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Margot and Jane – for warm welcomes,
 comfortable beds and wonderful conversation 
Thanks for everything







   

Prologue


November 1940


It would be remembered as one of the worst nights of the Blitz on Birmingham. The city was already heavily scarred from more than two months of regular bombardments. Houses and factories had been smashed open, unexploded bombs, incendiaries and shrapnel littered the city and the Market Hall, a favourite shopping haunt in town, was now a smashed shell.


Exhausted city dwellers spent cold, terrifying nights in shelters and cellars or crowded into the cupboard under the stairs, wondering who would be next as the planes droned overhead. Explosions shook the houses, blasting the glass from windows, knocking plaster from ceilings. A few people, too worn out even to wake to the sirens, slept through the raids: others defied the dangers and also stayed in their beds.


The Luftwaffe were back tonight, in strength. By seven thirty they were dropping flares and incendiaries, igniting a path lit by tongues of flame for the bombers. And when the bombs did begin to fall it was one of the longest, most intense raids the city had yet seen. House after house was hit, major firms suffered serious damage, wave after wave of planes came over until it seemed the whole city was ablaze: too many fires for the Fire Brigades as they fought to save factories and warehouses.


In a residential street not two miles from the heart of the city, a bomb fell on a solid Victorian villa, just one in a row of such houses. It was a direct hit, plummeting through the roof, its explosion causing the floors of the house to collapse, the whole building caving in on itself. For a long time the smashing of glass, the crashing, groaning fall of timbers went on, the rattle of plaster, trickle of dust, clouds of it, thick and choking, billowing through the chill air before silently settling.


The wardens were not there. Not yet. No one was in the street to hear the faint, anguished voice of a dying woman calling out from the rubble.


‘Oh God help me! . . . Where are you my poor darling? . . . Mein Liebling! . . . Mein Herzensliebling . . .’


And then these last, desperate cries faded away, unheard by anyone but a petrified cat, hiding squeezed behind a shed in the garden next door.
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One



July 1939


‘There she goes!’


‘Time’s up, girls!’


The siren, known as the ‘bull’, blared out across the imposing brick buildings of the Cadbury Works, through the surrounding trees and wide swathes of lawn, signalling to the neighbourhood that the afternoon shift was over. The workers moved in chattering streams through the various factory blocks, down to the cloakrooms to retrieve their belongings.


Edie Marshall peeled off her cap and white overall. At last it was time to go home. There’d been an aching lump in her throat on and off all afternoon as she worked on the line in the wrapping department. Beside her moved an endless purple and gold river of wrapped chocolate bars to be counted and packed, but her eyes kept misting over, blurring her vision so she could scarcely see to count the six, then another six bars into a box. For Pete’s sakes pull yourself together! she kept telling herself. In the break she’d gone and had a sharp little weep in the lavatory. But even after that she still kept filling up.


‘Edie, over ’ere!’ Her friend Ruby, picking out Edie’s coppery red hair among the crowd, waved a plump arm. ‘Get a move on!’ She’d already got her bag and cardi and was ready to go.


The two girls walked out through the gates and past the Bournville swimming baths as they did every day. It was a bright, sultry afternoon, the gardens full of flowers, though the scent of roses and lavender was never as noticeable to an outsider as the tantalizing smell of liquid chocolate which wafted from the works and along the streets. Edie and Ruby worked with the smell so constantly that they hardly noticed it any longer.


As soon as they were out through the gates Ruby pulled out her little mirror and squinted into it to coat her full lips in bright scarlet lipstick. Once satisfied with the effect, she looked round at Edie.


‘What’s up with you?’ Ruby nudged her. ‘Got a face on yer like a wet week in Bognor.’


‘Ouch – Rube!’ Edie felt small and quite dainty next to buxom Ruby. The other girls had nicknamed them ‘Ginger’ and ‘Cocoa’ when they first started at Cadbury’s, and Edie’s freckly features and head of long auburn locks and Ruby’s full-moon face and thick brown hair had drawn close together at every opportunity, whispering and giggling. Five years later they hadn’t changed. Except, Edie thought dismally, now nothing was ever going to be the same.


‘Come on – you’re the one getting married on Sat’dy. You’re s’posed to be happy!’


‘But I am happy!’ Edie wailed, at last bursting into tears. ‘I want to marry Jack and get away from home and Mom and everything – I can’t wait. Only I wish I didn’t have to give up my job. I don’t know how I’m going to stand it – no more swimming and the Art Club, and it’s been like family, being here, with you and all the others, and I’m going to miss you all so much . . .’


‘Oh Ede . . .’ Ruby put her arm round Edie’s shoulders and squeezed her tightly. ‘It ain’t going to be the same here at all without you—’


‘. . . and all afternoon I’ve been thinking – Oh Rube, I’m so worried Jack and me’ll end up like our mom and dad!’


Ruby’s face soured at the thought of Edie’s mom, Nellie Marshall, the vicious old witch!


‘Never, Edie – in a million years. Course you won’t!’ As encouragement she gave Edie another playful poke in the ribs. ‘You and Jack’ll get on all right. And I’ll be round to keep you up on the gossip. But I’m fed up with yer for going and finding a husband before me! You could’ve flippin’ waited!’


Edie ended up laughing through her tears. Ruby had always been able to cheer her up. They reached the corner of Kitty Road.


‘I’ve got to go into town for Mom,’ Ruby said. ‘’Er wants me to go down Jamaica Row – get a few bits of meat and that. We ain’t got nothing in for tea.’


Edie felt so sorry for Ruby these days. Until close on a year ago the Bonners’ house and Ruby’s family had been the happiest place Edie knew and she’d spent all the time she could round there. The Bonners had begun to make her believe that family life didn’t have to be the hard, bitter thing it had always been for her. But Ruby’s dad dying had changed everything. Ethel, who’d been a jolly, plump woman with peroxide hair, forever singing and laughing, was a sad, grieving widow now. She’d sunk into herself and didn’t seem to be able to snap out of it. She was finding it hard to cope with anything and Ruby, the oldest and the only girl, had had to take up the slack. Most Saturday nights now she was in town, late night shopping in the Bull Ring, the stalls lit up with flares as she sought out the last of the chickens and knock-down meat and fruit, the bags of broken biscuits. Poor Ruby was having to be the mom to her five brothers as well as the main wage-earner at the moment. Ruby always looked tired out these days. Mostly she made the best of it, but just occasionally she’d say, ‘I wish she’d be a proper mom to us again,’ in a way which wrung Edie’s heart.


‘I’ll walk yer to the bus stop,’ Edie said. ‘Shall I take your bag home, save you carrying it?’


Ruby handed it over. ‘Ta.’


As they waited to cross the Bristol Road she reached in her pocket and pulled out a couple of squashed-looking chocolates. Even after all this time at Cadbury’s she still couldn’t resist eating chocolate. Most people soon tired of it when surrounded by the smell and sight of it day after day.


‘Here y’are.’


Edie’s blue eyes narrowed with reproach. ‘You’ll get it in the neck you will, one day. No wonder you’ve got spots.’ She took one of the marzipan diamonds, knocked a few fluffy bits off from Ruby’s pocket and popped it in her mouth. Cadbury employees were allowed to eat chocolate so long as they remained within the factory, but taking it home was strictly forbidden.


Ruby gave a shrug which made her large bosom rise and fall. ‘Who’s going to know? They never notice.’


‘Oh, you’re awful,’ Edie said, chewing guiltily as they crossed the road.


The two of them stood side by side as a queue of people built up for the bus to town. Edie enjoyed the feel of the sun, bringing out the freckles on her bare forearms. She kept her cardigan on though, the sleeves pushed up to her elbows. It came as second nature, never uncovering her left arm above the elbow unless she had to. Arms folded, her right hand fingered the triangle of pale, scorched flesh which looked so ugly to her. Such a terrible accident, Nellie used to tell people. Edie’s so clumsy – walked straight into me when I was bringing the iron from the fire. Such a shame. That was her mom: Mrs Marshall, prim stalwart of the Band of Hope temperance society, never a pin out of place in her home, clothes starched and ironed into hard lines. That same correct, upright woman who’d come at her across the back room that day when she was seven years old. She was ironing on a blanket on the table, elbows sticking out, thin body taut with fury. Edie never understood what she’d done to provoke Nellie that day, except that she was late home from school, had stopped to play on the way home. A few minutes after she got home Nellie snatched up the iron from the fire, teeth bared, eyes burning with loathing.


‘That’ll teach yer!’ she spat at Edie as the iron hissed on her flesh. ‘Hurts, don’t it, see?’ No accident. And afterwards, missing school in a blur of pain and fever. Making excuses. The shame of it. She uncovered the arm only when she went swimming. Nothing was going to stop her doing that, especially not her mom.


