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About the Book

Having grown up with a critical, domineering mother and an ineffectual detached father, Abbie Winters, at nineteen years of age, lacks friends, confidence and self-worth. That is, until she meets Doreen, a vivacious girl who works in the local grocer’s. Doreen introduces Abbie to the joys of dancing at the Palace ballroom, and it’s here that she meets Peter Horsfall, a sensitive, kind young airman, who ask her for a date.

Eva Winters is determined to prevent Abbie’s friendship developing, but although she unwittingly succeeds in destroying Abbie’s relationship with Peter, she cannot keep Doreen away. In 1942, together with Doreen, Abbie escapes by joining the Land Army where, with the freedom and the fresh air, she blossoms into a most desirable young woman. Fate seems to be smiling on Abbie when she meets Peter again, by chance, in Norfolk – and they fall passionately in love. Can they dare to believe that, this time, their happiness will survive Eva Winters’ violent disapproval – and the risks and horrors of war?
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Chapter 1

 

‘Has the doctor nearly finished, miss? It’s urgent, you see. It’s my little brother, our Tony . . .’

Abigail Winters, hearing the anxious voice, looked up from the appointments book into the worried face of a young woman; aged seventeen or so, she guessed, a couple of years younger than herself.

Abigail smiled politely, in the way she had been instructed by her mother, but not too effusively. It was not ‘the thing’ to get too closely involved with patients, her mother had always maintained. That was what they were when all was said and done; patients of Dr Winters’, Abigail’s father, entitled to courtesy – after all, they were paying for his services – but not friendship. But from the look of the young woman on the other side of the polished mahogany table Abigail guessed that her mother would scarcely consider this one to be deserving of a polite smile. Her cotton dress was decidedly shabby and she was not even wearing a hat.

Abigail did remove the smile from her face, but only because the young woman seemed so distressed. Her big blue eyes were misted over with unshed tears. ‘Dr Winters has almost finished,’ Abigail told her. ‘There’s just one more patient for him to see.’ She nodded towards the middle-aged lady in the far corner of the room. ‘And then I’ll give him your message. Your brother, you said? If you could just give me the details, please . . . Your name and address and what is wrong with the little boy . . .’

‘I’ve already told you, it’s our Tony.’ The girl sounded irritated now as well as distressed. ‘Tony Miller – that’s his name – and me dad’s Harold Miller. He’s one of Dr Winters’ patients. Me mam’s dead worried about him; he’s wheezing like mad an’ he can’t get his breath. Go and ask him to come now, this minute, can’t you, miss? It’s an emergency, I’ve told you.’

‘Very well, I’ll see what I can do,’ said Abigail, although she doubted that her father would be able to leave until he had finished his surgery. Mrs Peacock, his one remaining patient, a wealthy woman with an authoritative manner – as many of his clients were – would take a very dim view of it if he were to do so.

A bell sounded in the consulting room as Abigail rose, signalling that the doctor was ready for the next patient. ‘Just a moment, Mrs Peacock.’ She smiled vaguely in the direction of the woman, who had already risen to her feet. ‘I just have to consult with my father.’

‘If you think I’m going to cancel my appointment for the likes of that one then you can think again,’ said Mrs Peacock, who had obviously been listening to the conversation. Indeed, it would have been impossible for her not to have heard the voice of the young woman, shrill at times with worry. ‘It’s far more important for me to see the doctor, right now. I won’t wait. It’s my heart, as you well know.’

‘Very well, Mrs Peacock.’ Abigail hastily retreated towards the surgery at the back of the house. If the truth were told she did not have any idea what was wrong with the woman, or with any of the patients. Her father, mainly at her mother’s insistence, did not allow her to see any of the patients’ records. She was there merely to book appointments, answer the telephone, keep the waiting room tidy . . . and smile politely.

She knocked at the door, entering at her father’s ‘Come in.’

