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    Chapter 1


    June 1941, Isle of Dogs, East London


    Pearls breath caught in her throat as, through the parted blackout curtains, she saw a tall figure standing outside the house. Dressed in naval uniform and wearing an officers peaked cap, he smiled at her sister, Ruby, who hurried out to him.


    Even before he swept off the cap and tucked it under his arm in order to greet Ruby in a warm embrace, Pearl had recognized Ricky Winters. Looking twice as handsome in uniform as ever he had in civvy street, he pulled Ruby close as she went on tiptoe to kiss him.


    Pearl kept her eyes fixed on the couple, hoping there was some mistake. But with every movement of his body, a physique that still had the power to turn her knees to jelly, it became clear to Pearl that Ruby and Ricky were an item. Struggling for breath, Pearls trembling fingers found their way to the soft satin folds of her dress, reminding her that this was her wedding day.


    You all right, sweetheart? It was her husbands deep voice that brought her back to the present and Pearl swung round to look into Jim Nesbitts concerned blue eyes. The deep crease between his fair eyebrows and shock of sandy hair, which had been cut rather too short, were a reassuring sight. All she wanted to do was throw her arms around him and tell him how much she loved him.


    Yes, Im fine, she nodded. Just nervous, thats all. Well, spose I should be; a girl dont get married every day, does she?


    Pearl felt the sweat bead her top lip as a thousand questions rushed through her mind, all for Ruby, who hadnt said a word about seeing Ricky. With an effort, she listened to the conversation between Jim and her mother, who had come to join them. Amy Jenkins was very fond of her new son-in-law and between them they were in raptures over the wonderful service.


    The church ceremony had been everything Pearl could have desired. Even the little things she would remember, like the cut on Jims chin that hed made with the razor as hed rushed to dress this morning. The sight of it had prompted her to reach up and kiss him as theyd stood waiting to sign the register. Quietly shed teased him at the tightness of his white collar and tie. In wartime, it was make do and mend, and Jim wasnt a fussy dresser though he always looked smart. His major expense had been her solid gold wedding ring, and Pearls heart gave a little flutter as she gazed at her finger. Not a two-bob piece of tin from Woolworths, but a solid gold band from up West. They hadnt had time for an engagement, though Jim had told her hed buy her an eternity ring after they were married. Theyd make a Saturday afternoon trip of it and go round all the best jewellers.


    Pearls gaze softened as she thought how lucky she was to have a husband in a reserved job. His engineering skills had exempted him from the call-up. She would never have the heartbreak of seeing him go off to war like so many other brides. And when theyd walked down the aisle and out of the church, Jim had found her hand and squeezed it, telling her with his eyes how much he loved her and would always be with her.


    There was no confetti but there were pats on the back and cheers, and Ruby, looking a picture in her blue bridesmaids dress, waving madly from the church porch. Had she been waiting for Ricky then?


    Pearl was suddenly aware that Jim and her mother were staring at her. Think I might get a breath of fresh air, she stammered, adjusting her veil. Matter of fact I wouldnt mind taking this off. Its hanging on by a wing and a prayer.


    Give her a hand, son, will you? Take her out to the yard for a breather. Amy Jenkins clasped Jims arm with affection. Her dad and me will hold the fort till everyone else comes. We sent the car back to fetch your mum and then me sister and Syds brother. The others will have to walk, but its not far from the church. Then when you come in we can start on the food and drink.


    Jim nodded obligingly. I could do with a smoke an all. His eyes twinkled as he slipped his arm around Pearls waist. And a little cuddle with me wife.


    Talk about young love! Amy nervously patted the collar of her dove-grey suit. Off you two go and make the most of a few minutes of peace. And that reminds me, if there is a raid, God forbid, Ive put a few things in the Anderson to tide you two lovebirds over: a couple of blankets, the new oil lamp and a flask. All youd have to take with you is a few nibbles from the table. The rest of us would go to the public shelter, but I really dont think well be put to the trouble. A sigh escaped her lips as she added hesitantly, I dont wish Jerry on me worst enemy but now Moscow is their new target, the bombers aint such a danger to us.


    Jim nodded emphatically. Winnie warned em, didnt he? Now they know a leopard dont change its spots, especially one as bloodthirsty as Hitler. But youre right, Mrs Jenkins, for me and Pearl it was perfect timing.


    Everyone was relieved the Luftwaffe was busy elsewhere. The past nine months of Blitz had almost taken the heart out of the city. On 11 May the Luftwaffe had returned to Germany leaving London shattered and burning after the heaviest raid ever. And it was then that Pearl had decided she was going to grab every ounce of happiness she could for the future, including accepting Jim Nesbitts proposal of marriage. Yet now, on what was supposed to be the happiest day of her life, it was not the German bombers that Pearl was most afraid of but someone much closer to home.


    Anyway, we aint going to think about the war today, her mother decided, resuming her bright smile and patting her short fair hair, curled overnight to within an inch of its life. This is your special day, my loves, and no one, not even Adolf, is going to spoil it!


    As she hustled them through the kitchen Pearl made up her mind that somehow she had to prepare Jim for Rickys appearance. It was on the cards that Ruby would invite him in. Ricky wasnt a stranger to Jim, as the two men were the same age  twenty-eight. Both had been members of the Dockland Settlement Club, a meeting place for the youth of the Isle of Dogs, and it was where, at sixteen, she had first met Jim, a keen rower and swimmer, and much in demand on the dance floor.


    Blimey, your dad opening a scrap yard? Jims voice brought her back to the moment as they walked into the backyard. Reckon this place needs a bit of a tidy.


    Pearl smiled wistfully. Those were her mums sentiments entirely. The Blitz had given Syd an excuse to be his natural disorderly self, and as Pearl gazed round, she felt a deep affection for her dad. She was so lucky to have a husband who thought the world of his father-in-law.


    Suddenly Jims strong hand grabbed hers as he pulled her into the shade of the Anderson. A few dandelions, sprouting from the turf on the shelter roof, scattered their seeds around them. Fairies, she and Ruby had called them as kids. The sky above was as blue as Jims eyes and the only reminder of war were the silvery barrage balloons floating high above the island.


    Here, lets take this off. Jims gruff voice was filled with tenderness as he lifted the yellowing veil from her shoulders. Pausing, he smiled as she slid out the tiny pins that held the headdress in place. The whole ensemble, from the long, invisibly darned veil to the even more re-upholstered white dress, had been her mothers and safely preserved in a bottom drawer. Altered overnight to meet the demands of a 1941 fashion-conscious young woman, it had graced Pearls slender five foot eight inches with elegance. And in wartime, when silk was almost unobtainable, the dress, old as it was, had proved a treasure.


    There, that better? He tipped up her chin. Do you know how much I love you, Mrs N?


    His words felt like a dagger to her heart. Jim, theres something I have to tell you.


    He laughed. Its too late to change your mind now. You aint Pearl Jenkins any longer, youre Mrs Nesbitt and, left up to me, will remain so till we pop our clogs. Pearl swallowed on the lump in her throat at his words of love as he took her hands. I want you to know youre the best thing thats ever happened to me, sweetheart. I want the world to know it. If I could shout it from the rooftops I would.


    Youd be lucky to find a roof that aint been bombed, she teased, but saw the hurt on his face.


    Im not much good at expressing meself, am I?


    Oh, Jim, youre the best.


    Its all up here. He tapped his head. But it dont come out right. I want to say things about your eyes, like theyre the greenest I ever seen. Emerald, they are, like them big fields in the country. Yeah, thats it  thats what your eyes remind me of  fresh air and little houses with straw roofs. He held her face between his hands, smoothing his rough thumbs over her cheeks. And then theres your nose. It turns up a bit at the end, gives you this ladylike look till it does a twitch just before you start nagging me. He laughed self-consciously, clearing his throat as his hands slid down over her shoulders. I want to say so much. I just wish I had the old dickybirds to say it.


    Pearl fought back the tears. You dont need words, Jim. Youre . . . everything to me, everything.


    For a moment they were silent, content with their world and the thought of their future together. Pearl couldnt bring herself to spoil it. Why should she? This was a day she wanted to remember, a day that she could tell her children about.


    Jim cleared his throat. Its hard to believe it was the bombing that brought us together. The Blitz, I ask you! Who would have thought youd have got a job with the council, same as me? Monday, September the second it was, five days before the raids started. There you was as I walked in your office, the girl of me dreams, sitting at this desk all prim and proper, bashing away at them keys and you didnt hardly look up. But I knew it was you all right. Pearl Jenkins, little sweet sixteen, whod stolen me heart all them years ago, then eartlessly given me the order of the boot.


    Jim! I never did!


    Well, a tap on the arse then.


    I was young, she fumbled, the dark spectre of Ricky overshadowing her again. I didnt even know you fancied me. She had given the cold shoulder to Jim even though she hadnt wanted to hurt his feelings, but had never explained the reason. Why, dear God, on this day of all days, was she having to face this part of her past she would rather forget?


    You was too good for me then, just like you are now, Jim said earnestly, bringing a cry of protest from her throat. But once more he stopped her from speaking. Its true, you could have had anyone you wanted, you was so pretty. All the blokes were after you, I didnt ever get a look-in. But Ill tell you something for nothing. You was not nearly as lovely then as you are now.


    A tear wrestled its way down her cheek and he frowned in confusion. Hold on a minute. What have I gone and said now?


    Nothing. Im just happy.


    Blimey, what do you do when youre down in the dumps?


    Pearl couldnt help but smile. Jims easy humour was one of the things she loved and admired so much. Her husband held her close, managing to entangle himself with her veil. Clumsily he attempted to unravel her long blonde hair that had been swept up into a glossy roll and pinned under the lace. His big hands, those of a hard-working engineer, were no match for the delicate arrangement, and Pearls own fingers reached up to intervene. As she lifted her arms, his eyes went hungrily down to the swell of her breasts. Suddenly he brought her against him in an embrace, pressing his mouth hard over hers and kissing her passionately. Pearl responded, and when they finally broke apart, they were both breathing hard.


    Jim, you do love me, dont you?


    Now what sort of question is that? Aint you heard a word Ive been saying?


    Its just that weve only had a few months to get to know each other again. With the bombing, weve not had much time for ourselves.


    Couldnt agree more, he nodded. And starting from now youve got me undivided attention.


    She put her hands round his neck. I really do love you, Jim.


    Does that mean we can have another cuddle?


    She smiled, clutching his arms so hard that he made a face.


    Blimey, youre tough for such a little thing.


    I just want you to know that Ive never wanted anything more than to be your wife.


    He licked his dry lips. Say that again Pearl, cos I wanna remember those words all me life.


    She whispered it again, never more grateful for the fact that their love had grown out of friendship and trust. Unlike her past experience, this was a love that was whole and healthy. Her husband would come home every day for his dinner, play with his kids and would be faithful. The kind of man her dad was. A man of all seasons, her mum said. Spring, summer, winter and autumn alike, Syd Jenkins never missed a night in his own bed cuddling up to his wife. And when his boilermakers job had allowed, hed walked his two young daughters to school in the morning and given them each a kiss goodbye at the school gates. That was just the kind of husband and father Jim would make, and as Pearl felt Jims strong, warm body close to hers, she knew she had made the right choice.


    Come on, you can do better than that, Mrs N, Jim prompted, his fingers fumbling not in her hair but at the tiny buttons between her breasts.


    Jim, Mums in the kitchen. She could be out at any moment. She only told you to take me veil off, nothing else, Pearl teased.


    He let go of her instantly. Blimey, you know how to kill a mans ardour, gel.


    Therell be plenty of time tonight.


    All right, Ill be a good boy. His sparkling blue eyes told her that he was, as always, prepared to do anything to make her happy. And that included waiting until after they were married to make love. She hoped and prayed that he would be so passionate in his need that he would never ever guess that things were not as he assumed.


    If Pearl had been her usual happy-go-lucky self, she would have seen that rationing hadnt noticeably limited the spread that her mum and dad had put on for the guests. She would also have remembered that the black market butter for the baps and sandwiches, and the cucumber and cheese that were virtually unobtainable in wartime, were all courtesy of Jims ingenuity. Nor was there any sign of the Spam that haunted the larders of working-class Britain. For Jim had worked a miracle with his mates at the works canteen. But Pearl wasnt aware of the wedding breakfast being greedily devoured by their guests. Nor was she listening to the non-stop verbal from her aunty May and her husband, Ron, with their teenage daughters, Betty and Jane. Nor could she have said exactly what comments had passed between her and Aunty Till and Uncle Ted, her dads brother and his family, now living in Barking. As for her friends from school, Laurie Smart and Sheila Barton, and Moira Bush from work, shed been in a daze when shed spoken to them.


    When would Ruby and Ricky walk in?


    The answer came as Ruby appeared in the hall. Behind her stood a tall figure in uniform. Pearl felt Jims body tense. Slowly his hand lowered the mug of ale that seconds before had been glued to his lips.


    Christ, Pearl, is that who I think it is? His tone was one of disbelief. Pearl closed her eyes in distress. When she opened them, his face had washed a ghostly grey. Then, sensing the fact that she was not as shocked as he was, he demanded, Whats he doing here?


    But Ruby was there before Pearl could reply. Throwing herself into Jims arms, she hugged him. Ive got meself a brother-in-law at last!


    Jim was silent as Ruby stood back. You both remember Ricky, dont you? From the club?


    Pearl glanced at her husband and searched his face. She knew that the two men had always competed fiercely at sport and there had been no love lost between them. Jim had been popular amongst his team mates but not so Ricky, a loner, though Jim had never possessed any of Rickys smooth charm, which had seemed to set him apart from the others and had turned all the female heads.


    You could say we were acquaintances, yes, Jim muttered coldly.


    Its been a long time, Ricky nodded. Congratulations. His eloquent tone had Pearls heart banging against her ribs as his gaze travelled slowly towards her.


    You two was much older than us, burst out Ruby, seemingly unaware of the tension. I was only just left school when you rowed for the club, Ricky. Pearl, you mustve been what  sixteen?


    Pearl nodded. Yes, about that.


    We used to watch the boys in the gym, remember? Ruby giggled, nudging Pearls arm. Those other two girls liked a good gander through the window too. That Stella Burns and her mate. They was always throwing themselves at anything in trousers. Dunno what happened to her. Someone said she got . . . Ruby looked embarrassed. Anyway, that was a long time ago now, but how strange that me and Ricky met up at the pictures again? Remember that film Captain Fury we saw last year, Pearl? Well, it was showing again a few weeks ago and Ricky was on a weekends leave with one of his mates. I was with Irene Naylor from work. Dont know how he recognized me but it was that flashy gold band on his arm that caught my eye.


    Pearl had already noted the sub-lieutenants gold braid and it was clear that Jim had too.


    So youve joined the reserves? Jim said icily.


    The Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve, Ricky corrected in the same tone.


    Yeah, the Wavy Navy, sneered Jim, and Pearl cringed at the derogatory expression.


    She was not surprised when Ricky retorted, And you, Jim? No uniform?


    You better help yourselves to something to eat before its all gone, Pearl suggested quickly, giving Ruby a little nudge.


    Good idea, Ruby nodded as she slid her hand through Rickys arm. And I want to introduce Ricky to Mum and Dad. Dunno if theyd remember him, but they might.


    But when they were alone, Jim turned on Pearl. What did you do that for? I can speak up for meself.


    I didnt do anything. Pearl was shaken. And dont bite me head off, Jim. I was only telling them about the food.


    They could see the grub clearly enough, couldnt they? Theres enough to feed the five thousand. Didnt you see he was having a go at me? And I certainly dont need you to fight me battles.


    You started it, Jim, Pearl retaliated. Saying about the Wavy Navy.


    Are you taking his side?


    Pearl went scarlet. Course not. But I dont want a row on me wedding day.


    Wedding or not, growled Jim, Im fed up with every Tom, Dick and Harry thinking a man in civvies has no backbone. Its people like Winters that get me goat. A bloody reservist, I ask you! They think theyre Gods gift to the country. And what the heck is he doing here anyway?


    Pearl shrugged dismissively. Ive no idea.


    You didnt know she was seeing him?


    No, she never said. Pearl wondered why her sister had not told her about Ricky. They spoke about everything and had shared the same room since they were kids. Theyd gone to the same school, had the same friends and only gone their separate ways when Pearl started her job in the council offices. Later, Ruby had joined Brewers, the wholesalers on the wharf. When war broke out, Brewers was requisitioned by the War Office and Ruby had stayed on and joined the assembly line. Ruby was her best friend. They had no secrets, except, it seemed, for Ricky.