She started to feel better. What did she have to cry about – she was getting married! Getting out of home at last! She and Jack loved each other, and love always won over, she told herself. Like in the pictures. For a moment she saw herself up there on the big screen in Jack’s arms, their lips moving closer and everything else fading except the two of them kissing, the violins playing louder and louder . . .


She was jerked out of her reverie by the sound of a stifled sob coming from the woman who was standing in front of Ruby. Edie felt she recognized her. It was hard to tell her age, but she’d be a bit older than herself and Ruby, with curling chestnut hair fastened in a bun, but from which uncontrollable corkscrews of hair had escaped and curled round her forehead and ears. The woman had a curvaceous, motherly figure, rather busty, and was dressed in a neat tweed skirt, a black cardigan buttoned over her white blouse and low-heeled, though stylish brown shoes. She was weeping quietly and intensely into her handkerchief. Edie watched her shaking shoulders, pitying her. She could tell the woman was mortified at having broken down in the street. She wore round, tortoiseshell spectacles and every so often pushed them up to wipe her eyes, but even as she did so the tears were replaced by more. Edie nudged Ruby.


‘She’s at Cadbury’s, ain’t she? Clerical, or accounts or summat?’


Ruby shrugged. The bus had just pulled into view and she was sorting out her pennies.


The weeping woman fumbled to find her purse and her handkerchief dropped to the ground at Edie’s feet. As she didn’t appear to notice, Edie picked up the sodden little square of cotton and cautiously touched the woman’s arm.


‘’Scuse me – you dropped this.’


‘Oh!’ Startled, she turned round, obviously embarrassed, trying to keep her head down. ‘So sorry. Thank you.’ She had a nice face, Edie thought. Not a looker, just kind and friendly, even though her eyes and nose were red and blotchy.


‘If I had a clean one I’d give it yer,’ Edie said.


The woman glanced up and tried to produce a smile on her distraught features.


‘Oh – not at all. But you’re very kind.’ The bus growled to a halt beside them and she turned away and climbed inside.


Ruby, one foot on the step said, ‘T’ra then.’ As the bus moved off, Edie saw Ruby’s plump features, thick hair scraped back from her face as she leaned towards the window to wave.


Janet Hatton climbed down from the bus in Navigation Street, her damp handkerchief still clutched in one hand. Heading for New Street in the soft evening light, she fumbled in her bag for the packet of Players with shaking fingers. The packet had long been crushed deep in the bag with a box of Swan matches, under her little make-up bag, hanky and purse.


‘Oh no, I never smoke,’ she would tell people when cigarettes were offered round on social occasions. And she didn’t smoke, at least not in her real life. She lit up, praying there was no one about who would recognize her.


She was early. Six o’clock sharp, he’d said. It was a quarter to. She lingered near the Council House, trying to make the cigarette last. She always tried not to inhale much of the smoke as it burned her throat, but she had come to find comfort in the habit of smoking, the smell of the unlit tobacco, and in what she felt was its vulgarity. It would appall Mummy, and that was all part of the attraction. It made her feel seductive, a woman of the world suddenly, which even at twenty-five she had never succeeded in feeling before. Alec’s kisses, the admiration in his eyes, the way he laughed at things she said, the way she laughed now, more than ever before, the helpless, shameful excitement of it all – all these things had become tied into the smoking of a cigarette, which she had also never done before she met him, and until . . . Oh Lord, but tonight she despised herself bitterly for it. For all of it. Tonight all the tobacco tasted of was fear and dread.


The spindly arm of the museum clock said five to six. The cigarette had made her feel sick. Throwing away the butt, she took out her powder compact, dabbed her nose and put on some lipstick, peering into the little mirror, holding it close as her spectacles were not quite strong enough. At least they hid her red eyes. She smoothed her cardigan over her hips, patted her hair, turning to look at her reflection in one of the shop windows. Her shadowy face looked back, bespectacled, topped by her foolish mop of curls, the picture completed by her dismal, glamourless clothes. And she saw what no one else could yet see: a silly, cheap little secretary, duped into carrying a bastard child.


‘That’s what they’ll all say.’ Her lips actually moved. ‘You stupid, ridiculous little fool!’


The despair which had brought on her tears after work rose up and swamped her again. Janet was so appalled at herself. Here she was, a respectable young woman, a Quaker who was supposed to have high ideals, throwing everything away to run helplessly after this man. This man whose eyes and words and hands shocked her into an excitement she had never known before, aroused such desire in her, and whom she had to creep about to meet, to lie and pretend because she was not part of Alec’s real life with his wife and small son.


In the shop window, another reflection came and stood beside her own and she jumped.


‘Alec!’


‘Kitten!’ He smiled, handsome as ever, and there was no doubting the warmth in his smile, but at the same time his blue eyes were flickering beyond her nervously, to see if there was anyone who might see them, who might reveal his secret to Jean, his wife.


‘How’s tricks?’ Alec steered Janet gently but firmly back along the street. ‘Come on – got a surprise for you.’


‘Oh,’ she said helplessly, while her mind screamed, ‘No! You’ve got to tell him now!’


‘Just round the corner. Come on!’


She followed, looking up at the profile of this man who in his need had picked her out, had made her feel desired and honoured. He had a sturdy build, clipped black hair and moustache and a ruddy, cheerful complexion.


Round in Margaret Street he stopped suddenly. ‘There!’


Janet looked, trying to get her breath. ‘Where? What is it?’ There was nothing extraordinary, a couple of cars parked at the kerb, a scattering of passers-by.


He pointed at one of the cars. ‘John Spiller’s lent me his Austin. I told him I had a few errands to run this evening. Hop in quickly, will you?’ In case anyone saw, of course.


‘But Alec, no! Look, there are things I need to say to you. And I said to Mummy I shouldn’t be back very late.’


‘And you won’t be.’ He slipped off his jacket and smiled reassuringly at her across the roof of the car, fingers tapping, wanting to be off and away. ‘Come on, kitten – we can talk on the way.’







   


 Two



Edie walked down Charlotte Road, one of a little grid of streets tucked, along with the infirmary and the Alliott engineering works, into a pocket of land between the main road, the wharf and the railway. Each of the four streets was long enough for two rows of forty or more tightly packed terraces facing each other, their tiny strips of back garden with outside lavatories and wash-houses, each one shared between two houses. When the builder, a Mr Glover, had put up this sturdy neighbourhood soon after the turn of the century, he named the streets after his family. The side road was Kitty Road, and off it fed Charlotte, Minnie and Glover.


Charlotte Road sloped gently downhill in the direction of the works and the wharf behind it. The Marshalls’ house, number twenty-seven, was about half-way down. At the very bottom of the street two shops faced each other: on the other side was Higgins’ hucksters shop, which sold everything from gas mantles to mops and buckets, and on their side was her dad’s business, Dennis Marshall: Gentlemen’s Barbers. Dennis Marshall was a short, barrel-chested man, spruce and upright, nails always scrubbed clean, absent from home as much as possible. As a small girl Edie had sometimes had to go and deliver a message to him, self-conscious as she stepped in her buttoned boots through the door, into that mysterious aura of sweat and shaving cream and male banter, of fuzzy little piles of hair sweepings on the floor. Some of them would say, ‘Awright bab – Dennis, ’ere’s yer littl’un come for yer!’ and tease her or chuck her cheeks. This was her father’s little kingdom. The one place he seemed happy.


Jack’s family, the Weales, lived at number forty-seven. The front of the house badly needed a lick of paint, and as she passed, she could hear Mrs Weale’s voice raised, moaning as usual, along the entry. Jack wouldn’t be back in yet. Edie hurried past, threads of her prospective mother-in-law’s voice trailing after her down the road. She and Jack were rescuing each other.


Rodney, her ten-year-old brother, was out playing on the pavement with a bunch of other kids. You could see his carrot-topped head a mile off, flying after a ‘cat’ – the little block of wood used for ‘tipcat’, their game craze of the moment. Seeing Edie they shouted, ‘Eh, Rodney’s sister – gorrany choclit for us?’


‘You know I ain’t, so why bother asking?’ she retorted.


Rodney, playing the big man in front of his pals, thumbed his nose at her.


‘Same to you.’ She went down the entry and along the little path to the back of number twenty-seven, then realized she was still carrying Ruby’s bag. Sticking her head through the open back door, through which drifted the smells of boiled greens and Bisto, she shouted, ‘Mom – I’m back! Just dropping Ruby’s overall round.’ She didn’t expect a reply and didn’t get one.


