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      Chapter One

      
      The wind swept down from the North Pole, tugged at the barrage balloons, still straining at their leashes above the shipyards,
         veered right through Newcastle and lifted the lino of the Sandy Road Gospel Hall.
      

      
      Susan shivered as Jack slid the ring on her finger. His touch was slow and warm. Down, right down the length of the finger,
         and then all the way up, just touching the sides … and it was so sensual that she blinked. Searched his face for the quirk
         of an eyebrow, the twitch of a smile. But there was just that dark and steady gaze that gave her goose bumps.
      

      
      ‘Let this ring be a symbol …’ intoned the elder.

      
      ‘Let this ring be a symbol …’ echoed Jack, stroking the soft hollow of her palm with his finger. Her other hand crept to her
         throat.
      

      
      ‘… that I am bound to you in marriage.’

      
      ‘… that I am … bound to you …’
      

      
      It had been the same at the rehearsal, that hesitation. ‘With this Ring I thee wed’ said it all, in his view. What the Fellowship had done to the Wedding Service was barbarous, he said. They had wrung it
         dry. Squeezed out all the poetry, all the magic.
      

      
      But equally they loathed set pieces. While they regarded the Bible as the inspired Word of God, the Book of Common Prayer smacked of poetry
         and sin. The book quivering in Len Strathmore’s clammy hands was an aide de memoire. The Holy Spirit improvised – It didn’t need a script.
      

      
      ‘All that I am I give you …’

      
      ‘All that I am, I give you …’

      
      Jack’s eyes spoke the other words, the ‘with my body …’ words, just to her. She was blushing, she knew it. The blood was creeping up her neck, blotch by blotch, flaring her cheeks with
         colour. A real give-away. Even her eyes were brimming hot.
      

      
      ‘… and I share with you all my worldly possessions.’

      
      There was a small explosion behind her, breaking the spell. Her father. Bound to be. Snorting his derision at this reminder
         of Jack’s light purse. But when the sound came again, followed by hanky snuffling, she realised her mother was weeping.
      

      
      She kept it up, that genteel sniffing, all through the moments of silence when everyone was supposed to be praying for the
         bridal pair.
      

      
      Susan tried to feel something besides Jack’s nearness, hear something besides her mother’s grief. God, perhaps. But there
         was only the salt draught stinging her bare neck. She wasn’t surprised. Working in a hospital you realised how futile it was,
         prayer. Miracles didn’t happen. Her parents, she knew, would be taking the buffeting at the windows, criss-crossed with anti-shatter
         tape, as a sign of God’s listening ear. She simply heard the wind.
      

      
      It was ridiculously cold in the hall. As part of the elders’ hair-shirt contribution to the War Effort, the overhead burners
         were turned down so low they kept going out. A few cynical souls had begun bringing gas masks to meetings. But the elders
         were adamant. There was little enough they could render unto Churchill, apart from street railings, an old tea-urn and a couple
         of rows of leeks out by the dustbins. They had to be seen to be doing their bit.
      

      
      ‘I declare you’re now man and wife. Bless you both.’

      
      The hallelujahs rose on the air, vaporous, like ghosts, and Jack gathered her up with a groan … until the snapping jaws of
         the prayer book startled them apart. She put her hat straight and Jack rubbed his nose. Len was blinking and sniffing at this
         display of animal lust.
      

      
      The bridal party crammed into the side-room where a glowing Valor-stove wobbled dangerously and paraffin fumes were soon overlaid
         with those of gently scorching cloth.
      

      
      ‘Congratulations, lad!’ her father boomed, glancing about for approval. But no one cared how well he was behaving. He could
         have been any bride’s father at any old wedding, for all the notice anyone took. Roland Dalton, respected banker, city councillor,
         elder of the Gospel Fellowship was, today, relegated to a walk-on part.
      

