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            Chapter One

         
 
         Castle Maine, Derbyshire.
 October, 1938.
         
 
         The bus trundled over the brow of the hill, and pulled up.  Holly Bates leapt the three steps and waved to her friend  as it moved noisily away towards the better end of town,  where Maisie lived.
         
 
         Sometimes Holly wished Maisie lived nearer. It would be  grand to have her best friend nearby, but there it was. No one  else went to grammar school from round about. Most of the  miners’ children went to the school in Castle Maine, which  churned out factory fodder and boys for the mine, like Uncle  Billy.
 
         Holly would have gone to Castle Maine School if she hadn’t  passed the scholarship. Gramps and Grandma Daisy had insisted  she go to Nethercutt, but Mam left the final decision to Holly.
 
         The wind was sharp this October day. Holly buttoned her  coat, hoisted her satchel up and climbed the hill to home.
 
         She loved living with Gramps. Home was home, wherever  Mam and Harry were, but living with Gramps was best of all!
 
         She unlatched the gate and ran up the path into the house, in  a haste now to see him. He’d be waiting eagerly for her coming home, she knew. Grandma Daisy said it was what kept him going.
         
 
         ‘We dissected a frog!’ She burst in at the door, bristling in protest.
 
         ‘Did you, now, lass?’ William Oakes was sitting in his favourite chair by the fire, warming his hands. Gramps felt the cold nowadays.
 
         ‘Did it jump about, like?’ He had a twinkle in his eye.
 
         ‘It was dead, Gramps,’ she said solemnly, not sure if he was joking. ‘Is me mam still in?’
 
         ‘Upstairs.’
 
         They exchanged glances. Both knew Maggie Bates would be glad to get the other side of this day. Anniversaries were always the worst, and it was nine years since Holly’s dad had died in a motorcycle accident.
 
         It made Holly sad to think about her dad, but she knew it was worse for Mam. Sometimes, Holly even had trouble remembering what Dad looked like, though she didn’t tell Mam. Mam was always talking about Dad, Holly guessed because she was trying to keep his memory alive. Holly guessed far more than she ought to for her age.
         
 
         In the bedroom, Mam was kneeling in front of a chest of drawers, sorting clothes Holly and Harry had grown out of long since. She was keeping busy.
 
         ‘All right, Mam?’
 
         ‘Of course, love.’
 
         As she spoke, Maggie’s hand closed over the bluebird brooch Hughie had given her during their all too brief married life.
 
         She stood up, smiling, feeling the smooth warmth of the enamel in her hand – a tall, austere woman who possessed a quiet beauty. Life had left its mark on Maggie Bates, everyone said.
 
          
         ‘I’ve seen John Bertram!’ Holly was unable to keep tell-tale colour from flooding her face.
 
         She’d had a thing about John for a long while, as long as she could remember. John was just that little bit older, just that little bit more sophisticated. She hadn’t told anyone how she felt, not even Maisie.
 
         Ever since Mam had been John’s nanny in Nottingham, and Holly’s own first faltering steps had followed him round his parents’ big house, she’d adored him. Of course, she didn’t see so much of him nowadays.
 
         ‘That must have cheered you up!’ Maggie knew exactly what was going on in her daughter’s mind. Holly had never been particularly good at disguising her feelings.
 
         Seeing her blushing over John made Maggie remember how Hughie had put the self-same look on her own face once, many years ago. Everything made her think of Hughie today.
 
         ‘I didn’t see him to speak to, Mam.’ Holly prattled on, partly to keep her mother from fretting. ‘He was filling his car up at the petrol station the other side of Nethercutt. Cliff was there, an’ all.’
 
         She’d waved, willing John to look up and see her. She’d been that disappointed when he hadn’t.
 
         ‘And his little brother looked well? And John?’
 
         Holly nodded.
 
         With John up at Oxford, the lad had little time for visiting his grandparents, let alone his nanny and her family.
 
         Maggie pulled herself together. ‘I’m running behind, Holly. Go and get the tea started, there’s a love,’ she encouraged.
 
         Shortly, Maggie heard the clatter of pots, and voices, as the two downstairs got chatting over the tea things. She gave herself a shake. She was worse than one of her own patients. If Sister Aspen could see her now!

         Maggie didn’t want to think of the night Hughie hadn’t come home. Life went on, as Maggie’s mother so frequently pointed out.
         
  
         The fact she herself was still here, surviving, making a life for herself and the children, and was a good nurse, spoke for her determination, if nothing else.
 
         The years hadn’t been unkind to the rest of the family either, Maggie mused, stroking her bluebird.
 
         They were better off now than they’d ever been. Since Silas Bradshaw had finally paid her granddad the compensation he’d been due, money was no longer a problem.
 
         William had insisted Daisy use some of the money to set up a laundry business, employing outworkers from a little office in Castle Maine.
 
         Maggie had never known her mother so happy, full of the knowledge she was doing something worthwhile, finding other women useful work.
 
         Trust funds had been set up for the children, while Maggie herself had the insurance money Adèle Bradshaw had told her Silas took out on all his employees.
 
         That was set aside for Holly and university. Holly was bright, though Lord alone knew exactly where she’d got it from. Maggie had never bothered much over school and neither had Hughie.
 
         Maggie was determined Holly should have the chance of university, Harry too, if he ever decided to buckle down to some work.
 
         She sighed. He’d be in any minute! With neat, quick movements, she knelt and folded the clothes, ready to be taken down to the Women’s Institute. Somehow, Maggie couldn’t think of Harry as an academic. Her precious son was far too harum-scarum.
         
 
         She stood up and shut the drawer, putting the brooch away carefully, picked up her uniform from on the bed and began to get ready for work.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘All right, love?’
 
         Daisy Bridges dumped the basket of shopping on the table and called through to Peter. If he was in the kitchen he’d already got the dinner on. She was running late. Maggie was on nights, so she’d be needed up at her dad’s shortly. Daisy always kept an eye on things when Maggie was on nights.
 
         ‘Is there anything I can do?’ she called again, thinking he hadn’t heard.
 
         Peter came through, wiping his hands on a tea towel. She could tell by his face there was something wrong.
 
         ‘Things are mostly under control.’ He looked at the ceiling, and then back at his wife.
 
         ‘Is our Mary back already?’ Daisy knew at once what he meant. ‘She’s never spoiled your precious afternoon off?’
 
