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The Stockport Girls is dedicated to my dear friend,
Bernie O’Sullivan, and to the memory of her lovely husband, Brian Brady, who is missed so much.
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Chapter One

Stockport, Cheshire
June 1944

Sophie lifted the hem of the dress, then stepped back to study herself in the wardrobe mirror. ‘Oh, Mummy … it’s absolutely perfect.’

Dorothy Morley stared at her blonde-haired daughter for a few moments. ‘She’s made a good job of it.’

Sophie looked back at her mother, willing her to say something nice, something complimentary. Tell her that she looked a picture in her lace wedding dress, that she was the most beautiful bride she had ever seen. The sort of things she imagined a mother would say to her daughter – her only child – when she was getting married.

Usually, Sophie and her mother loved to chat about fashions and hairstyles. Dorothy was a fine-looking, slim, blonde woman in her mid-forties who still turned heads. Sophie was a younger version of her with curly blonde hair.

Sophie ran her hand over the small silk petals on the opposite sleeve. ‘The pearls and the little white flowers really lift it, don’t they? They took Edna hours to sew on, but they really brighten it up. I was worried when the only dress I loved was more of a cream colour, but she knew exactly what to do to fix it.’ She nodded her head. ‘The whole effect is pure white now. I wouldn’t want anybody thinking that we were rushing it because I was expecting.’

Dorothy’s perfectly groomed eyebrows shot up. ‘There’s nobody stupid enough to think that. How could you be expecting when you’ve only known him a few weeks?’

‘Oh, Mummy, don’t start that again. It’s long enough to know that we love each other, and that’s all that matters.’

‘Love? But you’ve only met each other a handful of times. You hardly know anything about him.’ Dorothy moved forward so their faces were only inches apart. ‘All you know is that you want to jump into bed with a handsome lad in a uniform you’ve only just met, and, like a lot of young girls, you think this damned war and a marriage licence gives you the right to do it straight away.’

Sophie sucked her breath in. ‘It’s nothing to do with Tony’s being handsome or anything like that. I’ve never met a lad I got on so well with – a lad I can talk to properly and one who treats me like a lady. And at least I’m doing the decent thing. There are girls my age who are living away from home now and they see whoever they like and do whatever they want.’

‘You don’t need to tell me. I hear stories every day about how women have become loose since the war started. Going around, throwing themselves at any available men and to hell with the consequences.’

‘Well, you should be pleased I’m not like that.’

Dorothy gave a huge, frustrated sigh. ‘I just think that getting married this quick is sheer madness.’

‘Mum … the wedding is booked, the church and the Bluebell Hotel and everything. Tony and I are getting married next week, and I just want you to be happy for me.’

‘You’re caught up in all the glamour and excitement of a wedding, and he’ll soon be gone again to London or Birmingham or wherever, and you’ll be left here, obligated to him. You won’t be able to lead a normal life like your single friends. You’ll be sitting waiting for him – terrified you’re going to get bad news all the time – and wondering what on earth possessed you.’

Sophie closed her eyes and shook her head. ‘Can you not just be pleased for me? I know it’s quick, but we really love each other. As you said, Tony will be gone back to London again soon and God knows when we will see each other again.’ She held her hands out. ‘Life can change overnight – when you know something is right, you have to take your chance at happiness. Look what happened to Dad … how quickly everything changed …’

Sophie’s father, George Morley, had died the previous year, after complications from an operation. He had contracted polio as a young boy, and been left with a deformed and painful leg. He wore a calliper and specially made footwear, but he was a quiet, stoical man who rarely complained and just got on with things. He had developed circulatory problems in his leg, and after an emergency operation the wound became badly infected and he was readmitted to hospital. Dorothy and Alice had only been home a few hours when they received a phone call to say that George had developed septicaemia, and by the time they drove back to the hospital he had died.

Dorothy looked at her with tear-filled eyes. ‘Do you think I’ve forgotten one minute of what happened to your father?’

