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      Part One

   
      
      Chapter One

      
      July 1946

      
      ‘It’s my turn!’
      

      
      ‘It’s not yer know. I were here before you!’

      
      ‘No yer wasn’t … he wasn’t, was he Stewart?’

      
      Maggie Fish and Roy Bradford were jostling for position at the front of the queue. Roy was just one of three short-trousered
         boys awaiting his turn. All three pairs of trousers were identical, insofar as they were torn and patched and held up by utility
         braces. Three pairs of knees sported an assortment of plasters and scabs and three pairs of socks flopped around six assorted
         ankles. Maggie’s second best summer frock was as yet unpatched, in fact almost pristine apart from the odd mend here and there.
         Her five-year-old knees unblemished, save a pink circle left by a recently torn off scab. She’d waited ages for her turn.
         Stewart Ganton’s dad had bought him a pedal car with his demob money. He was the only kid in the street with a pedal car and
         he was capitalising on his monopoly by hiring it out at a ha’penny a go. This would buy his customers a bumpy ride to the
         end of the cobbled street of terraced houses, as far as the letter box on Carrcroft Road and back. He held out a grimy hand.
      

      
      ‘First come, first served,’ he said, by way of arbitration. Maggie had her ha’penny ready. She quickly slapped it into Stewart’s
         outstretched palm.
      

      
      ‘Maggie next, then Roy,’ announced Stewart, who had the authority to decide such things.

      
      ‘Hurry up Kevin!’ he yelled down the street at the current driver. ‘Or I’ll have ter charge yer double. Yer only supposed
         ter go up an’ down t’ street once. Yer not supposed ter drive round in flippin’ circles.’
      

      
      Kevin grinned the grin of someone who’d got away with something for nothing, and headed back to base. The return journey was
         uphill and not as exciting as the first part. He came panting to a halt and was helped out with a hefty yank from Maggie,
         impatient for her turn.
      

      
      ‘Leave off, Fishy! I can gerrout meself yer know,’ he complained.

      
      High above, Ruby Moffitt had her backside poking from her bedroom window as she industriously cleaned the dusty panes. Window
         cleaners were as yet an ill-afforded luxury in Hope Street. It was a warm summer evening in post-war Leeds, and it was good
         to get at least some part of her out of the house and into the sunshine. She was the first to spot him.
      

      
      ‘Hey up, Maggie! Yer dad’s here.’

      
      Maggie looked up, then followed Mrs Moffitt’s gaze to the end of the street, where a trilby-hatted man carrying a battered
         suitcase had just turned the corner. Tall and slim with a dark moustache, striding down the stone-flagged footpath, with a
         slightly bow-legged gait.
      

      
      Greetings were being called out from back yards as the man passed by. The man acknowledging them with a smile and a wave.
         Maggie froze with indecision. He certainly looked like the man in the photo on their mantelpiece, but she couldn’t be absolutely
         sure. What a time for him to come home from the war, just when it was her turn. Maggie plumped for the best of both worlds.
         Quickly climbing into the red car, she pedalled like mad down to the end of the street, not dawdling like the other kids had.
         The yellow bow in her dark brown hair flowing bravely backwards as she raced past the fading insult to Hitler on Janet Shearman’s
         lavvie wall, past Mrs Venison scouring her yard steps with a donkey stone, past the Venisons’ yapping mongrel, which set off
         in pursuit and past little Jimmy Moffitt, who was poking a stick with a piece of plasticine on the end, down a street gulley,
         trying to retrieve a lost marble. As she approached her dad, his face lit up with a half smile of semi-recognition. Wondering
         to himself, Blimey! Is that mucky-faced kid really my baby girl? The flimsy wheels bouncing over the uneven cobbles, her feet
         jumping off the spinning pedals, then catching up with them as the car slowed down. Showing her dad what a really good driver she was.
      

      
      ‘Don’t go so fast! Yer’ll break me car,’ yelled a worried Stewart.

      
      ‘Hiya Dad!’ called out Maggie as she hurtled towards him.

      
      ‘Hiya Maggie!’