         ‘She’s been back a while.’ There was nothing Peter hated more than trouble, and Mary was usually the cause of it.
 
         ‘I think you ought to have a word with that young lady. She’s been up to her tricks again.’
 
         ‘Now what?’ Daisy went to the foot of the stairs and shouted.
 
         ‘Mary Bridges! Get yourself down here this minute.’
 
         ‘You’ve no need to shout, I was coming anyway.’
 
         Mary was too attractive by half, Daisy thought as her daughter sauntered into the room. Two broken engagements and a steady string of wounded hearts behind her at twenty-one, quite unknowingly, if you believed Mary’s side of things.
 
         Daisy had yet to fathom how her dear daughter could have entangled herself enough to become engaged to a lad only to break it off – and then do the same all over again.
 
         Perhaps it wasn’t Mary’s fault men fell in love with her. According to Mary, nothing ever was her fault. She’d only to bat her wide blue eyes, and boys fell at her feet.
         
 
         Daisy thought it high time she settled down, and said so. There had been numerous arguments, and here was another.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘What have you been up to now?’ Daisy’s tongue had lost none of its sharpness over the years.
 
         ‘Nothing much.’ Mary’s bright blue eyes sprang suddenly to life and stared her mother out.
 
         ‘It wasn’t my fault, Mam! Mr Ableforth says he won’t have cheek from the factory girls, and sent me home, pompous little man. I only said—’
 
         ‘I don’t want to hear!’
 
         ‘And he’s docking me wages—’
 
         ‘Oh, Mary, love!’
 
         ‘I won’t go back! It isn’t as if I like the factory anyway. Can’t you find me work, Mam? Even laundry work would be better than the factory.’
 
         Daisy could read her daughter like a book. At some of the bigger houses she sent the laundresses to, there’d be the opportunity to meet young men with money in their pockets, not averse to finding someone to spend it on.
         
 
         ‘You’ll get yourself straight down there first thing tomorrow morning and apologise,’ Daisy ordered.
 
         ‘It’d be different if it was our Billy,’ Mary muttered, and noticed her mother’s eyes soften at the mere mention of his name.
 
         ‘Billy can do what he likes!’ Mary grumbled.
 
         ‘Billy doesn’t want to go down the mine any more than you want the factory! We all have to do things we don’t like.’
 
         ‘I’m fed up with it, so there! Why should I work there if I don’t like it? Anyhow, I’m going into town.’
         
 
         ‘Listen to what I say, mind,’ Daisy called, but too late. The door slammed.
 
         Daisy pulled out a chair and sank down into it.
 
         ‘Peter, whatever are we to do with this child?’
 
         ‘She’s not a child, love, that’s the problem.’ Peter always kept his temper, a perfect foil for Daisy who often didn’t.
 
         ‘She’s growing up over-fast, that’s all! She’ll settle down.’
 
         ‘If only she was more like Maggie, Peter.’
 
         ‘She’s herself.’ Unfortunately, he could have added, but he didn’t.
 
         ‘And Maggie’s herself, too. All the problems she has – two bairns to bring up and no man about the place – and it’s Mary who causes all the trouble.’
 
         At least Maggie was settled financially. Daisy’s dad was leaving the house to Maggie, so she’d be well looked after.
 
         Adèle Bradshaw had settled a tidy sum of money on her, too, after Hughie’s death. Never mind that Maggie believed it was Hughie’s insurance money. The things folk didn’t know in this family!
 
         How else to explain Adèle’s desire to help the girl? She couldn’t bear to think of poor Maggie worrying over money on top of everything else Adèle had said. And Daisy couldn’t deny her. Though Maggie had no idea, Silas and Adèle Bradshaw, the richest couple in Castle Maine, were her grandparents.
         
 
         It was better there were some things her daughter didn’t know. There were enough complications as it was, Daisy thought.
 
         ‘If only our Mary would settle down, Peter! As if there isn’t enough to fret over.’ 
         
 
         It was all very well Chamberlain coming back from Munich, waving his piece of paper and beaming for the photographers. Billy was of an age – Daisy couldn’t bear the thought of her lad embroiled in something not of his own making. Thank the Lord, Harry was still a boy.
 
         ‘It won’t come to war,’ Peter reiterated doggedly, as if saying it often enough would make it true.
 
         He came to stand by Daisy, only a slight limp recalling the pit accident he’d suffered years since. He stooped and planted a kiss on her cheek.
 
         Daisy looked up into his dear, calm face and thought abruptly that they were getting old. Too old for all the troubles brewing in the world.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Behave, you two!’ John Bertram half-turned in the driving seat of his neat little sports car – hot from his stepfather’s factory – and grinned at the boys larking about on the back seat.
 
         He and his young half-brother had been on their way to see their grandparents. When Cliff spotted Harry Bates dawdling idly home from school, they’d stopped to offer him a lift.
 
         He’d jumped at the chance. Harry and Cliff, of an age, were friends of old from the Bates family’s time in Nottingham, and despite their different circumstances, still played together whenever Cliff came to Castle Maine.
         
 
         All at once, quite inexplicably to the boys, the car slowed and pulled up. Cliff cottoned on first and smirked, nudging Harry in the ribs, and Harry frowned.
 
         It was his Auntie Mary, sauntering down the high street in the way only she could, her fair hair ruffled by the autumn breeze, all the men’s heads turning as she passed.
 
         ‘Did you want something?’ she asked teasingly, waiting for John Bertram to blush – confirmation of his interest, if she needed it.
         
 
         John was grown up now, right enough. She gave him the once-over – a thing she did with every young man she saw. Unfortunately, he was too young – though nice enough looking. She must be at least two years older. Shame.
 
         ‘It’s Mary, isn’t it? Can I take you anywhere?’
 
         Oh, that upper crust voice. It seemed even more cut glass since he’d been to Oxford, but there was no doubting the appeal of his soft brown eyes.
 
         ‘I’m only going down the shops, and I’m practically there already. What a shame …’ She caught sight of Harry, and frowned.
 
         ‘Does your mam know where you are?’
 
         Harry grinned. His mam didn’t know, and he knew full well he should have asked first.
 
         ‘Don’t say anything, Auntie Mary,’ he begged. ‘I’ll be back before she knows owt about it.’
 
         ‘He’ll be home soon.’ John seemed unable to tear his eyes from Mary’s face. ‘We’re just off up to see my grandparents. We won’t be long.’
 