    Well, continued Jim irritably, she should have said she was bringing a guest. It took us a month of Sundays to sort out who was coming and who wasnt.


    Pearl thought it unwise to correct him. But it was her mum and dad whod written all the invitations and arranged the wedding. Oh, theyd got a nod out of Jim now and then, but hed been too busy at work after the bombing to take much part in the preparations. As for Mrs Nesbitt, sitting in her ivory tower and sniffing at most of their plans, well, they wouldnt have been married today if it had been up to her.


    Dont lets get upset over nothing, Pearl said softly.


    Nothing it might be to you, Pearl, but turning up at me wedding without an invite is a bloody big insult to me. He stiffened his shoulders. But whats done is done, I suppose. Anyway, Im going over to talk to Mum. She wasnt feeling too bright this morning. Kept going on about Pride Place and how it would be cheaper to live with her.


    Oh, Jim, Pearl sighed heavily, weve been over all that before.


    I know. I know. Anyway, shes on her own. Sitting there like a bloody wallflower.


    Ill come over in a minute.


    Jim cast her a grudging smile. Pearl watched him make his way across the room to sit by his mother, clad in her widows weeds, perched stiffly on a wooden chair by the window. Pearl knew that this day must be a lost battle for her. Jim had refused her offer of their living with her when Pearl had found the rooms above a corner shop in Pride Place. It needed doing up but it wasnt far from her parents in Ropers Way. And Jim would have done anything to win her, including finding them a home of their own.


    Pearl watched as Jim tried to jolly along the conversation. The going was tough. Mrs Nesbitts face was easy to read. How could her son have been so unwise as to marry beneath him, marry a person whose family lived in Ropers Way, a three-up, two-down terrace blackened by the chimneys of the Millwall factories and within spitting distance of the nearest public house? Her son was destined for far greater things in life. Jims dad had been an engineer also. His job had brought ownership of their detached house in Villa Road. Their neighbours hadnt been costermongers or dockers, but piano-playing spinsters and retired businessmen.


    A smile touched Pearls lips as more guests filled the room and Jim and his mother were lost to sight. Marrying into the Jenkins family was one fight that Jim had won, but it was clear there would be many more ahead. Pearl was still smiling at the thought when there was a light touch on her arm.


    Her heart jumped as she turned and gazed into the dark eyes of Ricky Winters.


    
      
    


    Chapter 2


    Ricky smiled and time stood still. Pearl thought how the naval uniform gave him an authority he hadnt possessed before, a dangerous attribute for someone already as self-possessed and arrogant as he.


    Could we talk? he asked.


    Theres nothing to say, Pearl shrugged, glancing quickly round to see if she was being observed.


    Id like to explain why Im here.


    I dont want to know, Pearl answered, shifting her position so that she was well hidden.


    Pearl, I completely understand, I really do. But Id like to put the past behind us. I know its a lot to ask. But for Rubys sake I think we should.


    She could hardly believe hed said that. Youve got a damn cheek, Ricky!


    Please  give me another chance.


    What for? A chance to do to Ruby what you did to me?


    I know how bitter you must feel


    You dont know anything, Pearl retorted, her mouth dry and cheeks hot. Youve got a nerve to say that on me wedding day!


    Please dont get upset. I only want to see you happy.


    Then leave. Tell Ruby you have to go somewhere. Tell her a lie, if you have to. Youre good at those.


    He looked at her with dark intensity. I admit I deserved that  once  and Ive lived to regret every moment of deceiving you. But times gone by and Ive changed. Im not the man you once knew.


    Pearl shook her head slowly. You expect me to believe that?


    His black eyelashes fluttered on his handsome cheeks. I didnt mean to hurt you.


    Pearl swallowed tightly. I dont even know why Im standing here listening to you. You lied to me and it wasnt just once, it was time and again. Until you got found out.


    They werent lies. Not real lies meant to hurt, he protested. I didnt mean to let you down. It was that stupid girl Stella Burns  she was the cause of the trouble, and I couldnt make you see, you were so young.


    Yes, I was, Pearl nodded, her green eyes filled with regret. And I trusted you, believed you. Now, please, Ricky, go away and stay out of my sisters life too.


    But, Pearl, I think too much of Ruby to make the same mistake again.


    Get out, Ricky.


    Not before I tell you my side of things.


    She pushed past him, but he caught her arm. Please, Im begging you, Pearl. Could we go somewhere quieter? For Rubys sake, if not for your own. And if you dont like what you hear, then I promise, you wont ever see me again.


    His grip was firm and Pearl glanced around anxiously, knowing that she would have to do as he asked or they would draw attention. Reluctantly she nodded and, making her way through the crowd, she slipped quietly out into the hall.


    What did you mean, for Rubys sake? she demanded as she spun round and found him behind her, his dark eyes full of urgency.


    Im falling in love, Pearl.


    What?


    I mean it. Rubys good for me  uncomplicated . . . a breath of fresh air in my life, and I know I can make her happy.


    But youve only just started taking her out.


    I know what I want now and if Id not been such a fool, I would have known when you and I were together that I should have settled down and married you. I regret losing you, but I cant turn back the clock.


    Pearl shook her head in disbelief. And youre saying youre in love with Ruby?


    Yes, I believe I am. He paused. Pearl, does Jim know about us?


    Pearl felt her legs go weak. Thats none of your business.


    He smiled. Neither does Ruby. So isnt it in our mutual interest to be friends? I mean, we love two people very dearly  we wouldnt want them hurt just as we no longer want to be hurt. Doesnt that make sense?


    When she didnt reply he continued, And you wont be seeing much of me anyway. He looked down at his hands, twisting them together and flexing his fingers. You see, Im expecting a posting. Weve already been kitted out with cold weather gear. His eyes met hers. No doubt well be part of the Atlantic runs to Archangel and Murmansk. The chances are . . . well, need I say more? His smile was suddenly forced. Ruby may never see me again if my luck doesnt hold out.


    Pearl knew all too well of the many British lives that had been lost at sea during the war so far. The newspapers and wireless broadcasts told frequently of the tragic losses in the icy, U-boat-filled North Atlantic, and she could see the fear in his eyes, despite his smile. For one brief moment she felt hope that he too might suffer such a fate and then in the next, a deep guilt that she could ever think such a thing.


    He nodded slowly as if reading her thoughts. If I dont get through, then for you, nothing is lost. This conversation, my reappearance in your life, will be just a memory . . . but let me assure you of this: my feelings for Ruby are sincere and if I should return, I would consider myself the luckiest man on earth if she will have me. He held out his arm and the wavy gold band glittered. Without warning, he took her hand. Pearl, lets agree that this is for the good of the people we


    What the blazes? Jims voice cracked in the air. He leaped towards them and crashed with Ricky into the banister. He had Ricky by the shoulders and pushed him into the kitchen. Rickys oath was audible as he broke his fall on the table. Syd and Ruby rushed out from the front room.


    Whats going on? Syd demanded.


    Nothing, Dad, nothing! Pearl protested as she pulled Jim back.


    It was just horseplay, muttered Ricky, putting distance between himself and Jim as he straightened his tie.


    Pearl held on to Jims arm and felt him shaking. The anger in his eyes and his clenched fists made her very frightened.


    Ricky put his arm around Ruby. Perhaps we should step out for a breath of fresh air, he said and, with a wary glance at Jim, took Ruby through the front door.


    Syd frowned at his son-in-law as they stood in the kitchen. You all right, Jim?


    Jim nodded. Yes, he muttered, shrugging his jacket back into position across his shoulders. Sorry about that, Mr Jenkins.


    Syds smile returned as he slapped Jim on the back. Its a wedding, aint it? And a wedding aint complete without a bit of a dust-up. He turned to his daughter. Youve got a honeymoon waiting for you, gel; your mothers just gone out to tie me old boots on the bumper. So hurry on upstairs and get on your glad rags.


    Pearl did as her father said, but she felt sick inside. Her dad had managed to restore calm but she knew Jims temper was simmering very close to the surface.


    Pearl sat in the passenger seat of their borrowed car as Jim drove them to Margate. She had dressed hurriedly in her new green suit and had abandoned her plan of a Veronica Lake hairstyle before rushing back downstairs.


    Why had Jim attacked Ricky? He hadnt spoken since theyd left the island. His jaw was set and his gaze fixed on the road.


    Instead of her enjoying the scenery, the ugly scene replayed itself in her mind. What had her dad really thought? If only Jim hadnt lost his temper.


    Pearl gazed out of the window. She wanted to enjoy her honeymoon. It was a once-in-a-lifetime occasion and she and Jim should be laughing, enjoying themselves and excited at the prospect of their wedding night.


    Lets stop, Pearl said after a while, and have a cup of tea in one of them little shops.


    Times getting on, Jim replied, not even looking at her.


    Pearl felt desperate. A honeymoon in Margate and a whole week to be with each other. Jim had spared no expense to make her happy. And now he wasnt even speaking to her.


    Jim, Im sorry about what happened.


    What were you doing alone with him?


    He was just saying he wished us the best.


    It looked more than that to me.


    Well, it wasnt. Jim, whats got into you?


    He looked at her and the anger still oozed from his face. I dont trust that bastard.


    She put her hand on his arm. I know. But dont let it spoil our honeymoon. Lets forget about everything except us.


    The mans a philanderer, Jim continued heatedly. A rogue. Just because hes got himself a uniform he thinks hes bloody Clark Gable. Hes not changed from what he was, full of codswallop and the women daft enough to fall for it.


    Is that reason enough to hit him?


    In my book, a man looks after his own right from day one. And thats just what I was doing. Im sorry I caused a rumpus, but he deserved all he got and more.


    Can we forget it now? Pearl had never seen this side of Jim. He was like a dog with a bone; he wouldnt let go of his dislike of Ricky. He was such an easy-going man usually, and this seemed very out of character. She pouted miserably. You havent even said how I look.


    He gave her a brief smile. You look lovely. You always do.


    Pearl was deep in thought as they continued their journey; she didnt want to think of Ricky, or Jims reaction to him, but she couldnt help but wonder if Ricky had really been telling her the truth. Could he be falling in love with Ruby? But all she wanted to do now was to enjoy the wonderful things that were happening to her and Jim.


    She thought of the clothes she had brought with her. Even though there was a war on, she had managed to buy underwear that was soft and feminine. Her shoes had taken for ever to find. They were a soft green and very expensive, from the Co-op. She would never have had enough coupons if her mum and Ruby hadnt saved up theirs too. With a wonderful week ahead of her, there was so much to look forward to. Slowly a curl of excitement began in her stomach.


    Half an hour later they reached Bay View, the hotel that Jim had chosen. It had a pretty pink door and brown tiled roof, and looked so romantic that Pearl wanted to cry. Taking a deep breath, she waited for Jim to open the door of the car, her heart beating fast with excitement.


    Pearl lay in bed beside Jim, staring at the shadows reflected through the lace. The blackout curtains were still parted; she hadnt the heart to pull them together. The sky was studded with stars and the smell of salt and seaweed blew in through the open window. Pearl thought how wonderful tonight was. She had felt a thrill as Jim signed the register for them as a married couple. He had even arranged flowers to be in the room with a message on them: To My Darling Wife. These flowers arent as beautiful as you. Love forever, Jim. After a delicious fish-and-chip supper they had come up to their room. But now her nerves were getting the better of her, for she knew the time had come when they would make love and she wanted it to be perfect. Ever since Jim had asked her to marry him, the niggling thoughts of her past with Ricky had preyed on her mind. She wasnt a virgin, as Jim expected her to be. Would he know or was it possible for her to pretend during their lovemaking? What if he suspected that it wasnt her first time?


    In the moonlight she saw his face. It was filled with tenderness. I love you, Pearl. Im sorry about nearly spoiling our day. He brought her into his arms and kissed her passionately. Dont be nervous, sweetheart. I wont hurt you.


    He began to slide down her nightdress straps. Oh God, please dont let him guess, she prayed. She loved him so much that, to her, he was the only man she had ever been with. And the only man she would ever want. His lovemaking was wonderful, slow and tender, and then as he entered her, she gave a gasp. Her mind seemed to fly away, her body shuddered and together they lost themselves, uniting in a shared joy.


    When it was over, Pearl held his strong body tightly. Had he guessed anything? But he took her in his arms and kissed her, telling her how beautiful she was and making her thrill all over again.


    When he had fallen asleep and Pearl lay contentedly beside him, she understood for the first time what it was like to feel truly satisfied. When Ricky had first taken her, she had been too young to know that he was an inconsiderate lover, and the feelings of emptiness afterwards were down to Rickys selfish and uncaring actions. Jims gentle coaxing and tender passion were all that any woman could want. She felt fulfilled and wanted, unlike before, when Ricky had taken what he wanted, leaving her feeling ashamed and guilty.


    As Jim stirred, she nestled closely against his warm skin and tried not to let the thoughts taunt her. Why was Ricky still on her mind? The thought of him with Ruby made her feel sick. Had Ruby given herself to him already? Pearl shuddered yet again. Ruby hadnt even mentioned theyd been going out together. Was it because the wedding had come between them? Perhaps it was her fault, she should have taken more interest in Ruby lately. Pearl closed her eyes as if to try to squeeze out the vision of her sister in his arms. Ricky had insisted hed changed, that he was a different man. Had meeting Ruby changed him? Could that be true?


    Finally sleep came, but her dreams were filled with shadows.


    
      
    


    Chapter 3


    Jim was asleep when Pearl woke. One arm was flung across her, the tiny hairs that grew over his muscles gleaming gold in the early morning sun, the blackout curtains still undrawn. Pearl lay still for a moment, remembering every second of their lovemaking. This was what true love was about: two people becoming one; something she thought was an impossible dream.


    Carefully she moved his arm to one side. Slowly she stood up on the warm, thick carpet, a true luxury after the linoleum at Ropers Way. She took her wraparound cotton gown from the chair and slid it on. Every inch of her seemed to glow as she walked to the window. Their lovemaking had been wonderful, with whispered words of love so sweet and tender that Pearl felt sure he couldnt have guessed that he wasnt her first man.


    She jumped guiltily as a pair of strong arms slid round her. Whos an early bird then?


    She nestled into his chest, hiding her suddenly hot cheeks. I tried not to wake you.


    I knew you wasnt there, even in me sleep.


    Thats a lovely thing to say. She slid her hands over his strong shoulders and round his neck.


    What were you thinking? Looked as though you were out there, on the blue horizon.


    Isnt the sea wonderful?


    Dunno. Not till we swim in it.


    She laughed. Didnt bring me swimming costume.


    You dont need one. Not for me.


    Jim!


    He pulled her against him. Come back to bed, Pearly-girl.


    What about breakfast?


    Ive got mine. He began to nibble at her neck.


    She giggled as she wanted him all over again. Breakfasts in with the price.


    So am I.


    They laughed as he threaded his hands through her tangled blonde hair. Weve got all day for . . . She trailed off as he lifted her into his arms.


    They fell on the bed and soon she was naked.


    When Jim had asked her to marry him on Saturday 17 May, at exactly half-past two in the afternoon as they were walking in Island Gardens, shed accepted without hesitation. And now here she was, married and so happy. Shed never forget that day. I love you so much, Jim.


    And I love you.


    Now I dont want to get up. She wrapped herself round him. Lets stay here all day.


    Thought you wanted breakfast?


    Ive got you.


    He laughed, tilting her chin. Every time I look in your eyes, I lose me train of thought. Me brain goes to mush.


    Pearl giggled. What if the siren goes?


    Well pretend we didnt hear it.


    Pearl thought she would be happy to die in Jims arms. But for now she wanted to forget the rest of the world. And she knew that Jim did too.


    See that old pile of rubbish? said the clippie, who wore a mans uniform, issuing their tickets with a little ting on her machine. It was one of our best cinemas until September last year. All art deco and pink and gold inside. Then, in the blink of an eye, it was gone.


    Pearl looked down at the half-demolished building from the top floor of the bus. What a shame.


