteen, that’s all Clare Whiting had been when she’d first met Martyn Perry, and he’d been nineteen. He was an apprentice at HMS Collingwood, the Naval shore training station between Gosport and Fareham. He’d just got a motorbike and joined the local motorcycle club. Clare’s brother Ian belonged to the club too, and Clare often went with him to watch the trials or scrambles that the club organised. She’d met Martyn at one of them.


Ian was in the Navy too. He was in the Fleet Air Arm, servicing aircraft. He’d been away a lot when Clare was younger, serving his own apprenticeship in Scotland, and then spending time at sea on aircraft carriers. At the time when Clare had met Martyn, he was stationed at HMS Siskin, in Gosport, and able to live at home with her and Mum and Dad. He’d been specially active in the motorcycle club then, and had encouraged Martyn to join in the activities.


‘Not many Collingwood boys join local things,’ he’d said when he was telling the family about the young apprentice who’d turned up with a little 197cc motorbike. ‘They go to dances and that sort of thing, but that’s about all. He’d make a nice boyfriend for Clare.’ He winked at his sister.


‘Clare doesn’t need a boyfriend,’ their father said at once. ‘She’s only just turned sixteen. Plenty of time for her to be thinking about that sort of thing. We’ve got enough trouble with our Val.’


Valerie was their elder daughter. She was two years older than Clare and the two sisters had always been good friends. Now Valerie was talking about getting engaged to Maurice Hutchins across the road, whom she’d been going out with for the past eighteen months, and the subject seemed to occupy every conversation. Bill Whiting didn’t have any objection to Maurice himself – he’d known the Hutchins family ever since they moved into Abbeville Avenue before the war – but he didn’t approve of young girls getting serious about boys too soon. On the other hand, he still expected them to get married and have children rather than jobs, and as Valerie remarked, you couldn’t have it both ways.


‘He just likes to assert his authority,’ she said unworriedly. ‘He’ll come round, once he’s convinced himself it’s his decision.’


‘Like Mum, when she wants the living-room wallpapered,’ Clare said, giggling. ‘She puts the idea into his head and then waits for him to come out with it as if it was his in the first place.’


Valerie and Maurice wanted to get engaged on Valerie’s birthday in July. Valerie, who worked in Portsmouth, spent all her lunchtimes wandering down Commercial Road, gazing into the windows of the jewellers’ shops, choosing her ring. Clare had gone over on the ferry with her one Saturday afternoon and had a look for herself. She wondered what ring she would choose when her time came.


Not that that would be for years yet, if Dad didn’t even think she was ready for a boyfriend at sixteen.


The next Sunday, Clare went to the club trial at Browndown with Ian and looked out for the young naval apprentice. He was there with his little blue bike, looking out of place in his uniform: apprentices weren’t supposed to wear civvies when they came out of Collingwood. He wasn’t taking part in the trial but he was standing by one of the sections, watching as the riders came through.


Browndown was a large area of rough ground between Gosport and Lee-on-the-Solent. It had been used by the military during the war and was still nominally under their control, but it was open now for people to go and wander its paths and little woods, and pick blackberries. There were numerous little hummocks and hollows amongst the bracken, left by the explosions of military exercises, and children used these to make dens or play games. It was ideal terrain for the rough scrambling or trials-riding so beloved by the motorcycle club.


Clare went out on her pushbike, riding down the long, straight Military Road, past Siskin. She left the main road and cycled along the rough track till she came to the part they were using for the trial. They had marked out a number of sections which would make tricky little tests for the motorcyclists – narrow, twisting paths through the trees, along ditches and in and out of the steep little hollows. You were supposed to get through in a certain time, without having to put your feet down for balance. Most of the riders fell off at some point and landed in deep, soft mud, to the delight of the onlookers. There was a watersplash too, which they all went through as fast as they could, sending up clouds of mucky spray.


When they had all gone through one section, the little crowd moved off together to the next. Clare found herself next to the tall young sailor.


‘Hello,’ she said, catching his eye. ‘You must be the chap my brother was telling me about. You’re at Collingwood.’


‘That’s right,’ he said, looking surprised that anyone would have bothered to discuss him. ‘Is your brother in the motorcycle club?’


‘Yes, he’s Ian Whiting. That’s him, coming through now.’ They watched as Ian approached the steep hummock above the watersplash. His bike gathered speed as it came down the slope and it hit the deep puddle at the bottom with a shower of liquid mud. Everyone squealed and ducked out of the way, and Ian emerged from the deluge with his teeth grinning white through the grime plastered on his face.


‘Mum’ll never let him in the house,’ Clare said with a giggle. ‘He has to hose his bike down every Sunday afternoon before Dad will even let it in the garden. He’ll have to hose himself down as well this afternoon.’


‘I don’t think I’d better stand too near,’ the young apprentice said, looking down at his uniform. ‘I wish they’d let us wear civvies when we come out. It’s a darned nuisance having to worry about your clothes all the time. Number eights would be better for this job.’


Clare knew all about the numbered grades of uniform that the artificers wore. Standing somewhere between the matelots in square rig and the officers with scrambled egg and gold rings, the ‘tiffies’, as artificers were known, wore suits and peaked caps. Number ones were their best uniforms, kept for special occasions, and from there you went on down to number eights, the overalls that could get as dirty as necessary.


‘You ought to bring them out with you,’ she said. ‘Or put your number eights over the top.’


‘I would, if I had anywhere to change. I’d be in trouble if anyone saw me, all the same. Your brother could shop me if he wanted to.’


‘Ian wouldn’t do that. He’s been through it all himself.’


She hesitated. Dad didn’t want her to have a boyfriend yet, but this was Ian’s friend, not hers. And she’d often heard Mum say what a shame it was that all these young boys were away from home and how nice it would be to invite one of them to tea some time, just for the friendliness of it. She’d hoped someone would do the same for Ian when he’d been far away in Scotland.


‘Would you like to come back to tea with us?’ she asked. ‘Mum wouldn’t mind, and you can talk motorbikes with Ian.’


Martyn looked at her. He was quite good-looking, she thought. He must be at least six feet tall, a bit thin, but that was better than being fat, and he had nice blue eyes. Clare’s were brown, very dark, and she’d often wished they could have been blue, which would have gone better with her pale blonde hair. All the Whiting family had eyes of some shade of brown. He had a nice smile too, she noticed.


‘Thanks. I’d like that. If you’re sure it’ll be all right.’ He paused. ‘I’ll take you on the back of my bike, if you like. Or will you be going with Ian?’


‘On that mucky thing? No thanks! I came on my pushbike. It’s not all that far.’


They watched the rest of the trial together. At the end, everyone’s points were added up and a small silver cup presented to the winner. Ian came second. He received an even smaller cup, which he accepted with great pride. It was about big enough to put a robin’s egg in, Clare thought, but it would look nice on the mantelpiece alongside the other bits and pieces that had been acquired over the years.


As Clare had promised, Iris Whiting wasn’t in the least put out by the unexpected visitor. She opened another tin of pilchards, set another place at the table and put an extra teaspoon of tea into the pot, taking it for granted that Ian had invited the young apprentice back. They all sat round the table together and Bill Whiting asked the boy what his job was, and seemed impressed when Martyn said he was training to be a radio and electrical artificer.


‘That’s good. You’ll have a decent trade at your fingertips when you come out. Say what you like, the Services give a chap a good grounding. Get a job anywhere. Mind you, if you’ve got any sense you’ll stay in, you’ll never get the same security anywhere else. I keep telling our Ian that.’


‘I haven’t decided yet,’ Martyn said. ‘I’m in till I’m thirty, anyway. If I still like it then, I might have a go at getting promoted above deck.’


‘Above deck!’ Clare said. ‘You mean be an officer?’


‘That’s right. Chaps do, sometimes. You can get quite high these days.’


‘Catch me doing that,’ Ian said, helping himself to salad to go with an extra pilchard. ‘I’m coming out as soon as my twelve years are up. The Navy might give you a good grounding, but they want to own you. Civvy Street’s the place to be.’


‘Ian!’ his mother said. ‘You’ve only been in the Navy five minutes.’


‘Five years,’ Ian corrected her, ‘and it feels like a lifetime. I’ll be glad when I can thumb my nose at ’em, I’ll tell you that.’


Bill looked down his nose. ‘Don’t know when you’re well off, that’s your trouble. Why, when I was a boy it was considered a privilege to serve in the Royal Navy. And there was plenty would have liked your job, during the Depression.’


‘And what about during the war?’ Ian said. ‘Was it a privilege to get killed?’


Bill flushed an angry red. He had been in the Navy himself until 1930, when he’d come out and gone to work in Portsmouth dockyard. He’d gone back into the Navy during the Second World War and narrowly escaped drowning when his ship had been sunk. He was back in the dockyard now, a big solid man doing a hard day’s work and proud of it.


‘Listen,’ he said, ‘I’ve seen blokes getting killed during the war. Good blokes, better than you’re ever likely to be. And, yes, as a matter of fact, I think they were proud to die. They died for their country, and their names are up on that war memorial to prove it. And they’re entitled to a bit of respect.’


‘All right, Bill,’ his wife said. ‘No need to get all aerated.’ She was small and round, with a smiling face and white hair, and seldom got flustered. She turned to Martyn. ‘Would you like a bit of fruit cake?’


