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  Chapter 1




  31 March–1 April 1941




  At the sound of the bombers Marie Larsen froze. The ominous thrum-thrumming of their engines was rapidly followed by the rattle of anti-aircraft guns. The doctor glanced up

  from cutting down through layers of fat in search of a suitable vein in his patient’s well-covered ankle.




  ‘You stay where you are, Nurse,’ he said. ‘We might just have enough time to get this job finished.’




  Typical of Dr Steele, Marie thought. She lifted her vivid blue eyes to his face. Just managing to keep the tremor out of her voice, she said: ‘I wasn’t going anywhere, Doctor,’

  and turning to her patient gave him what she hoped was a look of reassurance that she was sorely in need of herself.




  ‘Soon be done,’ she told him. ‘A couple of pints of blood and you’ll feel like a new man.’




  The words were barely out of her mouth when the night sky was lit by the eerie white light of chandelier flares. Next, incendiaries would come clattering down and bursting into flames. High

  explosives and parachute mines would surely follow. With a mounting sense of dread, and praying that none of the bombs would hit the infirmary, Marie concentrated on holding the retractors

  steady.




  She had to live. All her fondest hopes, her most glorious visions of becoming Charles’s wife, of presenting him with his firstborn child, of becoming the mother of a large and happy

  family, had to be fulfilled. Now every time she heard the hum of a plane she thought of Margaret, killed stone dead in James Reckitt Avenue during just such a raid as this.




  Killed! It was the first time anyone really close to Marie had died, and the shock of it had knocked her sideways. She still couldn’t believe it – except that she surely did, because

  it had robbed her forever of that ‘it can’t happen to me’ sort of confidence. If it could happen to Margaret it could happen to Marie herself and now, as soon as the sky began to

  vibrate with the thrum, thrum, thrum of German aircraft, she trembled.




  The patient was not reassured by her words of encouragement. His fleshy cheeks were pale, and his eyes rolled skywards. Sweat stood in large beads on his forehead and upper lip. ‘How much

  longer?’ he moaned.




  ‘Not much,’ she said, forcing a show of confidence and raising her voice above the noise of planes and guns. ‘We’ll be all right. Only the good die young.’




  Through a gap in the screens she saw those patients who could, taking shelter under their beds, the other two nurses in the ward along with them. The impulse to do the same was nearly

  irresistible.




  The doctor gave her a sardonic smile. ‘I take it you’re not good, then, Nurse?’




  ‘Not too good to live, I hope,’ she said, steadying herself to hold the incision open, now with the rattle of incendiaries and the ack! ack! ack! of anti-aircraft guns sounding in

  her ears.




  The doctor had a vein. As he inserted the cannula the screech of a bomb preceded an earth-shattering blast, shaking the floor beneath their feet.




  ‘Keep calm,’ Dr Steele insisted. ‘I want this job out of the way. I don’t want to have to do this again.’




  Marie glanced up at his lined old face, its expression quite impassive. Dr Steele? Dr Nerves-of-steel, rather. Either he was very brave, or completely lacking in imagination. He had no bedside

  manner, there was not much sympathy to be had from him, but he was a good man to be with in a crisis. He left you very little time to think of the people being bombed, or to worry about any of your

  friends or family being among them; no time to think about ruined houses, or wonder whether your own home was still standing. But very soon they might all be dead and then his retirement would be

  permanent. This might be the last time he’d ever have to do a cut-down to find a vein suitable for a transfusion; but he’d finish it.




  Marie ran the blood through the tubing as fast as it would go and hung the bottle on the drip-stand. The doctor attached the end of the tube to the cannula, and started to suture the

  incision.




  The noise of the first wave of aircraft receded. Now from the south came the drone of an approaching second wave, followed by a whistling scream and then the deafening crump of a bomb, shaking

  the hospital to its foundations, ripping off the blackout blinds, shattering all the windows and hurling lethal glass shards inwards with the speed of bullets.




  ‘Ouch!’ Marie almost jumped out of her skin when she felt a stinging in her left forearm, and saw that one of the smaller splinters had buried itself in her flesh.




  With a palpitating heart she pulled it out, gritting her teeth against the pain. A deep gash about half an inch long gushed blood onto the sheet.




  With his customary coolness the doctor took hold of her wrist and peered at the wound through his half-moon lenses. ‘That needs a stitch,’ he said, taking a lump of gauze from the

  trolley beside him and slapping it on the wound. ‘Hold that on it for now, and go and see who else is hurt.’




  Half a dozen bedfast patients were calling for attention, and the two other nurses on duty were hastening towards them. Pressing the gauze over her own cut, Marie went to make a swift inspection

  of their injuries. On passing the broken windows she hesitated for a moment, seeing searchlights crisscrossing the sky. Some of the buildings – mostly business premises – on the other

  side of Prospect Street were on fire. By the time she hurried back to report, the doctor had threaded another needle with black suture.




  ‘You manage to keep pretty calm,’ she said, shivering.




  ‘I’m a fatalist,’ he said. “If your name’s on it . . .” as people never stop repeating. And I’m an old man. I’ll soon be dead anyway. I might as

  well go out with a bang as a whimper. All right, Nurse, sit down and calm down. I’ll start with you, since you’ll be needed to help evacuate the patients.’




  ‘No local?’




  ‘No time. Unless I’m much mistaken, the house governor will soon cut the juice off, and we’ll have no lights. Be a brave girl. This won’t hurt a bit.’




  Marie looked him in the eye. ‘Won’t hurt you, you mean.’




  ‘That’s right.’




  A bit of a sadist, Dr Steele, everybody said so. Marie hissed, drawing in her breath at the sting of the suture needle, the pain magnified by her keyed-up state. This seemed to afford him a rare

  amusement, and he chuckled.




  ‘You must have been in your element when you were newly qualified, sawing people’s legs off with only a glass of rum for an anaesthetic,’ she said, after a minute or two of his

  excruciating needlework.




  His weary old eyes suddenly glinted up at her from under their bushy grey eyebrows. ‘But not as much as when I was giving my cheeky young assistant a good dose of the cat.’




  At that moment, the place was plunged into darkness, except for the lurid red light thrown by the flames that were consuming nearby shops and houses.




  ‘There, what did I tell you? Lucky I got your stitch in,’ the doctor said, covering the gash with a dressing by the light of the flames. He taped it in place. ‘Now get up and

  get on with it, Nurse. There’s plenty to be done.’




