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			Chapter One

			Saturday 22nd February 1941

			Iris Fletcher perched beside her father on his rully, lurching from side to side with the slow, steady plod of the horse. It was a long time since she’d been outside on such a bitterly cold night, and even the heavy blanket gathered around her shoulders couldn’t stop her shivering. 

			‘There’s another rug in the back if you’re nithered?’ her father offered. 

			‘I’m all right.’

			‘Are you sure? I could fetch it for you—’

			‘I’m all right, Pop, really.’ 

			He gave her a worried sideways glance but said nothing. Iris pulled the blanket tighter around herself, breathing in the faint whiff of horse that rose from it. 

			They were nearly home. It was some time since they had left the bare trees and country lanes of Cottingham behind them. As they reached the city and headed south towards the Humber, the leafy suburbs gradually gave way to densely packed terraced streets and a skyline of warehouses and wharves and factory chimneys billowing acrid smoke. 

			A flurry of icy snowflakes stung Iris’s cheeks as she looked up at the dark February sky. She dreaded nightfall. Why couldn’t Pop have collected her during the daytime? At any moment, the mournful wail of the air raid siren might fill the night and then the planes would come, swooping low, engines droning, raining down their death and destruction.

			She looked around, trying not to panic. Where would they hide? They were so exposed out here on the road. She stared at Bertha’s gently rolling flanks, willing her to go faster. 

			‘There’ll be no raid tonight, lass. Not in this weather.’ Her father spoke up, as if he had somehow read her thoughts. 

			‘I in’t worried.’ 

			He did not reply. Iris shot a quick look at his craggy profile. Snow was settling on his cloth cap and the shoulders of his old tweed coat. 

			Dear old Pop. He was sixty years old and still went out with the rully every day, rain or shine, transporting freight to and from the railway yards. But the last few months had aged him. She could see it in his hooded eyes and his sagging, weather-beaten cheeks. 

			You did that to him. The voice spoke inside her head, sharp and taunting. You broke them all, one way or another.

			She turned her thoughts away, staring down at the snowflakes melting on her gloved hands. At the convalescent home, the nurses had set up a makeshift ward in the basement to use during air raids. Iris always made sure she was down there well before the siren sounded, in bed with the covers pulled up over her head to shut out the persistent drone of the planes overhead. 

			She wished she was there now, safe and sound, listening to the whispering squeak of the nurses’ rubber-soled shoes and their soft, reassuring voices.

			‘I’m sorry about this party,’ her father spoke up, startling her out of her reverie. ‘I told your mother you wouldn’t want it, but you know what she’s like. Once she gets an idea in her head there’s no stopping her.’ 

			‘I don’t mind.’

			‘I said to her, it’s bound to be a lot for you to take in, seeing everyone again after you’ve been away so long.’

			‘I’ve got to face them sometime, Pop.’

			‘Aye, I suppose you’re right.’ Her father fixed his gaze on the road ahead. Then he said, ‘Happen it might be for the best to get it over with. You can’t hide away for ever, can you?’

			Iris turned on him. ‘Is that what you think? That I’ve been hiding?’

			‘No, lass, I didn’t mean that—’

			‘I’ve been in hospital, Pop. I nearly died.’

			‘I know.’ Her father retreated into silence and for a while the only sounds were the creak of the wooden rully, the jingling of the reins and the steady clop of Bertha’s hooves. 

			Iris pulled the blanket up around her chin, feeling the scratch of rough wool against her skin. 

			She could tell Pop didn’t believe her. He was just like Miss Billing, the matron at the convalescent home. ‘I’ve been speaking to your doctor, Mrs Fletcher, and he agrees with me that you should go home,’ she had said as she stood at the side of Iris’s bed a few days earlier. ‘The longer you put it off, the more difficult it will be for you.’

			As if Iris did not want to go home. She longed to get back to her friends and family in Jubilee Row. She had told Miss Billing as much, but the matron had just smiled and moved on to the next bed.

			‘Your mother’s been busy getting your house ready for you,’ Pop was speaking again. ‘She and Ruby were down there yesterday, to give everything a good spring clean.’ He lowered his voice. ‘She left our Lucy’s photographs out. Our Ruby thought you might want them put away, but your mother said you’d want to see them?’

			Iris kept her gaze fixed on her gloved hands, ignoring his questioning look. 

			‘Anyway, the bains are looking forward to seeing you,’ Pop carried on. ‘Archie was all for coming with me to collect you, but I told him he should wait.’ He sent her another quick sideways look. ‘Can’t blame him, I suppose. Three months is a long time to go without seeing his mum.’

			Iris sensed the criticism in his voice. ‘You know why I didn’t want them at the hospital. I didn’t want to worry them.’ 

			‘Aye, so you said.’ 

			Pop did not look at her this time. He was a man of few words – he had to be, married to Big May Maguire. She talked enough for both of them, he always reckoned. But his silence spoke volumes.

			As they approached the western end of Hessle Road and the outbuildings of St Andrew’s Dock loomed into view, Iris suddenly found it hard to breathe. She clasped her hands tightly together in her lap to stop them shaking. 

			Once again, her father seemed to guess what she was thinking. ‘Sorry, lass. I didn’t think,’ he said. ‘I can turn round and go another way?’ 

			Iris shook her head. ‘I want to see where it happened.’ 

			‘You don’t need to do that. You’ll only upset yourself—’

			‘I want to see it, Pop.’ 

			Her father sighed. ‘If that’s what you want.’ He shook the reins and Bertha lurched forward. 