         Mary Bridges was just about the most gorgeous girl he’d ever seen. Why hadn’t he realised how pretty she was before now? He’d been round Castle Maine often enough.
 
         ‘Nothing I can do to make you change your mind?’ he persisted.
 
         ‘Hurry up, John,’ Cliff grumbled. It was cold with the roof down, and this was soppy grown-up stuff.
 
         ‘I’ll see you around, then?’
 
         He was back in Oxford again in a day or two. Still, there was always next vacation.
 
         ‘We’ll see.’ Mary couldn’t resist teasing. It was automatic, like breathing.
 
         John Bertram smiled, his eyes full of regret. Mary watched the car roar off, a calculating look on her face.
         
 
         There couldn’t be much fun down at the university, and Mary was in search of a little fun before she got too old to enjoy herself.
 
         One day, she thought, she would just up and away – anywhere, so long as it was away from Castle Maine, where nothing ever happened. Even Oxford would be better!
 
         She started to walk again. Dr Hardaker, passing in his Ford, on his way to the City Hospital, pipped cheerily and put up his hand in greeting.
 
         Now there was an attractive man. Mary waved back. Pity he was even older than her sister. Mary had no intention of growing old alone, like Maggie.
 
         She reached the chemist’s, which had in a new shade of lipstick that the counter girl said was just the thing to go with Mary’s particular colouring. And she needed new stockings for the dance at the Palais tonight – so long as she could get round Mam …
 
         
             

         
 
         Silas Bradshaw picked up the poker from the hearth and rattled it peevishly in the grate. Flames spluttered up, and as he’d intended, Adèle, in the chair opposite, woke with a start.
 
         The look Silas threw her was an odd one.
 
         She’d been only too quick to point out he was seventy-five, yet he was still fit and still had a fine head of hair. And he didn’t fall asleep in front of the fire.
 
         Adèle had finally coerced him into bringing in a younger man to run the factory – as if he was incapable! Sitting here twiddling his thumbs when there was work to be done …
 
         ‘You’ll put that fire out,’ Adèle warned, seeing he was in a temper.
 
         Silas frowned, but put the poker down.
         
 
         ‘You’re awake, then?’
 
         ‘So it seems.’ She wasn’t going to argue; she wanted to talk to him anyway. She picked up the newspaper and looked at the picture of Chamberlain on the front, waving his precious bit of paper.
 
         ‘Silas, will this peace pact hold?’ It had been preying on her mind.
 
         ‘It probably won’t.’ She’d asked the question – Silas believed in a straight answer. ‘Perhaps for a while, that’s all.’
 
         Wasn’t the last lot bad enough?
 
         ‘Don’t you go worrying about John.’ He was sure he’d winkled out the trouble, his sharp eyes narrowing. ‘I’ll see he’s all right, don’t you bother. That lad’s not going anywhere.’
 
         ‘If there’s a war, how can he stay at home?’
 
         ‘There will be war,’ Silas said calmly.
 
         It was a good job he’d hung on to the engineering works. If he’d listened to all Adèle had to say about things becoming too much for him, they’d have lost a pretty packet! The works, put to munitions, would be worth a mint. Added to the factory turning out uniforms, the coffers would be overflowing.
 
         ‘We’ll get John out of university and set on in the factory. I’ll pull a few strings,’ he said. ‘There’s more important work for him here than—’
 
         What he was going to say next, though Adèle could well guess at it, was lost as voices came from the hall. Silas was already getting up as John came in, followed by Cliff and another boy. Young Harry Bates.
 
         ‘John! What a lovely surprise!’ Adèle rose. ‘And Clifford, too! And it’s Harry, isn’t it?’
 
         She didn’t dare to look at Silas. The boy was the spit of Ned at his age, and she only thanked the Lord Silas didn’t have the wit to guess the truth.
         
 
         ‘I half expected you back at Oxford already, John,’ she went on.
 
         ‘I’m off on Tuesday, as a matter of fact. Just thought I’d motor down and say cheerio. We picked this young shaver up on the way, didn’t we, Cliff?’
 
         ‘If you’d only come earlier, I could have taken you down the factory,’ his grandfather growled. ‘It’s about time you familiarised yourself with the place. You’ll be done at that grand university soon enough.’
         
 
         John frowned, looking helplessly towards his grandmother.
 
         Adèle knew he wanted to follow his stepfather into the motorcar business, and she’d tried to tell Silas, but he never had heard anything he didn’t like.
 
         John turned the talk to next year at university, his second, while Silas fumbled in his waistcoat pocket for a coin for Clifford. Then he gave Harry the same, ruffling the boy’s hair good-naturedly.
 
         Harry looked anxious, so Adèle tried to put him at his ease, asking him about school and what he might want to do once he left.
 
         ‘I don’t want to go down the mines,’ was all he said, going red.
 
         Silas’s mine or Silas’s factory – there wasn’t any other choice in Castle Maine for a boy of Harry’s standing. Good mining stock.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘It was kind of you to tip Harry,’ Adèle remarked after the boys had left, tumbling out of the house as quickly as they’d arrived, leaving a strange quiet in their wake.
 
         ‘I don’t suppose the lad gets much, unlike young Clifford!’ Silas turned the conversation on to safer ground. Adèle saw too much, he thought. It would never do if she were to have the slightest suspicion about her precious son, Ned.
         
  
         ‘Cliff’s turning into a fine boy – he takes after Bertie! Only thank the Lord he’s too young for this lot blowing up.’
 
         How many other couples, he wondered, were in their situation – having lost both boys in the Great War, and with a grandson of an age for this one?
         
 
         He tried to reassure her about John, while she tried to tell him about John’s real plans after university. Silas turned a deaf ear, and was relieved when she finally went upstairs to dress.
 
         That had been altogether too close for comfort. He couldn’t begin to imagine all the upset it would cause if Adèle ever discovered an off-shoot of her precious Ned’s was growing right under her nose, here in Castle Maine. That boy Harry! It was the biggest wonder she’d never seen the likeness, but there it was! Folk saw what they wanted to see, and that was a fact.
 
         He’d done his best to help Daisy Bridges, and it wasn’t as if he didn’t owe her father enough already. Silas knew full well if it hadn’t been for William Oakes all those long years ago, the factory would never have got off the ground in the first place. Businessmen trusted William’s common sense – they hadn’t trusted Silas, not then.
 
         This business with Ned – at last it had spurred him into doing what he should have done long since. Better late than never! William knew it, too; the knowledge had been there in his eyes when Silas said he was settling money on him.
 