‘Oh, I was expecting Mrs Peacock,’ he said with a slight frown.

‘There’s an emergency, Father. There’s a young woman here; she’s very upset. She says can you come at once to see her brother . . . Tony Miller. Apparently her father is a patient of yours.’

Dr Winters nodded. ‘Oh yes, I know the family. Harold Miller, decent sort of chap, one of my panel patients. What’s wrong with the boy? Did she say?’

‘He’s wheezing; can’t get his breath.’

‘Hmm . . . Could be whooping cough. There’s a lot of it about. Tell her I’ll be round as soon as possible. After I’ve seen Mrs Peacock, that is. You can send her in now, Abigail. Thank you.’

‘Well, is he coming or isn’t he?’ the girl demanded as Abigail re-entered the room.

‘Yes . . . just as soon as he’s seen this lady.’ Abigail nodded towards Mrs Peacock who was by now tapping her foot with impatience. ‘You can go in now, Mrs Peacock.’

‘And about time too!’ The woman departed in a huff.

‘If our Tony dies it’ll be all your fault. I told you we wanted the doctor right away, never mind her.’ The girl jerked her thumb in the direction of the door, then, to Abigail’s consternation she burst into tears.

‘Oh, come on now; it can’t be as bad as that,’ said Abigail. ‘A few minutes won’t make much difference, surely. My father says it sounds like whooping cough.’

‘How would he know? He hasn’t seen him, has he?’ The girl looked at Abigail curiously. ‘Your father, you said? Dr Winters, he’s your dad?’

‘Yes, that’s right. Try not to worry, Miss . . . er, Miller. Tell your mother he’ll be with you in less than half an hour. If you could just give me your address, please . . . It will be in the records, but it will save time if you tell me now.’

The girl gave the name of a street which led off Central Drive, about a mile or so from Whitegate Drive where Dr Winters’ house and surgery were situated – a much less salubrious area than this tree-lined, prosperous part of Blackpool, an area which Abigail had never visited although she knew roughly where it was.

‘He’d better ’urry up, that’s all. Me mam’s nearly out of her mind with worry. Not that you’d care . . .’ Miss Miller almost ran out of the waiting room, angrily brushing the tears from her eyes as she went.

Abigail felt truly sorry for her. She wished she could have done more to help. Miss Miller was a pretty girl, blue-eyed and fair-haired and, despite the tears she had shed, there seemed to be an underlying toughness about her; a resilience and a self-reliance which Abigail knew that she, with her sheltered upbringing, sadly lacked. As she tidied the magazines in the waiting room and threw out the wilting roses in the cut-glass vase she found herself, to her surprise, envying the girl she had just encountered. No, perhaps envying was too strong a word. How could she be envious of someone who was obviously so far below her on the social scale? Or so her mother would say. Or of someone who was so deeply troubled?

Abigail had no real worries. Her parents, particularly her mother, did their utmost to shield her from anything that might distress her unduly. There was the war, of course, which had been going on now for almost two years, but there was little that anyone could do about that. Except to do one’s own little bit towards the War Effort and to go to church each Sunday and say one’s prayers. Her mother was frequently involved in fund-raising events organised by the Church and the various committees on which she served. Abigail was encouraged to do likewise and in her spare time, of which she had an abundance, she knitted socks and mufflers for the gallant servicemen who were fighting to save their beloved country. It was a nice, genteel sort of thing for a girl of Abigail’s class and upbringing to do.

But it was not enough. In her heart Abigail knew she was doing nothing of any significance – and also that she had no one about whom she could be really said to care. That was what had struck her so forcibly about that girl, Miss Miller: her heartfelt concern for her little brother . . . and that was what she had envied. How she wished there was someone about whom she could really care so much that she was moved to tears – a brother, maybe, in the army – but to her constant regret she was an only child. Or a boyfriend . . . Abigail found herself smiling grimly at that thought. There was little likelihood of that, the way her mother guarded her like a gaoler.