Ruby lived in Glover Road. When she and Edie had met at their first Cadbury’s interview, aged fourteen, Miss Dorothy Cadbury, with her kind eyes, old-fashioned clothes and hair coiled into ‘headphone’ plaits above her ears, had set them some little puzzles to do, then checked their hands and nails. No one would be taken on at the works if they had warts or other blemishes on their fingers. Then she asked them questions, starting with when were they born?


‘October the nineteenth, nineteen-twenty,’ Edie said.


When Ruby, next in line, offered the same answer, Miss Dorothy frowned. ‘I mean your date of birth,’ she said. ‘Not hers.’


‘That is mine,’ Ruby said, going red. ‘It’s the same.’


Being accepted by Cadbury’s was a coveted position in the area, a cause for celebration. It meant good, steady work in a clean atmosphere with holidays, education, medical and dental treatment and all sorts of sports and clubs available to the staff. For Edie, getting her place there was like the great miracle of her life. It was the one and only time she could ever remember her mother being obviously pleased with her. ‘Of course our Edie’s going to work at Cadbury’s,’ she boasted snootily to the neighbours. And Ruby got a place as well. Their lives had revolved round the works for the past five years: scrubbing round their work station every Friday, one Saturday off in four, the trips and picnics.


Next door to the Bonners lived a Mr Vintner, who’d been wounded and shellshocked in the war. He was sitting in the doorway of his house, staring at the street with his vacant, childlike eyes. With his one arm he liked to offer sweets to anyone who went by. As kids they’d been warned off (‘Don’t go taking sweets from that Mr Vintner’), but now Edie thought, poor soul, and went and accepted a humbug from the little white bag he held out.


‘Thanks, Mr Vintner,’ she said. ‘You keeping all right?’ He nodded at her solemnly.


Smudge, the Bonners’ mongrel, was panting in a patch of shade in the yard, and the back door was flung open. The smell that came out was a rank mixture of damp, stale cooking, a hint of booze. Ethel had always liked a tot of the hard stuff. These days it was more than a tot. Edie dreaded going there now. Every day when she was younger, she’d run round there as soon as she could. There was always something going on at the Bonners’ house – the five boys up to all sorts: football, marbles, roaring up and down the street on home-made go-karts. Sid and Ethel had worked in the theatre, in variety, before they married. He was a pianist and she sang and danced. Ethel gave it up when the kids came along, while Sid earned regular money playing irregular hours for pubs, tea dances, ballet schools, and, like his father, by tuning pianos. Often, when Edie arrived at the house, she heard music floating out, jolly popular songs and dance tunes, and Ethel singing along, No, No, Nanette or songs from Hit the Deck in her strong, gravelly voice. Not now though. Edie tapped on the door and heard Ethel shout, ‘Who is it?’


‘It’s only me – Edie!’ She feared that Mrs Bonner might ask her in and sit staring at her with her sad, bloodshot eyes, hair streaky grey now the bleach had grown out.


Ruby’s six-year-old brother, the youngest of the family, appeared in a filthy, torn vest and a pair of shorts which reached half-way down to his ankles.


‘Awright Edie,’ he grinned.


‘Can’t stop, Alfie,’ she said quickly, putting the bag on the floor just inside the door. ‘Just dropping off Ruby’s swimming things. She’s gone into town to get you all some tea. She’ll be home soon.’


Edie walked sadly up the road, dodging the kids who were playing out. It felt terrible slinking away from the Bonners as fast as she could. Not long ago she’d have done anything to be round there where it felt safe and everyone was kind! Everything she did this week hammered home the message that her life was changing and how much she was about to lose. In marrying Jack, she’d gain a home and independence of a sort, but . . . Their swim today had been what set her off this afternoon. Memories kept flooding back.


She and Ruby had been together through the Cadbury’s Continuation School until they were eighteen. One day of the working week they spent in the school on Bournville Green, extending an education that would otherwise have ended when they were fourteen. As well as subjects like arithmetic and history, they’d put on plays, been taken on outings – trips along the Cut, camping at Holyhead – and got plenty of physical exercise. It was because of Cadbury’s that Edie had learned to swim. Tuesday lunchtime was Ladies’ Day at the Bournville baths. There was time to swim, luxuriate in the showers which lined the gallery above the pool, and then eat a bit of dinner. Today they’d eaten their buttered cobs out in the sun. Ruby was the one who’d taught her to swim. Cadbury’s had an instructor, to teach their employees. The initiate would go into the water with a rope round their middle and she held the other end and shouted instructions, hauling them along the pool. Ruby was one of those people who just took to it like a fish, but the instructor, Miss Proctor, scared the wits out of Edie.


‘She just lets you go under all the time,’ she’d complained after one of Miss Proctor’s gruelling sessions. ‘I’m not going back to her. I’ll never learn to swim.’


‘Oh yes you will,’ Ruby said. Both of them were fifteen then. Patiently, week after week, Ruby had held Edie’s chin and told her what to do, gently towing her up and down the pool until her limbs started to cooperate and she gained the confidence to go on her own. By the end of the year she was happily swimming lengths. Edie adored swimming, the glowing feeling it left you with. Part of it was the lovely showers, with their half-moon-shaped enclosures and endless supply of hot water.


There were all the other activities too. Ruby was part of the Bournville amateur dramatics group and Edie had discovered she could draw quite well and joined the Art Club. It had been her favourite thing. Now she was getting married, she’d have to give all that up.


‘You can still come – you can be my guest,’ Ruby had told her recently.


But already Edie could sense a distance between them and her heart was heavy. If only she didn’t have to give up work things would be perfect.


Seated beside Alec in the car, Janet watched his deft hands with their little tufts of dark hair as they turned the wheel, shifted gears.


He glanced at her. ‘You’re quiet. Everything all right?’


She nodded, staring out through the windscreen. Tiny flies kept colliding with it, pinned there, helpless. She tried to arrange words in her mind. She’d wait until they’d cleared the middle of town and get him to stop somewhere. By the time they passed the Moseley Baths Alec was talking fluently about Herr Hitler and Germany. Was there going to be a war as so many were saying? He thought not. Of course we were wrong to let them take Czechoslovakia, but sometimes a price had to be paid to keep the peace. No one would be so foolish as to start another war like the last lot.


‘It’s such a nice evening, I thought we’d go out into the country. Henley-in-Arden maybe. See what we fancy.’ When Janet didn’t reply, Alec looked at her again. ‘Are you sure you’re all right? You look a bit off-colour.’


‘I do feel rather queasy.’ This was the truth. She’d felt queasy on and off all day. ‘Look—’ He was driving through King’s Heath. ‘Let’s go into the park. It’s lovely at this time of year.’


‘But darling, I was hoping we could be a bit more private.’


I know what you were hoping, she thought. Every time they met now was an excuse for lovemaking. As soon as they had crossed that threshold, the talking had stopped.


‘Please.’ She spoke sharply. ‘I need to get out.’


He sighed impatiently and parked the car at the edge of the park. That sigh of his decided her. She would not tell him. If she told him everything he would have to be involved. He’d take over. And her mother might have to know. Better just to deal with it herself, somehow.


In the park he took her arm. ‘Well, this is nice,’ he said grudgingly, as they walked up towards trees. He moved his lips close to her ear. ‘But I was hoping to have you tonight. I need you so badly, darling.’


‘Alec—’ Janet stopped and stood square in front of him. ‘Please. Enough. We have to stop this.’


His dark brows pulled into a frown. ‘But I thought . . . You’ve enjoyed yourself, haven’t you? I thought we were in this together?’ He tried to take her arm again, saying resentfully, ‘You’ve certainly seemed to be enjoying yourself.’


Janet blushed. ‘Don’t, Alec.’ She looked at her feet in their white summer sandals. ‘What we are doing is wrong. We have to stop it and if you’re not prepared to do it, then it’ll have to be me.’


‘But—’ He put his hands on her shoulders.


‘What if I was to fall pregnant?’ she flared at him. ‘Have you thought about that?’


‘But darling, I’ve always been careful!’


‘Not always.’


They looked into each other’s eyes. That one time, their only whole day out together, in Wales, which extended late into the evening, into making love on the sand in the dark. ‘It’s so much nicer without,’ he’d said. ‘It’ll be all right, darling, just this once . . .’


‘You’re . . . not – are you?’ he said now.


Janet swallowed. Oh, if only she could tell him, have him take everything on, take away the terror that came over her at night when the reality of what was facing her chilled through her. She had no idea what she was going to do.


‘No. But I want an end to this.’


He heard her coldness. His hands slid from her.


‘Oh. I see.’ He sighed again, looked up at the pale sky above the trees. ‘Well – I suppose, all good things . . .’