         ‘I don’t want your money!’ he complained.
 
         ‘There’s others might have a right to it,’ Silas began, aware he was treading on dangerous ground. ‘It’s only right, William!’
 
         ‘You think money makes it right?’ William glared up at him from under shaggy eyebrows.
         
 
         ‘It is when it’s owed. As much as money can make a thing right.’ Silas blustered on, looking for the appropriate thing to say and failing miserably.
 
         ‘I need to do this, William.’ At last he stumbled on the right words. ‘Tell ’em it’s something long overdue from when we were young.’
 
         The two old men had stood in that cramped little cottage, all pretensions stripped away. After all they’d been through, they were just two old friends doing what they could to right a wrong.
 
         And if it gave Silas’s foolish old heart a lift, seeing one or the other of them when he was about his legitimate business in town – that girl, Maggie, for instance – Ned’s daughter! Well, he was pleased.
 
         He knew he had to keep it to himself. William would never tell a soul – he appreciated peace and quiet too much, and all hell would break loose if this ever came out.
 
         There was no denying Maggie was a fine girl, if ever there was one. A chip off the old block, Silas thought.
 
         He’d done his best to put things right. Family was family, when all was said and done…
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘You had no business going anywhere other than straight home,’ Maggie said sharply.
 
         ‘Sorry, Mam.’ Harry hung his head, looking not one whit ashamed, and his mother bit her lip. This boy! Whatever should she do with him? He was getting to be a handful, and that was a fact.
 
         ‘I haven’t time for this now – it’ll have to wait until I get back!’ She knew as she spoke that she was letting him get away with too much – again! She’d tried her best, but he was of an age when he needed a man’s hand.
         
  
         Shaking her head, she let herself out of the house, calling a hasty goodbye to Holly and Gramps and her mam, who’d just arrived, flustered, full of some tale about Mary in trouble at work.
 
         Maggie had no time to listen, and felt guilty. Late as ever, she was still buttoning her coat as she ran for the bus.
 
         The night was wet, the pavements shiny, almost translucent under the lamplight. There was a bitter wind, and the bus was late. She stared fretfully along the dimly-lit street, willing it to arrive.
 
         Sister Aspen never listened to excuses about transport; her nurses were either on time or not on time. Woe betide one of them if she was late!
 
         Women’s Surgical was a busy ward; Sister Aspen quite rightly had no interest in her nurses’ private life, only the standard of care to which they aspired. Normally Maggie got on well with her, but she’d still be in for a ticking-off if she was late.
 
         She was a competent nurse, whatever mess she made of the rest of her life. Nursing was her one salvation.
 
         A car drew into the kerb.
 
         ‘Do you want a lift in?’
 
         Tony Blount stuck his head out of the window, grinning amiably. He was a good-looking man, a year or two older than Maggie. He’d been around, knew what was what, someone had told her when she’d asked about him.
 
         Tony had chatted her up at a party which she’d left early, before things became too involved. Partly she regretted leaving, not returning his too obvious interest, but complications were the last thing she needed in her life.
 
         Since Hughie, she’d tried going out with other men, nice men, men she liked. Things just fizzled out somehow. Who could compare to Hughie?
         
 
         Her mother, in her forthright way, said Hughie hadn’t been a plaster saint and Maggie was still young; she should and ought to start living her life again.
 
         She couldn’t help the way she felt.
 
         All this went through her mind in an instant, but it was raining and she might have missed her bus.
 
         ‘Won’t it be out of your way?’ She stooped to the window.
 
         ‘I’ve business in Nottingham. Hop in.’
 
         ‘Thanks, then!’
 
         She wasn’t really sure she should have accepted. There was something about this man, even though she’d only met him the once….
 
         The party had been for one of the nurses, at a local hotel. Maggie had merely been dragged along protesting, though no-one took the slightest notice. The nurse in question complained Maggie never went anywhere, so she had to come to this party.
         
 
         Maggie couldn’t argue with that. Normally her life was the hospital and home, caring for her grandfather and the children. She’d made some kind of life for herself, and did her best to shut her mind to anything else.
 
         ‘Why haven’t we bumped into each other before?’ Tony had said that evening, looking at her in a way Maggie recognised. He wanted more than a casual acquaintance, she could see.
 
         He’d stayed with her for the rest of the evening, and despite her reservations, she found herself responding. There was something very attractive about him. She enjoyed his company, which shocked her once she realised it. She was normally so wary of other men.
         
 
         She couldn’t let herself go, that was the problem. He was a  nice man and she had liked him….
         
 
         Yet here she was, in his car. She pulled her cloak more closely  round herself.
 
         ‘Don’t look so worried.’ He smiled. ‘I really have got business  in Nottingham, and I pass the hospital on the way in. It’s too  cold for hanging round bus stops.’
 
         The car was warm, the wipers brushing the rain into smudges  on the windscreen curiously restful. She wasn’t even going to be  late for work.
 
         Maggie began to relax at last, for the first time that day. She  settled back against the seat, her mind wandering to Harry, and  then the trouble Mam seemed to be having with Mary. There  was so much going on in their lives.
 
         Surprisingly, as the car sped towards Nottingham, Tony  began to talk about himself, as if he was trying to put her at her  ease.
 
         She listened with half an ear to how he’d grown up in  London, how he’d become a salesman, tired of the life and then,  finding himself on business in this neck of the woods and  deciding he liked it, made up his mind to stay.
 
         He did this and that, he said, turning towards her and grinning.  He made his living in any way he could.
         
 
         His eyes often slewed sideways to watch her face. She wished  he’d keep them on the road.
 
         ‘I’m pleased I did decide to stay,’ he added, and she frowned,  disliking the implication, and the little smile he shot her as he  spoke. She had no intention of getting involved with Tony  Blount, nice as he seemed.
 
         She forced her mind to the dark country road ahead, crowded  by trees. Denuded branches, rattled by the wind, drooped and clunked on the roof of the car. Rain gusted against the windscreen,  but inside was warm, safe.
         
 
         A fox froze on the road, its eyes burning in the headlights, and  then melted suddenly away. The countryside was alive. She was  thankful when they came to the outskirts of Nottingham, and  the hospital loomed.
 
         ‘It’s good of you,’ she said as the car turned through the gates.
 
         ‘I’ve enjoyed it,’ he answered. He’d pulled up in a quiet  corner, turning to look at her, obviously thinking before he went  on.
 