‘Yes, please, Mrs Whiting,’ he said, and she cut him a generous slice. ‘It’s good to have a real tea. I miss my mum’s fruit cake.’


‘Where d’you come from?’ she asked him. ‘You sound a bit West Country.’


He nodded. ‘I’m from Devon. Little place called Ivy-bridge. It’s not far from Plymouth – near Dartmoor. My mum and dad keep a shop there – electrical stuff, mostly – and Dad does electrical repairs.’


‘Dartmoor!’ Bill said. ‘I went there once. Gloomy sort of place, I thought it was – all fist and mog.’ The family laughed and Martyn looked bewildered. Clare took pity on him.


‘Dad’s always doing that – swapping round words and letters. They’re called spoonerisms, Dad,’ she told her father. ‘I heard about it the other day on the radio. There was this man at Oxford called Dr Spooner, he was a lecturer in one of the colleges, and he did it all the time. He told one of his students once that he had tasted two whole worms, hissed all his mystery lectures and been caught fighting a liar – see, Dad? – in the quad, and he told him to leave Oxford by the next town drain.’


‘He did what?’ It took Bill a few minutes and at least two repetitions to figure all this out, but at last he laughed and slapped his knee. ‘Well, d’you hear that, Iris? If an Oxford don can do it too, I’m in good company. I must be brighter than I thought.’


‘I reckon you could pass exams in it,’ Iris commented dryly, knowing that her husband would be worse than ever now that he had, as it were, official permission.


Bill loved to play with words, using the wrong ones deliberately and making puns. He drove small children mad by referring solemnly to herds of sheep and flocks of cows, and he swapped about the first letters of words or even whole words themselves, so that his conversation was peppered with phrases like ‘roaring with pain’ to describe a wet day, or ‘let’s fight the liar’ on a cold one. Sometimes the phrases turned out rather rude and Iris scolded him, but all the children could see that she was trying not to laugh.


‘If you say that thing about darting about among the fishes once more …’ she warned him, but he gazed back at her with an innocent look on his face.


‘I can’t help it, Iris, you know I can’t. It’s like stammering – a peach insediment.’ And she had to laugh despite herself.


Martyn stayed till nine o’clock, helping Ian to wash down his bike and look it over for any repairs that might need doing after its rough afternoon, and then coming in to listen to Variety Bandbox on the wireless with the rest of them. Iris made cocoa and he drank a cup before standing up to go.


‘Thanks a lot,’ he said. ‘It’s been really nice. I hope I see you again.’


‘Well, so do I,’ Iris said. ‘Any friend of Ian’s is welcome here. Come to tea any Sunday. We’ll be pleased to see you.’


He thanked her and then looked suddenly awkward, as if he didn’t know quite how to get out of the door. He glanced at Clare.


Clare stood up. ‘I’ll see you out.’ She went past him and opened the door to the little passage leading to the front door. Out in the cool evening air, she looked at him and giggled. ‘They think Ian asked you back!’


‘I know.’ He grinned. ‘Does it matter?’


Clare considered. ‘I don’t think so. So long as you come again. You will, won’t you?’


‘I’d like to,’ he said. ‘Look, there’s a scramble on next Sunday, up at Trafalgar Farm. Will you and Ian be going to that?’


‘I expect Ian will,’ she said. ‘I hadn’t thought about it yet. But I could.’


‘I could come and fetch you,’ he said. ‘Save you riding your pushbike up Portsdown Hill.’


Clare had ridden up Portsdown Hill plenty of times. But she nodded and smiled at him.


‘All right. Come round after dinner, and then you can come back to tea afterwards.’


They both grinned with sudden excitement. Then he got on his bike, kicked it into noisy life, and roared off up the street. Clare watched him out of sight before turning to go back indoors.


I reckon I’ve got a boyfriend, she thought with a shiver of delight.







Chapter Two


The rest of the women came and gathered round Clare’s bed, sitting there with her all morning, knitting and chatting. Some of them had husbands in the Royal Navy too, and knew what it was like to be separated for long periods. They understood the loneliness, the hours spent writing letters, the eagerness with which their husbands’ letters were awaited. They all felt sorry for Clare, having to say goodbye only hours before her baby was born.


‘She’s such a kid, too,’ one of them commented later when Clare was in the bathroom. They hadn’t realised the door was slightly ajar and she might hear as they talked about her. Listeners never hear good of themselves, she thought as she stood before the mirror, her hands freezing in the middle of brushing her long hair. All the same, she didn’t move away or pull the door shut.


‘Not twenty till July, she told me. It’s too young to be married and expecting, if you ask me. Her mum and dad ought to have known better.’ Jean Baker was the oldest mother in the ward, thirty-six years old and having her fourth. She was a nice enough woman but had great faith in her own opinions. ‘They ought to have made her wait till he came back. Now she’s tied to a baby and a house, and she’s not even out of her teens.’


‘Seems older, though,’ Marge said fairly. ‘I mean, she’s not a flibbertigibbet. She’s got her head screwed on.’


‘I’m not saying she hasn’t. What I’m saying is, she’s being left with a lot of responsibility, and it ain’t fair on a youngster. She ought to have been let to have a bit more of her own life before getting saddled with a baby. And going in for a mortgage at their age! Daft, I call it.’


Clare decided she had heard enough. She gave her hair one last fierce brush, ran water noisily into the washbasin and then pushed open the door. The other women were talking about something else by the time she came through it, some of them sitting in their beds, others in the small armchairs that were gathered in a circle in the middle of the ward. They looked up as she came in, smiling sympathetically. She tried to smile back, knowing they meant well but feeling annoyed about the way they’d criticised her parents. Mum and Dad had understood, she thought indignantly; they knew how much she and Martyn loved each other, they knew how much they’d wanted to be married before he went away … Her smile started out well and then twisted a little as her stomach tightened more painfully than before.


‘A pain?’ Marge asked at once. ‘Here, get back on your bed. I’ll call Sister.’


‘It’s all right. It’s gone now. It wasn’t that bad – just took me by surprise.’ She heaved herself on to her bed and looked at them, forgetting her annoyance. ‘Do you think it’s really starting?’


‘I reckon it must be. Your waters have been broken for days now. It’s got to start soon.’ Marge surveyed her. She had had her baby boy three days earlier and was allowed out of bed now. ‘You know, that doctor could’ve started you off by now. They can’t let you go much longer, you’ll be dry as a bone.’


‘I asked him on Thursday. I asked if he could bring it on, so Martyn could see it.’ Clare paused as the contraction began again. It started in the small of her back and slowly drew itself around her body, around the swelling of her abdomen, like a broad belt being too tightly fastened. ‘He said no. He said we still have to leave some things to the Almighty.’


Marge sniffed. ‘It’s not him having the baby, though, is it? They’d induce you fast enough if it suited them.’


‘He said they’d think about it if I hadn’t had the baby by Monday.’


‘Well, there’s one thing certain,’ another of the women observed. ‘It won’t stay there much longer. They all do get born in the end, even if it seems like they never will.’


The next time the sister came into the ward Clare told her that the contractions were coming more strongly now. ‘About every fifteen minutes. There should be one any second.’ She held her breath, then nodded. ‘It’s starting …’


The sister put her hand on Clare’s abdomen and concentrated. ‘Yes. I think that’s it.’ She smiled at Clare. ‘I think you’re on your way at last.’


‘Oh, thank goodness.’ But her throat ached suddenly. It doesn’t really matter now, she thought sadly, there’s no hurry any more. Martyn won’t be back for a year. The baby can wait as long as it likes, it’ll make no difference to him.


She lay back on her pillows, thinking of Martyn already at sea, absorbed in his part in keeping the ship afloat. He was a petty officer, a radio electrical artificer, and it was his job not to operate the radar system but to maintain it, making sure that it worked efficiently all the time. Clare had imagined that it would hardly ever go wrong, but apparently these systems were breaking down all the time. It could be the vibration of the ship, he said, or any number of things, but there was always plenty of work. Sometimes he had to climb the mast and make repairs to the aerials, even during a storm or at night.


Clare preferred not to think about that. Instead, she let her mind drift back over the times they’d spent together – their days out on his motorbike, exploring the New Forest or the downs of Sussex, the walks they’d had, the spots where they’d stopped to kiss under a canopy of leaves. The picnics and the little cottages where they’d sometimes had tea. The day they’d parked the bike in Lymington and caught the ferry to the Isle of Wight, sharing a huge bar of chocolate as they watched the green hills draw nearer, and then wandering the little streets of Yarmouth before catching the ferry back. The youth hostelling holiday they’d had on the Island just after they’d got engaged.


All those times, all that happiness, leading inevitably to this moment when she lay alone in a hospital bed, waiting for the birth of their first baby – and feeling the ache of loneliness even more strongly than the pain of her contractions.


The contractions went on until lunchtime, getting slowly stronger. They couldn’t be called pains, not at first, but by the time the ward orderlies started to bring in the cutlery and lay the table in the middle of the ward, Clare was feeling decidedly uncomfortable. After a bit, the sister came in and laid her hand on Clare’s abdomen again and felt the strength. She nodded, but said she thought it would be quite a long time yet. ‘First babies are never in a hurry.’


‘You mean it’s going to go on like this for ages?’ Clare asked as the worst period pain she had ever had gripped her.


The Sister smiled and said no, not like this. ‘It’ll get worse before it gets better,’ she added, turning to go. ‘Don’t worry. Most women survive and think it’s worth it. I’ll pop back again in a little while.’