‘Of course not. I didn’t mean to say …’

‘The same way you didn’t mean to tell this Tony about the factory?’

Sophie closed her eyes. ‘That’s really what’s behind all this, isn’t it? You think that Tony is some kind of manipulative man who only wants me because we own a factory?’

‘It was the one thing I warned you about after your father died. Not to tell any lad about the factory until we were absolutely sure that he had the right feelings for you. I hoped you had more sense and would have waited until you knew for certain that he was marrying you for yourself.’

‘I am certain that he’s marrying me because he loves me.’

‘It’s a big coincidence that you tell him about the factory, and a few nights later he proposes.’

‘He would have found out anyway. I couldn’t keep pretending I was just an office girl.’

‘You could have waited to see if he proposed without knowing about it. You’d have been sure then that he loved you.’ Dorothy gave a huge sigh. ‘He’ll think he’s fallen on his feet, marrying into a family who own a factory and with no man about. A ready-made business for him to step into.’

‘He doesn’t need the factory. Tony has a good job as a telephone engineer, and it’s important enough that he’s sent to London and all over the country to maintain and repair the major telephone exchanges.’ She sighed. ‘Can you not accept the fact that someone might actually love me, just for myself?’

‘I just want a man who would take you if you never had a penny to your name. Like your father took me.’ Dorothy’s face suddenly crumpled, and she searched in her cardigan sleeve for her hanky.

Sophie was taken aback to see her mother visibly upset.

‘You just think I’m some old fuddy-duddy who doesn’t understand all about being madly in love … well, you’re wrong. I was young once and I know what it’s like to meet someone who sweeps you off your feet, and makes you think you will never meet anyone like them again.’ She took a deep, shuddering breath. ‘I know what it’s like to make mistakes, too, and that’s why I’m trying to save you from doing that.’

‘But you and Daddy were happy …’

‘Oh, we were, compared to most people, we certainly were,’ Dorothy said. ‘And thank God I grew up in time to know the difference between a man who was good and dependable, and one who just floats along.’ She looked at Sophie. ‘A lot of young men these days are only good for a bit of fun – dancing and drinking, and making you feel like you’re Betty Grable – but they don’t always make good husbands.’

‘I’m grown up enough to know the difference. Underneath his cheery nature, Tony is quiet and thoughtful.’

‘It will be a long road on your own after you get married. I just don’t want you regretting things.’

‘I won’t … and I’m one hundred per cent sure of his feelings for me, and I know it has nothing to do with the factory.’

There was a silence now as Dorothy’s face gradually softened. ‘Well, since you’re so determined about him, I suppose there’s nothing more I can say or do.’

‘You could say something nice …’

Dorothy took a few steps back to stare at her daughter. ‘You make a beautiful bride,’ she said. ‘As nice as any I’ve ever seen in the magazines.’

Tears of gratitude welled up in Sophie’s eyes. That was as much as she could hope for.

As she turned away now, Sophie wished for the thousandth time that her father was still alive and there for her big day. He would have understood about Tony. He was kind and easy and would have softened things between herself and her mother. But he was gone, and nothing would ever change that.




Chapter Two

Alice wrapped the carefully weighed six ounces of cheese in a square of greaseproof paper and then cut a length of brown twine and tied it up.

‘Doesn’t go far, does it?’ Sally Parker said, putting her ration book down on the counter. ‘A few sandwiches and a bit of topping on a shepherd’s pie is all you get out of it. We could do with a lump of cheese double that size every day to feed our four. Thank God Jim gets fed in the railway canteen or we’d never manage.’

Alice shrugged sympathetically and handed the little parcel over. ‘I find grating helps it to go a little further.’ She lifted the ration book. ‘Did you need anything else?’

‘Plenty, but I have neither the coupons nor the money to pay for them.’ Sally smiled wryly and put the cheese on top of the potatoes and onions already in her bag. She took her purse out and counted the coins to pay for them.

Alice put the money in the till and handed back the change. She then bent down to a box of vegetables and lifted out three carrots and a slightly wilted bunch of parsley. ‘If these are any good to you, you’re welcome to them.’