			They clopped steadily up Hessle Road, past more outbuildings and warehouses, once a busy, bustling place, standing silent now most of the trawlers had gone over to Fleetwood and Milford Haven. Her father swung the cart left up West Dock Road then pulled on the reins. Bertha slowed to a halt, tossing her shaggy head and snorting her disapproval at the change of direction.  

			Iris saw the ragged remains of a brick wall where a house had once stood. ‘Was it there?’ she whispered. 

			‘Aye.’ Her father’s voice was gruff. ‘That’s where it came down.’

			Iris steadied herself and forced herself to turn towards the spot. 

			This was it. The place where her baby daughter and her best friend had been killed. 

			Tears came to her eyes, blurring her vision, but she forced herself to go on staring. She had to do it, to face the pain and let it claw at her heart. No matter how much it hurt, she deserved it.  

			It should have been you. The voice spoke up inside her head again, soft and insinuating. You should have been the one holding little Lucy’s hand when that bomb went off.

			Inside her gloves, her palms were slick with sweat. But still she went on staring until her eyes dried and the pain in her chest subsided. 

			She turned back round in her seat. 

			‘I’ve seen enough,’ she said. ‘Let’s go home.’ 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			‘No, not there. It’s hanging too low. Lift your end up a bit, Ruby. No, higher than that. Now you lift your side, Edie. No, no, now it’s too high!’

			‘Make your mind up, Mum!’ Ruby sighed. It was turned six o’clock. Pop would be coming home with Iris at any moment, the guests would be arriving and she still had all the food to put out and the cake to fetch from across the road. And there was a meat and potato pie still in the oven. Ruby was sure she could smell it burning from the kitchen. 

			She caught Edie’s eye at the other end of the bunting string. She was looking just as frustrated, balanced precariously on a chair, one eye on the pram in the corner where her baby was beginning to stir. 

			But Big May Maguire seemed in no hurry as she stepped back and squinted at the bunting they held looped across the window bay.  

			‘It won’t do,’ she declared finally. ‘Put it back over the mantelpiece.’

			‘But we’ve just taken it down from there!’ Edie protested.

			‘Then you can stick it back up again, can’t you?’ 

			Edie opened her mouth to reply, but Ruby cut in quickly.  

			‘Let’s just get it done, shall we?’ she pleaded. ‘Our Iris will be here before we’ve had a chance to get everything ready.’

			‘Aye, well, you’d best get on, then,’ Big May grumbled. ‘I don’t know why you’re both dithering about when there’s so much to be done.’

			She bustled out of the parlour. Edie stared after her, open-mouthed. 

			‘Did you hear that? As if we haven’t been run off our feet all day, following her orders. I’ve a good mind to go home and leave her to it!’

			‘Take no notice.’ Ruby smiled. ‘She’s always like this when she’s nervous.’

			Edie laughed. ‘Big May, nervous?’

			‘You’d be surprised. She’s worried about our Iris coming home.’ 

			Edie’s smile faded. ‘I’m not surprised. I reckon we’re all a bit worried about seeing her again.’

			Ruby looked over at Edie. ‘Even you? But you’re such good friends.’

			‘We were. But I haven’t spoken to her for months. I tried writing to her at the convalescent home, but she never replied to any of my letters.’

			‘Nor mine,’ Ruby said. ‘She hasn’t spoken to anyone but Mum and Pop since . . .’ She let her voice trail off. Three months after the tragedy happened, she could still hardly bring herself to talk about it. ‘Anyway, I wouldn’t worry about it,’ she said. ‘I’m sure you and Iris will be able to pick up where you left off once she’s home.’

			‘I hope so.’ 

			Ruby dragged her chair over to the fireplace. Edie did the same, her expression troubled. 

			‘Do you reckon Iris will have changed much?’ she said at last. 

			Ruby considered the question. ‘I don’t know. I suppose she’s bound to, after everything that’s gone on.’ 

			‘Imagine losing a child.’ Edie shuddered. 

			‘I know.’ Ruby’s three girls were all grown up now, but she still worried about them as if they were bains.

			‘I don’t even want to think about it.’ Edie’s gaze strayed to the pram in the corner where her baby son murmured and grumbled, half-asleep. ‘If anything happened to my Bobby . . .’

			Poor lass, Ruby thought. Edie had already suffered more than her fair share of heartache, losing her husband at Dunkirk last summer. Now she was bringing up their baby by herself and keeping a roof over their heads by braiding nets down at St Andrew’s Dock. She was only just turned twenty-one, the same age as Ruby’s own twins. She couldn’t imagine her Sybil or Maudie going through the hardships Edie had. 

			They finished pinning up the bunting and climbed down off their chairs. 

			‘Is there much more to do?’ Edie said, looking around. 

			‘Only the food to put out. And I’ve got to go across the road and pick up the cake. Why don’t you get off home?’ she said to Edie. ‘You’ve done enough.’

			‘Are you sure? I’d like to give Bobby his last feed and put him to bed, if I can. Mrs Huggins said she’ll keep an eye on him tonight so I can come back to the party. But I don’t want to leave if there’s still work to be done . . .’

			She glanced at the door, as if she expected Big May to appear and give her another task to do. 

			‘You go,’ Ruby said. ‘I’ll manage the rest. Go and get yourself dolled up.’

			Edie smiled ruefully. ‘I don’t know about that. It’s so long since I got dressed up I think I’ve forgotten how!’ She ran her fingers through her dark curls. Then her smile faded and she said, ‘I wish Dolly was here. It will be strange to have Iris here without her.’