Clare gazed after her. She looked around at the other women, who had all had their babies and survived it. ‘How bad does it get?’


‘Depends,’ Marge said. ‘Some people have babies like shelling peas. Others …’ She shrugged.


‘I don’t know if I can stand it getting worse than this,’ Clare said. The contraction started again, and there was no mistaking it now as pain. It started low in her back, spreading around until it gripped her like a tightening iron band. She gave herself up to it, feeling the sweat break out on her forehead. The band loosened slowly and the pain faded away.


‘You don’t have no choice, I’m afraid,’ Jean Baker said. ‘You had that nine months ago.’


They all laughed, and someone said, ‘It’s knowing which time you’re going to fall that’s the problem!’


Clare knew exactly when she had fallen for this baby. It was on the second morning of her honeymoon. She and Martyn were in a small country hotel in the Cotswolds and in their innocence they hadn’t got enough Durex with them. Martyn had thought two packets of three would be enough, but they’d used two the first night and another one on the Sunday morning. They’d gone out for a walk then and come back in the afternoon, and gone to bed again. That was another one. Then there was one that night, and the one Martyn had split when he was trying to get it on, and then they were all gone. And on the Monday morning they’d wanted to make love again, wanted it so badly, and they’d looked at each other with desperate eyes and decided to take a chance.


‘We’ve been so careful,’ Clare whispered. ‘It won’t matter, just once.’


But it had mattered, and one morning six weeks later she woke up feeling sick and took the day off work, staying at home in the tiny flat they’d found. By teatime she was better and Martyn came home to the little furnished flat they were renting to find her making chips for their supper. ‘It must have been something I ate yesterday,’ she said cheerfully. ‘I’m fine now.’


Next morning she was sick again and it was only after a week of this that they began to wonder if she might be pregnant.


‘You’d better go to the doctor,’ Martyn said, and they went together. The doctor confirmed that Clare was pregnant and told them they ought to be very happy. ‘It happened on your honeymoon,’ he said. ‘The best time of all to start your family.’


Clare and Martyn didn’t know to begin with whether they were happy or not. They came out of the surgery feeling dazed, holding each other’s hand tightly. They hadn’t meant this to happen for another two years, to give them time to save up for their own house, and they already knew that Martyn was likely to be away for much of that time on his new ship.


‘You’ll be all on your own,’ he said. ‘How will you manage?’


‘I’ll be all right. I know how to look after babies.’ By that time, her sister Valerie had been married for two years and had a baby son, Johnny. Clare was always going over to Portsmouth, where Valerie and Maurice lived, and helping to look after the baby. The thought of having her own filled her with excitement as well as apprehension. ‘It’s going to be lovely,’ she said. ‘We’ll be a real family.’


They paused at the edge of the pavement and dithered. Going back to the flat seemed a bit dull after such momentous news.


Martyn glanced at her uncertainly. ‘Shall we walk out to Stokes Bay? Is it all right for you to go that far?’


Clare laughed. ‘I don’t see why not. I’m not ill. Not till tomorrow morning, anyway. Let’s do that.’


Stokes Bay had always been important to them. Wherever they’d been, they always tried to leave time before going home for a few minutes out at the bay, looking at the Isle of Wight. It was this view that Clare had sketched once and given to Martyn to take to sea, to remind him of their favourite place.


Tonight, as they passed Alverstoke church and came within sight of the bay and the Island beyond, Clare was still trying to grasp the fact that she was having a baby. That somewhere deep inside her a new life was beginning, a tiny body already forming. Not much more than a tadpole at the moment, so the book had said, but already beginning to take shape, to look vaguely human.


‘Can you believe it?’ she asked Martyn as they sat down in one of the shelters, looking out at the sea. ‘A baby of our very own. A baby we’ve made.’ She sat silent for a moment, then asked a little tentatively, ‘Do you mind?’


‘Mind?’ He turned and looked down at her. He was still holding her hand but he let go now and put his arm round her shoulders, pulling her close. ‘Mind? I think it’s smashing!’


‘Oh …’ She relaxed against him. ‘Oh, that’s good. So do I.’ She wasn’t totally sure of this, but she didn’t know how else she was supposed to react, couldn’t quite identify the other feeling that fluttered somewhere inside. ‘I think it’s smashing too. It just shows – it really can happen after only one time.’ She giggled a little hysterically. ‘Just as well we never misbehaved ourselves before! Oh, Martyn, I can’t wait to tell Kathy!’


Kathy was more surprised than pleased when Clare told her the news. She’d been sure that they’d wait until Martyn came home before starting a family. She looked at Clare, not knowing what to say, and Clare grinned self-consciously.


‘We didn’t really mean it to be so quick,’ she admitted. ‘We just – well, we took a chance once, and that was it. Anyway, I’m thrilled and so’s Martyn. We’ll be a proper family.’


‘What do your mum and dad think?’


Clare made a face, remembering her mother’s reaction. She hadn’t been exactly disapproving, but she’d obviously thought it was a pity. However, she’d soon recovered and started to look out knitting patterns from when Valerie had been expecting, and when Bill had been told he’d just shrugged and said that since he was now married to a grandmother, whether he liked it or not, he might as well make the best of it.


‘They think we should have waited a bit longer. But we wouldn’t have got married if we hadn’t been prepared to have children. Anyway, it’s done now and they’ll be just as pleased when they’ve got a new grandchild. You will come and see me as often as you can, won’t you, Kathy? And we want you to be a godmother.’


‘Of course I will.’ Kathy looked at her friend, trying to see if there was any difference in her. She was a married woman, expecting a baby. She ought to be different, somehow. Kathy felt suddenly young and ignorant. She didn’t even know what it was like to make love, not properly, going all the way. Brian would have liked to, she knew, but she was too scared of the consequences, and seeing how easily Clare had fallen convinced her she was right.


Kathy still couldn’t quite believe that someone like Brian Bennett could be in love with her. He was big and confident, as good-looking as a film star, with dark, wavy hair and dark blue eyes. Kathy, who was small and fair, with straight hair that was too fine and silky to do anything more with than cut short, couldn’t believe that he could find her attractive. However, he seemed to like her smallness. He said he could pick her up and put her in his pocket. He seemed to like looking after her, walking on the outside of the pavement and standing aside so that she could go first through doorways. She rather enjoyed it. As eldest of her family, she’d always been expected to take care of the others, and nobody had ever treated her as though she needed protection, as though she was worth it.


It wasn’t long before they were talking about getting engaged.


‘I don’t want to get married yet,’ she said to him as they sat in the front room at home, holding hands. It was Sunday evening and Brian had to leave soon to catch the bus to Fareham for the coach back to Plymouth. His home was in Bristol, so he was a West Country rating, based in Plymouth, like Martyn, and when he’d left Collingwood he’d been drafted to the Plymouth-based aircraft carrier, HMS Pacific. ‘I’d rather wait till you come home and we can start properly together.’


They knew the Pacific was going to be away for a year. Already, it was going off for shorter trips – six weeks up to Scotland and over to Scandinavia and then Hamburg, three weeks to France and Spain – before sailing for the Far East and Australia. After that Brian would probably be drafted again, hopefully to a shore base.


The ship had been in Plymouth, preparing for its long voyage, but to their delight it was going to come to Portsmouth for a week before it sailed for the Far East. Brian was round at Kathy’s house almost before it docked, and Kathy’s mother said he could stay the nights, sleeping on the sofa in the front room, so that they could have as much time as possible together. Kathy had taken a few days’ leave as well. It meant less holiday later on, but what use was holiday to her when Brian was thousands of miles away?


‘I wish we could go away together,’ Brian said as they went out for a walk along Stokes Bay. ‘We could be properly on our own. Not have to come in for meals at the right time. Not have to be in by half past ten. Just imagine it.’ He squeezed her hand. ‘We could pretend we were married.’


‘Oh, no we couldn’t,’ Kathy said, but she knew he didn’t really mean anything by it and she softened and smiled at him. ‘I know what you mean, Bri. It would be lovely, but Mum and Dad would never let us.’


‘Not even though we’re engaged?’ He lifted her hand and looked at the little diamond ring, giving it a kiss. ‘Martyn and Clare went off for a week, walking round the Isle of Wight, just after they got engaged. Her mum and dad didn’t seem too worried.’


‘I know, but they went youth hostelling, you see. That’s respectable.’


He made a face. ‘Bit energetic, though. All that hiking! I suppose they thought Martyn and Clare wouldn’t have the strength to get up to anything they shouldn’t, after they’d walked twenty miles. It’s daft really, though, isn’t it? I mean, a couple could come out for an hour in the afternoon and do all the things they shouldn’t. It doesn’t have to be at night.’ He stopped and put his arms round Kathy’s shoulders. ‘Sometimes, I wish we’d got married before I went away, like them. I love you so much, Kath.’


‘I know.’ She laid her head against his chest. ‘But I think we were right to wait, Brian. I’d hate to be like Clare now, expecting her baby any time and knowing she’s going to be on her own with it all the next year. And she hasn’t even had Martyn with her much while she’s been carrying it. It’s almost as if she didn’t really have a husband.’


‘Well, you know what they say …’


‘If you marry a sailor, you’ve got to expect it. I know. We’ll be separated a lot of the time too, I know that, but at least when you come home, we’ll be able to look forward to a couple of years together, to start us off. I want that, Brian.’


