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  Chapter One




  December 1962




  ‘What the flippin ’eck’s the matter with you two today? It’s Christmas isn’t it, not a wet weekend in Bognor?’




  They were in the Girls’ Dining Room at Cadbury’s, which was decked out festively with streamers and tinsel. The young woman who had spoken, one of their group of pals, had plonked

  her soup down on the table and pulled up a chair beside Greta and Pat and the rest of them.




  Greta looked up, managing to pull her round, pretty face into its infectious smile.




  ‘That’s better – yer enough to put me off my dinner – faces as long as Livery Street! Nothing up, is there?’




  Greta didn’t want to say what was wrong. Quiet, steady Pat was her best pal from when she started at the Cadbury works three years ago, and she kept some things even from her. She

  didn’t feel like pouring out what had happened this morning in front of the rest of them: the row with Mom, the angry, bitter words.




  ‘Oh, I’m all right,’ she grinned. She always tried to be the life and soul. ‘It’s Pat here who’s down in the mouth.’




  Pat never had it easy, and today her gentle face looked pale and strained.




  ‘It’s Josie – she was took bad last night. We didn’t get much sleep.’




  Pat’s older sister Josie was severely handicapped and it was all Pat’s Mom could do to look after her. Pat carried a heavy burden of care as well. She was a quiet, sweet-natured girl

  with thick brown hair, always tidily fastened back for work, and a lovely dimple which appeared when she smiled.




  ‘What’s wrong with her?’ Greta asked carefully. Josie, a woman of twenty-one, could neither speak nor walk.




  Pat shrugged. ‘Dunno really. You know what she’s like – she can’t say. She was running a fever but she was ever so restless all night.’




  ‘Poor thing,’ Greta said, her blue eyes full of sorrow for her friend.




  ‘Never mind, worse things happen at sea, eh?’ Pat rallied herself. She never liked to dwell on difficult things. ‘I’ll get this cuppa tea down me and I’ll feel

  better. I’m just a bit whacked, that’s all.’




  ‘I bet you are,’ one of the others said sympathetically. ‘You coming to the hop after? Do yer good!’




  Every Monday there was a lunchtime dance in the Girls’ Gym, where they jived and bounced during the dinner hour.




  ‘Oh, not today,’ Greta said. ‘I’m not in the mood.’




  ‘Ooh dear – you have got it bad, Gret!’




  ‘Eh—’ Pat nodded across the room. ‘There’s your Mom. Ooh, look at her hair!’




  Greta glanced round to see her mother, Ruby Gilpin, advancing across the dining room, like a ship in full sail. She worked at Cadbury’s three days a week, in the Filled Blocks section

  where there were a lot of part-timers. Buxom, pink-faced and smiling, she had given her hair a peroxide bleach yesterday and it crouched in startlingly bright, lacquered layers on top of her head.

  She was calling to one of her friends over by the long windows which looked out over the winter grey of Bournville Lane. She completely ignored Greta, as if she was invisible.




  ‘Can’t get away from the old lady, can I?’ Greta rolled her eyes comically. As usual she acted as if she had not a care in the world, though inside she boiled with hurt and

  anger. She could still hear the shuddering slam of the front door when she stormed out that morning. The rows had got worse lately, but there had never been one this bad before.




  But Pat was watching her. ‘Is everything all right?’ she asked softly.




  ‘Oh yeah – course.’ She brushed it off, nudging Pat in the ribs. ‘Why wouldn’t it be?’




  Pat’s life wasn’t easy, but she didn’t have a mother who had already got through three husbands and several other blokes since, so that you never knew who’d be there when

  you got home or what might be going on. Greta avoided taking anyone back to the house. God knows, if her employer had any idea how Ruby carried on she’d surely be out on her ear!

  Cadbury’s, who expected virtuous conduct from their employees based on their own Quaker principles, were very strict about drinking and moral behaviour, but so far Ruby had got away with it.

  And Greta was ashamed even to tell Pat all of it. Pat’s family had their problems, but Pat had grown up in Bournville, with an apple tree in the garden and piano lessons and a Mom and Dad

  with a couple of children. And Pat’s Mom looked after Josie beautifully.




  Pat looked doubtfully at her but she wouldn’t push it, not in front of the others. She turned to look out of the long dining-room windows.




  ‘Looks as if it’s coming on to snow,’ Pat said.




  ‘A white Christmas,’ someone else said. ‘So they say.’




  They ate up their soup and cobs and chatted about this and that. Greta and Pat were in the Moulding Block, on the wrapping machines for sixpenny bars of Cadbury’s Dairy Milk. One of their

  friends was on Chocolate Buttons, which had only been launched a couple of years earlier. Wherever they were working, though, they always tried to make sure they met for the dinner break.




  They quickly cleared up their plates and headed off to put their overalls on again to start work, Greta trying to crack jokes and look cheerful. But Pat stopped her, a hand on her arm, pulling

  her out of the way of the stream of Cadbury women leaving the dining room.




  ‘You and your Mom had a bit of a ding-dong?’




  Greta nodded, shaking her head fiercely because to her annoyance she felt her eyes filling. It all seemed to well up lately, all these angry, desperate feelings.




  ‘What – over him?’ Pat winked. ‘Surely she can’t have anything against Dennis – he’s squeakier clean than a freshly washed window.’




  Dennis, who worked at Cadbury’s maintaining the machines, was very sweet on Greta, as were several of the other lads, drawn by her curvaceous figure, her sunny golden-haired looks and

  lively personality. Of all the girls, she had the most attention from the Trolley Boys, who came by at the end of the production lines to take away the packed boxes of chocolate. Most of them were

  in their late teens and pestered the girls determinedly. Greta had had to learn ways to brush them off with a verbal put-down, as she got pestered more than most, though she enjoyed the spark of

  flirting with them as well.




  Greta couldn’t keep it in any more. She needed to relieve her feelings. ‘Not Dennis! Him – Mom’s flaming latest – Herbie Small-Balls!’




  She saw Pat crease up with giggles at this and couldn’t help joining in. Greta’s Mom’s boyfriends were always a source of mirth, but of all of them fat, balding Herbert Smail,

  who fancied himself as a big noise down at the Leyland works in Longbridge, had to be the worst of the lot.




  ‘Getting serious is it?’ Pat said, trying to contain her laughter and be sympathetic.




  ‘Yes – and it’s not funny,’ Greta said, giggling unstoppably as well. She wiped her eyes, careful not to smudge her eye-liner.




  ‘Come on you two – quit yer tittering and get back to work,’ one of the older women said.




  ‘I’ll tell you later,’ Greta said gratefully as they headed back over to their block under the ominously grey sky, amid the drifting smell of liquid chocolate which they were

  so used to they barely noticed it any more. ‘But ta, Pat – you’ve cheered me up already.’




  ‘Glad to be of service,’ Pat said with a wink.




  They went back to the belt by the wrapping machine, with its endless river of little bars of chocolate. Greta looked across at Pat, feeling a bit ashamed. Here she was, making heavy weather of

  her life when she sensed that Pat had more weighing on her than she ever let on either. She caught Pat’s eye and winked at her.




  Where would I ever be without my pals? she thought.




  

     

  




  Chapter Two




  What had done it that morning was finding Herbert Smail sitting there large as life and twice as ugly at the kitchen table.




  ‘Morning, Greta,’ he said unctuously as she appeared, fortunately already dressed, instead of wandering down in her nylon nightie as she sometimes did for an early-morning cuppa.




  Greta jumped, heart pounding. Refusing to look at him she went to the teapot, to find it had the dregs in it, still warm. She had no idea he was there! And now he’d very obviously spent

  the night in the house. The only blessing was she hadn’t heard anything – God what a thought!




  ‘You stricken with premature deafness by any chance?’ Herbert said, rather less pleasantly. He pronounced it ‘prema-tewa’, rolling his r’s in an affected way. He

  was one of those know-it-all types, thought he’d swallowed the dictionary. ‘I believe I was speaking to you – or was that just a figment of my imagination?’




  Greta scowled.




  ‘Yeah, and this is my house and if I don’t feel like speaking to you first thing in the morning, I won’t – and I don’t, all right?’




  She stumped off back upstairs with her cup. Lukewarm tea was better than spending another minute in the kitchen and having to see his pink neck, his fat belly bulging under that sludge-green

  cardi and his greasy comb-over. Mom must have truly lost her mind to go anywhere near a revolting slob like that!




  Greta dressed furiously, trying not to think about the sadness of her mother’s life so that she would have to feel less resentful towards her. But of course it all welled up anyway, the

  thoughts and memories. Her elder sister Marleen’s Dad, Ruby’s first husband, Frank Gilpin, had been in Bomber Command and was killed flying a raid in 1943. Then Greta’s own

  father, a GI called Wally Sorenson, had been a ‘D1’ – killed on the first day of the D-Day landings on Omaha Beach. Wally’s kindly parents Ed and Louisa Sorenson had made

  Ruby and her two daughters warmly welcome in their home in Minnesota after the war. Greta had adored her grandparents, who were kind and loving and made her feel as if she had a proper family, and

  it had looked as if they could have a good life over there. She still used their name, Sorenson, her father’s name.




  But then of course Mom had to go and pick some walking disaster of a bloke to marry. Ruby’s marriage to Carl Christie had lasted barely a year, and it was the most frightening time Greta

  could remember in her life. Christie had turned out to be a damaged and violent man who had terrorized Ruby and reduced her to a frightened, unkempt woman with no confidence left, before she had

  finally managed to rouse herself and get away from him. And it hadn’t been just Mom who had messed everything up. Greta pulled her stockings on with furious resentment. Marleen had gone off

  the rails as well, causing all sorts of trouble, running wild until Ed and Louisa Sorenson had had enough and washed their hands of the family.




  ‘We’re always your grandparents,’ Louisa had told Greta, tears running down her gentle face. They were God-fearing Christian people and were at their wits’ end with Ruby

  and Marleen. ‘We love you, Greta. You remind us so much of our beloved Wally and we’ll write you, dear. We do so want to have you in our lives. But we just can’t tolerate this

  whole situation any more.’




  Although Ruby and Greta had kissed the Sorensons goodbye, turned their backs on the dream of America and returned to England, Marleen had flatly refused to come. She had taken off, aged only

  seventeen, with some man who she said was about to marry her. Ruby had seemed unable to stop her, and they had heard from her only twice since, once to say she was married and then, last year, to

  report the birth of a baby girl called Mary Lou. She was still living somewhere in Minnesota.




  And she’d better bloody well stay there, Greta thought, rage swelling in her over the loss of her grandparents. Marleen always did spoil everything.




  Leaning close to the tilted mirror over her chest of drawers, she applied a thin line of eye-liner, as much as she could get away with at work. She combed her thick, shoulder-length hair,

  curling it under at the ends. It would have to be tied back and tucked under a cap all day at work so she wanted to make the most of it now. Even in the cheerless morning her hair looked vividly

  blonde. Angry and churned up as she was, she produced a smile, seeing her expression echoed in the little white-edged picture she had of Wally Sorenson, tucked into the edge of the mirror. She

  could easily see from where she had inherited her big, square teeth and broad, healthy-looking face.




  ‘Hello, Dad.’ Her eyes filled as she hungered for this man she had never even met, for the idea of a father who would have been kind and all-embracing, who would have swung her up in

  his big strong GI’s arms and cuddled her and given her love of a kind she had never had from a man.




  Wally Sorenson, she could tell by the way her Mom talked about him, had been the one man Ruby had ever truly loved and the one really decent one she had ever had in her life. The war had robbed

  them of him, and Mom and Marleen, between them, had robbed her of her grandparents as well. Yet Mom was forever on about Marleen, worrying to her friends, especially Edie when she was round here.

  Marleen this, Marleen that.




  Greta fastened the top button of her blouse, which kept slipping undone, and as she did so she heard the front door slam shut. So he’d gone, had he? Bloody Herbert Small-Balls, the sweaty

  old sod – good riddance!