      
      It was her dad all right. She remembered him now, although she hadn’t seen him since he went away to war and that seemed years
         and years ago. As she passed, she looked up at him and waved; the dog was barking, inches away from her head, trying to get
         in front of the car. Her feet jumped off the pedals again. She was wondering why her dad had a look of consternation on his
         face. The car ran over the dog’s foot before hitting the lamp-post outside Kevin Walsh’s house, leaving a nasty dent in it.
         The dog limped off, howling in pain and Maggie fell out, grazing her knee, but not badly enough for her to moan about. A yell
         of anguish came from Stewart.
      

      
      ‘I told yer! … didn’t I tell ‘er? I’ll tell me dad o’ you, Maggie Fish.’

      
      Maggie abandoned the car and raced up to her dad, grabbing his free hand. He put down his case and swung her up on to his
         shoulders. His demob suit was new and still smelled of military mothballs, dark brown with a darker stripe and matching trilby.
         Blood trickled unnoticed from her knee. She removed her dad’s hat and put it on her own head, to the delight of the watching
         children. It covered half her face, leaving below it a smile of smug superiority. The other children looked up at her enviously,
         especially Alice Greenhough, whose dad had been killed in Holland, so he wouldn’t be coming back.
      

      
      Roy raced down to the overturned car and finished Maggie’s ride before offering Stewart another ha’penny for his own ride.
         Stewart examined the dent, issued another threat to Maggie, then to Roy’s disappointment, withdrew the car from hire.
      

      
      Denis Bradford had been relaxing on the lavatory at the end of his yard, the one facing Johnnie’s. He was reading in a two-dayold
         Yorkshire Evening Post, that the Americans were testing an atom bomb on an island called Bikini in the Pacific ocean. This
         met with Denis’s unqualified approval. Any weapon that could end a war as quickly as that one did, had to be worth having.
         Denis had celebrated his twenty-seventh birthday, 13 February 1942, in Singapore. Two days later the base fell to the Japanese in the biggest military defeat in British history. In May of that
         year, Denis had been put to work on the Thailand–Burma Railway and was one of the few survivors to be there at its official
         opening eighteen months later. Two hundred and fifty miles of track at the cost of four hundred lives per mile. The Japanese
         would never be Denis’s favourite people.
      

      
      He’d been home ten months now. Time enough for the war to be fading in his memory. Two stones heavier, but still as skinny
         as a rail. Hearing the shouts of greeting, he pulled the chain and peered round the door, still fastening his trousers.
      

      
      ‘Welcome home, Johnnie lad!’ he shouted. His voice slightly obscured by the flushing sound echoing from within.

      
      ‘Thanks, Denis. Good to be back,’ returned Johnnie. His welcome not exactly matching the one he’d pictured in his mind these
         last few months. No bands, no bunting, no welcoming speeches. Just Maggie riding on his shoulders and Denis Bradford popping
         his head round the lavvie door. Still it was a better welcome than some … and his real welcome awaited him inside. His lovely
         Jean.
      

      
      Maggie took off the hat and waved it at her cheering pals, then banged noisily on the tin bath hanging from the yard wall,
         before she and her dad vanished out of sight into number seventeen Hope Street. It was a good day for the Fish family.
      

      
      Johnnie stepped through the door into the smothering arms of his beloved Jean. Maggie wavered precariously on his shoulders
         as he let go his grip of her to embrace his wife. They stayed locked in each other’s arms until Maggie got fed up and clambered
         down from her father’s back, picked up his suitcase and tried, unsuccessfully, to heave it on to the table.
      

      
      Eventually Johnnie released his wife from his embrace and stood back to look at her.

      
      ‘Beautiful as ever,’ he smiled.

      
      Jean just held on to his hands, not ready to speak just yet. Johnnie looked around the back room. It was as he’d left it in
         1944 apart from a square of carpet Jean had bought from a ragman, who’d paid a woman in Roundhay half a crown to take it off
         her hands. Jean had given him twice that, and was delighted with her bargain, which had cleaned up beautifully and was the
         envy of the street. The cast-iron kitchen range was empty. During the summer the fire was only lit when heat was needed for
         the oven. Above it, on the wooden mantelpiece, was a clock, a photograph of Johnnie and a vase containing the rent money.
      