      
      ‘So happy for you,’ her mother lied, kissing her with dry lips, and giving a fussy tweak to the bridal gown. (Beige velvet, knee-length gored skirt, pleated bodice and ruched sleeves.) She knew
         she looked good. Her streaky hair was permed and curling prettily under the cheeky tip-tilted hat. It must have made just
         a bit of a hole in the Dalton coffers. But she was their only child – and what else were they going to spend their money on in these lean times? They had everything, apart
         from clothing coupons, the great equaliser. And weren’t they supposed to consider the lilies of the field?
      

      
      She watched the brave cheek being offered to the handsome son-in-law before it was turned away for another little cry. Susan
         knew the tears were genuine; her parents had spent the winter trying to talk her out of loving Jack. They had even written
         to him in Italy. They’d had to try, Roland had explained, between her storms of tears and gales of laughter, when he’d let
         it slip that Jack had refused a hefty bribe.
      

      
      Poor things. They really didn’t understand how she could consider marrying a grammar-school nobody. She gave them a smile,
         the one usually reserved for patients. Brisk, competent and reassuring. Trust me, it said, I’ll mould this common London clay
         into something fine.
      

      
      And then his mother blundered in, where angels watched their step. ‘Gaw, stinks o’ gas out there. Don’t no one light up –
         we’ll all be blown to kingdom come.’ Her puckered face was a caricature of dismay as she rubbed her arms for warmth. ‘Bli,
         talk about rescue the bleedin’ perishin’. Blocks of ice, my feet. And you must be frozen in that skimpy little frock, duck,’
         she said to Susan. ‘Here, ’ave a lend of my coat.’ As she began unbuttoning, a pungent memory of mothballs flew out. Susan
         was horrified.
      

      
      ‘No, no, it’s quite all … Please don’t go to any …’

      
      ‘Don’t wanna spend your ’oneymoon in bed, do you, eh? Jack? What’s so funny? I only said you don’t wanna …’ She paused. ‘Oh
         my Gawd!’ And clapped her hands to her cheeks.
      

      
      ‘It’s all right, Ma.’ He squeezed her fondly. She came up to his armpit.

      
      ‘Oh Jack.’ She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. ‘Oh son, oh what a show up. You can’t take me nowhere.’

      
      ‘Keep your ’air on, Ma. And your coat, an’ all. Susan’s got one.’

      
      Nora was unconvinced. ‘Poor gel’s gonna cetch her death of pneumonia in a minute,’ she muttered. ‘Look at her, all goose pimples.’

      
      ‘No need to worry about Susan, Mrs Potter.’ Almost snatching the fine tweed from her mother’s hands, the banker smoothed the cut of it across her shoulders. She leaned her cheek on his hand.
         Poor Daddy, he wasn’t used to being upstaged.
      

      
      ‘Nora,’ she insisted, but Susan couldn’t ever see her father getting his scruples round that. ‘Now then, Father,’ she was addressing Mr Strathmore, whose bête noire it was to be taken for High Church, ‘show us where I sign away me boy.’
      

      
      ‘That’s a bit dramatic, Ma.’

      
      ‘No, it’s true. Your gels are there for you, married or not. But boys?’ Resignation and disgust weighed down the corners of
         her mouth. ‘Nah. They only come ’ome when they’re on the ear’ole or they want somewhere to dump the kids. Five, I done of
         these,’ she explained to her audience. ‘Five sons married and left ’ome. And Jack, here, makes up the half doz.’
      

      
      ‘Six of the best, eh, Ma?’ teased Jack. He was easy with his mother. Relaxed. Five minutes in her company and he was dropping
         his aitches, Susan noted. She felt a pang almost of jealousy.
      

      
      ‘You’re joking, ain’t ya?’ said Nora, screwing up her eyes to sign the book. ‘And you, Jack the Lad, more bleedin’ trouble than all the others put together. You and that ’orrible kid you went round with, whassname?
         Billy Moffat. Bleedin’ toe-rags. If I’d had another boy instead of my Luce, I’da done away with meself, I tell ya.’
      