  Downstairs smelt of frying and Ruby was by the gas stove. Her navy work skirt hugged her broad hips very tightly and the sleeves of her cream blouse were rolled up her plump

  arms. The overall effect was of buxom largeness, and even more so with her new ash-blonde hairdo piled on her head, little wisps of fringe hanging stiffly down her forehead. She rounded on Greta,

  her face pink from the hot stove, and slammed a plate on the table with a slice of fried bread and an egg on it.




  ‘’Ere, get that down you.’ Her hands went to her hips and she stood over the table where Greta had sat down sulkily. ‘And what the ’ell d’you think

  you’re playing at, speaking to Herbert like that? He said you were bloody rude to him!’




  Greta felt her temper flare immediately.




  ‘No I wasn’t.’




  ‘’E said you were.’ Ruby wasn’t budging. ‘’E was quite put out. You’ve got a nerve, wench, going on like that.’




  Greta stabbed her knife into the egg yolk, which trickled stickily across the white plate.




  ‘It’s me who lives here, not him. I came down in my nightie – it was embarrassing.’




  ‘This is my house!’ Ruby erupted. ‘It’s my business who stays here and who doesn’t, and I don’t need a little bint like you thinking you can insult my . . .

  my . . .’




  ‘What?’ Boiling over, Greta stood up so abruptly that the chair fell over and crashed on to the linoleum. ‘Your boyfriend? The latest in a long line, eh Mom? Have you taken a

  look at him? I’d’ve thought you could do better than that!’




  Ruby’s face turned even redder. ‘He may not be in the first flush of youth but neither am I. And he’s all right to me – he’s got a good job at the Leyland –

  prospects. I s’pose I’m not meant to have any life apart from working and cooking and scrubbing for you, eh? I want a bit of life for myself as well as all that drudgery . .

  .’




  ‘Drudgery! Oh don’t come the martyr with me, Mom – you hardly lift a finger! It’s me left doing all the cooking and cleaning when you’re gadding off with your

  latest seedy bloke in tow. How many is it now? Albert, Emlyn, Sid . . .’




  ‘Well you’re a fine one to talk, my girl. You’ve had more blokes buzzing round you than I’d had hot dinners at your age!’




  They were yelling now, across the table.




  ‘Well where d’you think I get it from? My glowing example of a Mom!’




  ‘Don’t you talk to me like that, my girl!’ Ruby folded her arms and pitched her voice lower suddenly, so that it was intense and threatening. ‘I’ve had enough on my

  plate, bringing you and Marleen up with no help from anyone . . .’




  ‘What d’you mean?’ Greta could feel herself saying worse things than she ever intended, as if they were gushing out of her. ‘You’re always spinning that sob story

  of yours, but I seem to remember being brought up by Mrs Hatton back then, not by you – you were always off chasing summat in uniform . . .’




  Frances Hatton, a kind Quaker lady, had helped both Ruby and Edie a great deal during the hardest days of the war. A retired midwife, she had even delivered Greta when she was born one winter

  night in her house in Bournville. Frances had died after the war but Greta remembered her with great affection.




  Ruby’s eyes narrowed. ‘I don’t know what’s got into you lately, my girl. You were always the quiet one, not like Marleen with all her carry-on. But now you’re

  getting just as bad and she’s constantly a worry – I don’t hear from her for months on end and . . .’




  ‘Marleen this, Marleen that – it’s always her isn’t it? All I ever hear about is your precious Marleen! It’s all right for her over there in America! All you ever

  think about is her when she’s the one who’s nothing but bloody trouble. She ruined everything for me. She took my grandparents away from me and she wrecked everything . .

  .’




  Sobs were rising from deep inside her. Until now she had not realized quite how angry and hurt she was about what had happened during their brief ‘new life’ in the USA, how much she

  resented both Marleen and her mother because of that madman Carl Christie, because things had not turned out how they might have done.




  ‘She stole America from me! I should have stayed over there with Ed and Louisa – at least they loved me. And all you can think about is Marleen and your vile string of men.

  You’re both as bad as each other . . . You disgust me, both of you . . .’




  Afraid she might break down and cry Greta pushed the sticky yellow plate across the table.




  ‘I don’t want this. I’m going to work.’ Bitterly she glared at her mother. ‘I don’t want to end up like you, Mom. Or like Marleen. I’m sick to the back

  teeth of the pair of you. I want a proper life!’




  Picking up her coat, she went out into the grey, overcast morning and slammed the front door behind her with all her strength.




  

     

  




  Chapter Three




  ‘Greta – wait for us!’




  Dennis’s voice rang out behind Pat and Greta as they left the block at the end of their shift.




  ‘Eh—’ Pat nudged Greta in the ribs, giving her a mischievous wink as they turned round. ‘Look who it isn’t!’ Though she never went out with boys herself, she

  was always fascinated by Greta’s dates.




  Through the knots of people wending their way out from the works towards the tree-named roads stretching away from Bournville Green – Sycamore and Elm, Willow and Laburnum – they saw

  Dennis’s eager figure dashing and dodging round everyone. His jacket was thrown over one shoulder and he was waving. As he drew closer they could see his round, freckled face smiling

  eagerly.




  ‘Lucky I caught you!’ he panted, running up to them and beaming at Greta. ‘Hello – you all right, Pat?’




  ‘Yes thanks,’ Pat said shyly. She blushed whenever a male spoke to her and seemed to be awed by them. But earlier in the day she had said to Greta, ‘He’s nice, handsome

  and that – but he’s a bit staid compared with your usual, isn’t he?’




  ‘Well, maybe I want a change,’ Greta had said. ‘Anyway—’ She drew closer to Pat and whispered. ‘I asked that lady in the wages department to check up on him

  for me. He lives in one of those big houses on Upland Road – and he’s definitely not married!’




  Dennis was certainly not like some of the other boys who came chasing after her. He was already twenty and seemed very old and sensible, the way she needed Pat to be sensible and stable too,

  though she hardly knew it then. With Pat she was always the larky one, the one who needed anchoring. Maybe Dennis would anchor her too. He seemed to offer something she dimly knew she needed. And

  clearly he had eyes only for her.




  ‘I’ll leave you two lovebirds and get home,’ Pat said, and as Greta started to protest Pat put her hand on her friend’s arm. ‘No – I’ve got to get back

  – ’cos of Josie.’




  ‘Oh yes – course,’ Greta said sympathetically. ‘And say hello to your Mom from me.’




  ‘I will.’ Pat flashed another brave smile at both of them. ‘Tara you two – see yer in the morning.’ She glanced up at the heavy sky. ‘It’s definitely

  coming on for snow, I reckon. It’s bloomin’ cold enough!’




  ‘T’ra Pat!’ they both said.




  Greta watched her walk away, solid and responsible as ever, as she and Dennis began walking together.




  ‘It’s hard for her,’ she sighed. ‘And her Mom.’ Mrs Floyd, Pat’s mother, was a kindly woman, but she always looked so worn and harassed. And she liked going

  to Pat’s house, where she was always given a warm welcome. The television was forever on, even when it was just the test card. Pat said they always had to turn it off when her Dad got home.

  He didn’t approve of it, but Pat’s Mom said she liked the company.




  ‘You coming out tonight?’ Dennis said as they headed along towards Selly Oak where both of them lived. ‘Thought we could go to the pictures. There’s The Guns of

  Navarone . . .’




  ‘I dunno . . .’ Greta hesitated. ‘Mom’s expecting me . . .’ Her spirits sank horribly at the thought of that morning and the way her Mom had cut her dead at dinner

  time. Usually every time Ruby saw Greta at Cadbury’s she’d call across to her. ‘’Ello, bab! Make sure you get ’ome in time!’ or ‘Watch who you’re

  walking out with tonight!’ It was embarrassing but warming as well, and had become a light-hearted joke among Ruby’s friends. ‘Bringing the whole family to work, eh Rube? Chip off

  the old block, isn’t she?’




  Today, even though she was still angry, and sickened by the memory of finding Herbert Smail sitting at the table when she came down, she felt very down and cold inside.




  ‘I know – but after? Oh come on, Gret – we’ve hardly seen each other . . .’




  ‘All right – course I’ll come,’ she said, trying to sound more cheerful. Unguardedly she added, ‘Only – I had words with our Mom this morning. I ought to go

  home . . .’




  ‘Gracious – what about?’ Dennis seemed so shocked at the idea of rowing with anyone that Greta immediately cursed herself for saying too much.




  ‘Oh – you know—’ Her emotions were too raw about Marleen and about her Mom’s chaotic love life, and she was definitely not going to air it all in front of Dennis.

  What sort of impression would that give him?




  Dennis clearly didn’t know, but he said, ‘Ah well – you can patch it up, can’t you? Families always have their moments. But how about meeting me at the end of Oak Tree

  Lane, seven-fifteen, eh?’ He put his lips close to her ear and said playfully, ‘I’m yours for the evening, baby!’




  Greta giggled, as his breath tickled her ear, excited by his attention. Maybe she had misjudged Dennis!




  ‘Are you now, you cheeky so-and-so?’




  He gave a mock salute. ‘Eager and reporting for duty with my boots blacked.’




  ‘Well, I’ll do my best,’ she said, cheered by the sight of Dennis’s eager expression. He was in many ways an ordinary-looking bloke, with wavy, ginger-brown hair, and on

  the chubby side, but his wide mouth, so often drawn into a smile, his hazel eyes and freckled complexion made him very attractive. Greta realized that quite a few of the Cadbury’s girls

  – and others – had their eye on Dennis Franklin. He evidently came from a good family, with money, and she was flattered that he had chosen her.




  They parted in Oak Tree Lane, as Dennis’s route took him round the back of the hospital. As soon as she was alone, Greta felt herself slow down, her emotions sinking again as she dawdled

  home. What about when Dennis found out what her family was like? Mom would be back by now. Greta felt disgusted with herself for some of the things she’d said to Ruby that morning, but she

  still couldn’t trust herself not to say them all over again if Ruby started on her. She’d just have to go and face it. It was only a few days until Christmas. Ruby’s seasonal work

  at Cadbury’s was coming to an end and she’d be home more. They couldn’t go on like this.




  As she turned into Kitty Road she realized Pat had been right – there was snow on the way. The sky had that laden, almost creaking look to it, and the flakes were coming down now, large

  and silent, floating round her face. The sight of it gave her a childlike feeling of wonder that made her feel like skipping down the road. She saw someone halfway up the road, coming towards her,

  tall and gangling and very familiar.




  ‘All right, Greta?’ he hailed her, waving a long, skinny arm.




  ‘All right, Trev?’ Greta stuck a smile on her face. ‘Scalped anyone today, have yer?’




  Trevor gambolled up to her like a stork that only barely has control of its legs.




  ‘What d’yer mean?’ His bony face creased, puzzled.




  ‘Never mind, it don’t matter. How’s it going with Mr Marshall?’




  ‘Oh—’ he beamed, enthusiastically. ‘It’s bostin – I can do everything now – short back and sides, the lot!’




  ‘Good for you,’ Greta said, her smile becoming genuine.




  She’d known Trevor since the first days of school and he’d been so delighted when Greta and her family came back from America and settled in Charlotte Road, near where Ethel,

  Ruby’s Mom, had lived for years. Greta had a soft spot for Trevor. He was sweet and dopey and she felt as if she’d known him for ever. When they all left school, Trevor had gone to work

  for Mr Marshall, the barber at the bottom of the street, who said he’d give him a go. Mr Marshall, father of Ruby’s friend Edie, was getting on in years, but he had been reluctant to

  hand the business over to anyone. He was coming to realize, though, that he would soon have to, and he had taken Trevor as an apprentice.




  Trevor wasn’t top of the league in the brains department but he was sweet and kind and quite handsome in his way. He was very tall and had wide blue eyes and a Tintin quiff of dark brown

  hair on his forehead that had a life of its own.




  ‘Gret—’ He stopped, the trickling snowflakes settling on his hair, and she was sure she saw a blush spread over his face. ‘I’ve been meaning to ask you if

  you’d . . . Well, if you’d come out with me. On a date, like.’




  ‘Oh – well, that’s nice, Trev,’ Greta said, taken aback. She had known Trevor was sweet on her, he always had been, in a bashful, hero-worshipping way, but she had not

  expected this. She had never seen Trevor as more than a boy before, a kid brother, even though he was grown to six foot two.