    She clutched Jims hand as they sat side by side enjoying the suns heat shining through the window. She had worn a cardigan over her frock as she had got sunburned yesterday on the beach. Jim, who didnt like the sand much, had sat on a deckchair with a handkerchief tied over his head. Hed laughed as shed paddled at the waters edge and got the hem of her dress all wet. Today they had taken the circular bus tour to Broadstairs. It cost only one and six and if there was a raid, the clippie announced, the driver would pull over and everyone must run to the nearest cover. Today was only their third outing in daylight. They had stopped at a coconut shy and Jim had knocked three coconuts from the stands. Hed won her a little green china ashtray with Margate written on the side. The rest of their time theyd spent in their room making up for lost time. In the evenings theyd gone out, strolled arm in arm through the darkened streets and exchanged kisses on the seafront benches. Tomorrow they were going home and Pearl was wishing their holiday could go on for ever.


    It was called the Astoria, continued the clippie, holding on to the seat rail as the driver pulled away from the kerb. Before it was bombed, me and my old man used to go there. The seats were lovely, covered in soft material and nice and roomy. All three cinemas were built in the thirties, this one and the Regal and the Dreamland. I saw me first film at the Regal. The Camels Are Coming with Jack Hulbert, it was. She sighed and pushed back her uniform cap. Now Ive only got a pile of rubble to remind me. I lost me husband last year, at Dunkirk.


    Oh, Im so sorry, Pearl said sadly.


    Rotten luck, nodded Jim.


    Pearl clutched Jims hand even tighter. If it wasnt for his job he too could have been at Dunkirk, or even up in the air during the Battle of Britain. Or he could have been in a ship somewhere, in danger of being torpedoed, like Ricky. The thought of him had intruded again, and determinedly she put him out of mind. She had her Jim beside her and that was what mattered. His work on bombed sites and underground was dangerous, but the chances of survival were much higher than being in the services. They had everything to live for, a future mapped out.


    Still, you two young things look happy enough, said the clippie with a mischievous smile. You on leave, son?


    Its our honeymoon. Pearl blushed.


    That dont take much guessing, the woman smiled. Well, make it last as long as you can. String it out before your bloke has to go back. She gave them a wink and made her way to the seats at the front where two soldiers sat. It was clear they were rookies as they were talking about the camp close by.


    She thought I was enlisted, Jim groaned as the bus picked up speed and he stared at the two soldiers. I feel rotten when I think I aint on me toes for Britain. Blokes like them are risking their lives for the country.


    But so are you, Pearl insisted, pushing back the wave of hair that fell over her face. Like them flats you was on a couple of weeks ago. You had to make sure they didnt collapse. If Id known you were climbing all over them, Id have had kittens.


    Not the same as fighting, though.


    Pearl looked worried. Jim, dont keep talking like this. Youre doing your bit for the war effort.


    She assumed I was on leave, he mumbled under his breath as if he hadnt heard her.


    Jim, I dont want you drafted away, she insisted. With your job as an engineer, you can stay at home. You said that was what you wanted too.


    He put his arm round her. Thing is, I fight with me conscience, he admitted, rubbing his chin. Any man could do what I do with a bit of training.


    No, they couldnt, Pearl objected. And I should know, as I type out all the papers that are relevant to your work. There aint many engineers with your experience. When a call comes through from the LCC, its you and your blokes they want, because they can rely on you to put London back together again.


    He kissed her forehead lightly. Ill pay you later.


    She smiled wistfully. You can joke, but its taken you ten years to learn your trade. And what about all the stuff you did before the war? All those diagram things you helped to put in the Underground.


    He laughed. Diaphragms, you mean.


    Yes, those. Before the war he had been involved in the works to safeguard the underground system from flooding. Special flood gates and diaphragms had to be installed for use should a direct hit land on any of the lines. Jim had been called in by the LCC to work with the Chief Engineers department. Pearl didnt understand much of what hed described, but shed read in the newspapers that it was work of vital importance.


    I cant help but wonder if I shouldve joined up, he murmured, lost in thought.


    A shiver went through her. You know how I feel about that.


    Youre right. This is our last day, Jim agreed, sliding his arm tightly around her. What mischief are we gonna get up to? He eyes were full of teasing and Pearl shivered as his hand went on her knee.


    Cant wait to get off the bus now, she giggled.


    Mrs Nesbitt, youre a naughty girl.


    And weve got the rest of our lives to be naughty in, thank God, Pearl nodded as she squeezed even closer.


    For the next hour Pearl tried to enjoy the coastal ride, but each time the bus stopped, more soldiers got on. She knew that Jim was feeling uncomfortable. He was the only man in civvies apart from an elderly man at the back. But Pearl didnt care.


    Im never going to end up like the clippie she told herself firmly, with only memories to keep me going. Im never going to be one of these women who say theyre proud of their dead husbands for giving their lives for their country. Im going to be selfish and make certain that my man doesnt die. Im going to make sure well have our lives in front of us. That well have babies who grow up with a dad.


    At last the soldiers got off. Pearl felt Jim relax. They began to talk about their new home. It was only four rooms above Hemsleys, the corner grocers shop in Pride Place. A months rent had been paid in advance and some bits of furniture moved in.


    Its been a wonderful honeymoon, Jim, Pearl sighed, snuggling up. Ill never forget it.


    Nor will I.


    Pearl breathed out a grateful sigh, thinking how every moment was so precious. And when they went home, unlike many couples, who had to live with their parents, they had a home of their own. Life was good. Even the memory of Ricky had faded. Life was taking on its rosy glow again.


    She laid her head on Jims shoulder. Tonight she was going to wear her new nightdress. It was silk, bought from a black market trader at Cox Street. Hed told her it was the last bargain he was likely to get, as the docks were so quiet with no merchant ships coming in. Instead of wearing it on their first night, shed saved it for their last. She couldnt wait to see Jims face.


    Soon the promenade was in sight. Tonight they would be in each others arms once more.


    Well, ducks, how are you two lovebirds getting on? Gwen Hemsley, their landlady and owner of the corner shop over which they lived, returned Pearls ration book over the counter.


    Were going to decorate, if you dont mind.


    Not at all. Ill bet you make it nice.


    Ive got lots of ideas, which is more than I can say for our dinner. Pearl looked at what shed bought. Spam, potatoes and dried egg. Last year, meat including bacon, butter, cooking fat, sugar and tea had been put on the ration, and this year, Jims favourites  eggs and cheese  had gone the same way. The Ministry of Food was responsible for the fair sharing of food amongst the public, and at a price everyone could afford. But people were noticing that the weekly rations were beginning to vary as foods became more and more scarce.


    Sorry, love, but if youd have come earlier, you could have had a piece of fish.


    Pearl hated queuing. There were always complaints from the long lines of women standing outside the shops. Although potatoes and fish, as yet, were not rationed, the fish was unpredictable. There was only so much a person could eat of potatoes. The Dig for Victory campaign had interested Jim, but time prevented him from keeping an allotment like her dad. Number twenty-seven A, Pride Place didnt have a garden to grow vegetables in. No space either for chickens or rabbits. At the back there was just the lav and a sheet of corrugated iron to put over the coal. Their back window overlooked the flat roof of the Hemsleys storeroom and the exterior stairs leading up to their rooms. The iron railings had been taken as all the metals had gone into the war effort. Every street had suffered its losses. Jim was good with his hands and had made the staircase a rail as Fitz wasnt as good at woodwork. When theyd first seen the rooms, they were in a very poor state. But the rent was only twelve and six a week. Jim had suggested they search for a better place, but Pearl said she liked it. She was afraid Jims mother would persuade her son they should live with her at Villa Road.


    What about some more veg? suggested Gwen. The Spam can be hidden by a few spuds.


    Yes, spose that will have to do.


    You two must be living on love, chuckled Gwen, rolling her eyes. Oh, Id trade all me own coupons for a good cuddle once in a while. But Fitz is too dog tired of an evening to do anything more than fall asleep in his chair.


    Again the colour filled Pearls cheeks. She was getting plenty of cuddles, all right. She and Jim were tired too, but that didnt stop them having fun. They couldnt leave each other alone.


    Pearl lowered her eyes to the counter. Three weeks after returning from Margate, she was well and truly back to reality as far as the housekeeping went. She tried to make Jims meals interesting but they werent like their breakfasts at Margate. How the hotel had managed to produce them she didnt know. They had given them a real egg each morning, said to come from the chickens kept next door. The bread had tasted as though it had been fried in real fat. The bacon had been delicious.


    Cooking had never been of interest to Pearl; she liked being with people more. Before the war she had taken under her wing one or two of the older neighbours in Ropers Way, especially the Sampsons, next door. She liked to run errands for them and do a bit of housework if they werent feeling up to the mark. There was a true community spirit on the island and Pearl liked to be part of it.


    Youll be able to knock up something, said Gwen, pulling her crossover pinafore across her flat chest.


    Pearl didnt want to admit just how useless she was with food. Gwen and Fitz Hemsley were a hard-working middle-aged couple whod lived all their lives at Pride Place. Fitzs parents had lived in the four rooms above the shop. After they had died the rooms had been left empty. But now there was a war on, every penny was needed.


    Now dont go overdoing it, said Gwen with an affectionate pat on the back of Pearls hand. I saw you and Jim coming in late again last night. I was just closing the blackout curtains and there you were walking up Pride Place in the dark. Fire-watching, was it?


    No, Jim had a big job on and worked late. So I met him over his mums. I thought I might be able to do a bit of tidying-up for her.


    Oh dear, no wonder you both looked all in!


    Pearl grinned. Gwen had met Mrs Nesbitt during the first week theyd moved in. Jims mother had given the little corner shop the once-over immediately. Wasting no time, she had demanded if any smells were likely to drift up from the storeroom. The enquiry had not been well received. The Hemsleys were scrupulously clean. Jim had apologized afterwards for his mothers lack of tact but it was still a sore point.


    Downright rude, was Gwens observation. My Fitz nearly showed her the door. In fact, he would have if she wasnt Jims old girl.


    Pearl had to explain that Mrs Nesbitt had wanted them to live at Vale Road. Since their refusal, Mrs Nesbitt had given Pearl the cold shoulder, even though shed done everything to be friends.


    The best refusal you ever made in your life, love, observed Fitz, pushing his spectacles to the bridge of his long nose. Shed have driven you up the wall.


    Im trying me best, anyway.


    Its all you can do in this life.


    When Pearl got in, she felt exhausted. Holding down a job and being married wasnt like being single. And now she knew how hard her mother had worked to keep everyone happy.


    Jim had wanted her to give up work and become a lady of leisure. But she liked her job in the Borough Surveyors department. Mr Hedley, her boss, was very nice and so were all the girls. But after coming back from her wonderful honeymoon, she could see the housework wouldnt get done by itself.


    Pearl loved her new home. The kitchen, one large living room and two bedrooms were modest, but they were also a safe distance from Villa Road, though she could walk to Ropers Way in under ten minutes.


    Pearl was eager for Ruby to call but she too was working hard. Brewers was now an armaments factory and busy helping the war effort. Ruby was also learning first aid in her spare time, a fact that brought a smile to Pearls lips as Ruby didnt have a strong stomach.


    Pearl lowered her groceries to the kitchen table. Last night shed hung yellow gingham curtains in the kitchen-cum-scullery, and Jim had painted the brown larder a shade of blue. There was a drop-down work surface on the tall cupboard and underneath, space for crockery. Next to this was a stove. It was old but still worked well. A set of heavy lidless pans stood side by side on the shelves by the door, and four battered ones Gwen had left still hung on the wall. Pearls dad and mum had given them their old wireless set and it stood on the shelf beneath.


    Jim had distempered the dark walls a soft green. Hed stuck back the loose flowered tiles around the fireplace, and the wooden mantel shelf had come up shiny with a polish. An old-style wind-up gramophone had been left in the corner, but the needles were worn out. Jim had bought Pearl a very nice beige settee and two armchairs. The suite wasnt new but it was clean and looked elegant beside the maple bookcase.


    Pearl went to change her clothes. Their bedroom was her favourite place. She shivered in delight as she thought of the wonderful nights she and Jim had cuddled in the big double bed. They had bought it from one of the girls at work who had evacuated. The shiny maple headboard squeaked a little but Jim had managed to oil it.


    Pearl thought how lucky she was as she threw off her shoes. A wonderful husband and beautiful home, all to her taste. Even the dressing table with triple mirror reflected a womans touch. A frilled curtain hung round it under the glass-covered top. On its surface were her personal effects: hairbrush and comb, hand mirror and her most prized possessions, three little frosted-pink jars in which to keep her jewellery. Jim had given them to her as a wedding present.


    She hadnt yet thought about what to put in the small bedroom next door. There was just a camp bed in there and boxes. But in time, it would convert to a small bedroom or nursery.


    Would she get pregnant soon? Would she be able to carry a baby after what had happened to her? Dr Cox had said he couldnt see why not.


    Pearl sat down on the edge of the bed. Suddenly the memories came flooding into her mind as though a dam had burst. It was just before her seventeenth birthday when she met Ricky at the club. For her it was love at first sight, or so she thought. Because of their age difference hed persuaded her not to tell anyone they were going out; they were too much in love, hed insisted, to allow anyone to spoil their romance. At first hed paid her all the attention she could want. Taken her up West and to Lyons, walked her along the Embankment and bought her small gifts, telling her how beautiful she was. But as soon as shed given in to his demands, hed treated her indifferently, making her do things she disliked so that she felt ashamed of what she had at first thought was the romance of her life. Then shed missed her monthly, and another, and had felt sick, too sick not to know that she was pregnant. Pearl pushed her hands over her face as she couldnt stop the memories from tumbling back, along with all the pain of losing that little life inside her.


    There was a tap on the door and Pearl stood up shakily. She had been lost in a nether world, where the past and all its emotions had become alive again. Unguardedly she had let it all in and now her legs felt like jelly. Pushing back her hair and trying to compose herself, she went to the kitchen door. It was a shock to see Ruby standing there. She looked very smart and pretty.


    Ruby threw her arms around her. Oh, Ive missed you, Pearl.


    And Ive missed you. Come in, come in.


    Did you have a nice honeymoon?


    Wonderful. Ive been longing to tell you about it. But you havent been round.


    Ruby looked away. I wanted to give you a chance to settle in.


    Weve been home three weeks. I called at Mum and Dads and they said you were on another course.


    Yes, more first aid, though I cant say Im Florence Nightingale. Ruby looked round the kitchen. Oh, Pearl, youve done this up lovely. Just look at them curtains!


    I ran them up by hand.


    Is that a new settee?


    Yes, do you like it?


    Better than our old one at home. Ruby walked round, giving little oohs and ahs.


    Her strawberry-blonde hair was turned under and tucked behind her ears. The light-coloured jacket with padded shoulders looked new. It was then that Pearl had a pang of nostalgia as, being the same bust and waist size they had always shared their clothes. They suited the same colours, both having blonde hair and green eyes. Clothes rationing had started on 2 June. Pearl decided that Ruby must have used a lot of coupons on the jacket.


    Was this expensive? Pearl asked, touching her sleeve.


    Dont know. It was a gift. Ruby sat down on the settee. Looking at Pearl she gave a small shrug. From Ricky.


    Pearl sat down quickly. She felt her tummy turn over as she looked into her sisters eyes. So youre still going out with him?


    As a matter of fact, thats why its been difficult to get round. We spent all the time together that we could, before he was posted.


    Pearl looked down in her lap. She was trying to disguise her disappointment and Ruby saw it.


    I take it you still dont approve? Ruby said, her tone rising. Is it to do with what went on at the wedding? Why Jim took such a dislike to him? To be honest, Pearl, Im baffled. I mean, Dad thinks it was just high spirits, and Ricky says theyd just had a glass too many. But even so, I dont understand what went on. Do you?


    Pearl knew if there was ever a time to share her secret with Ruby it was now. But shouldnt she have told Jim first, a little voice inside her head demanded. Hes your husband, he has the right to know the truth. How could she tell Ruby about the past and not tell Jim? What would Ruby think of her? She looked up at Ruby and knew that she couldnt find the courage. Lowering her head, she shook it slowly. It was just a misunderstanding.


    Well, it must have been a big one. Jim had Ricky by the collar.


    It was like Dad said, a bit of horseplay.


    Ruby was silent, then said in a husky voice, Pearl, I want you to know that I love him.


    Pearl bit her lip hard, trying to calm herself. How could Ruby love him? He was the one man on earth that she shouldnt be loving.


    I cant understand it, Ruby pressed again. Are you upset with me?


    No, course not.


    What is it, then?


    I just want you to be happy.


