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  Prologue




  Grimsby, May 1945




  ‘Edie! Edie – are you there?’




  Lily Horton pushed open the back door of her neighbour’s home and stepped into the scullery.




  Edie Kelsey, in her late forties, was tall and well built with a round face and short, glossy dark brown hair. When she washed it, she pinched it into neat waves with her fingers and secured

  them with metal wave clips. The only time she ever visited a hairdresser was to have a trim. Until the beginning of the war, there had not been even a hint of grey, but the last six years had

  brought unending worry and now there were little wings of silver hair at her temples. She was standing at the deep white sink, scrubbing her husband’s shirt collar. She paused, thankful for

  the respite, resting her arms on the edge of the sink.




  ‘Put kettle on, Lil, there’s a duck. I’m parched. How my Archie gets his shirts in such a state, I don’t know.’




  ‘It’s not easy being at sea, Edie.’




  ‘I reckon he doesn’t take his shirt off from one day to the next, Lil. I bet he even sleeps in it.’




  Lil, smaller, thinner and three years younger than her friend, had fair, naturally curly hair. Once, she had been described as a ‘pretty girl’, with smooth skin, blue eyes and a

  smile to melt ice, but the years of hardship had etched lines into her face and deep in her eyes was a sadness that would never quite go away. She moved through Edie’s scullery and into the

  room that was a cross between a kitchen and a living room. To one side was a black polished range with a fire, oven and hob for the kettle, but this room was also where the family ate at the table

  in the centre or sat in one of the two fireside chairs.




  Lil set the kettle to boil and then, from the sideboard, laid out cups and saucers. Edie’s tea drinking was legendary in the street, but today there was a very good reason for a

  celebratory cup.




  Lil went to stand in the doorway between the scullery and the living room. ‘He’s really dead, then.’




  Edie had resumed her vigorous scrubbing.




  ‘Who is?’ she said absently, still concentrating on removing the last unsightly dirty mark from Archie’s shirt collar.




  ‘Hitler, of course. They’re saying now that he committed suicide. Haven’t you heard? But the Russians are doubting that he’s dead at all. They think it’s a trick to

  allow him to escape capture by the Allies.’




  This was probably the only thing that could have made Edie stop and turn round slowly to stare, wide-eyed, at Lil. ‘No – no. I hadn’t heard. I don’t listen to the

  wireless – well, not the news – or read the papers when Archie’s at sea. You know I don’t. I’ll know soon enough if . . .’




  Lil nodded in sympathy. Her husband, Tom, had been lost in 1919 when, it was believed, the trawler on which he was serving had hit a mine left floating in the sea from the Great War. No hands

  had survived the disaster. Since then she had struggled to bring up their only child, Irene, who had been born five months after the tragedy. Sadly, Tom had never seen his daughter – and now

  that daughter was married with a little boy of her own, Tommy. But through all that dreadful time, Lil had had the help and support of her next-door neighbours, Edie and Archie Kelsey. Lil had

  always worked; she’d had to. Fisherfolk looked after their own and Lil had never been short of nets to make or mend, fastened to the wall in her backyard in fine weather or in her living room

  in winter. She was employed by The Great Grimsby Coal, Salt & Tanning Company Ltd, who manufactured all sorts of equipment for the fishing industry and was allowed to be a home worker because

  of her young daughter. But still, times were hard and the recent war had not improved matters, though she’d always had a roof over her head, her daughter Irene and good friends next door.

  Indeed, all the inhabitants of their street were friendly; a close-knit community, many of whom were involved in the town’s fishing industry. The men went to sea together and the women

  supported each other when their menfolk were away. The street, where Edie and Lil lived side by side, was a long road of red-brick terraced houses not far from the fish docks. The front doors were

  painted brown, the doorsteps and windowsills worn by constant scouring with donkey stone by the house-proud women. Every so often, a passageway ran between the houses, one of which was on one side

  of Edie’s house. On the other, Edie shared the wall between her house and Lil’s. Often, they could each overhear what was going on next door. The back door opened from the scullery on

  to a small, concreted area where a tin bath hung on a hook near the outside privy and then there was a long strip of ground where most householders grew vegetables. At the end of the

  ‘garden’ was a shed and a fence with a door in it leading out to an alleyway shared not only with the other houses in their own road but also with the occupants of the terraces in the

  adjacent street.




  Lil wasn’t the only widow on the street whose husband had been drowned in the course of his dangerous work. Now there were so many more who’d been lost; husbands, fathers, brothers

  and sons, killed in the war. Lil never complained, however; she accepted her lot in life and ‘got on with it’. But what she would have done without her good friend, Edie Kelsey, Lil

  didn’t know.




  Lily Bailey had been born in the back streets of the town with an indolent father and a care-worn mother. The eldest of six children, she had frequently been kept at home from school to help

  with the younger ones and the never-ending housework. When Tom Horton – a handsome, hardworking deckie – had proposed to her, she had accepted gratefully, but, sadly, she wasn’t

  to escape the hard life as she had hoped to do, for only two years later Tom was gone and Lil was a widow at only twenty. When they’d married, Tom had found them a terraced house as far away

  from her former home as he could, but Lil had still felt obliged to visit her family to help her mother when Tom was away at sea.




  ‘You would go and get yourself married and leave me to do all this,’ Norma, the next sister in line, who had had to take on the household duties from Lil, had grumbled. Norma was a

  cheerless, plain girl, resentful that she had none of Lil’s prettiness. ‘And I’m not likely to snare a husband with all them young fellers not coming back from the war, am I?

  You’ve been lucky.’




  That had been the Great War; the war that had been supposed to end all wars, and yet here they were just emerging from a second conflict that had robbed them of another generation of young men.

  In the First World War, Grimsby had been devastated by the losses sustained by their local pals’ battalion – the Grimsby Chums – when men from the same families, the same

  workplaces, even the same streets, had been lost. This time, when the authorities realized what heartbreak had been caused to communities, there had been no pals’ battalions. But it

  didn’t mean that towns and cities didn’t lose their loved ones and Grimsby was no exception. And the civilian population had been hit hard too. Situated on the north-east coast of

  Lincolnshire and just across the Humber from Kingston Upon Hull, the town had taken its share of the bombing.




  The Bailey family were all scattered now. Their parents were both dead and only Norma – apart from Lil – still lived in Grimsby on her own in the old family home. Yet the sisters

  hardly saw each other. Norma worked as a cleaner in two or three of the grander houses on Bargate and was well thought of by her employers as a conscientious worker, albeit rather dowdy in the

  black coat and felt hat she always wore, her sensible low-heeled shoes and her perpetually grim expression that did nothing to alleviate her plainness.




  ‘If you’d only smile a bit more,’ Lil had said daringly on one occasion, but her kindly efforts were met with a baleful glare and a dismissive sniff.




  ‘What have I got to smile about? Scrubbing – that’s all I’m good for. I never had the chances you had, Lil.’ It was Norma’s constant grumble on the rare

  occasions that the two sisters met. And so perhaps it was only natural that Lil felt closer to her neighbour, Edie Kelsey, whom she saw every day, than she did to her sister.




  ‘Sit down, Edie, while I tell you. Tea’s mashed.’




  Edie dropped the shirt into the soapy suds, dried her hands and sat down with a sigh. She smiled across the table. ‘What would I do without you, Lil, to pop in and make me a cuppa just

  when I need it?’




  The two women sat in companionable silence for a moment, savouring the hot tea and the broken biscuits Lil had laid out on a plate.




  ‘Come on then, Lil, spit it out.’




  ‘Evidently he killed himself along with his mistress – well, his wife by then, it seems.’




  ‘Eva Braun? He married her?’




  Lil nodded. ‘At the last minute. Then they both killed themselves the very next day. In his bunker in Berlin. She’d taken poison and he’d shot himself – through the

  mouth, the papers say.’