  ‘Thing is – I can’t tonight. I’m going out – with Dennis, from the works. It’s sort of a regular thing.’




  That was almost true. She hoped Dennis wanted it to be true.




  ‘Oh.’ Trev’s face fell, and for a second Greta saw the little lad he’d once been in his raggedy shorts, a string of snot under his nose.




  ‘Sorry, Trev—’ She smiled but set off walking again. ‘Maybe another time, eh?’




  ‘Really – would you come out with us, Gret?’




  ‘You never know,’ she said, giving him a smile as she made for the gate of number thirty-nine. She didn’t want to say yes or no because she liked the feeling of being pursued.

  She’d just never thought of Trevor like that before. ‘T’ra then Trev – see yer.’




  Despite her cheerful tone, her heart was heavy as she pushed open the door. Ruby was already home: Greta could hear her in the kitchen at the back as she hung her coat up and there was an

  inviting smell of frying – onions this time.




  ‘That you, Gret?’




  Greta assessed her mother’s tone. It didn’t sound like open warfare.




  ‘Yeah.’ On the kitchen table was a bowl with minced beef in it and a pile of chopped swede.




  ‘There’s tea brewed.’ Ruby nodded to the little tin pot keeping warm on the stove.




  Greta poured a cup, glad of it after the bitter cold outside. She went to the table to put a couple of lumps of sugar in.




  ‘Sit down,’ Ruby said abruptly. ‘Time we got a few things straight.’




  Greta pulled up a chair. Oh, here we go, she thought. She stared sulkily at the blue pilot light in the Ascot over the sink.




  ‘I haven’t always been a good mother to you, I know that.’ Emphatically, Ruby chopped the root end off a carrot. ‘And I wasn’t that much of a mother to Marleen in

  some ways neither. But times were hard – the war took both your fathers . . . It was a terrible time, full of fear and misery. And you can wipe that look off your face! The least you can do

  is listen when I’m talking to yer!’




  ‘Well I might have guessed you were going to bring the war into it again,’ Greta said, rolling her eyes. ‘The war this, the war that. . .’




  Already this was not going well. She knew what her Mom was saying was true, that things had been hard – punishingly hard. She was aware of what her Mom had been through, as well as Janet,

  Frances Hatton’s daughter, and Edie when she was living with Frances and Janet during the war. They’d all had their heartbreaks. Deep down, she knew all this. But what was she supposed

  to do about it exactly? She’d only been a baby for heaven’s sake and it was all in the past now. Why did they have to keep bringing up the war for breakfast, dinner and tea? And what

  difference did the war make now to the fact that when it came to men her Mom still behaved like some sort of street trollop? What was it she was supposed to understand?




  Ruby turned, drumming her fist on the table. ‘Your generation won’t have to go through all that, at least we hope to God you don’t. And we went through it all so you

  won’t have to. But you don’t know you’re born, some of yer, carrying on as if the world owes you a living with your loud music and your coffee bars and coming and going when yer

  like . . . You’ve all got more wages than sense . . . And don’t you get up and walk off when I’m talking to yer!’




  Greta slumped back down in her seat.




  ‘What’s that got to do with it, Mom? What’s the war got to do with the fact that I have to come down and find that . . . that bloke here when I get up in the morning!

  He’s vile. His eyes were all over me . . . You’ve never had a moment for me! Why can’t you . . . Why can’t we . . .’




  Suddenly she couldn’t find words, didn’t know what it was she wanted to say except that she wanted, needed things to be different, to have a proper family like Pat,

  who’d never need to shout at her Mom and Dad, and for there to be something more to life than chasing men and having babies, over and over, round and round inexorably, like the life-cycle of

  the butterfly she could remember drawing at school.




  ‘Oh, it’s no good talking to you,’ she snapped, jumping up from the table. ‘Whatever I say won’t make any difference will it?’




  ‘All I want is a bit of life and family for myself as well,’ Ruby shouted after her as she disappeared into the front room. ‘And why shouldn’t I, after all I’ve

  been through?’




  ‘Well, I’m your family,’ Greta shouted, pulling the door to the stairs open violently. ‘Or had you forgotten that?’’




  And she thumped upstairs, slamming the door. At least Dennis wanted her. She clung to the thought of him.




  Ruby cursed over the glowing pile of carrots.




  ‘What’s the use in even trying to talk any sense into her, the mardy little bint! When I think of all I had to do for my mother. And if I’d talked to her like that

  I’d’ve had a walloping all right!’




  

     

  




  Chapter Four




  It felt very cosy, walking with Dennis through the falling snow, then snuggling up on seats near the back of the picture house, though it took some time before Greta’s

  feet thawed out. There was already a layer of snow on the ground about an inch deep, and one of her shoes had a hole in and let in the wet. And she felt nervous. Dennis was different from other

  lads she’d been here with.




  ‘This is going to be good!’ Dennis said, settling down. ‘Here – d’you want one of these?’




  He offered her a bag of misshapen pieces of marzipan coated in chocolate. Like all Cadbury’s employees they had a ticket which allowed them to buy cheap misshapes from the reject shop at

  the factory.




  Greta smiled politely. ‘Think I might give it a miss, ta.’




  They weren’t allowed to take chocolate out of the Cadbury factory, but everyone working there was allowed to eat as much of it as they liked while on the premises. Most people, after going

  chocolate-mad for the first days after they were taken on, soon came to behave in a more moderate way. A few never wanted to eat chocolate again. Greta liked it still, but only now and then.




  ‘Only joking,’ Dennis chuckled. ‘Have one of these instead?’ From another pocket he produced a little white bag of strawberry bonbons. ‘I thought they’d be

  more your thing.’




  ‘Oh – ta, Dennis,’ Greta said. ‘My favourite!’




  ‘Thought so. I’ve got some peanut brittle in here somewhere as well.’ He twinkled at her and for a moment it felt as if he was more like a Dad than a bloke of twenty, a kindly

  father giving her a treat, and she liked the feeling. In fact she liked it a lot. He seemed old and capable, and she felt she could sink back and be taken care of. She smiled back gratefully at

  him, popping a bonbon in her mouth.




  ‘You got a busy Christmas coming up?’ he asked, indistinctly.




  ‘Not really—’ They both laughed as she tried to speak without drooling. ‘You know, just family and a few friends. There’s only me and Mom.’




  She’d better be damn careful what she told Dennis, at least for now.




  ‘No brothers or sisters?’ His tone was pitying.




  Greta hesitated. ‘No – not really. How many’ve you got?’




  ‘Three big sisters and one brother,’ he said happily. ‘I’m the youngest, so it’s always a houseful with their husbands, kids and all that. You know – do it

  all properly, like. My mother’s heroic, the way she manages everything. And there might be a new little one arriving for Christmas as well – my sister Maggie’s expecting her

  first.’




  ‘That’s nice,’ Greta said, enviously. It sounded so lovely, everyone getting together like that, and the way he spoke about it, as if it was the happiest time of the year.




  The lights started to go down then. Dennis looked eagerly at the screen, but Greta wasn’t that interested in The Guns of Navarone: she’d come to please him. Dennis was a real

  gent, she thought. Nothing pushy or forward, just natural. Not like Reg Wallace, a lad she went out with last year who’d been all over her, fingers prodding and exploring the moment the

  lights went down. That was when the lads usually made their move.




  Every so often she stole a look at Dennis’s profile in the silver light from the screen. He was obviously enjoying the picture, sitting with a slight smile on his lips even during the

  tense parts. It was more of a lads’ film, Greta thought. She took her stockinged foot out of her damp shoe and wiggled her toes to warm them. And she tried to decide who was the more

  handsome, David Niven or Gregory Peck. She decided on Gregory Peck.




  But her mind didn’t stay on Gregory Peck for long, because something strange was happening to her. She couldn’t stop thinking about Dennis. A strange, warm, fluttery feeling was

  growing in her that she’d never felt before, and it kept growing. Dennis was lovely, wasn’t he! She was acutely aware of him sitting beside her and of every time either of them moved

  and his leg brushed against hers. And although she didn’t want to be mauled about she began to wonder why he wasn’t paying her a bit more attention.




  It was only the second time they had been anywhere together. Last time it had been a Cadbury do where there were lots of other people about and there had been no chance of a kiss or cuddle. This

  was the first time they had been out alone and he could take his chance to kiss her or at least hold her hand! That was how you knew a bloke wanted you, wasn’t it? As the minutes went by she

  started to feel a bit huffy. What was the matter – wasn’t she good enough for him or something? She knew Dennis’s family lived in a nice big house – nicer than Charlotte

  Road, anyway. Maybe he’d already decided that coming out with her was all a mistake.




  After a while though, as the action got more exciting Dennis turned to her enthusiastically. ‘It’s good, isn’t it?’ he said, then reaching over he added, ‘May

  I?’ and took her hand, holding it gently in his warm one.




  The warm, fluttering feeling increased and she sat back, gratified now, and excited. Even though he was gripped by the story he turned and looked at her now and then and he held her hand all the

  way through.




  As the adventures on the island of Navarone came to a climax and the credits began to roll, Dennis turned to her, his eyes looking deep into hers.




  ‘That was ever so good. And the best part is being here with you, Gret. You’re lovely, you really are.’ He hesitated. ‘Would it be all right if I gave you a

  kiss?’




  Her heart thudded hard. ‘All right.’ She nodded, wondering what was happening to her that she wanted him to kiss her so much. With other lads it had felt like something she had to do

  but hadn’t much enjoyed.




  Moving closer, he began to kiss her, his full lips warm and caressing as if he really cared for her, and she was just starting to respond when he drew back. People round them were getting up and

  shuffling out.




  ‘It’d be lovely just to stay here,’ Dennis said, ‘but the lights’ll go on again any minute.’




  Feeling breathless, almost dreamlike, she followed him out of the red gloom into the cold.




  ‘My goodness!’ he exclaimed when they got outside, still holding her hand. ‘It must’ve kept coming down all the time we were in there!’




  While they had been inside, another couple of inches had fallen. The pavements and rooftops were thick with it, and it was still coming. Everything seemed muffled and magical at the same time,

  the flakes whirling in the beam of car headlights and tickling against their cheeks. Greta ran up the road a little way, frolicking in it, then felt foolish because Dennis didn’t join in.




  ‘I think I’d better get you home,’ Dennis said. ‘We’ve both got work in the morning.’




  He walked her to her door, and on the step, he put his hands on her shoulders and looked into her eyes again. She felt overwhelmed by him, by the speed at which her feelings had come upon her.

  Even her legs felt a bit shaky and she didn’t think she was just shivering with cold.




  ‘Gret – will you smile at me? Please?’




  Bashful, she laughed, her lips parting and Dennis threw his head back in pleasure. ‘Oh – you’re lovely you are. God I love the way you smile.’




  He looked very serious then. ‘I know it’s early days . . .’ he started to say. But then he stopped himself.




  Greta caught her breath. ‘What were you going to say?’




  ‘Best not,’ he said. ‘Must take things carefully – I like to do things properly, see.’ For another long moment he gazed into her eyes, then leaned forward and his

  lips kissed her cool cheek.




  ‘Don’t catch cold – you go in,’ he said. ‘Goodnight, Greta.’




  ‘Goodnight,’ she said, making as if to go into the house, but then she stopped, wondering if he’d call her back for more, but he kept on going. She stood on the step and

  watched him disappearing into the dark, his footsteps muffled, but the happy sound of his whistling carrying back along the street.




  ‘I love your smile . . .’ she whispered to herself, as the sound died away. ‘Oh Dennis – I love yours too – and I think I love you.’




  

     

  




  Chapter Five




  There was no sign of Herbert Smail or anyone else when she got up for work the next morning. Ruby was still in bed, now the Christmas rush was over at Cadbury’s. She

  would have a few weeks off, then be taken on for the Easter egg rush.




  Greta flung a woolly on over her nightie and crept down to the freezing kitchen, lit the gas and stood looking out of the snow-swathed back window at their tiny oblong of garden. The sight made

  her smile. There was a deep layer of snow along the wall and sitting like a drunken hat on top of the dustbin. It must have been snowing for a good part of the night and the sky was a bulging grey

  again.