      
      A scarred, drop-leaf dining table was pushed up against a wall and four dining chairs jammed beneath it, leaving room for
         a worn, brown settee and easy chair. The holes in the arms camouflaged with homemade fitted covers. A mirror on the wall next
         to the scullery door had the words ‘Welcome Home Daddy’, written in lipstick, in a suspiciously adult hand. The room was spotless
         and smelled faintly of lavender furniture polish. Johnnie nodded his approval, his wife hadn’t let things go to rack and ruin.
      

      
      ‘Only me! I thought yer might want ter go ter t’ pictures tonight. I can babysit if yer want.’

      
      This was the forfeit Ruby Moffitt was prepared to pay for the chance of witnessing the homecoming. She’d knocked and walked
         in uninvited as she usually did. A pan of potatoes was boiling unheeded in the tiny adjacent scullery, the steam drifting
         into the back room, where Johnnie Fish had plonked his suitcase on the table and was opening it, eagerly watched by his wife
         and daughter. All homecoming servicemen brought presents with them. Her Larry had brought her half a dozen pairs of fifteen-denier
         nylons, and presents for the kids. She was desperate to know if this compared favourably with Jean’s husband.
      

      
      ‘Not tonight thanks, Ruby,’ said Jean, showing her to the door. ‘I wouldn’t mind tomorrow, if that’s all right?’

      
      ‘’Course it is,’ replied a disappointed Ruby, backing away to the door, with her eyes fixed firmly on the suitcase. ‘I bet
         there’s nylons in there,’ she winked at Jean. ‘My Larry brought me nylons.’ She looked for Johnnie’s reaction, hoping for
         the embarrassed look of a man who hadn’t brought his wife nylons back from the war.
      

      
      ‘Nylons?’ he said. ‘Cheap as muck are nylons over there, Ruby love. I brought a couple o’ dozen pairs back with me.’

      
      Ruby’s face dropped as Jean’s face lit up. ‘See you tomorrow Ruby.’ She closed the door on her neighbour and turned round.

      
      ‘Two dozen pairs of nylons? Honest?’

      
      Johnnie grinned. ‘Did I say two dozen? I meant two. Honestly, they’re like gold dust over there. You’ll just have ter make
         ’em last, so that Randy Ruby thinks yer’ve got two dozen.’
      

      
      Jean laughed, her disappointment gone in a flash. She held him in her arms. Maggie looked on approvingly, then turned her
         face away as they kissed, lightly at first, then passionately.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got better plans for you my girl. Better than going ter the pictures,’ said Johnnie.

      
      ‘I should hope so,’ laughed Jean. She looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. Half past six.

      
      ‘Right Maggie,’ she said. ‘I think we’ll have that meal that smells so good, then it’s bedtime for all of us.’

      
      Maggie’s mouth opened in amazement. Fancy grown ups going to bed at the same time as her. Brenda Howsham would never believe
         her when she told her at school tomorrow. Still, I bet it’s because my dad’s tired after being away at the war so long. Her
         dad had given her a German doll that she’d treasure all her life and a pair of toy clogs that were destined to stand on the
         mantelpiece for the next few years. Maggie hugged the doll to her, knowing in her heart that it would take the place of the
         one-eyed rabbit that had seen her through her infancy. It had a real porcelain face with pink and white skin and jet black
         hair and was dressed in a traditional German costume.
      

      
      ‘Oh Dad, thanks, it’s smashin’.’

      
      Johnnie handed Jean her nylons. ‘You can have yer big present later,’ he said with a grin.

      
      Maggie looked disappointed. ‘I wanted to see me mam’s big present, she’s seen mine.’ Johnnie and Jean laughed and Maggie didn’t
         understand.
      

      
      They sat together beside Maggie’s bed, watching their daughter fight a losing battle against the inevitable sleep, then tiptoed
         from her bedroom into their own. Jean took Johnnie in her arms again.
      

      
      ‘I’ve been waiting for this since VE Day,’ said Jean. ‘I was beginning to think they’d never let you come home.’