    Then give me a hug  please?


    As she pulled Ruby against her, Pearl felt the tears fill her eyes. Why was this happening? She wanted to be happy for Ruby but how could she be?


    Ruby was just leaving when Jim came up the stairs.


    Hello, Jim. Pearl said youve had a wonderful honeymoon.


    He kissed her cheek. You bet.


    She told me all about it.


    Not all, I hope.


    Ruby smiled. Only the best bits.


    Jim looked her up and down. So where are you off to, the Savoy?


    Pearl saw Ruby blush. No, Im going to my first-aid class.


    Go on, pull the other one. Bet youre being wined and dined.


    No, not till Ricky comes home. She looked at Pearl and before Jim could reply, she ran down the stairs.


    Jim turned, his expression dark and angry. Did I hear right?


    Yes, but please dont get upset.


    Of course Im bloody upset.


    Come in, we dont want everyone to hear us. Pearl closed the kitchen door. Jim, you havent even kissed me. Listen, he said, throwing down his lunch box in an angry gesture, your sister is playing with fire and, God help her, shes going to get burned.


    Jim, shes all grown up. Theres nothing I can do to change her mind.


    Yes there is, if you tried. Youre like two peas in a pod. She always takes notice of you.


    Its different this time, Pearl protested. She thinks shes in love.


    Thats ridiculous! And you should put her right on the subject. He took hold of Pearls arm. Sit down. Im going to tell you something. And perhaps after what Ive said, youll come to your senses.


    What about your dinner?


    It can wait. Now sit down.


    Pearl sat on the kitchen chair. She felt her happy world crashing down around her. Ruby wouldnt listen no matter what she said, and Jim was angry with her for something she had no control over.


    Jim loosened the straps of his overalls and sat on a chair. Winters and me were members of the Dockland Settlement Club as you know. We was at each others throats from the off He did everything for show, and me and the lads couldnt stomach it. Our company wasnt good enough. It wasnt until he chucked in the Docklands Rowers for the Essex Flyers that people began to see he didnt give a toss for the club, or the island, for that matter. He wasnt born here, just worked for the PLA and lived in digs. No one knew him and he only joined the club cos there was nothing else around.


    But I thought you always won the rowing, Pearl said helplessly.


    Not against the Flyers we didnt. They had better boats, good men and the time to train. Sounds like green-eye, dont it? But he is a rat. One of the worst.


    Ive never heard you talk like this before.


    And I dont want to now, as I promised a mate Id never tell a soul. There was a long silence. Dannys family and hers wanted it hushed up and I gave them me promise that they could count on me.


    Dannys family? Pearl whispered.


    My cousin, Danny Shorter, lived over Blackwall.


    I didnt know you had a cousin on the island, Pearl said, bewildered.


    Danny was Mums nephewher sisters boy. Mum didnt have much to do with her sister as she married into trouble, apparently. The two sisters never spoke and Mum dont know about thisbut I was friendly with Danny. We didnt have no grievances, in fact I like him a lot. He was a good kid, a bit rough round the edges but he was solid enough and worked on the roads for the council. When Aunty Madge died, Danny took up with Gladys. She was a bit of a daft moo, but Danny was saving up to get spliced. Then Gladys had a bit of a fling with guess who.


    Pearl swallowed. She knew the answer without Jim saying.


    Yes, lover boy. He got her up the duff, then gave the poor kid the boot. She jumped off one of the bridgers. Lived over Ebondale Street. Surprised you dont remember that.


    Pearl felt as though someone had hit her. She didnt remember Gladys but she could remember her dad reading out a sad article in the newspaper. Wasnt it an accident?


    It was made out to be, for the familys sake. But it was his fault.


    Rickys?


    Danny came round my house the day he found out she was pregnant. Gladyss dad thought Danny was responsible, but Gladys admitted who the real culprit was. Had to really, as she and Danny hadnt done nothing. So her dad and Danny goes round to Winters and he laughs in their faces. Said Gladys was up for it and more fool them and they cant prove a thing. So they give him a good hiding, dont they, but a hiding dont mend the damage hed done to an innocent kid. Gladyss parents never said anything because they didnt want their girls name dragged in the mud.


    Pearl shivered. She knew how Gladys must have felt with a baby on its way. But she must have been desperate to jump into the river and end her own life.


    So you see, theres no love lost between Winters and me. I dont know how he had the gall to walk in your parents house. He hates my guts and I hate his.


    Pearl listened to Jims voice filled with bitterness. But what can I do? she asked. Ruby thinks shes in love.


    Then youll have to snap her out of it.


    Jim, how can I?


    Youve always looked out for her. Can you really stand by and let her make such a mistake? He stood up and pushed his hand through his untidy hair. If Ruby gets tangled up with him, shes not the sensible girl I thought she was. Though it has to be said that most women seem to be fools where hes concerned. Her heart will be broken, I guarantee it. I want nothing to do with him, Pearl, and I dont want him near you. He held out his hand. Now, give me that kiss we havent had. He took her in his arms and kissed her. But it wasnt with the same passion they usually shared. Once again Ricky had come into their lives and poisoned it.


    
      
    


    Chapter 4


    All through July, Pearl listened with dismay to the reports on the wireless. The Russians were fighting bravely and resisting the Germans but what was to become of all those poor people caught in the crossfire? To Pearl it seemed as though everyday a new conflict had been added.


    One August evening Jim came home with not one but two newspapers. He was intrigued by world events and would sit and pore over the news. Listen to this, he said as his dinner grew cold and he buried his head in the newspaper. Winnie and Roosevelt have met in secret. Theyve made a pact. They aint gonna let the Nazis walk all over us any more.


    Pearl sat down at the table. All it says, she frowned, tracing the line of text with her finger, is that they met on a fishing trip to discuss the situation . . .


    Jim gave a howl. Read between the lines, love. Take my word, well soon have the Yanks on our side.


    Pearl gazed into her husbands bright eyes. So, if the Americans are with us, thats good, isnt it? Theyll frighten Hitler off.


    Not without us, they wont.


    As long as you arent involved.


    He took her hand. Pearl, me heart is involved already.


    What does that mean?


    No bloke worth his salt will stay at home.


    Dont say that!


    If things come to a head, Ive got to put me hand up.


    She froze as tears filled her eyes. Jim, youre scaring me.


    Do you want us to win?


    Yes, but I dont want to lose you.


    Who says youll lose me? He smiled, that lovely white smile that had the power to light up her insides. Anyway, Im not gone yet.


    She threw her arms round him. I wont let you go.


    Oh, Pearly-girl, I love you so much.


    If you love me you wouldnt be talking like this.


    Ive got to. The war is coming closer.


    I know, I know, I hear it all the time. I listen to the girls at work, to where their husbands are, or were, or they dont know where they are, or they wait for letters, they dread the telegrams, they cant eat or sleep because of their men and  oh, Jim  I dont want to be one of them! She clutched him tight, pressing her face into his rough collar and smelling the metal smells and dust and oil that were ingrained in his overalls. She loved everything about him. Even though they had their tiffs, it was wonderful making up.


    He patted her back. You mean everything to me, sweetheart, and I think you know it. But after this war I want to live in a country thats free and not ruled by a crazy dictator. A world where you can speak your mind without being chucked in a concentration camp for your beliefs.


    But we dont have them in England! Pearl protested weakly.


    Only because were a democracy. Weve a ting-a-ling on the throne, and freedom of speech. We can vote in every election. We take it all for granted, but it will all disappear if Hitler has his way.


    Pearl twisted out of his grasp. Her heart was thumping. I know all that. Im as patriotic as you or anyone, but I dont see the sense in you joining up when you can do as much  if not more  for your country at home. She wrung her hands. Seems to me this isnt about the call-up, its about you wanting to put on a uniform like Ricky Winters.


    As soon as the words were out she regretted them. Jims lips turned down slowly at the corners.


    So thats what you think?


    She hung her head. I didnt mean it.


    But you said it.


    Jim


    Rising to his feet, he snatched up the papers and stuffed them under his arm. Without a word more, he left. She listened to his boots on the stairs. What had she done?


    Going to the landing, she looked over. Jim! Jim!


    Fitz Hemsley came out from the storeroom. You after Jim, love?


    I  no, not really. She didnt want him to know theyd had a row.


    Done a bunk, has he? Fitz chuckled. Escaped to the pub?


    Yes, I should think so.


    You two fire-watching tonight?


    Yes. Though the bombing wasnt as bad, they still had to do their part.


    Gwen saved two rashers for you today, Fitz shouted up. Theyll do nice for Jims tea.


    All right. Ill be down.


    Fitz returned whistling to the storeroom.


    Pearl sat at the kitchen table. Why had she mentioned Ricky? Why had she said such a thing? Is that what she truly thought? Was Jim envious, even jealous of Ricky? Oh, she knew he hated him because of Danny, but was there something deeper?


    She glanced at the clock and sighed. Shed go down and get the bacon; Jim would enjoy it, although there was nothing to fry it in but marg. Would it taste as good?


    But by nine thirty the bacon was burned to a cinder and Jim still wasnt home. Pearl set off alone for her fire-watching duty. She left Jim a sandwich and a note saying she was sorry.


    It was a very warm afternoon in late August, and Pearl thrust open the small window of the Borough Surveyors office. But instead of a reviving breeze, only the noise of the traffic came in. The small room was stuffy as three tables had been squeezed in for the staff. Pearl lifted her hands and wiped her fingers on a cloth she took from her drawer. In the air-deprived conditions her speed on the typewriter was slower. Mr Hedley, her boss, had gone early, leaving her and Moira Bush to complete the outstanding paperwork. They were one clerk short and had to finish it all before going. Mr Hedley liked all the contractors, removers and tradesmens bills up to date. Head Office required duplicate copies, and the ink from the blue paper had smudged in the heat.


    Im melting, sighed Pearl, fanning herself with an envelope. Even my blouse is wet.


    The council should improve our working conditions, nodded Moira, pouncing on Pearls unguarded comment. She hit the roller of her typewriter and snapped out the sheet of paper. Dont know what it must be like for your poor husband, crawling over some of these bomb sites in all the dust and dirt and now this heat as well. She tapped the paper she was holding. This sounds like a deathtrap. The roofs caved in where the incendiary went down the chimney in May. Last month the whole lot collapsed. By a miracle the terrace next door is still standing and people live in it, despite the six-inch crack in the wall from top to bottom. The poor sods mustnt be able to sleep at night for fear theyll crumble away too. Moira paused for breath. And look at this, theyve sent your Jim to assess the risks. Thats a laugh. Its the risk to his life they should be assessing. After listening to Moira for the last four years, Pearl merely shrugged. He can take care of himself.


    But Moira ploughed on. All these places still on fire and falling into the wharfs. Not that our engineers take unnecessary risks, of course.


    Pearl looked back at her typewriter.


    I suppose the worst things are unexploded bombs, Moira tried slyly.


    Pearl drew the damp hanky across her forehead. The eau-de-Cologne was refreshing. I dont think about that. I know hell come home at the end of the day.


    Course you do, Moira nodded. Working for the council is better than fighting Jerry.


    Pearl began typing again. Moira would be a nice person if she wasnt full of woes. And it didnt help that Pearl was thinking about Jim. Although they were speaking again and, more importantly, cuddling, there was a stony silence on the subject of Ruby and Ricky.


    A bloke dont know when hes well off, Moira continued relentlessly, but your Jim does, Im sure.


    Wed better get finished.


    Moira lifted her hand in an arc around the room. Makes you dizzy, dont it, seeing all this paperwork? Years and years of it. London is falling to bits and the LCC have to stick it back together. Weve got our own work well and truly cut out, as well as the engineers. Lets hope the war will be over soon.


    If only, nodded Pearl, quickly reminding herself she was lucky to have a husband at home and, no matter what the dangers of Jims job, they could never be as threatening as those overseas.


    You all right, Pearl?


    Yes.


    You seem a bit down. Get your husband to take you to the pub. The beers not dried up yet. Be thankful for that.


    Pearl smiled; it was a long time since theyd enjoyed a night out. Their fire-watching duties kept them busy, as did calling in to see Jims mum.


    Im glad Im young, free and single, said Moira, banging on her typewriter once more. I can enjoy meself.


    But Pearl wasnt listening. She was wondering if perhaps one evening they might go to the cinema, or treat themselves to a nice tea at Lyons. Perhaps shed suggest it to Jim after theyd paid a visit to Villa Road tonight.


    Pearl walked unhurriedly along Villa Road and felt the curtains twitching on either side. It was considered a respectable area, and, amazingly, most of the houses were undamaged. One or two chimneys had fallen away, and several windows blown out, but on the whole, the Luftwaffe had failed to make much impression. Pearl was smiling as she walked up to the front door, amused at the irony of Jims mothers insistence throughout the Blitz that the German air force were deliberately targeting elderly spinsters and respectable people. If Germany was waging war on Villa Road, it had failed miserably, Pearl decided as she reached up to lift the polished brass knocker.


    Oh, its you.


    Pearls smile remained in place. She entered the dark hall, which was never lit, even in the depths of winter. To her left a flight of brown carpeted stairs were lost in the gloom. The parlour door was open and she walked in. No windows were ever opened, even in summer. The crisscross tape on the windows had been sealed not once but twice over and the thick curtains were drawn almost together in anticipation of the blackout.


    One small light was burning in the parlour. It spread thinly over the dark green upholstery of the couch and the stout metal guard in the fireplace. Above this was draped a mantel curtain and on the shelf were photographs in ornate frames. Jim as a baby, as a toddler, as a young man, but none of the wedding. The dear and departed Mr Nesbitt, complete with handlebar moustache, frowned out from a sepia impression, a younger Thora Nesbitt standing beside him.


    Pearl was shown to the uncomfortable wooden nursing chair, where, still in her coat, she sat down, a ready smile on her face despite the cool reception.


    Ive had a very bad few days, complained Jims mother, unsteadily taking her crocheting from the chair and dabbing her nose with her handkerchief. It was a quite remarkably long nose, Pearl decided, thankful that Jims didnt follow suit. Over her grey head Mrs Nesbitt was wearing some sort of black cap, which made her look very severe. Her clothes were deadly dull, calf-length and shapeless, though Pearl always had the impression they were well-preserved quality.


    Im sorry to hear that. Pearl shed her coat only because it was so warm in the room, full to the gunwales with heavy, ornate furniture. She didnt want to give an indication she was uncomfortable, so she kept her perch on the edge of her chair.


    The doctor tells me Im overdoing it. Faint spells and such like, with a terrible head. He said I could do with a holiday.


    Pearl leaped in fearlessly. Where would you like to go?


    By myself? Its unthinkable.


    With a friend, then?


    No one quite understands . . . not like your own.


    Pearl felt the cold chill of the pointed finger. Not at her, but at Jim, and almost rose to the bait. Then remembering that shed fallen into this trap before, she began to talk about the one topic that was common to them both, and that was Jim. Nevertheless, when Jims whistle at the door came half an hour later, Pearl hurried to greet him, relieved that hed managed to leave work early. Jim took her in his arms and kissed her. She kissed him back so passionately that he laughed.


    Hey, whats all this about? He glanced over her shoulder and frowned.


    Im just pleased to see you.


    He eased his big frame from her arms and again glanced into the darkened hall. Mum in?


    Pearl nodded, reflecting that her mother-in-law never went out after midday, just in case of a raid.


    Blimey, its like a furnace in here, Jim muttered as he pulled at the back of his dungarees. Pearl could see the V of sweat under his braces. She loved him all the more for the hard work he did in a long and gruelling day and the effort he was making to keep his mum happy.


    Soon came the change of note in Mrs Nesbitts voice as her son walked into the parlour. Knowing Mrs Nesbitt enjoyed time alone with her son, Pearl went to the kitchen where she busied herself with a little cleaning before she made the tea.


    In contrast to Villa Road, number twenty-four Ropers Way could have been on another planet, Pearl decided as, one sunny late afternoon in September, she hurried up the path of her childhood home. Threading her fingers through the letter box, she pulled up the key and let herself in. Her spirits lifted immediately at the sound of pans clattering and the mouth-watering aromas that flowed from the kitchen.


    Mum? Ruby?


    Were in here! her mother called. Pearl hastened along the brightly lit passage. As a child, she and Ruby had rushed home from school to their favourite meals, even though, like the rest of the island, her parents were poor. Despite her dads regular boilermakers job at the factory, it wasnt well paid. When war was declared and the government drew up new laws on austerity, it had no meaning for islanders. Even clothes coupons had been a joke, as everything they wore was second-hand.