They stood there, at a loss for a moment.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. Her chest ached with tears but she remained dry-eyed. It had to be like this. She had to face the future herself, without entangling him, his family. That was unthinkable. And she didn’t want him deciding things for her.


‘I’d better drive you back then.’ She was silent. ‘Janet – d’you really mean this?’


Her eyes met his, steadily. ‘Yes.’







   


Three



Edie leant up on her elbow and looked down at her husband. Husband!


It was the morning after their wedding and she had woken in utter bewilderment when she saw the beams above her, and the lopsided slant of the room. Where in heaven was she? The room over the Pack Horse out at Kidderminster! Her wedding night. Everything felt strange: the lumpy mattress, the stiff cotton of her new nightdress, the unfamiliar rhythm of doors opening and closing downstairs and the hot heaviness of another body the other side of the bed.


She slid her hand across and touched Jack’s back, hard and flat, like a wall, just as it had felt last night when he’d been on top of her, leaving that sticky mess behind. She flushed with shame. Surely it wasn’t supposed to be like that?


She pushed herself up to look at him, over his pale, thin shoulder, naked except for his singlet. All she could see was the bruised portion of his face.


Tuesday, the evening they’d gone looking for lodgings, she’d called at his house. Mrs Weale, his sickly, complaining mom, called him down. There was a pause, then Jack appeared, tall and lanky in the doorway. Edie’s hand went to her mouth.


‘Oh my God, Jack – what’ve you done?’


The right side of Jack’s normally impish face was barely recognizable. His eye had almost disappeared into the swelling and his cheek was a swollen purple mess. The other side of his face, Edie could see, wore a decidedly sheepish expression.


‘Bit of a fight,’ he admitted indistinctly, looking down at his grubby boots.


‘And it’s worse than that,’ Mrs Weale complained, folding her arms in a way which immediately made Edie feel like taking Jack’s side. ‘Go on then – are you going to tell her, or am I?’


Jack suddenly strode over, hoiking Edie’s arm. ‘Come on, Ede – we’re going out.’


‘Jack – just tell me!’


‘Come to the park and I’ll tell yer.’


‘But Jack—’ She stopped outside, exasperated to the point of fury. ‘We’re s’posed to be going over Fordhouse Lane – to look at the rooms.’ She peered more closely at him. ‘What a sight you look,’ she said tearfully.’ You’ve got to go to our wedding Sat’dy looking like that.’


‘Thing is, Ede . . .’ Jack began. ‘It were that bastard Scottie MacPherson.’ She could hear his anger, feel him tense up at the very mention of his name. He’d had a long-running feud with Scottie. Whenever Jack, Frank and the other mates he knocked about with ran into Scottie, it was like a red rag to a bull. Edie even suspected they’d forgotten what the original grudge was about. If it hadn’t been Scottie it’d be someone else – that was just how they were.


‘We ’ad a set-to outside the Dog last night. And then I were late for work this morning. Very late. And they took one look at me and said I’d had enough warnings . . .’


Edie’s heart sank even lower. ‘They let yer go, daint they?’


He nodded, wincing at the pain in his head.


‘Oh Jack, how could yer?’ Edie was enraged by seeing her mother’s predictions coming true even before the wedding! ‘You know my job finishes as soon as I’m a married woman. I’ve got enough to put down for that Mrs Smedley for the rent, but after that it’s up to you ’til I can find a little job somewhere. What’re we going to tell her?’


‘She don’t need to know I’ve lost my job – I’ll soon find summat else. I always do, don’t I? Don’t fret, love. We’ll soon be on our own without them all nagging all the time. It’ll be all right. You’ve got to trust me.’


‘Trust yer?’ Edie exploded. ‘I could bloody kill yer! Look at the state of yer!’


Jack nudged her as they walked slowly, side by side. Edie faced forward, refusing to be appeased. He tried tickling the back of her neck as she dragged him off to catch the bus to Stirchley.


‘Aw, Edie – don’t be like that. I won’t be out with my pals once we’re married. I’ll ’ave to settle down then, won’t I?’


‘It ain’t funny Jack. And yes, you have got to stop fighting – be more responsible. Yer like a great big load of babbies, all of you lads, that you are.’


‘Come on—’ He slipped his arm round her and she flung him off, but he could see she was beginning to come round. ‘Let’s go and see that Mrs Smedley – get our little nest sorted out, eh?’


‘No thanks to you,’ Edie grumbled.


‘You’re getting wed on Sat’dy. Look on the bright side, eh.’ He leaned round and his one wholesome eye peeped cheekily into hers. He pecked a kiss on her freckly nose.


‘I’m gunna ’ave to look on the bright side of your face an’ all,’ she said. ‘You great big Charlie.’


The swelling had subsided completely by their wedding day, but the whole area had turned a rainbow mixture of blue, mauve and yellow and she’d felt embarrassed and disappointed in him, especially when Jack’s friends made ribald jokes about his exploits. And her mom had loved it of course, sweeping into church all dressed up, peering snootily down her nose at the Weales from under the brim of that big hat. The photographer had arranged it so that Jack and Edie stood sideways on in the wedding picture, so the good half of his face was showing, she looking up at him, as she only came up to his chest.


The day had gone well enough. Edie’s mom and dad had concealed their differences, or at least ignored each other all day. Her mom had made a great to-do over Edie’s wedding dress, forcing her into an elaborate crêpe and lace creation with a long skirt and a short overskirt, when Edie would rather have had something pretty and simple. But, oh no, Nellie was going to make sure things were done in style, even if Edie was marrying a Weale. Otherwise Nellie hadn’t said a word to her, not even her last night at home before the wedding. No motherly advice, nothing. Thank goodness for Ethel Bonner. Ruby’s mom had roused herself enough to advance Edie’s education on the intimate realities of married life.


‘I don’t s’pose Nellie iron bloomers will’ve said a word to her, poor wench,’ Ethel said. So at least Edie had been prepared in theory, even if the reality turned out to be a mortifying disappointment.


Edie had wondered if her mother was reconciled to her marrying Jack, but as she processed back along the aisle of St Andrew’s church as a married woman on Jack’s arm, proud of how smart he looked in his wedding suit (except for his black eye) and holding her little bouquet of roses and carnations, she caught her mother’s eye and saw a hard, dry-eyed expression on her face which chilled her. Then she thought, Oh well, Mom, it’s done now and even if you can’t be glad for me, you can’t stop me. You never wanted me really, either of you, so now you’ve got shot of me. She tried to forget her bitterness a moment later when she was out in the warm sun, being pelted with rice by the cheering Cadbury girls. A lump rose in her throat as she thought how they’d been more of a family to her over the years. She had been given a gold-edged bible by Miss Dorothy Cadbury as a gift when she left the firm, which was a lovely gift, but getting married meant she was losing all these pals! But now she had Jack, Edie told herself. Her new life was beginning. Having her own husband and home would be worth everything. Jack’s best man, Frank, gave her a moist peck on the cheek. Ruby, stately looking in her yellow bridesmaid’s dress, managed to catch the bouquet, which Edie made sure she threw in her direction. Ruby’s fleshy features broke into a beam of delight and Edie saw her wink at Frank.


‘Oooh,’ she chuckled, ‘I don’t think that’s going happen in a hurry!’


After all the chatter and good wishes, everyone cheered them off for their wedding night. Edie and Ruby embraced tightly, both with tears in their eyes.


‘Yer look lovely, Edie,’ Ruby sniffed. ‘I ’ope yer have a lovely time with Jack. I ain’t half gunna miss yer though.’


‘Oh Rube—’ Edie kissed her, laughing and crying at once. ‘Your make-up’ll start running! And I’m coming back tomorrow – we’re not going to Australia! You come and see me as soon as Jack and me are in our new place.’


‘You won’t keep me away!’ Ruby sniffed, trying to smile.


They hugged each other tight and Edie felt a deep pang on parting with her as she and Jack left to catch the train. This was the end of an era for them and Ruby was the one being left behind. The next morning, lying beside her new husband, Edie wondered if Ruby felt even half as desolate as she did.


Easing herself up in bed, she sat with the bedclothes over her knees, her fiery hair loose over her shoulders. Arms folded, she instinctively stroked the scar on her arm with her fingers, as she did whenever she felt ill at ease. There was a little gabled window from which she could see a sward of grass, a gate, and sheep dotted in the distance. A dog was barking somewhere and drifting up the stairs came the smell of frying bacon.


Jack stirred slightly in his sleep. He looked very young, with his eyes closed and face relaxed. He was tall and thin, malnourished-looking, with hard, knotted muscles and very pale skin. Edie watched him, dreading him waking. He seemed such a stranger lying there. And now she had to spend the rest of her life with him! What on earth had she let herself in for? And what could they say to each other after last night’s fiasco?