  Marie got on with it as best she could in the devastated ward, calming the patients and preparing them for the transfer to the lower floor, to another ward at best, or a place in a corridor, if

  the wards were crammed full. A porter rushed onto the ward with a trolley full of hurricane lamps and torches, and soon afterwards the night sister swept in to give them their marching orders.




  ‘It’s a miracle no one was killed,’ Marie remarked to Nurse Nancy Harding, as she kicked the brakes off the cut-down patient’s bed and began to push him in the direction

  of the corridor.




  Nancy walked alongside, holding the blood bottle in one hand and a hurricane lamp in the other. ‘Who’s the idiot?’ she asked, her face ashen. ‘Is it me that’s

  missing something, or is it the house governor? Shutting the lights off! What for? To me, it’s bloody stupid. We’ve got to maintain the blackout, in case they spot where we are?

  Hasn’t he noticed they’ve just been raining bloody bombs on us? They obviously know where we are! And I should think they could tell by their incendiaries now, if they didn’t know

  already with their flares. I bet they can see us from Berlin. Can you see any sense in it?’




  There it was again, that distant drone coming ever louder and nearer, a third wave of fire and blast borne on German wings.




  The hair rose on the back of Marie’s neck, and her suppressed tension escaped in a trill of near-hysterical laughter. ‘Nobody’s allowed to think these days, Nurse Harding.

  There’s a war on! You just do as you’re told,’ she said. ‘But maybe it’s not just the blackout. The windows have blown out, and we’ll soon have water coming in

  from the fire-hoses. Water and electricity, Nance? They don’t mix very well, now do they?’




  ‘Oh,’ Nancy said, with a shiver. ‘Anyhow, it doesn’t make our job any easier, does it? All these patients to move; all these beds to shift in the dark, with all this

  bloody glass and rubble in the way. And the dust! It’s enough to choke you. I don’t see what there is to laugh at.’




  ‘We’re still alive. That’s what there is to laugh at,’ said Marie, working off her nervous energy by rushing the bed along as if they were in a race. ‘Isn’t

  that right, Mr Pattison?’




  The patient grunted, evidently not trusting himself to speak.




  ‘Not like Margaret, poor lass,’ Nancy went on. ‘It’s hard to believe it’s only two months since she died, and only twenty-five. It’s cruel, isn’t it?

  Bloody Germans, I hate them all.’




  They came to a halt outside the lifts, and Marie pressed the button, wondering for a moment whether they would be working. They were. The hospital governor might have cut the power to everything

  else, but the lifts were vital, at least until they got all these patients to the lower floors.




  ‘I know,’ said Marie. ‘I miss her like hell. But I seem to have lived a lifetime since then. Have you seen her husband since the funeral?’




  ‘Only once, in one of the fire engines just as I was leaving the hospital. Funny, I never thought Margaret would be the first of us to be married. I thought you’d be first. You were

  always leader of the pack.’




  Marie gave a little shake of her head. ‘Well, she was a couple of years older than us, so she had a right to take precedence. And I’m glad she was first, the way it turned out.

  I’m glad she had her six months of married bliss before she died. It’s not much to ask, is it? I’m not going to pip you to the altar either, by the look of it. Now you’re

  engaged, you’re sure to be next.’




  ‘Maybe I will,’ Nancy said, and Marie knew that had her hands been free Nancy would have pulled the engagement ring out from its hiding place on the chain round her neck and she

  would have had to admire it, yet again. Marie inwardly congratulated herself on the startling success of her one and only attempt at matchmaking. She and George Maltby had almost been brought up

  together, their parents were such good friends. Contrary to all expectations, quiet, self-effacing George had done rather well for himself. He would make her best friend a good husband. Nancy would

  be well provided for.




  ‘’Course you’ll be next!’ Marie said. ‘Chas needs a squib up his backside. I know he loves me, but he’s taking so long over popping the question, I’ll

  probably die an old maid. I suspect his mother might have something to do with that. I don’t think she considers me top-drawer enough to be admitted into the Elsworth family.’




  ‘You’ll never be an old maid, and he’s a fool if he lets his mother stop him marrying you,’ Nancy said, as they steered the bed through the open lift doors.




  ‘You never know; families have a lot of influence,’ Marie said, smacking the button to take them down to the ground floor. ‘But I hope I shan’t be like Margaret: no

  sooner in my wedding dress than in my shroud. Oh, poor lass! I got the shock of my life when that happened. It’s never been the same since, without her.’ She paused, remembering the

  good times they’d shared with Margaret. ‘Do you remember how, when the three of us went dancing, she’d have half the hall watching her? And to watch her dance with Terry! What a

  team they were, like Rogers and Astaire. I thought of going to see him after the funeral, but – you know . . .’




  ‘I know. For one thing you don’t know what to say; you’re scared he might start crying or something, and what can you do, anyway?’




  ‘He’s got loads of friends at Central Fire Station, thank goodness.’




  ‘I know. There’ll be plenty of shoulders for him to cry on. Thank goodness.’




  







  Chapter 2




  Charles Elsworth’s mother pushed her spade into the soil, pulled herself up to her full five foot eight inches and fixed Marie with a severe stare. ‘His

  name,’ she said, ‘is Charles.’




  With her patrician features and her haughty manners, Mrs Elsworth was a doughty opponent. So, here was the challenge. Marie had seen little of the Elsworths in the eight months that she and

  Charles had been going out together. But his parents knew after this time that marriage might be on the cards and Marie saw that the pecking order was being established, right here and now. There

  had to be a winner and a loser and Marie did not intend to lose.




  She pushed her garden fork into the ground and accepted the challenge. ‘Hear that, Chas? Your name’s Charles,’ she said, with a sneaking suspicion that he enjoyed being the

  object of their rivalry.




  ‘Humph,’ he grunted, sweeping back a shock of wavy brown hair. His mouth, which almost always looked ready to break into a broad grin, was determinedly straight now, and his hazel

  eyes fixed themselves on some point in the middle distance. He was doing his best to ignore both women, remaining neutral as far as he could, keeping himself out of trouble. Then he seemed to

  rethink that strategy, and a second later pulled Marie close into him, lifting her off her feet, pressing his lips against hers in a smacking kiss. ‘I’ll be Chas if you like, or Sam, or

  Bill, or Ebenezer,’ he laughed, drawing back, ‘if you’ll ask me back to Clumber Street for a nightcap.’




  His mother frowned. ‘You’re not Chas. You weren’t christened Chas, and you never will be Chas.’