			‘Aye,’ Ruby said. The same thought had been on her mind all day. ‘I daresay it will be strange for poor Iris, too.’

			The Maguire girls, as everyone called Iris and Dolly, had always been inseparable. They were the same age, in their mid-thirties, young mothers with a lively sense of fun. They had been more like sisters, even though Dolly was only a Maguire by marriage. Ruby was married to a Maguire too, but being a few years older at forty-two, she had never shared the same bond with Iris that Dolly did. 

			But now Dolly was gone, killed by the same bomb that took Iris’s three-year-old daughter, Lucy. It was nothing short of a miracle that Iris’s nine-year-old son Archie and baby Kitty had been spared. 

			Ruby couldn’t imagine how it would be for Iris, returning home to Jubilee Row knowing her daughter and her best friend would not be there. She pitied her with all her heart. 

			When Edie had gone home, Ruby took the meat and potato pie out of the oven and set it to cool, then went across the road back to her own house to collect the cake she had baked and iced the day before. 

			She hurried in through the front door, pausing briefly at the hall mirror to push a stray lock of red hair behind her ear. She would not have time to change out of her old skirt and blouse, but it didn’t matter. Everyone was coming to see Iris, not her.   

			She made her way down the narrow passageway to the kitchen, pushed open the door, and jumped at the sight of a woman smoking a cigarette at her kitchen table. 

			‘About time, too,’ she drawled. ‘I’ve been waiting ages for you.’

			‘Pearl!’ Ruby put her hand to her chest. ‘Blimey, you nearly gave me a heart attack. What do you think you’re doing, sitting here with all the lights blazing? You’ll get us fined.’

			She ran to the window and hastily pulled the thick blackout fabric across the glass. 

			‘I wasn’t going to sit in the dark, was I?’

			‘You could have at least pulled the curtains. That in’t too much, even for you.’ 

			‘Sorry.’ Her sister did not sound in the least bit repentant. She put out her hand and picked off a piece of chocolate icing from the cake in the middle of the table. 

			‘Don’t do that!’ Ruby slapped her hand away. ‘You’ll ruin it.’ She looked mournfully at the cake she had decorated so beautifully. ‘Look at it, it looks like the mice have been at it.’

			‘You shouldn’t have left me waiting so long, should you?’

			‘I didn’t know you were here.’

			Pearl tipped back her head and blew out a thin stream of cigarette smoke towards the ceiling. No one looking at them would ever have guessed they were sisters, Ruby thought. There was Pearl, slim and dressed to the nines with her painted lips and carefully waved blonde hair. And then there was Ruby, five years older and sturdily built, her freckled face free of make-up. 

			‘What’s all this in aid of, anyway?’ Pearl asked, nodding towards the cake. 

			‘Iris is coming home. We’re having a party for her.’ 

			Pearl’s brows rose. ‘Oh, she’s decided to come home, at last, has she?’

			Ruby ignored her, snatching up a cloth and wiping away the ash her sister had dropped on the kitchen table. ‘What do you want, anyway?’

			Pearl looked injured. ‘Can’t I visit my only sister without wanting something?’

			Not that I’ve ever known, Ruby thought. She waited for her sister to speak. 

			Finally, Pearl threw up her hands and said, ‘All right, if you must know, I needed somewhere to hide. The landlady’s on the prowl.’ 

			Ruby turned to her, aghast. ‘Oh, Pearl! Don’t tell me you haven’t paid the rent again?’

			‘I knew you’d give me a lecture if I told you.’ Pearl turned away, pouting. ‘It’s all right for you. You’ve got a decent husband who sends you money.’

			‘Your Frank still hasn’t sent you anything, then?’

			‘I’ve heard nothing from him in a month. Not even a postcard to say he’s still alive.’ Pearl looked disgusted. 

			‘And you’ve no idea where he is?’

			‘Believe me, if I did I’d go and find him and wring his neck for all the worry he’s caused me.’

			Pearl did not look at her as she said it, and Ruby guessed her sister knew more than she was letting on. Pearl claimed her husband was away on business, but Ruby suspected Frank Tyson was either on the run from the police, or laying low because he was in trouble with one of the shady characters he dealt with. 

			She stared at her sister’s bowed blonde head. She had lost count of the number of times she had tried to steer Pearl out of trouble, but somehow she always managed to get herself in a mess again. 

			She reached for her bag with a sigh. ‘I can let you have a couple of pounds, but that’s all I can afford for the rest of the month.’ 

			‘I didn’t come here for money,’ Pearl retorted, ‘but I won’t say no if you’re offering,’ she added quickly, as Ruby went to put her purse back in her bag. 

			You never do, Ruby thought as she counted out three pound notes into her sister’s outstretched palm. ‘Now promise me you’ll pay your rent?’ she said. ‘You don’t want to lose the roof over your head.’

			Pearl laughed. ‘You’re joking, in’t you? This won’t even cover the arrears!’

			‘Pearl!’ 

			‘It’ll be all right, Rube. Don’t fuss.’ Pearl stuffed the money into her purse and snapped it shut. ‘Don’t look so worried. Everything will be fine. It always is.’

			Ruby thought about arguing, then realised she did not have the time or the breath to waste. ‘I hope you’re right,’ she said. She gathered up the cake and tucked it carefully under her arm. ‘Anyway, I’ve got to go. Mum will go mad if Iris arrives before her cake.’

			‘You don’t want to let your family down, do you?’