         ‘I mean I’ve enjoyed your company, Maggie. Look, I’d like us  to go out together one evening.’
 
         Maggie blushed, fumbling for her bag, her hand already  poised on the handle of the door.
 
         She’d been expecting him to ask her out. She realised now, too  late, that was why she hadn’t wanted to get into the car. Tony  was a perfectly nice man, but she had no intentions of going out  with him – or anyone else, for that matter. She’d tried it before,  and it didn’t work.
 
         ‘Wait! Maggie!’ He had an open face, handsome and  perplexed.
 
         ‘I really should go. I’ll be late – Sister—’
 
         ‘Perhaps we could meet up after your shift? Go for a drink, or  something?’
 
         ‘I’m sorry, I really am busy.’
 
         He leaned back in his seat.
 
         ‘What are you afraid of?’ he asked abruptly.
 
         ‘Nothing!’ she protested.
 
         ‘Come out with me, then.’ He smiled lazily at her.
 
         ‘I can see you don’t know how to take no for an answer,’ she  answered lightly, hearing the steel in her voice nevertheless. She managed a smile, and wondered why her heart was starting to  beat so fast.
         
 
         He leaned across the driving seat and his lips brushed hers.
 
         Something long-buried in Maggie responded, met him  halfway. She’d been so lonely. The joy of human warmth, of  everything that had been denied her for so long, began to sweep  her away.
 
         Then she realised what was happening. On this day, of all  days, how could she? Her hands pushed against his chest and  thrust him away. She could see he was hurt.
 
         ‘Maggie, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that to happen.’
 
         She wiped the tears from her eyes and shook her head. Blindly  she pushed open the door and stumbled out, feeling the soft rain  against her face.
 
         She ran up the steps into the safety of the hospital.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two

         
 
         ‘And consequently this country is at war with Germany…’
         

         Neville Chamberlain’s voice trailed off into the ether, heavy with sorrow. The news he was imparting to the nation was hardly unexpected, but there was a sudden silence in the small back room where the family was grouped around the wireless.
 
         Maggie was at the hospital, on the day shift, but Daisy had been up since dawn making a start, guessing what was coming and dreading it, too. She’d been to the early service at church. For some reason Billy hadn’t wanted to come this morning, but the church had been packed.
 
         Peter shifted uneasily in his chair as Mary jumped up to switch off the set.
 
         ‘That’s it, then!’ Her face was full of an excitement she no longer took the trouble to hide.
 
         Daisy was silent. What a difference ten minutes made! Her mind was listing the essentials she’d been stockpiling for weeks – tea, sugar, candles, tins of biscuits. Peter had scolded her, but there it was. Daisy remembered the last time only too well.
 
         Her workforce had been stitching blackout curtains alongside their other duties, charging enough to cover overheads, for Daisy had balked at making a profit.
 
         ‘What did the blessed man say?’ Gramps leaned forward in his chair. He was becoming increasingly deaf. Daisy got up from her chair and knelt in front of her father, enunciating as clearly as she could.
         
 
         ‘We’re at war, Dad.’
 
         ‘Dashed if we are!’ The old man stared at her. ‘What a thing!’
 
         ‘Bang, bang!’ Harry used his fingers for the barrel of a gun. ‘Shall you go and fight, Uncle Billy?’
 
         Billy went over to the window overlooking the small yard, turning his back on the room. It wasn’t much of a view.
 
         ‘Stop it!’ Daisy rose to her feet. ‘Your uncle will be needed where he is now, Harry. Just you wait until your mother gets home!’
 
         ‘Leave the lad alone.’ Peter took her gently by the shoulders, feeling her tension beneath his hands. ‘Be fair, love. He’s hardly old enough to know what this is all about.’
 
         ‘I do, Granddad!’ Harry protested. ‘We’re going to fight Hitler and lick him.’
 
         ‘Of course we are, lad.’ His grandfather smiled at him.
 
         ‘Oh, Peter. It’s really happening!’ Reality washed over Daisy in a tidal wave. ‘Even to the last, I hoped some miracle might happen to stop it.’
 
         She pulled herself free, refusing to be comforted, and hurried off to the scullery, keen to busy her hands. That would stop her thinking.
 
         She’d put the meat on earlier. She filled a pan with water, gathered the potato peelings into newspaper, and took it outside to the bin.
 
         Putting the lid back on, she looked about. Nothing had changed.
 
         Everything was exactly as it should be. The sun was shining, the birds were singing, she could smell Sunday dinner cooking from open windows along the row. It was the sort of beautiful day only memory conjured up.
         
 
         These things had always made her feel safe, and now—
 
         ‘Are you all right, Mam?’
 
         Billy had followed her outside, his eyes, so reminiscent of Peter’s, anxious. He’d been quiet all week, his head buried in one of the books he carried everywhere he went, crammed in his jacket pocket. He would have taken a book down the pit if he could.
  
         She felt as if she didn’t know her son any more.
 
         ‘Don’t do anything silly,’ she said quietly.
 
         ‘Is that what you’re worried about?’ He thrust his hands deep in his pocket and rocked back on his heels, closing his eyes as he felt the warmth of the sun on his face. Daisy longed suddenly to hold him, keep him safe.
 
         ‘Don’t join up. Miners will be needed now more than ever – you’d be a fool!’
 
         ‘Stop worrying, Mam.’ His eyes snapped open. ‘Who knows what’s going to happen!’
 
         It wasn’t the answer she needed from him, but she was suddenly afraid to ask more. She went inside slowly, and began to get the dinner on. She still had the family to feed, even if her mind was all over the place.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘And where are you off to, lady?’ Daisy snapped. The shock must be wearing off. Mary returned her look mutinously.
 
         The rest of the family were still at the table finishing their dinner, but Mary had bolted hers and run upstairs to change into one of her best frocks, and new shoes, with heels. Daisy hated to see the amount of make-up she’d plastered on her face, and on a Sunday, too.

         ‘You look nice, Auntie Mary,’ Harry said, just as Daisy opened her mouth.
         
  
         ‘I’m going out with Dora.’ Mary frowned at her nephew, unsure if the little monkey was teasing or not. ‘We’re going for a walk.’
 
         Dora was her pal from work at the chemist’s shop in the centre of town. She’d been there six months now, a long time for Mary.
 
         ‘Mind you’re not late back for your tea,’ was all her mother said, to Mary’s surprise.
 