      
      ‘It were all them displaced persons. They needed somebody intelligent ter sort ‘em out.’

      
      ‘Oh aye! So why did they need you then?’

      
      ‘Don’t you be so insubordinate woman. Yer talking to an ex-corporal yer know.’

      
      ‘Sorry corporal … permission to remove knickers, corporal?’

      
      ‘Permission refused. That’s a job for a corporal, not a civilian.’

      
      ‘Sorry corporal.’

      
      Jean pulled her dress over her head and stood to attention in front of Johnnie, saluted smartly, unbuttoned his trousers and
         pulled them down as Johnnie simultaneously pulled her knickers down. They stood back to appraise each other. She with her
         knickers around her ankles, he with trousers and underpants around his ankles. Jean rubbed her chin thoughtfully as she gazed
         down at his stirring loins.
      

      
      ‘And just who do you think you’re going to satisfy with that, soldier?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Me,’ he replied.

      
      The game restarted with feverish passion until Johnnie pushed her naked on to the bed, knelt astride her and gazed down on
         the woman he’d pictured in his mind every night since March 1944. That lovely face, his favourite face. Her skin pale and
         smooth, her eyes dark hazel and full of love for him. The rest of her just right. Not too fat, not too thin. Her breasts full
         and round and his to touch. He took one tenderly in each hand, as though not daring to hurt her. She pulled him down to her,
         kissing him passionately, opening her legs and bringing him inside her for the first time in over two years.
      

      
      The second time was slower and less frantic and much nicer.

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      May 1947

      
      Johnnie looked through the curtains. ‘Taxi’s here love,’ he announced.
      

      
      A heavily pregnant Jean held out her arms to Maggie, who walked into her mam’s embrace and rested her head against her bosom.
         It was warm and comforting and nice.
      

      
      ‘It’ll not be long, love. Then I’ll be back with a little baby brother or sister for you.’

      
      ‘I hope it’s a sister,’ decided Maggie firmly.

      
      ‘We have to have what were given,’ laughed her mam. ‘Your dad wants a little boy.’

      
      ‘Well, I’m fed up o’ being outnumbered by you women. If it’s three to one, I’ve no chance,’ grumbled Johnnie, good naturedly.
         ‘I wouldn’t mind another girl though, if she turns out half as grand as our Maggie.’
      

      
      He picked up the suitcase and walked out to the taxi, followed by Jean and Maggie. Vera Bradford and various other women and
         children were waiting in curious, chattering, groups. The arrival of a taxi was an unusual event in Hope Street.
      

      
      ‘Now you be good for Mrs Bradford,’ cautioned Jean, as Maggie took her next door neighbour’s hand.

      
      ‘Don’t you go worrying about her love,’ said Vera. ‘She’ll be all right with us. How often are they comin’?’

      
      ‘Every ten minutes.’

      
      This provoked a murmur of concern amongst the women in the crowd.

      
      ‘Best get yer skates on Jean love,’ advised Vera.

      
      Johnnie helped his wife into the car before instructing the driver. ‘Hyde Terrace Maternity Hospital. Quick as yer like, mate.’
      

      
      The taxi bumped out of the street and sped down Carrcroft Road. The driver had heard of babies being born in the back of taxis.
         He didn’t want first hand experience. The spectators dispersed as Vera led Maggie back into her house where Roy and his dad
         were listening to Dick Barton, Special Agent, on the wireless. One-year-old Mavis was playing with a rag doll on the floor.
      

      
      Denis held up his hand to silence any chat from his wife as he caught the vital end of the programme. Dick Barton and Snowy
         were racing to rescue Jock from certain death at the hands of an evil wrongdoer as the dramatic theme music heralded the end
         of the episode. The clipped tones of the announcer told listeners to tune in next week to discover Jock’s fate. Denis stretched
         and looked up at his wife.
      

      
      ‘Did she get off alright then?’

      
      ‘Aye – mind you, I don’t think it’ll be long afore it’s born. She were ’aving contractions every ten minutes.’

      
      ‘What’s a contraction, Mam?’ asked Roy.