  Marie grinned up at him, showing a row of perfect white teeth. He’d been Chas when they’d been in the same class in infant school, and Chas he would remain, as far as she was

  concerned. But confident of her victory, she said no more.




  Charles’s father looked up from his place outside the shed, where he was screwing together the last frame for the raised beds that now disfigured their large and once beautiful lawn and

  deep flower borders. A slow smile spread over his face. ‘I think you’ve met your match there, Marjorie.’




  ‘Put her down, Charles,’ Mrs Elsworth snapped. ‘It’s embarrassing.’




  Charles put Marie down.




  ‘Her mum and dad are out of the way at her aunt Clara’s, that’s why he’s dying to get round to their house,’ Charles’s 15-year-old brother piped up.

  ‘That means we won’t be seeing him until after breakfast.’




  Mr Elsworth gave him a warning look. ‘That’s enough, Danny.’




  Marie’s eyes widened. ‘Cheeky pup! It doesn’t mean anything of the sort.’




  ‘’Course it does,’ Danny persisted. ‘Mum found one of your hairclips in his bed when she stripped it after his last leave.’




  Marie felt Mrs Elsworth’s eyes appraising her, watching her reaction, and a deep flush rose to her cheeks. ‘What? My hairclips? That’s not possible, you cheeky monkey!

  You’d better watch out, or I’ll have you up for slander.’




  Charles gave Danny a cuff round the ear. ‘You little liar. Mum found nothing of the sort. Now apologize.’




  ‘Ow, Charles! I’m not a liar, and I’m not apologizing.’




  ‘You are. And you will end up in court, if you carry on,’ Charles insisted.




  Danny rubbed his ear. ‘Get lost! Anyway,’ he said, turning to Marie, ‘if I do, that’ll be two of us. Dad’s got a summons for driving without due care and attention.

  He forgot to put the brake on when the car in front stopped.’




  Charles gave him another clout.




  ‘Ouch!’




  ‘And you’re making your mouth go without due care and attention. Time you put a brake on that.’




  ‘Leave him alone, Charles.’ His mother’s voice was very quiet, but there was an edge to it that made Charles stop. He looked about to say something, then caught his

  mother’s eye.




  ‘Stop squabbling and give me a hand to get this frame in place,’ Mr Elsworth said, putting an end to the dispute. ‘Then we can start filling it with topsoil. We should just

  manage to get the kale planted and watered before it gets dark.’




  Her hairgrips in Charles’s bed? That was just young Danny’s idea of a joke; he loved trying to embarrass her. But Mr Elsworth, driving without due care and attention? Marie

  couldn’t believe it. His face was giving nothing away, and although she would have loved to know how that had come about, when he’d driven for years with not so much as a scratch, she

  decided to change the subject to spare his feelings.




  ‘We planted some kale last year,’ she said. ‘We’re not bothering this year, though. None of us liked it.’




  ‘Don’t you want to know what happened?’ Danny insisted.




  ‘Get hold of the end of this, and make yourself useful for a change,’ his father said, ‘instead of telling tales. Let’s see if you can make up with brawn what you lack in

  brains.’




  They carried the frame to the end of the lawn and placed it a couple of feet beyond the last raised bed, leaving enough room to kneel in between them. Charles, his mother and Marie began filling

  it with topsoil while Mr Elsworth went back to the shed to get the plants.




  Danny stood watching them. ‘Don’t you want to know, then?’




  Marie could see he was dying to tell her, but she gave him no encouragement.




  None was needed. ‘We were driving up Beverley Road, and I spotted some looters pulling the board of one of the bombed shops loose, and pointed them out to Dad. They had a quick look round,

  then one of them got inside and started passing stuff out to the other one. They hadn’t seen the copper walking along the side street towards them, and from where he was, he couldn’t

  see them, either. We just knew what was coming when he got to the corner, like something out of a Charlie Chaplin film. We both started laughing, and that was when Dad smacked into the car in

  front.’




  ‘Don’t say “copper”, Danny, it’s vulgar. Say “policeman”. And that’s when it stopped being funny for your father,’ Mrs Elsworth said, and

  for Marie’s benefit added: ‘Leonard offered to repair the other man’s car, but he was very aggressive. Some people just won’t listen to reason.’




  ‘The biggest laugh was that the policeman saw the crash, and came running straight over to us; he didn’t even see the looters.’ Danny grinned. ‘But as soon as they saw

  him, they beat it. And then he started chasing them, with the other driver yelling at him to come back and look at his car. Yeah, it was just like something off Charlie Chaplin.

  Hilarious.’




  Mr Elsworth was back with the plants. ‘I never liked Charlie Chaplin; too silly for words. Go and fill those watering cans, Danny, instead of standing yapping.’




  ‘Oh, Dad! I think I’m the only one in this house who’s got a sense of humour!’ Danny picked up the can and went, a look of disgust on his face.




  ‘Clown! He’s got more chatter than a cage full of monkeys,’ Mr Elsworth said, carefully lowering himself to the ground to begin the planting.




  Charles hunkered down on the opposite side of the bed. ‘Empty vessels make most noise. You let him get away with far too much, and you’re wasting your money, sending him to

  Hymers.’




  Mrs Elsworth kneeled beside her husband. ‘You went to Hymers. It got you into university, and we can’t do less for Danny. We let you both get away with far too much. And I

  don’t regret it, either, now. If the war lasts much longer he’ll be called up, and then who knows what might happen to him? They were sending 16-year-olds to the front line in the last

  one.’




  ‘He’ll never get into university; he’s too fond of playing the fool. The Forces would do him good. Make a man of him. He gets away with murder at home.’




  Marie quietly took her place beside Charles and worked quickly, pushing the plants in.




  Mr Elsworth began to cough, and pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket. ‘You should have stayed out of it, never mind trying to get Danny in. You should have taken that job in

  Kemp’s solicitors, and worked for your articles. I’ve never been right since the last lot. And don’t say I didn’t warn you.’




  ‘How could I stay out of it? Everybody at university was joining up. Anyway, I didn’t want to stay out of it.’




  Mr Elsworth raised his eyebrows, and gave a snort of contempt. ‘You fool! You think you’re going into some sort of adventure straight out of the Boy’s Own Paper.

  That’s the young, you can’t tell them anything. But you’ll know what war’s all about before you’ve finished. I only hope you’ll live long enough to profit by

  it.’




  He pushed his handkerchief back into his trouser pocket, and they worked on in silence. The kale was in the ground before Danny came back with the watering cans.