			Ruby set down the cake and faced her sister, her hands planted on her hips. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

			‘Nothing.’ Pearl looked back at her, all wide-eyed innocence. ‘I just envy you, that’s all, being part of a big family. Everyone knows how much the Maguires look out for each other.’ 

			‘I look out for you, too.’

			‘I know,’ Pearl sighed. ‘But sometimes I feel very alone. Especially with Frank away . . .’

			Ruby stared at her sister’s wistful face. She knew exactly what Pearl was angling for, and she also knew Big May would not like it. 

			But how could she say no to her own flesh and blood? If she did she would only feel wretched for the rest of the night. 

			‘Do you want to come to the party?’ she asked. 

			‘Can I?’ Pearl perked up instantly. 

			‘I suppose so. But you’ve got to promise to behave yourself,’ she added. 

			Pearl’s mouth curved into a wicked smile. ‘I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,’ she said. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Iris stood on the cobbled street, listening to the sound of music and laughter spilling out from the Maguires’ house. It seemed unbearably noisy after the soothing hush of the convalescent home. Suddenly she desperately wanted to be back there, safe on the ward, where no one knew her and she didn’t have to put on a show. 

			She started at the sudden pressure of her father’s hand on her arm.

			‘You don’t have to do this if you in’t ready—’

			‘I am ready, Pop.’ She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. As ready as I’ll ever be, she thought.  

			Everything stopped when she walked in to the parlour. Harry Pearce from the corner shop had been bashing out a joyful tune on the piano, but his hands stilled on the keys as all eyes swivelled in Iris’s direction, pinning her where she stood. 

			Iris looked around at them all. So many faces. Once they had been as familiar to her as her own, but now they seemed like strangers. 

			She caught sight of Edie Copeland, smiling at her. Iris tried to smile back, but the muscles in her face were too stiff and unyielding to manage more than a grimace. 

			‘Here she is.’ Her mother was coming towards her, her hands outstretched. ‘We were wondering where you’d got to.’

			‘We thought you’d changed your mind!’ one of the neighbours, Wally Barnitt, called out. 

			‘As if she’d do such a thing.’ Her mother beamed at her. ‘She knows this is where she belongs. In’t that right, lass?’

			She moved in quickly before Iris could reply, wrapping her arms around her. Iris allowed herself to be swallowed up in her mother’s soft, pillowy embrace. She couldn’t remember the last time she had hugged her. May Maguire was a loving mother, but as far as she was concerned, cuddles were only for bains. Being in her arms now just added to Iris’s feeling of utter strangeness. If Big May felt the need to hug her then there was truly nothing right in the world.  

			‘You’re skin and bone,’ her mother declared, releasing her at last. ‘Haven’t they been feeding you at that hospital? We must get you something to eat.’

			‘I’m not hungry, Mum.’ 

			‘Nonsense, you need feeding up. Ruby, fetch a plate—’

			‘You heard what the lass said. Leave her be.’ Pop was smiling as he said it, but Iris heard the tension in his voice. Her mother must have heard it too. She opened her mouth to argue, then seemed to think better of it. 

			‘I daresay you’ll be wanting to see your bains?’ She turned, summoning the children. ‘Archie, where are you? Come here, lad. Don’t be shy now. It’s your mum, she in’t going to bite you.’ 

			Archie came forward, pulling little Kitty by the hand. He looked like a stranger too, all dressed up in his Sunday best, his hair slicked back and his face scrubbed. And Kitty . . . was this chubby toddler really the baby Iris had left behind? She had changed so much in the three months since Iris had last seen her. 

			She was aware of everyone watching her, smiling expectantly. She looked back at Archie. He was staring at her too, his eyes wide and wary. 

			‘Hello, son. Goodness, haven’t you grown? You’re a proper young man now.’ 

			She wanted to hold her arms out to him but somehow she did not dare. She had the feeling if she tried he would refuse to hug her and she couldn’t bear that. 

			‘And here’s baby Kitty. Although she in’t such a baby any more, as you can see.’ Her mother swept up the child and dumped her in Iris’s arms. 

			‘Hello, little one.’ Iris smiled at her. Kitty took one look at her mother’s face and promptly burst into tears. 

			‘Don’t cry, pet. It’s your mum come home,’ May said. But Kitty only screamed and struggled harder, fighting to get out of her arms. 

			‘Here, you’d best take her.’ Iris thrust the child back at her mother.  

			Her mother set the little girl on the floor and she immediately toddled off to hide behind her brother, pressing her face into his jersey. 

			Out of the corner of her eye Iris could see the neighbours exchanging knowing looks. 

			‘She’ll be all right once she gets used to you again,’ her mother said.

			‘I know.’ Iris looked at Archie, his arm protectively around his little sister’s shoulders. 

			His silent reproach was even more palpable than Kitty’s noisy protests. 

			Why weren’t you there when we needed you? 

			She could hear the words, almost as clearly as if he had spoken them out loud. 

			Iris shrank from his steady, questioning gaze. She wanted to tell him how sorry she was. She wanted him to know how much it tore at her that she was not there to hold her little daughter when she was dying. 

			A burst of laughter from the crowd startled her. Iris looked up and caught a flash of bright blonde hair. 

			Dolly? She had almost said her name out loud until she realised it was only Ruby’s sister, Pearl. 

			She looked around. Her fear and confusion must have shown on her face because everyone was staring back at her. She pulled herself together quickly and pasted a smile on her face. 

			‘I think I will have something to eat, after all,’ she said to her mother.  