‘So do I.’ He nibbled her ear. ‘And you know what else they say. Being married to a sailor is like being on honeymoon whenever he comes home. It’s got its advantages, Kath.’


Kathy thought that being married and living an ordinary, everyday life was better than being on honeymoon for a few weeks every year and on your own the rest, but she didn’t say so. Chaps like Brian and Martyn had joined the Navy because they loved the idea of being at sea and going to places all over the world, and you couldn’t complain because they’d joined before they knew you. And as Brian had just said, if you didn’t like it you just didn’t marry a sailor. You had to make your own choice over that.


Except that to her, there didn’t seem to have been much choice. She’d fallen in love with Brian and that was that. Choice didn’t really come into it.


‘We can save up while you’re gone,’ she said, ‘and have enough to put a deposit on a house and buy some nice furniture. That’ll be better than going into married quarters.’


‘You’ve been talking to Clare,’ he said. ‘Martyn says she doesn’t want to go into married quarters either.’


‘Well, they can be so snobbish, and the other wives can be so catty. And you never see anyone who isn’t Navy. I’d rather go on seeing the sort of people I know already, people who’ve got all sorts of jobs and different lives. And have our own home. Wouldn’t you rather have that, Brian?’


Brian considered. He didn’t come from a naval family himself. He had grown up partly in Bristol and partly in Devon where he had been evacuated during the war. That was when he’d met Martyn, and they’d stayed friends ever since. When he went home again after the war, his mother was living with a man who wasn’t his father, and Brian had been there when his soldier father came home and found them. He tried not to think about the row that had happened before his dad disappeared for good, and although Brian had stayed, he had never felt welcome and had gone into the Navy when he was sixteen, as much to get away from home as for any other reason.


‘Yes, I would,’ he said. ‘People know too much about you on a naval estate. And there are too many rules and regulations. You’re never free.’


‘That’s settled, then,’ she said contentedly. ‘We’ll get engaged and then save up for our own house, and I’ll wait for you.’


‘You better had!’ he said, putting his arms round her and kissing her. ‘I don’t want any of these “Dear John” letters coming while I’m away.’


Kathy looked at him, puzzled. ‘What’s a “Dear John” letter?’


‘It’s what a girl writes to her bloke when she wants to finish with him. I’ve seen a few of my mates getting them. It’s rotten when you’re away. You can’t do anything about it – can’t go round and have it out with her or find out what’s wrong – and by the time you get home it’s too late. Chances are she’s married some other chap. That’s why a lot of blokes get married before they go away, to make sure of the girl. It’s probably why old Martyn’s so keen.’


‘Oh, I’m sure it’s not. Clare wouldn’t ever do a thing like that. And neither would I.’ She kissed him back. ‘I’ll stay in every night, writing you letters, and they won’t start, “Dear John”!’


‘Well, just make sure they don’t.’ His arms were very tight around her and there was a tight, white ridge around his mouth. ‘You’re my girl, Kathy, and no other bloke’s going to have you, so don’t you forget it.’


Kathy stroked his head tenderly. She knew about his mum, and knew that he hardly ever wrote to her or went home now, and she felt sorry that he’d been so hurt. But it was nice, all the same, to feel that he loved her so much.


‘I’ll be true to you, Brian,’ she whispered, laying her cheek against his. ‘You don’t have to worry. I’ll stay faithful.’


Brian didn’t worry too much about Kathy when he went to sea. He was well aware that she didn’t think of herself as a girl boys would chase after, and she was too much in love with him to stray. As long as he wrote regularly she’d stop at home by the fire and be waiting for him with open arms when he got back.


It was different for him. Sailors couldn’t be expected to spend weeks at sea and then not enjoy a run ashore when they got the chance. He and Martyn were always ready for the liberty boat, and explored the foreign ports eagerly, calling at the first bar they saw for a quick beer before penetrating further. The area around the dock was always well provided with bars, and there were plenty of girls too, ready and willing to link arms with a sailor and spend the evening with him. Brian eyed them as he and Martyn strolled along.


‘I wonder if these little French popsies are all they’re cracked up to be,’ he remarked. They were in Le Havre, only a few hours across the Channel, so they hadn’t exactly had weeks at sea, but it felt just as exciting. ‘I like the look of that little dark one.’


‘Don’t be daft,’ Martyn said. ‘We’ve got our own girls back home and my Clare could knock spots off any one of these.’


‘Oh, sure. So could Kathy. All the same – you can’t help wondering, can you?’


Martyn looked and grinned. Brian was right, you couldn’t help wondering, but that was as far as it would go. ‘Think she fancies you too?’ he said. ‘She’s giving you the eye. Know any French?’


‘I know all I need to. Voulez-vous coucher avec moi – ce soir? That means—’


‘I know what it means, and you’re not going to say it. They’re probably riddled with VD. D’you want to be lined up in front of the doc in a few days’ time? It’s self-inflicted injury, you know – you get put on a charge as well as having to have some nasty treatment. They don’t have much sympathy for blokes that get caught.’


Brian laughed. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to waste my money on tarts. If ever I do, it’ll be someone with a bit of class, not one of these doxies. And I’ve got Kathy’s photo in my wallet to keep me on the straight and narrow. But that doesn’t mean we can’t have a bit of fun, does it? Let’s go in here and have a jar or two and then see what else this place has got to offer.’


They turned into a small tavern packed with sailors and girls. The sound of concertina music floated above the hubbub of voices, and the air was thick with cigarette smoke and the fumes of alcohol. Brian and Martyn grinned at each other happily and elbowed their way to the bar.


‘This is what it’s all about,’ Brian said, fishing for some francs. ‘This is why we joined the Andrew, Martyn, my old mate. Let me stand you a snifter of the local brew.’


While the ship was away, Kathy spent a lot of time with Clare, helping her get ready for the baby, and for her new home. Clare was full of enthusiasm, as if domesticity was all she had ever wanted. Her sketchbook lay untouched. All she drew now were plans of rooms.


‘Mum and Dad are giving us money for a few bits of furniture. It’s ever so good of them, when you think they paid for the wedding only a few months ago. And Mum says she’ll make a loose cover for one of their old armchairs, and we can have that. I thought of a nice bright red, to look contemporary. And our Val’s giving me an old kitchen table, so we can eat our meals in the kitchen, but we’ll need some chairs. Two kitchen chairs will do, or maybe stools. And I thought in the living-room – the lounge – we could have this long coffee-table, see, and when we’ve got people to tea we can have it in there, not bothering about sitting up. I think we’ll be able to afford another armchair too, a new one. It’s going to be smashing, Kath.’


Kathy thought of her own savings, slowly gathering in her bank account. Was it all going to be spent on furniture and houses like Clare’s? She’d seen a really nice skirt in the little shop opposite the office a couple of days ago, and she wanted to buy it, but she wondered whether she ought to. Perhaps she should be like Clare and think about her home instead.


No. I’m glad we’re not getting married yet, Kathy thought. Clare’s going to be so tied down. She won’t have any life of her own.


Brian thought so too, but his sympathy was for Martyn. ‘The poor bloke can’t even afford to go ashore for a drink of an evening,’ he complained the next time he was in Gosport. ‘He says Clare wants money for nappies or vests or bootees. For Christ’s sake, he’s only twenty-two and he talks like an old man.’


‘Well, it’s his baby. He’s got to take responsibility.’


‘That’s what he says,’ Brian admitted. ‘I mean, he doesn’t seem all that bothered by it, he’s still like a dog with two tails. You wouldn’t think anyone had ever had a baby before. But I reckon a bloke needs a bit of fun when he’s away from home.’


Kathy looked at him doubtfully. ‘Fun?’


‘Just going out for a drink,’ he said. ‘That’s all. You’ve got to get off the ship some time, and what else is there to do?’


It was much the same for the girls left at home, Kathy thought. She didn’t go out much herself, and she listened enviously to the other girls at work talking about the dances they’d been to, the boys they’d picked up, the evenings in the pub. Kathy didn’t want to pick up boys but she was bored and restless at home. It didn’t take long to write to Brian each evening, and she was fed up with the wireless, and even the new television set didn’t hold her attention for long.


‘There’s a new community centre starting up in town,’ her mother said one day. ‘Why don’t you go along to that? They’re doing different activities, like a youth club, and I don’t see anything wrong in an engaged girl going to that sort of thing.’


Kathy thought she might as well. You could go on your own, you didn’t have to have a partner, and people didn’t pair off – it was just groups. She looked at the prospectus and thought she’d like to join the music group and the debating circle, and go to the social evenings.


There were quite a few people there she knew from school, but many of them were strangers – either older, or a bit younger, from different parts of the town, or who had been to other schools. It was pleasant and friendly, and you could get coffee and biscuits and sit about in low armchairs and talk, as well as joining groups. Kathy started to go every evening, except for the nights when she went to see Clare, and she soon began to make new friends.


‘It’s nice because it doesn’t have to mean anything,’ she told Clare. ‘Everyone knows I’m engaged, so the boys I talk to aren’t expecting me to flirt with them or anything like that, it’s just ordinary. It’s a shame you can’t come along too.’