    Hello, love! Amy Jenkins, dressed in her pinny, lifted her flour-covered hands. Dont want to dirty that lovely frock, she grinned. Ruby, also in a pinny, was sliding a tray of potatoes into the oven. She looked up in surprise. On your own, are you?


    Jims on a call-out.


    Amy rolled her eyes. Poor love.


    Either that or hes got a bit on the side, laughed Pearl, taking care to keep her dress clean and slide her chair back a few inches from the table.


    Your Jim has only got eyes for you, Ruby admonished as she closed the oven door. Thats a nice dress. Is it new?


    It was from that little shop in Poplar near the Queens. I had a few clothing coupons left. Pearl had been extravagant, but the dress was just her size and not too expensive. And hadnt Ruby had that lovely new jacket? Anyway, Jim had given her the money for the dress and forbidden her to spend it on groceries.


    So whats the emergency? asked Amy.


    Up at the Aldwych. Remember St Clement Danes church last year when it was bombed? How the tower stood after the bells all fell down? Someones reported a pipe sticking up near the bombed site. Jims got to make sure its not dangerous.


    On his day off too, said Ruby.


    Pearl smiled. I dont mind. I thought we could all go down the market.


    You girls go and enjoy yourselves, Amy said as she took off her apron. Im popping along to see your dad. Hes at the allotment, digging me up a few nice veg. If youre still here when he gets home, Pearl, you can take some spuds with you. Whatve you got Jim for tea?


    Pearl was ashamed to admit that she had nothing. Gwens saved a tin of sardines for me, Pearl ventured hesitantly.


    Thats nice, Amy nodded. Sardines are very versatile. Now tell me, what are you going to do with them?


    Pearl didnt know. Other than squeezing the disagreeably smelly fish out of the tin and holding her nose at the same time, she didnt have a clue what to do with them.


    Both Amy and Ruby burst out laughing.


    Whats so funny? Pearl went scarlet.


    Amy waved her hand. The look on your face, thats what. Dont worry, I was only teasing.


    Pearl grinned. I dunno why Jim dont complain about me cooking. I think hes even lost weight since we got married.


    At this they all laughed. But Amy patted Pearls shoulder. Your hubby looked all right to me; in fact, Id say he was in the peak of health.


    Pearl knew Jim was happy but it certainly wasnt because of his stomach. She was only too willing to forget about housekeeping and leap into bed. Any time they had spare, they were at it like rabbits, as the old saying went. Tiffs aside, or perhaps because of them, their lovemaking was very exciting. Shed heard girls at work say they had to lie back and think of England when it came to sex. But England was the last thing she thought of when in bed with Jim.


    Even so, said Amy, adjusting her scarf, I know you wont take your husbands good nature for granted. If that boy needs feeding up, then you are the one to do it.


    Pearl made a face. Yes, Mother. And grinning at Ruby, she shared the joke.


    Later, as they were walking arm in arm to market, Pearl and Ruby discussed anything but food. It was all fashion, make-up and hairdos, and Pearl was pleased to announce the works Christmas dance. Ive got me eye on this little bolero, she said dreamily as they approached West Ferry Road. Its in the same shop as I bought this dress.


    Have you got any coupons left? Ruby asked curiously.


    No, but the dance isnt till November.


    You might get something on the old girls clothes stall at market.


    I dont know, Pearl shrugged, imagining the new bolero she had in mind. She wont have anything like I want.


    Hark at it, pouted Ruby mischievously. Youd think there wasnt a war on.


    Well, I reckon a girl should take pride in her appearance. Have her hair trimmed and wear nice underwear, said Pearl casually, so even if she wasnt accomplished in the cooking department, keeping attractive for her man was something she knew about.


    Ruby burst out laughing again. Oh, Pearl, you aint never gonna change.


    I hope not.


    So whens the dance? Ruby asked as they rounded the corner.


    Saturday the twenty-second. Can you come? Jim can get the tickets.


    And play gooseberry? No, thanks.


    But its a works do! Theres bound to be a few blokes there.


    At this Rubys face dropped and she stared at Pearl. What would I want a bloke for?


    To dance with, of course.


    As long as you dont try palming me off.


    Why would I do that?


    Ruby shrugged. As long as you understand I dont want no one but Ricky.


    Pearl looked away. Youre old enough to know what you want.


    Hes not a five-minute wonder, you know.


    I never said he was, Pearl murmured guiltily.


    I had a letter yesterday. Ricky writes so lovely, just like he speaks, Ruby said eagerly. You can read it, if you like.


    No, thank you. Its private. It made Pearl feel ill to think that Ruby was following in her footsteps. Ricky had charmed her, just like he was doing to Ruby, but what could she do to stop it?


    Then Ill tell you what it said, insisted Ruby as they approached the market. He couldnt write where the ship was or what he was doing on it or when hed be home, because of the censor. But at the end he asked me to wait for him and the minute he got home hed come round. But the best thing was at the end. He signed it, With all my love, R. And there were three kisses at the bottom. Pearl walked the rest of the way to market feeling very upset. She had managed to persuade Ruby to come to the dance. But what use would it be if she wouldnt look at anyone but Ricky?


    
      
    


    Chapter 5


    The weather changed in October and, along with the struggle to cook, clean and share in her duties of fire-watching, Pearl was now faced with the problem of damp. Their rooms were unheated except for the living room. Although shed seen her dad light the fire many times, getting damp coke to light was a new experience. Her dad had seemed to do it effortlessly. But then theyd had a coal bunker, keeping the nuggets dry. Here, there was nothing more than a piece of corrugated metal in the corner next to the outside lavatory.


    Pearl was accustomed to going outside for the toilet, but heaving a scuttle up the stairs was no fun. And if Jim hadnt covered the coal, then she hadnt thought to, either. Jim insisted she leave lighting the fire to him. But he worked late and she was the first to be home. Pearl didnt like the coal dust over her clothes or the sharp splinters of the kindling. Her newspaper balls lit very well, but died rapidly  unlike those that her dad had made, which soon had the fire blazing as she and Ruby had stood the wooden horse in front of the hearth to air their clothes. No such luxury now!


    It was on a dull Monday morning in the middle of October when Pearl realized that winter was beginning to set in. The draughts were lifting the checked curtains from the windows and the kitchen smelled musty. She sipped her cup of tea thoughtfully as she sat listening to the wireless. How could she brighten the day? Looking around the kitchen, she was amazed at how dreary the place looked. In summer their new home had seemed like the perfect love nest. But then shed had the door wide open and a soft summer breeze had blown the smell of dampness away.


    Turning off the wireless, she prepared for work. Day-to-day life went on, whatever else was happening in the world. Wearing her heavy coat for the first time, and taking her umbrella, she set off. A few spots of rain fell and the bus smelled of camphorated oil. Pearl smiled as the bus conductress took her fare. The ting of the machine now brought back happy memories of Margate.


    When Pearl arrived at work, the talk was all of Russia. Dad says the Russians would cut their throats rather than being taken by the Nazis, Moira Bush said the minute Pearl walked in. I suppose youve heard? Or are you still on cloud nine?


    As a matter of fact I am, Pearl replied breezily, sliding into her seat and brushing the sleeves of her immaculate white blouse for minute specks of dust. It had taken her almost an hour last night to press her clothes properly. The old iron that had to be heated on the stove dated back to the Ark. Thank goodness Jim didnt need his overalls and dungarees pressed. Taking her compact from her drawer, she raised it to hide the spectacle of Moiras pinched face. Pearl tweaked into position the glossy wave that fell over her eye. She went to great lengths to maintain her Veronica Lake hairstyle. Should she have it cut? Bobs were popular. But Jim liked her hair long.


    Pearl smiled at Em, the third clerk in the office. At thirty she was the oldest, yet still living at home with her dad. She wore unflattering utility clothes and lace-up shoes. Most of the girls wore heels and drew seams down the backs of their legs, as there was a shortage of stockings.


    Are you both going to the dance next month? Pearl asked as she replaced the compact in her drawer.


    I suppose so, said Moira dully.


    I will if I can leave Dad, said Em quietly.


    Doesnt he like being by himself? Moiras eyebrows shot up.


    Its not that, exactly.


    What is it then? Pearl and Moira asked together.


    Em looked down at her desk. Its just that


    Just then Mr Hedley walked in and Em went scarlet.


    Good morning, ladies, said Mr Hedley, scrutinizing each desk.


    They all replied, Good morning, Mr Hedley, then began to type very quickly. As he walked slowly round examining their work, Pearl wondered what it was that Em had been going to say.


    ***


    The Christmas dance was scheduled early in the hope that the Luftwaffe would be absent on the night of 22 November. Last year, celebrations had been called off because of the Blitz. But this year Pearl had every intention of showing off her husband to all her friends and colleagues, and dancing the night away. Everyone anticipated a big event. All the departments had contributed towards the expenditure and the grand total had provided for the hire of the popular Ray James and His Band, and a wide selection of raffle prizes, together with a comprehensive buffet and plenty of drinks. Despite the shortages, the night promised to be an exciting one.


    At the beginning of November Jim came home with a present of black market clothes coupons. He knew how much her appearance meant to Pearl. And shed hinted for some while about a black dress with sequins sewn on the bodice. Hed even sported out on a new shirt for himself, although the utility cut was, in Pearls opinion, a little staid.


    As for shoes, shed found a reasonable pair, with high heels and black straps with little black bows. Then something horrible happened. It was a damp Thursday evening and her thoughts were again on the dance as she walked home from work. She needed a new coat to go over the dress. But she didnt have any coupons left and anyway, a coat would be far too expensive. With her attention taken, she didnt hear the newspaper vendors cry. Then coming to an abrupt halt, she stood still as she stared at the board.


    Ark Royal sunk! Read all about it. Torpedoed by Italian U-boat.


    Pearl bought a paper. Is this true? she asked the old man as he cuffed the drip from his nose.


    It aint no false alarm, he nodded. They got her this time. Eighteen of our lads are missing. Spose we got to be thankful it aint as bad as the Hood. Nearly fifteen undred went down on her.


    Pearl remembered only too well the heart-dropping morning in May when news came through that the German battleship Bismarck had sunk the prestigious Hood. So many lives had been lost. Jim had come round to Ropers Way with the news and theyd all sat in silence as hed read out the gruesome details of the battle cruisers demise.


    Pearl could hardly bring herself to read on. But there it was in black and white. The Ark Royal had been torpedoed and sunk just off Gibraltar. So many claims had been made by the Axis forces before, but now she had finally gone.


    Our navy aint gonna find that sub, pointed out the vendor angrily. Not like they cornered the Bismarck after chasing her for two days. Crippled by a torpedo bomber attack, she was. Didnt have nowhere to run with our navy and airforce at her heels. But a sub! Whos gonna know what one it was? Long gorn by now, anyway.


    Pearl walked away with a heavy heart. Not only for the loss of the great aircraft carrier and crew but for all their families. It was a terrible tragedy, and just before Christmas too. Then she remembered Ricky, on a ship in the Arctic. Was it bad of her to wish that he too would go down on his ship? Ruby hadnt said shed heard from him lately. The U-boats were picking off the convoys escorts and then the merchant ships. The papers said that the German submarines had our navy at their mercy. Any survivors from the sunken ships were often left in the ocean to die. She thought of Ricky slipping below the freezing waves, but then felt ashamed. How could she wish someone dead? It was a dreadful thing to think.


    When Gwen and Fitz beckoned her into the shop, Pearl knew that it would be to discuss the tragic happening at sea. Fitz was very upset and put up the closed sign. They stood listening to the Home Service news on the wireless. Pearl and Gwen had tears in their eyes. Half an hour later, as she climbed the stairs and stood on the landing outside her door, the mist was thickening around the yard. There were fog horns sounding on the river. Slowly the roof tops disappeared under a yellow fog. The strong smell of smoking chimneys was mixed with an undercurrent of disinfectant. That meant the bugs were rampant. The use of naphtha was an attempt to kill them as they hugged the wet patches on walls. Pearl shivered.


    Quietly she said a prayer for all the souls who had died at sea, then let herself in. The kitchen smelled of mould. Despite all Jim had done to improve it, the walls were spawning a fungus. The yellow gingham curtains were stained at their hems and she looked cautiously round for scuttling black bodies.


    Suddenly the door opened and Jim stood there, his broad shoulders buried under his donkey jacket. He rammed the door shut, giving a sigh of relief to be inside.


    Christ, love, you gave me a shock, sitting there in the gloom. Why dont you put the light on?


    Have you heard the news? she replied half-heartedly.


    The Ark Royal ? He nodded and flicked down the light switch.


    Pearl felt an uncontrollable sob in her chest. She put her hands up to her face.


    In a moment Jim was beside her. He took her in his arms and pushed back the lock of hair on her face. Whats up, Pearly-girl? He held her so tightly she could hardly breathe.


    War does such terrible things, she mumbled, leaning in to him. All those poor sailors and their families . . . She still felt guilty about secretly wishing Ricky was dead.


    Its something we have to live with, love.


    But how long will it all go on?


    Come on, now, he said, holding her away from him and wiping a tear from her cheek with his thumb. This aint like you.


    She nodded. Daft, aint I?


    Now, theres nothing that can be done, and I dont know about you, but I wouldnt mind a little light relief from the day?


    Theres no dinner ready yet, she said, feeling even more guilty.


    He laughed. Thats not the kind of relief I meant.


    Oh, Jim, I love you so much. She threw her arms round his neck. You always say the right thing.


    Dunno about that, but Im bloody freezing. Lets go where its warm. He lifted her into his arms and carried her to the bed.


    What about me clothes? she laughed.


    Leave them to me. Get under.


    In no time at all they were making love and he was kissing every inch of her body. Pearl forgot her misery and guilt as Jim made her forget the world and Ricky too.


    Later they sat together beside the fire and Jim spoiled her with slices of bread and dripping, and, thanks to Gwen, an extra helping of sugar in their tea.


    She had no regrets about buying a new dress now. What did it matter? You had to live every minute as though it was your last. She might even go to market, where coupons werent necessary, and look for a coat. Ruby was right: there were bargains to be had if you searched hard enough.


    Before long they had run out of coal. Rather than go down in the foggy dark to get some, they climbed back in bed. Feeling happier, Pearl linked her arms around her husbands waist and smiled. They had the whole night to lie in each others arms.


    By the time the dance came round, Pearl had bought a new wardrobe, including a grey second-hand astrakhan coat with a velvet collar, which looked out of this world. Parading around the living room with only her bra and French knickers on underneath, shed had a very positive response from Jim. He hadnt cared a fig that shed broken into the housekeeping. Instead hed assured her that he was a lucky man to have such an adventurous wife.


    On the afternoon of the dance, Pearl prepared well in advance. Jim had said he would be home by four oclock and she managed to leave work before twelve thirty. The bus brought her home in ten minutes and she hurried to drag in the tin bath. But in her haste she forgot the fire. She was freezing by the time Jim came home.


    Blimey, did I take the wrong turning? Is this the North Pole? He rubbed his gloved hands together.


    I had a bath and forgot the fire, Pearl admitted as she shivered in her towel.


    Jim threw down his things and laughed. Ill soon warm you up.


    Pearl giggled through chattering teeth. Trust you, Jim Nesbitt.


    Dont say I aint obliging.


    Ive got me hair to dry yet.


    Jim kissed her. I like you just the way you are.


    Im a dope, thats what. Fancy forgetting the fire.


    He lifted the strands of her wet hair. You know what, youre just like a playful puppy. And thats what makes me love you. I wanna look after you and see those sweet lips turn up in a smile.


    Pearl giggled even though she was freezing. And it wasnt long before they were kissing and cuddling. By the time they thought about going out, they were starving. Jims tummy was rumbling as he tried to loop his tie in the mirror. Pearl felt excited despite her hunger as she smoothed down the skirt of her black dress.


    When Jim turned round she took a breath at the sight of her handsome husband. Hed definitely lost weight since theyd married. But it suited him better than when he stuffed himself full of his mothers cooking. Not that Jim had lived at home much before theyd married, as hed travelled round a lot and lived in digs. She straightened his tie. Thats better. Its the womans touch that counts.


    Ill have your touch any day.


    Youre a lemon, you are.


    Gonna squeeze me, then?