  She sat down at the table, hugging herself, listening to the hiss of the gas and thinking about Dennis. Memories of yesterday made her feel fluttery and excited all over again. If only she could

  feel his arms around her now. She’d fallen in love last night, that was what had happened! And Dennis was steady and kind and a good few years older than her – three years felt like

  half a lifetime – and life was not grim and depressing the way it had seemed all day yesterday but lit up by the look in Dennis’s eyes. The snow seemed like a promise of sweet, happy

  things to come.




  She was in such a dreamy daze that the kettle whistled to the boil in no time, and she mashed a pot of tea.




  Better make Mom some, she thought. She’ll moan if she wakes and there’s no tea on the go.




  She poured herself a cup of dark, strong brew and was just shuffling to the stairs in her pink nylon furry slippers when she heard a knocking. Frowning, she put the cup and saucer down.




  ‘If that’s greasy Herbert he’ll get my sodding tea over him,’ she muttered, going to the front. ‘It’s only seven o’clock in the morning!’




  She opened the door a crack and peered out into the whiteness. The front steps were piled with snow, its perfection marred by the imprints of a pair of white plimsolls whose owner stood on the

  top step. Above the shoes were very skinny legs clad in blue jeans, topped by a jumper with a huge polo-neck in a chaotic blend of red, black, orange and yellow wool. In the person’s arms was

  a small child with big blue eyes.




  ‘Well, open the door then,’ the visitor ordered impatiently. ‘It’s cold enough to freeze a monkey’s arse off out ’ere.’




  Greta swung the door open, recognition sweeping through her: the narrow eyes, lanky brown hair, pale face, and that voice, only slightly marked by an American twang.




  ‘Marleen?’




  ‘You gonna let me in sis, or what?’




  In a daze, Greta led her through to the back. It was only then, when Marleen parked her daughter on the kitchen table and unwrapped the thin shawl from round her, that Greta noticed the

  child’s bare feet and legs.




  ‘She must be frozen!’ she exclaimed. ‘Why the hell hasn’t she got anything on?’




  Marleen turned and gave her a long, scornful stare. ‘Look – you ain’t got a clue what I’ve been through. I was in a hurry, right? She’s all right – she

  ain’t making a fuss, is she?’




  ‘D’you want a cuppa tea?’ Greta asked, not sure what else to say.




  Marleen gave a harsh laugh, standing the little blonde girl on a kitchen chair.




  ‘God, you really are getting like our Mom, aren’t you? Have a cuppa tea and that makes everything all right. You sound like an old woman already, Gret.’




  ‘I was only . . .’ Greta saw there was no point arguing. Already, though this great sisterly reunion had been going on for only about five minutes, she was having to hold on very

  tight to her temper. ‘Well, d’you want one, or not?’




  ‘Yeah – all right,’ Marleen said ungraciously. ‘Oh, Mary Lou – you’re flaming well wet again!’ She laid the child roughly on the kitchen table in a way

  which made Greta wince, and the little one began to grizzle. ‘Well, I ain’t got more clean diapers to put you in so you’ll just have to shurrup for a bit,’ Marleen

  snapped.




  ‘Shall I give her some milk?’ Greta suggested, as the toddler cried miserably.




  ‘Yes, and hurry up with it. Can’t stand her grizzling, it drives me mad.’ She handed Greta a baby’s bottle. It looked grubby and had a rime of old white milk in the

  bottom so Greta set about washing it.




  ‘So this is Mary Lou?’ she asked as Marleen tried to adjust the girl’s soggy nappy.




  ‘Yeah,’ Marleen said indifferently. ‘And a bloody handful she is an’ all.’




  ‘She’s very pretty.’ Though Mary Lou was bawling, Greta could still see how sweet she looked, with wide blue eyes and a round face topped by loosely tumbling blonde curls.




  There was no reply, so Greta busied herself making a bottle for the little girl, pouring tea and sneaking glances at her sister when she was not looking. Now she could take in Marleen’s

  appearance she was shocked by it. The reason she had not recognized her at first was because, although she had always been lightly built, she had lost so much weight that she was truly scrawny. Her

  already pointed features had a narrow-eyed, wolfish look and her hair was unkempt and hung loose. She looked pale and very unhealthy. Despite her thinness, above all, her appearance was of someone

  worn and tired and much older than her nineteen years. Greta felt a sense of dread looking at her. It was like looking at her Mom all over again, after the effects of Carl Christie. What on earth

  had happened? Was this what marriage had done to Marleen?




  She put Marleen’s tea on the table. Mary Lou was still grizzling.




  ‘Here y’are. There’s the sugar.’ She stood, not knowing what to do next. It was hard to talk over the crying baby. ‘Why’re you here, sis? You staying

  long?’




  ‘Oh that’s nice!’ Marleen snapped. ‘I come home after years away and you ask me why I’m here! Ain’t I part of the family any more?’




  ‘Well yes, but . . .’




  Both of them fell silent then, because they heard a heavy tread on the stairs. The door opened and they saw Ruby’s bleary face beneath her bleached hair.




  ‘What the hell’s all this racket?’ She was tying the belt of a mauve nylon dressing gown. ‘Oh!’ Her hand went to her heart. ‘What’s . . . ? Is that you

  . . . ?’




  As Greta watched her mother’s face she saw a few seconds of confusion, and then of vulnerable tenderness, pass over it.




  ‘Marleen?’ her voice sank to barely a whisper.




  ‘Yes, Mom, it’s me – and Mary Lou, your granddaughter,’ Marleen said matter-of-factly. ‘We’ve come home.’




  Everyone at work was talking about the snow. Thick as a quilt, it had turned everything – the Cadbury’s cricket pitch and girls’ gardens, the factory blocks

  and trees, and the old buildings on Bournville Green – into an icing-sugar, Christmas card scene. Everyone was chatting about how they had managed to get in to work, and how it looked as if

  it really was going to be a white Christmas for once. Heavy snowfalls were moving fast down from the north! But for Greta and her friends, her news had taken their attention away from it. Pat and

  the others were all ears over this turn of events in Greta’s home.




  ‘What – you mean she just breezed in, just like that, after all this time?’ one of them exclaimed, now they were on their dinner break, sitting over steaming bowls of soup, and

  it was the first good opportunity to talk.




  ‘Well – yeah,’ Greta shrugged. ‘I’d only just got out of bed and there she was, with the kid half-naked, on the doorstep.’




  ‘How did she get there?’ Pat said. ‘She must’ve come on an aeroplane. And where’s she been? You said she was married?’




  ‘I don’t know – I never had time to ask her . . .’




  ‘And is she staying?’




  ‘Look, I’ve told you – I don’t know!’ Greta said, exasperated. ‘She was in a mood and wasn’t saying much.’ All Ruby’s attention had been

  fixed on Marleen and the child from the second she arrived. Greta hadn’t been able to get any sense out of anyone and her longing for a proper sister who she could be close to had come

  clanging up against the hard reality. ‘All I know is that she’s turned up and said she’s come home for good. Or I think that’s what she said. I never had time to ask much

  – I had to come to work!’




  But she rolled her eyes comically to make light of it, and the others laughed. Greta had never hidden the fact that her relationship with Marleen was not a close one. It would have been lovely

  to think she could go home tonight to a sister she loved and was longing to see. Instead, she was already dreading it.




  ‘Oh, that reminds me,’ Pat said as they went back to work. ‘My Mom said to ask if you’d both like to come round for tea over Christmas – Boxing Day or something

  – if you’re not busy and that. I mean now Marleen’s home maybe she could come too?’ But Pat sounded a bit doubtful about that.




  Greta was touched. ‘That’s nice of them, Pat. I’d like to come – course I will’ She liked Mrs Floyd, though she had hardly seen anything of Pat’s father.

  ‘I’ll ask Mom – if you’re sure?’




  ‘Course I’m sure,’ Pat said, smiling her sweet, dimply smile. ‘And I’d love you to come over. I’ll make mince pies! It gets boring over Christmas without a

  bit of company.’




  ‘I s’pose you spend half the time in church singing hymns,’ Greta remarked.




  ‘Well, we do a bit,’ Pat said. ‘It’s not too bad though. It’s just once Christmas Day’s over the time hangs a bit heavy.’




  ‘You want to put a couple of bottles of summat fiery in their Christmas stockings – that’d soon get them going,’ Greta said wickedly, knowing perfectly well that Mr and

  Mrs Floyd never touched ‘intoxicating liquor’ of any kind. Seeing Pat blush slightly, although she was smiling, she said, ‘Don’t worry, chuck, I’m only

  kidding.’




  ‘So d’you think you’ll be able to come?’ Pat persisted.




  ‘Yes, course,’ Greta said. Her teasing had an edge of envy – she often wished she had Pat’s quiet, ordered life.




  As they went back to their machines she remembered Dennis’s description of his family Christmas. For a second she felt an ache of longing in her chest for the happy family scene he had

  portrayed to her. And the thought of him made her glow inside. But then came a sinking feeling of doubt. How could she ever be part of something like that? It sounded too good for her – she

  was too rough for people like that, wasn’t she? Not sweet and genteel. Someone like Pat would be better for Dennis! But she dismissed the thought. It was her that Dennis wanted to go

  out with. And whatever happened with Marleen coming home, she had Dennis, the man she was already convinced she loved. Marleen might be one for spoiling things, but at least she couldn’t

  spoil that.




  

     

  




  Chapter Six




  As soon as the word was out, of course everyone wanted to see Marleen and little Mary Lou. By the time Greta got home from work, her nanny Ethel, Ruby’s Mom, was there.

  She saw the car parked outside as she walked down the street.




  When she pushed the front door open everyone was crowded round the fire in the front room: Nanny Ethel, and her husband Lionel, who she’d married towards the end of the war when they were

  both working for ENSA, Ruby, Marleen and little Mary Lou. There were empty teacups all over the place and the room was muggy and full of smoke.




  ‘Hello Nanna,’ Greta said, removing her coat and shaking the latest fall of snowflakes from it.




  ‘All right are you, Greta love?’ Ethel greeted her, dragging her eyes away from Mary Lou, who was sitting on the old blue rug by the fire, playing with something. Greta saw it was a

  doll. Nanna must have gone out and bought it as soon as she heard the news of her great-grandchild arriving home.




  ‘’Allo, Greta!’ Lionel said chirpily, his leathery face smiling at her through the usual cloud of cigarette smoke. Greta smiled back. At least someone seemed glad to see her,

  and she liked Lionel. He’d made her Nan happy again after she’d been widowed and depressed and he was always cheerful and good to everyone.




  ‘There’s tea in the pot . . .’ Ruby began, then leaned urgently downwards. ‘Oi Marleen, watch her – she’s got summat in her mouth!’




  Greta eyed the plate on the low table on which there had evidently been a fruit cake but now there was nothing but crumbs.




  ‘Nice of them to leave me some, she thought, going through to the back to pour a much-needed cup of tea. She found some stale custard creams instead and went to join the others in the

  front, perching on the stool near the fire as all the other chairs were taken.




  ‘Nice to see your sister home, isn’t it?’ Ethel said. ‘Even if it has all been a bit of a surprise. You had us ever so worried, Marleen – and we’ve been

  saying, she’s looking very thin and peaky. She wants to look after herself. You can settle back home now, Marleen—’ Ethel raised her voice to speak to Marleen, as if she was

  making a long-distance telephone call. ‘Whatever’s happened to you, bab, it’s all over and you’re home.’




  ‘Yeah, thanks, Nan,’ Marleen said. She sat huddled in the chair looking cold, her thin arms wrapped round her. She stared blankly at the floor and wouldn’t look any of them in

  the eye. As her Nan spoke though, she managed a thin little smile. Ethel had always been kind to both of them.




  ‘I’m a bit tired now, Nan,’ Marleen said, getting up. ‘I think I’ll go up and have a bit of a sleep.’




  Everyone started clucking over her. ‘You do that, bab,’ Ruby said. ‘We’ll see to Mary Lou – she’s fine down here with us. You have a good sleep.’




  ‘Look at her,’ Ethel exclaimed. ‘So thin you could snap her in half!’