  When they’d finished, Marie turned to survey the garden. ‘Potatoes, onions, runner beans, beetroot, cabbage, carrots. A good bit of stuff in there. Not a bad day’s

  work.’




  ‘My lovely lawn and my beautiful borders,’ Mrs Elsworth lamented. ‘Ruined.’




  ‘We kept them as long as we could, but you can’t eat grass or flowers, Marjorie. This will be more use, especially at the rate we’re losing shipping. The civilian death

  toll’s nowhere near our shipping losses, in my opinion. If it goes on at this rate, we’ll have neither ships nor men to bring any food in.’




  ‘That’s defeatist talk, Dad,’ said Charles.




  ‘It’s facts. How many times do you hear of ships and men who’ll never come home again, and read nothing of it in the papers? So, we’ll grow our own, and rely on ourselves

  as much as we can, and then we’ll have a bit of a chance if some of those convoys don’t get through. That’s not defeatist, is it? We might even get a pig.’




  ‘We might not!’ Mrs Elsworth protested. ‘I’ve let you ruin my flower garden, but I draw the line at pigs.’




  ‘You’ll get your share, as well, Marie, for all the help you’ve given us,’ Mr Elsworth said, ignoring the protest.




  ‘I didn’t do it for that. We’ve got plenty growing on Dad’s allotment. Everything – veg, apples and pears, rhubarb, soft fruits, the lot. We hardly ever have to buy

  vegetables, or fruit.’




  ‘It was very good of you to spare the time to help us, especially after the terrible time you’ve had at the hospital lately,’ Mrs Elsworth condescended.




  ‘Yes, it was high jinks at the infirmary, the night before April Fools’ Day!’ Marie pulled up her sleeve to display her newly healed scar. ‘Glass splinters shooting into

  the ward like bullets, and then we were dragging beds around with only hurricane lamps and torches for light. But we were lucky, there was none of us badly hurt, not like people in the buildings

  round about.’ She pulled her sleeve down again. ‘It put the Victoria wing out of action, though – three wards lost. We’re about 160 beds fewer because of it, but I was more

  upset by the damage to the Metropole Hall on West Street than anywhere else.’ She sighed heavily. ‘It had the best dance floor in Hull. I’ll really miss that place; I learned to

  do the Lambeth Walk there.’




  That earned her a disapproving frown from Mrs Elsworth. ‘There are more important places to worry about than dance halls, my girl.’




  Mr Elsworth, who was in the civil defence, backed his wife up. ‘Control HQ, for example,’ he said. ‘When that land mine fell outside the Shell Mex building on Ferensway we

  hardly knew what had hit us. People blown in all directions, ceilings and walls caving in, furniture and filing cabinets picked up and dropped anyhow, and fires breaking out all over the place.

  People dead, people wounded, and a lot of those who weren’t were shocked rigid and useless for anything. A few of us were trying to put the fires out, and give the layout of the building to

  the rescue services, but it was a complete bloody shambles.’ He gave a hollow laugh. ‘I was glad I’d lent the Wolseley to you, Charles, or that would have gone up, too. All the

  official cars outside were blown sky high. And nothing left of the policeman but bits of his uniform.’




  ‘I know that poor man’s wife,’ said Mrs Elsworth. Her eyes were so reproachful Marie felt as guilty as if she’d dropped the bomb on the Shell Mex building herself.




  ‘I know, it was awful, but I wasn’t talking about what got hit the worst, just what I’ll miss the most.’




  ‘Doing the Lambeth Walk, evidently. Poor Dr Diamond killed as well, and only the day after we’d seen him when we went to give blood. Charles came home early that night, didn’t

  you, Charles? They had to clear the dance hall to make room for homeless families.’




  Charles looked as if he’d have liked to cuff his mother round the ear.




  Marie’s jaw dropped. ‘Dance hall? You never told me you’d been to a dance hall!’




  ‘Hang it all, you were at work, and it was my first night on leave. It won’t last for ever. I’ve got to make the most of it. Live life to the full, while I can,’ he

  protested.




  The heat rose to Marie’s cheeks. ‘So it seems,’ she said. ‘I’m helping to move a hundred and odd patients, imagining you out of the shelter and safely tucked up in

  bed, and you’re swanning off to dance halls – without a word to me!’




  Charles reddened. ‘It’s pretty obvious you go dancing without me, if you miss the Metropole Hall so much,’ he retorted. ‘We’ve hardly ever been there. I

  suppose you dance with a lot of foreign servicemen.’




  Unable to deny the charge, Marie was silent for a moment, now on the defensive. ‘Well, there was never any harm in it! I went with Nancy, or Margaret – when she was alive –

  even after she got married, if her husband was working. And we always left by ourselves.’




  ‘Well so did I!’ Charles protested, with a glance in his mother’s direction, ‘and I didn’t get the chance to tell you; I went on the spur of the moment. So while

  you were moving your patients about, the place was closing, and not long after that I was tucked up in bed. It hardly seemed worth mentioning.’




  So why had his mother mentioned it, Marie wondered, catching that grim expression on Mrs Elsworth’s face. Probably because she wanted to put a spanner in the works. Probably because she

  didn’t want any girl who’d left school at fourteen, whose parents could barely afford the rent on their house on Clumber Street, getting her hooks into her privately educated darling

  Charles. She frowned.




  ‘More old edge than a ragman’s saw,’ Marie’s father had once said, of Mrs Elsworth, and her father was pretty good at sizing people up, she thought.




  Marie had every intention of getting her hooks into Charles, in spite of his mother. They’d been good friends as children until the parting of the ways on the day they

  left St Vincent’s for secondary school – Charles to fee-paying Hymers College, Marie to St Mary’s. After that the crown prince of the Elsworth clan had associated with friends

  suitable to his private school, and Marie had barely seen him, until the war came. They met again at a dance at Beverley Road Baths, when he cut in on her partner during an ‘excuse me’.

  Before she knew what was happening she found herself gliding swiftly over the floor in his arms, leaving her former partner standing. Charles had propelled her expertly round, while reminiscing

  about the funnier incidents and high points of their infant days in a voice that had become thrillingly deep.




  ‘I think I’ve been in love with you since we were five years old, when I used to dream about the fairy princess with the piercing blue eyes and the flaxen plaits. I see you’ve

  chopped them off,’ he joked, his eyes full of laughter as he appraised her now much shorter hair.




  ‘I’d look a bit silly with plaits, at twenty-three,’ she said.