She looked at Clare’s swollen body and thought of her own getting like that, misshapen and fat. Suppose it never went properly back to normal? And it wasn’t just that. Clare had had all sorts of things wrong with her. Morning sickness, when she’d looked as pale as a wraith, and then indigestion and backache, and a horrible pain like toothache, all down her side and leg, that she said came from the baby pressing on the sciatic nerve. And then she’d had heartburn after meals, from carrying the baby high, and then there was the high blood pressure that meant she had to rest a lot and would have to go into the Blake before the baby was due, so that she could be properly looked after. And on top of that, she’d had a varicose vein starting. A varicose vein, and she was only nineteen!


It’s like being old, Kathy thought. Old and ill. I don’t want all that. I’m not ready for that.


She went to the Thorngate next evening with some relief, knowing that nobody there was going to talk about babies or being pregnant, or even about buying furniture. Instead, they discussed Fidel Castro’s new regime in Cuba, the latest space rocket sent up by the Russians to orbit the moon, and Buddy Holly’s death, along with Big Bopper and Richie Valens, in a plane crash. And then they put on some records and danced to the latest hits, and Kathy talked and laughed and, for a little while, forgot to be lonely.







Chapter Three


‘I think it’s time to take you to the labour ward,’ the sister said, coming to look at Clare as she lay sweating and clutching the iron bars behind her head. ‘Now, remember what Matron told you in the antenatal classes. Deep breaths, right down into your tummy. That’s right.’ Her cool hand rested on Clare’s wrist, fingers lightly pressing on her pulse. ‘That’s right. Easing off now, is it? That’s a good girl. No, you don’t have to walk. I’ll get Audrey to bring the trolley. Just rest for a minute or two. It’s going to be all right. Everything’s going to be all right.’ She smiled reassuringly down at Clare’s suddenly panic-stricken face. ‘This time tomorrow, it’ll all be over. You’ll be a mum, with a baby all of your own.’


‘His name’s Christopher,’ Clare said weakly when the baby was born at last. He was big – over eight and a half pounds – and lusty, with just enough fuzz on his head to know that he was blond, and a face that was already round, with crumpled jowls like Winston Churchill. Clare looked at him with some amazement as he lay swathed in towels in the crook of her arm. After all the long months, the waiting and the preparation, it didn’t seem possible that he was here at last. A baby. A little boy. Christopher. Christopher Michael.


‘It’s nice it’s a boy,’ the pupil midwife, who had helped the sister deliver him, said to Clare as she busied herself around the small labour ward. ‘You won’t have all that expense of a wedding later on.’


Clare opened her mouth to say that she was already married, but then realised what the girl meant. If she hadn’t been so tired, she would have giggled. Fancy thinking ahead that far, when the baby was only half an hour old! ‘I expect he’ll want other things,’ she said, stroking the soft cheek. It still seemed impossible. A real, living human being, out of her body, made on a Monday morning nine months ago just because she and Martyn had run out of french letters … No, because she and Martyn loved each other. It was beyond understanding. It was a miracle.


‘He looks like his dad, doesn’t he?’ the midwife said, coming close to look down at the sleeping face. ‘I can see him there, can’t you?’


Clare turned her head and examined the baby’s face more closely. ‘Yes,’ she said, in some surprise, ‘I think he does. He does.’ She smiled, feeling a flood of warmth. It was like having a bit of Martyn still with her. That’s what the baby was; a bit of Martyn and a bit of her. Made up to be someone who would turn out quite different from both of them, someone all his own. Christopher. Christopher Michael. Christopher …


When she woke again, she was back in the ward and the baby had been put into a cot in a separate nursery with the others. She would only see him now when he was brought in for feeds. It gave the mothers a rest – the last one they’d get until they came in again for the next baby, someone observed wryly. By the time they left the maternity home, a fortnight after the birth, they were on their feet again, full of life and energy and ready to cope.


Once the baby was born, Clare discovered, all the problems that went with pregnancy disappeared. This might have seemed obvious, but somehow she hadn’t expected it. Without actually thinking about it, she’d assumed they would go slowly, like in a convalescence. Instead, the sickness that had plagued her all the way through vanished overnight like the huge bump she’d carried around for the past few months. Her blood pressure came down, and when Christopher was three days old she was allowed to get out of bed, have a bath and go to the toilet. She hadn’t needed stitches, so she was spared their discomfort, and she felt well enough to go home straight away.


‘I want to get back to the bungalow,’ she told her mother, who came to see her almost every evening. ‘I want to take Christopher out in his pram.’


‘Plenty of time for that,’ Iris said. She thought Clare was looking pale and thin. Once the baby was born, it was obvious that the girl had lost a lot of her own weight during her difficult pregnancy, and although she seemed tickled pink at being slimmer than she’d ever been before, it wasn’t right in a new mother. ‘The rest’ll do you good. You’re allowed to be up and about more than I ever was, as it is. I wasn’t allowed to put a foot to the floor for a fortnight.’


‘I feel I could walk ten miles.’ Clare grinned. ‘I’ll be able to walk down to see you when I’m out.’


‘That’s something I wanted to talk to you about.’ Iris hesitated. Clare was an independent girl, always had been, but there was no getting away from it: she wasn’t twenty yet and apart from a few months in that flat she’d never even had a home to look after, let alone a baby. ‘Your dad and me have been thinking. Why don’t you come back home for a couple of weeks first? You’ll have a lot on your plate, and you’ll be all by yourself. I can help you, show you how to go about things …’


Clare stared at her. All this time, she’d been looking forward to taking her baby back to her own home, to the new bungalow. And now her mum was suggesting she shouldn’t go back there at all. Instead, she was to take Christopher back to her parents’ house, to be shown how to look after him, to be told how to bath him, dress him, when and how to feed him … He won’t be my baby, she thought. I know Mum means well, but he won’t be my baby, and I’ll have lost that first fortnight for ever.


‘Thanks, Mum,’ she said, ‘but I want to start off in my own place. By the time I get out of here, I’ll have been away for a month. And they show us how to look after the babies in here, how to bath them and all that. I’ll be all right. It’s not as if I have to look after a husband as well,’ she added with wry smile. ‘I won’t have anything else to do.’


Iris looked as if she might argue, but thought better of it. Clare was a married woman now, even if she was still under twenty-one, and you couldn’t tell her what to do. She just said, ‘Well, you know you can change your mind if you want to,’ and then went on to say that Kathy had been round to see her and ask if she could come in and visit one evening. ‘I told her she could come tomorrow, if that’s all right with you. Then I can go to the Fireside Club meeting.’


‘Oh, yes,’ Clare said, relieved that there was to be no argument. ‘Yes, that’ll be lovely. She can tell me about going to see the ship sail.’


Kathy arrived next evening with a small box of chocolates for Clare and a cot blanket for the baby. It was cellular, in soft pink and blue checks. ‘I know you wanted yellow, but they didn’t have any and I thought this would do for a girl as well, if that’s what you have next time,’ she said with a grin.


Clare wasn’t so sure now that there was going to be a next time. Giving birth hadn’t been any fun at all, and she was inclined to think she might not let herself in for it again. However, when she held Christopher in her arms and felt him nuzzling at her breast, she was overwhelmed with love, and knew that she would want to go through it again, if only for this enormous delight. And they all said second babies came much more easily.


‘Tell me about the ship,’ she said. ‘You did go to see it sail, didn’t you?’


Kathy nodded. ‘I was down on the Hard by half past six. There were quite a few of us there, even though she’s really a Plymouth ship. I suppose there are quite a few Gosport wives and girlfriends. It was lovely watching her go, but ever so sad. The sailors were all lined up round the flight deck and you could hear the bosun’s whistle as they went past the Victory. I watched till I couldn’t see her any more and then I just went and had a cup of tea in the Dive and got to work early. There wasn’t really time to go home again.’


‘I couldn’t bear to think about it,’ Clare said. ‘I thought the baby was going to come at any moment and I just sat in bed knitting all morning. The other girls were smashing, they all came and sat with me. And by dinner-time I wasn’t thinking about anything much, except getting it over with.’


‘I’m dying to see the baby,’ Kathy said. Only new fathers or, in cases like Clare’s where the husband was away, grandmothers were allowed to visit the nursery. ‘I’ll come round and see you the minute you get home, though.’


‘Yes, it seems a waste no one else seeing him while he’s so tiny and new. Come the day after I get home.’ Clare smiled. ‘I got Mum to bring my camera in. I’m going to get one of the others to take pictures of me with Christopher.’ It still seemed funny, talking about the baby by name. ‘He looks just like Winston Churchill!’


‘All babies look like Winston Churchill,’ Kathy said. ‘Or maybe it’s just that he never grew out of looking like a baby.’ She sighed, and Clare realised suddenly that Kathy too must be feeling lonely. The year stretched ahead of them all, but for Kathy it must have seemed even emptier than for Clare. I’ve got Christopher to think about, Clare thought. I can watch him growing and learning – to sit up, to crawl, maybe even to walk, to smile and laugh and play and say a few words. For Kathy, nothing’s going to change during this year; she’ll be just the same when Brian comes back as she is now.


It seemed horribly dull.


‘Are you going to start going to the community club again?’ she asked, and Kathy nodded.


‘I might as well. Not for a week or two, perhaps, but there’s nothing much else to do. I’m going to join the hockey club too, next autumn. I’ve got to do something.’


‘Of course you have, but you’ll come and see me at least once a week, won’t you?’


‘Try stopping me,’ Kathy said, and they smiled at each other.