  Edie was silent. She’d never considered herself a spiteful woman and yet at this moment she was tempted to say, Good job, an’ all.




  ‘So, is it all over, then, or is there some other bugger ready to step into his shoes? Mussolini, I suppose.’




  ‘Oh no. He’s dead too. He was shot several days ago by Italian partisans. He was hung upside down by his heels with his mistress beside him in the Piazza Loretta in Milan. Gruesome

  end for a man who used to be called Il Duce, wasn’t it?’




  ‘Ee, hark at you with your Italian,’ Edie teased, but then she sighed. The war might be nearly over but already revenge killings had started.




  ‘There’re all sorts of rumours flying round about the German leadership,’ Lil went on. ‘They reckon Doenitz has taken over.’




  Edie blinked. ‘The Commander-in-Chief of the German Navy? I’d’ve thought it would have been Goebbels, Himmler or even Goering.’ Despite her declaration that she rarely

  listened to the news, Edie was remarkably well informed. When he was at home from the sea – often only for about thirty-six hours and then he was off again on the next tide – Archie

  followed the news avidly, listening to every bulletin and devouring the newspapers. Edie couldn’t help but overhear, or be obliged to listen to, Archie ranting when he read or heard something

  with which he disagreed. A mild, good-tempered cuddly bear of a man most of the time with thinning fair hair and blue eyes, Archie could become surprisingly incensed by controversial news

  items.




  Lil shrugged in answer to Edie’s comment. ‘You’d’ve thought so, wouldn’t you, but it seems that Hitler fell out with Himmler because he’d tried to negotiate

  with the Allies and with Goering because he wanted to take over the leadership.’




  ‘What about Goebbels?’




  ‘He died in the bunker with Hitler, apparently. Anyway, everyone seems to think the war’s over – at least in Europe. We’re all just waiting for Mr Churchill to make an

  official announcement. And the German forces in Italy have surrendered.’




  ‘What about the war with Japan?’




  Lil shook her head. ‘That’s still going on.’




  There was a long silence before Edie murmured, ‘They’ll not be coming home yet, then.’




  Edie’s eldest son, Laurence, had been killed at Dunkirk and, though she would never get over the loss, she had, along with many more mothers, learned to live with her grief. Like her

  friend Lil, she just ‘got on with it’. But now, when there had been a glimmer of hope that her second son, Frank, still serving in the army – God alone knew where – would

  soon be back, she was sensible enough to know that although one theatre of war might be over, whilst there was still another enemy to defeat, demobilization was unlikely. ‘Frank won’t

  be home until it’s all finished with, will he?’




  Lil shrugged. ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’




  ‘But it’ll be over for us here, won’t it? I mean, we’re not likely to get kamikaze pilots over Britain, are we?’




  Lil gave a wry laugh. ‘I don’t expect so, duck, no.’




  ‘So your Irene and little Tommy will be coming home. Ee, I can’t wait to see him. He must have grown. All that good country air and farm food – he’ll have shot up since

  we last saw him. And my Reggie too. Oh Lil, I can’t wait to have all my family back together.’ Her face fell. ‘There’ll be one missing, of course, but to have everyone else

  back safe and sound . . .’ Her voice faded away. Dare she begin to count the days just yet?




  Lil touched her hand. ‘Just be patient a bit longer, Edie. All we can do is hope and pray. Just like we’ve been doing for the past six years. And then they’ll all be home, the

  boys and your Shirley and Beth too.’




  ‘It’ll be five years at the end of this month since Laurence . . .’ Edie said and then fell silent again as she remembered that dreadful morning the telegram had been

  delivered.




  ‘I know, duck, I know. I hadn’t forgotten.’




  Archie had been at sea when the news had arrived and Lil had been the one to whom Edie had turned. Never had Edie needed her good friend more than she had at that moment.




  





  One




  Edith Riley had been born and brought up on the same street in which she still lived. The elder daughter of Jim Riley, a trawler skipper, and his wife Patricia, she’d

  always longed to be part of a large family. Patricia, however, had had high expectations for her two daughters, Edith and Jessie. She dreamed of them both taking shorthand and typing lessons and

  working in a nice office, so she was not too pleased when Edie fell in love with the tall and handsome deckie learner, Archie Kelsey. When Edie fell pregnant, Patricia’s hopes for her were

  finally dashed and a wedding was hastily arranged. Edie married at nineteen, and her son Laurence had arrived six months to the day after their marriage and Archie had found a house to rent just up

  the road from Edie’s parents. Before many years had passed, the little house was bursting at the seams, the children sleeping top to toe: the boys in one bed, the girls in another.




  After Laurence had come Elizabeth – Beth, as she’d soon become known. She was a pretty, merry child with dark curls and soft brown eyes. Archie had been her willing slave from the

  moment of her birth, for which he had been home from the sea to witness. He had been the first to hold the wriggling infant and the bond formed in that moment had never been broken.




  In September 1919, Lily and Tom Horton had moved into the house next door. The two young women had soon become firm friends and helped each other when their menfolk were at sea. Only two months

  later, though, Tom was tragically lost and the young mother-to-be leaned on Edie’s broad shoulder, both literally and metaphorically. The birth of Lil’s daughter, Irene, brought joy and

  sorrow in equal measure and Lil wept in Edie’s arms. ‘She’ll never know her dad. He’ll never play with her like Archie plays with your two.’ She’d given a

  tremulous smile as she’d added, ‘Three soon.’ For Edie was heavily pregnant with her third child.




  Frank Kelsey had been born two months later and with two children almost the same age, the young mothers grew even closer. Beth, though a year older than Irene, became the younger girl’s

  friend and protector. It was Beth’s hands that Irene clung to as she learned to walk and the older girl’s hand she held on to tightly on her first day at school alongside Frank. Beth

  watched out for both of them in the rough and tumble of the playground and stuck up for them if there was the slightest sign of bullying from anyone, no matter how much bigger than her they might

  be.




  ‘She’s a fiery piece, that Beth Kelsey,’ was the general consensus in the playground. ‘Don’t lay finger on her little brother – or Irene Horton either –

  else she’ll ’ave yer.’




  Beth was a motherly little girl who not only championed her brother and the little girl from next door at school or out playing in the street, but also now had a baby sister – Shirley

  – to help feed and bath and dress.




  ‘That’s the last,’ Edie declared to Lil as they sat watching Beth and Irene amusing the new baby.




  ‘I’ll believe that when I see it,’ Lil said, smiling.




  ‘No, no, I mean it, Lil. Four kids in six years – I mean it. I’ve got the family I always wanted. And she’ – she nodded towards the most recent arrival –

  ‘isn’t an easy baby like the other three. She’s still waking up two or three times in the night. She’s a grizzly baby, an’ all. I hardly knew I’d got the others,

  but this one . . .’ she cast her eyes to the ceiling – ‘and she’s keeping Beth awake. The boys seem to sleep through anything, but Beth’s losing sleep and she’s

  only five. She’s too tired to go to school some mornings.’




  ‘Oh, don’t let her miss school, Edie,’ Lil said swiftly, mindful of the gaps in her own education because of being kept at home to help with younger siblings. ‘Tell you

  what, let her come and sleep at our house on school nights, if that’d help until little Shirley gets more settled. Irene’d love it and we’ve plenty of room.’ The last few

  words were spoken without any hint of self-pity, yet Edie was aware of their poignancy.




  ‘Well, if you’re sure. She’d have all her meals at home, of course, but if she could come round some nights just to sleep, that’d be a huge help, Lil. Ta,

  duck.’