			‘Of course. I’ll fetch it for you.’ Big May hurried off, glad of something to do. Iris turned back to her children but they had disappeared into the crowd. 

			The party gradually came back to life. Harry Pearce started playing the piano again, and people began talking and laughing. Some of the neighbours came up to Iris, welcomed her home and wished her well. There were so many questions, too, but always the same, over and over again. After a while, Iris found she was answering without even having to think about what she was saying. 

			‘Both legs broken, and my collarbone . . . No, I don’t really remember what happened that night. One minute I was at our Ada’s wedding with everyone else, and the next I was waking up in hospital . . . Yes, I have been away a long time, but I’m glad to be home now . . .’

			Her throat ached from repeating herself. No one talked about Lucy or Dolly, but Iris could see the unspoken questions lingering on their lips as they offered their condolences. 

			She wondered what they would say if she answered those questions, too. 

			‘No, I wasn’t with them when they died . . . Dolly was taking the bains home for me, so I could stay behind with Sam Scuttle. As a matter of fact, we were outside kissing when my little girl was killed . . . Yes, I know. It should have been me with her . . .’

			But she kept those thoughts to herself, and instead she made polite conversation and smiled until her face hurt.

			Gradually, people seemed to lose interest and left her alone. As all the dancing and the laughter and the chatter went on around her, Iris went to the kitchen to look for her children. 

			She found her nephews, ten-year-old George and his eight-year-old brother Freddie, helping themselves to cake. 

			Dolly’s boys. There was no mistaking their mother in their fair hair and startling blue eyes. 

			Her friend had taken such a fierce pride in them. ‘Big May had better watch out,’ she would always say. ‘I’ve got my own brood of Maguire boys now.’

			How ironic that Big May had taken Freddie and George under her wing now, looking after them while their father Jack worked. 

			Oh God, Jack. Iris hadn’t even spoken to her brother yet. She had seen him across the room, but he hadn’t approached her. 

			He probably couldn’t face her, she thought. She didn’t blame him. Her mother had told her how badly he was grieving. 

			Guilt lanced her again. Her actions that night had changed so many people’s lives, caused so much pain and unhappiness . . . 

			‘Auntie Iris?’ 

			Freddie and George were looking up at her, their innocent faces full of concern. Iris smiled down at them. 

			‘Have you seen Archie?’ she asked. They boys shook their heads. ‘I thought he might be playing with you.’

			They looked at each other. ‘He don’t play with us any more,’ Freddie said. 

			‘I expect he’s with Kitty somewhere,’ George put in. ‘That’s where he usually is.’

			Iris frowned. Archie and the boys had always been inseparable. They were forever kicking a ball up and down the ten-foot that ran the length of the backs of the terrace, with Lucy at their heels, begging to be allowed to join in.

			‘Hello, Iris.’ 

			She swung round and found herself nose to nose with Beattie Scuttle. Sam’s mother. 

			Iris took a long, steadying breath. She had known this was coming. 

			‘Hello, Beattie.’

			‘Your mother’s put on a nice welcome for you, I must say.’ Beattie looked around. She was a tiny, birdlike woman of sixty, her back hooked from years spent braiding nets. Her sunken features were drawn in a perpetual scowl, whatever her mood.  

			‘Yes. Yes, she has.’

			‘Our Sam would have come, but he’s on duty at the fire station tonight.’ 

			‘So Pop said.’ 

			It had been a relief to know he wouldn’t be there. Facing him tonight would have been too much for her.  

			‘Mind, we weren’t sure if you’d want him here. You didn’t reply to any of his letters.’ Her beady little eyes searched Iris’s face. 

			‘I in’t much for writing.’ 

			‘Nor is my Sam, but he made the effort.’ Beattie looked her up and down, her thin mouth downturned. Then, suddenly, she blurted out, ‘He deserves to know where he stands, you know.’

			Iris steeled herself. Here it comes, she thought.  

			‘He’s still fond of you, although God knows why after the way you’ve treated him, time and time again,’ Beattie went on, the words tumbling out. ‘I’ve warned you before about messing him about, in’t I? He in’t some puppet you can keep dangling on the end of a string, waiting for you to show an interest.’

			‘I couldn’t help what happened, Beattie.’

			‘I know that,’ Beattie snapped. ‘But he’s been waiting all this time for you. And if you don’t want him then at least have the decency to let him know so he can find someone who does. He deserves that, at least.’ 

			‘I’m sorry if I haven’t been thinking about your son all this time.’ Iris fought to keep her voice steady, even though she was shaking with anger inside. ‘But I’ve had other things on my mind.’

			They glared at each other for a moment. Beattie was the first to look away. 

			‘Just let him know where he stands,’ she said. 

			And then she was gone. As she left, she brushed past Edie Copeland in the doorway. 

			‘Someone’s in a hurry.’ Edie looked over her shoulder. ‘Was it something you said?’

			‘Probably.’

			‘What did she say to you?’

			Nothing I didn’t deserve. ‘It doesn’t matter.’ Iris turned to Edie, her smile back in place. ‘It’s good to see you again.’

			‘It’s good to see you, too. I wanted to come and visit you in the hospital, but Big May said no.’ 

			‘I told Mum and Pop I didn’t want any visitors. I had to concentrate on getting better.’

			‘And are you? Better, I mean.’

			‘I wouldn’t be standing here if I wasn’t.’

			Edie gazed at her, her dark brown eyes warm with concern. She had only moved to Hull the previous summer, but she had become a good friend. For a few months the three of them were inseparable – her, and Edie, and Dolly . . . 