‘Ah, thanks, love,’ Sally said. ‘That will help stretch the mince.’

Alice followed her out. ‘At least it’s a nice evening,’ she said, coming to stand on the step at the open door. She lifted her face to the sun, its rays catching the fair streaks through her shoulder-length, light brown hair, which she had tied back for work.

‘Any word from your Greg yet?’ asked Sally.

‘He’s still at the training camp down south for a few more weeks, but they’re giving him home leave before he’s posted abroad. He’s due home next Thursday, so he might know where he’s going after that.’

‘He’s a brave man, isn’t he? Volunteering to go out abroad again after being injured at Dunkirk.’ She shook her head. ‘I remember how bad he was when he came home, he could hardly walk.’

‘His back is much better now, especially since he was down at the training camp. They have physical instructors there who gave him physiotherapy and exercises which have helped. He’s on desk duty, and it will be the same when he goes abroad.’

‘He’s in one of the Army Intelligence Units, isn’t he?’

‘I don’t really know much about it …’ Alice felt uncomfortable discussing Greg’s army business, although she knew Sally was unlikely to be a German spy. Loose lips sink ships, and other familiar phrases had been drummed into everyone early in the war, and she thought it was better to be vague.

‘You can tell by the way Greg talks, that it’s an important job.’

‘All the soldiers are doing their best for the country,’ Alice said, ‘whatever they’re trained to work in.’

‘Very true,’ Sally agreed. ‘Greg’s mother was very proud of his work. She worshipped the ground he walked on, typical with an only child.’

Alice’s face became solemn now. ‘She was a lovely mother-in-law. It’s still hard coming into the shop in the morning and her not being here.’

‘That’s life, isn’t it? And it’s more unpredictable than ever with the war on. We just have to get through every day until it’s all over. I bet you’re looking forward to seeing Greg again?’

‘I am, especially as it’s my old schoolfriend’s wedding next Saturday. With Greg being posted abroad soon, he’s due home leave before he goes.’

‘A wedding is always lovely, isn’t it? I can’t remember the last time I had the occasion to get dressed up.’ Sally looked down at her bulging stomach. ‘Just as well, none of my dresses or costumes would zip up on me now. Havin’ four kids in under six years hasn’t done my figure much good.’

‘You always look well,’ Alice said kindly. ‘And your hair is always lovely. I don’t know how you have the time to curl it with all those little ones to run after.’

Sally’s eyes glowed at the compliment. ‘Me and my sisters always did each other’s hair at home. After all these years, I could put curlers in blindfold.’ They chatted for a few minutes then she said, ‘I better get moving or they will be killin’ each other back home.’

Alice stood for a while, her arms crossed, leaning against the door jamb, her gaze fixed over the terraced houses of Edgeley and further on to the railway viaduct of Stockport. The sound of two chattering women coming down Aberdeen Street towards the shop jolted her. She turned back inside and started tidying around the counter, and then a short while later she moved to wipe down the shelves and refill the display box of potatoes.

Her mind was filled with Greg’s return, trying not to anticipate how things would work out. So much had happened since he was last home on leave. The biggest change was that instead of being a primary school teacher, Alice was now running the Fairclough’s family shop. Prior to being called up, Greg and his widowed mother, Betty, had managed the corner shop together.

Alice had met the confident, twenty-three-year-old Greg at a dance when she was eighteen and studying at teacher-training college in Manchester. He was bright and confident, and full of plans for the future. Being with him made Alice feel more confident about herself, too. They got engaged after four months and married only weeks before war was declared. Alice had moved into the house attached to the shop with Greg and his mother, until the country was more settled, and then they would buy their own house.

When Greg had been posted out to France, Betty had taken over the shop, with Alice helping out on Thursday and Friday after college, and all day Saturday. The two women got on very well, and Alice found her mother-in-law to be a warmer, more easy-going person than her own mother. She found working in the shop light and easy, and a balance to her studies, and the wages helped her to be financially independent until she was qualified.