Some might think she was fortunate, Abigail supposed. If there was no one for her to worry about then there was no fear of her getting hurt. She cared about her parents, at least she honoured and respected them . . . but did that amount to loving them? She very much doubted it. She did not, for instance, regard them with the same fondness that she felt for her Aunt Bertha. If it wasn’t for her aunt she felt she would go mad at times with the monotony, the sameness of her life.

Mrs Peacock swept out of the consulting room, along the passage and through the front door without so much as a glance in Abigail’s direction. Dr Winters followed hard on her heels.

‘Oh dear, I fear the lady’s feathers were somewhat ruffled.’ His beetling brows were drawn together in a frown, but Abigail detected a glint of amusement in the grey eyes, behind the rimless spectacles. Her father did possess a faint sense of humour, which was more than could be said for her mother. ‘That’s rather good, isn’t it, Abbie, come to think of it?’ He gave a dry chuckle. ‘Peacock . . . feathers . . .’

Abigail smiled. Yes, she did feel a certain fondness for her father, although displays of affection had never been encouraged. She could not remember ever being cuddled or fussed over by either of her parents. ‘Yes, very amusing, Father,’ she replied, ‘although the lady was not amused, was she?’

‘Yes, well, Esme Peacock imagines more than half of what’s wrong with her. She’s as fit as a racehorse. But her little trips to the surgery keep her happy, and she doesn’t mind what she pays. If you could slip round later, Abbie, with her pills, I would be obliged to you. She appreciates these little courtesies.’

As did most of Dr Winters’ wealthy patients; and this was another of Abigail’s meaningless – to her eyes – little jobs. Acting as messenger girl, taking out the various pills and potions, some of which were made up in her father’s rather limited dispensary and some at the chemist’s shop on the Drive, to the superior residences on and around Whitegate Drive and the Raikes Estate.

‘You haven’t forgotten the Miller child, have you, Father?’ Abigail reminded him now.

‘No, indeed. In fact I’m on my way right now.’ He reached to the hallstand for his bowler hat and his light raincoat, although it was a mild summer evening. ‘I have a bottle already made up in here.’ He pointed to his black bag. ‘I’m pretty sure it will turn out to be whooping cough, but I know Mrs Miller will be worried. Nice little woman; she looks after them all very well, considering . . .’

‘Considering what, Father?’

‘Well . . . that there are so many of them. A big family. A lot of children.’

‘How many?’

‘Oh . . . five, six. I’m not quite sure. The girl that came here, she would be the eldest, I dare say. Anyway, I’d better be on my way. Tell your mother—’

‘Tell me what?’ Eva Winters appeared through the door of the sitting room, which was on the opposite side of the passage from the waiting room. She frowned when she saw her husband in his outdoor clothes. ‘Oh, Cedric, you’re not going out, surely? Bertha’s cooking something special this evening. She managed to get some mutton chops. I was just going to see how she’s getting on.’

Eva was not dressed for culinary chores, however, and Abigail knew that her mother would have no intention of doing any. Her pale blue silky rayon dress was one of her best afternoon frocks; she had recently returned from her weekly whist drive held by the Mothers’ Union, ostensibly for the War Effort, but in fact an excuse for a get-together and a gossip. The blue of the material exactly matched the blue of her eyes. They looked a more icy blue than usual at the moment, expressing her annoyance, as they often did.

‘I’m sorry, my dear, but I really must go. I’ll try not to be long, but it is an emergency. I’ll take the car as this patient lives in the Central Drive area.’

‘Central Drive?’ Eva Winters raised her eyebrows and her tone was scornful. ‘Oh, Cedric, really! You surely can’t mean it’s one of those wretched panel patients? Honestly, some folk have no consideration, calling you out right on a mealtime. Of course I don’t suppose civilised mealtimes mean much to them, people like that.’