  Without another word to anyone Marleen went off upstairs.




  ‘Where’s she sleeping?’ Greta asked, a sudden suspicion gripping her.




  ‘In with you of course,’ Ruby said. ‘She’s got the put-you-up in your room and Mrs Robinson’s let us have the cot – little Carol’s just out of it

  – she’s a good neighbour,’ she said, turning to her mother. ‘Do anything for anyone, she would.’




  ‘But there’s not the room for two beds and a cot in there!’ Greta protested. ‘We shan’t be able to move!’




  Everyone was staring at her, shocked.




  ‘Your sister’s just come home – I’d’ve thought you’d be pleased to see her and share your room for a bit!’ Ruby said. ‘Where exactly do you think

  she might sleep if not in there?’




  Greta went red. She was horrified at the thought of sharing with Marleen, but everyone thought she was being cruel and unloving. Unlike her, none of them had ever shared a room with her sister.

  They seemed to have conveniently forgotten what she was like!




  ‘’Ere, have a fruit jelly – it’s Christmas.’ Ethel leaned over, seeing Greta’s downcast face, holding out a box of coloured sweets. She knew her Nan had

  always had a soft spot for her.




  ‘Thanks, Nan.’




  ‘Take two while you’re at it, go on,’ Lionel said, chuckling. ‘Makes a change from all that chocolate doesn’t it? Do you good.’




  ‘It ain’t her that needs fattening up,’ Ruby remarked, tartly.




  Greta smiled gratefully at Lionel and took a strawberry and a lemon jelly. Lionel held one out to Mary Lou, who stared at it in alarm, then started snivelling. She seemed to cry whatever

  happened.




  ‘Here, come to Nanna,’ Ruby said, and tried to pick up the child, who screamed more loudly, squirming and kicking. ‘Eat your sweetie, darlin’!’ She pushed the jelly

  towards the child’s mouth, who went quiet at once when she tasted the sugary coating.




  ‘There, you like that, don’t you?’ Ethel said in a baby voice. She lit another cigarette and blew out a cloud of smoke across the room. It felt warm and cosy with the snow

  outside.




  ‘So Marleen won’t say anything – about where she’s been?’




  ‘Not a word,’ Ruby said, draining the dregs of her tea. ‘Here – fetch us another cup Gret, will yer?’




  Greta got up and did as she was asked and ended up making more tea and filling up her grandparents’ cups as well while they talked in low, gossipy voices about Marleen. What had happened

  to Marleen’s husband? He was Mary Lou’s father after all. And what about the Sorensons, Greta’s grandparents – had they had anything to do with this? Where had Marleen been

  all this time? No one had any answers. Ethel looked at an old picture of Marleen propped on the cluttered mantel. It was taken in 1959 when they were in America and Marleen was in a pretty

  sundress, smiling.




  ‘Shame,’ Ethel said.




  Greta hated hearing them talking about her grandparents, who she was so fond of, as if they might have done something wrong. Whatever had happened, it would be Marleen’s fault, of that she

  felt certain. She didn’t want to sit and listen and her feet were still cold and wet. She crept round to the stairs.




  ‘Where’re you going, Gret?’ Ruby called. ‘Don’t go waking Marleen will you? She needs her sleep.’




  Greta ignored her. In the back bedroom she found the put-you-up bed half folded away and Marleen cuddled up in her bed, her eyes closed. Greta felt enraged for a moment at the way Marleen

  had just helped herself to her bed, but then she found herself feeling softer towards her. She didn’t know if Marleen was really asleep or just pretending, but her face, with her eyes closed,

  looked very young and vulnerable. Suddenly she looked as she had done when she was about six, her dark lashes like two crescents, her skin pale and fragile-looking and her shrewish look relaxed by

  sleep.




  Well, we’ve never been close, Greta thought, but there were some good times, when we were kids. The old hunger rose in her for her sister, for a proper family. Maybe things could be

  better, they could be real sisters, close and sharing things.




  She moved quietly round the bedroom, finding a pair of socks to put on to warm her feet, and her slippers, and crept downstairs again.




  Everyone turned to look at her.




  ‘I hope you didn’t disturb her?’ Ruby said, busy opening a bottle of port.




  ‘She all right?’ Ethel asked.




  ‘She’s all right – she’s fast asleep,’ Greta reported. ‘Out like a light.’




  Marleen stayed out of the way for most of the rest of the day, leaving everyone else to look after Mary Lou. Ethel and Lionel went off quite early, worried about driving in the

  bad weather, with lots of ‘Happy Christmas’ and ‘See you before the New Year’ greetings. They were going to two of Ruby’s five brothers for Christmas, to be with their

  younger grandchildren. Ruby’s family never saw much of them.




  As they left, Mary Lou set up a steady mewling, puckering up her little face.




  Greta went to her and picked her up. She wanted the little girl to like her – after all, she was her auntie – but Mary Lou bawled even more loudly.




  ‘I ’spect she wants her tea,’ Ruby said, almost snatching her from Greta. ‘Come on – I’ll make her summat.’




  Greta gathered up the teacups and plates and took them to wash up. Mary Lou was sitting at the table while Ruby heated some milk at the stove and was still crying, even more loudly now.




  ‘She blarts a lot, doesn’t she?’




  ‘She’ll be all right with some slops inside her,’ Ruby said. ‘Must all be a shock, the poor little mite.’




  Mary Lou quietened once Ruby sat with her at the table and fed her morsels of bread soaked in sugary milk.




  ‘Pretty little thing, isn’t she?’ Greta said, watching Mary Lou, whose cheeks were tearstained and her blue eyes still watery.




  Greta needed to catch her own mother’s attention, to talk, instead of her going on and on about Marleen and Mary Lou. She wished she was close to her mother, the way Pat was, and could

  talk to her about anything. She would have liked to tell her about Dennis, but she’d never felt she could talk to Ruby. Ruby had always had too many problems of her own, and whenever they

  talked they always seemed to get on the wrong side of each other.




  ‘It’ll be nice having a little baby here at Christmas, won’t it?’ Greta said, trying to please.




  ‘Ooh yes – lovely.’ Ruby laughed at the sight of Mary Lou, her cheeks bulging with food. ‘Seems a long time since you two were this size.’




  Greta tried to continue this positive wave of communication by adding, ‘It’s a shame we won’t be with Nanna and Lionel. But it’ll be cosy, won’t it, just the four

  of us here.’




  There was a pause, before Ruby slowly turned her head.




  ‘There won’t just be us four,’ she said carefully. ‘I’ve said to Herbert that he can come and spend the day with us.’ Seeing the look on Greta’s face

  she defended herself quickly. ‘It’s no good looking at me like that. He’s coming and that’s that – I don’t want any argy-bargy from you, my girl. Herbert’s

  a single man with no family to speak of and he’ll pass a lonely Christmas without an invitation. Now it’s up to you to show some Christmas spirit and make him welcome!’




  Greta went to the sink and finished washing up the cups. She had barely begun to come to terms with Marleen coming home and what that might mean, and now Herbert Small-Balls would be sitting at

  the Christmas dinner table with them. Not that anyone ever asked her what she might want, she thought, slamming one of the teacups down hard on the wooden drainer. In this house, she might just as

  well not exist!




  

     

  




  Chapter Seven




  It certainly was going to be a white Christmas. There was no let-up in the bone-achingly low temperatures at night. Greta found herself tossing and turning trying to keep warm.

  In the morning the bedroom windows were frozen on the inside, white patterns like ice flowers. Beautiful, but not much of an encouragement to get out of bed.




  ‘I never thought I was coming home to this,’ Marleen moaned. ‘It’s as bad as America!’




  ‘Oh, so there are some bad things about America are there?’ Greta said. Marleen was ‘America this, America that,’ all the time, until she wanted to say, ‘Well, if

  it’s so blooming fantastic, why didn’t you stay there?’




  Marleen sat up, grimacing. She looked very pale, and with a groan she got out of bed and dragged herself to the bathroom.




  Greta got up to mash some tea. She crept out, not wanting to wake Mary Lou, who was still asleep, little mouth half-open. As soon as she woke she always started bawling. Greta got a bottle of

  milk ready just in case. The child’s constant crying grated on everyone’s nerves.




  It’s enough to put you off having any kids, Greta thought, huddled up close to the stove. The kettle seemed to take an age to boil, in the cold.




  All she could think of was seeing Dennis later that day. They’d arranged to meet up in town, see the lights and have a bit of a walk round and a drink somewhere before getting back to

  their families for the evening. And she had a little present for him. She’d asked him what she could give him and to her surprise he’d asked for a book.




  ‘What d’you mean, a book?’ She hadn’t expected him to say that.




  ‘You know – one of those things with pages with print on them,’ Dennis teased.




  She felt a sudden longing. She had been clever at school, so the teachers said, and she’d been complimented on her abilities at the Continuation School at Cadbury’s where they were

  released from work for a day of lessons every week until they were eighteen. She’d loved it there and had been sad to leave. But as soon as they had been launched fully into the world of work

  and the factory, it felt as if things like reading had to stop. She never saw her Mom reading a book. Of course, people round her when she was little read things. When they stayed with Frances

  Hatton, Janet, Frances’s daughter, had read books, and there was Edie, with her painting. Edie’s son David, who lived in Israel now – he had always had his nose in a book. But

  somehow they were different. They weren’t like her family. People like them didn’t go in for reading. Yet here was Dennis asking for a book!




  ‘I know what a book is,’ she retorted witheringly.




  ‘Surely you’re a reader, aren’t you?’ he asked.




  ‘Well . . . Yes.’ She was confused. The fact was she barely ever read anything now, but she felt as if really she was someone who liked reading, so it was hard to be truthful.

  ‘But what book d’you mean?’ she added tetchily. ‘There are quite a lot of them out there you know!’




  ‘Nothing expensive – there are second-hand bookshops down the hill in Bournbrook, near the university. I just want something that’s a good read – something to get my

  teeth into.’




  On Saturday she had ventured down the hill and found a dark, secretive-looking shop with books displayed in the window. With butterflies in her stomach Greta pushed the door open. It gave a

  homely ‘ting’, and she was in another world! There were all those shelves of books all round the room, and freestanding shelves in the middle, and mixed with sweet tobacco smoke was the

  special smell of old pages that was both forbidding and exciting at once. At the back of the shop, a mild-looking man in half-moon glasses was sitting behind a desk puffing on a pipe and reading a

  book himself.




  ‘Can I help you?’ He looked up rather absently, taking the pipe from his mouth. ‘Or are you just browsing?’




  ‘I’m browsing, thank you,’ Greta said timidly.




  The man seemed relieved to get back to his book and, to Greta’s intense relief, soundly ignored her. She looked round in bewilderment. What on earth should she buy for Dennis? A good read,

  he’d said. That must mean a story, she thought, passing shelves which had books on arithmetic, on religion and the basics of logic. She found poetry, history, books on trains and aeroplanes,

  books for children. Then she found the literature: Charles Dickens and Elizabeth Gaskell, George Eliot and Evelyn Waugh. Then a title leapt out at her. Kidnapped by R.L. Stevenson. That

  sounded exciting. Dennis had said he wanted a good read. The cover was dark blue and inside the price was marked in pencil at 2/6d. She decided to buy it – otherwise she might be here all

  day, still not able to make up her mind!




  ‘Ah – very good!’ the man said when she handed it to him. ‘A nice edition too. That’ll be half a crown – no, actually, as it’s Christmas I’ll let

  you have it for two shillings.’




  ‘Oh – thank you!’ Greta smiled.




  ‘I tell you what—’ He looked at her eager face. ‘You look to me like a keen reader . . .’




  She was about to contradict him but he didn’t give her the chance.




  ‘If you give me the half-crown I’ll throw in this as well – you might like to give it a try.’




  ‘Oh – thanks ever so much!’ Greta said, as he slipped another book into the paper bag.




  She left the shop with its tinkling bell, and on the way back up the hill into Selly Oak she pulled the two books from the bag. In the daylight her choice of book for Dennis looked a bit faded,

  but she liked the gold print on the book’s spine.