      
      Billy Moffat, the best man, was propping up the doorway. He returned Susan’s puzzled look with a broad wink.

      
      ‘So you ain’t sorry to be shot of ’im, then, Nora,’ he said.

      
      ‘Nah – good riddance to bad rubbish!’

      
      It must have been a joke, Susan decided, eventually. Though Nora didn’t smile once. Her parents were looking horrified. The
         way these people abused each other!
      

      
      As they braced themselves to leave the warm, Ethel Pitts, the Fellowship’s resident soprano, was nearing the end of Breathe on me, Breath of Life, her swelling vibrato breasting the red-tape of registers. Olive Fletcher, on the harmonium, taking Billy’s shift in stance
         as her cue, brought Ethel to a quivering and rather abrupt last chord and pumped hard and sailed into the Wedding March with hardly a hiccup.
      

      
      Severe with coconut matting, the aisle was an ‘us and them’ divide. On the bride’s side, grandparents, great-aunts, beady
         in wire-framed specs, uncles in officer uniform or good cloth suits, aunts bristling with fur. Cousins, friends, nurses and neighbours filling every chair. Over on the other side, a smattering. There
         was another soldier from Jack’s regiment, sitting with Billy’s wife, Madeleine, and the nurses and orderlies who considered
         themselves mutual friends. And that was it, apart from the handful of Sandy Road regulars, for whom a wedding was rich entertainment
         in these hard times, a couple of elders, with a proprietary interest in the smooth running of the proceedings, and a tramp,
         come in from the cold.
      

      
      Not that Jack didn’t have family and friends, far from it, but they were either fighting the Germans or the Japs or poverty.
         They simply hadn’t been able to raise the fare from London.
      

      
      It had all been a bit of a rush, Jack and Billy having been given leave at short notice. They’d shivered away in the Italian
         foot-hills all winter, taking pot shots at any Jerries who’d poked their noses over the ridges, but the passes had been blocked
         with snow. There’d been nothing else to do but wait. Now it looked as though things might be moving – some sort of spring
         offensive …
      

      
      LETS DO IT STOP his telegram had said. GOING CRAZY WITHOUT YOU STOP APRIL THIRD STOP.
      

      
      Wait a month or two, they’d begged, panicking. You can have the reception on the lawn. You’ll be finished with your exams.
         Wait! But she couldn’t wait, not a month or two, not even a day or two, not after two and a half years. Hang the exams. She could
         spare a week from revision.
      

      
      ‘It’s what they call “a lazy wind” down ’ome,’ Nora confided to Susan, rummaging in her handbag for a handkerchief. ‘Can’t
         be bothered to go round you so it cuts right through.’ Susan nodded as though this were news and adjusted her pace to Nora’s,
         who was polishing her nose to brightness. ‘Where we going then? Hired an ’all, ’ave you?’
      

      
      ‘No, we’re holding the reception at home. My parents’ house.’

      
      ‘Oh my. Tch! Oh dear …’ Dismay froze on her lips as she returned to her bag, finding a wrapped cough sweet and muttering about
         chilblains. The photographer ran alongside and told her to ‘Hold it!’ but she and her coat flapped him away. No one wanted
         to stop for him and risk freezing to death.
      

      
      ‘What’s up, Ma?’

      
      ‘Mmmm? Nothing.’ But she was biting her lip and blinking up at the ornate frontage of one detached house and down the tiled garden path of the next. She nudged him and whispered, ‘I wouldn’t
         be surprised if they ain’t got Tories living round ’ere, son.’ She made it sound like cockroaches.
      

      
      Jack could hardly keep a straight face. ‘Wouldn’t be surprised.’

      
      ‘This ain’t where you’re gonna live, is it?’

      
      He snorted.

      
      She took that as a No and relaxed a little. ‘Only it’s a bit posh, Jack. Well-to-do. I wouldn’t like to think you was getting
         uppity.’
      