When they had reached the pub the evening before, the landlady led them through to a dark little room with a beamed ceiling, laid before them bowls of oxtail soup and pulled a pint of bitter for Jack. She looked rather knowingly at him, seeing his bruised face, and Edie was embarrassed. The glass of cider she requested also went straight to her head and made her feel muzzy. She’d changed out of her wedding dress and into a new shirtwaister she’d also made for herself in pretty swirls of blue and green, and was very pleased with the way it looked, the soft poplin seeming to caress her slim waist, falling in soft, flowing folds. She wanted Jack to say how nice it was but he didn’t seem to notice. He drank his pint with more enthusiasm than he looked at her.


‘What did yer think of my wedding dress, Jack?’ she whispered. There were only a couple of men besides them in the room, drinking at the bar.


Jack looked up from his soup and smiled. ‘It were lovely, Ede. Did you make it?’


She beamed back at him. ‘It took me weeks. I was ever so pleased with it – and the veil.’


Jack frowned. ‘Veil? Oh ar – veil. It were a good day. Now we can get down to it can’t we – being married, like?’


Both of them were suddenly full of nerves and ill at ease, with scarcely a word to say to each other. They were both nineteen and Edie realized it was the first time they had ever been properly alone. Oh, there’d been those walks round the back streets in the evening, keeping out of everybody’s way. Stolen kisses in doorways or down by the Cut. Even the odd few moments indoors when Nellie allowed them to use the front room, but Edie could never relax at home, feeling her mom’s disapproving presence from the next room. Courting had been one long battle to snatch a few minutes away from everyone else. Now they had all the time they wanted, neither of them knew what to do with it. And in Edie’s mind all the time was the thought that soon they’d have to go upstairs.


Thanks to Ethel’s foresight, she knew, give or take, what was supposed to happen. Certainly things hadn’t progressed that far before, she’d seen to that. She couldn’t say she’d wanted them to either. A kiss and cuddle was nice enough.


They latched the door behind them and Jack stood grinning at her. Edie’s hands were cold despite the warmth of the evening and her legs felt peculiar, a condition not made any better by the cider. She was certain it was the first time for Jack as well. She didn’t think he looked nervous, but when he came and put his hands on her shoulders, she could feel he was trembling.


‘Oh, Jack.’ She smiled, touched by this, and waited for him to sweep her into his arms like they did in the pictures and for everything to melt into a rosy haze. Even Ethel had suggested things might feel rather nice. She closed her eyes and raised her face to him.


‘Now then,’ she heard him say. ‘’Ere’s the moment we’ve been waiting for.’


She was reassured by the way he put his arms tightly round her, just held her, warmly, for a moment.


‘We’re married, Jack – can yer believe it?’ she said. ‘And I do love yer.’


Suddenly he picked her up. Edie opened her eyes, letting out a squeal of shock, as he carried her to the bed and half threw her on it. ‘We can do whatever we like now!’ he said, with relish, and more or less flung himself on top of her. His hands were everywhere, no holds barred, squeezing her breasts through her dress. He quickly became very excited. After a short time he jumped up and tore off his shirt and trousers. Seeing him suddenly naked, Edie didn’t know where to look.


‘Eh, Ede, let’s get yer frock off.’


Carefully she unbuttoned her new, so lovingly sewn dress and began to pull it over her head, but suddenly she felt it yanked from above and heard the stitches rip in one sleeve. A second later she was on the bed in her little camisole and bloomers, her flesh covered in goose-pimples, arms folded because she felt so exposed. Wasn’t she suppose to feel something? The only emotion sweeping through her was mortifying embarrassment.


‘Come on, Edie—’ Jack stood over her, his desire all too visible to her eyes. It made her want to giggle with nerves, but she stifled her laughter.


‘You’re in a great hurry, I see!’


She pulled her vest over her head and reluctantly slid her bloomers down, exposing her white body, the scar, her lightly freckled arms and shoulders. Her hair licked in russet flames down her back. She was looking up shyly at him, waiting for him to do whatever those loving things were that men were supposed to do, but he pushed her back clumsily on the bed, frantic with excitement. He hardly even seemed to see her. Edie felt nothing, except pawed at. Just once he looked into her face and said again, ‘Come on, Ede!’ as if she was supposed to be doing something, but she couldn’t make out what it was. In any case a moment later, tense and flushed in the face, he dragged her legs apart and tried to push up into her. But it was all too late. She heard him cursing and felt the patch of damp stickiness spreading between them as he collapsed on to her.


What seemed like an age later he climbed off her, cross and out of sorts, not looking at her. They cleaned themselves up, then lay side by side in silence. After a long time, in which Edie felt a lump come up in her throat, she whispered, ‘Jack? You still awake?’


But there was no reply, even though she didn’t think he was asleep. There was nothing for it but to try to settle for the night. But Edie couldn’t sleep for ages. What had gone wrong? Wasn’t he supposed to have got a bit, well, further in than that? Was there something wrong with her that meant Jack couldn’t function properly with her? Some blockage? Did that mean she wasn’t a proper woman and wouldn’t be able to have a babby? If only he’d say something! Her mind spun round and round and she felt very tearful and lonely as Jack slept, oblivious, beside her.


Now daylight had come she felt a little more cheerful. It was some time before Jack woke. She watched him open his eyes and register where he was, looking over his shoulder at her as if to check it wasn’t all a dream.


Edie smiled. ‘Morning, sleepyhead.’ She leaned over and kissed him, trying to inject some warmth and intimacy into the day.


Jack kissed her back, rather abruptly, still without looking at her. She tried to tell herself that he was embarrassed, sulking after last night, but his rejection still felt like a slap, bringing tears to her eyes. Instead of pulling her into his arms as she’d hoped he might, he flung the covers back, yawned, stretched, then sat up.


‘Right,’ he said. ‘I can smell cooking. Time for a bite to eat.’


He sat on the edge of the bed so that she could only see his white, sinewy back as he pulled on his trousers. She might as well not have been there.







   


Four



Ruby came round to Edie and Jack’s new lodgings the next week, and Edie laughed with delight at the sight of her.


‘Hello! It’s nice to see your big grin coming round the door! You out today then?’


Ruby sat down with a groan, kicking off her shoes. ‘Oh, my feet’re killing me! Yes, we’re out today. I’ve been on coating caramels – it’s so warm it was coming off again as fast as we could get it on.’ Cadbury’s sometimes had to send workers home on summer days when it was too hot for the chocolate to set.


‘Hey, look at you, Ginger!’ Ruby let out her big, generous laugh and gazed enviously round Edie and Jack’s humble lodgings. ‘Married woman, eh! ’Ow’s life with Jack the Lad then?’


‘It’s awright,’ Edie said.


‘More than awright by the look of yer. Ere y’are – brought yer some oranges.’


‘Ta,’ Edie grinned. She had her hair pulled into a high ponytail to keep her neck cool and it swung round jauntily. ‘Look, ’ere’s a tanner for ’em.’


‘No, yer awright. Tuppence’ll do. They’ve ate half the bag at home already. I ’ad to stop Perce and Alf polishing the lot off. I said, ’ere, save some for Edie, they’re her favourite.’


Oranges, already peeled, were sometimes sold in the Cadbury’s reject shop, twenty at a time, along with brown bags of misshapen chocolate, priced cheaply for the workers. The fruits were leftovers from making orange creams, and a real treat when they were available. Edie put the kettle on and tipped the old dregs into a square of newspaper.


‘Don’t want her downstairs to see me throwing this lot out. She’s a miserable old bitch. Told me I should reuse my tea-leaves two or three times to be eco-nomical!’ Edie imitated her landlady, Miss Smedley’s, pinched features and affected voice.


‘None of her business what you do, is it? But it’s awright, this, ain’t it?’


‘It’ll do us,’ Edie said, defiantly spooning fresh tea into the pot. ‘Least it’s ours.’


She and Jack had had to keep their sights low when they were looking for lodgings. Edie’s dream of a house had shrunk to two rented upstairs rooms in Fordhouse Lane. You came straight in from the street through the dark hall and upstairs. All the floors were covered with brown lino, so thin and worn you could see the line of every floorboard through it. At the back was the bedroom, containing two single beds which Edie and Jack had moved together, lifting them across the floor so Miss Smedley wouldn’t hear and then setting the springs screeching as they collapsed on them in fits of laughter at the thought of her eavesdropping below. The kitchen looked out over the front. Apart from the table and two chairs there was one ancient leather easy chair, horsehair bulging through holes in the arms, a tiny stove with two gas rings, a cupboard and a battered old meat safe tucked in the corner.