‘It’s a respectable family, Eva.’ There was a distinct frostiness in the doctor’s tone. ‘A hard-working father and a mother who does her best. They deserve my attention as much as the folk round here do. More, if I’m honest,’ he added in an undertone. ‘Anyway, I’ll be home as soon as I can. Tell Bertha to put my dinner in the oven if I’m not back.’

‘Wasting our petrol allowance on panel patients,’ Eva Winters muttered as her husband closed the door behind him. ‘Whatever are things coming to?’

‘You did tell him to be quick, Mother,’ said Abigail, with unusual daring. It was very rarely that she challenged her mother. As a little girl she had never been allowed to ‘give cheek’, as her mother called it, or, indeed, to express any opinions of her own. Even now, at nineteen years of age, Abigail was regarded by her mother as little more than a child.

‘Don’t answer back,’ Eva replied now, automatically. ‘I wasn’t asking for your opinion. Go and tidy the waiting room. That’s what you’re supposed to be doing, not standing here arguing with me. Then you can help your Aunt Bertha to set the table.’

‘It is tidy, Mother. I’ve already done it.’ Abigail was aware of the stubborn edge to her voice, but she didn’t much care. She was feeling unusually defiant.

Eva glared at her before poking her face round the waiting-room door. ‘Tidy? You call that tidy? Just look at the state of those cushions and chairback covers. Get them straightened, then run a duster over that table top. I could write my name in the dust. And be quick about it, too. I don’t suppose Bertha’s even started on the table. Dreadfully slow she is sometimes. I’ll have to go and see . . . Really, it’s too bad of your father. I was looking forward to that bit of mutton. If we wait for him it’ll be ruined . . .’ She was still grumbling away to herself as she went off to the kitchen.

If she thinks Aunt Bertha is slow then why doesn’t she get her pinny on and help? thought Abigail. But never had she seen her mother in an apron of any sort; she would certainly never be seen in the floral wrap-around sort of pinafore that Bertha wore when she was in the kitchen, which was a goodly part of each day. No, all that Eva could do was offer advice, criticism and – occasionally – praise. The praise should, in truth, be more fulsome and given much more readily because Bertha was an excellent cook. Abbie, from odd snippets of information she had gleaned over the years, knew that her aunt at one time had been ‘in service’ in one of the big houses near the Lancashire Yorkshire border, but she had left under a cloud. Just what sort of a cloud the girl had no idea. Her mother had always believed ‘little pigs had big ears’ and ‘children should be seen and not heard’, truisms she had trotted out time and again when Abbie was growing up. All Abbie knew was that her aunt – not really a true aunt, but a sort of second cousin of her mother – was the only person in this household or, indeed, anywhere, to whom she could talk with anything like freedom.

There was a delicious smell of cooking meat when Abbie, after retidying the already spick-and-span waiting room, entered the kitchen. Her aunt was prodding the cabbage, which was boiling on top of the stove, providing another, less appetising aroma. Abbie detested cabbage, but one was always being told ‘Don’t you know there’s a war on?’, and she knew she would have to eat every last scrap from her plate.

Aunt Bertha turned round and smiled. ‘That’s doing nicely. I’d best turn it down, though, or your mother’ll say it’s gone all mushy.’

‘If it wasn’t too soft it would be too hard,’ Abbie observed. ‘I don’t know how you put up with her complaining, Aunt Bertha.’ Bertha looked at her sharply. It was not often that the young woman openly criticised her mother.

‘I try to please, Abigail. You know that. I’ve got a good home here, far better than a lot of women in my position have, and I’m very grateful.’ What position? Abbie wanted to ask, but she didn’t. Her aunt hurried on to say, ‘The meat’s done to a turn, thank goodness. They were a wee bit fatty, them mutton chops, but I’ve cut most of it off and I’ve been cooking ’em slowly in the oven with an onion. Would you believe, the greengrocer let me have a couple of onions as well as the carrots and cabbage, so it should be a nice dinner tonight.’