  Edie was sensitive to the fact that Lil didn’t have any spare money to be feeding her neighbour’s child, though the children ran freely between the two houses, always sure of a

  welcome, always sure they were loved by their adopted ‘aunties’. And happily, the children liked each other too. Though Laurence found playmates of his own age in their street and

  beyond, he was nevertheless a kindly boy and was not above entertaining his younger brother and sister and Irene too, who followed him about with the devotion of a little puppy. He was tall for his

  age, with fair hair like his father and blue eyes that, for the most part, twinkled merrily. But Laurence was no good with the baby, Shirley. With a bemused and wary expression, he would look at

  her in the battered pram that had served all the Kelsey babies, at her little red face screwed up, at her tiny fists waving and her feet kicking in anger. He just didn’t know how to cope with

  a screaming infant, but he would take Frank into the street and teach him to kick a football, he would play Ludo or Draughts with Frank, Beth and Irene, patiently explaining the rules.




  ‘But no cheating,’ he would say firmly, trying hard not to laugh, ‘else I won’t play.’




  Watching them fondly, Edie would say, ‘He’s a good lad, Lil. He’ll make someone a lovely husband one day.’




  God willing, Lil would think, but she was not going to voice such thoughts aloud. No doubt Laurence would be destined to follow his father into the fishing industry and they all knew what

  dangers that job held.




  Despite Edie’s adamant pronouncement that her family was complete, it had been no surprise to Lil when, over five years after Shirley’s birth, Edie had come through the door in the

  fence between their two backyards one morning looking bemused and strangely sheepish.




  ‘Put kettle on, Lil, I’ve had a bit of a shock.’




  ‘Oh Edie, what is it?’ Lil was at once anxious. ‘It’s – it’s not Archie, is it?’




  Edie gave a wry laugh that told Lil that the news, which Edie was about to impart, was nothing very terrible. ‘He’s got summat to do with it, yes, but not the way you

  mean.’




  ‘What is it, then? One of the kids? Or your Jessie? Don’t tell me – she’s fallen pregnant at last. Oh, how lovely—’ But Edie was shaking her head.




  Jessie was Edie’s younger sister. She still lived in the same street, too, at the far end in the house where both the sisters had been born. She’d married a lumper. Harry Charlton

  worked nights unloading the fish from the trawlers, sorting it and preparing it for sale at the early morning auctions on the pontoon. He was a big, strong man, who said very little but who adored

  his vivacious, gregarious wife and shared her sorrow that they had not had children.




  ‘No, no, it’s not Jessie who’s been caught. It’s – me.’




  Lil’s mouth dropped open. ‘But you said . . .’




  ‘I know what I said, Lil – me an’ my big mouth – but there it is. I’m in the family way – again.’




  Lil sat down at the table and reached across it to touch her friend’s hand. ‘But you’re pleased, aren’t you, Edie? I mean . . .’




  ‘Oh, I expect I will be – once I’ve got used to the idea. But what Archie’ll say when he gets home, I don’t know. I’ve given all me baby stuff away.

  I’ll have to get new.’




  ‘Archie’ll be as pleased as punch,’ Lil tried to reassure her, though she couldn’t quite keep the note of wistfulness out of her tone. She’d have loved more

  children, but there was no way it was ever going to happen now. ‘He loves his kids and this one’ll be no different.’




  Seven months later, Beth, at eleven and Irene, ten, had another little baby to play with, though six-year-old Shirley was not so pleased to see the arrival of a tiny infant who usurped her

  coveted position as the youngest of the family. Reginald, who swiftly became known as Reggie, was a placid little chap, quite the opposite of what the fretful Shirley had been. Shirley now scowled

  every time she heard his gurgles and saw his round, beaming face.




  ‘He never cries,’ she overheard Edie telling Lil with amazement and took it as a personal insult when her mother added, ‘Not a bit like Shirley was. As long as he’s warm,

  dry and fed, I don’t hear a peep out of him.’




  So the two households grew, sharing their joys and troubles together as if they were all indeed part of the same family. They lived amongst fishing families and they all knew the hazards of that

  life; a hard life, but one the men wouldn’t change for the world. Out at sea in atrocious weather, Archie would yearn to be home sitting in his armchair by the fire, cossetted by Edie and

  with the chance to spoil his children of whom he saw little. But after two days ashore, he – and many fishermen like him – would long to be back at sea.




  Edie never went to the docks when Archie left on yet another trip, though the children, Laurence, Beth and Frank and later Shirley and Reggie too – and usually with Irene in tow as well

  – would wave him off.




  ‘Don’t forget to look at the listings in the Grimsby Evening Telegraph to see when we’re due back,’ he would remind them as he boarded his ship. And they’d

  always be there to welcome him home, even if it was late at night, for Edie knew what it meant for all of them. They didn’t have long with him, his shore leaves were short, but for a day or

  two they had his full attention. They’d be waiting on the dock, ready to rifle through his sea bag for sweets and chocolate whilst he collected his settlings from the dock offices. If his

  catch had been plentiful, with his pay in his pocket, he would buy them gifts from the shops in Freeman Street, never forgetting to bring home something for Edie and even a little gift for Lil.




  Freeman Street teemed with life; it was Beth’s favourite place in the whole of Grimsby. The street thronged with people; fishermen, dressed in their best suits, home for sometimes as

  little as thirty-six hours before they were out with the tide once more. Women trying to shop for that extra tasty meal for their menfolk, children on bicycles weaving in and out of the path of the

  trolley buses. Cars towing trailers and window cleaners with handcarts; a busy, happy street and Beth loved it.




  ‘Come on, Irene, let’s go down Freeman Street. You too, our Shirl.’




  ‘I’ve no money,’ Irene would say quietly.




  ‘Neither have I,’ Beth would say cheerfully. ‘But it doesn’t cost owt to look, does it? And we can all see what we want to buy the next time Dad has a good

  catch.’




  ‘I can’t keep taking presents off your dad,’ Irene said. ‘It’s not right.’




  Beth would link her arm with her friend’s and say, ‘’Course you can. You’re like a member of our family, Irene Horton, and don’t you forget it. Next time he comes

  home, he said he’ll look out for two second-hand bikes – one for each of us. So there you are, you see. Dad always thinks of you too.’




  ‘What about me?’ Shirley had piped up. ‘Am I getting a bike too?’




  ‘I expect so, darling, but maybe not until you’re a bit older, eh?’




  ‘But I will get one?’




  ‘Of course you will. Dad wouldn’t miss you out, now would he? And when he’s old enough, he’ll get one for Reggie an’ all.’




  ‘What about Frank?’ Irene asked in a soft voice. ‘He ought to have one before me.’




  Beth laughed, a merry sound that had the folks passing by them smiling at the sound. ‘Frank’s already got one. Dad got it after his last trip. He knows a chap in the next street who

  does up second-hand bikes.’




  ‘I haven’t seen it.’




  ‘It’s in the shed at the bottom of the yard, but he’ll not let you see him with it until he’s learned how to ride it properly. And he hasn’t yet. Laurence takes him

  up and down the street on it after dark. You watch out of your mam’s bedroom window and you’ll see them. But don’t let on I told you.’




  And so Archie continued to spoil his children; they were the centre of his world for the few days he was at home, and he theirs.




  ‘I’m a millionaire for a day,’ Archie would tell them with a deep chuckle, but he was a careful man and whilst he spent freely on the day of his return from sea, there was

  always enough saved for his wife who would have to manage the housekeeping until he returned from his next trip. And on the occasions when his catch was poor, he explained carefully to the children

  why, this time, there would be no presents. He’d say, ‘And I can’t afford to take you to the ice rink this time, but we can go to the park or to the beach at Cleethorpes. What

  would you like to do?’




  Whilst Edie washed and ironed his clothes ready for his return to sea, Archie would spend time playing with his children. But she was careful never to wash on the day he left. Even

  fishermen’s wives were superstitious. But their mother, anxious that Edie and Jessie would know nothing of the life, had kept them cocooned from such tales, dismissing them as nonsense.