Alice was grateful that they were staying with Betty when Greg was returned from Dunkirk with injuries to his back. After having survived the brutal military campaign in France, Greg was on the beach at Dunkirk waiting to be rescued when he was thrown in the air by an explosion, which effectively finished off his active career in the army.

Returned home, he had a back operation that took months to recover from. As soon as he was up and moving again, Greg found himself bored, and, without telling Alice or Betty, he volunteered his services to the military training centres. Useful work was found for him training new recruits and helping with the piles of administrative work that grew bigger every day.

When Alice qualified, she found a teaching post in a local school, which was near enough to allow her to continue working in the shop. She enjoyed the shop work and got on well with the local customers. She also liked Maeve, from County Offaly in Ireland who worked a few afternoons, and the young local lad, Freddy Thompson, who came before school to help Betty lift the boxes and crates displayed outside. He came again after school, to brush and wash the pavement outside and assist with any odd jobs that needed doing.

Freddy, thirteen, was one of a large family from the bottom end of Edgeley, and the few shillings he got helped his mother out. His father was a heavy drinker at times, and spent money needed at home, so Betty made sure the boy had a bowl of porridge before school and shoved a sandwich in his pocket for the lunch break.

It was Freddy who found Betty, and it was Freddy who came running from the corner shop all the way up to the school in Shaw Heath to tell Alice the news about her mother-in-law. She was still in her classroom, after the children had gone, at her desk marking books when the feet came running along the corridor. Freddy threw the door open and, red-faced and panting, said, ‘Mrs Fairclough wasn’t well and went to have a lie down,’ he said. ‘Maeve asked me to run upstairs and see how she was, and I couldn’t wake her. Maeve phoned an ambulance, and she’s been taken down to Stockport Infirmary.’

When Alice and Freddy ran back down Shaw Heath and then Greek Street to the hospital, they discovered that Betty had suffered a heart attack at home, and then a bigger one in the ambulance. The doctors told Alice that her mother-in-law was already dead on admission to casualty. Still in shock, Alice then had the complicated task of making contact with the training unit where Greg was currently assigned, in order to break the bad news.

Greg arrived home two days before the funeral, his face strained and solemn, devastated by his mother’s loss. Normally sure of himself, he was almost silent with grief until the funeral was over. A few pints of beer and several glasses of whisky helped him thank all the mourners who attended the reception in the Bluebell Hotel after Betty was laid to rest. He made sure his mother had as good a send-off as wartime allowed. The local butchers, greengrocers and bakers from Edgeley, who stocked his shop, ensured the mourners enjoyed a hot roast beef meal or cold cuts and salad. Afterwards, they had dishes of trifle or sponge cake dotted with raisins and accompanied by custard, then the waitresses came around with trays of glasses filled with sherry, whisky or brandy. Later, they walked the short distance from the Bluebell Hotel back to Aberdeen Street, Alice holding her husband’s arm to stop him weaving towards the edge of the kerb.

When they came back to an empty house and darkened shop, Greg suddenly turned to Alice and said in a whisky-thickened voice, ‘What’s going to happen here now? We won’t have my mother behind the counter. She’s gone forever, and I’ve no idea when I’ll be back …’

He had voiced the thoughts in Alice’s mind when she was making funeral arrangements with the undertaker, organising hymns and readings with the vicar, and sorting flowers. ‘You’ve enough to think of without worrying about anything else.’

‘We’ll have to look for somebody who knows how to manage a shop.’ He pushed his hand through his army-cut hair. ‘We’ll have to start interviewing and then training them to take over. God knows who we’ll find that we can trust.’

Alice saw a rare look of uncertainty – almost defeat – on his face, and she felt a wave of pity for him.

‘We’ll have to put a notice in tomorrow’s Manchester Evening News,’ he said. ‘And maybe one in the shop window. What do you think?’

To Alice, the answer was suddenly obvious. ‘I’ll take your mother’s place.’ She had seen the startled look on his face. ‘I know everything that has to be done here. I’ll hand in my notice at school tomorrow. They’ll understand.’