The two of them sipped tea. Edie kicked her shoes off as well. The window was open and warm air floated in from the street bringing dust and factory smells as they laughed and chatted together, remembering old jokes, catching up on news. Ruby’s loud laugh filled the room. Charlotte Road had been supplied with Anderson shelters and George, Ruby’s brother, had said he’d put theirs up but he hadn’t got round to it. The lads had spent most of the last two days at school filling sandbags to pile up outside. Barrage balloons hung over the city like bloated fish.


‘You seen our mom?’ Edie asked.


‘No. Oh ar, I did once – in Mrs Higgins’ shop. Why – ain’t she been round ’ere?’


‘Once,’ Edie said, refilling Ruby’s teacup. She’d given her the one cup that had a saucer to match. ‘Just after we moved in. Turned her nose up and went off again.’


Edie had seethed with resentment at the intrusion and at Nellie’s cutting remarks. Seeing her mother outside her usual home, Edie was struck afresh by how peculiar she was. How she seemed permanently to carry a fierce inner tension that was written in every line of her body. She was always in search of some imagined perfection in everything – houses, furniture, people – and was always destined to be disappointed. The very air she breathed appeared to make her furious with resentment.


‘D’you want a cup of tea?’ Edie had asked.


Nellie made a dismissive gesture, her nose wrinkling. ‘Oh no, ta,’ she said, as if drinking poison would be a preferable alternative. She gave a last look round the room.


‘Well, I s’pose this’ll ’ave to do yer,’ she said harshly, running a disdainful hand over the table to check for dust. ‘Though I did expect my daughters to start their married life in a proper house at least.’


She left with an air of washing her hands of Edie.


‘Mom’s just glad to get another of us off her plate, even if she will miss my wages. I ain’t been home to visit. Sod them all, I say.’ She stirred her tea.


‘And how’s life with Jack?’ Ruby asked, with a suggestive look.


‘All right,’ Edie blushed. Not that she’d tell Ruby anything. Not private things. Since their ill-fated wedding night things had improved a great deal. The next day had been awful: silence between them, Jack sulking, full of hurt pride. Edie was as relieved as anything to get back into Birmingham and have practical things to do, setting up home. Jack hadn’t even attempted to try again the next night, but by the next day they’d made up. It was helped by Jack getting a new job on the Monday, in a bicycle repair shop. Edie said give it a few days and she’d get a little job, probably in a shop as well. They were in the mood for celebrating that night and more relaxed with each other. Bedtime went a lot better. She couldn’t say she found married intimacy exciting – it all seemed rather messy and undignified – but it seemed to please Jack. At least it meant she was normal. Edie was convinced from that first time that she’d be expecting a baby straight away.


‘The only thing is,’ she told Ruby, ‘he’s getting back into his old habits. He come in, Sat’dy night, stinking of beer and chips and with a great big shiner. I don’t understand him, Rube. I had a moan at him and he says, that’s what makes a Sat’dy – a few pints, a bag of chips and a good fight. I mean can you believe it? When he’s married?’


‘Well, you didn’t think he’d just change overnight, did yer? You know what he’s like.’


‘I know,’ Edie sighed. ‘Still, we’re all right. I miss you lot though. I’m going to have to get myself a little job at the Co-op or somewhere. I’ve cleaned this place from top to bottom I don’t know how many times. I even went to see our Florrie in Coventry last week. Her little lads’re lovely,’ she added wistfully. How she longed to have her own baby so she could love and care for it!


Edie had hoped that although Florrie was so much older, her having married might have bridged the gap, but Florrie was just as bossy and superior as ever. Edie loved to hold little Ian, though, who wasn’t yet two, squeeze his smooth, plump arms and play with his warm toes. She remembered her brother Rodney at this age, before he became a millstone round her neck as she was the one expected to mind him all the time. Her mom was never interested in looking after him.


Refilling the teacups, she said, ‘How’s your mom, Ruby?’


‘Not too bad – you know ’ow it is . . .’ But Ruby’s face fell. ‘Truth is, she had a bad do Monday night. I’ve never seen her that far gone before. She got up to go to the lav and fell over. Couldn’t budge.’ Ruby fanned herself with Edie’s little sketchbook, which had been on the table. ‘Me and George and Perce had one hell of a job with her. I said to ’er when ’er come to the next morning, “Mom, yer can’t go on like this. You’re making yourself really bad.”’ Ruby shook her head. ‘It was terrible to see her, Ede. She started crying, saying she was sorry. I think it brought her to her senses a bit actually. She was vowing she’d never do it again. But all this talk about war’s getting her down an’ all. She says she can’t stand the thought of all that again.’


Edie’s heart ached for her. Mrs Bonner had been such a happy, sweet-natured woman before she lost her husband Sid and fell into the clutches of melancholy.


‘So, tell us then,’ Edie urged. ‘If everything’s so bad, how come you look like a cat that’s ’ad the cream?’


Ruby laughed, bosoms quivering under her pink frock. ‘Thing is, Ede,’ she giggled, ‘well – you know Frank?’


‘Ye-e-es . . .’ Edie said, laughing at Ruby’s sudden coyness. Of course she knew Frank, Jack’s best man. He and Jack had been at school together and Ruby had walked out at one time or other with most of the lads in Jack’s group of friends. Frank had got one of the best apprenticeships of them all, at the Austin works. He was a strong lad, with a kind of restlessness about him that Edie had never been comfortable with, but he was all right.


‘Well, when you’d gone, after the wedding, Frank asked me out for a drink with ’im, to celebrate like. And, well, I’ve seen him a few times since. I think he’s changed, Edie. I mean last time I walked out with him we were much younger . . .’


‘You cheeky so-and-so!’ Edie laughed. ‘Well, you’re a fast worker!’ She was pleased for Ruby. She thought how bonny Ruby had looked at the wedding. Frank had seen her at her best.


Ruby leaned forward with relish, seeing Edie’s freckly face smiling at her expectantly.


‘And I’m going out with him again – tonight. We’re going to the pictures.’


By the first weekend in September there was no subject on anyone’s lips except war. On the Friday, the Germans invaded Poland. Children were evacuated from the centre of Birmingham in large numbers the next day and all the houses had to be shrouded in blackout material.


The day before war broke out, Edie was only dimly aware of what was happening. On the Saturday morning she started with a violent bout of sickness and diarrhoea. After hours of being sick until her stomach felt as if someone had trampled over it in hobnailed boots, and dragging herself groggily down to the cobwebby outside toilet, she felt weak and wrung out. All other life felt distant. On Saturday night, lying in bed too exhausted to move, she turned to Jack and said tragically, ‘Just put me out of my misery will yer? I’ve never felt so terrible in my life.’


‘You’ll be awright,’ Jack said. ‘You must’ve eaten summat bad. It’s probably the heat. You look a bit better now though. D’yer want a cuppa tea?’


Edie groaned. ‘Awright – but I don’t think I can stomach stera in it. Just leave it black.’


She was touched by how kind and gentle he’d been with her while she was ill. Surprised by it. It had brought out the best in him. Seeing how ill she was feeling, Jack had even promised to sacrifice his Saturday night out with the lads. All right, he may not be perfect, Edie thought, but he’s been good when I’ve needed it. She basked in the unfamiliar feeling of being loved and cared for, listening to his movements as he brewed the tea next door. He brought two cups through and put hers on the chair by the bed. The tea was so strong you could have stood a spoon up in it. Sipping it, Edie wished she’d had sterilized milk in it after all, but she didn’t want to complain and tried not to make faces at the bitter taste.


‘Stay with me and drink it,’ she asked. ‘Tell me what’ve I missed? There’s everyone glued to the wireless and talking about war and I ’ave my head stuck down the pan!’


Jack sat down on the bed with his tea. ‘We’ve got to make sure them blackout curtains are closed proper. They’re talking about gas attacks and all sorts. Things ain’t looking very good.’


‘Jack?’


‘What?’


‘Give us a kiss.’


He grinned and leaned down to kiss her cheek. ‘That better?’


‘Yes,’ she said happily. ‘Much.’


She felt well enough to sit up and drink her tea. The next morning Mrs Pattison, the lady next door, came running in just before eleven to invite them all to listen to their wireless. Miss Smedley didn’t possess such a thing, of course. Edie felt well enough to go. So she and Jack were sitting in the Pattisons’ cosy back room when they heard Neville Chamberlain announce that Britain was now at war with Germany. After the broadcast, Mr Pattison switched off the wireless. There was a pause.


‘Oh well, there it is,’ he said gloomily. ‘Here we go again.’







   


Five



‘Janet dear, are you ready?’


Janet rummaged frantically through the little white chest of drawers in the bathroom.