         Rather shocked that she was getting away so easily, Mary grabbed her bag and said goodbye before Mam could change her mind.
 
         ‘Wait, Mary!’ Billy caught her up before she’d even got to the gate. She put her hand to the latch and waited, shot through with impatience.
 
         She and her brother were hardly close – they had so little in common. Mary wondered sometimes how someone so serious by nature could actually be a brother of hers.
 
         ‘You’re seeing that Bertram bloke, aren’t you?’ he demanded.
 
         ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, Billy Bridges!’ But she could feel herself blushing.
 
         ‘Cut it out, Mary!’ He shook his head. ‘It’s me you’re talking to, remember? I know perfectly well you’re meeting John Bertram. One of me mates saw the two of you together at Tony’s Place the other night. You’ve hardly taken the trouble to keep it quiet!’
 
         Billy was the last person she would choose to know her secrets, especially this one. He and Mam were far too close.
 
         She stared at him defiantly, then shut the gate behind her and started to walk off down the road, her too-high heels clattering. He ran after her and caught her by the shoulders. 

         ‘What would me mother say?’ he demanded angrily, and she looked away, angry now, too.
         
  
         They both knew Daisy had a thing about the Bradshaws. She’d go mad if she knew Mary was seeing Silas Bradshaw’s grandson.
 
         The silly thing was, she hadn’t meant John to happen. She’d gone one Saturday with Dora to Tony’s Place, the new jazz club in town. She’d just finished with one of the lads at the factory and needed cheering up.
 
         Mary had never been able to resist attention in whatever form it came; she needed attention as some needed sunshine.
 
         She looked up at her brother’s too-serious face and realised with a sinking heart that understanding would be the last thing she’d get from Billy. He was too wrapped up in other things.
 
         She didn’t really care what he thought, other than he shouldn’t tell her mother, so she gently disengaged herself.
 
         ‘Why shouldn’t I see him?’ Her voice softened. ‘You mustn’t tell our mother, Billy. It wouldn’t be fair. I’d do as much for you.’
 
         She would, too.
 
         John was good-looking, handsome even – until she’d seen him in RAF uniform, she hadn’t realised quite how good-looking he was.
         
 
         ‘Did you know he’s joined up? He’s got his wings already. He’s only waiting for a posting.’ She bit her lip. ‘He will be safe, Billy? Tell me he’ll be safe?’
 
         ‘How should I know?’ But then Billy was sorry he’d been brusque. He worried about Mary all the time; Mam didn’t know the half she got up to. This needed careful handling.
 
         ‘I’m sorry, Mary. I don’t agree with you seeing him, but I understand you must be worried.’
 
         Mary looked up at him, her eyes wide.

         ‘Aren’t you afraid, too, Billy? None of us knows what’s going to happen….’
         
  
         It seemed, suddenly, a terrible and frightening thing to be young.
 
         She thought of John waiting, wondering why she was late, thinking that she might have changed her mind … It was best not to think. It was best just to enjoy life whilst you could.
 
         ‘I’m thinking about you, that’s all,’ Billy said softly. ‘You’ll get into trouble if me mam hears.’
 
         ‘Do you think I don’t know?’
 
         Daisy Bridges was a good mother, but she had an edge on her tongue like steel. They smiled at each other, remembering a childhood shared, evading the sharpness of Mam’s tongue.
 
         ‘Mary, don’t go! There’s something I need to talk about.’
 
         ‘What now, our Billy?’ Her impatience rose. ‘I mustn’t keep him waiting.’
 
         ‘It doesn’t matter.’ His face was guarded again as usual, the moment gone. ‘I won’t tell Mam.’
 
         She smiled, grateful, only briefly wondering what else it was he’d wanted to tell her. If they’d been closer, she would have asked, but all she could think of now was John waiting in the River Gardens.
 
         ‘Tell me later.’ She waved, and hurried down the road. He wouldn’t, of course, but who cared? She walked even faster, unable to wait a second longer to see John….
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘I don’t like to leave Mother long today, so I’ll go back, Holly. She’s upset,’ Maisie said. She and Holly had just reached the entrance to the River Gardens. They usually walked through together and parted at the other end, but this afternoon they were unusually subdued.

         Like everyone else, they’d listened to the wireless that morning, Maisie’s father, who was in local government, hurried off into work after it – on a Sunday! And not even staying for his dinner!
         
  
         They’d eaten a sober meal with only Maisie’s mother for company, none of them with any appetite.
 
         ‘Chin up, Maisie, things can’t be that bad.’ Holly squeezed her arm. ‘We’ll give Hitler what for; it’ll be over before we’re old enough to get involved.’
 
         She sounded more confident than she felt as she watched her friend trudging back up the hill. The world was all at once a huge and terrifying place. Who could tell what would happen?
 
         Holly passed through the arched gates and hurried heedlessly past formal beds of late flowers. The gardens were here by courtesy of Jedediah Brown, the town’s patron and benefactor.
         
 
         Holly turned along the wide path by the river. In the distance Silas Bradshaw’s factory loomed, solid and dependable somehow. It had been there all Holly’s life, and she found its permanence strangely comforting, without knowing why.
 
         During the week, workers from the factory used the gardens for their dinner breaks, but now it was the turn of all the townsfolk in their Sunday best. More than usual, too, as if they’d come out in defiance of Hitler, determined to carry on as normal. One or two of the men were already in uniform, and looked so sturdy and sure that Holly felt a bit better.
         
 
         The sky was bright blue and cloudless, the sun was shining. This wasn’t really happening!
 
         ‘Holly? Don’t look so worried!’
 
         John’s voice! She looked round in glad surprise, but then there was Auntie Mary clinging to his arm, looking for the entire world as if she had a perfect right to be there.

         Almost as if she were laying claim to him? Holly’s heart was suddenly thumping.
         
  
         Seeing John like this brought the reality of war home to her more than anything. Then another, sickening thought rushed through her mind like a steam train, nearly undoing her completely.
 
         She wouldn’t think about it. She lifted her chin and spoke directly to John, ignoring her aunt.
 
         ‘What are you doing here?’
 
         ‘I’m visiting the aged ones. They have to say goodbye to me some time!’ John laughed easily, disengaging himself from Mary, who looked put out.
 
         ‘Don’t you think he looks fine, Holly?’ There was a challenge in Mary’s eyes, as if she was daring Holly to say anything about her being with John Bertram.
 