			Dolly. Why did every memory and every face seem to lead back to her? 

			‘Anyway, never mind me.’ Iris changed the subject quickly. ‘Tell me about baby Bobby. Mum says he’s a little angel.’

			‘He is.’ Edie’s face softened into a loving smile. 

			‘Is he here? I’d love to see him.’

			She shook her head. ‘Mrs Huggins is looking after him tonight.’

			‘Mrs Huggins?’ Iris’s mouth fell open. ‘Patience Huggins? That old battleaxe?’

			Edie grinned. ‘Not any more. We’re all friends now.’

			‘Well, I never. Wonders will never cease.’

			Patience Huggins was notorious on Jubilee Row as a nasty, snobbish old woman who considered herself above everyone else. She had made poor Edie’s life a misery when she had first arrived, trying to get rid of her. 

			‘She’s been really good to me since Bobby was born,’ Edie said. ‘She dotes on him. But I suppose she would, since she helped bring him into the world.’

			‘Never?’

			‘Didn’t Big May tell you? I went into labour the night of Ada’s wedding. The midwife couldn’t come out because of bombs coming down. Imagine being born in an air raid!’

			It’s better than dying in one. Iris bit back the words. It wasn’t poor Edie’s fault that as her baby was coming into the world, Iris’s little girl was being taken from it. 

			You should have been there. 

			‘You could see him tomorrow?’ Edie was speaking again. ‘Happen you could come round for a cup of tea?’

			‘And face the dreaded Mrs Huggins?’

			Edie pulled a face. ‘She really in’t that bad when you get to know her.’

			‘I’ll take your word for it.’ 

			‘So will you come round?’

			‘I’ll have to see. I daresay there’ll be a lot to do in the house, and I’d like to get the bains settled . . .’

			From the parlour came the sound of singing. Harry Pearce was pounding out another tune on the piano and everyone was joining in a rousing chorus of the ‘Beer Barrel Polka’. 

			Iris remembered it playing the night of Ada’s wedding. She and Dolly were whispering together, and Dolly was egging her on, trying to persuade her to tell Sam Scuttle that she liked him, and everyone was laughing and dancing, and no one knew what horrors were coming for them.

			The sound of music filled her head. Iris put her hands to her ears, trying to shut it out, but she could still feel it, the relentless thump of the piano reverberating inside her chest. 

			‘Iris? Iris, are you all right?’ 

			Edie was watching her, her face filled with concern. 

			‘I – I need some fresh air.’

			‘I’ll come with you—’

			‘No, you stay here, please. I won’t be a minute.’

			‘Don’t let the light out!’ she heard Edie call after her as she threw open the back door. 

			Iris stumbled out into the yard, and the back door slammed shut behind her, plunging her into darkness. She stood for a moment, gasping in the sharp night air. The snow had cleared, and above her, the moon was as bright as a new silver penny in the black velvet sky. 

			A bomber’s moon. 

			She turned to go back inside, but as her hand touched the doorknob she heard the muffled laughter and music from within. The next thing she knew she was picking her way across the yard, ducking under the low-slung washing line, and walking until she reached the back gate. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Big May approached Edie as soon as she walked back into the parlour. 

			‘Where’s our Iris?’ she demanded. 

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘Beattie said you were with her in the kitchen just now.’

			‘We talked for a minute or two, but I in’t seen her since.’ 

			‘She’d better not have gone home. I’ll not be best pleased if she has.’ Big May sent Edie a searching look, her eyes narrowing. ‘Are you sure you don’t know where she is?’

			‘No, I don’t.’ Edie dropped her gaze as she said it. It was almost the truth, after all, but she also knew there was no hiding anything from Big May Maguire. 

			Luckily, at that moment they were distracted by the sound of Pearl screaming with laughter out in the hall. 

			Big May pulled a disgruntled face. ‘Listen to her, making a show of herself. I don’t know what our Ruby was thinking, bringing her here. I’m going to have a word.’ She looked back at Edie. ‘If you see our Iris, tell her I’m looking for her.’

			‘I will.’ 

			Edie watched her bustle off. She did not like lying to Big May, but she could not forget the desperate look on poor Iris’s face as she had darted for the back door. 

			She didn’t blame her for wanting to escape. The room was oppressively hot and the party was getting very loud. Harry Pearce was still thumping out his tunes on the piano and a few of the neighbours were joining in with their tipsy, off-key singing. 

			There was a time a couple of years back when she would have joined in, dancing and laughing with the rest of them. But now all she really wanted to do was go home to her baby.

			She thought of little Bobby, sleeping peacefully in his crib. She could sit for hours watching him while he slept, gazing at his perfect little face, his pudgy nose, rosebud mouth and long lashes curling on his plump cheeks. She would gently touch his hand and smile as his tiny fist closed around her finger.  

			Her little boy, the most precious thing in her life. When she was not with him, missing him was like a physical ache inside her. 

			She smiled to herself. What happened to you, Edie Copeland? 

			‘What’s so funny?’

			She turned around to see Jack Maguire watching her, a glass of beer in his hand. Edie shook her head. 

			‘I was just thinking, that’s all.’

			‘I thought it might be Pop’s singing.’ He nodded to where his father was joining in with a rousing chorus of ‘Show Me the Way to Go Home’, leaning on the piano while Harry played. 

			Edie smiled fondly. ‘He’s having a good time.’ 