  ‘You’ll wash him to a watery grave,’ a new neighbour had told Edie when she was first married. ‘And you’ll see he’ll never sail on a Friday, it’s bad

  luck.’ The woman had jabbed her finger towards her. ‘You’d best get rid of that green jumper, an’ all. We don’t have owt green in Grimsby. Even the Mariners’

  goalie never wears a jumper that colour. Green is for grief. And, when you’re cooking, don’t forget to smash your eggshells into smithereens.’




  Edie had blinked. ‘Whatever for?’




  The woman had cackled with laughter. ‘’Cos, duck, half an eggshell is big enough for a witch to sail out to sea and bring disaster to trawlers.’




  Edie had laughed, but she knew better than to defy any belief no matter how ridiculous it sounded. She learned them all. She wouldn’t toy with Archie’s life; he was too precious to

  her.




  And his time ashore was treasured too. But besides having fun with his children, Archie would make time for lessons too, teaching them Morse code and semaphore with his big torch and with flags.

  ‘It’ll come in useful if you go to sea, lads,’ he said to his sons, but Beth was not to be left out.




  ‘I want to learn it too, Daddy.’




  Archie had smiled indulgently. ‘You’ll not be a fisherman, duck. Girls don’t go to sea.’ But when Beth had pretended to pout, he had relented and included her in the

  lessons. As it turned out, she had been the quickest learner of them all and soon she was sending perfect messages by both the flickering torch and the flags. She stood in front of her brothers and

  Irene, arms outstretched whilst Archie watched her. Pity she’s not a lad, he thought, but then he reminded himself sharply that she would not be his pretty little Beth if she were. But her

  quickness, her brightness and her eagerness to learn made his heart swell with pride.




  ‘Are you taking Laurence on your next trip, Archie?’ Edie had asked when their eldest son was nearing school-leaving age, but her husband had shaken his head adamantly. ‘No,

  love. You know I won’t ever take any member of my family to sea with me. The lads can go when they’re ready. I’ll find them a good skipper, but it won’t be me.’




  Laurence had gone to sea twice before he left school and had found the experience harrowing. He suffered appalling seasickness.




  ‘It’ll disappear when you go to sea for real,’ Edie had tried to reassure him. ‘You’ll be far too busy to think about being ill.’




  Frank, however, first went to sea with one of Archie’s trusted pals at the age of twelve. He came home, excited and elated. ‘I weren’t sick at all,’ he told them all

  proudly. ‘I want to be a skipper like me dad.’




  Archie had laughed and ruffled his hair. ‘Well, you have to start as a galley boy and work your way up, but if it’s what you really want to do, lad, then I’ll not stand in your

  way.’




  ‘What’s Laurence going to do now he’s about to leave school?’ Lil asked Edie in the summer of 1932.




  ‘What else can he do? It’s no use him staying on to take examinations. He’s a practical sort of chap.’ Edie smiled fondly, if a little sadly. ‘He’s not one

  for book learning. I expect he’ll go to sea like most of ’em do.’




  Lil eyed her friend. ‘But you don’t want him to,’ she said quietly, sensing that there was something troubling Edie.




  Edie wriggled her shoulders. ‘I wouldn’t mind if only he could go with his dad, but Archie won’t hear of it.’




  Lil blinked. ‘Why ever not?’




  ‘He doesn’t agree with folks from the same family going to sea together.’ Edie bit her lip, knowing she was touching on a painful subject for Lil, but it had to be said.

  ‘You know what it’s like, duck, don’t you?’




  Lil nodded. On that dreadful night not only had Tom been lost, but two of his cousins had perished on the same ship. The whole Horton family had been devastated three times over. ‘I can

  see his point,’ she said quietly.




  ‘So can I, I suppose.’ Edie sighed. ‘But I just wanted to feel that someone was keeping an eye on the lad, you know. Anyway,’ she added, brightening a little,

  ‘he’s not going to sea straightaway. Harry’s found him work on the dock so that should keep him out of trouble for a bit.’




  Three years later, in the summer of 1935 – the same year that Beth left school – Laurence went to sea as a member of a crew for the first time. Beth, reckoned by

  them all to be the clever one in the family, had stayed on at school to take her School Certificate. That summer she found work locally as a nursemaid to a Mr and Mrs Forster’s two young

  children, aged four and two.




  Beth had grown into a lovely girl, with long brown hair curling to her shoulders and her dark eyes were soft and gentle. When she was anxious she would twist a strand of her hair round and round

  her forefinger. Yet, she did not look her age; she was slim and not very tall and many mistook her for a schoolgirl still. Perhaps this is what endeared her to young children; they felt she was one

  of them, not a grown-up at all.




  ‘The kiddies are so sweet, Mam,’ she told Edie and Lil when she arrived home after being interviewed for the position. ‘And Mrs Forster’s French – so pretty and

  dainty, but she can’t deal with two lively kids. You’d never believe it, Mam, how those two little imps run rings around their mother. They fluster her, but they seemed to take to me. I

  spent the afternoon with them and Mr Forster was ever so pleased with how I got them to do as I told them, and Mrs Forster’ – Beth laughed – ‘she just couldn’t believe

  it. “Why do they not do that for me?” she said.’ Beth imitated the French woman’s accent perfectly. ‘And,’ Beth added, her eyes sparkling with excitement,

  ‘best of all, I might get the chance to go to France to look after the children when they go to visit Madame’s parents.’




  ‘Oh dear,’ Edie moaned. ‘I’m losing my chicks. Laurence is going to sea and you’re going across the water too.’




  ‘You’ve still got Frank and Shirley and little Reggie. They’ll not be leaving home for ages yet. And there’s Irene too. She’s here more often than not.’




  Lil and Beth laughed together, but Edie could only raise a weak smile.




  ‘And just think, Aunty Lil, Irene will have her bedroom all to herself.’ Beth had often continued to sleep next door even after Shirley’s restless nights had ceased. With

  Reggie’s arrival, Edie’s little house was overflowing.




  Lil grimaced. ‘I don’t think that’ll please her. She’ll miss you, Beth, sharing her room with you, whispering and giggling way into the night. We’ll all miss

  you.’




  ‘I’ll come back often – every day I get off. But this is the perfect job for me. You know how I love looking after little ones.’




  Whilst the Forsters still lived in Grimsby, Beth kept her promise, but the day came which Edie had feared. Mr Forster’s job – ‘something in imports and exports,’ Beth

  told her family – took him back to France and, with great thankfulness, his wife insisted that the family should move back to her home country permanently. And she was also adamant that Beth

  should go with them.




  ‘I cannot possibly manage without you,’ Simone Forster declared, her expressive hands fluttering in the air.




  In the same week that Beth left for France, Laurence, who had done his best to overcome debilitating seasickness as a fisherman, vowed he would go to sea no more.




  ‘I might be able to get a job down dock. Mebbe as a barrow lad.’




  ‘That’s hard work.’




  ‘It’s all hard work, Mam, but it pays a pound a week, don’t forget. That’s good money for someone of my age.’




  ‘Talk to your Uncle Harry. He’ll likely be able to put in a good word for you. Mebbe he could get you work alongside him as a lumper.’




  Harry was willing to help, but warned his nephew, ‘It’s tough being a lumper, Laurence. It’s wet and cold and dangerous working on ice-covered boards through the night whatever

  the weather. Mind you,’ he added swiftly, ‘it’s better than going to sea, specially if you’ve got the seasickness bad.’




  ‘Did you never want to go to sea, Uncle Harry?’




  The older man shook his head. ‘No, I didn’t. I lost me dad and a brother to the sea. I don’t like it. It’s a cruel mistress.’




  ‘Me dad loves it.’