‘You can’t give up your professional teaching job to work in a shop … it wouldn’t be the same for you.’ He shook his head. ‘You studied hard for your qualifications, and you love the kids.’

‘It’s your family’s shop,’ she said. ‘Your grandfather and your father and mother worked in it. It wouldn’t be the same being run by strangers. And anyway, I’m here after school every day and at the weekends. I enjoy it. I can always go back to school when the war is over.’

There was a silence then Greg looked at her. ‘Are you sure?’

She saw a huge wave of relief wash over him. ‘The shop is needed here more than ever. We’ve long queues every morning waiting with their ration books and …’ She shrugged. ‘If we take on a complete stranger, I’d feel we were letting your mother down.’

Greg drew her into his arms and held her tightly. ‘You’re the best,’ he said. ‘There are times when I think you’re too good for me …’

Alice had felt his breath on her face and neck, then, as he pressed against her, she had frozen. Her instincts were to pull away, but she caught herself and forced herself to relax and move closer to him. Gone were the days when she couldn’t wait for him to touch and kiss her, but she knew that whatever she felt towards Greg now, she was married to him for life. The only thing that would make things easier would be the baby she had longed for.

If that happened, when Greg came home for good, things would be different. Things would fall back into place again. He would have the responsibility of being a father, and they would settle down to normal family life in time. He wouldn’t have his mother there to make excuses or to cover up for him when he didn’t come home when he should. In time, Alice had thought, she might also recover the feelings she once had for him.

It was now almost a year since Betty had died, and she had waved Greg off on the platform at Stockport Station. During the few days they spent together after the funeral, Alice had pushed all negative thoughts about Greg out of her mind and had comforted him in his grief.

Since the shop was closed for a few days in respect to Betty, Alice had lingered in bed with him in the mornings. Their physical closeness had helped thaw the cold spots in her heart, but in the weeks that passed after Greg’s departure, the feelings began to melt away again. The baby she had hoped and planned for had not materialised.




Chapter Three

Footsteps sounded outside the empty classroom door, and when a light tap came on the pane of glass, Emily Browne lifted her head from the books she was marking. She smiled as her ­Guernsey colleague, Louis, came in, carrying his briefcase. ‘Any luck in finding a place?’

‘Not yet,’ he said. ‘There’s a nice family in Davenport who offered to squeeze them in, but they already have two older Guernsey boys staying there, along with three of their own. I think it might be too much for the family, and I also think Philip especially would be better off in a quieter house. He’s a serious child, very sensitive, and mixes better with adults than other children.’

‘Is his twin sister the same?’ She tucked a strand of her dark, wavy hair behind her ear.

‘Gabriela is a lot more confident mixing with other people,’ he said, ‘but she’s delicate in her own way, and gets upset about missing her family.’

Emily touched her pen to her teeth. ‘It would be easier if it was only one child …’

‘Yes, and of course we don’t want to separate a brother and sister, especially twins. It is hard enough for them to be away from their parents all this time.’ Louis shrugged. ‘They were so settled, and it was such bad luck that Mrs Ponsonby became ill, and then moved to Manchester to live with her daughter. She was a lovely lady, and has looked after them for the last four years like a grandmother. Her moving away is yet another loss in their young lives.’

‘Are they staying with the vicar’s family again tonight?’

He nodded.

‘Her next baby is due any day, so that can’t be very convenient for them either.’

‘I feel so sorry for them being moved from pillar to post. If we could just find them a family, or someone capable like Mrs Ponsonby, to keep them until the war is over. It might be only one more year.’

Emily sucked her breath in, thinking. ‘I’ll ask around,’ she said, ‘but most families who could help already have Guernsey children.’ A thought crossed her mind. ‘I’m seeing some friends tonight. It’s a sort of “hen party”, a women-only night out for an old schoolfriend who’s getting married.’