  ‘Perhaps, and now I shall pick up that outsized torch I used to carry for you, and love you just as much with a flaxen bob.’




  ‘Idiot,’ she laughed, but she was inclined to believe him. At school, he’d always sat as near to her as he could get in class and at dinner, and he’d fought her battles

  in the school playground. At the womanly age of five, she had known that Charles Elsworth was seriously smitten with her, and that she could wind him round her little finger.




  ‘You’ve managed all right without me for long enough,’ she said. ‘We’ve hardly exchanged half a dozen words since you went to Hymers.’




  His expression became serious. ‘Till now, I’ve loved you from afar – rather like Dante loved Beatrice. He didn’t have to see her all the time to make her his ideal, and

  write reams of poetry about her.’




  Marie raised her eyebrows. ‘I wasn’t afar,’ she said. ‘I was only half a dozen streets away. So how many poems have you written about me?’




  ‘Well, to tell the truth –’ he hesitated and broke into a grin – ‘poetry’s not really my strong point.’




  She laughed at that. Charles’s hazel eyes still danced as they looked into hers, and his sense of humour was the same, regardless of the polish he’d gained. She warmed to him. Her

  own partner saw it, and abandoned the field.




  Now, every time they crossed the road on the walk from his parents’ grand house, with its vast rear gardens on wide, tree-lined Park Avenue, to her parents very modest home in narrower,

  close-packed and treeless Clumber Street, he moved smoothly to the kerbside, and offered her his arm. She pretended to despise all the old-fashioned courtesies and attentions he showed her, but

  deep down she loved them. Charles made her feel as if she counted for something.




  The gardening finished, Marie and Charles walked to her parents’ house. The milkman was standing on the doorstep, hands in his fingerless gloves, licking his indelible

  pencil.




  ‘She’s never in, your mam. She owes two weeks.’




  ‘I haven’t got it,’ Marie told him, cheerfully. ‘You’ll have to come again, when she is in.’




  Charles followed her through the wrought-iron gate, and handed him a ten-shilling note. ‘Here you are, take what they owe you.’




  The milkman counted the change into his hand. ‘Yer ration’s goin’ to be cut, startin’ next week.’ The news seemed to give him some satisfaction.




  ‘How much?’




  ‘A seventh. Pint a week, for you,’ he said, and was out of the paved front garden in two strides, slamming the gate behind him.




  ‘Seems to have made your day, anyway,’ Marie called after him.




  ‘Less work, in’t it?’ he said, climbing back into his cart and taking up the reins. ‘There’s summat to do your roses good, though. Gee up!’ The horse moved

  forward, and the cart rumbled away, leaving a heap of droppings steaming in the road.




  Marie opened the door, and the strains of ‘How High the Moon’ drifted towards them. Her parents had left the radio on.




  Charles followed her in, closed the door, then pinned her to the wall in the tiny passageway. ‘This is the first time we’ve had a house to ourselves. What games shall we mice play,

  while the cats are away?’ he asked, brushing his lips against hers. Her spine tingled. Charles was a beautiful kisser. Not that horrible tongue-down-your-gullet style of kissing that made her

  want to go and gargle with carbolic, but real, lingering, sensuous kisses, that made her melt. Made her want to . . .




  Not surrender! No, no no! Best put a stop to that, before it went any further. Her eyes snapped wide open. She ducked under his arm and picked up the black kitten her mother had taken in, and

  began to stroke it. ‘Sorry to disappoint you, but the cat’s back. Say hello to Smut.’




  He let her go. ‘Hello, Smut!’




  She laughed and put the kitten down. ‘Off you go, Smut.’




  ‘It’s nice to be on our own, anyhow, without any younger brothers about, giving a lot of lip to their elders and betters,’ he said, helping her off with her coat and hanging it

  on the newel post. ‘Horrible when they’re younger, like yours, with their frogs, and their pet rats, and their marbles and cigarette cards, everlastingly pestering people to play

  battleships, and hanging around where they know they’re not wanted. I bet you were glad when he was evacuated.’




  ‘No I wasn’t,’ Marie protested. ‘I like our Alfie. We work pretty long hours in nursing, anyhow, so I didn’t see much of him before he was evacuated, and I never

  minded his cigarette cards and his marbles. I even played battleships with him sometimes.’




  Charles threw his coat on top of hers and followed her into the front room. ‘Oh, well, you might be singing a different tune when he gets older, and starts sticking his nose into

  everything you do.’




  Marie moved the fireguard to stir the coal fire into life. ‘Like the tune you sang, when Danny told that story about how your mother had found my hairclips in your bed?’




  An indignant flush rose to Charles’s cheeks, and he pulled at his tie. ‘Quite. I hope you don’t take any notice of him, little shit-stirrer.’




  ‘I don’t think he means any harm by it. It’s just his heavy-handed idea of humour. You were a boy yourself once.’




  ‘I was a different boy from him, then. I say, I’m starving, aren’t you?’




  She stood up and went to draw the curtains hanging at the long bay window. ‘We should have stayed at your house for some of your mother’s steak and kidney pudding, instead of having

  to faff about making something here.’




  He caught her and held her close. ‘So we could listen to Danny’s tittle-tattle and attempts to be funny all night? No fear. I’d rather be here with you, just our two selves

  with no ghastly younger brothers around; that’s enough company for me. We’ll have a cosy evening in.’




  ‘That’s if the sirens don’t go. We used to have some lovely cosy times here, before the war, with our Alfie on the carpet playing with his train set, and Mum and Dad teaching

  me and Pam how to play whist. She was only eleven then, but she soon learned to play a decent game, and she could shuffle like a cardsharp. It seems like a different world when I look back on it,

  it was so peaceful,’ Marie said, and the thought struck her that of the two children it was Pam that she missed the least. Alfie might be a bit of a scallywag, but he was a real companion.

  Whatever was going on, he wanted to be in the thick of it. Pam was quieter, and more self-contained, a very stately little body, with a high opinion of herself – maybe because she’d

  always been their mother’s favourite.




  ‘With just you and me, it will be a lot more than cosy,’ Chas said, holding onto her more determinedly this time, brushing his lips against hers.




  A surge of dangerous desire made her take fright, and back off. A lot more than cosy might be a lot less than safe.




  ‘Shall we find something to eat? You’re not the only one that’s starving.’




  He held her at arm’s length, and kept hold for a moment or two. ‘I think you realize I’m starving for a lot more than food,’ he said. ‘But we’ll go and forage

  first – if you insist.’ He released her, led the way through the dining room into the kitchen and began opening cupboard doors.