    Dont start that again, she giggled. Were late already. Well have to have something to eat at the dance as I aint got time to cook.


    I can live on love, Jim teased her. Can I kiss you?


    No, Ive just put me lipstick on.


    Laughing, he caught her wrist and, running his gaze over her, he said huskily, My God, Pearl, youre an eyeful. I still dont know how I managed to make you me missus, but somehow I did. Are you happy, Pearly-girl?


    Course I am.


    Tell me you love me.


    Im always telling you that.


    He smirked. And if you dance with anyone else tonight, tell them to behave themselves or theyll have Jim Nesbitt to deal with.


    Pearl was still smiling as she put the finishing touches to her hair. She couldnt wait to dance and enjoy herself at a real do. At least Ruby had agreed to join them, even though she said she didnt feel like dancing as she hadnt heard from Ricky. Once again, Pearls guilty thoughts came back. Would Ruby really be broken-hearted if he didnt survive? Or would she get over him quicker than she thought?


    Pearl sighed, shaking her head as if to dispel all the irrational thoughts. The dance hadnt come a moment too soon; after last years bombing, everyone needed a good Christmas.


    Pearl hadnt ever been inside the hall of the Friends Meeting Place where the dance was held. But she knew the Victorian building had served many purposes in wartime. During the Blitz it had been bombed several times. After being hastily repaired, the large wooden floor and wide stage, with its heavy curtains, were often in use. Tonight there were Christmas decorations pinned from wall to wall and a large Christmas tree stood just inside. There were chairs and tables set out along the perimeter for refreshments, and a small anteroom next to the kitchen had become a bar.


    Theres a wonderful turn-out, Pearl said excitedly, breathless from their brisk walk. She clutched both Ruby and Jims arms and they joined the long queue. Im gonna dance you off your feet tonight, Jim.


    Now then, gel, chuckled Jim, dont forget youre a married lady.


    Pearl laughed. That dont make any difference. Not when you havent been out for months.


    The only reminder of war seemed to be the row of gas masks hanging on the wall in the lavatories. No one ever bothered about masks after the first weeks of war. The cumbersome apparatus was more of a hindrance than a help. Ruby and Pearl giggled as an elderly lady, reluctant to leave hers unattended, asked the cloakroom girl if it would be safe.


    When theyd handed over their coats, Ruby and Pearl squeezed in front of the mirror. Ruby looked lovely, Pearl thought, as they attended to their make-up. She wore a lime-green, slim-fitting evening gown. It was more thirties than forties, but the green matched Rubys colouring perfectly. Her cheeks were flushed and her blonde hair, unlike Pearls shoulder-length style, was clipped up into a glossy roll. Pearl wondered if shed heard from Ricky yet, although nothing had been said. At least she had agreed to come to the dance. So was there hope she was forgetting him?


    Before long they were hustled out of the way by other girls eager to look in the mirror.


    Is that another new dress? Ruby asked Pearl as they walked out.


    What do you mean, another one?


    Well, youre always buying something.


    Pearl grinned. I like to keep me husbands interest.


    Ruby grinned too. You manage that all right. He only has eyes for you.


    Pearl felt proud. She was so lucky to have an attentive man at her side.


    What about Jim? Dont he ever want a new suit? asked Ruby as they made their way through the big doors.


    Hes got a new shirt, Pearl teased. I had to hide his overalls tonight so he couldnt find them.


    They were still giggling as they found themselves inside the hall, with the tables and chairs arranged down either side. The band was warming up at the far end and Ruby clutched Pearls arm. Look, theres Em and Moira.


    They waved and went to join them. As Pearl looked round she could see a few familiar faces. Amongst them were one or two young men. There would be no excuse for Ruby not to dance. Perhaps tonight she would meet someone who would make her forget all about Ricky.


    The four girls were talking when Jim arrived with the drinks. I got in a round early, he told them as he lowered the tray. Shandy it is, girls  not much in the way of choice, Im afraid, but I count meself a lucky man tonight, having four lovely ladies to entertain. His eyes twinkled and a big smile stretched across his face. Pearl liked to hear him flirt because she was proud of him and knew she could trust him. Sometimes she couldnt believe this handsome man was her husband!


    The band had been belting out music all evening  Glenn Miller, Joe Loss, Ted Heath, Jack Hylton and even George Formby. The jitterbug, from America, had been the most popular dance. All the young couples had swung themselves up and down the floor, including Pearl and Jim. And though Jim hadnt quite thrown Pearl over his head, as some of the male dancers did their partners, they had joined in as energetically as the others. Pearl thought that even Ruby looked as though she was enjoying herself. It hadnt taken long for a young man to ask her to dance and she hadnt refused.


    The good-looking singer of the band had attracted some admirers. He was dressed in a white jacket, black trousers and black bow tie. The small group of young women from the typing pool stood watching him. He crooned out the old favourites as he stood in the spotlight; Ill Be Seeing You, Well Meet Again and Run Rabbit Run, followed by the sentimental tunes like Dinah, Say It (Over and Over Again) and Whispering Grass. Ray James, the leader of the band, a small man with a moustache, kept the three saxophone players, two trombonists, one drummer and pianist playing without a pause. But when the food was served at nine oclock the band took a break.


    Pearl was amused to see that Arnold Raven, a cook from the canteen, had taken a liking to Moira. He sat at their table, a big, cheerful young man who, Pearl thought, looked as though hed eaten too many of his own pies. Em, too, had found a nice dancing partner, a tall young man from the rent department, called Colin.


    When the men went out for a smoke, the gossip started. Moira was the first to suggest that someone was on the fiddle in the canteen. Arnie saw a jam roll hed made this morning turn up in the refreshments, she whispered.


    How did he know it was his jam roll? asked Ruby.


    Oh, he can tell, Moira assured her, and everyone hid their amusement.


    Colins nice, said Pearl to Em, who was quietly sipping her lemonade.


    Em went scarlet. Yes, but Ive got two left feet.


    If you have, said Ruby, hes not noticed.


    Hes too polite to say anything, I expect. Em looked even more embarrassed. Pearl thought how pretty she was in a blue suit, which made such a change to her preferred utility wear. Her hair was newly waved, and once or twice Colin had put his arm around her. Was there a budding romance?


    These are delicious, said Em, changing the subject quickly as she nibbled a biscuit. I know its not chocolate but it tastes the same.


    Thats cos youve forgotten what chocolate tastes like, sniffed Moira. I saw some jellies in the kitchen. Bet there wont be any left for us as the front tables went up first.


    Pearl and Ruby glanced at one another. Pearl had to smother a giggle as, without Moira seeing, Ruby rolled her eyes.


    Suddenly a young man came to the table. Pearl knew him only as Blackie, a friend of Jims who worked in the vehicle maintenance department. Hello, Pearl.


    She smiled. He had called in a couple of times to see Jim on his way to the pub. Hello, Blackie.


    You enjoying yourselves, girls?


    They all nodded. Blackie looked at Ruby. I was wondering if youd like the next dance?


    Pearl hoped she would accept. Blackie wasnt handsome, but he did have lots of very nice wavy black hair.


    Ruby smiled hesitantly. Im getting me breath back.


    Pearl knew Ruby wasnt impressed. Blackie stood no chance against the likes of Ricky.


    So how are you, Pearl? Blackie said politely.


    Very good, thanks.


    Jimmy is happy as Larry since he got hitched. Considering he was a bit of a lad.


    Was he?


    Not now of course, no, Blackie hurriedly added. Not with a missus like you to come home to.


    Pearl knew that Jim had had two real girlfriends before her. The first one was when he left school, the other hed met in Dagenham when he was working away.


    In fact, continued Blackie, I wouldnt mind settling down meself But I aint found the right girl yet. He glanced quickly at Ruby, who looked away.


    Pearl smiled encouragingly. Your dreamboat is bound to come along.


    I hope so. Id like someone to write home to if me number comes up.


    Youre not enlisting? asked Pearl quickly. Youre in a reserved job, arent you, like Jim?


    I volunteered when they asked me, he shrugged. The enlistment board came round and told us volunteers are needed on them desert tanks.


    Pearl stared at him. But couldnt you refuse?


    Dunno, said Blackie doubtfully. Its hard being a bloke at home. People think youre a conchie.


    Im glad they didnt ask Jim, she said firmly. Then she saw Blackies expression. Did they?


    Wouldnt know. Blackie smiled and said quickly, Well, nice to see you again.


    After hed gone Pearl sat thinking about what Blackie had said. Had the enlistment board approached Jim?


    Miss me? Jim whispered later as he took his place beside her.


    Jim, I was talking to Blackie just now


    Nice bloke is Blackie. Damn fine mechanic


    Yes, but he said


    Ill get a round in before the next dance, shall I? Jim interrupted, pecking her cheek and hurrying off.


    Just then Colin and Arnie returned. They all talked for a while and as the lights went down, the music struck up. Ruby got up to dance with Pearls boss, Mr Hedley, who was politely asking his staff in turn for one of the foxtrots or quicksteps.


    Pearl forgot all about Blackie after that as Jim whirled her round the floor, making her laugh and telling her how beautiful she was in her new dress. Pearl thought once again how lucky she was to have a husband who was so attentive and generous. Hed bought all the drinks without a murmur, and though theyd eaten the small supper that came with the price of the ticket, he hadnt complained about not having a hot meal. Her mum had said that the way to attract a man was through his stomach. But fortunately for her, Jim was the exception.


    Here you are, lovelies, dont swallow it all at once, he teased as he placed yet another drink in front of her and Ruby. I dont want to have to carry you both home.


    Ruby smiled up at him. You spoil me, Jim.


    Why not? Youre a smasher. But dont let me wife hear. He winked at Pearl. Now, you gonna tell me whos given you the eye tonight? he asked as he sat down and sipped his beer.


    Ruby just shrugged. Theres no one here for me, Jim.


    Youve had a lot of dances, though. And the next dance is mine. Im gonna make all the young blokes jealous.


    Ruby grinned. All right. As long as you dont throw me over your shoulder like you was with Pearl. I dont want to show me knickers.


    They all laughed but Pearl wondered if Jim would look so happy if he knew that Ruby had eyes only for Ricky. As her sister hadnt mentioned him, he was unaware of her strong feelings.


    Come on then, twinkle toes. He held out his hand and Ruby took it, a big smile on her face.


    Pearl watched Jim whirl Ruby round the floor. He wasnt the best dancer, but he had an old-world courtesy that made a girl feel secure in his arms. He always got Ruby laughing if she was down.


    Your Jims a good laugh, said Moira, narrowing her eyes at Arnie, who was now propping up the bar. Wish Arnie was more energetic. Likes his wallop and his food too much.


    Pearl studied the red-faced young man who was drinking from a big tankard.


    How long have you known him?


    When he got taken on at the canteen last year.


    Have you been out with him before?


    A few times. But I keep him at arms length. Im saving meself for Mr Right.


    Pearl smiled as she looked at Jim dancing. Sorry, but Mr Rights taken.


    When her boss came over and asked her to dance, Pearl dutifully accepted. He puffed and panted his way through the foxtrot, and she was relieved when it was over. Mr Hedley mopped his brow with his handkerchief and looked at his watch. Very nice, Mrs Nesbitt, thank you.


    Thank you, Mr Hedley.


    She was smiling as she made her way back to the table. Moira was just leaving with Arnie. They said good night but Jim barely replied. His face was set like stone.


    Whats the matter, Jim? Pearl said as she sat down.


    Ask your sister, he growled.


    Pearl looked at Ruby. Whats wrong?


    Ruby took her handbag from the chair. Im going now.


    Why? The dance aint finished yet.


    Im catching the bus. With that she was gone.


    Pearl looked at Jim. Whats going on?


    Why didnt you tell me shes still seeing Winters?


    Pearl shrugged. Youve never asked. Anyway, shes not, hes at sea.


    She told me shes crazy about him.


    Pearl looked away.


    You knew then?


    I told you before that she thought she was in love.


    And I told you she should know better.


    Jim, dont lets argue over Ricky again.


    Christ! He banged his fist on the table. Cant you see shes asking for trouble? Didnt what I told you about Danny and Gladys make any impression?


    Dont shout, Jim.


    Ill do what I bloody like. He swallowed the last of his ale, then stood up. Youd better understand this, Pearl. Winters and me have never got on and never will. If that louse ever shows his face around me or mine again, therell be hell to pay.


    Pearl remembered the tears in Rubys eyes. You didnt say that to Ruby?


    I spoke me mind because Im not bloody soppy like you, encouraging the kid to write daft letters and moon over a waste of space like him. He turned and walked away.


    Pearl felt physically weak. His words hurt. Not because he said them in anger but because she knew they were close to the truth. But what could she do to stop Ruby?


    
      
    


    Chapter 6


    By the time the music ended, Jim still hadnt come back. Pearl was worried about Ruby. She got up and looked outside, then went back in and took her coat from the peg. There was no point in staying. Jim had a temper and he was probably cooling off at home.


    Em bumped into her at the door. Are you leaving?


    Yes.


    Wheres Jim and Ruby?


    Hes walked her home, Pearl improvised. She had to be back early.


    Ill get my coat and Colin and me will walk with you.


    Pearl would have liked to be on her own, but she didnt want to sound rude.


    Colin met them outside. Lucky theres been no raids tonight.


    Yes, it was a wonderful evening. Em dug her hands in her pockets. I really enjoyed myself.


    What about you, Pearl? Colin asked.


    Im going because my feet are killing me.


    He laughed. Jim and you are good dancers.


    We danced at the club. They used to have good dances there before the war.


    It put a stop to a lot of good things, nodded Em. Still, we all made up for lost time tonight.


    Pearl listened to Em and Colin talking. Colin said hed been turned down because of his bad sight.


    Suddenly Pearl yearned for Jim. Whatever their differences she should have been dancing in his arms this minute. He was only being protective towards Ruby.


    I hope Dads all right, Em said as they turned the corner of Pride Place.


    Why? asked Pearl, suddenly remembering that once Em had been about to tell her and Moira about her dad but Mr Hedleys appearance had put paid to that.


    Ems voice was soft. Hes got this spine disease and the hump on his back frightens the kids. They even throw stones at him. And one night a lit rag was pushed through the letter box.


    Thats dreadful, said Colin, pulling up short.


    Around where we live they dont know better. Dad was very upset. It was at the time you got married, Pearl. Thats why I couldnt come to your wedding.


    No wonder he dont like being on his own, gasped Pearl.


    Yes, agreed Em hurriedly. So Id better be going.


    Thanks for walking me home.


    It was a pleasure, said Colin quietly, wheeling his bicycle beside Em.


    Em walked off with Colin, his bicycle wheel squeaking as they went.


    How could those kids do that, Pearl wondered as she went down the alley. The poor man must be terrified. For all her problems, she was lucky that a deformity wasnt one of them.


    Pearl came to the top of the stairs. There was no light in the kitchen. Letting herself in, she found only darkness. The fire was out and she sank down on the bed. It was half-past eleven. Where had Jim got to? And Ruby? Was she all right?


    She kicked off her shoes and found a blister. She was too cold to take off her coat. Pulling the cover over herself, she curled up and soon was asleep.


    Pearl suddenly remembered it was Sunday. Turning to look at Jims side of the bed, she found it empty. Then last night tumbled back. How had such a wonderful evening turned into a catastrophe?


    Pearl slid her feet to the floor and pulled her crumpled coat round her.


    Jim?


    The fire was alight and she rushed to the kitchen. He was sitting at the table dressed in his baggy trousers and jumper. The saucer was full of dog-ends. How long had he been there? She threw herself into his arms. Oh, Jim, I was worried about you!


    He slowly disentangled himself. You got home all right?


    She squeezed herself on his knee. I walked with Em and Colin.


    Sorry. Me temper got the better of me.


    And Im sorry too. Where have you been?


    He looked at her with sunken eyes. Walking. Thinking. Go in by the fire and Ill make the tea.


    I dont want tea. I only want you. The next moment she was kissing him and he was kissing her. Pearl felt her upside-down world return to normal. Nothing mattered, just each other, and she wanted to tell him so. She wanted to be made love to, to be reassured and know that everything was as it used to be. Lets go to bed.


    But he took her hands. Pearl . . . please. His voice was weary. Just do as I say for once. Sit by the fire.


    Reluctantly she obeyed. Her hair was all over the place and her teeth needed brushing. No wonder he didnt want to cuddle her! Quickly she pinched her cheeks in the mirror.