      
      ‘For crying out loud, Ma! What d’you take me for?’

      
      ‘It’s a slippery slope …’

      
      Jack slid Susan a glance. Reassure her, it said.
      

      
      She said, ‘We’ll be living over in Elswick, Mrs Potter.’

      
      ‘Call me Nora, duck.’ She turned back to her son. ‘Elswick? That where the coal-miners live, is it?’

      
      ‘They’re a bit further out, Ma. But they’re good people in Elswick – shipworkers, dockers, tradesmen. Susan’s Auntie Muriel’s
         got a house over there. We’re gonna live with her.’
      

      
      ‘Till we get on our feet,’ Susan couldn’t help adding. The thought of living in Elswick at all was grim. The big houses in
         Park Road were past their Edwardian prime. Milady’s boudoir now bedded a family of six, top to tail. Bell-pushes that had
         summoned servants, now gagged on the grime of disuse and layers of paint. Swathes of bomb damage stretched all the way down
         to the Scotswood Road, with the few remaining houses sticking up like rotting teeth in an old man’s jaw. One of these was
         Muriel’s.
      

      
      ‘Auntie lives on a small income, alone in this big old house,’ she explained, lowering her voice discreetly. Auntie Muriel
         was only just out of earshot.
      

      
      ‘Feeling the pinch, is she, poor soul?’

      
      ‘She won’t let to strangers. She wouldn’t feel safe, she says. So we were the answer to her prayers – in a manner of speaking,
         that is, because Auntie’s not a believer. She’s letting us have the first floor.’
      

      
      Nora nodded understanding, woman to woman. ‘Times are ’ard. We all have to muck in.’

      
      ‘It’s been let go a bit,’ Susan confided in exchange.

      
      ‘Can’t be as bad as my cottage when I moved in. Gaw, the state of it! Full of spiders and them poltiegeist things. Didn’t
         think I was ever gonna get straight, but Lucy give us an ’and to sort ’em out. And Jack ’elped with the painting, didn’t you, son? And it was all right then. They only wanted a bit of cheering up, that’s all.’
      

      
      Susan wanted to ask, but Jack was too quick.

      
      ‘A lick of paint, and it’ll be right as rain, Suse. I’ll have a go at it while I’m on leave.’

      
      ‘While you’re …? Ain’t you ’aving no honeymoon, then?’

      
      ‘Can’t afford it, Ma. And the sooner I get me hand in, the better.’

      
      Susan stopped dead. ‘What do you mean, Jack, “get your hand in”?’ It came out sharper than she’d intended, and he looked puzzled.

      
      ‘Before they kick us out onto civvy street. That’s what I’d thought of doing. Billy’s gonna give us a few pointers. I tell
         you, Suse, you won’t get me working in another office.’
      

      
      Think again, my love, she thought. Obviously he couldn’t remain a soldier for ever, but painters and decorators didn’t fit
         in with her plans at all.
      

      
      ‘Decorating on your honeymoon!’ Billy exclaimed, across the cherries on Nora’s hat. ‘I hope you weren’t counting on me giving
         you an ’and! I got better things to do with my two days’ leave.’ He glanced fondly at his wife, pretty and pregnant and giggling
         on his other arm.
      

      
      ‘Two days?’

      
      ‘Two bleedin’ days. Why, what they give you?’

      
      ‘A week.’

      
      ‘A week! Jammy sod!’
      

      
      Madeleine scowled.

      
      ‘Eh? Oh, sorry. But it’s enough to make a saint swear, innit?’

      
      ‘He is gettin’ married, pet,’ said Madeleine, her Geordie sounding almost refined among the London twang.
      

      
      ‘So? I never got a week. Gaw blimey, you ain’t seen a lot of this war, ’ave you, Jack? One way and another?’

      
      ‘He couldn’t ’elp it, Billy.’ Nora sprang to her son’s defence. ‘Not like he asked to be blown up!’