‘It always is, Aunt Bertha.’

‘Thank you, dear. It’s good of you to say so.’ Her aunt wiped the beads of perspiration from her brow and shoved back a hairpin that was escaping from her bun of iron-grey hair. ‘If you could just . . . the potatoes, perhaps you could start to mash them . . .’ She looked red-faced and flustered, and Abbie realised she had been standing there passing idle comments instead of helping.

‘Oh, sorry, Auntie. Of course I’ll do the potatoes, then I’ll set the table.’

‘Oh Lor . . . there’s that an’ all not started of yet. I don’t know, love. I’m not so organised these days as I used to be. I don’t know what’s up with me, and that’s a fact.’

You’re getting older, Aunt Bertha, thought Abbie. And Mother is working you into the ground. She guessed that her aunt must be sixty or thereabouts, some ten years older than her mother and father, although Abbie was not sure how old they were either. Certainly not all that young to be her parents. ‘You’re tired with looking after us all, Auntie,’ was what she said. ‘And I’m not surprised. Now, do you want these potatoes turning out into a dish? Or shall I leave them in the pan?’

‘Oh, a dish, I reckon. It’d be easier to put it all out on the plates, but your mother likes to have everything nice and served correctly. I’ll see to it, love, if you could just set the table now . . .’

The house was not built in the most convenient manner. The kitchen opened off the small parlour, Bertha’s private domain, where she spent most of her free time – such as it was – especially when Cedric and Eva had visitors and she knew she would not be welcome to sit with them. Bertha was a member of the family only as and when it suited Eva. You had to pass through the little parlour and into the passage to get to the dining room, and this was where Abbie went now.

She spread out one of the white damask tablecloths, laundered and starched to a pristine condition each Monday by her aunt, on top of the maroon chenille cover which always adorned the table. Then she put out the heavy silver cutlery, wooden table mats, rolled napkins in their silver rings, cruet and cut-glass tumblers for the water which they always drank with their meal, making sure that everything was aligned with mathematical precision. Her mother liked it that way and her Aunt Bertha, too, had instructed her that was the way the gentry – the class of people she had once worked for – insisted things should be. Abbie’s father enjoyed a morsel of sauce or tomato ketchup with his meal at times, but that was placed discreetly on the sideboard, certainly never on the table. To put a jar or bottle with a label on to the table was ‘common’ according to Eva.

Her father wouldn’t be here, though, this evening. Abbie had laid a place for him, but there would most likely be only the three of them. Bertha was allowed to dine with the family when there was no one else – or at least no one of any importance – present.

The three women had eaten their first course, and delicious it was, too – even Eva said so – and had almost finished the apple pie and custard before Dr Winters came back. His face was grim as he sat down, spreading his napkin on his knee, but Eva did not ask him about his patient.

‘It’s too bad of you, Cedric,’ she grumbled. ‘We’ve almost finished, and that mutton was really quite tasty, considering . . .’

‘Considering what, Mother?’ asked Abbie. She was surprised at how rebellious she was feeling tonight.

‘Considering there’s a war on, you stupid girl!’ Eva snapped. ‘We all have to learn to economise. I would have preferred a nice leg of lamb, I must admit, but times are hard for all of us. And don’t answer back! That’s twice I’ve had to tell you about giving cheek. You’re getting above yourself just lately, Abigail.’ She turned to her husband. ‘Don’t blame me if your dinner’s ruined, Cedric. It’s most likely burned to a cinder. Go and fetch it, would you, Bertha?’

‘It’ll be fine, Eva,’ replied Cedric wearily. ‘I haven’t much appetite, anyway.’

‘How was the little boy, Father?’ asked Abbie.

‘Really, Abigail, not at the dinner table,’ her mother retorted. ‘You know we never discuss your father’s patients at mealtimes. I certainly don’t want to hear all the gory details.’