			‘I expect he’s relieved to have my sister home at last.’ He turned back to Edie. ‘Thanks for not giving her away to Mum, by the way.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			Jack smiled. ‘It’s all right, I can keep a secret. I saw her sneaking out the back door.’

			‘I thought she needed some time on her own. This is bound to be a lot for her.’

			‘Aye,’ Jack agreed heavily. ‘She looked worn down, poor lass.’

			Edie looked at him. He would never say so, but it was a lot for him, too, she could tell. The last three months without Dolly had taken their toll. His grief was there in the hollow of his face and the threads of grey in his thick dark hair. 

			He had come to the party to support Iris, but she could tell it was a trial for him to smile and pretend to enjoy himself. 

			‘Did you speak to her?’

			Jack shook his head. ‘I wanted to, but I didn’t know what to say,’ he admitted. ‘I guessed the last thing she needed was to face me.’ He shifted his gaze towards the door. ‘Whatever we’ve got to say to each other, it’s better if we say it in private.’

			Edie looked up into his weary dark eyes. She had never really got to know Jack while Dolly was alive. He had spent much of his time at sea, on board a Royal Naval Patrol Service minesweeper. But after his wife died, he had transferred to a training ship in Immingham so he could be close to his boys. Along with his mother and sisters, Edie often helped out looking after Freddie and George when he was working. 

			As well as his RNPS work, Jack also volunteered with the ARP as a rescue worker.

			‘He likes to keep himself busy,’ Big May had said. ‘I daresay it stops him thinking about Dolly.’

			As if that would help, Edie thought. She knew from her own bitter experience that grief could steal into the narrowest cracks, taking hold when you least expected it. 

			She wished she could tell him it would get better. After nearly a year she still missed Rob desperately. But at least the pain, when it came, did not take her breath away the way it used to. 

			Harry Pearce changed tempo to a fast Glenn Miller number, and three or four couples began to dance, packing into the tiny front parlour so tightly there was scarcely any room to move. Ruby’s sister Pearl swung past in Wally Barnitt’s arms, laughing and thoroughly enjoying herself while Wally’s wife looked on sourly from the sidelines. 

			Pearl was taking her life in her hands, Edie thought. She worked with Alice Barnitt at the netting loft, and she was not a woman to be trifled with. Any minute now she would be rolling up her sleeves, ready for a fight. 

			How Dolly would have laughed, she thought. She would probably be at Alice’s side, egging her on.

			‘Dolly would have loved this.’ 

			She turned to look at Jack, surprised to hear her thought coming from his mouth. 

			‘I was just thinking the same thing. She always enjoyed a party, didn’t she?’

			He nodded. ‘Any excuse to dress up to the nines. And she would have been the first up and dancing, too.’

			‘Dolly never needed an excuse to dress up. I can still hear her high heels clipping down the street.’

			‘Mum used to go mad at her. She said she’d break her neck one day.’

			They both fell silent for a moment, thinking about Dolly. It was hard to imagine someone so vibrant and full of life had gone from their lives so suddenly. 

			Edie remembered how nervous she had been when she first moved to the city, pregnant and penniless and feeling as if she did not have a friend in the world. Dolly and Iris had taken her under their wing, found her a job at the netting loft and welcomed her into the extended Maguire clan as if she was one of the family. If it had not been for them, she didn’t think she would have survived. 

			‘Jack Maguire!’

			They both looked round to see Pearl waving as she whirled past in Wally Barnitt’s arms. ‘You’re next for a dance,’ she called out. 

			Jack groaned under his breath. ‘Not if I can help it.’

			Edie looked at Pearl. She was smiling, but her gaze was fixed on Jack like an animal closing in on its prey. 

			‘I don’t think she’s going to take no for an answer,’ she said. ‘You’d best get away while you still can.’

			‘I reckon you’re right.’ Jack put his glass down and wiped his hand across his upper lip. ‘I’ll be seeing you.’

			‘Bye, Jack.’

			By the time the music had finished and Pearl had managed to disentangle herself from Wally Barnitt’s embrace, Jack had gone. 

			‘Where is he?’ Pearl looked around, her red painted mouth turned down in disappointment. 

			‘He had to get home. He’s on call with the ARP tonight.’

			‘But I wanted to dance with him.’

			‘He’ll be sorry he missed you.’ 

			Pearl gazed towards the kitchen. ‘Shame,’ she said. ‘I’ve been wanting to get my hands on Jack Maguire for a long time. Never had a chance with that wife of his around, though.’

			Edie wasn’t surprised. Dolly would have scratched out the eyes of any woman who came within ten feet of her handsome husband. 

			‘You wouldn’t have had a chance anyway,’ she said. ‘Jack’s devoted to Dolly.’

			‘Was,’ Pearl corrected her. ‘She’s not here any more, is she? And I’ve always thought he was a fine man. I mean, I know my sister’s husband is good-looking, but Jack’s the best of the bunch.’ She ran the tip of her tongue over her lips. ‘I wonder what Ruby would say if I ended up with her Jimmy’s brother?’

			Edie fought the urge to slap her. ‘In’t you already married?’ she said tartly. ‘What would your Frank say when he comes home, I wonder?’

			‘Who’s talking about marriage?’ She roared with laughter. ‘I just want a bit of fun.’ Then she added, ‘Unless you’ve got your eye on him yourself?’

			‘No!’ 

			‘Are you sure? You looked very cosy when you were talking together.’ She nudged her. ‘You could do a lot worse.’

			‘He’s my friend’s husband.’ 