‘Coming!’ she called, in what she hoped was a light, normal tone, then muttered, ‘Oh thank goodness!’ as her trembling hands at last uncovered a last few remaining Dr White’s sanitary towels. She already had her white summer hat pressed over her thick curls, ready to go out to Weekly Meeting. But just as they were about to go, she went to the lavatory and noticed that the few brownish spots of blood which had started yesterday were turning into something heavier. She’d gone all clammy under her arms and her legs felt wobbly as she fixed the towel to the little belt. What was happening? She must be losing the baby? Oh, please let her be losing it! Her mind sent out this terrible prayer without her even thinking about it. Please God, get me out of this . . .


‘We’re going to be late, my love!’ Her mother, Frances Hatton called from the hall.


Janet took a second’s glance in the looking-glass, thinking, my goodness, do I look normal? Won’t they be able to see? Then she chided herself. How ridiculously self-centred of her. To everyone else she was still reliable old Janet. No one else knew about her sordid transgressions other than herself. Goodness knows, they’d be appalled, but now there were far graver things on people’s minds. This time a week ago Neville Chamberlain had announced the outbreak of war.


‘Are you sure you’re all right, dear?’ Frances held out the box with her gas mask in it. ‘You’re still looking very pale. You don’t seem quite right at all at the moment. I think we’ll definitely get you along to Dr Hartley this week.’


‘No need, it’s just my monthly visitor. I feel ropey with it this time.’ She forced a smile, then busied herself buttoning her cardigan. ‘Sorry, you could have gone on ahead.’


They set off along Linden Road towards the Friends’ Meeting House. The war had started changing things straight away. Windows of houses were criss-crossed with tape against blast and the postbox along the street was now painted yellow.


‘Something to do with gas,’ Frances told her. ‘I believe it changes colour if there’s a gas attack.’


Frances was a well-preserved woman for her sixty years, who had once been rather a glamorous beauty, her friends told Janet. The great suffering of her life, the death of Janet and Robert’s father in France in 1916, had caused her abhorrence of both war and religious dogmatism, and she had since adopted the Quaker way of Christianity and pacifist beliefs. Though she dressed now with a simplicity consistent with the beliefs of the Society of Friends, it was nevertheless simplicity with flair. She had an eye, which Janet had inherited, for choosing sensible yet stylish shoes. Her clothes were certainly free from fripperies, but with the cut of a collar, an unusual row of buttons, the most sober feather gracing a hat slanted just at the right angle over her thick salt-and-pepper hair, she was still a woman who could turn the heads of older men. Janet had grown up wishing she had inherited more of her mother’s looks than just her thick head of hair, and that she didn’t have to wear her beastly specs.


They exchanged greetings with a few people on the way into the Meeting House. Mrs Bowles from Edgbaston, the Maylands from Selly Park. With relief, Janet settled into her place in the Meeting, welcoming the silence and lack of intrusion. She felt horribly self-conscious, as if everyone there must be able to see into her mind. It had been the same ever since she knew she was carrying Alec’s child, but she had done nothing about it. The fact that nothing was showing yet had paralysed her, as if she just could not face this reality. No one would guess yet. She could put off facing up to what was happening to her. But now she was horribly aware of the towel between her legs. Why was she bleeding? Was she losing the child? Oh, if only she could ask someone for help! Frances had been a midwife before she married, but she couldn’t tell her. She mustn’t know, Oh heaven, what was she going to do? Panic rose like bile at the back of Janet’s throat and she forced it down. So far she could feel only a very light griping in her stomach. Otherwise she felt all right. The need to behave normally kept her calm. She fixed her eyes on the bowl of white roses on the small table in the middle of the room, trying to settle amid the gentle presence of the other Friends and bring herself into the right frame of mind for worship.


But chaos reigned in her. Ever since that day when Alec Storey had walked with her brother Robert into the garden, Janet’s life had run off the rails so that she could barely recognize herself. The men had been playing tennis and were still in their whites. It was already autumn and they’d complained of leaves drifting all over the court. Robert worked at the bank in Colmore Row and Alec had recently arrived to work there. The two of them were much of an age. Alec had charmed both Janet and her mother over cups of tea and sponge cake. Only a week later a little note had arrived from him, in a sealed envelope. ‘I’d very much like to see you again.’ He hadn’t mentioned his little family during tea. She realized only later how odd this was, since it was only a few days before Robert’s own wedding and that had made up not a small part of their mother’s conversation.


Alec kept Janet in the dark about it until she asked, straight out, one autumn evening. They were sitting in St Paul’s churchyard in the chilly dusk, his arm round her shoulder.


She didn’t prepare him, just came out with it. ‘Alec, are you married?’


A long exhalation of breath was all that followed. Alec seemed to slump down into himself, deflated. She gripped his arm as if to comfort him through the admission even though her nerves were screaming with dread at what he’d say.


‘The thing is, Janet . . .’ He didn’t look at her, but stared ahead at the row of gravestones across the path. ‘Once you have children . . . I have – we have – a son, Edward. He’s three. Lovely little chap. But so far as Jean and I are concerned, the, you know, the loving side of things sort of died out after he was born.’


‘Was the birth very difficult?’ Janet asked, trying to be sympathetic, though she was withering inside. She withdrew her arm from his.


‘Not especially I don’t think. She just lost interest. Thinks of nothing but the boy. When I saw you I just knew you had a loving disposition – that you are what I need.’ Coaxingly he added, ‘You mean so much to me, the way you’ve been such a friend over these last weeks.’


His brown eyes were full of that longing which wrung her heart, and he leaned forwards to kiss her, but she pulled back. The truth of what she was doing appalled her.


‘But Alec, this is so wrong. You’re a married man with a child!’ She got up, backing away from him. ‘I don’t want it to be like this. You’ve been most unfair – you should have told me. How could we have any sort of future together? I want to get married myself, not steal someone else’s husband. You should never have asked to see me . . . led me on. It’s not fair . . .’ She began to cry and he stood up and came to put his arms round her.


‘No!’ She pushed him away. ‘I’m sorry. I can’t carry on like this. It’s terrible . . .’


She ran away from him that night, went home and made herself believe it was over. They didn’t see each other for two miserable months. With Robert married and gone and now no Alec, life felt desolate. Then one evening in the depth of winter, he called at the house, very late. Her mother was in bed and Janet was already in her nightclothes. She fixed the chain across the door and squinted out through the crack.


‘Oh Alec!’ She was tearful even at the sight of him. ‘For pity’s sake, what on earth are you doing here?’


‘Let me see you. Please, Janet.’ He came right up close to the door so she could feel his breath on her face. He looked cold, a scarf in the neck of his gaberdine coat, the shoulders wet with rain.


‘But I can’t. It’s useless. I can’t let you in. What if Mummy hears? And I’m undressed for bed!’


‘Dress again then. Please, darling.’


And she did. Stupid, desperate, longing fool that she was, she went and put her slacks and sweater on under her coat and went out to him. In the back garden he pulled her close and kissed her with more insistence than he ever had before, his hands pressing her hungrily to him, urgent on her breasts. He left her weak with desire, unable to say no to his caresses, or to meeting him again, or to stand by her principles or her common sense. And that was how it had been all through the spring, furtive meetings and kisses, drinks in public places, until one evening when she’d lain back under his insistent body among the crackly leaves in a patch of woodland near Kenilworth. Even then she’d managed to delude herself that she wasn’t really doing anything so harmful. She was giving companionship to a lonely man. She’d tried to block out thoughts of his wife, his other life.


Now, in the Meeting, she cleared her throat and shifted a little in her seat. The pain in her stomach was becoming more insistent, a low, burning gripe. After a time of silence people were getting up and ministering. Sharing the direction the Spirit was pointing in their lives at this time of crisis. But she couldn’t discipline her distracted mind. Over and over she remembered their lovemaking, that first time on that sultry evening.


He led her under trees, their feet making fallen leaves rustle, stepping around branches and ferns and tree roots. The light was shadowy, and the little wood gave the feel of a fairy story. He looked for the driest spot near the trunk of a tree which was scattered with brown leaves, kicked some pieces of branch aside and laid out his coat. He reached for her hand. Janet hesitated, but his eyes beckoned her on. Slowly, hardly believing what she was doing, she raised her hand to meet his, knowing as she did so that she was saying yes to more than she had ever agreed to before.


‘Oh darling.’ He drew her into his arms, feeling her shaking. ‘I’ve been thinking of nothing but this all day.’


She closed her eyes and raised her face to him. He removed her specs and laid them on his jacket. His warm lips closed on hers and she felt him begin to unbutton her dress. She had the presence of mind to pull back, her brown eyes stretched wide.


‘But Alec, no! What if I was to bear a child? I can’t . . .’