  ‘Aye, well, there’s plenty of fishermen do and I suppose I can understand it. It’s in their blood, somehow. And your dad’s a good skipper. He’s well-liked and

  trusted. Blokes who get into his crew hang on to their place as long as they can.’




  ‘I guessed that. Several of them have been with him for years.’




  ‘Aye, his mate’s been with him ten years or more, I reckon. One little tip, lad, when you start as a lumper: wear gloves, else your hands’ll be red raw in a day.’ Harry

  grinned. ‘But you’ll soon get hardened to it.’




  But Laurence did not take to the life on the docks any more than he had going to sea and not many weeks after Beth had gone, he left Grimsby to join the British Army.




  Now, two of Edie’s fledglings had left the nest.




  





  Two




  Whilst it had been Laurence whom the infant Irene had followed devotedly, had idolized as the big brother she would never have, as they all grew older, it was Frank with whom

  she fell in love. They’d always been a threesome, Beth, Irene and Frank, though sometimes with Shirley in tow. But once Beth had gone to France with the Forster family, the two younger ones

  were thrown together even more.




  ‘I miss Beth so much, Frank,’ Irene told him as they walked home from school together just as they always had done. But their school days were coming to an end too. In the summer,

  they would sit their School Certificate and then, they too, would have to look for work. They had both stayed on at school to take the examinations even though Irene had protested that she should

  leave and start bringing home a wage.




  ‘You’ll do no such thing, love,’ Lil had said firmly. ‘I want you to have the chances I never had.’




  So, at sixteen, Frank and Irene, though they had dutifully worked hard at their schoolwork, were both itching to leave school, to find work and at last feel that they were

  ‘grown-ups’.




  ‘Yeah, me too,’ Frank said, kicking a stone so that it bounced and rattled along the pavement as they walked. ‘We made a good trio, didn’t we? It’s not quite the

  same with our Shirley, is it? She’s such a mardy cow.’




  Irene had giggled. ‘Poor Shirley. I feel sorry for her. She’s always been the odd one out, but she’s only twelve. She’s still a kid. I’ve tried hard with her, but

  she’s – well, she’s not Beth. She was like a big sister to me – just as Laurence and you are like my brothers.’




  Frank was silent, looking down at the ground and giving the stone another kick.




  ‘I don’t want to be your brother, Irene,’ he muttered. ‘I – I want to be your boyfriend.’




  ‘Eh?’ Startled, Irene had stopped and turned to face him. ‘What did you say?’




  Frank was blushing, not daring to look up to meet her gaze. ‘I said, I want to be your boyfriend, not a sort of brother.’




  ‘Oh!’ Irene said and then, after a long pause, she smiled and continued to walk on as she said softly, ‘I think I’d like that, but—’




  ‘Aye, I thought there’d be a “but”,’ Frank said, disappointment in his tone. His brown eyes were sad and his dark hair flopped endearingly over his forehead.




  Irene giggled. ‘I just think we should keep it secret. I reckon our mams would say we were too young.’




  Frank’s head shot up as he grinned at her. ‘Oh, right. I get you. But they won’t think anything of it if we’re always together, will they?’




  Irene laughed and now it was she who blushed. ‘We always are, but we just won’t have to let them see us – um – well, holding hands or – or—’




  ‘Kissing.’ Frank stopped again and took hold of her arm, turning her gently to face him. He planted a clumsy kiss on her mouth, but their noses bumped and they ended up laughing.




  ‘Reckon we need a bit of practice at that,’ Frank said.




  It didn’t take very long for Frank to become a lot more expert at ‘this kissing lark’ nor did it take many weeks for their families to find out.




  It was Shirley who was the talebearer.




  On leaving school, Frank had gone straight to sea. There had been no problem of seasickness for him, though his choice of career had caused an argument between his parents.




  ‘I don’t really want him going to sea at all,’ Edie had said, ‘but if he’s set on it, then he can be with you, can’t he, Archie? You can keep an eye on

  him.’




  To her disappointment Archie had shaken his head and added, ‘I don’t believe in families sailing together. You know I don’t. I know it’s done, but I don’t like

  it.’ Archie Kelsey was a respected skipper and able to choose his own crew. He would never take men who were related – even distantly – to one another.




  Some trawlermen ridiculed him. ‘I can’t get a crew together without ’em being related, Archie. How d’you do it?’




  Archie had smiled enigmatically. He’d been a fisherman for a long time and a skipper for several years. He was known as a safe pair of hands and fair with the men under him. He never

  needed to look far for a crew; they returned time after time to serve under Archie Kelsey. He was saddened when, only a few years later, a trawler was lost at sea skippered by that very same

  trawlerman who had questioned his rules with the loss of all the crew, which had included three members from the same family. It was one of those occasions when Archie had been sorry to be proved

  right.




  So Frank never sailed with his father, but he took to the life and soon earned the reputation of being a good and reliable worker.




  Irene had grown into a pretty young woman with long blond curling hair, sparkling blue eyes and dimples in her cheeks when she smiled. And she smiled often. Irene had had no trouble in finding

  work in a department store in Freeman Street.




  ‘She’s got such a nice job at Oldroyd’s on the hosiery counter,’ Lil had enthused to Edie. ‘They’re all very kind to her there and I know she’ll work

  hard and do well. No mending nets for her if I have anything to do with it.’




  Edie had nodded and smiled. ‘She deserves it, Lil. She’s a good girl. I think of her like one of me own – you know I do. I’m pleased for both of you. Mebbe you’ll

  be able to take it a bit easier now.’




  But Lil had shaken her head determinedly. ‘Oh no. I wouldn’t want her thinking she’s got to support me. She’s going to give me a bit towards the housekeeping, but

  I’ve told her she ought to start saving for her bottom drawer.’




  Edie had laughed. ‘But that’s a long way off yet, Lil. She’s got to meet a nice young man first.’




  ‘True, but she’s a pretty girl – though I suppose I shouldn’t say it about me own daughter.’




  ‘Well, if she wants to meet a prospective husband, Lil, she’ll have to stop going around so much with our Frank.’




  Whenever he was at home from sea, Frank, feeling rich and important with money in his pocket, would splash out on his girl. They’d go to the cinema for a bob’s worth of dark, as he

  put it, sitting in the back row of the stalls, holding hands and even sneaking a kiss whenever they thought no one would see them. But someone did see them and couldn’t wait to get home to

  tell her mother. Shirley, on a special treat with her school friends one Friday evening, spotted her brother and Irene cuddling in the back row of the cinema.




  ‘Our Frank’s got himself a girlfriend, then,’ she announced, almost before she was through the scullery and into the living room. Edie was sitting near the range with a pile of

  socks for mending on her knee. She was on her own, Archie was at sea and, although the wireless had been tuned to one of her favourite programmes, Edie had turned it off before the late news came

  on. She glanced up at Shirley, but the girl went back into the scullery to make cocoa for them both, deliberately keeping her mother in suspense. But Edie was used to Shirley’s dramatics and

  she calmly carried on with her mending and waited patiently until the young girl could contain her news no longer.




  ‘Did you enjoy the pictures?’ Edie asked mildly as Shirley carried two mugs back into the living room and placed one beside her mother. ‘What did you see?’




  ‘We went to the Savoy. It was Charlie Chaplin in Modern Times and then there was a Mickey Mouse cartoon. But it was what was going on in the back row that was even more interesting

  than the films.’




  Edie said nothing, keeping her gaze firmly fixed on her sewing.




  ‘Didn’t you hear what I said? Frank’s got a girlfriend.’




  ‘I heard.’




  ‘I thought you’d say he was too young,’ Shirley said, miffed because her mother wasn’t displaying the interest – or the sense of shock – the girl had hoped

  for.