By the time Clare was finally allowed out of the maternity home, she had been in there for a month and felt as if she’d been let out of prison. It was strange and wonderful to walk out with her own baby in her arms and get into a taxi with her mother, waving goodbye to all the nurses and other women as it swept along the drive. Even stranger to arrive at the new bungalow, looking much the same as it had when she’d left it, except that someone had dug up the front garden and raked it flat, and planted grass seed to make a lawn. That must have been Dad. The taxi stopped and she got out and stood looking at her home.


There hadn’t been many new houses built yet after the war. The government had been too busy getting people rehoused after the bombing, first with prefabs and then with proper council houses, but at last they’d got nearly everyone sorted out and now builders could turn their attention to their own developments. The little cul-de-sac of bungalows that Clare and Martyn had found was one of these.


‘It’s just right for us,’ Clare had told Kathy excitedly. ‘I know we didn’t mean to go in for our own place so soon, but Mrs Spooner won’t let the flat to anyone with children, so we’ve got to move out. And we might as well be paying a mortgage as rent.’ She showed Kathy the plans. ‘See, it’ll have two bedrooms and a nice big lounge – eighteen feet long, it’ll be, with a picture window at the end. I think that’s much better than a front room and back room, don’t you? I mean, look at my mum and dad, they hardly ever use the front room, and it’s got all the best furniture but we all have to squash into the back room with the old stuff. I don’t see any point in that. And it’s got a nice bathroom too, and we can choose the colour. White, blue or pink. I’ve decided on blue, with black tiles, I think that’ll look really smart.’


‘It’s handy for Collingwood, too,’ Kathy had said, studying the street plan. ‘See, if Martyn gets drafted there, he’ll be able to get home for dinner.’


Clare thought of this now, standing with her baby in her arms. Martyn, coming home for dinner – he’d have to get a bike – and then again for tea, being there all evening, all night, every night. It seemed like a fantasy, but perhaps it would really come true.


‘You’re sure you don’t want to come down to us?’ Iris said, thinking that now the moment had come her daughter might be feeling a bit daunted at the idea of being on her own.


Clare shook her head firmly. ‘I want to start off in my own place, just as if Martyn was here.’ She walked up the short path and stopped, wishing she had her own key to open the front door, but Iris had it, and Clare had to wait while her mother opened the door and walked in ahead of her. It ought to have been me, she thought, and then swept the brief resentment aside. Her mother just wanted to help, and was almost as excited as Clare was to have a new baby in the family. And she’d done a lot already, and would do more.


Evidence of what Iris had done was already apparent. In the living-room, the carrycot they’d bought from one of Iris’s friends stood on the studio couch, made up with soft new sheets and blankets. Clare laid the baby inside and they stood and gazed down at the tiny, sleeping face.


‘They said he’s ever such a good baby,’ Clare said. ‘Sleeps all through the night, never needs feeding.’


‘I dare say he’ll want something. It’s a long time for a tiny baby, ten o’clock till six. I should just give him a small feed if he wakes, and some water.’ Iris bent over the cot and touched the peach-bloom cheek. ‘He’s lovely. I can’t wait to have a proper cuddle.’


‘Well, he’ll be waking up pretty soon. Let’s have a cup of coffee.’ Clare went out of the room and began to wander round the bungalow, reminding herself what it was like. It didn’t take long. Two bedrooms, one completely empty, one with the big cot and the whitewood furniture. A shining new bathroom with its blue bath and the black tiles everyone had raised their eyebrows at when Clare had chosen them, and which did look just as smart as she had thought they would. The kitchen, with its fitted cupboards and Formica worktops and the brand-new electric cooker which had been hardly used before Clare went into hospital.


‘I can’t believe it,’ she said, filling the kettle. ‘I’ve got all this! I just wish Martyn could be here too.’


‘I know, but the time will soon go, especially now you’ve got the baby. You’ll have to send him lots of photos.’


Clare had already had photographs taken in the nursing home, showing Christopher propped like a miniature grumpy old man on her lap. She intended to take new ones every week, so that Martyn could see just how he grew over the year. And she would write every day, as she’d always done. There would be lots to tell him now.


From the living-room, they heard a stirring of bedclothes and a mewing cry. They went back and Clare lifted the baby out and gave him to her mother. ‘There you are. Another grandson for you.’


Iris held him close and looked down at the blue, unfocused eyes. Her own eyes were filled with tears. ‘He’s lovely, Clare. He’s really, really lovely.’


Christopher waved small, clenched fists no bigger than furled roses, and kicked his legs. He’s strong, Clare thought, still overwhelmed by the miracle of his being. He’s strong and healthy, and it’s up to me to look after him now. Wherever I go, he’ll have to come with me; he’ll be with me every minute of the day and night, and if he isn’t I’ll have to make sure there’s someone I trust looking after him. He’s my responsibility.


She felt a pang of uncertainty. Maybe she should have gone home with Mum, after all. But then she reminded herself that she’d been taught all she needed to know in the Blake, and that women had been having and looking after babies ever since the world began. All you had to do, after all, was feed them and keep them clean. The rest would just happen naturally.


She could feel the milk tingling in her full breasts. She sat down and unbuttoned her blouse and held out her arms for her baby.


Keeping them clean and fed wasn’t all you had to do for babies, Clare discovered, or if it was, they had their own ideas about how and when you should do it. Christopher, exhausted by the changes in his routine on his first day at home, slept through the first night, and Clare woke next morning feeling rested and triumphant. There’s nothing to it, she thought. He’s a really good baby. It’s all going to be fine.


She lay for a few minutes on the studio couch in the living-room, made up as a single bed, and watched the pattern of sunlight shining through the curtains on to the ceiling. Now, at last, she could cry for Martyn if she wanted to. She hadn’t let herself shed so much as a tear during her time in the hospital, afraid that if she started she wouldn’t be able to stop. Yesterday had been a flurry of visitors – her mother had stayed with her all day, Valerie had come in the afternoon with Johnny, her father had come straight from work, so they’d all had tea together, and her new neighbour Janet, who had two boys of nine and seven, had popped in. There hadn’t been any time at all for her own private thoughts and feelings.


But there was no one to see now, no one to interrupt or try to offer useless comfort. If she wanted to, she could cry all day.


To her surprise, however, she didn’t want to. It was as if somehow the moment had passed, as if it was too late. Even as she lay thinking about it, she heard a movement from the carrycot, which she had placed across two kitchen chairs; a stirring of bedclothes and a faint murmur, like the whimper of a very young kitten. Her heart leaped and she pushed back her own bedclothes and leaned over the cot, feeling the wonder spread its glow over her body all over again as she touched the downy cheek with her fingertip.


‘Hello, baby,’ she said softly. ‘Hello, Christopher.’


Christopher stretched his arms and screwed his face up in a grimacing yawn, and Clare laughed. His eyes opened, and she gazed into them, convinced that he saw and knew her. They said babies couldn’t focus properly, she thought, but how did they know? He was looking at her, she knew he was, and nobody could convince her otherwise.


The baby screwed his face up again and began to cry. Hastily, Clare unfastened the nursing bra she had been advised to wear – a huge, heavy thing, like a suit of armour – and lifted him out. She settled him against her and leaned against the back of the couch.


Martyn wasn’t forgotten, but it wasn’t the right moment to cry for him now, either, not with Christopher suckling at her breast. And after he’d fed, she would have to change him and then get washed and dressed and have her own breakfast before it was time for his daily bath, and then another feed … and then there would be the nappies to wash, and lunch to be got ready and eaten before his two o’clock feed, and then the afternoon walk that everyone seemed to think so necessary … And Kathy was coming this afternoon, she remembered, and staying to tea … and then there would be just Christopher’s evening feed to think about before she went to bed …


It didn’t seem as if she was ever going to have time to sit and weep for her husband.


By this time, Martyn’s ship was in the Mediterranean. They had crossed the Bay of Biscay in fine, calm weather and called at Gibraltar. The ship lay moored under the great rock and all the sailors flooded ashore, eager to take trips up to the top to see the famous apes, or just to find the nearest bar.


Brian found Martyn in the mess, stretched out on his bunk in his underpants, staring at a handful of little black and white photographs.


‘I just got these from Clare,’ he said. ‘They’re of the baby.’ He tried to say ‘Christopher’ but somehow the baby didn’t seem real enough for that yet. He’d been lying there for an hour, gazing at the snaps, trying to convince himself that this funny little creature was really his son.


‘Good God,’ Brian said, taking one and staring at it. ‘He looks like a cross between a coconut and a garden gnome.’ He ducked, as if expecting Martyn to swing a punch at his head.


Martyn didn’t punch him and he didn’t laugh. He hardly seemed to hear the insult. ‘Clare says everyone thinks he looks like me,’ he said, taking the photograph back.


‘I didn’t say he didn’t.’ Brian looked at his watch. ‘Come on, Martyn, get your skates on. I want to get ashore.’


‘Go on, then.’


‘What do you mean, go on? You’re coming for a run, aren’t you?’


‘No. Don’t think I’ll bother. I haven’t read this letter yet—’


‘Christ, man, the letter won’t go bad if you leave it for an hour or so! Or read it now and I’ll wait, only don’t take too long about it because I’ve got a thirst I wouldn’t flog for a week’s rations. Come on, Martyn.’


Martyn shook his head. ‘You go on. I’ll catch you up somewhere. You can’t get lost in Gib. I’ll find you.’