He smiled, laughter lines appearing at the corners of his eyes in the way she loved. He caressed her face with his fingertips to quieten her. ‘You won’t, my darling. Look—’ Reaching in his pocket he produced a French letter. He had to explain what it was, as she’d never seen one before.


‘Oh Alec!’ She put her hand over her mouth, a blush spreading right across her body.


She should have got up then, said no, never, she’d never . . . and run back to the road, run from him for ever. Her common sense told her this over and over again, but then he said how much he wanted her, needed her, and with that hungry look on his face he’d teased the front of her dress open. She’d always been bashful about the ample size of her bust as a girl during games at school, when she’d felt self-conscious and cumbersome beside some of the others. Now she heard a man gasp with pleasure at the sight of her, saw Alec bury his face in her pale flesh. She looked down at him, stroking his black hair, feeling herself go limp with desire.


‘We have tried to keep the peace,’ the voice of an elderly man was saying behind her. For a moment her mind was hauled back into the Meeting. She’d all but given up trying to centre her mind on worship. Fragments of his speech reached her.


‘We have failed and the darkness of war is upon us again after a brief interval . . . In rejecting violence, do we give the aggressor leave to do his worst? . . . No clear, comfortable answer is forthcoming . . .’


Janet couldn’t keep her mind on the moral dilemmas posed by the war, even though she knew how urgently it affected the Friends. John Steven, a boy she’d grown up with, was sitting across from her. Surely he wouldn’t go to fight? He felt very strongly, she knew. He’d be a Conscientious Objector, like the others. To her shame her mind was still full of Alec. She had not been able to resist him. She had responded with all the passion of her nature. Alec had been highly excited by her. She burned with shame. She was a sinner, a hussy. Surely they could all see it! And as well as that sin, there were all the lies she’d told her mother. That she was going out with Joyce, one of the other typists. That she’d worked late. All the time she was haunted by the deceptions, by her mother’s trust in her, sitting there beside her with her hands in her lap, her eyes closed. During her upbringing Frances had read her selections of the writings of George Fox, founder of the Society of Friends, and fragments of it haunted her now.


‘Friends, whatever ye are addicted to, the tempter will come in that thing . . .’


Well, now she was reaping the consequences all right. She’d rebelled against being dear, sensible Janet, but dear sensible Janet, she could see now, might well have been a much more impressive person to be.


Never had she been so relieved to see the Elders shake hands, signalling the end of the Meeting. She felt queasy, and wanted to get home, curl up in a ball and sleep, but people needed to stay on and talk, to encourage each other. All the way home Frances talked about the war and pacifism. At last they walked back into the house to the smell of a small knuckle of beef roasting in the oven.


‘A number of the Friends have taken in refugees now,’ Frances said, stirring the gravy. ‘The Pilgers and Mrs Bowles each have someone. Some are the Jews one sees advertising in the papers of course, and those poor Belgians. I do feel it’s perhaps something we could do – offering hospitality. Oh, my dear, are you all right?’


Janet had gone deathly pale and was sitting at the table clutching herself in agony.


‘Oh . . .’ She gasped. ‘Oh Mummy, I’m so very sorry. There’s something I’m going to have to tell you.’


Ruby was so late for work that day that she did something she and Edie used to do when they were fourteen. She raced down to the Dingle, the little path down to the Cut by the wharf, and ran along the towpath by the canal’s pewter-coloured water. She wasn’t sure if it was really quicker but it always felt like a short cut. She might just make it to clock on in time! She was carrying two dry cobs in a bag for lunch. For a penny you could get a bowl of thick, delicious soup in the works dining-room and she and Edie used to have one together, usually after a swim.


Oh Ede, I don’t half miss you, she thought. But a smile appeared on her face at the news Edie had told her on Saturday. They’d gone out for a drink, she and Edie waiting at the beery table while Jack and Frank were at the bar. Edie put her lips to Ruby’s ear and whispered, ‘I’m expecting, Rube!’ Her heart-shaped face was glowing with happiness and even though Ruby felt a pang of jealousy, she couldn’t but be pleased for her. Edie beckoned Ruby close again. ‘I’m two weeks late and I’ve started feeling ever so peculiar, sick of a morning and that.’


‘Oh Edie!’ Ruby hugged her, brimming with excitement. ‘Fancy – already! Oh, I’m ever so happy for yer. Does Jack know?’


Edie shook her head, eyes dancing. ‘No, I’ll tell him when we get home tonight. I’m counting on you and Frank to make sure ’e doesn’t go off getting into his Sat’dy night mischief!’


The presence of Frank and Ruby kept Jack in order, keeping him out of the company of his rowdier drinking pals, and the two of them saw Edie and Jack to their front door.


‘Better not invite you in,’ Edie said. She gave Ruby’s arm an affectionate squeeze. She nodded towards Miss Smedley’s front room. ‘The old witch don’t like anyone enjoying theirselves!’


After all the ‘goodnights’, Ruby and Frank were left. Frank immediately put his arm round her shoulders and pulled her close. Ruby smiled with anticipation in the darkness.


‘This is the moment I’ve been waiting for,’ Frank breathed into her face. She could smell beer, hair cream, the hot breath of desire. They turned into a side street and he pulled her into his arms.


‘Wish I could see you better,’ he said. ‘I couldn’ t take my eyes off you all evening.’


Ruby’s large body shook with surprised laughter. ‘That’s the first time anyone’s ever said that, I can tell yer!’ She narrowed her eyes in the darkness, straining to make out Frank’s chiselled features. ‘Fatty’s the only thing I’ve ever got called!’


‘No.’ His hands moved down her arms, encompassed her hips. ‘Not fat. You’re a real woman, you are. I’ve always thought so. Like one of them big ships. Majestic.’


‘HMS Majestic.’ Ruby let out her loud laugh. ‘You cheeky sod.’ But she was as chuffed as it was possible to be.


She felt all churned up inside, thinking about the kisses which followed, the way Frank touched her. He’d pressed against her, sulky with frustration when they had to part. She’d allowed her thoughts to race ahead. They could get married soon. She could have all the same things as Edie. They could even be neighbours, bring up their babbies together! She chose not to think for a moment about what would happen to her mom, to George and the boys if she wasn’t there. She was full of desire and expectation.


Until yesterday. Trotting as fast as her plump legs and ill-fitting shoes would allow, she raced in at the back of the factory. Last night Frank had told her he’d received his summons to register for active service and attend the medical check-up! Ruby was horrified.


‘Never mind, Rube.’ Once again they were in the dark street. There was no privacy either at Ruby’s house or with Frank’s large family in Heeley Road. He stroked and kissed her. ‘If I’m one of the first I might get the best jobs, eh?’


‘Oh, please don’t go!’ She was surprised how aggrieved she felt. There was no need to turn on any tears, they came pouring out of her. At home she had kept her feelings down, but suddenly at the thought of Frank going it was as if all the grief about Dad’s death, all the struggles they’d been through since, came pouring out at the same time. She couldn’t stand another loss.


‘I don’t want to go,’ Frank was saying, his hands pressing her close to him. ‘I don’t want to let you go of an evening, never mind go away and leave yer.’


With a cry she flung her arms round his neck and pressed her wet face against his. She heard him say solemnly, ‘I love you, Ruby Bonner. I want to make you my wife.’


‘Oh!’ She pulled back from him. ‘Oh Frank – d’yer mean it? Oh, I love you too!’ She was laughing now.


‘Course I mean it. You’re just – well, you’re everything to me! So, will yer, Ruby? Will yer marry me?’


‘Yes!’ She’d wept with happiness. ‘I want to stay with you for ever. I want to be your wife!’


It had been the happiest moment of her life and she told him so. But when she’d had time to catch her breath and come to her senses, she’d told him they’d have to wait. She wanted to marry him more than anything in the world, but how could she? If she married, she’d have to give up her job, and she’d have to watch her brothers struggle on alone to support her and their mom. And Frank wasn’t even going to be here, not now he’d been called up.


Frank took this badly to begin with. ‘But I want you, Ruby. Why can’t we at least get wed even if I’m going away? You could still live at home.’


‘I’m worried about my job,’ she told him. ‘I can’t rush into it just yet, even if it’s what I want more than anything. Oh Frank, if only we could go and live on an island somewhere where there’s no war and no families – just you and me!’ She clung to him. She was frightened he’d go and find someone else!


In the end, Frank came round reluctantly to her way of thinking. ‘You’re worth the wait,’ he said, kissing her.


This morning, as she panted through the aroma of chocolate and into the crush hall where they all gathered in the morning, she felt down, and resentful about it. Why did Frank have to be one of the first called up? Damn their wars! This time it was that rotten, bloody Hitler spoiling everything!
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