‘I’ve seen a few wedding parties wandering through Stockport town at the weekends,’ Louis smiled. ‘We have those parties back in Guernsey, too. I remember my sister’s; they all ended up the worst for wear with wine.’

‘They often end up like that,’ Emily said, laughing. ‘Although we won’t be wandering through the town or anything. It’s just sandwiches and a few drinks in the function room of the Bluebell Hotel.’

‘I pass there on my way home from Stockport,’ he told her. ‘I walk up through the station and the hotel is in front of me.’

‘Of course, your digs are only five minutes away from there, up in Shaw Heath,’ Emily said, smiling.

‘Well, I hope you enjoy your ladies’ night.’

A thought suddenly struck her as he moved towards the door. ‘Louis,’ she said, lifting her little black book, ‘if you give me the vicar’s phone number, I’ll ring him if I hear of anyone who might be able to help out.’

Emily cycled down towards the row of shops at Heaton Chapel, her long hair held back from her eyes by a tortoiseshell clasp. She dismounted the bike and pushed it along the road until she came to Barlow’s grocery shop, which had a section for gifts and cards. She pulled the bike up onto the pavement and leaned it against the wall of the shop.

Inside, she went over to the display of birthday and special occasion cards. They had half a dozen wedding cards, so she spent a few minutes looking through them and reading the sentiments inside. She eventually decided on one that showed a couple standing beside a three-tiered wedding cake, which she felt had just the right words for Sophie. She moved towards the magazine stand, when it occurred to her that a picture of a large, decorative wedding cake might be a bit insensitive. Given the war restrictions on flour and sugar and all the other ingredients, most brides were lucky to have a one-tier wedding cake. The card might remind her of the big fancy wedding she would have had in normal times.

Emily turned back to the cards to choose another one, and found herself in the path of a young, dark-haired man in a brown working uniform, carrying an open box with a newspaper on top. He stepped to the side of the aisle to avoid her, and, unwittingly, she moved in the same direction so that they suddenly collided. He quickly moved back and then stumbled over a sack of potatoes, sending his box flying across the shop floor. Emily froze, a hand over her mouth, as the newspaper and the contents of the box rose in the air, and then clattered down onto the stone floor.

‘God! I’m so sorry …’ Emily gasped. ‘I didn’t see you. I hope you’re not hurt?’

He smiled and held up both hands. ‘No, no … I am OK, thank you.’ He shrugged. ‘It was an accident … me, too.’

Her gaze moved down to the scattering of carved wooden crosses and angels, and strings of wooden rosary beads, and her heart sank. Of all the things she could be responsible for breaking, these precious, holy objects had to be the worst. ‘I’m really sorry …’ She was almost afraid to look up at this polite man, who she had vaguely registered as being a foreigner. ‘I hope nothing is broken …’

‘No worry, signorina … miss,’ he said, stooping to pick up the biggest cross. ‘If it is broken, I can fix.’ He placed it in the box and then moved quickly to pick up several smaller crosses and a dozen or so rosary beads. When they were all safely back in the box, he looked at her. ‘I think all are OK, thank you.’

Emily felt a sense of relief wash over her, and when she looked up at him properly, she was startled to see how handsome his tanned face was, and how friendly and warm his dark brown eyes were. He was as good-looking as any film star she had seen. He smiled, and she felt an embarrassed heat rise to her face, as if he had known what she was thinking.

There was a noise behind the counter and when she looked over, she saw Mr Barlow, the heavily set shopkeeper, in his tan shop coat. He had come through from the house and was carrying a mug of tea. He looked over at Emily. ‘Can I get you anything, love?’

‘I’m just looking at the cards,’ she said. ‘I won’t be a minute.’

‘Take as long as you like, love.’ He paused, then he put his mug down and bent to look under the counter. ‘I think we have a magazine here for you. It’s the People’s Friend you get weekly, isn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘it’s for my mother – Mrs Browne.’

‘That’s right,’ he said, bringing the magazine up. He checked the name written on the corner. ‘Don’t you collect another one?’