    He soon appeared with two cups of tea. A great wave of love enveloped her. Why did they have to quarrel?


    Placing wood on the fire he stood up slowly. We need to talk, Pearl.


    We can talk in bed.


    He sighed. Before I know it, youll have sent everything else out of me brain.


    Jim, I know I spend too much and Im selfish and I aint a good cook, but I can change


    Pearl, its none of those things, he cut her short. I dont care how much you spend or where you spend it. And food is the last of me worries. He sat heavily on the chair. As Ive said, Ive been walking all night, thinking things through.


    You could have thought them through here, she pouted.


    Wed have ended up in bed.


    Is that such a bad thing?


    No, course not, he shrugged, raking a hand through his hair. When we make love its wonderful. There aint nothing like it, in my book. Youre a beautiful woman and I cant get enough of you. Youve got this, like, knack for good taste, like the way you look  youre always turned out top notch. And this place, youve done it up real nice, like you see on the films, even with your little touches, but . . . but . . .


    But what? Pearl had a sinking feeling. What had he been hiding?


    There are things in a marriage that are just as important as sex. Like talking  and sharing.


    I thought we did all that. She gazed into his eyes. I love you, Jim. I try me best.


    Pearl, answer me honestly. He held her hands. Did you know how serious your sister is about Winters?


    Pearl gave a hesitant shrug. What do you mean by serious?


    I went round to Ropers Way this morning to see if Ruby got home all right. Your parents had just left for church. I wanted to apologize for my outburst. You know what she said? She said it was none of my business and that she had no intention of giving him up.


    I only knew about them writing, I swear it.


    You knew about them writing?


    The sinking feeling came back as she nodded.


    Just look what its led to, he burst out. Do you really want to see your sister go the same way as Gladys?


    Jim, shed never kill herself.


    How do you know? His eyes were hard. Are you willing to take the chance?


    Thats not a nice thing to say.


    And Winters aint a nice bloke. I told you what he did to Danny and Gladys. Hes responsible for the ending of a life that should have been lived much longer. My God, Pearl, isnt that proof enough? When she didnt answer, he drew back. Or is there more to this than meets the eye? Something I dont know about?


    Course not, she protested, going scarlet. What could there be?


    You knew him once, at the club.


    Her heart gave a guilty lurch. Jim had never put these questions to her before. He was like a different person, as though he distrusted her. You sound like youre jealous, she flung back.


    Jealous? he repeated, looking her intently in the eye. Maybe I am. Have I got reason to be?


    Jim, thats another rotten thing to say.


    He stood up, staring at her as though he was searching her face for an answer. I dont know . . . I dont know, he murmured, pushing his hands in his pockets. I just cant put me finger on it. Somethings not right . . . theres something I dont understand. Why hes come back. Its just too much of a coincidence.


    If she told him everything now  admitted to the truth  she was sure she would lose him. He would never want her after what shed done with Ricky.


    Youre accusing me, she heard herself bravely saying, but what about you? I dont go on to you about all these girlfriends youve had.


    He tilted his head. What girlfriends?


    Blackie said you were a bit of a lad once.


    He shrugged. So what? Ive always told you the truth. The girls before you meant nothing. All young blokes sow their wild oats.


    You say youve always told me the truth. But what about the enlistment board? she demanded, just remembering what Blackie had said.


    Who said about that?


    Blackie, she replied, pleased to see that going on the attack had worked. But her satisfaction was short-lived as he threw the last piece of wood on the fire.


    I was going to tell you after the dance.


    The words filled her with terror. Oh God, Jim, no!


    He kept his eyes averted. Im sorry, Pearl.


    It was then the bottom of her world really did fall out as she realized that, like Blackie, he had enlisted.


    Pearl sat in the chair, her arms clutched around herself. Her heart had only just stopped pounding. She could hear the rattle of china in the kitchen and feel the warmth of the fire. The newspapers were in the rack by the hearth, the clock ticked on the mantel next to the ashtray, a souvenir from Margate. Everything was as normal in their love nest, but it wouldnt ever be the same again.


    Jim was leaving in a week. Seven days. Packing his bags and leaving. Well, she wouldnt let him go. They couldnt take him away from her, whoever they were.


    Drink this. Jims tone was tender. He was trying to make amends. But nothing was going to mend this  unless he said he wouldnt go.


    I dont want it.


    Come on, love, for my sake. He made her take the hot drink. The cup rattled in the saucer.


    Are you cold?


    No.


    Ill get a blanket.


    Jim, a blanket aint gonna do any good. Youve just told me youve enlisted. That behind my back you had it all planned.


    It was the Ark Royal that did it.


    The Ark Royal ? She had thought it odd that Jim hadnt gone on about the sinking. But as theyd made passionate love, shed assumed that he didnt want to upset her. So youve been keeping this secret since then?


    Not secret. Not like that.


    Its all right for you to accuse me of living in a fantasy world. But this takes some beating. I suppose youd have said goodbye the night before you left?


    I told you, I was going to after the dance. I didnt want to spoil your fun.


    Pearls eyes widened. But you walked out on me anyway!


    I was angry. Upset.


    And you dont think Id be upset? Pearl demanded. She could hardly contain herself. She felt indignant, angry and terrified. No matter how she carried on, he seemed to have decided.


    He sat down in the armchair. Let me explain.


    I wish you would.


    Me and Blackie were interviewed along with another two blokes at the council. Me and Blackie got picked.


    But Blackie only mends engines!


    Hes a top-notch mechanic, love.


    And I suppose youre a top-notch engineer?


    Engineering and mechanics is what the government is interested in at this moment. Im not allowed to know the details, but I can tell you where Im to be trained.


    Trained? she repeated in a daze. So you really are going?


    Its my duty.


    What about your duty to me? she burst out. Or have you forgotten we was only married in June.


    Once more he was beside her, comforting her. Come on now, gel, buck up.


    Dont go, she pleaded. Tell them youve changed your mind.


    I cant do that.


    She began to cry.


    Come here . . . He tried to hold her but she pushed him away. Dont do this, sweetheart.


    I cant help it, she sobbed.


    He spread his fingers through his hair and down the back of his neck. Do you remember in August of last year, when they bombed the factories at Luton?


    Pearl shrugged. Spose I do. Whats that got to do with us?


    It was just before the Blitz. They used to make cars at the Vauxhall factory but now its tanks. Special ones, called the Churchill.


    Jim, I


    Listen a minute. Im trying to explain. See, Britain was so short of tanks after Dunkirk  we only had about a hundred left  that Winnie goes to Vauxhall and asks them to dream up a new one. Well, thats just what they did. The first batch are out next month. The rub is, weve got to account for the terrain they cover. The desert aint all sand dunes like you see at the flicks; its rocky as well. Thats where the engineering comes in, creating ways for our tanks to get through.


    Desert? Do you mean in Africa? she screeched.


    I dont know exactly. But thats my guess.


    All that sand! she gasped. You didnt even like it at Margate.


    He smiled. Ill have to get used to it, wont I?


    She could see the fair hairs on his knuckles. She loved his hands so much. She didnt want to think of a gun in them. But Africas thousands of miles away, was all she could think of to say.


    And Africa is very important to us, he said gently. The Axis forces have got Western Europe tucked up and now theyre gonna try for the Suez Canal. This will give them your old carrot blanche to the oil fields. If they get these, theyll starve us of oil. Not to mention cut us off from India, part of the British Empire.


    Pearl was too ashamed to admit that she didnt know much about oil or the Suez Canal. All that was important was Jim.


    So youre really going? she whimpered.


    Pearl, think, love. If Britain dont go out to meet the war, it will come to us. Weve fought off one invasion. But another? Could we do it again? And at what cost? He looked into her eyes and that was her undoing. The tears overcame her anger. He wrapped her in his arms. She knew she couldnt change his mind. The war now had them in its grip.


    
      
    


    Chapter 7


    Pearl sat in the front room of her parents house. Shed called in after work, needing to talk. Em had been very kind and listened to her troubles but now she needed her mum and dad. There were two days before the 29th and Pearl hadnt slept a wink.


    I dont suppose he had a choice, love, said her mother calmly. You cant be angry with him.


    But he wants to go.


    He doesnt want to leave you, obviously, reasoned her father, folding up the newspaper and sticking it down the side of his chair. A mans got his duty to do.


    But he was doing it at the council, Pearl protested. Everyone saw Jims point of view and not hers.


    I read all about them new tanks, her father said. Not details, of course  no, they dont give those. But they sound pretty formidable. And Jim knows his onions when it comes to engineering.


    Ruby sat beside her. Im sorry, Pearl. She seemed to be the only one to understand.


    I wont let him go, Pearl said fiercely. Ill think of something to stop him!


    Now, now, ducks, reproved Amy as she got up from her chair and closed the heavy curtains. Theres no use getting cross and wasting your energy. Jim has done what he thinks best and you must come to terms with it. If your father had gone into the services in the last war, I would have had to do the same.


    Pearl sighed, knowing that was true. Her dads job, making and fitting parts for ships, had kept him at home in the Great War. But she had no doubt that if hed had to go away, her mum wouldnt have been the baby her daughter was.


    Youre going to be ill if you carry on like this, Ruby said quietly. Ive never seen you without make-up on before.


    I keep crying it off.


    You dont ever cry.


    I do now. I hope it will make Jim change his mind.


    Ruby grinned. Thats just like you.


    Is Jim calling by before he goes? asked her mother, retying the straps of her pinny round her waist. Your dad and me would like to wish him well.


    Pearl smiled weakly. Yes, after hes seen his mother.


    How has she taken it? Amy enquired, eyebrows raised.


    I tried to talk to her yesterday, Pearl sighed. I said Id go round just the same whilst Jims away. That she could rely on me for the shopping and Id do the cleaning and even the washing if she wanted. But all I got was that its my fault hes going. A real wife would have known how to keep her husband at home.


    The old witch! cried Ruby, but Amy put up her hand.


    She was just upset, I expect.


    But why should she blame Pearl? demanded Ruby angrily.


    Dont take it personally, love, said Syd. Shell come round.


    I dont know, Dad.


    Did you tell Jim? asked her mother with a frown.


    Pearl shook her head. Course not. Hed have been upset.


    Her mother smiled. You did the right thing.


    Just as Pearl was about to say that she was always trying to do the right thing where her mother-in-law was concerned, but it hadnt got her very far, the air-raid warning went.


    Blimey, it always catches you out unexpected, said her dad, jumping to his feet. You girls, grab your coats and go out to the Anderson. Ill make a flask of tea whilst Mum finds the blankets and candles.


    Im staying put, Syd, said Amy resolutely, adjusting her turban as if it was a helmet. The enemy can do what they will. Under the stairs is cover enough for me. At least its warm and weve got a lamp in there.


    Im not going in the shelter either, said Pearl, looking at Ruby for support. The last time the warning went, me and Jim got under the table. Anyway it might be a false alarm.


    Dont forget July, her father pointed out gloomily, when the Co-op wholesale was hit. There was fifty-three people killed around Hill Place and Broomfield Street.


    Yes, and it was a shelter in Broomfield Street that caught it, Amy reminded him. So thank you very much, love, but the answer is no. Ive got all me bits and pieces under the stairs, and to my mind its just as safe as the Anderson. You girls coming?


    No, well go under the table, said Ruby nudging Pearls arm. Sorry, Dad, but youre outvoted.


    Syd Jenkins scratched the top his head. His blunt features and pockmarked skin around his cheeks and mouth wrinkled into a grimace. Women. Ill never understand em.


    You werent meant to, love, chuckled Amy, but with the low hum of the bombers, their laughter died. Syd ushered his wife to the cupboard whilst Pearl and Ruby crawled under the table. They pulled the sofa cushions with them, and a tartan rug. Soon even the tassels on the tablecloth shook.


    Hope Jims all right, whispered Ruby as she wriggled next to Pearl.


    When it all went quiet, Pearl looked at Ruby. Jim told me he apologized for losing his temper at the dance.


    Yes, he did.


    I was worried about you that night.


    I just dont understand what hes got against Ricky.


    Pearl didnt want to talk about Ricky. All she had on her mind was Jim. Remember when we used to play under the table? she asked Ruby. Me, you and Betty and Janey? Wed tell ghost stories and listen to the grown-ups. They were always gossiping about each other, mostly in whispers, but we could hear everything.


    Ruby giggled. Yes, I know.


    Course, Aunty Till and Uncle Ted, and Aunty May and Uncle Ron hadnt moved out to Barking then. We were a big family then.


    And now theres only us.


    I miss all that.


    Pearl found herself wishing they were back in the Blitz. Though it had been dangerous, it had also been exciting as Jim saw her every day, and before the war life had been very different.


    The moment arrived that Pearl had been dreading. Blackie was coming to meet Jim and they would catch the bus to the station. In the thin, grey light of Saturday morning, Pearl and Jim sat together at the kitchen table. It would be the last cup of tea they would share. As he lowered his cup and slid it away, Pearl knew he had become stronger as the week had gone on. Hed maintained a quiet resolution whilst she had done everything in her power, from tears to tantrums and back again, to stop the hand of fate. Nothing had worked. The war had lured Jim away from her.


    Now dont forget our savings, Jim told her patiently again, as he had done so many times over the past week. With your wage and my army pay, you should be comfortable.


    I know. I know. But its not the money.


    According to my calculations, Jim went on insistently, you should have roughly thirty-six bob each week to cover the rent and electricity. And you wont have me to feed.


    Pearl smiled. You might even put on weight.


    Youll write, wont you?


    I wont have much else to do.


    And if theres a raid, go to your mums.


    Jim, I told you, dont worry.


    He held her hand. After Ive left, go back to bed.


    How can I sleep without you?


    Dont make me feel bad.


    Pearl traced her thumb over his skin. All the blond hairs sprang up under her touch. How long would she have to wait before she could do this again?


    He pushed back the chair. Ive got to go.


    Please dont, Jim, she begged for the last time. Its not too late to change your mind.


    It is, love. Ive signed on the dotted line.


    We could say you were ill.


    Pearly-girl, you aint half making this difficult.


    Why should I make it easy? Theyre taking you away from me and I dont even know when Ill see you again.


    He pulled her into his embrace. Stubborn as a mule and all mine.


    He kissed her long and hard whilst her tears ran down between their mouths and she could taste the salt and longing in them. The pain was like a knife in her ribs.


    He slung his duffel bag over his shoulder. Then, in the early light, he was out of the door and gone.


    From the front window she watched him join Blackie. Step for step, almost as if they were marching, they strode down the road. He didnt even look back. She knew he didnt want to see her crying.


    Pearl went to work each day, came home again and went to bed each night. She felt like a sleepwalker. She couldnt eat  food tasted like rubber. She tortured herself with fears, sunk into self-pity. One minute she was angry, the next afraid. And he wasnt even at war yet.


    The bed felt empty without him. For the first two nights she hardly slept. For the third and fourth she managed a few hours. On the fifth night she slept on the couch. In the cold and gloom of the early morning, she felt a slow resignation. Shed fought all she could. Now she had to accept, like millions of other women, that her husband was gone. It wasnt as though hed left for ever. It wasnt as if he was sick and wouldnt get well. He was only doing his training.


    That night, there were no fire-watching duties and she made up a fire. It fizzled once or twice, but finally caught. Suddenly she was hungry. Opening a tin of Spam she ate it, cross-legged by the warmth. As it was Friday she brought in the tub from the landing outside and boiled three saucepans of water. It was shallow but hot. She even washed her hair afterwards.


    The following morning, the first Saturday of December, she went to work with make-up. A week had passed since Jim had gone and she had survived.


    At work, Moira relayed the news: Japan had refused Roosevelts olive branch; the Nazis shot people in Paris as a reprisal for resistance; the temperature in Russia was twenty-seven degrees below freezing.


    We aint doing too bad here, then, are we? Pearl said when Moira finally took a breath.


    Oh, youre back in the land of the living, are you? Moira commented. I was beginning to think youd lost your voice as well as your husband.


    Pearl managed to smile. At least I have got a husband, Moira, and he aint lost. Im proud to say hes a soldier and fighting for his country.


    Em nodded. Hes very brave to have gone when he was in a reserved job.


    Jim is a man of action, Pearl agreed. It was a new feeling to be the wife of a soldier. She was proud in a way she hadnt been before.