  Edie dipped her head so that Shirley wouldn’t see her wistful smile. She’d been sixteen when she’d started walking out with Archie Kelsey, even though it had been in secret to

  start with; her mother had not approved.




  ‘He’s a working man now. I just hope she’s a nice girl, that’s all.’




  Shirley smirked. ‘Oh, she’s nice all right.’




  Now Edie didn’t try to contain her interest. ‘You know her, do you?’




  ‘Yes – and so do you.’




  ‘Me?’ Edie raised her eyebrows. ‘I don’t know any girls Frank’s age except . . .’ She stared at Shirley. ‘Oh no! You don’t mean it’s –

  it’s . . . ?’




  Shirley nodded. Now she was getting the reaction she’d wanted.




  ‘Oh well, now, I don’t know about that.’ For a brief moment, Edie was still and then, throwing her mending aside, she stood up. ‘I’ll have to have this out with

  Lil.’




  ‘It’s late, Mam. Aunty Lil might have gone to bed.’




  ‘I doubt it,’ Edie said grimly. ‘She always sits up to wait for Irene coming home and if you say she’s out with Frank and he’s not home yet, then neither will she

  be.’




  ‘What about your—’ Shirley began, but Edie was gone, out of the back door and through the door in the fence. ‘Cocoa?’ Shirley said to the empty room. Already she

  could hear the sound of Edie banging on Lil’s back door, the sound echoing through the night air.




  Shirley finished her drink, set her mug down and followed her mother, catching up with her just as Lil opened her back door.




  ‘Whatever’s the matter?’ she asked at once, her eyes dark with fright. Fisherfolk didn’t like late-night knocks on their door.




  ‘It’s all right, Aunty Lil, it’s nothing very terrible, but Mam’s got summat to tell you.’




  Edie grasped Shirley’s arm firmly. ‘Well, now you’re here, miss, you can do the telling, seeing as you’re the one who’s seen it for yourself.’




  ‘Seen what?’ Lil asked.




  ‘Let’s get inside, Lil, and we’ll tell you.’




  ‘Oh sorry, Edie. Come in, duck. I’m not thinking straight. You’ve got me worried. I thought it was bad news.’




  ‘’Pends how you look at it. It’s about Irene.’




  Lil drew in a startled gasp, but as Shirley added, ‘And Frank,’ the woman’s anxiety turned to puzzlement.




  ‘I – don’t understand.’




  ‘Shirley’s just been to the pictures with some of her friends from school – a gang of them went – and she saw your Irene and our Frank—’




  ‘Sitting in the back row—’




  ‘Kissing.’




  Lil’s mouth dropped open as she glanced from one to the other. But then she began to smile. ‘Well, that’s nice,’ she began, but sensing Edie’s disapproval, she

  faltered. ‘Isn’t it?’




  Edie shook her head. ‘They’re too close.’




  ‘More like brother and sister,’ Shirley put in slyly.




  ‘They’ve grown up together.’




  Lil was frowning. ‘I don’t see that that matters. I – I think it’s lovely. Childhood sweethearts. What could be more romantic?’




  Edie wriggled her shoulders. She hadn’t reckoned on Lil disagreeing with her. ‘Tell you what, we’ll not say owt to them – not yet. We’ll wait till Archie gets back.

  See what he says.’




  ‘All right, but . . .’ Lil agreed reluctantly. She was more than happy with the news. She’d spent sleepless nights worrying that her pretty daughter might get in with the wrong

  crowd or start going out with someone totally unsuitable. She was very relieved to hear that Irene might be falling in love with the boy next door, the boy whom Lil already loved as a son. What

  could be better? But Edie didn’t seem to think so and though Lil, at the moment, couldn’t understand why, she hoped this wouldn’t come between her and her dearest friend.




  ‘And I’ll write and tell our Beth,’ Shirley said. ‘She’ll talk some sense into them. They’ll listen to her. And Laurence. I’ll write to him an’

  all.’




  As Lil closed her back door behind her departing neighbours, she was thoughtful. She couldn’t understand Edie’s objection to the blossoming love story, if it was indeed serious. She

  thought it was wonderful news. And now, knowing that Irene was with Frank and would be seen home safely, there was no longer any need for her to sit up into the early hours waiting for her

  daughter. She began to get ready for bed, a small smile playing on her mouth. Just as she was about to fall to sleep, she heard the back door close softly and Irene creep up the stairs.




  Oh how wonderful it was, she thought, to be young and in love. Her only sadness this night was that Tom was not here to delight in how his daughter had grown into a wonderful young woman, loved

  by a fine man.




  If only, she thought, Edie comes round.




  But her friend remained adamant. ‘They’re more like brother and sister,’ Edie persisted, picking up on what Shirley had said. ‘There can’t possibly be that same

  excitement of meeting someone and falling in love. They know too much about each other already. Where’s the thrill?’




  ‘It’s different, I grant you,’ Lil said, ‘but surely there’s something to be said for the fact that they do know each other.’




  The two women discussed the matter endlessly over the next few days but said nothing to Irene or Frank and swore Shirley to silence.




  ‘I’m telling Beth, though,’ the young girl said. ‘She’ll agree with us, Mam. And Laurence.’




  But Beth did not agree, as she made clear in her letter.




  What marvellous news, she wrote. We’ll still be one big, happy family. And they’ll be able to live with Aunty Lil and when the little ones come along . . . On and on

  her letter went, rambling over four pages; she was obviously ecstatic to think that her best friend would become her sister-in-law.




  ‘Well, your dad won’t agree,’ Edie said, tossing Beth’s letter to one side in disgust.




  But to Edie’s surprise and disappointment, Archie did agree with his elder daughter.




  ‘Oh, I might have known you’d side with Beth,’ Edie snapped. ‘Whatever she says’ll be right with you, won’t it?’




  ‘Now, now, Edie, love,’ Archie said placidly, glad to be back home from sea. This last trip had been difficult and he’d been grateful to think he’d have a few days

  respite, but he hadn’t expected to walk into a storm at home.




  ‘So,’ Edie said, folding her arms over her ample bosom – a sure sign that she was spoiling for an argument, ‘you’re in favour of it, are you?’




  ‘I’m not against it, love. I can’t see any harm. Let’s see how it goes, shall we? I mean, it’s not as if they’re talking about getting married yet, is

  it? They are too young for that, I’d agree with you there. And it might all fizzle out anyway, given time. And just remember, Edie, the more you try to separate a young couple, the more

  determined they’ll be to stay together.’ He caught her eye and winked at her, silently reminding her of the opposition their own courtship had faced and, eventually, overcome.




  With that, Edie was unable to argue.




  





  Three




  It was Laurence who finally won Edie over, though it took him several months. When he came home on leave the following May, he slapped Frank on the back and kissed Irene on

  both cheeks. ‘When are you getting married, because I want to be your Best Man?’




  ‘What about me? I want to be a Best Man too,’ Reggie piped up. He idolized both his older brothers and didn’t want to be left out.




  ‘You’re too young, Shrimp,’ Laurence teased, tweaking his nose. ‘But you can be an usher.’




  ‘What’s one of them?’




  ‘They show the guests to their places in the church. It’s a very important job. We don’t want anyone sitting on the wrong side of the church, now do we?’




  Edie hid her smile; she could always rely on Laurence to make everyone feel valued, but aloud she said, ‘Now steady on there, who’s talking of marriage? They’re far too young

  for one thing and for another—’ Edie repeated yet again her misgivings about their closeness.




  ‘I reckon that’s a good thing – oh, not the brother and sister bit,’ Laurence added hastily, ‘but isn’t it better that they know all about each other?

  There’re no skeletons going to pop out of the cupboard and Irene’s a lovely girl. And she could do a lot worse than our Frank.’




  Edie bristled. ‘She couldn’t do any better, let me tell you.’