      
      ‘All right, all right, I was only kidding. I know what he’s been through.’ Billy chuckled. ‘Flat on his back, making out he
         was in a coma and all them pretty nurses running round after him.’ He ducked, anticipating Jack’s reaction. ‘Can’t be bad,
         Jacko.’ He blocked Jack’s swipe at his head. ‘My ’eart bleeds, mate. Yeah?’ Billy’s grin was a challenge. ‘Come on, then.
         Yeah?’
      

      
      The next jab touched his shoulder, the next he smacked away, dancing back on his toes. He swung this way and that, found an opening and with a left-right-left to the chest, put Jack on
         the defensive, ducking his friend’s kitten pats. Then it was the bridegroom’s turn. Back and forth, a seesaw of horse-play,
         with Nora the pivot. Susan could see how it must have been when they were growing up and Billy came over to play with all
         the little Potters. Bedlam.
      

      
      ‘’Ere, ’ere!’ Nora protested now, ‘Siddy, Perce, Mick, whatever your name is, Jack!’ Stuck between them, fearing for her hat.
         ‘Pack it in, yous two. You’ll have Susan’s dad thinking we don’t know how to behave down London. They’re just a bit excited,’
         twisting to explain to the Daltons who were walking sedately behind them. ‘Boys will be boys, eh?’ Their smile of incomprehension
         wasn’t helped by the wind in their eyes.
      

      
      He’d arrived on the ward in a grey coma, a nasal feeding tube already in place adding to the mess of broken teeth, cracked
         jaw, black eyes and mouth caked with crusts. His neck was held rigid with plaster, his head encased in a helmet of dressings.
         A saline drip was attached to his one good arm. His chest was strapped for the lung perforation and the cracked ribs, his
         right leg and foot were mummified. The rest of him was dead-weight limp. The Queen Alexandra nurses, in the field, had done
         a good job.
      

      
      ‘Whoever you are, pet, I’d say you were in the right place.’ Sister Belham flipped to the front of the notes, muttered, ‘Potter,
         Jack Alfred. Sergeant Major, 24th Armoured Division.’ She turned to Susan. ‘I think we’ll have him in the side ward, Nurse.
         Get an orderly to help you.’ She returned to the patient. Glanced at him over the top of her glasses, said absently, ‘We-ell
         out of it,’ as she shook down the thermometer and looked at it again before recording her findings on the clipboard. Took
         his pulse, frowned at her watch, raised her voice, though not her eyes, ‘And if I were you, I’d stay there until it stops
         hurting!’ Turned to Susan. ‘And keep talking to him, Nurse. We don’t know how much he can hear. Maybe nothing, but you never
         know.’ To Jack’s puffy eyelids she said, ‘We just don’t know.’
      

      
      His medical notes had come in a waterproof envelope, gritty with Sahara sand.

      
      The first entry was made by the MO at the Regimental Aid Post at El Alamein: 12/10/42 – Stretcher case. Unconscious on arrival.
      

      
      
      He or she had then covered a page and a half with a loosely penned list of fractures, lesions and abrasions, and a sketchy
         account of the action in which he’d received them. (So that, in the event of death, he could be correctly listed in War Office
         statistics, and it would give his CO something to tell the next of kin.)
      

      
      This was how Susan had learned that he had been leading an attack on a German gun position that was blocking the road ahead.
         He’d silenced the guns beautifully and then spoiled it all by running over a mine. The explosion had flipped the tank onto
         its back, burying the escape hatch in the sand. Acetylene cutters would have taken too long and put an otherwise undamaged
         armoured vehicle out of action, so the rescuers had hitched up another tank and pulled the turtle right side up. The men,
         already injured by the blast, had been tossed about like rag dolls. No, not rag dolls, she decided. Rag dolls don’t break.
      

      
      At the RAP they had poked any obvious bits of stuffing back in, given him a massive dose of penicillin, made their notes,
         fastened them to a button on his battledress and, when they’d sent him on down the line to the Casualty Clearing Station for
         urgent surgery, he was still dead to the world.
      