      
      ‘Summat yer’ll never know nowt about lad, worse luck,’ grumbled his mam.

      
      ‘They’re what your stomach does just before you have a baby,’ explained Maggie, knowledgeably. ‘They’re like really bad pains.’

      
      ‘Well, I don’t want ter know nowt about ’em then,’ said Roy.

      
      ‘Yer mam’ll know about ’em all right. It were bloody torture ’aving our Roy. It were like havin’ a baby bloody elephant.’

      
      ‘Do you think me mam’ll be all right then, Mrs Bradford?’ asked a concerned Maggie.

      
      ‘’Course she will love,’ said Vera. ‘Second one’s allus easier.’

      
      ‘Our Mavis shot out like a bar o’ soap,’ said Denis, reassuringly.

      
      ‘Oh aye! An’ you’d know all about that would yer? Don’t talk about things yer know nowt about,’ scolded Vera. ‘Maggie’s mam’ll
         be all right because she’s a woman. Now if she’d been a fella, there might have been summat ter worry about.’
      

      
      ‘Can fellas have babies then?’ asked a confused Roy.

      
      ‘I wish they bloody could! There wouldn’t be so many of the little buggers about if men had to have ’em.’

      
      ‘Now then Vera, watch yer language in front o’ Maggie,’ said Denis.
      

      
      ‘Sorry Maggie.’

      
      ‘It’s all right Mrs Bradford. Me dad sometimes swears.’

      
      ‘He’ll have a lot ter swear about, workin’ up at Openshawe’s. Bloody sweat shop up there,’ remarked Denis.

      
      ‘Now who’s swearin’?’ said Vera.

      
      ‘Oh aye! Sorry lass,’ grinned a contrite Denis.

      
      The evening wore on. Comedy Bandbox came on the radio. A ball flew into the backyard from the street, rattling hard against the window and drawing a curse from
         Vera.
      

      
      ‘I bet that’s Jimmy bloody Moffitt! I’ll rattle his ear’ole if he breaks our winder!’

      
      Roy went out and threw it back. Taking great delight in conveying his mam’s threat to snotty-nosed Jimmy. Vera put the kettle
         on for some cocoa, then turned to Maggie.
      

      
      ‘If yer dad’s not back afore half past eight, I said yer could sleep here love. Our Roy can sleep in t’attic an’ you can sleep
         in his bed. If our Mavis starts crying, just ignore her. Our Roy does.’
      

      
      ‘Oh great!’ enthused Roy. ‘I like it up in t’attic.’

      
      ‘It’s only this once, young feller me lad,’ cautioned his dad. ‘An’ no clumping round in t’ middle of the night, wakin’ everybody
         up like yer did last time.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t have no po. I had ter come down ter piddle in your po. It weren’t my fault,’ protested Roy.

      
      ‘There was no need ter put yer boots on just ter come downstairs for a piddle,’ argued his dad.

      
      Maggie smiled, slightly embarrassed.

      
      ‘Now look what yer’ve done,’ snapped Vera. ‘Yer’ve embarrassed t’ poor lass with all yer talk about poes an’ piddling.’

      
      ‘I’m not embarrassed, Mrs Bradford.’

      
      ‘Well, you’ve every cause ter be. Talking like that in front o’ visitors. It’s not right.’

      
      Eight-thirty arrived without her dad returning. Mavis had already been put to bed. Maggie would have much preferred sleeping
         in her own bed, but accepted the alternative arrangements without a fuss. Her mam came first tonight … and the new baby. She
         and Roy got washed in the scullery sink before modestly taking it in turns to shut the scullery door and change into their pyjamas. She’d brought her German doll, Betty, with her. Vera picked it up admiringly.
      

      
      ‘Did you ever see such a bonny dolly? … Look at this, Denis.’ She showed it to her husband, who gave a grunt of admiration
         without looking up from the Yorkshire Evening Post.
      

      
      ‘Right lass,’ said Vera. ‘You get yerself off ter bed an’ when yer wake up, yer’ll have a brand new baby brother or sister
         … you mark my words.’
      