Brian stared at him, baffled, then shrugged and sauntered out of the mess. Most of the other men had gone too and Martyn was left alone to gaze at his photographs and read his letter. He unfolded the pages slowly, imagining Clare writing the words, trying to feel her hands on the paper, trying to feel her kiss and caress.


‘It’s like having a huge hole torn in me, being without you,’ she had written. ‘And I wish so much that you could be here to see Christopher while he’s tiny. Oh, Martyn, I love you so much, so very very much …’


I love you too, he thought. And it feels like a huge hole in me as well. I don’t know how I’m going to get through a whole year like this …


True to her word, Kathy came at least once a week, straight from work, to spend the evening with Clare and the baby. She spent hours cuddling and playing with him, marvelling at his tiny fingers and toes, marvelling again as he grew. ‘It’s like seeing a different baby every week,’ she said. ‘I can’t believe he can grow so fast without bursting out of his skin.’


‘Well, it grows with him, I suppose,’ Clare said. She enjoyed these visits as much as Kathy did. Cooking a meal for someone else made a pleasant change, and she didn’t feel constricted as she sometimes did with her mother and father. Iris had her own very definite opinions on what should be served up at various meals, and disapproved of some of Clare’s ideas – a constant bone of contention was the fact that Clare never bothered with potatoes, unless they were roasted or done as chips. ‘I don’t like boiled or mashed spuds,’ she said, defending herself. ‘They’re boring, so why should I bother with them?’


‘You’ll have to bother with them when your husband comes home,’ Iris told her. ‘He’ll want something a bit more substantial to fill up on. And mashed potato will be good for the baby when he starts to eat solids.’


Clare thought that there were plenty of other things he’d like just as much, and if he did want potatoes she could always cook him one. But when Kathy came to tea there were no such worries, and they experimented happily together. Tonight, they were having Clare’s latest invention, egg and cheese pie – alternate layers of hardboiled eggs and cheese, baked in flaky pastry. She made some salad to go with it, and opened a couple of bags of crisps.


Christopher was four months old now. He was struggling to sit up, and Clare propped him against a pillow in the armchair. He surveyed them from this throne, his eyes watching as they ate. There was a tiny crease across his brow as if he were trying to solve a difficult problem.


‘He’s wondering what we’re eating,’ Kathy said, laughing at him.


‘He knows what food is,’ Clare said. ‘Wait till he sees his bowl and spoon.’ She had started him on solids now and he had three or four spoonfuls at every mealtime. She made up thick Farex, like a porridge, for breakfast, and gave him mashed vegetables – carrots, peas or swede, but not potatoes – at dinner-time. For tea, he usually had banana or Farex again, and she sometimes gave him a rusk like a thick biscuit, to hold in his fist and gnaw.


He was fat and cheerful, a happy baby who seemed to smile on command, as if he couldn’t help it. He laughed and chuckled uproariously when tickled, and spent hours sitting in his pram just outside the kitchen window, watching his mother working inside. Soon it would be too cold, and he’d have to come indoors, but the summer of 1959 had been gloriously and continuously hot, and Clare had been able to put him outside almost all day. His skin had turned a light golden brown, just from being in the open air under his canopy. In the hottest weather, she had taken off all his clothes and let him lie naked on a nappy, kicking his fat little legs.


Clare had settled quite happily into being a mother and staying at home. It was what was expected of a girl, after all – that, after a few years at work, she would get married, have a family and stay at home in the traditional manner. Kathy would do it once Brian was home again, and because she’d had this extra year at work they would probably be able to afford a bigger house, one with three bedrooms.


She was surprised to find how much there was to do. What with feeding, bathing and playing with Christopher, and then washing and cleaning and shopping, the days just flew by. At least once a week she either caught the bus down to Gosport to visit her mother, or walked if the day was fine, and sometimes she stayed the night so that she could see her father in the evening. Now and then she invited them to the bungalow for Sunday tea, and as often as not Bill brought some tools and did a few small jobs about the place. Valerie and Maurice came too and it was like a family party, especially when Ian managed to get home as well.


‘You need that garden dug over and planted,’ Bill told her, looking at the lumpy ground left by the builders. ‘You’ve got room for a nice little vegetable plot there.’


‘I’d never have time to look after it,’ Clare objected. ‘I’d rather have a bit of lawn for Chris to play on.’


Bill pulled down the corners of his mouth. In his opinion, lawns were for people with really big gardens, and a waste of space for ordinary folk who ought to be growing their own food. However, Iris had impressed on him that Clare’s life was her own now, so all he said was, ‘Well it still wants digging over. I’ll bring up my fade and spork next time I come.’


‘Thanks, Dad,’ Clare said with a grin, and gave his arm a squeeze before going indoors to put the kettle on. She’d made a batch of scones and a fruit cake for tea, and Iris was already in the kitchen getting a sponge out of a tin and putting it on a plate. She never came without some offering and to her Sunday tea wasn’t Sunday tea without at least two sorts of cake.


‘That baby’s looking a picture,’ she said as Valerie came in with Christopher in her arms. ‘I must say, Clare, you’re turning out to be a good little mother. I don’t mind telling you, that first couple of weeks I was on tenterhooks the whole time, thinking you’d be at the door saying you’d dropped him or something.’


‘Mum! Whatever d’you think I am? Did you think I wouldn’t take care of my own baby?’ Clare rubbed his peachskin cheek with her finger. ‘Why, he’s the best thing that ever happened to me – after Martyn, of course. I’d never let anything happen to him.’ She wasn’t too annoyed, though. She knew that her mother only meant it for the best, but she was glad that she hadn’t gone to stay for that first fortnight, as Iris had suggested. I’ve proved myself, she thought, and felt a twinge of satisfaction as she carried the scones into the front room and looked around at her home, and at the family who had come to visit her. I’ve proved I’m grown-up and independent!


She’d made friends with some of the neighbours too – Janet, who lived next door with her husband Stan and the two boys, and Hazel and Mike, who lived on the other side and had a baby only a couple of weeks older than Christopher. Clare and Hazel went to the baby clinic together every Thursday to have the babies weighed and buy the dried milk that Hazel used all the time and Clare occasionally. They often went shopping together at the local co-op, and had a cup of tea in one or another’s house afterwards.


As the evenings began to draw in, Hazel had started to invite Clare in on Saturday evenings, to watch television, which Clare and Martyn couldn’t afford yet, and have a bit of supper. Clare had taken her egg and cheese pie in once and they’d been very impressed.


Kathy came up every Tuesday straight from work. She listened to Clare’s account of how the days flew and wondered if she would ever be able to settle down like this.


‘You must get lonely, though,’ she said. ‘I mean, having to do everything yourself, without Martyn here to help you.’


‘I miss him all the time, but I don’t know that it’s any harder this way. I’ve got Chris for company, and I don’t have to think about getting meals for anyone else or doing more washing. I’m not tied to being home at any particular time – I can stay out all night if I want!’ She grinned. ‘I already do – sometimes I walk down to see Mum and Dad and stay the night. I keep a few nappies down there and a change of clothes, and it’s no trouble to put a few things in the pram.’


‘I know, but even so …’


‘It’s only what you’ve got to expect,’ Clare said. ‘It’s no use moaning about being lonely when you’re a sailor’s wife. You know you’re going to be on your own a lot of the time.’


Kathy walked back to the bus stop later, thinking over what Clare had said. It was true that a sailor’s wife had to expect long periods of loneliness. The ships were often away for a year at a time, and if a man had a foreign draft ashore, in Singapore, for instance, or Malta or Hong Kong, it could be over two years. Often they would take their wives with them on these drafts, but not everyone did, and not all wives wanted to go. If you wanted to marry a sailor, you had to go into it with your eyes open.


The bus came along, and Kathy got on and sat staring out of the window into the darkness. Clare seems happy enough, she thought. It must seem endless to her, this year, but she stays cheerful. She writes to Martyn every day, and she loves being at home with Christopher. I dare say they’ll have another baby quite soon, once Martyn gets home. She said once she didn’t want her children too far apart. And she’ll just stop at home, looking after them all, being a perfect wife and mother, without ever wishing that things could be different …


So what’s wrong with me? Why is it that, although I can see Clare’s happy with what she’s got, it just doesn’t seem enough? Why do I feel more and more as if I’m in some kind of a trap?


And what on earth am I going to do about it?







Chapter Four


Kathy went to the community centre at least three times a week. There was always something interesting going on – a debate, or a quiz, or dancing to records. You could usually find someone to play table tennis with, or you could just make a cup of coffee and sit and talk. It was better than staying at home listening to the wireless or watching the television with Mum and Dad.


One Wednesday evening she recognised a boy who had been about three years ahead of her at school. He came over while she was drinking coffee and sat down in the next chair. ‘I haven’t seen you here before,’ he said. He had dark, curly hair and a shy smile. He was thinner than Brian, but about the same height.


Kathy raised her eyebrows at him. ‘You haven’t been looking, then. I’ve been coming for ages.’


‘On Wednesday evenings?’ he asked doubtfully, and she relented.


‘No, I don’t usually come on a Wednesday, but I got fed up sitting at home so I thought I’d come down and see what was on. There aren’t many people I know here tonight, though.’


‘Well, you could get to know me,’ he offered a little diffidently. He glanced at her hands. ‘Are you engaged?’