  ‘And besides,’ Laurence said, his expression sobering, ‘I know it’s been euphoric just lately with the coronation—’




  ‘The papers have been full of it,’ Edie said, her expression softening, ‘such lovely pictures of the little princesses. And tomorrow me and Lil are going to see a film about it

  at the Queen’s cinema. I can’t wait. They seem such a happy family. It’s lovely to see, after all the trauma of the abdication.’




  ‘And yet you’d deny our Frank the chance of such happiness, Mam?’




  ‘Of course I wouldn’t.’ Now his mother was indignant, ‘it’s just – oh, I don’t know. I seem to be the odd one out around here. You’re all so

  pleased about it, all except me and Shirley.’




  Laurence put his arm around Edie’s shoulder. ‘Mam, dearest Mam, Shirley’s just jealous, that’s all. And there’s another thing,’ he added softly and, for the

  young man who normally laughed his way through life, he was strangely serious. ‘You know things are very unsettled in Europe, don’t you? With all the civil fighting that’s going

  on in Spain.’




  ‘But that’s got nothing to do with us, has it?’




  Laurence shrugged but didn’t answer her directly. ‘And then there’s this little corporal in Germany, who’s talking about his country needing more “living

  space”. I don’t deny he’s done wonders for the morale of the German people since their defeat in 1918, but now it seems he’s not happy to leave it at that. He and his pal

  Mussolini are posturing that they want peace and yet want to extend their territories. And how d’you think they’re going to do that? Mussolini invaded Abyssinia over a year ago and Nazi

  Germany, led by Adolf Hitler, has been secretly rearming – only it’s not so secret now. He’s rebuilt the German navy and unlawfully created a military air force that he’s

  been bragging is equal to Britain’s and, probably spurred on by Mussolini’s success in Abyssinia, he has reoccupied the Rhineland.’




  ‘But I thought – I mean – there were Treaties and – and whatever – after the war, weren’t there?’




  Soberly, Laurence nodded. It seemed he took an interest in world affairs just like Archie did. ‘Yes, Mam, there were. The Treaty of Versailles, but that doesn’t seem to matter any

  more to Herr Hitler. I think he’s hell bent on marching into whatever country takes his fancy. And we can’t let that happen, now can we?’




  Edie blinked as she gaped up at him. ‘You don’t mean there might be another war? Oh no, Laurence, not again. Surely they won’t let it happen again?’




  ‘Of course, we all hope not, but—’




  ‘Then you must leave the army right now.’




  Laurence gave a wry laugh. ‘I can’t, Mam, I signed on for nine years and even if I could leave – which I don’t want to and I won’t – I’d soon be called

  up again. In fact, if it does come to war, all able-bodied men would be called up eventually. Even Frank.’




  ‘And me?’ Reggie said. ‘I’d like to be a soldier.’




  Laurence laughed and ruffled his brother’s floppy brown hair. ‘Well, Shrimp, I hope it won’t last until you’re old enough to go.’




  Edie was quiet for a moment before saying softly, ‘So you reckon I ought to give in gracefully and give Frank and Irene my blessing, do you?’




  ‘I do, Mam. We’ll all be there for them. We’ll help them and – if I know Aunty Lil – they’ll only be living next door. Frank won’t really be leaving

  home at all,’ Laurence added with a coup d’état worthy of the most seasoned negotiator, ‘not like if he married some girl, who took him right away from here. And besides,

  Aunty Lil’s all for it. You don’t want to upset her and lose her friendship, now do you?’




  ‘No, I don’t,’ Edie said swiftly, a sliver of fear coursing through her at just the thought of such a preposterous idea.




  ‘Oh, I know you’ve got Aunty Jessie down the street,’ Laurence went on, ‘but let’s face it, Mam, you’re closer to Aunty Lil than you are to your own

  sister.’




  Edie gave a huge sigh as she knew herself beaten. Perhaps they were all right; it would be nice to have Irene as her daughter-in-law. So Edie capitulated and made no more objections to the

  blossoming romance between Frank and Irene, but, for a little while longer, she held out against their marriage. ‘They’re only seventeen. They’re far too young.’




  But by 1939, war seemed inevitable and Frank and Irene pestered both families to be allowed to marry before Frank might be conscripted, Edie once more found herself the only one holding out

  against the idea. This time, even Shirley had accepted the idea especially since the day Irene had asked her to be a bridesmaid. ‘It wouldn’t be a bad thing for Frank to be married, you

  know,’ Archie argued.




  ‘You’ve heard about the Military Training Act that’s just been passed, haven’t you, that requires all men aged twenty and twenty-one to take six months’ military

  training?’ Edie nodded. She’d read about it in the newspapers Archie had shown her. ‘Well, now they’re saying in the papers that if war does come, it’s likely that all

  men aged eighteen to forty-one will be liable for conscription, though single men would probably be called up before married men.’




  ‘But it hasn’t come yet,’ Edie retorted, but already she knew she was losing the battle. ‘Frank’s only eighteen, so he’s safe for another two years at

  least even without getting married.’




  ‘He’ll be nineteen next month,’ Archie reminded her quietly.




  ‘But won’t fishing be a reserved occupation?’ was Edie’s last salvo. Archie’s reply had been only a shrug. ‘Yes, it will be – to a point, but they can

  be called up into the Navy and, besides, fishing’s going to get less and less the longer a war lasts.’




  ‘But we’ll always need fish,’ Edie tried to argue. ‘Even more so if there’s a war on, though I expect the prices will rocket.’




  Archie had remained silent. He didn’t want to tell her that the North Sea would be a dangerous place and that already there was talk of trawlers being commandeered by the Navy to be turned

  into minesweepers to help the war effort if it became a reality. And fishermen would be volunteering to undertake such work. But fishing would continue, Archie knew, even if the number of vessels

  putting out to sea to fish were seriously depleted. And that would seriously affect employment in the town; many of the jobs on shore depended on the industry. But it would have to go on; the

  nation would need to be fed. Archie hoped – as a skipper of some years standing now – that he would be able to hang on to his job but he seriously doubted if young men like Frank would

  be able to find regular employment. And if they couldn’t, no doubt they would be called up.




  In July, the authorities began issuing Public Information Leaflets on what to do if war broke out. The threat was coming closer and closer.




  And then, Beth arrived home unexpectedly.




  Edie was ironing one Saturday afternoon, swapping her two flat irons in turn as they heated on the range. Archie was dozing in his chair by the fire whilst Shirley sat at the table polishing her

  mother’s copper kettle, when they all heard the sound of light footsteps tripping down the passageway.




  ‘If I didn’t know better,’ Edie murmured, ‘I’d think that was our Beth . . .’




  She glanced up at the window that looked out over the backyard and saw a slim figure heading to the back door.




  ‘It is her,’ Shirley said, flinging down her polishing cloth and rushing into the scullery.




  ‘Eh? What?’ Half asleep, Archie struggled up from his chair whilst Edie stood with one iron suspended in mid-air, staring at the door leading from the living room into the scullery

  and listening to the excited voices of her two daughters. Archie was already holding his arms out wide. ‘Beth, my lovely, you’ve come home to us.’




  ‘Looks like I won’t get my ironing finished now,’ Edie murmured, but she was smiling as she put the iron back on the hob and went forward to meet her daughter.




  When the first flurry of welcome had settled down and Archie had carried her suitcase up the stairs, Edie bustled about setting out the tea. ‘You must be hungry. You sit down in my chair,

  Beth, and tell us all about it. Have you left the Forsters? Are you home for good?’




  Before she could answer, the back door burst open and Reggie came in, panting heavily and grinning widely. ‘I thought it was you. I was playing footie up the end of the street and I saw

  you. Have you come home for Frank’s wedding?’




  Beth’s eyes widened. ‘Are they getting married soon, then? How lovely.’