Do you ever? thought Abbie. Eva took little interest in her husband’s work at any time, although she could show a normal curiosity when it was her own affluent friends or acquaintances who were involved. Cedric, however, like any reputable doctor, was very circumspect when talking of his patients.

He ignored his wife now, speaking solely to Abbie. ‘I’m afraid I may have been rather too late, my dear,’ he said sadly.

‘You mean . . . the little boy has died?’

‘No . . . no, he has not died, but it turned out to be more than whooping cough. I’m afraid little Tony has diphtheria. That’s why I have been so long. I had to arrange for an ambulance to get the poor little lad into the sanatorium.’

‘Good gracious, that’s dreadful, Father,’ said Abbie. ‘I’m so sorry. That girl, she kept urging me to be quick. I feel so responsible.’

‘It wouldn’t have made any difference, Abigail. I’m afraid they’d left it far too late before they called me. Anyway, I’ve done all I can.’

‘Of course you have, Cedric.’ Eva sounded a little less belligerent now. Diphtheria was a killer, everyone knew that. ‘Whatever happens to the child it can’t be your fault. This sort of family; they are so feckless. Hordes of children and they can’t look after them properly. Why didn’t the mother call you earlier if she knew the child was so ill?’

‘It all comes down to finance, Eva.’ Cedric’s glance was frosty. ‘They can’t afford the doctor. They haven’t enough money. It’s as simple as that.’

‘But I thought the father was one of your panel patients?’ Panel patients were those who had free medical treatment, under a government scheme.

‘So he is. But that doesn’t include his wife and family . . . as you well know. Anyway, Mrs Miller won’t have to worry about a fee this time. There won’t be one.’ He glared at his wife as if daring her to say anything. She didn’t. Eva knew when it was expedient to be silent.

‘But what about the hospital fees?’ asked Abbie.

‘We’ll come to some arrangement.’ Dr Winter shook his head dismissively before starting to eat his meal, but it was obvious he was not enjoying it.

Eva was not silent for long, and when she spoke again it was about a very different matter. She could very quickly clear her mind of any unpleasantness. ‘Abigail, I would like you to come with me tomorrow afternoon to a function that is being held in town, in the lounge of R. H. O. Hills.’ This was Blackpool’s leading department store. ‘It’s for the “Spare a trinket” fund and I think it should be quite a nice occasion. I feel I should be there, so you can come with me.’

‘Spare a trinket? What does that mean?’ asked Abbie.

‘Well, it speaks for itself, doesn’t it? They are asking you to spare a trinket – a brooch or bracelet, or a little piece of silver or china – and they are to be auctioned to raise money for a Benevolent Fund. I believe it’s for the ATS this time, to provide some extra comforts for the women.’ The ATS was the women’s branch of the army, the Auxiliary Training Service. ‘Anyway, it doesn’t matter what it’s for, does it? We all have to do our bit and it’s organised by the Duchess of Northumberland so it must be a very worthwhile cause. And it’s being opened by the Earl of Derby.’ Eva nodded as if that august personage was an acquaintance of hers.

‘Very well, Mother, I’ll come,’ said Abigail. She knew she had no choice.

The lounge of R. H. O. Hills was crowded, in the main with women, although there were a few elderly men here and there. Well-dressed, obviously well-heeled women. Fox furs and fur capes abounded even though the July afternoon was quite warm. Eva was wearing her fox fur stole over the blue marocain dress, and a tiny forward-tilted hat in a darker shade of blue, with an eye-veil, completed her outfit. Abigail, at her side, in a green and white cotton dress with an all-over pattern of daisies, and a green wide-brimmed felt hat of the type she had worn when she was at private school, felt like an overgrown schoolgirl. She was always aware of her height and of her tendency towards plumpness when she was next to her slim and elegant mother.