  ‘There’s a dance on at the Baths,’ she suggested. ‘I wouldn’t mind going for a jig.’




  Chas turned from his foraging, and looked directly into her eyes. ‘When we’ve got a house entirely to ourselves, for the first time ever? How long do you think it will be before this

  happens again? You are joking, I hope?’




  ‘No. And the cupboards are bare, except for a few bread cakes and some potted meat Dad made. And a few jars of pickles and bottled pears from last year. I told you we should have eaten at

  your mother’s.’




  ‘Potted meat on bread cakes will do. I say, what’s this?’ He pulled a couple of corked bottles out of the cupboard.




  ‘Dad’s wine, elderberry and parsnip. Be careful of that.’




  ‘Your dad won’t begrudge a drop to a serviceman defending his country, will he?’




  ‘You’re not defending his country, you’re standing about in his kitchen. But it’s not that he’d begrudge it – it’s just that it’s a lot stronger

  than you’d think.’




  ‘Oh, it won’t be too strong for me. I can hold my drink all right. You make the sandwiches, and I’ll pour the wine. Where are the glasses?’




  ‘Oh, Chas, not with beef paste and pickled beetroot. A cup of tea will do for me, thanks. I might have a glass when I’ve done the washing-up.’




  At half-past eight, Marie drew all the blackout curtains, and then joined Charles on the sofa in the front room. He poured her a glass of parsnip wine, and raised his own

  glass. ‘Here’s to us,’ he said, and took a sip.




  ‘Hey, this stuffs not bad. Not bad at all.’




  ‘Glad you like it. Usually kept for high days and holidays, like Christmas and New Year. We popped a few corks for Mam and Dad’s silver wedding last year as well.’




  She relaxed against his shoulder, sipping her wine and gazing into the fire, the strains of the Glenn Miller Orchestra wafting peacefully over them. He gave her a gentle squeeze and nuzzled her

  ear. ‘I’m certainly in the mood, Marie. Aren’t you?’




  She pushed him away, but not too far, and saw his eyes, dark with desire. He pressed towards her again until she felt his breath on her neck. ‘Come here,’ he persisted, and turning

  to kiss her he let his hand fall on her knee and began gently stroking her leg. ‘You’ve got no stockings on. Oh, for the day when women start to wear nylons again. It’s so

  exciting when you get to their suspenders, and a bare stretch of skin, and you know you’ve nearly reached the Promised Land.’




  ‘The allotment’s the only Promised Land I’ll be going to, and I’m not likely to be wearing nylons to go there, am I? Or to help in your garden.’




  ‘No, and you’ve still got dirty feet. Tell you what,’ he murmured, ‘I’ll run you the regulation five-inch bath, and help you to undress . . .’




  There was a faint scent of fresh sweat on him, warm, male, and wildly erotic. ‘And just whose suspenders did your hands ever get to, Charles Elsworth?’




  ‘None that matter, certainly,’ he said, caressing that area of her thigh as he spoke. ‘Yours are the only ones I care about.’




  ‘If I had any on. Stop it, will you?’ she murmured, tilting her head back as he kissed her throat and making no effort to hold him off.




  ‘Stop it, why? Stop it because you like it? You do like it, don’t you, sweetheart?’




  ‘It’s too dangerous.’




  ‘That’s why it’s so exciting,’ he murmured, kissing her briefly on the lips, while his hand moved ever higher, until his fingers were inside her knicker leg. ‘I do

  love you, Marie.’




  ‘I love you too,’ she breathed, knowing she must be mad to let him carry on. She ought to stop him for both their sakes, but something primeval in her thrilled to his touch. She felt

  herself on the brink of something profound and powerful, some forbidden knowledge, deep and carnal, from which there could be no return, and despite her parent’s oft-repeated warnings about

  ‘not bringing any trouble to this door’ running through her mind, she couldn’t summon the will to resist. She let him push her onto her back. Oh, well, to hell with it, she

  thought. Let nature take its course . . .




  The wail of the air-raid siren jolted her back to sanity. With her senses aflame and knees trembling, she pushed Charles away and got up unsteadily. Laughing with relief at her escape, she threw

  a bucket of slack on the fire and put the fireguard up.




  ‘There’s still some hot water in the kettle, Chas. Boil it again, will you, and chuck a couple of spoons of coffee in the Thermos flask? You’ll find it in the cupboard nearest

  the outside door. I’ll get us a blanket apiece.’




  ‘Relax. It might be a false alarm.’




  ‘Relax nothing!’ she said, beginning to feel even more jittery than usual when anticipating a raid. ‘It’s coming, I tell you, and seeing I’m off duty I want to be

  in the shelter. Especially if it’s as bad as the one we had a fortnight ago.’




  ‘Bugger! Bugger! Buggeration!’ Charles swore. ‘Bloody Hitler, bloody Goering, bugger them all!’




  Poor Chas! Nearly reached his promised land, then foiled by the Luftwaffe. Her honour, saved by Herr Hitler! Marie exploded into laughter and ran upstairs for the blankets. Life, survival, first

  and foremost. And virginity keeps pretty well, she thought. She was beginning to think she’d kept hers almost too long, but maybe it wouldn’t hurt to preserve it a bit longer, seeing

  that, for all his protestations of undying love, Chas had made no serious commitment as yet. And going by all that talk about bare thighs and suspenders she wasn’t his first. ‘Who runs

  for a bus they’ve already caught?’ she’d once heard said, and Chas had caught one or two, by the sound of it. No, if he was a very good boy, he could have her honour at a more

  convenient time – maybe after he’d given her that engagement ring – and she wanted one just as good as Nancy’s. ‘Do you good to wait, my lad,’ she

  murmured. ‘Nobody values anything they get too easily.’




  On her return downstairs she threw the blankets down by the front door and then put on her coat and went into the kitchen to lock the back door and toss the first-aid kit, a torch and a bottle

  of brandy into a bag. Charles was still waiting for the kettle to boil.




  ‘Just like a nurse,’ he said, looking at the first-aid kit, and then at the brandy. ‘Are we going to get sozzled?’




  ‘Medicinal purposes,’ Marie answered, listening to the fearsome rising and falling of the sirens. ‘I wish that kettle would hurry up. You get your coat on while I wait for

  it.’




  ‘We could go without the flask.’




  ‘You’ve changed your tune. I thought you didn’t want to go at all. Better hang on till it’s boiled. It might be hours before the all clear. We might be glad of a hot

  drink. Where’s Smut?’