      
      Various sets of hieroglyphics recorded that they’d set his bones as best they could, stitched him up and packed him back in
         the ambulance to be taken to the base hospital, the 34th British General, for more prolonged treatment. When, after three
         weeks, he still hadn’t come round, they popped him on a plane to Newcastle, and wheeled him into the Royal Victoria Infirmary,
         Military Annexe.
      

      
      ‘Always cold as this up here, is it?’

      
      Jack had snuggled Susan into his shoulder. His hand was in her pocket. He looked down at his mother. ‘Only in April, Ma.’

      
      She was determined to complain. ‘I’d’ve brought your dad’s old army boots, if I’d known we was going on a flippin’ route march.
         You sure this ain’t Jarrow?’ Her nose and cheeks were whipped red by the wind and she was beginning to puff, holding on tight
         to her hat with one hand and Jack’s free elbow with the other. ‘How much further, duck? I’m busting to spend a penny.’
      

      
      ‘We’re here, Ma. This is it.’

      
      ‘Oh, it is big, innit? Oh, my Gawd. Oh, Jack, you be careful.’ With beetling brows she didn’t need words to remind her son
         about betraying his class. That slippery slope … ‘Well,’ she said. ‘It’s handy for church, innit?’
      

      
      Which prompted Roland to explain, as he led the way up the drive, that all the elders of the Fellowship lived within walking
         distance of the hall. Like the Jews, their faith did not permit them to use transport on the Sabbath or to cause others to
         labour on their behalf.
      

      
      Susan saw the glint in the older woman’s spectacles. Her head was tilting to argue, to comment. What? That they’d walked at
         least two miles to get to the posh part of Newcastle? That it wasn’t the Sabbath today? That if they could afford a house
         like this they could have afforded a car or two, on their daughter’s wedding day? Blow government restrictions. Or maybe it
         was something against a religion that would niggle about whether you rode or walked to practise it. Her eyes were shrewd,
         like Jack’s. Narrowing for the kill. She was definitely out to puncture Roland’s pompous bubble. Thankfully Jack’s warning
         frown forestalled any faux pas. Just as well, the Daltons’ sensitivities were snails’ horns. Criticism cut them to the quick. So did coarse words and gestures.
         And one whiff of Nora’s own beliefs and practices and there’d be ructions, if not fire and brimstone.
      

      
      The bride and groom crossed their fingers as the little woman bustled across the threshold after her host, nose twitching
         like a bloodhound’s. What she hoped to find, heaven knew. There were skeletons galore in the Dalton cupboards but no ghosts.
         No ghosts.
      

      
      There was ginger beer, blackcurrant cordial (left over from the Breaking of Bread on Sunday), or fruit punch. Billy Moffat
         was looking around for something stronger. Madeleine touched his arm and distracted him. It was easily done. She was tall
         and ethereal and he couldn’t believe his luck. Nor could Susan. Goodness knows what her friend saw in him. His face was all
         crags and hollows, with only his eyes saving him from downright ugliness. Maddy said they were sexy eyes. They smouldered.
         Susan guessed that this was because he was such a heavy smoker but she daren’t say anything. Maddy was nuts about him. Married
         with one child and another on the way, they’d probably only spent a week together at the most. She was a good letter-writer,
         Madeleine.
      

      
      Another guest with hops in her veins was Nora. Jack gestured with his head and Susan bit back a smile. His mother was staring
         with deep suspicion at the slice of dead cucumber in her glass and muttering, savagely. A curse? A prayer? As she sipped the
         brew they saw the half-hopeful gleam among the folds of her eye fade and die. Susan pulled a sympathetic face. There was never
         any punch in Daddy’s punch, nor kick. A dash of elderberry juice, a tot of rosehip syrup but certainly nothing stronger. Auntie
         Muriel had been watching, too. She detached herself from Roland’s brotherly peck and sidled up to the woman from London.
      