  She turned the other book over, a slim, red-covered volume, and peered dubiously at the spine. Bonjour Tristesse it said, by Françoise Sagan. Afraid that the book was in French,

  she turned the pages, but saw to her relief that it was in English after all. It was a short book. Perhaps she’d give it a try.




  Now she just had to worry about whether Dennis would like the book she had bought for him.




  She saw him waving, among the crowds in Corporation Street who were out enjoying the lights and Christmas trees and the bustling atmosphere, before everything closed down for

  Christmas Day.




  ‘Greta!’ he called, and she felt a smile spread across her face. Dennis always looked so happy to see her, and she ran up to him.




  ‘Thought I might miss you,’ he panted. ‘I got held up back there and there’re that many crowds.’ He drew her to the side of the street, close to Lewis’s

  department store, and stood looking at her for a moment, in delight, before folding her in his arms.




  ‘I’m going to miss you,’ he said, drawing back to look down at her again. ‘I wish you could come and spend Christmas with us. You’d love it!’




  ‘So do I,’ she said, more sincerely than he realized. She would have loved to be almost anywhere else than with Mom, Marleen and the dreaded Herbert tomorrow. Suddenly it dawned on

  her that she’d better buy little presents for Marleen and Mary Lou.




  ‘Ah well,’ Dennis said, very correctly. ‘All in good time. Mustn’t rush things.’ He often did that, she noticed. He would seem exuberant, carefree when he first saw

  her, then very quickly he would become rather stiff, as if he had put a brake on somewhere in himself. ‘How about we go and find a place to sit down – have something hot to drink? We

  could go in here.’ He nodded at Lewis’s.




  ‘All right,’ Greta said. ‘I’d like that. I’m blooming freezing. And I need to look round.’




  Arm in arm they walked into Lewis’s, and on the way to the tea rooms Greta picked out a pretty brooch for Marleen with red stones and, in the toy section, a little blue stuffed rabbit for

  Mary Lou.




  ‘Who’s that for?’ Dennis asked.




  ‘My sister,’ she said airily. ‘She was living in America and she’s come home with her little girl.’




  ‘You never said you had a sister!’ Dennis frowned. In fact he never asked her much about herself. ‘Well, that’s nice – and just in time for Christmas!’ Greta

  smiled, while shuddering inside at the thought of him meeting Marleen.




  They sat down at a table in the warmly lit room, where ‘Jingle Bells’ was piping out around them.




  ‘What d’you fancy?’ Dennis asked.




  ‘You,’ Greta said with a mischievous grin. ‘But I’ll settle for a cuppa.’




  ‘Cheeky minx,’ Dennis said. ‘D’you always talk to your boyfriends like that?’




  ‘No,’ she said truthfully. ‘But then I’ve never had a boyfriend like you before.’




  She actually saw Dennis blush. ‘Well, there’s a compliment,’ he said.




  They drank their tea, gratefully warming their hands round the cups, and Greta talked a bit about Pat and how they were going to her family on Boxing Day.




  ‘What’ll you be doing?’ she asked.




  ‘Oh, Boxing Day we always have the Walk,’ Dennis said. ‘Christmas Day’s always a lazy day – nice big dinner, our Mom always does a big turkey with all the

  trimmings, and all the family squeeze in. And then we talk and sing and play games – well on into the evening, with the kids there – all my sisters’ kids – and everyone gets

  very merry . . .’




  Greta remembered the nice times they used to have at Frances Hatton’s house and the one really lovely Christmas they’d had their first year in America when things had not been

  spoilt, with Ed and Louisa Sorenson, and her heart ached. These were the memories of childhood that she treasured, and she held on tight to the past as it seemed so much better than now. If only

  Frances hadn’t died so young and Mom and Marleen hadn’t messed everything up in Minnesota!




  ‘Anyway,’ Dennis was saying happily, ‘by Boxing Day everyone’s ready to get moving and walk off the Christmas pud. So we all meet up for a walk – up the Clent

  Hills. My brothers-in-law have all got cars so there’s no problem getting everyone up there.’




  ‘Sounds lovely,’ Greta said wistfully.




  ‘Well—’ Dennis became solemn and looked at her very tenderly. ‘I do hope that eventually, when the time’s right, you might be able to join us.’




  Her heart beat very fast. What was Dennis saying? That he thought so much of her that he was talking about one day making her a part of the Franklin family? Was that what he meant?




  Dennis had a soft, misty look in his eyes as he gazed at her. ‘I can imagine you with apple blossom in your hair.’




  ‘Dennis—’ To her horror, tears prickled in her eyes. ‘I’m not good enough for you.’




  He leaned forward, earnestly. ‘What on earth are you talking about? You’re the most fantastic girl! You’re my ideal of all a girl should be!’




  ‘Your family sound so nice . . .’ She looked down at the table, flushing with embarrassment. If only she’d never said anything! It wasn’t like her to lay herself bare

  like this. Usually with blokes she was the joker, keeping them at a distance.




  ‘Well, they are . . .’ Dennis sounded hurt and worried. ‘Look, what’s brought this on?’




  ‘You haven’t met my family – they’re just . . . Well, not like yours.’




  ‘Well, I know your Mom don’t I? She’s a nice lady.’




  ‘Yes,’ Greta conceded. ‘I suppose she is.’ But she felt inferior, and unsure of herself.




  ‘Don’t say that,’ Dennis said, taking her hand. ‘You’re the girl for me – I know that – even from knowing you for just a while. I only have to look at

  you . . . Come on, cheer up. It’s Christmas!’




  The sight of Dennis’s doting face always cheered her up, although the feeling would not go away altogether. Grateful for his kindness, she gave him her warmest smile.




  ‘Oh—’ Dennis made a mocking gesture as if someone had shot him through the heart. ‘That smile! One of these days I’m going to get myself a camera so I can take

  pictures of you. I’d love to have one to keep. I don’t s’pose you’ve got one have you? That you could give me?’




  Greta thought. ‘No – not recent. My grandparents took some when I was little – in America.’




  She’d told Dennis about Ed and Louisa and he had been very interested. She had had her usual Christmas card and brief letter from them.




  ‘Even a picture of you with pigtails would be better than nothing,’ Dennis joked.




  Once they’d drunk their tea they wandered out into the cold street where their breath billowed in white clouds against the street lights. But the people of Brum were out, determined to

  enjoy themselves and find last-minute bargains, despite the cold. Greta and Dennis linked arms and strolled through the Christmassy streets, smelling cigarette smoke and cheap perfume and cooked

  meat from some of the eating places that were still serving. They avoided the Bull Ring as it was full of building work and people doing desperate last-minute food shopping, and walked the gritted

  pavements round the snow-clad cathedral and along Colmore Row before heading for Navigation Street to catch their bus. All the time they held hands, laughing about day-to-day things and people they

  knew at Cadbury’s. Greta felt dreamy, as if she was walking on air.




  When they got off the bus in Selly Oak, Dennis insisted on walking her home although it was out of his way. At the bottom of Charlotte Street he stopped her, in the shadows by the old copper

  works in Alliott Road.




  ‘I just wanted to say happy Christmas properly,’ he said, gazing at her closely. ‘And to say . . . You’re a lovely girl Greta. I don’t know what you feel for me,

  but I’m . . . Well, I want to tell you – you do something to me. I love you, that’s all,’ he finished bashfully. ‘And I want us to be together.’




  Greta felt emotions welling up in her. She’d never heard him say this before. It made her very happy, but at the same time she couldn’t shake off the feeling that she wasn’t

  enough for him – good enough, or clever enough, or something enough that she couldn’t even identify.




  ‘I love you too,’ she said, in a wobbly voice. ‘Oh, Dennis – I can’t believe this is happening!’




  He pulled her close and held her, kissing her as if she was very precious, and she kissed him back, passionately. She could have stayed there for hours, but soon Dennis pulled away from her.




  ‘Better not get carried away.’ He smiled wryly. His hair was looking dishevelled where she had run her hands through it.




  ‘Come here,’ she laughed, smoothing it down. ‘You look as though you’ve been through a hedge backwards!’




  ‘I’ve got something for you,’ he said, reaching into his jacket pocket. He brought out a little parcel and handed it to her. ‘For you tomorrow. Happy Christmas, my

  lovely.’




  Greta reached into her bag for the book. ‘I don’t know if you’ll like this,’ she said hurriedly. ‘I didn’t know what to get . . .’




  ‘Of course I’ll like it if it’s from you,’ he said, already holding it as if it was something precious. He hugged her again for a moment, close and tight.




  ‘See you as soon as we can. Happy Christmas, Greta.’




  ‘Happy Christmas,’ she whispered.




  He turned to wave at the end of the street as she stood watching, still hardly able to believe it was real. It can’t work, she thought, a feeling of doom coming over her even as her heart

  soared to the heights. Good things like this don’t work in my family. They never do. I’ll spoil it somehow – I can just see it coming.




  She walked in to the sound of Mary Lou wailing. Marleen was pacing up and down the back kitchen with Mary Lou on her hip, jiggling her irritably, a tense, angry expression in

  her face. The room smelled of liver and onions and another odour which she realized was of dirty nappies.




  ‘Give her to me,’ Ruby said, getting up from the table where she was sorting out vegetables for tomorrow’s dinner. A ketchup bottle was somehow managing to stay upright,

  balanced on its lid. ‘Let me have another go – quieten her down before we have our tea.’




  ‘Bloody shurrup, Mary Lou!’ Marleen erupted suddenly. She hoiked the child round and started to give her a good shaking, which only made her cry more.




  ‘Don’t be like that with her!’ Ruby went to her straight away and took the child, who was now bawling at full volume. ‘That ain’t going to make her stop is

  it?’




  ‘I don’t know!’ Marleen screeched, distraught. ‘I don’t know what’ll make her shut up! She’s always been like that ever since she was born –

  there’s no pleasing her. I don’t know what to do with her – I wish I’d never had her!’




  She burst into tears and ran to the stairs, and they heard her crash up to the bedroom and slam the door.




  ‘Make her a bottle will you, Gret?’ Greta could see her Mom was near the end of her tether and she did as she was asked.




  The bottle seemed to pacify Mary Lou for a time, and she sat tearstained on Ruby’s lap, glugging the milk down. In the quiet that followed they could hear Marleen sobbing in the room

  upstairs.




  ‘What’s up with her, Mom?’ Greta asked.




  Ruby shook her head. ‘If I knew, I’d tell yer – but she’s just sat here and hardly said a word all day.’ She looked up at Greta. ‘Oh – Trevor came

  round. Said will you pop round and see them tomorrow – teatime?’ Despite her weariness a smile played round Ruby’s lips. ‘He said he had summat for you!’ And she gave

  a big saucy wink.




  

     

  




  Chapter Eight




  Christmas morning, and the first sound Greta heard when she came to was Marleen being sick.




  Dragging herself out of bed into the freezing cold, she listened for a few seconds outside the locked bathroom, then tapped on the door.




  ‘Marleen, what’s up? You poorly?’




  There was no answer. After calling several more times and hearing more retching sounds emanating from the bathroom, she said, ‘Be like that then,’ and went downstairs to put the

  kettle on.




  Ruby had beaten her to it and was standing by the stove in her dressing gown. The light was strange because of the snow. Seeing her, Ruby gave a vague smile.




  ‘Little ’un still asleep?’




  ‘Yes, thank God.’




  ‘Happy Christmas, love.’




  ‘Happy Christmas.’ Greta perched on a chair by the table. ‘I think our Marleen’s poorly,’ she said, through a yawn. ‘She’s up there being

  sick.’




  Ruby whipped round. ‘What d’you mean?’




  ‘In the bathroom – I could hear her.’




  ‘Oh my God. What about yesterday?’




  ‘What about it?’




  ‘Well, was she sick then an’ all?’




  ‘I dunno. I was down here when she got up . . .’




  But Ruby was already halfway up the stairs.




  ‘Come out here my girl,’ she heard. ‘I want to speak to you! You get that door unlocked, now!’




  There was a pause, then the click of the bolt on the bathroom door.




  ‘What’s going on?’ Ruby demanded.




  Greta didn’t hear any reply from Marleen. She could imagine her shrugging in her usual sulky way.




  ‘I asked you a question!’ Ruby roared at her. ‘Come on – out with it! Are you in the family way again?’