         Auntie Mary was going with the man Holly had always loved! Something inside her crumpled. What hope had she of competing with someone as glamorous and sophisticated as Auntie Mary?
 
         ‘He looks very dashing,’ she answered lightly, hiding her hurt. John hadn’t a clue how she felt.
 
         ‘And talking of which, I must dash myself.’ Mary gazed up at John. ‘I said I’d call round and see Dora.’
 
         ‘Must you?’ His eyes held hers. ‘I’ll still see you tonight?’ Holly hated the urgency in his voice.
 
         ‘Of course you will. Around eight? We’ll go to Tony’s. There’s a good band on tonight.’ Mary leaned forward and kissed him lightly on the lips, then walked away with that natural sway of the hips.
 
         ‘You like her, don’t you?’ Holly asked him dully, unable to help herself. 

         ‘You always were a sharp little miss!’ John laughed, reaching out and pulling her hair as he’d used to when Holly was a very little girl.
         
  
         ‘Don’t, John.’ Couldn’t he see how she felt?
 
         Mary went through the gates at the far end of the gardens and disappeared from view. John sighed, and looked at Holly for the first time.
 
         ‘Like some tea?’
 
         There was a pavilion just before the sluice gates. Holly nodded eagerly, her spirits lifting a little at the thought of some time in his company. They took their tea to one of the tables on the terrace. The sun was making the water sparkle. It could have been any afternoon in late summer; they could have been any young couple. Holly had imagined this a thousand times.
 
         At the small jetty, rowing boats for hire were tied up. Sometimes, in her dreams, John took her rowing, too. How cruel that it seemed dreams were all she was to have!
 
         ‘Don’t tell anyone you saw us, Holly, will you?’ He stirred his tea.
 
         She shook her head. She’d do anything for him – he must know that.
 
         ‘I love her, Holly.’
 
         He had no idea how much pain those words caused.
 
         ‘I know what she’s like,’ he added. ‘I don’t suppose for one minute she feels the same.’
 
         ‘She must be mad.’ Holly muttered to herself, but she might never have spoken. She could see love written large on his face, and it tore at her heart.
 
         ‘She’s two years older than I am. Two years is a long time, especially for a girl. At least now I’ve left university, she’s had to accept this isn’t some sort of a schoolboy crush!’

         ‘Age shouldn’t matter, John.’ Holly did her best to cheer him, realising he couldn’t help the way he felt, any more than she could.
         
  
         ‘What does my grandmother think about this?’ she asked, curious.
 
         ‘Daisy doesn’t know!’ he exclaimed, horrified at the mere idea. ‘She’s the reason why you mustn’t say anything! She doesn’t like me, I know that much.’ He looked up, his eyes puzzled.
 
         ‘Why is that, do you think? After all, her daughter looked after us when we were little, you and I virtually grew up together. Yet she doesn’t even like your Harry playing with Cliff.’
 
         ‘I think it’s some old feud between our families.’ Holly took a sip of tea, and put down her cup. ‘I’ll ask my mother, if you like.’
 
         He smiled.
 
         ‘You’re a good girl, Holly.’
 
         Well, he liked her, at least, enough to confide in her. She tried to take what comfort she could from it, like a young bird pecking at crumbs dropped from a picnic table.
 
         ‘Things will work out, John.’
 
         He smiled and pushed his cup away.
 
         ‘I’d best get off, or the old folk will be wondering. Granddad hasn’t come to terms with me joining up yet. I’ll be in for a wigging, I expect. I can hardly blame him.’
 
         He meant Silas Bradshaw had lost both his sons because of the last war. Holly didn’t want to think about that, not now.
 
         ‘He worries about you.’ Me, too, she wanted to say, but didn’t.
 
         ‘Do you want a lift home?’ he offered, but she shook her head, suddenly miserable all over. When would she see him again?
 
         ‘You will be careful, won’t you?’ She couldn’t help saying it, and he knew exactly what she meant.
 
         Unexpectedly, he leaned across and kissed her lightly on the cheek. Her hand flew to her face in surprise.

         ‘Of course I will!’ he said. ‘I’ll write if I get time. Don’t worry – any trouble, I shall duck!’
         
 
         He rammed on his hat and left, walking smartly through the gates into the factory yard, where he’d parked his car.

         If only John would look at her in the way he’d looked at Mary – if only he saw her as more than a child!

         But he had kissed her, and said he’d write. Wonderingly, her fingers traced the curve of her cheek, remembering how soft his lips had felt. How would it feel if he kissed her properly? Like heaven, she guessed.

         Pushing the thought from her mind, she crossed the main road in front of the factory, retracing her steps along the bridge and jumping nimbly down through the stile to the path by the meadows.

         John had kissed her. It was something to dream about, even if it meant no more to him than a greeting between friends.

         
             

         

         ‘The leg’s looking fine, Mrs Pettit. We might make a Rams player of you yet!’

         ‘Aye, well, and I’d be better than anything they’ve got at the minute!’

         The elderly woman in the bed looked up at nice Dr Hardaker and chuckled, her eyes bright. Andrew winked at Maggie, who suppressed a smile with difficulty. Derby County always had their problems.

         She switched into professional mode and began to re-bandage Madge Pettit’s leg. The ulcer had been in danger of infection, but they’d drained the excess fluid and kept the leg up. The patient was well on the road to recovery.

         ‘Told you,’ she whispered, patting Madge’s hand.

         Maggie had seen Andrew do this so many times – take a fretful and anxious patient, and reassure her until she was relaxed enough to share in his banter. He was a good doctor, one of the best.
         
 
         Women’s Surgical was a soft burr of activity. Outside the world was at war, but inside the walls of the hospital, life continued much the same.

         What a relief it was to get back to work!

         
             

         

         She wheeled the trolley through to the sluice-room and began to clear up.

         ‘Do you want a lift home?’ Andrew’s cheerful face appeared around the door. No wonder the patients all felt better for seeing him! Maggie turned and smiled.

         ‘Thanks all the same, but Tony’s waiting for me.’

         He lounged against the door, hands thrust deep into the pockets of his white hospital coat, watching her.

         ‘It looks like that’s it, then. We’re at war.’

         ‘The very worst news,’ she agreed. ‘I can’t bear to think—’

         ‘Don’t,’ he said instantly, ‘at least not too far ahead. I shall have to get an older man in to run the practice, if I can. Easier said than done, but there’ll be more work here than they’ll have hands for.’