Kathy nodded. ‘My fiancé’s in the Navy. He’s away.’ She remembered the boy’s name. ‘You’re Terry Carter. I remember you at school. You were in the sixth form when I was in the third.’


‘No!’ he said, pretending to be amazed. ‘Don’t tell me you were that skinny little brat with pigtails who was always getting into trouble.’


‘I never got into trouble,’ Kathy said with dignity, ‘and I wasn’t skinny either. And I never had pigtails.’ They both laughed and he looked at her cup.


‘D’you want another coffee?’ He went and fetched them both fresh coffee and they sat for a while, exchanging reminiscences about school and discovering mutual friends and acquaintances. Then he said, ‘What are you doing now?’


‘I’m in the civil service. I work at Cambridge Barracks, doing service pay. What do you do?’


‘I work in Portsmouth too,’ he said. ‘I’m an accountant. I’ve just finished my articles.’


Kathy was impressed. She looked at him again. He had a pleasant face, quite ordinary but with a nice smile and warm brown eyes. She felt a little sorry that they couldn’t get to know each other better. If I weren’t engaged, she thought, we could meet at lunchtimes, or go across on the ferry together, but of course she was engaged and Brian wouldn’t like her meeting another chap, even just as a friend. Coming to the community centre was all right, but going out alone with someone would be quite different.


‘I thought about the civil service too,’ he said, ‘but one of my friends was going to be an accountant so we decided to do it together. I’m glad now. D’you like your job?’


‘It’s all right. I like the people there and the job’s okay. I don’t suppose I’ll stay there for ever, though. I mean, when Brian comes home next year we’ll be getting married, and I suppose we’ll start a family. I won’t be able to go on working then. I’m not an established civil servant, so I expect I’ll have to leave anyway. They don’t always let married women stay on if they’re not established.’


‘Sounds a bit daft,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you get established? What d’you have to do?’


Kathy was a bit vague about this. ‘It’s to do with pensions and gratuities and things,’ she said. ‘If you’re going to leave, it’s better not to get established, and then you can get a lump sum. It’s all a bit complicated.’


‘Well, if they chuck you out, you come to me,’ he said with a grin. ‘I’m sure we can find an ex-civil servant a job in our office.’


Kathy laughed. Terry Carter was nice, she decided, and it was nice too to be able to sit and chat with a boy like this. She went home, wondering if Terry Carter had a girlfriend and what time he went to work in the mornings. Quite likely, they’d been going on the same boat for months and never noticed each other. Next morning, she looked out for him but he didn’t appear and she decided that he must catch a later boat. Civil servants started work at eight thirty, but he probably didn’t have to be at work till nine.


That evening, she stayed at home and wrote a long letter to Brian. Now that autumn was setting in, the time seemed to drag even more. The evenings grew dark too quickly to go for walks and the sea was too cold for swimming. There was nothing much to do but go to the pictures or to the centre, and going to the pictures on your own wasn’t much fun.


‘Everyone seems to have someone to go with,’ she remarked one evening to Terry. ‘There’s a good picture on next week, with Ian Carmichael in it, but I don’t want to play gooseberry.’


‘Well,’ he said, ‘you could come with me.’ When she started to shake her head, he added, ‘Why not? What’s the difference between sitting here drinking coffee and sitting in the Forum watching a film? It doesn’t have to mean anything.’


Kathy looked doubtful. She thought Brian would be able to see a difference, but Terry was right. And Brian went ashore and into pubs or whatever they had abroad, and had drinks with the other lads. It wasn’t as if he was sitting aboard ship, not enjoying himself.


‘I don’t know …’


‘Look,’ Terry said, ‘I’m not going to make a pass at you. We’re just friends, all right? We can pass the time together without making something of it.’


Kathy knew he hadn’t got a girlfriend. He was rather shy and serious, and didn’t seem to know how to flirt. She believed him when he said he wouldn’t make a pass at her. You could feel safe with Terry, she thought.


‘All right. We’ll go together.’ She smiled at him. ‘We go Dutch, mind. I’m not asking you to pay for me.’


‘We’ll see about that—’ he began, but Kathy shook her head firmly.


‘No. It wouldn’t be right. It’s not like going out on a date. If I were going with a girl, we’d pay separately.’


He agreed, but unwillingly, and when they met in the Forum foyer the following Wednesday he looked embarrassed as she proffered the money. ‘I don’t like this. It looks bad, a bloke not paying for the girl.’


‘I’ll give it to you later, then.’ Kathy put her purse away. But he seemed just as uncomfortable afterwards, when she tried to give him the money in private. ‘Look, you don’t have to feel awkward. We just went as friends, that’s all. I’m not your girlfriend.’


He gave her an odd look. ‘It still doesn’t seem right. I mean, it’s like telling lies – I pretended to pay for you but it wasn’t really true. Honestly, Kathy, I can’t see what the fuss is about. I’ve got a good job and I don’t have anything else to spend my money on. Why not let me pay when we go to the pictures?’


‘Oh, so we’re going again, are we?’ Kathy teased him, and he grinned.


‘I don’t see why not, do you? I know you’re engaged, but that doesn’t mean you’ve got to sit at home knitting all the time. You’ll have fifty or sixty years to do that after you’re married. We can go about together till Brian comes back.’


‘I suppose we could.’ Kathy had enjoyed going to the pictures with Terry. It was nice to sit there in the dark with a man beside her, even if he didn’t hold her hand or put his arm round her shoulders. She’d been once or twice on her own and felt uncomfortable by herself, especially during the interval when everyone else had someone to chat to.


Fifty or sixty years! she thought now. Fifty or sixty years of being married to one man, not able to go out with anyone else at all, ever, or have any other male friends except those who were married to her own friends, like Martyn and Clare. Terry was right. She was only nineteen years old, and this year was her last chance to have some fun. And she wouldn’t be doing anything that Brian could really object to.


‘All right, but I still think I ought to pay—’


‘Listen,’ he said, with mock sternness, ‘I’ve got a say in this too. If you want to come out with me, you’ve got to put up with me paying. It’ll make me feel a lot better. You don’t want me feeling miserable all the time, do you?’


Kathy laughed and gave in. She knew that he earned a good deal more than she did, and they wouldn’t be going anywhere expensive, after all. Just to the pictures now and then. And she knew that men were funny about girls paying for themselves; they didn’t really like it, just as her dad had objected when Mum wanted to get a part-time job once. He’d acted as though she was insulting him, as if she was saying he couldn’t provide for his family, and it had caused such bad feeling Mum had had to give up the idea.


‘That’s settled, then,’ Terry said. ‘So are we going to see next week’s picture? It’s another Ian Carmichael, and that chap Peter Sellers is in it too.’


Kathy made a face. ‘I don’t know. It’s about trades unions and that, isn’t it? I’m All Right, Jack. It sounds a bit boring to me.’


‘It won’t be with those two in it,’ Terry said. ‘Come on, Kathy, say yes. And I’ll let you win a game of table tennis at the club tomorrow night.’


‘Let me win! Chance would be a fine thing. Okay, Terry, we’ll go to the pictures again and you can pay, but I’ll bring the sweets, all right?’


After that, they went to the cinema most weeks and started to go for walks on Sundays as well, when it was fine. They strolled along Stokes Bay and out to Lee-on-the-Solent, and had tea in the tower snackbar. They went to the top of the tower and looked at the view of the Isle of Wight and the long shingle beach that stretched from Hillhead to Gomer.


‘It’s getting scruffy now, this tower,’ Terry remarked. ‘They’re not looking after it properly.’


The tower had been built in the 1930s and had a ballroom with a very good dancefloor, and a cinema. It had been a popular meeting-place but now it looked old-fashioned and shabby. Perhaps they’d do it up, Kathy thought, and make it smart and popular again.


She and Terry didn’t go to dances. Terry wasn’t a dancer, so the question never arose, but she wouldn’t have wanted to do that with another man. Dancing was her and Brian’s special thing, and she wouldn’t have felt right, letting another boy hold her like that.


Kathy was already feeling a bit guilty. She hadn’t told Brian much about Terry in her letters, and she certainly hadn’t mentioned that they were going around together. She’d referred to him once or twice when talking about the club, but even that had resulted in a grumpy tone in Brian’s next letter. He was ‘glad she was going out and enjoying herself, but he hoped she wasn’t ‘forgetting to wear her ring’. It was plain that he didn’t really relish the idea of her meeting other boys, and she was pretty sure he wouldn’t take kindly to descriptions of evenings in the cinema or walks along Stokes Bay.


All the same, I’ve got to do something with myself while he’s away, she told herself. I don’t see why I should stay in every night, when he’s off seeing the world and having a good time ashore.


Terry invited Kathy to his own home a couple of times, but the atmosphere wasn’t easy there. His mother and father had parted a few years earlier, and she’d married again. Terry and his stepfather didn’t get on, and after one or two visits Kathy was glad he didn’t suggest going there again.


‘Why don’t you leave and get somewhere of your own?’ she asked once, when Terry was telling her about an argument he and his stepfather had just had. ‘You could afford a flat or something, couldn’t you?’


‘I’m not living in someone else’s house. I’d rather wait and save up to buy my own.’ As yet, though, there weren’t many houses to buy, and it wasn’t usual for a young man on his own to get a mortgage and live by himself. Most people lived with their parents till they got married, and then started off in rooms or a flat. Clare and Martyn had done that, till she’d found herself pregnant and they’d scraped together the deposit on the bungalow.
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