  Within seconds Mary Lou gave a great screech which drowned out Marleen’s reply.




  Greta listened, her heart pounding. Marleen, having another baby? How could she be? Mary Lou was still so young – could you have another one that quickly? She realized how ignorant she was

  about all that sort of thing. And worst of all was the thought that Marleen might bring yet another screaming brat into the house. She didn’t even know how to look after the one she’d

  got!




  Greta filled with explosive rage. Wasn’t that just like Marleen, to come home, not say a word, and expect everyone else to put up with whatever mess she’d got herself into? Marleen

  was so stupid, so selfish! She always had to spoil everything for everybody! Greta thumped up the stairs. At that moment she could cheerfully have given Marleen a good slapping.




  In the bedroom though she found her mother and sister sitting side by side on her bed. Ruby had the wailing Mary Lou in her arms, and beside her Marleen was bent over, looking sickly and faint,

  hair hanging in lank trails each side of her cheeks and obviously feeling dreadful. She also looked very young and vulnerable.




  Greta gave her mother a questioning look and saw Ruby nod grimly. So it was true. She felt her anger drain away at the sight of her sister, to be replaced by a resigned pity. What a cowing awful

  mess Marleen was making of everything! There wasn’t much love lost between them, and probably never would be, but she could still feel sorry for her. Marleen had still not said a word about

  what had happened to her during her time in America, but it had left her in this terrible low state, and with two children into the bargain.




  ‘Kettle’s coming up to the boil,’ she said quietly. ‘Shall I go and brew up a cuppa?’




  ‘You do that, bab,’ Ruby said, over Mary Lou’s screams. ‘I think we all need it.’




  Well, Marleen, Greta thought angrily, hands in freezing cold water, peeling potatoes, you’ve managed to wreck everything again – you’ve even wrecked Christmas

  . . . Jolly music drifted through from the television, which seemed to mock her mood. ‘Thanks a bunch,’ she growled, throwing the gritty peels savagely into the bin.




  They were all trying to take in Marleen’s news, and as if things couldn’t get any worse, come midday there was the expected loud banging on the front door.




  ‘That’ll be Herbert,’ Ruby said, as if they couldn’t have guessed. She took her pinny off, revealing a new terylene dress in swirls of maroon and white, and patted at her

  hair, which she had touched up at the roots and sprayed into place. She hissed at Greta, ‘Now, listen here – Herbert means a lot to me. You’d better be nice.’




  From the kitchen Greta heard Ruby greeting Herbert Smail as if she had not a care in the world, laughing and joking with him.




  ‘Oh, you’re a tonic, Ruby, you really are!’ he said in his smarmy voice, stamping the snow off his shoes. ‘A salve and balm for the weary.’ She heard the smacking

  sound of him kissing her mother’s cheek, and then he must have noticed who else was in the room.




  ‘Who’s this?’ Herbert sounded really thrown by the sight of Marleen and Mary Lou on the rug by the fire, near the little Christmas tree. In the background there was music

  coming from the television.




  ‘Ah, now, Herbert,’ Ruby explained, speaking in a light, sparkly way that made Greta clench her fists. ‘We had a little surprise a couple of days ago. This is my other daughter

  Marleen and her little girl Mary Lou – they’ve come home from America.’




  Greta found a wicked grin spreading across her face at the thought of Herbert getting the Marleen treatment. She had to see this. She went and stood in the doorway. Herbert was dressed in a

  blaringly loud tan and black check suit, the jacket buttons unfastened to reveal an immense, bilious-green shirt.




  ‘Say hello, Marleen,’ Ruby said brightly. ‘This is my friend Herbert.’




  Marleen, still obviously feeling sick, raised her eyes to Herbert as if she had just been asked to inspect a blocked drain.




  ‘’Llo,’ she grunted.




  ‘How delightful to meet you, Marleen,’ Herbert oozed. ‘Well what a nice surprise – a familial Christmas festivity. Aren’t I a lucky boy?’




  Greta wondered whether Herbert had even known Marleen existed. Most likely not, she decided.




  ‘I’ve had the privilege of visiting the United States of America myself,’ he told Marleen. ‘Detroit, to be completely precise and accurate. Which part of that great and

  esteemed country have you been living in?’




  Marleen stared at him blankly. ‘What?’




  ‘Don’t be dense Marleen,’ Ruby said sharply. ‘Herbert’s asking you where you were living in America.’




  All he got in reply was another withering stare from Marleen.




  ‘She’s not feeling too good today,’ Ruby said. ‘Any road, here’s Greta to see you!’




  ‘Ah, the lovely Greta!’ Herbert turned to her. ‘Allow me to offer Christmas felicitations by kissing your fair and delectable cheek!’




  Before Greta could either decipher this sentence or move away, Herbert had swooped towards her. His wet lips smacked against her cheek.




  ‘Happy Christmas,’ Greta said hastily. ‘I’ll just check on the spuds, Mom.’




  She retreated to the kitchen, wiping her cheek. Then she got the giggles and stood snorting helplessly into her hands by the cooker. Herbert kissing her had been like being mauled by a giant

  slug. God Almighty, what a day, and it was only twelve o’clock!




  ‘Come through and I’ll get us a drink, Herbert,’ Ruby said. ‘I’ve got some nice cider – I know you like that.’




  As soon as Ruby and Herbert came into the kitchen Greta went back into the front room and sat down next to Marleen. She started building a brick tower for Mary Lou.




  ‘Who the bloody hell’s that?’ Marleen asked.




  ‘Mom’s new boyfriend.’




  Marleen stared at her. ‘What the hell was he on about?’




  Within two minutes of sitting down at the table for Christmas dinner, Greta wondered how she was going to get through it, never mind the rest of the day.




  Ruby had cooked a sumptuous meal: turkey and trimmings, potatoes, carrots and parsnips and cabbage, and the room was full of steam and the smells of food. There were crackers on the table, which

  Mary Lou was very taken with and cried when Ruby took hers away.




  ‘You could hurt yourself, bab,’ she said. ‘We’ll have it later!’




  Mary Lou was setting up for a big wail when Herbert leaned down to her. ‘Coochie-coochie!’ he said, blowing cidery breath into her face. ‘There’s a coochie-coochie little

  girl, aren’t you?’




  Mary Lou’s mouth opened in astonishment at the sight of his great big red face and she forgot to cry. Greta caught Marleen’s eye and for a moment they were on the same side when

  Marleen smirked back at her.




  ‘You’ve got a way with children, haven’t you?’ Ruby said, piling potatoes on to Herbert’s plate. ‘It’s nice to see that.’




  ‘Oh, I do my best,’ Herbert said, laughing and looking round the table. ‘I’m a bit out of practice, with my own being grown up and gone.’




  Greta stopped in the middle of pouring gravy and looking sharply at her mother. I thought he was single, her look said. What’s this about children?




  ‘In America they have Thanksgiving, not Christmas,’ Marleen volunteered suddenly.




  ‘That’s most true, they do,’ Herbert said, and this was his cue to go off on a long speech about the Pilgrim Fathers and the good ship Mayflower landing in America in

  the seventeenth century. ‘It’s really a harvest celebration,’ he finished.




  ‘Ooh, don’t you know a lot?’ Ruby said, beaming at him. ‘Can I top up your glass, Herbert?’




  ‘You can top me up any time,’ Herbert said, with a suggestive grin, and he and Ruby laughed for a long time at this.




  ‘You are a scream,’ Ruby said, her cheeks very pink from cooking and generous amounts of cider. ‘Ain’t he a scream, girls? There’s no one like Herbert for a good

  joke.’




  As the meal continued, with Herbert boasting about how much money he was earning, about the car he was about to buy, not to mention the new house he planned to buy too, and Ruby’s

  behaviour became more and more flirtatious, Greta sat feeling more and more outraged and embarrassed. She was ashamed of her mother, of her being tipsy, of her past, the way she had to fling

  herself at men and usually the wrong ones. Men were only after one thing, Ruby often said. So why give it to them all the time then?




  The joking and laughing made her feel sick. The longer the meal went on, the more she felt wound up, tighter and tighter. She wanted to get up and run from the house. She looked round the table

  at her Mom, puce-faced and making up to this fat creep, her sister, sulky-faced and sickly, no more than a child herself and trying to cope with Mary Lou and some other unknown man’s brat in

  her belly. And this was her family.




  Suddenly she felt very distant from them, as if she was seeing them on telly, like a film. She didn’t want to be where they were.




  I’m never having children, she thought. Never, never, never.




  She was the one who was going to be different. She wasn’t going to get caught out like that – she was going to get somewhere in her life. But she hated feeling like this about her

  family: she wanted to be bursting with pride, the way Dennis was over his.




  As she was lost in these thoughts, she became aware of a strange sensation in her left leg. As she came back to reality with a bump, she realized it was a hand, stroking her. Herbert was sitting

  at the end, on her left, talking to Ruby as if with all his attention, but all the time his hand was on her thigh under the table. Greta froze. She tried to move away but there was no space. The

  hand kept stroking. So she picked up her fork and jabbed the prongs into the back of his hand.




  Herbert let out a yelp and pulled his hand away.




  ‘Whatever’s the matter?’ Ruby asked. ‘Have you hurt yourself, Herbert?’




  Greta looked up, innocently.




  ‘No, no – it’s nothing!’ he said, avoiding Greta’s eye. ‘I just caught my knee under the table, that’s all.’




  ‘Well as long as you’re all right,’ Ruby said, patting his shoulder. ‘Now then – who’s for plum pudding?’




  

     

  




  Chapter Nine




  Teeth chattering, Greta rapped her knuckles on the cracked yellow paint of the Biddles’ front door. She’d been in such a hurry to get out, and as they only lived a

  short way down Charlotte Street, she hadn’t thought to put her coat on. Icy air bit into her cheeks, snow lay trodden in uneven lumps, and more was beginning to fall.




  The door opened a fraction to reveal Trevor’s seven-year-old sister Dorrie, a plump, eccentric little girl, who was a smaller version of their Mom. Behind the door she could hear voices

  and the television and there was a mixture of smells: cooked meat, sprouts, dog and cigarettes.




  ‘Trevor said you’d never come,’ Dorrie announced. She was wearing a vivid pink dress with a tiered skirt, each layer trimmed with bands of white lace.




  ‘Well, I’m here aren’t I?’ Greta said. ‘That a new dress?’




  ‘Yes – it’s my fairy dress . . .’ Dorrie twirled proudly round. By the look of things her podgy arms had only just squeezed into the sleeves.




  ‘Who is it, Dorrie? Is that Greta?’ Nancy Biddle conducted most of her front-door conversations from her chair, whether she could see the person or not. ‘Hello, Greta, if

  that’s you – let ’er in yer silly wench, she’ll freeze ’er bones out there. TREVOR – GRETA’S HERE!’




  As she entered the familiar stuffy room she saw Trevor’s Mom and Dad, Nancy and Alf, sitting either side of the fire, where the dog, an old brown mongrel called Trigger, lay on the

  fag-burned hearth rug. April, who was thirteen, was poring over a new Bunty annual. There were cups and plates on the hearth and side table, the remains of a fruit cake and a scattering of

  boiled-sweet wrappers. The Biddles greeted her warmly.




  ‘’Ullo, Greta.’ Nancy smiled through a haze of cigarette smoke. She was a cheerful woman in her late thirties with chopped, shoulder-length black hair. Freckles dotted her

  upturned nose, and made her look good-tempered and friendly, which she was. ‘Nice of you to call in, bab – I hope yer Mom doesn’t mind you coming out?’




  No – it’s all right,’ Greta said.




  ‘Having a nice Christmas?’ Alf asked. He had a long, bony face, a toothy smile, and had given Trevor his long, lean frame.




  ‘Yes, ta.’




  Greta could hear feet running eagerly down the stairs.




  ‘Here ’e comes.’ Nancy rolled her eyes.




  ‘’Ave a chocolate?’ Alf said, holding out a box of Roses.




  ‘Oh – no, ta.’ Greta smiled.




  ‘Don’t be daft, Dad!’ Trevor said, appearing from the back.