‘Vogue,’ she told him. ‘But that’s monthly, and I got it from Mrs Barlow last week.’

‘I don’t know one ladies’ magazine from another, me,’ he said. ‘Our Audrey deals with all of them.’ He handed her the magazine.

‘Thanks,’ she said, putting it in her bag. She paused for a moment, slightly awkward. ‘My mother sorts the paper bill at the end of the week.’

‘Your family’s name is good here,’ he said, smiling benignly.

Emily turned back to the display area. ‘I’ll just get the card now.’

Mr Barlow looked over at the young man Emily had bumped into. ‘All OK there, Marco?’ he asked, taking a drink of his tea.

‘Yes, yes, Mr Barlow. All OK. I bring more items for holy shop.’

The shopkeeper beamed at him. ‘Good lad, I’ve got a few more orders for you since last week. My friend knows a lad who has a religious stall at one of the Manchester markets, and he likes your work.’ He gestured towards the back of the shop. ‘Come on in. I’ve just made a pot of tea, and there’s a Chorley cake waiting for you.’

‘Very kind of you, Mr Barlow.’

‘It weren’t me, lad,’ he laughed. ‘It was our Audrey who put the cake by for you and warned me not to touch it.’ He patted his rounded stomach. ‘She’s limiting the sweet treats for me at the minute. Says I have to cut back, so she only gave me one instead of two or three.’

‘She is very good wife,’ Marco told him. ‘She is looking after you.’

‘So she says,’ the shopkeeper said, shrugging. ‘So she says. Anyroad, come into the back when you’re ready.’ He went off through the glass-panelled door.

Emily noticed how friendly and relaxed Mr Barlow was towards the young foreigner, and it confirmed her own instincts that he was good and decent.

Marco looked back at her now. ‘Very nice to meet you.’

She smiled, not quite sure what to say, then she gestured towards the box. ‘I’m glad they are all OK. I would have felt terrible if I had broken such lovely, holy things.’

‘You know them?’ he asked.

‘Of course,’ she said, smiling back. ‘I’m a Catholic, and we all have rosary beads.’

‘I am Catholic, too, from Italy.’ His face became serious. ‘But of course, now …’ He gestured towards his work uniform. ‘I am from camp – the Mellands camp.’

Emily caught her breath. He was a prisoner of war in the internment camp a few miles away. She then noticed the yellow circle on the leg of his brown trousers, which marked the Italian prisoners out. She could see he was watching for her reaction.

‘I’ve heard of the camp …’ She was unsure what to say to him now. He was not at all how she imagined any of the prisoners to be. She had seen them in the Pathé newsreels in the cinema, when they were marching along with Mussolini in their army uniforms. Later she had seen them looking battle-worn and bedraggled when they had surrendered, and afterwards seen newsreels which showed some of the Italian men working in farmers’ fields, wearing the prisoners’ uniform. But she had never imagined them as individual people like the young man in front of her.

Many people, including her father, were highly suspicious when they heard that some of Mussolini’s supporters were living so close to them in a prisoner of war camp, although it was reported that a number of the Italians had been forced to join his army. She knew many local people were even more unhappy when they heard some inmates were allowed out to work or to do voluntary labour at the weekends. Emily herself had never heard of the Italian prisoners doing anything wrong. In fact, some of her teaching colleagues had recently been talking about how two of the camp inmates had volunteered to help at a local farm, when the husband was ill and his wife was struggling on her own.

‘The camp is not so bad,’ he said, sensing her discomfort. ‘We are lucky – we are alive … we are fed and treated OK. Some local people like Mr Barlow, very good. They know many Italian men not want join army. Not want fight …’ His gaze held hers for a few moments and then he smiled again. ‘We pray God this war … will soon be gone …’

Emily smiled back at him. ‘Yes, hopefully it will all be over soon.’

‘Thank you.’ He turned away and walked towards the counter to place the box on it.

Emily had gone back over to the card display, when she heard the footsteps behind her. When she turned, he was there again, holding out a pair of wooden rosary beads.