      
      ‘You know they’re teetotal?’ Auntie Muriel beamed happily, her pudgy nose sensing a soulmate, her soft little face creasing
         into intimacy. Muriel was a convert to atheism and spoke as she found.
      

      
      ‘That’s all right, dear. I ain’t supposed to, anyway. Gall stones,’ Nora explained. ‘Been nice to have had the choice, though,’
         she added wistfully.
      

      
      ‘You’d think they’d make an exception for their daughter’s wedding, wouldn’t you?’ Her voice was educated and slightly nasal
         from the dust of a thousand books lining her walls. Purposefully penetrating, nevertheless. ‘Even their Saviour turned water
         into wine for a wedding!’
      

      
      Nora frowned a warning, eye-pointing to the foot of the stairs where the Daltons were receiving the last of the wedding guests,
         but Muriel simply shrugged as the words found their target and Roland’s handshake became even more vigorous, his smile more
         effusive.
      

      
      Jack stopped nibbling Susan’s ear to whisper, ‘Every family has one.’

      
      To which Susan didn’t reply. Muriel could be scathing to the point of cruelty; she was the prickly cross the Daltons had borne
         since she was widowed, ten years before. Uncle Ned had also been an elder of the church. He had left Muriel the house and
         a tiny income from investments but the bulk of his fortune had been left to the church, with his brother’s blessing. She was
         a bitter woman but at least she could string a sentence together without swearing. At least she didn’t dabble in the occult.
      

      
      The wild suggestions that Jack’s knee was conveying to hers were making the onion soup difficult to swallow. It suddenly dawned
         on her that, two seats along on his right, Nora was talking wedding cakes.
      

      
      ‘You must’ve saved your sugar rations for months, Beryl, to put icing on that cake.’

      
      
      ‘Oh, we did.’ Her mother’s voice was light, her vowels finely tuned. ‘No sweets, no sugar in our tea, as soon as they told
         us they were getting married.’
      

      
      ‘What, two year ago?’

      
      ‘Two? No, no. When they met up again.’ She called down the table. ‘Roland!’ He was talking to Muriel. ‘Roland, sugar in our
         tea, dear – when did we stop? No, he can’t hear. But I’m sure it’s only been a few months. It soon mounts up if you all make
         an effort.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, yeah, right.’ Nora spooned soup quickly to cover a twitch of triumph pulling at the corners of her mouth.

      
      Susan was puzzled. Two years ago Jack had still been in hospital. His plans hadn’t included her at all, back then. Had they?
         But Nora was paying minute attention to the problems of wiping the soup-plate clean with her bread. She patted her lips with
         the serviette, before turning the subject back.
      

      
      ‘Ain’t often you see a proper iced cake these days. My Lucy had cardboard icing on hers.’

      
      ‘Your daughter? Lucy?’ Her spoon hovered politely over her soup, which was tilted away as etiquette demanded. ‘I didn’t know
         she was married, Nora.’
      

      
      Susan nudged Jack’s leg hard. Lucy was another skeleton in his cupboard. He turned and his eyes were full of her, his face
         still. He took her hand in his and brought it to his lips. She felt such hunger in his fingers, in his lips, she moaned. What
         had she wanted to tell him? Apart from her longing to be alone with him. Nora’s voice reminded her.
      

      
      ‘No, well, she ain’t. Nearly was. We don’t talk about it.’

      
      But we do, don’t we, Nora? That’s the trouble. Her warning frown alerted him, at last, to the danger.

      
      ‘Oh dear. Was he killed in the war?’ Mrs Dalton continued stroking her soup and sipping, stroking, sipping.

      
      ‘In a manner of speaking, but that ain’t why they never married.’

      
      ‘Ma!’ they chimed.