  ‘Oh – sorry,’ Alf laughed, showing his big square teeth. ‘You ’ave quite enough of it at work I s’pose! How’s yer Mom?’




  ‘All right.’




  ‘I hear she’s got company for Christmas,’ Nancy said, winking. ‘Is ’e nice?’




  Greta hesitated and Nancy gave her chesty laugh. ‘Oh I see, like that is it!’ She stubbed her cigarette out on the saucer by her chair. ‘I’m going to make another cuppa

  – d’you want some, Greta?’




  ‘Yeah, go on then.’




  ‘I’ve got summat for you, Gret,’ Trevor said with eager bashfulness.‘’Ere, Mom – I’ll put the kettle on.’




  Nancy had been about to get up but she sank back with a grin.




  ‘Go on then, Trev – you take Greta through.’




  The back kitchen of the Biddles’ house was in need of a lick of paint and was in a chaotic state, cascades of greasy pans from Christmas dinner stacked all over the tables and in the

  sink.




  Trevor suddenly seemed overwhelmed at finding himself alone with her and just stood awkwardly the other side of the table, on which the remains of a joint of beef lay in a pool of bloody liquid.

  Greta saw a cigarette end floating in it. Trevor chewed his lower lip for a moment.




  ‘You look nice,’ he said, at last. Greta had on a skirt in red tartan and a cream jumper. ‘But you always do . . .’




  ‘Oh – ta,’ Greta said. She looked into Trevor’s eager face. ‘That’s a nice thing to say.’




  Then they both stood at a loss, until she said, ’You going to put that kettle on for your Mom then?’




  ‘Oh – yeah.’




  He filled the kettle and stood it over the flame.




  ‘I got you a present,’ he said, going to a shelf where he had hidden something between two storage tins. ‘Here – that’s for you, Greta. Happy Christmas.’ He

  was holding out a thin, square package. She thought of Dennis’s present, a delicate silver chain with a tiny silver flower pendant which was resting now in the cleft between her breasts.




  ‘Oh, Trev!’ It was her turn to blush now. She hesitated to take it from him. ‘You shouldn’t have. I feel bad now – I haven’t got you anything.’




  ‘Never mind,’ he said, and she couldn’t tell if he was really disappointed or not. ‘Go on – open it.’




  She took it from him. The wrapper had holly leaves on a white background. Inside she found a 45 single.




  ‘Oh!’ she exclaimed, doubtfully. ‘The Beatles. Thanks Trev.’ She’d never even heard of them. The song was ‘Love Me Do’. When she turned it over, the B

  side was ‘PS I Love You’.




  ‘It’s a really good song!’ Trev’s face was bashful, but serious. ‘I do, you see, Greta. I really love you. I think I always have.’




  ‘Oh, Trev . . .’ She was touched and embarrassed at once. She’d always liked Trevor. He was nice in a daft sort of way. But she’d never really thought of him in

  that way – not as someone to go out with or anything. She couldn’t think what to say to him, so instead she asked,




  ‘You got a record player?’




  ‘April’s got one – it ain’t much good. Have you?’




  ‘Yeah – Mom’s got an old one. But let’s ask April if we can put it on.’




  April sprang to life at the thought of hearing the new record and took them up to the room she and Dorrie shared. Dorrie came up as well, not wanting to be left out, and they put the record on

  the turntable. Soon the four of them were jigging about in the girls’ messy room with ‘Love Me Do’ pouring tinnily out into the room. Greta was glad April and Dorrie were there

  too because they just had fun and didn’t have to talk about anything. They laughed at Trevor’s gawky dancing in the narrow space and Dorrie got a bit too excited, twirling round in her

  fairy dress, and at the end they all fell back laughing on to the beds.




  ‘Thanks, Trev!’ she panted. ‘That’s the best present!’




  ‘Let’s put the other side on,’ April said.




  For the next hour or so they kept playing the record and dancing to the two songs in turn until they knew all the words to them and were pink and hot. Then the two younger girls drifted down to

  watch the television and Greta was left alone with Trev, perched on the mauve flowery coverlet on April’s bed.




  ‘That was good,’ she said.




  ‘It’s always good when you’re around.’




  ‘Really?’ Greta blushed, touched by his simple sincerity.




  ‘Yeah. There’s no one like you, Gret. You’re so nice and so pretty. No wonder everyone wants to take you out.’ He looked down at his long fingers. Greta imagined them

  curled through the handle of a pair of scissors, trimming hair. ‘I mean I know I’m not much – but I do love you.’ He finished this sentence with sudden passion and looked

  into her eyes. His were grey and deep. ‘I do – honest.’




  She looked back at him, drawn in by his adoration of her. Trevor was always seen as a bit of a clown in the neighbourhood, with his long gangly legs and proneness to accidents. But he’d

  always been a kindly boy, and now he was sitting here all sweet and familiar. She knew she didn’t exactly fancy him – not like Dennis – but if anyone wanted her she usually found

  she wanted them too, at least a little bit, and she was flattered and didn’t want to be unkind.




  ‘Oh, Trev,’ she looked back at him, feeling her cheeks burn pink. ‘That’s nice. I don’t know what to say . . .’




  ‘Don’t say anything—’ He moved closer and she could see he was going to kiss her. She left it just too late to move back and in a second his arms were round her, pulling

  her close, and Trevor’s mouth was eagerly fastened on hers. After a second she realized how nice it felt and she kissed him back. For minutes they were locked together before Trevor pulled

  away, gasping.




  ‘Oh God – oh, Gret . . .’ He looked awestruck, and a beaming smile spread across his face. ‘Oh, that’s lovely – oh I love you!’ Once again he put his

  arms round her. ‘Come out with me? Be my girl, will you? Let’s go out together.’




  Greta felt panic rise in her. How could she say no to him on Christmas Day, when he’d been so sweet and given her a present? She couldn’t tell him about Dennis, not now – it

  would be so cruel. Maybe if she went out with him once, to be kind . . .




  ‘All right,’ she said.




  ‘Will you!’ he bounced up and down on the bed whooping with excitement. ‘Oh Greta – you’re the best!’




  She stayed as long as she could at the Biddles’ house that evening, playing canasta with Trevor, Alf and April.




  ‘I can’t be doing with all those card games,’ Nancy said, sitting back, content to watch them and smoke her Embassy cigarettes. She’d switched to them to collect the gift

  coupons. ‘They get me all in a muddle.’




  Then they watched television, Alf’s favourite, Step-toe and Son, and by ten o’clock Greta said she’d better be off home. Trevor jumped up immediately and said he’d

  walk her up the road.




  It was snowing again and everything felt very cold and still outside, with cosy lights in the windows of the neighbours’ houses. He kissed her again on the doorstep.




  ‘Thanks for the best Christmas ever,’ he said fervently.




  ‘Thanks, Trev – and for this.’ She patted the Beatles record.




  ‘See you tomorrow?’ he said hopefully.




  ‘I’ve got to go to Pat’s tomorrow,’ she remembered. ‘Her Mom’s asked me round for tea.’




  ‘Soon though – next week? We’ll go to the pictures or summat – whatever you want.’




  With a pang of guilt, she said, ‘OK then. See yer, Trev.’




  He backed away down the road, waving, skipping, twirling, until her laughter rang behind him.




  Her spirits plummeted at the thought of going back into the house. The light was on at the front, and when she stepped inside she heard Ruby giggling and found her sitting beside Herbert Smail

  on the sofa, in a high old state, both very well oiled. Herbert’s tie had disappeared and his shirt had several buttons open and they were both pink-cheeked and very merry.




  ‘Well that was nice, running off and leaving us!’ Ruby said. But she didn’t really sound cross. She was having too nice a time to get angry. ‘Saw Trevor did yer?

  You’d like Trevor, Herbert – he’s ever such a nice boy.’




  ‘Where’s Marleen?’ Greta asked, trying not to look at Herbert at all. The sight of him sitting there with his legs splayed apart made her feel sick. He was making himself

  thoroughly at home.




  ‘Gone to bed,’ Ruby said. ‘She had a job getting Mary Lou settled.’




  Greta rolled her eyes. Another broken night coming up, she thought.




  ‘I’m going up,’ she said abruptly.




  ‘Goodnight then—’ Herbert made a vain attempt to get off his seat and failing, bowed in a courtly manner anyway.




  ‘’Night,’ she said, and went to the back, shutting the door with a bang.




  Filthy old sod, she thought.




  Undressing silently in the bedroom by the light from the stairs, she thought about Trevor, her heart sinking. What had come over her? It was Dennis she wanted to go out with, not Trevor Biddle!

  What was she going to do now? It would have seemed too cruel to Trevor just to turn him down. She sank into bed – thank God today was over! – trying to block out the sounds of laughter

  from downstairs. She’d have to go along with Trev for a bit, just to be kind, and then get out of it somehow. Because she was in love with Dennis Franklin, wasn’t she, and he with her?

  And she mustn’t let anything spoil that.




  

     

  




  Chapter Ten




  ‘You ready you two? Edie’ll be here any minute!’




  Ruby was fussing at her hair by the mirror in the front room. Instead of peroxide blonde it was now bright copper. They were on their way to Selly Park for the traditional New Year’s Eve

  which they always spent with Janet and Martin Ferris. Edie, who had started work at Cadbury’s the same days as Ruby, and her husband Anatoli were giving them a lift. Greta had always liked

  going to the Ferrises’ house, especially when Janet’s mother Frances was alive, as she’d been like a grandmother to Marleen and herself. Though she was a bit shy of them, there

  was something so reassuring about Janet and Edie, and their calm houses full of books. She longed for her own home to be more like theirs.




  ‘Do we have to go?’ Marleen said sulkily as they came through for their coats.




  ‘Yes, of course we do!’ Ruby snapped through a cloud of hairspray. ‘It’s what we always do and we’ve said we’re coming. But listen you two—’ She

  turned, looking forbidding. ‘There’s some things I don’t want you saying to Edie and that lot – right?’




  Greta put her head innocently on one side. ‘What d’you mean, Mom?’




  ‘You know damn well what I mean. I know I go back a long way with Edie, but she’s that flaming smug these days . . . I don’t want you mentioning things about my personal

  life.’




  ‘You mean Herbert?’ Marleen said, insolently chewing gum. If she’d said ‘dead rat’ instead of ‘Herbert’ she couldn’t have injected more disgust

  into the word.




  ‘Yes, of course I mean Herbert,’ Ruby snapped. ‘And for ’eaven’s sake spit that stuff out before we go.’




  Marleen sulkily obeyed, and they were checking that everything was in the bag for Mary Lou when they heard the car outside. Anatoli had braked his old black Pontiac in the middle of the road,

  the engine still running, and climbed out, muffled up in a brown coat and rather moth-eaten Russian fur hat. He was born in Russia and had come to England as a small boy.




  ‘I am not going to stop her!’ he called to them. ‘It is so cold, you never know if we will ever get started again. Come, let me help you!’ He greeted each of them by

  kissing each of their hands with a bow, in his old-fashioned Russian way, and they all giggled with pleasure.




  Edie wound the window down and smiled out at them as they stepped over the heaped snow in the gutter. She had her collar up, her vivid ginger hair was swept back and her face was very round and

  freckly. She was six months pregnant and looking bonny on it.




  ‘Ruby – your hair!’ she exclaimed, laughing with surprise. ‘God, I hardly recognized you! Suits you! Did you have a nice Christmas?’ It was obvious that she had

  enjoyed hers.




  ‘Oh yes, lovely ta,’ Ruby said breezily. ‘You get in first with Mary Lou, Marleen.’




  ‘I am hoping the roads have been cleared at the bottom of the hill,’ Anatoli said. ‘Or this princess of mine is going to struggle.’




  Greta loved riding in Anatoli’s car. It was long and sleek, with a sun visor over the windscreen, and the radiator grille at the front made it look like a shark baring its teeth. It made

  her feel as if she was in an American film. She got in last, squeezing in so they could shut the door, on to the slippery old seat. As she did so she felt something against her leg and realized it

  was a bag with a bottle and some packages in it. Edie and Anatoli had brought presents. Of course Ruby hadn’t brought anything for anyone, she thought, with a sinking feeling.
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