‘A little gift for you.’

Emily looked down at the beads and then shook her head. ‘That’s very kind of you, but I couldn’t …’ She lowered her voice. ‘You’re making them to sell.’ She imagined now what her parents or her friends would say if she told them she had taken a gift from a stranger she had met in a shop. Whatever they said would be magnified ten times when they discovered he was one of the Italian prisoners.

‘Mr Barlow has friend who buys anything I make.’ He shrugged, still holding the beads out. ‘I make things very quickly; it keeps me busy at night in camp. I am very happy if you will have the rosary beads. If you please, say prayers for my family back in Italy – especially my mother.’

She looked down at his rough, work-worn hands, then silently reached to take the beads from him. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘That is kind of you, and I’ll use them when I am saying my prayers.’ She put them in her coat pocket.

‘Thank you,’ he said quietly. ‘I must go now.’ He turned towards the counter then stopped. ‘I come to shop on Monday and maybe Thursday – at this time – when I finish working in the gardens at camp. And you? Do you come to the shop?’

Emily hesitated. For all he seemed nice, she knew she couldn’t give this Italian prisoner any information about herself. She shouldn’t even be talking to him, and yet, something was tugging at her conscience, to treat him as she would any nice person. She looked around the shop to see if there was anyone who might know her and overhear. ‘I come here on my way home from school some days …’

His brow creased. ‘School?’

‘I’m a teacher.’

His brown eyes opened wide in amazement. ‘And I am a teacher, too.’

Emily was surprised, she directed her gaze to the box he was holding. ‘Woodwork?’

He laughed. ‘No, no, that’s just … hobby? I am teacher. I instruct students in …’ He halted, embarrassed now, struggling for the correct words. ‘Forgive my English. I am teacher in a college in Lucca. I teach …’

‘Where is Lucca?’ Emily interrupted, seizing on what she thought was a simpler subject to explain.

‘Lucca is … close to Florence.’

‘Ah, Florence,’ she said, nodding. She had seen pictures of the famous city, and knew how beautiful it was, and there was a part of her intrigued to know more. ‘You must miss it – home. Your life back in Italy.’

‘Of course, but some very kind people here.’ He shrugged. ‘I must go, Mr Barlow waiting.’ He took a few steps backwards. ‘Maybe I see you again here … a Monday or Thursday at this time?’

Emily suddenly realised that she had given him the wrong impression. That she had momentarily been diverted by his good looks and friendly manner, and a sense of guilt that she might have damaged the lovely items he had made. By chatting to him, and treating him like a local lad, she had given the impression that they could somehow be friends. She could just imagine her father’s reaction to her taking a gift from an Italian prisoner, who he fully believed were enemies of Britain. There was no way she could explain it that would be reasonable in his eyes.

She could tell this Marco – as Mr Barlow had called him – liked her. Had they met under different circumstances – in a different world – they might well have been friends. She would have loved to hear about Florence, and places like Rome and Naples, and asked him about the food and music. The reality was, they were in Stockport in England, and she had a brother who had been killed by the Nazis. The Nazis, who Marco’s country had supported and fought alongside, under that other awful dictator – Mussolini.

No matter how nice or kind this Italian fellow was – or how innocent he himself was of any war crimes – she could not entertain the idea that they might become friends of any description. It was different for Mr Barlow and his wife – they had a business arrangement, and were benefiting from his craftmanship as he was benefitting by having an outlet to sell his work. Her hand felt for the beads in her pocket now. ‘I don’t know when I will be here,’ she said quietly, ‘but thank you for the beads again.’

He smiled and said, ‘You are welcome,’ but she saw the dis­appointment in his eyes.

As she cycled home, she wondered at her foolishness in accepting the gift from him. Refusing the rosary beads would have made her feel almost sacrilegious. She could never use them, she realised. The large, wooden beads were too distinctive – too foreign – and would immediately draw attention. Even in her depressed, distracted state, her mother would notice how different they were from the usual pearl or imitation gemstones, and would wonder where they had come from.
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