  Charles went to get his coat, and find the kitten. Marie was just filling the flask when she heard a howl of pain followed by a string of curses. He returned to the kitchen holding Smut by his

  scruff.




  ‘I guessed you’d found him,’ she grinned.




  ‘Vicious little beast,’ he said. ‘He’s scratched my hands to ribbons. Here, you can have him. I’ll carry everything else.’




  Marie followed him out, flicking off the lights as she went.




  







  Chapter 3




  It was ten o’clock by the time they left the house and joined a group of neighbours trooping to the communal shelter. Feeling even more jittery than usual during a raid,

  Marie looked skyward at a moon that was a week past full.




  One of the neighbours gave a sardonic laugh. ‘Aye, a lovely bomber’s moon that, lass! I wonder what they’ve got in store for us this time.’




  ‘At least Pam and Alfie are safe,’ she said. ‘Thank God Mam saw sense in the end, and got them evacuated.’




  Edith Maltby, known to Marie since childhood as Aunt Edie, was clinging on to her son, George’s, arm. Her poor eyesight made her very cautious outside, though she managed well enough in

  her own home. Her late husband had been in France with Marie’s father during the Great War, and the two men and their wives had been neighbours and the closest of friends until his death.

  ‘Your mam got the bairns out of the way just in time,’ she said. ‘I’ve hardly had two nights’ sleep this past three months. It’s been terrible.’




  ‘She didn’t do it willingly,’ Marie said, linking Aunt Edie’s other arm, ‘especially after so many bairns went off at the start of the war, and then came back home

  because nothing was happening.’




  ‘Where is she? Are they following us, your mam and dad?’




  ‘No. They’ve gone to East Hull, to my aunt Clara’s. They’ll be going to the shelter on Ellis Street.’ Marie shivered, as the feeling that ‘someone had walked

  over her grave’ swept through her. ‘I hope they’ll be safe,’ she said.




  ‘I hope we’ll all be safe. Have you packed nursing in, then, Marie?’ George asked.




  ‘No. Just got a couple of days off, before Chas’s leave ends. I’ll go to the infirmary as soon as the all clear sounds, see what the damage is. I’m working in casualty

  now; there’ll be plenty to do there when the raid’s over, I’ve no doubt.’




  ‘You must wish you’d gone in for being a shorthand typist. They’re crying out for them as well as for nurses.’




  ‘I couldn’t sit still for long enough.’




  ‘Funny, after all the time we spent together as kids, I never pictured you as a nurse. Always imagined you’d faint at the sight of blood.’




  ‘I never pictured you as a civil engineer, come to that. But it’s surprising how soon you get used to the sight of blood. One of our doctors keeps telling us: other men’s pains

  are easy to bear – and when you’ve seen enough of them, they are! Isn’t that shocking?’




  ‘No, it’s as it should be. Otherwise nobody would be able to do the job, would they? Seen anything of Nancy?’




  ‘Just about every day. I’ve seen the engagement ring,’ Marie said, with a telling glance up at Charles. ‘I did her a big favour, introducing her to you. You’ve done

  her proud, George.’




  He gave her a satisfied smile. ‘Be a while before we can get married, though. She wants to pass her finals first, and I want to get a bit of money together so we can set up home in style.

  What about you two?’




  Lieutenant Charles Elsworth gave George a frosty stare. He didn’t approve of men who failed to enlist. Reserved occupations, cowards and conscientious objectors, they were all the same to

  him, and Marie was embarrassed to see that he took no trouble to hide his contempt for her childhood companion.




  She answered George for both of them. ‘Oh, well, I have to get my finals as well. We don’t want to rush into anything, do we, Chas?’




  ‘Some of us might not survive the war,’ Charles said. ‘Men who are at the front, fighting for their country.’




  ‘Any one of us might not survive the war,’ George commented. ‘So far there have been more deaths among civilians than soldiers. Our firemen have got more chance of being killed

  than them, not to mention the engineers. My mother’s got as much chance of being killed as anybody at the front.’




  Charles did not deign to answer, and knowing George as she did, Marie expected him to drop the argument. To her surprise, he persisted. This was a very different George from the kid she’d

  grown up with.




  ‘Imagine if every able-bodied man joined up – who’d keep the city functioning after the raids?’ he demanded. ‘Repair the gas mains? The water supply? The

  electricity? Everything that’s vital to the life of the city? What about the roads, bridges, houses? What would happen to the people? How would the port function – what about the

  shipping? We can’t leave it all to women and old men.’




  ‘George is an assistant to Mr Morris, the City Engineer.’ Aunt Edie said, her voice so full of pride and awe that she might have been speaking of some sort of deity. And she had good

  grounds for her pride in her son, Marie thought. Throughout his childhood George had been the sort of quiet lad that nobody took any notice of. He’d never distinguished himself at school, and

  he’d had a long spell of unemployment after losing his delivery job. But to everyone’s surprise it had been the making of him. He’d used the time to go to night classes and study,

  and everybody had been staggered when he’d won a scholarship to university, none more so than George himself.




  ‘When every raid is over there’s plenty of hard work for us,’ he went on. ‘Day and night.’




  ‘Don’t the military take on rescue work? Don’t they carry out demolitions?’ Charles demanded. ‘I seem to remember seeing some of our chaps doing that. I’ve

  even read about it in the papers. In fact, I know some of the chaps who’ve done it, and there are long, hard days of work for them, as well as for the civilians. The military don’t

  shirk anything.’




  ‘And we’re very glad of the help. But they’re not ultimately responsible for getting everything back in working order, we are. And they help when they happen to be around, and

  they aren’t, always.’




  ‘Really!’ Charles bristled, and left it at that, since they had arrived at the shelter and George, ever careful of his mother, was helping her down into it.




  ‘I wonder how long we’ll be here this time?’ she said, groping her way along. ‘I hope them Londoners realize how lucky they are with their Underground. They’re a

  lot safer than we are, with our three sides and a concrete top, and only one step down.’




  ‘It’s the water table, Mam,’ George said.




  ‘Well it’s a poor lookout for us, lad, whatever it is.’




  ‘I’m off to Control Headquarters,’ he said, when his mother was settled. ‘We’re a double act, you and me, Marie.’




  ‘How’s that?’ she smiled.




  ‘You bind the wounds of the people, but the city is our patient. We bind the wounds of the city. We can both look forward to plenty of hard work, I reckon.’ George glanced in

  Charles’s direction. ‘Will you see Mam back home?’