			‘He’s a free man now. Best snap him up before someone else does.’

			Edie’s hands curled at her sides. ‘I’d never do that to Dolly. Besides, Jack wouldn’t be interested. There’ll never be another woman for him.’

			‘If you believe that, you’ll believe anything.’ Pearl sent her a pitying look. ‘Trust me, once he gets lonely he won’t give another thought to his dead wife.’ 

			Edie was saved from replying by Ruby calling out to her sister. Pearl looked over her shoulder.

			‘Oops, our Ruby’s scowling at me again. I’d best go before she sends me home.’ She gave Edie a wicked grin. ‘Now you remember what I said. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll snap up Jack Maguire before someone else beats you to it!’

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Iris crossed the street, her footsteps echoing on the cobbles in the silence of the night. With every step, she expected to hear her mother’s voice behind her, calling her back, demanding to know why she had left the party. 

			She ducked down the narrow passageway that led to the ten-foot, the alley that ran along the rear of the terrace. In spite of the bright moon she still had to feel her way along the rough brick wall until she found her back gate. 

			She let herself in to her backyard and stood for a moment, waiting for her eyes to get used to the gloom. Gradually, the landscape began to take form, outlined in dim silver light. There was the old zinc bath, still hanging on a nail on the wall. The low-slung washing line, an upturned bucket, and her attempt at a vegetable patch. Iris had expected it to be overgrown by now, but the soil felt soft and spongy under her feet. Pop must have been tending to it while she was away, she thought. She should have known he would never have let an inch of ground go to waste, not when he could use it to dig for victory. 

			She let herself into the house and closed the door behind her, then leaned against it with a sigh of relief. She was home at last. She didn’t have to smile and pretend any more, at least not for a while.

			Iris’s hand was on the light switch before she remembered about the blackout. Something else she would have to get used to. Once again, she thought about the hospital, where everything had been done for her and she had been looked after like a child. 

			A child. 

			Guilt stabbed her as she remembered she had left Archie and Kitty behind at the party.  How could she forget her own children? She went to open the back door to go out again, then paused. She imagined herself walking back into the party, seeing everyone’s faces, having to explain what she had done. 

			Her mother could look after them for one more night, she thought. Just one night until she got herself sorted. 

			She stumbled around the house, pulling all the blackout curtains, then switched on the light. The house somehow appeared familiar and strange at the same time. She recognised the furniture, the rugs on the floor, the battered cooking pots on the shelf, and yet they didn’t seem to belong to her. She couldn’t remember ever buying them, or using them. Even the smell of the house was different. As she tiptoed around, Iris half expected a stranger to appear and demand to know what she was doing in her house. 

			Her suitcase was at the far end of the hall, just inside the front door. Pop must have dropped it off earlier, while she was at the party. Iris carried it upstairs and stood for a moment on the landing, looking around her. The house seemed eerily silent, and it dawned on her that she had never been completely alone there before. There had always been children’s laughter ringing through the house, or their footsteps thundering up and down the stairs as they played. Even at bedtime, she would be able to hear the sound of muffled giggling when they were supposed to be asleep. 

			Now the door to the children’s room stood firmly closed. Iris set down her suitcase and forced herself to walk across the tiny landing towards it. 

			What are you afraid of, Iris? It’s only a room. 

			She took a deep breath, grasped the doorknob – then let out a scream as the low moan of the air raid siren filled the air. 

			No, she begged silently. No, please, not now. 

			She thought about her children. She had to go to them. They needed her . . . 

			And where have you been these past three months when they needed you? The insinuating voice came into her head, taunting her as she went downstairs and stopping her in her tracks as she reached the back door. Archie and Kitty did not need her. They had learned to do without her all this time. They wouldn’t be looking for her now, they would be safe with their grandmother. At least they knew Big May would not abandon them.

			No. She screwed her eyes shut and clenched her fists, fighting to silence the voice inside her head. She was home now. She was going to be a mother to her children. Everything was going to be normal again. It had to be.

			She threw open the back door, gasping as the icy air rushed in. Planes droned overhead, coming in insistent waves. She had never seen so many in one go before. As fast as one passed, another swept in overhead, caught in the swooping beams of the searchlights. 

			A flare blossomed high above her, lighting up the sky, and illuminating the dark, stooped figure of a man at the end of the yard, bathed in the strange white light. 

			Iris screamed with shock before she recognised her neighbour Beattie Scuttle’s eldest son, Charlie. 

			‘Charlie?’ she called out to him, the sound of her voice drowned out by the planes overhead. ‘Charlie, go back indoors. It in’t safe.’

			But Charlie Scuttle ignored her. He stared up at the sky, transfixed. 

			Incendiaries rained down, clattering on the rooftops opposite and bursting into gouts of fire. Iris flinched back, shielding her face with her arm. But Charlie did not move. 

			‘Charlie!’ she cried out again. ‘You need to take shelter—’

			Her words were drowned out by a whistling scream from overhead, followed by a distant muffled thud. 

			Iris dived back inside, slamming the back door. She leaned against it, breathing heavily, her heart hammering in terror. 

			What are you waiting for? The taunting voice whispered inside her head. Go and get your children, Iris. Prove what a good mother you are.  

			Another crash, closer this time. Iris yelped in fear. 

			‘I can’t,’ she whispered.

			A real mother would. A real mother would never let herself be parted from her bains. She would never leave them to die, alone and afraid . . . 

			She slid to the ground, covering her head with her arms, cowering in whimpering terror as the bombs rained down outside.
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