  ‘Only if they elope, ’cos there’s been a lot of argy-bargy in this house about it,’ Reggie went on before anyone else could speak. ‘Mam dun’t want ’em

  to get wed, but the rest of us do. Laurence is going to be Best Man and I’m going to be an usher.’ The nine-year-old was a gangly boy with scuffed knees and short trousers. He had brown

  hair, like Frank, and the same dark eyes.




  ‘And I’m going to be Irene’s bridesmaid,’ Shirley said importantly, but then her smile faded a little. ‘Though I expect she’ll want you instead, now

  you’re home.’




  Beth put her arm round her sister. ‘Not instead, chérie, but maybe as well. That’d be all right, wouldn’t it?’




  Shirley nodded and smiled again. She gazed at Beth, drinking in the sight of her – she was taller than her elder sister already. She was still the same Beth, and yet there was a difference

  about her and not only in the stylish cut of her hair – swept back from her face but falling in shining waves and curls to her shoulder. She was wearing a fitted pink jacket with a pink and

  grey flared skirt. A pale blue scarf, tied in a bow at her neck and a jaunty pink hat completed what was a very smart and fashionable outfit.




  ‘Is that what they’re wearing in France just now?’ Edie said, eying the fancy clothes with a mixture of envy and anxiety. ‘It must have cost you a small

  fortune.’




  ‘C’est très chic, Maman,’ Beth laughed and added, ‘Madame treated me to this outfit as a thank-you for all my work with the children.’




  ‘Well, don’t let your Aunty Jessie see it. She’ll have it off your back as soon as look at you.’




  ‘It wouldn’t fit her. She’s rather more’ – Beth struggled to find the English word – ‘voluptuous than I am.’




  Edie sniffed. ‘Maybe so, but if she knows that it’s a Paris fashion, she’ll squeeze herself into it.’




  But Jessie, when she saw Beth’s finery a little later in the afternoon, merely clapped her hands. ‘Oh darling, you look wonderful. So like me, isn’t she, Edie?’




  Edie smiled thinly. There was no denying that Beth resembled her aunt in so many ways. She had the same prettiness and the same vivacious personality. She just hoped that Beth would be lucky

  enough to find a husband as good as Harry but that she, unlike poor Jessie, would be blessed with children.




  As they all sat down around the tea table, they pressed Beth to tell them why she had come home. ‘Not that we’re not delighted to see you and hope you’re

  back for good,’ Archie added, trying hard not to let his favouritism for his elder daughter show in front of the rest of his family.




  ‘When Frank gets married,’ Reggie said, ‘you could have our attic bedroom all to yourself. I wouldn’t mind sleeping down here in Mam’s front room.’




  ‘Now, you just hold your horses, young man,’ Edie said firmly. ‘It’s not definite that they’re getting married – at least not yet anyway?’




  Beth gazed across the table at her mother, her soft brown eyes suddenly very serious. Her smile had faded from her face. ‘Mam,’ she said softly, ‘there is a war coming, you

  know. That’s why I’ve come home. Czechoslovakia has been overrun and now Hitler’s got his sights on Poland. If that happens, we’ll go to war and the French are very afraid

  that yet another war is going to be waged in their homeland.’




  There was silence around the table as Beth finished speaking. Slowly, Edie raised her eyes to meet her daughter’s gaze. ‘Then you think – you all think – I should allow

  them to get married?’




  Slowly, Beth nodded. ‘The sooner the better, I’d say, Mam.’




  ‘All right. You win. You all win.’




  ‘Don’t look at it like that, Mam,’ Beth pleaded, but it was Archie who chuckled and said, ‘If I know your mam, Beth, once she gets started planning this wedding with your

  Aunty Lil, she’ll forget she was ever against the idea.’




  They all laughed and then Archie prompted Beth, ‘So, with all that’s happening in France, you thought it best to come home. Very sensible, love.’




  Beth laughed. ‘I can’t take the credit for that, Dad. It was Mr Forster – Alan – who decided we should all come back here. But you should have seen Madame’s

  reaction. She was almost hysterical at the thought of leaving her parents to the mercy of the Nazis. So Alan said we’d all come – her parents and her brother, Emile, too.’




  ‘And have they?’




  Beth shook her head. ‘Her parents wouldn’t leave their farm and Emile’ – she paused and Edie was sure she detected a softer tone and a note of anxiety when she spoke the

  young man’s name – ‘he’s determined to stay and fight for his country if it comes to that – and I think it will.’




  ‘So, who’s come back, then? Just Mr Forster, his wife and the children?’




  Beth nodded. ‘But they’re settling down south, near London, this time. As a fluent French speaker, Alan thinks he can be helpful to the War Office.’




  ‘Won’t he be called up?’




  ‘It’s very doubtful he’d pass the medical. Evidently he had rheumatic fever as a child, which has left him with a mild heart condition. It was nothing serious in terms of being

  life threatening, but it was enough to keep him from ever being called up to active service. But with his background knowledge of France, he thinks he could be very useful here in the event of

  Britain becoming involved in the war.’




  ‘What about you, love?’ Archie asked softly, already fearing the answer he guessed he was about to hear. ‘What are you going to do? Are you still needed down south to look

  after the Forster children?’




  ‘No, Simone is enrolling them in boarding school, so I intend to offer my services to the authorities wherever I can be of use.’




  At this, there was silence around the table.




  





  Four




  ‘Get kettle on, Lil,’ Edie called as she stepped into her neighbour’s living room the following morning, where Lil was rolling out pastry and Irene was

  hanging her underclothes on the airer suspended by ropes and pulleys from the ceiling. ‘Our Beth’s home – though how long for, I don’t know – and it looks like

  we’ve got a wedding to plan.’




  Irene turned round and her mouth dropped open, but Lil looked puzzled. ‘What d’you mean? Is Beth getting married?’




  Edie chuckled, nodding towards Irene. ‘No, I mean these two rascals. Everyone else seems to think it’s a good idea, so, I’m beaten.’




  ‘Oh Aunty Edie, please don’t say that,’ Irene said, moving towards their friend and neighbour. ‘We both want you to be pleased for us.’




  Edie sighed. ‘I am, love, it was just that I had doubts at first and you’re both so young, but if Frank is old enough to have to go to fight for his country, then I suppose

  he’s old enough to get married. And we’ll all be on hand to help you both. By the way, where are you going to live? Here with your mam?’




  ‘It makes sense,’ Lil said. ‘Frank’s away at sea a lot and, if he does get called up, it would be silly for Irene to be paying rent to live on her own, now wouldn’t

  it?’




  ‘That’s what we all thought.’




  ‘Oh Aunty Edie, thank you – thank you.’ Irene hugged her and then stood back, her eyes shining. ‘And you say Beth’s home. Do you think she’d be another

  bridesmaid alongside Shirley?’




  ‘I’m sure she’d love it,’ Edie said, beaming.




  Arrangements for the wedding moved swiftly and a date was set for Saturday, 9 September.




  ‘Now,’ Beth said, ‘you’re not going to mind me being a bridesmaid too, are you, Shirley?’




  Shirley was the misfit in the Kelsey family. She was an unattractive child with straight mousey hair, not helped by a permanently sulky expression. Although Archie tried valiantly to hide his

  favouritism of Beth – he never spoiled her any more than he did the others – Edie did not hide the fact that she idolized her three boys. Challenged, she would have hotly denied showing

  any preference, but Shirley felt it. Beth – pretty, lively and able to make friends easily – felt sorry for her younger sister and always tried to compensate. She and Irene had always

  included the younger girl in their outings and tried to involve her in their girlie chats and their experiments with make-up and clothes. But when Beth had left home and Irene had started seeing

  more of Frank, the younger girl had felt lonely. She didn’t make friends easily and had few school chums.
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