  ‘We’ll see her all right, lad,’ another neighbour piped up. ‘No fears on that score.’




  ‘Jumped-up delivery boy,’ Charles muttered, glaring at George’s retreating back, ‘Binding the wounds of the city! Pompous ass! Who does he think he is?’




  ‘Shut up, Chas!’ Marie hissed, and glanced towards Aunt Edie, who showed no sign of having heard. ‘You must be very proud of George,’ Marie spoke up. ‘He’s

  done well.’




  ‘I am.’ A look of anxiety clouded her face. ‘I only wish his work wasn’t so dangerous. If anything happens to him, it’ll be a bad job for me.’




  ‘He’ll be all right,’ Marie reassured her, and then thought how stupid her words were. How could she or anyone else know whether he’d be all right or not? It was just one

  of those things people said that sounded kind, but was really meant to shut other people up, and make them keep their worries to themselves. She wrapped herself in her blanket and leaned on

  Charles’s shoulder, listening to Aunt Edie regaling her neighbours about George and his achievements, and how highly the other gods in the city engineering department thought of him . . .




  Marie had dozed off before the first bomb jolted her awake at half-past three. At five o’clock the all clear sounded.




  ‘I’m going down to the hospital,’ she said when they left the shelter, to breath the smoke and smell the bombed city. ‘I might as well go now. I’ll take Smut home

  and shut him in, and then I’m off. I’ll only feel worse if I try to snatch an hour’s sleep. I’m on an early shift anyway.’




  ‘If you’ll wait another half an hour until the blackout ends, I’ll bring Dad’s car round, and drop you off. If we can get through the streets, that is,’ Charles

  said.




  ‘No. It’ll be quicker to walk straight there than walk to your house and then drive.’




  ‘Not for me. I’ll have to walk back.’




  ‘I’m not forcing you to come, Chas! Go home! I’ll be there before the blackout finishes.’




  ‘No. I’ll walk with you,’ he said. ‘Come on, let’s be off.’




  







  Chapter 4




  The infirmary was heaving with injured people, many completely stupefied by their nightmare ordeal, others weeping and distraught, and a couple screaming uncontrollably.




  ‘Nurse!’ one of the Casualty sisters called. ‘Take that to the incinerator. Quickly.’




  Marie felt the bottom drop out of her stomach as a severed limb was thrust into her hands – a woman’s blackened leg, blown off at the knee.




  ‘Go. Go on,’ Sister urged, ‘and get back here double quick.’




  Marie ran as fast as she could with the sickening object, and was never so glad as when she got it out of her hands.




  Dr Steele spotted her in the throng as soon as she returned.




  ‘You there!’ he shouted, over the hubbub. ‘Yes, you there, that nurse with the blond hair! What’s-your-name! Nurse Larsen! My colleague says you can suture. Come and put

  a couple of stitches in this chap’s hand.’




  But as she started towards him, Marie was stopped by two women ambulance drivers with a stretcher case. The patient they were bringing in looked as if someone had set about her head with an axe.

  Half her scalp was torn away and hanging over her face, and her hair was matted with a mixture of drying blood and thick dust, which also caked her chest. Her clothing and stockings were torn, and

  her shoes missing.




  ‘Anybody with her?’ she asked, instinctively curling her fingers round the woman’s wrist to feel for a pulse. ‘Any family? Have we got a clue who she is?’




  ‘No, sorry.’




  ‘What happened?’




  ‘Parachute mine,’ one of the drivers said. ‘Shelter on Ellis Street took a direct hit; they reckon there must be dozens killed. Lucky for her she hadn’t reached it.

  Scores of people injured round there as well; the nearer first-aid stations are chock-a-block.’ She nodded towards the woman on the stretcher. ‘She was buried under a pile of rubble. If

  it hadn’t been for a dog yapping its head off, the rescue workers wouldn’t have found her so quickly. She’ll be lucky if she’s still got a home to go to. Ellis

  Street’s completely wiped out.’




  Ellis Street! A terrible apprehension seized Marie. She looked wildly round. ‘Sister! Sister!’ she called, still trying vainly to feel a pulse. The ring on the woman’s pallid

  left hand looked exactly like her own mother’s wedding ring. Marie froze, too terrified to move the hair and see who it was beneath that filthy, blood-caked mess.




  Sister was soon beside her, lifting back the hair herself, revealing the bloodless face beneath. ‘Get her into a cubicle, and stay with this one, Larsen. We’ll get plasma up as fast

  as we can, and we’d better send blood for crossmatching. She’s going to need a surgeon. She’ll have a stinking headache when she comes round – if she ever does.’




  ‘You there!’ Dr Steele again. ‘Nurse Larsen! Come and attend to this patient – at once!’




  Marie’s face had turned ashen.




  ‘What’s the matter, Larsen?’




  ‘It’s my mother,’ she whispered.




  This was the horror that Marie had deliberately pushed out of her mind since the start of the war – the chance that someone she loved would come through those doors badly injured, or even

  dying. She clung onto the stretcher as the madhouse around her began to recede, struggling with her whole being against this nightmare that could not be happening and must not be happening.




  ‘What’s the matter with the girl? Has she gone deaf?’ Dr Steele’s muffled words reached Marie as though through a fog as Sister got her to a chair and thrust her head

  between her knees.




  The sound of screaming was the first thing she was aware of as the blackness ebbed away. She lifted her eyelids to find herself gazing into eyes like brown pebbles behind a pair of horn-rimmed

  spectacles, and recognized the junior houseman who had taught her to suture.




  ‘All right? It’s not like Nurse Larsen to turn squeamish. Take a few deep breaths.’




  ‘I knew it,’ she said, struggling to her feet and looking around her. ‘I just knew.’ Her mother was nowhere to be seen.




  ‘Knew what?’




  ‘The woman the ambulance just brought in; it’s my mother. Where’s she gone?’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, his face full of concern. ‘No one told me, or if they did I didn’t hear for the racket in here. The doctors are with her now, then

  she’ll be sent to one of the wards. It’ll be better if you don’t see her for a while, until they get her tidied up.’




  Tidied up. So that’s what you do with a woman whose scalp is ripped away and pulled over her face, Marie thought, you tidy her up. She had an insane urge to laugh at the strange choice of

  words. ‘No. I’ve got to see her now,’ she said. ‘God, can’t anybody stop that woman screaming?’




  ‘I doubt it. She’s just watched her husband roast to death, trapped between two burning rafters.’
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