      
      Maggie and Roy went up together. ‘Yer can use me po if yer like,’ he said magnanimously. Maggie nodded, wishing he wouldn’t
         talk about poes so much. When she grew up she’d have a house with its own inside lavvie, like in the pictures. Even Laurel
         and Hardy had an inside lavvie. Closing the door behind her, she looked around Roy’s sparsely furnished bedroom. Mavis was
         already sound asleep, one chubby arm dangling through the wooden slats in her cot. Apart from a small chest of drawers and
         a chair, the bed and the cot were the only items of furniture in the room. Coats were hung on two pegs at the back of the
         door and other garments draped across the chair. The ubiquitous chamber pot poked its handle out from beneath the bed. Maggie
         pushed it out of sight with her foot. To her, it was an emergency vessel, to be used only in the direst of circumstances.
         The curtains were drawn, but still let in a good deal of daylight. Her own bedroom, in the house next door was much the same,
         except she had a small wardrobe and her wallpaper was newer. Climbing into Roy’s bed she fell asleep within minutes.
      

      
      A loud banging on the back door woke everyone up. It was dark now. The middle of the night. Maggie heard Denis grumbling as
         he went downstairs. At the side of Maggie’s bed was a candle in a tin holder with some matches beside it. She struck one and
         lit the candle, illuminating the small room with an eerie light. Mavis murmured something but went back to sleep. Long shadows
         dancing on the walls. The coats on the back of the door looked like a man in a dark cloak, moving in the flickering light.
         Maggie shivered with apprehension. She heard the bolt being drawn downstairs and someone came in. Then nothing, just silence.
         She was sure it was her dad, but she couldn’t understand the silence. After a while she picked up the candle and went to the
         bedroom door. Roy was already there on the tiny landing, his finger to his lips. She could see his mam descending the stairs, turning into the back room. Curious to see what was happening.
      

      
      ‘Oh my good God!’ they heard her say.

      
      Roy looked at Maggie. ‘I reckon summat’s up.’

      
      Maggie’s heart started thumping fast, not quite knowing why. She followed Roy down the stairs, step by tentative step. They
         stood at the entrance to the back room, Maggie with her candle still burning, its light exaggerating the fear in her face.
         Her dad was sitting at the table, with his head in his hands. She couldn’t see his face but he was crying. Sobbing noisily.
         His shoulders heaving up and down. She’d never known her dad cry. It must be something awful. She put her candle holder down
         on a low wooden stool. Vera turned and saw her.
      

      
      ‘Johnnie, Maggie’s here,’ she said quietly, placing a gentle hand on Johnnie’s shoulder. He looked up, across the room, into
         Maggie’s big, brown frightened eyes.
      

      
      ‘What’s up, Dad?’

      
      He couldn’t answer at first. He tried to speak, but couldn’t control his sobs. This had happened to Maggie loads of times,
         but never to her dad. She walked slowly towards him. Her dad was breathing deeply, trying to take control of himself. Her
         last couple of steps saw her fling herself into his arms. He hugged her to him, almost too hard, as if he never wanted to
         let go of her. Then his arms relaxed and he gently held her away from him, his face was sad and wet with tears and somehow
         a lot older. He looked at her, as if trying to find the right moment. Trying to assess if she was ready for what he had to
         tell her. She’d have to be, he couldn’t keep something like this from her.
      

      
      ‘Yer mam died, Maggie.’ It was an effort to force such a terrible statement out. His eyes dropped, not wanting to see the
         effect his words had on his daughter.
      

      
      Maggie didn’t understand. Things like that don’t sink in when you’re six years old. Not straight away anyway. Unable to contemplate
         the enormity of what her dad had just told her, she asked …
      

      
      ‘Has she had a baby?’

      
      He looked back up at her, wondering if she’d heard him properly. Then he looked up at Vera and Denis. ‘She had a little boy,’
         he said, his voice unsteady, on the verge of breaking down. Vera’s lips quivered and she burst into tears. Denis put his arm
         around her and Johnnie hugged Maggie to him again. Roy went into the scullery, wondering if he should make everyone some cocoa.
         He put the kettle on just in case. Upstairs Mavis started crying, but no one could hear her.
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