      
      ‘She broke it off, didn’t she? Minute she knew Roy had V—’

      
      ‘Ma!’ Jack barked in his best parade-ground manner, sending cutlery flying, jerking Beryl’s soup onto the tablecloth, and bringing
         more than one old soldier smartly to attention. He beamed at the startled wedding guests, before enquiring loudly as to the
         health of his little sister.
      

      
      
      Roy was quite forgotten as Nora helped Beryl mop up the oniony mess with serviettes printed with silver horseshoes and, at
         the same time, described how Lucy was still working the land, doing her bit, three years in the same place, just up the road
         from where Nora lived. When a cottage had come empty in the village, Lucy had gone down to Ipswich to petition the mayor on
         Nora’s behalf.
      

      
      ‘Good girl, my Luce. Got ’er ’ead screwed on. She’ll be the next to get married, shouldn’t wonder. When her Joe comes home.
         A right old knees-up that’ll be, a proper Potter wedding. Oh, Jack, remember Charlie’s do? Aw, we knocked back a few that
         night, didn’t we?’ She called over the soup-plates to Billy. ‘Charlie’s wedding … when Siddy and your Uncle Wilf got up on
         the table and done that strip. Oh my Gawd!’ she hooted. ‘And Auntie Maud lost her teeth and —’
      

      
      ‘Ma!’ But Jack’s eyes were alight with laughter, too, and Billy was thumping the table in joy. The father of the bride was
         shuffling his prompt cards with vicious intent and her mother was back to mopping her eyes. Everyone else was smiling. Cockney
         knees-ups were legend.
      

      
      She’s doing this on purpose, thought Susan.

      
      At last it was time for the speeches. Her father, as informal as his wing-collar would allow, thanked them all for coming,
         some from the field of battle, some from the … hrrmph … home front. He said something about not losing a daughter but gaining
         a … hrrmph … son, and asked everyone to raise their glasses of ginger beer and toast the … hrrmph … happy couple. Jack thanked
         Roland and Beryl for the wonderful spread and for the gift of their lovely daughter. Billy read telegrams and raised a few
         belly-laughs and a few more eyebrows, with near-the-knuckle jokes that went right over the heads of the Dalton clan, though
         they smiled bravely.
      

      
      And then Nora stood up and tinkled her empty glass for attention. Susan held her breath. Please, please, please, she prayed
         to any god that would listen to her.
      

      
      ‘I just wanna say I’m glad Jack’s found such a lovely gel to be his missus. When I come up ’ere two year ago, to see him in
         the hospital, I knew she was the one, even if he didn’t. The way he looked at ’er …’ She rolled her eyes and people laughed.
         ‘’Cause she’s the one nursed him all through it, see,’ she said more seriously. ‘Mended his broken bones. Pieced his poor
         old mind together after Hitler had blown it apart. Gawd, when I think how close I come to losing …’
      

      
      
      She cleared a lump from her throat. ‘I’ll always be grateful, gel.’ And then a sob surprised them all. ‘Oh bloody ’ell,’ she
         growled. ‘Son, lend us your hanky.’
      

      
      She stood there, tears puddling her glasses and leaking onto her rouged apple cheeks, a dumpy figure in a woollen dress and
         navy straw hat, with cherries that bobbed vigorously as she blew her nose. A final sniff and polish and: ‘He’d better make
         her ’appy or he’ll ’ave me to answer to. Gawd bless yer, duck,’ she said to Susan, and sat down.
      

      
      That woman, thought Susan, dabbing at her own eyes, will never cease to amaze me. One way …

      
      … And another, when she leaned out of the train, pulling out of Newcastle Central the following afternoon, to hand Susan an
         envelope, containing five white five-pound notes, two rail tickets and a letter.
      

      
      

         PLESE dont spend yore honeymoon painting walls. Marje down at Clacton’s expeckting you day after tomorrow (Monday 5th) – my treat.
               Anyway you got to go cos the deckeraters will be in all week, doing up your flat. I have spoke to Muriel and she will let
               them in. All payed for. Have a nice time.
         

         Yore loving Ma. XX
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