         Maggie’s eyes were troubled.

         ‘Just take things a day at a time,’ Andrew encouraged. ‘And don’t forget the staff meeting tomorrow!’

         She nodded. She hadn’t realised the effect the war was going to have on all their lives. Andrew was right; it didn’t do to think too far ahead.

         She finished up, and went to have a quiet word with Sister Aspen about Madge Pettit. She grabbed her bag from the back of the staffroom door, and made her way out to the car-park.

         ‘There you are!’ Tony dropped a light kiss on her cheek and opened the car door for her – he did have nice manners.
         
 
         And yet … did she really love him? Perhaps the war had brought things to a head; the matter had loomed in her mind of late.

         She felt, somehow, that Tony had coerced her into this relationship, being so persistent, demanding her attention so often.
         

         Why has she got involved with him if she didn’t feel the time was right? She was a grown woman, and Hughie was long in the past. One thing was for sure – if this wasn’t right with Tony, it would never be right again.

         ‘You’re quiet.’ He nosed the car through the hospital gates.

         ‘Just tired, I expect.’ She kicked off her shoes, stretching out her feet.

         ‘We’re all on edge at the minute, love. Is it any wonder? Blast Hitler! Come to the club for a drink?’

         ‘Oh, not tonight, Tony! I’m simply too tired.’

         He was staring intently at the road ahead. She’d disappointed him again. But though she liked the jazz club, Maggie was tired, and besides, she didn’t really care for Gus, Tony’s business partner – there was something about the way he looked at her she didn’t like, especially when Tony wasn’t around.

         But Tony had said people needed diversion, and he’d been proved right. How else could he have persuaded a sound-headed businessman like John Bertram’s stepfather to back the venture?

         He played jazz and yet more jazz – Benny Goodman, Tommy Dorsey, Duke Ellington on record, and sometimes he arranged for bands to come up from London to play – Tony could spot talent. Castle Maine had taken to the new venture with gusto. Most evenings the club was thronging; by the weekend it was hard even to get through the door.

         Maggie wouldn’t dream of telling Tony she found the atmosphere in the smoky cellar claustrophobic. He was happy. How could she spoil that? But equally, how could he expect her to want a night out after a momentous day like this one?
         
 
         ‘It’ll be over before we know it,’ he said, reading her mind, his eyes firmly on the road.

         She smiled, feeling the comfort of his hand solid round her own. She more than liked him, but did she like him enough?

         Maggie’s head was spinning. She needed to get home and think.

         
             

         

         By the time Maggie opened the door, Holly had the tea on. Gramps and Harry hadn’t as yet got back from Grandma’s, though Holly had been to the door often enough to look out.

         Harry was like enough out with one of his friends, and had forgotten all about the time, whereas Gramps was probably nattering on and on to Grandma about the war.

         Midway between the pantry and the table, Holly stopped, engulfed in a fresh wave of despair. John was already lost to her, and to Auntie Mary, of all people!

         ‘Goodness, love! Are you all right?’ her mother asked, taking one look at her face.

         ‘Of course I am, Mam.’ Holly gathered herself together enough to put the bread-board down.

         ‘Try not to worry!’ Maggie said at once, chastising herself for her lack of thought. This morning’s news had been so mind-numbing, she hadn’t even got round to considering the effect it must have had on the children. What a frightening place the world must seem to the young!
         

         ‘We’ll get through it,’ she encouraged, but Holly was still downcast.

         ‘Mam, I saw John today.’
         

         Comprehension dawned on Maggie’s face.

         ‘Waiting for his posting, I expect? He’ll be fine, love.’

         How could she possibly know John Bertram would be fine? But Holly was altogether too young to look like this.

         ‘He has no idea where he’ll end up. Somewhere safe, I hope!’ Holly muttered.

         She began to butter the cut side of the loaf furiously as if she could keep from even thinking about John going into danger.

         ‘Mam, why doesn’t Grandma Daisy like John?’

         Maggie was surprised at the question. She filled the kettle and set it on the gas-stove to boil, dropping the used match back in its box.

         ‘She never liked me working for Silas Bradshaw, nor working for Connie either. I expect it’s just that old thing with Gramps. Silas wasn’t very good to Gramps once upon a time, you know.’

         ‘But I thought it had all been settled?’ Holly licked butter from her fingers, her face puzzled. She knew all about the money in trust for herself and Harry, after Silas had settled a fairly hefty sum on Gramps to make things right.

         Too little and too late, Grandma had said, though Gramps told her it put an end to the matter at last.

         It puzzled Holly still that Auntie Mary and Uncle Billy’s trust funds weren’t as much as hers and Harry’s. Why should she and Harry get more than Grandma’s other children?

         ‘You know your grandma!’ Maggie said, still on the question of Daisy not liking John.

         ‘But I’ve always thought there was something else.’ She paused, remembering how often over the years she and her mother had fallen out over Maggie’s connection with the Bradshaws. Did it really matter so very much now?

         ‘It is odd, Mam, all the same.’ Holly arranged the bread and butter neatly on a plate, and began to spoon strawberry jam into a dish. At least she had something to tell John – John, who couldn’t see the woman she was soon to become.
         

         Maggie made the tea, but Holly was still far too quiet. She poured two cups of tea, and sat down.

         ‘There’s something else, isn’t there?’

         Holly took a deep breath and put down her cup. Mam wasn’t going to like this, but hear it she must.

         ‘This war’s changed everything, Mam.’ Trouble was written all over her young face. She’d been thinking all day, ever since the Prime Minister’s broadcast she’d heard this morning. Seeing John so unexpectedly had focused her thoughts.

         ‘Mam, at school they’re always telling us to be mature, be confident, we’re not children any more but young ladies. I’ve made my mind up about something. You’re not going to like it….’

         ‘Whatever is it, love? Say it and be done, for goodness sake.’ Maggie’s face was troubled now, too. Why was Holly watching her in quite that way, defiance all over her face?

         ‘I want to do something to help. Do my bit for the war, you know?’ Holly bit her lip and frowned. ‘I don’t know exactly what yet.’

         So that was all it was! Maggie puffed out her cheeks and began to relax, but then realised there must be more to come.

         Holly spoke firmly, clearly, so there would be absolutely no mistake.

         ‘I’m not going to university, Mam! What would be the point with things as they are? I’m not even going on to sit my School Cert. I’m leaving school as soon as I possibly can.’ 
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