    Em sneezed and blew her nose. Think Ive got a cold.


    You want to watch it, Moira warned. This weather could bring on the flu. You dont want to be bad for Christmas.


    Em looked downcast. I dont want me dad to catch it. Theres lots of germs about.


    Pearl wanted to know if Ems romance with Colin was still on. But she didnt want to ask in front of Moira.


    When Mr Hedley came in at twelve, he enquired after Jim.


    I havent heard yet, Mr Hedley, Pearl answered quietly. But Im sure hell write soon.


    Well, give him my best, wont you? Hes doing a grand job. Were all very proud of him.


    Once again Pearl felt a glow of pride. So many in the department had asked after him.


    On her way home she splashed out. From Gwen she bought dried egg and a tin of corned beef. Both Gwen and Fitz were eager to know of Jims progress.


    Pearl climbed the stairs and opened the door. She was beginning to get used to being single again. As she did the housework she listened to Boogie-Woogie Bugle Boy and managed a chorus or two of White Cliffs of Dover. That afternoon she was going to tea at Ropers Way. Pearl smiled ruefully to herself. She hadnt paid a visit to Jims mum. But she could always say shed had a cold. As Em said, there were lots of germs about. And Mrs Nesbitt didnt like germs.


    So youve heard nothing from Jim? asked Ruby as they strolled to the market. They were walking down the aftereffects of their tea.


    No, nothing.


    Hell have to be careful what he writes. The censor vets every word.


    Pearl shrugged. I only want to hear how much he misses home.


    He cant fill up two pages with that.


    Yes, he can. If he doesnt, hell get it in the neck when I see him.


    They laughed as they walked arm in arm. It was a mild December afternoon, with a hazy sun. The winter hadnt been cold so far, more dull and dreary. Christmas decorations and trees were as rare as bananas. It was a year when the public at large were tightening their belts to the last notch.


    Ive heard from Ricky too. Ruby smiled dreamily from under her plum-coloured scarf, which shed wound round her head.


    Pearl wished Ruby wouldnt go on about him. She tried to think of something else to say but Ruby was determined.


    Even Ricky cant guess how long the war will last. It could be over in a year. Or four or five. I want what youve got, Pearl: a man of my own. And not just any man. One as good as Jim. And I know that man is Ricky.


    If only he was one-tenth the man that Jim was, Pearl thought, but kept quiet. It seemed that being parted from Ricky was making Ruby even more eager to have him. Could love really change a man so much that, in Rickys case, he was really serious about Ruby?


    Lets go to the clothes stall, Pearl said as they came to Cox Street. My astrakhan coat was a real bargain. She might have something nice for Christmas.


    You mean youre not buying new?


    No, Ive got to save.


    Some hopes, Ruby giggled.


    Pearl grinned. I havent got Jim to feed and I dont like me own cooking.


    So when Jim comes home he could find a new woman in the kitchen?


    As long as its me. Look at these passion killers, chuckled Pearl as she held up a pair of extremely baggy drawers.


    Theyre enough to put you off having a bit of the other. Ruby screwed up her small nose. When Ricky comes home Im going to buy a pair of silk knickers like you had for your honeymoon.


    Pearl froze where she stood. What do you mean?


    You know what I mean. I want to know how to please him. After all, one day hell be my husband. And dont give me that old-fashioned look. This is the nineteen forties, not the fourteen hundreds.


    Pearl was horrified. But you might  you could get pregnant.


    Its a chance Im willing to take, Ruby reasoned calmly. Who knows what could happen? I dont want to think the worst. But I may not have much time with the man I love.


    Shocked at this turn of events, Pearl wished more than ever that she could speak honestly to her sister, as they had always shared everything, but now Ricky was creating a chasm between them and Pearl was powerless to prevent it.


    
      
    


    Chapter 8


    It was six oclock on Sunday evening and Jim was lying on his bunk in the Nissen hut. He was trying to compose a letter to Pearl but the words werent coming easy. Hed written all sorts to start with. First just Dear Pearl, then rubbed it out and put My darling. When hed reread it, he knew it wasnt him and settled instead for My dearest Pearl. Now hed exchanged that for something with a lighter touch, and begun, Dear Pearly-girl, are you missing me? Im missing you. The weather isnt cold here and our digs are comfy and warm. Living with a bunch of blokes is all right, but Id prefer to be with you. Hows your mum and dad and Ruby? Hows Mum? Tell her to keep her pecker up. And that was it, more or less. He wasnt allowed to say where he was or anything about his training, or the fact that he now knew where he was headed.


    He and Blackie had been issued their kit. Blackie had been sent to the armoury, whilst Jim was in engineering. Each day they learned more about the desert. Some were simple things, like survival; making meals of bully beef and dog biscuits, and using protective gear so you didnt get sunstroke. But the other part, the exciting bit, was the mock-ups of the desert, the minefields, the boulders that had to be shifted to get the tanks through. This was Jims line of work, his niche; the hastily built camps, the roads, the drainage and water systems. There was so much to learn about North Africa.


    Licking the end of his pencil he added a full stop and a comma to his letter, though unfortunately they didnt take up much space. Perhaps hed leave writing till tomorrow when he could think of something else to say.


    Suddenly there was a shout and the commanding officer and their sergeant strode in. Everyone jumped off his bed and stood to attention. Jim felt his heart pound as the CO stood there, his eyes hidden under the peak of his cap.


    Good evening, men. Stand at ease, will you?


    Everyone relaxed though Jim felt a high air of tension in the room.


    Sergeant Docker is about to read a bulletin fresh from Headquarters. The information it contains will mean a great deal to all of us. It may, in fact, accelerate our plans and certainly changes the shape and dimension of the war. He paused. Sergeant Docker?


    The tall, burly man with a walrus moustache stepped forward. Glancing at each man and then at the document he held, he began; Today, December the seventh, nineteen forty-one, the Japanese have attacked the United States of Americas naval base at Hawaii, Pearl Harbor.


    There was an intake of breath from every recruit. Jim knew this meant only one thing. The Yanks would finally join the war.


    The news so far, continued the sergeant, is that the United States navys battleship force was taken by surprise and unable to mount an effective defence. The Japanese have now effectively removed any obstacle previously considered to be in their way of expanding their empire southwards. This catastrophic strike to America will end the long struggle of the United States to stay out of the war and Congress will shortly give President Roosevelt the authority to join Britain and pursue the conflict, all-out.


    Jim felt a wave of elation. America was now in the war, which meant the Allies would have a much better chance of winning it. Nothing could stop them now.


    Mum, Dad, Pearl, come and listen! shrieked Ruby and they all ran to gather round the wireless.


    Pearl sat beside her sister on the couch and Syd stood with his elbow on the mantel. Amy hurried to perch on the arm of the fireside chair. In a sombre voice the commentator described the attack by the Japanese on Pearl Harbor. Other US bases in the Philippines had been targeted too. There were many casualties to the American naval fleet, and troops and civilians. To make things worse, it had all happened whilst the Japanese envoy in America had been in peace talks with President Roosevelt.


    The Americans were duped, said Syd in a low voice when the broadcast was over. They fell hook, line and sinker for the bait.


    But what will happen now? asked Ruby in alarm.


    God only knows. Her father lit a roll-up. Theres no stopping the Japs, it seems. Hong Kong will be next. Weve got only a handful of troops there. I dont like to think what might happen, I really dont.


    Will America join the Allies?


    If their congress gives them the nod, then yes.


    Jim says that America has been sitting on the fence, said Pearl, trying to remember Jims words exactly.


    A massacre like this changes everything, Syd muttered, blowing smoke from the corner of his mouth. The US of A has to retaliate. Theres a lot at stake. The Pacific and South-East Asia is crucial to our success. We still hold Malaya and the northern Philippines but only just.


    Syd, I really wish youd smoke outside. Amy made a face.


    All right, all right, Im going.


    Dad? Pearl followed her father outside. If America does come in, will it be to Africa as well?


    Could be. Americas armada has been sunk in one day. Shell have a tough time recovering from that. But Japan has made a big mistake in crossing Roosevelt. Theyve underestimated the Yanks, just like Hitler did with the Russians.


    As they turned on the wireless once more, the drama of Pearl Harbor began to unfold. The casualties were in their thousands. It was now clear that Japan had planned the raids well in advance. They had deceived the Americans into believing Japan wanted peace in order to strike the fatal blow.


    Pearl and Ruby remained glued to the wireless. Pearl knew that every move made from now on would effect Jim in some way. She guessed that Ruby was thinking the same about Ricky.


    Pearl read Jims letter a dozen times. She was disappointed as it was full of Pearl Harbor. Only four lines were about how much he missed her. He did write that he hoped to see her soon. As he hadnt said when, she assumed he meant Christmas.


    After such shocking news at the weekend, the office was in uproar on Monday. All the girls in the typing pool, Mr Hedley and the other bosses, everyone was talking about Pearl Harbor, and she listened with interest to their views. Her husband was now part of the war machine and so was she. Shed got married believing Jim could avoid it, but the reality was, the war was closer than ever.


    But if Pearl had thought Monday was bad, Wednesday brought a real blow. News came in that the British navy had also suffered a terrible loss. HMS Prince of Wales and HMS Repulse had been sunk fifty miles off the coast of Malaya. Two of our greatest warships were torpedoed and bombed yesterday by Japanese warplanes, read Moira from the newspaper. The loss of life is the greatest in one incident. Over eight hundred officers and men are now either killed or missing in action. Moira stopped and put down the newspaper. Me dad said the Japs were going to give it to Britain next, she whispered hoarsely.


    They couldnt fly all the way over here, could they? exclaimed Pearl, chiming in for the first time.


    No, but theyve got a navy, replied Moira immediately. And theres a lot more of them than there are of us. Moira lifted the newspaper again. It says here that the Prince was crippled, hit in the stern and its propeller shaft twisted, so it couldnt move. They finished her off and went for the Repulse . . . Moira gave a little choke. I cant read any more. Here, you read it. She threw it on Pearls desk.


    Pearl couldnt either; it was too upsetting. Thank God Jim wasnt at sea. What would she have done if shed read that and had a husband, father, or brother on board? What must be going through Rubys mind about Ricky?


    There was one more week until Christmas and Pearl hadnt heard from Jim. Why hadnt he written? She wanted to meet him at the station, throw her arms around him like in the films, and kiss him until he was black and blue. But shed heard nothing and she felt abandoned. She told Ruby so when she called round that evening.


    They wouldnt have posted him already, would they? said Pearl in the middle of ITMA. Even Tommy Handley hadnt been able to make her laugh.


    Course not, said Ruby as she turned off the wireless.


    It was awful about the Prince of Wales.


    Id die if it happened to Ricky. And I havent had a letter.


    Could be the Christmas post, said Pearl, hating herself for feeling secretly pleased.


    Looks like itll be just us and Mum and Dad round the Christmas table.


    And Mrs Nesbitt, of course.


    I forgot about her, Ruby groaned.


    I dont want to leave her alone at Christmas.


    Jims time will be precious on leave. Especially if its only a weekend pass. Or even twenty-four hours. Some of the sailors Ricky knows havent seen their wives in a year or more.


    But Jim is only training at Luton, Pearl protested, adding quickly, I think.


    Both were silent. Ruby sighed as she sat in the fireside chair, her cheeks red from the fire. Her striped knitted waistcoat and baggy trousers made her look very young. She kept herself very smart, Pearl thought, considering the utility designs that were forced on people by the government. As for herself, Pearl did everything possible to avoid the restrictions and was now a good customer of the clothes stall at the market.


    Pearl?


    Hm?


    You know we was talking about . . . well, getting together with a man? Ruby sat forward with her hands on her knees and Pearls heart sank. She had tried to convince herself that Ruby wasnt serious, but looking at Rubys flushed face, she could tell that was a vain hope. I decided to go to the clinic at Stepney.


    Pearl was truly shocked. You didnt!


    After you saying about getting pregnant, I gave it some thought.


    You mean you really are serious?


    Yes, course. Ruby sat stiffly, her expression offended. You should be pleased I took your advice.


    Pearl hadnt suspected that Ruby would go to such lengths and it was a big shock to her. If only she could think of a way to really dissuade Ruby, but the subject of Ricky was making them grow further apart.


    They were a bit snooty about it at first, as Im not married, Ruby continued in a cool tone. They tried putting me off by telling me about how some girls go for these backstreet operations to get rid of a baby. Ruby shuddered. I must admit they did scare me. But all these old wives tales like soaking sponges in vinegar and putting them up there really dont work, even though some women believe they do.


    They told you about that? asked Pearl in dismay.


    Yes, and drinking gin in a hot bath.


    Pearl shook her head disbelievingly. I never thought Id be hearing this from you.


    Ruby stuck out her chin. I wouldnt have done that anyway. And dont look so disgusted, Pearl. You and Jim must have done it.


    We didnt! exclaimed Pearl in alarm. We waited till we got married.


    So you didnt know anything about sex? Ruby stared hard at her and it was then that Pearl realized what she had said. Guilt flowing over her, she tried to stop the mental pictures in her mind of Ricky kissing her, making love to her, and even worse . . .


    Look, Ruby continued in a persuasive tone, I might have been a bit wild when I was younger, Pearl, and Mum and Dad did spoil me a bit after keeping a close eye on you. And I did get away with a lot you couldnt, but at the same time Im not daft  or ungrateful. It was you that made me think about getting pregnant and that was why I went for advice. Babies aint just something you stick in a pram and feed, they need a lot of looking after. So do you want to hear what they said or not?


    Pearl didnt want to hear but she couldnt offend Ruby. If it had been any other man than Ricky, Pearl was sure it wouldnt seem so bad. In fact, she would probably be telling Ruby shed done the right thing by going to the clinic. But even the thought of Ricky doing to Ruby what hed done to her made her feel quite ill. Pearl nodded her head dejectedly.


    After a moment Ruby went on, Some women use pessaries, something I can get from the clinic. Theyre not a hundred per cent effective, but then nothing is. Not even the Roman Catholic way where you only sleep with a man on certain days. And then theres the other way, where the man must stop in time.


    Pearl shivered.


    Whats wrong?


    Nothing.


    Or of course I could do what you do. But as youre not speaking much to me, I dont know what that is.


    Pearl went bright red. I dont do anything.


    But you havent got pregnant.


    It just hasnt happened, Pearl said embarrassedly. She didnt know why she hadnt conceived. They had made love enough times. Was it the worry of that other, more dreadful thing, that was always at the back of her mind?


    Ruby crossed one leg over the other, patting Ruby gently on the arm. Is that whats been worrying you? Not being able to have a baby?


    No . . . no, Pearl insisted.


    Only youd tell me if you was worried, wouldnt you?


    Im not worried, Ruby. Pearl knew she was going even redder.


    The nurse at the clinic asked me if not conceiving was in our family and I said no. After all, there was you and me and weve got our cousins, Betty, Jane and Howard. Were all perfectly healthy, so Im sure you and Jim will have the tiny patter of feet soon.


    Pearl jumped to her feet. Ruby, I dont want to talk any more about this.


    Ruby stood up and said gently, Sorry. It must be a sore subject. Trust me to put me big foot in. She hugged Pearl close, but there were tears in Pearls eyes. Why was she so upset?


    Listen, Ruby whispered as she held her. Please dont worry about me. Im not going to get into trouble. Id rather kill meself than that.


    Pearl thought of Gladys. Dont ever say that!


    I didnt mean it.


    Never say it again. Promise me? She hugged Ruby tight.


    Course I wont. Ruby laughed. Youre daft, Pearl Nesbitt.


    I care about you.


    Pearl loved her little sister so much. If only she could stop Ruby from loving Ricky. But love was blind.


    Later, when Ruby had left, Pearl sat alone, the thoughts tumbling through her mind. Ruby had sensed her worries, but she couldnt tell her the truth. The real truth. And even if she did, it would only be her word against Rickys. He would never admit to the fact that on the night she had told him that she might be expecting, theyd quarrelled and shed fallen down the club stairs. It was just after shed found Stella Burns in his arms and he had been saying the same words of undying love to her. To hear them and see them together had been a big enough blow.


    But then hed heartlessly told her she meant nothing to him. Shed began to cry and hed laughed at her. Pearl felt the tears streaming down her cheeks now as she remembered the scene so clearly. The snow, on that winters night, covering the buildings and the ground in a pure white blanket. And the tiny patch of blood that was the end of their babys life.
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