Abbie, at five foot seven or thereabouts, was a few inches taller than Eva. She guessed she had inherited her tallness and her build from her father. Her dark hair, too, although her father’s was now almost white. She had no idea where her brown eyes had come from; Aunt Bertha said they must be a throwback. She had found herself wishing, as she’d looked at herself in the mirror earlier that afternoon, that she looked more like that girl Miss Miller (she didn’t know her first name); small, blonde and blue-eyed, instead of brown-haired, brown-eyed and buxom. Aunt Bertha always said she was bonny, but Abbie thought of herself as fat. She did spare a thought, though, for Miss Miller’s brother, hoping there had been some improvement in the little boy’s condition by now.

There was a display of gifts given by Her Majesty the Queen and other members of the Royal Family. The Queen had donated a china vase shaped like a shell and there were other items of silverware, ivory, tortoiseshell and china, all very fine and costly, but not, apparently, to be auctioned that day. The ladies of Blackpool and the Fylde had been generous, too. There were a number of glittering brooches and necklaces, though none of them, Abbie guessed, would consist of real diamonds, rubies or emeralds; quite fair imitations, though. There were silver-topped scent bottles and hair tidies, dressing-table sets, cut-glass bowls, china figurines, brass candlesticks, photograph frames . . . The whole resembled a very superior bric-a-brac stall at a church bazaar.

Abbie had been undecided what she should donate. Whatever she chose she felt it would be considered wrong. She would not dare to part with any of the gifts her parents had given her. She had to admit they had never been ungenerous with regard to material possessions, but she would have preferred them to show their love for her in a more human way. And she would not give away any of Aunt Bertha’s well-chosen little presents. On the other hand, if she gave something of too little value her mother would accuse her of being mean. In the end she had opted for a leatherette writing case which had been a present from her Aunt Edith. She had another, far superior, one which her parents had given her, and as Edith was a not very favourite sister of her mother the choice had gone unquestioned. Eva had donated a silver candlestick which Abbie had always considered quite hideous, and she guessed her mother thought so, too.

Eva seemed far more concerned about what she should buy, her eyes scanning the various items with an avaricious gleam. Finally she decided to bid for, and was successful in acquiring, a china shepherdess by Royal Worcester. Abbie gasped inwardly at the price her mother paid for it. What was it she had said, only yesterday? ‘We all have to learn to economise’? There was little evidence of that with Eva, or with any of the women present at R. H. O. Hills that afternoon.

‘It’s all in a good cause,’ remarked Eva, smiling complacently at her daughter now she had got what she wanted. ‘What about you, dear? What are you going to buy? There must be something you would like.’

Abbie did have some money of her own to spend; poverty was not one of her problems. Her father paid her quite well for the assistance she gave him. There was nothing, however, amongst the splendid array of objects that she had set her heart on in the way her mother had desired that piece of china. ‘Oh, I don’t know, Mother,’ she said. ‘There’s nothing I need, is there?’

‘Nonsense!’ retorted Eva. ‘You must buy something or it will look very mean. What about that brooch shaped like a treble clef? I saw you looking at it.’

‘Yes, that’s quite pretty, but I feel rather nervous of shouting out in front of all these people.’

‘Nonsense!’ said Eva again. But it was Eva who, in the end, did the bidding for her. Abbie was pleased with the diamante brooch she ultimately secured. The symbol it displayed would be an indication of her interest in music, and it should look very nice on her tweed coat or on a dark dress. The dresses she wore were almost always of a dark hue, the most suitable wear, her mother insisted, for a doctor’s receptionist.

On the whole it was a very pleasant afternoon, although Eva was inclined to ignore their real reason for being there: to raise money for the Benevolent Fund of the ATS. The chief Commander of the East Lancashire Regiment, a woman whose age was difficult to define – brusque, efficient and somewhat manly in appearance, though it could have been the uniform that made her seem so – gave a stirring talk in which Eva appeared to be taking very little interest. The woman said how much the girls had already benefited from the scheme, especially those who were convalescing, for one reason or another, in army hospitals.

‘We are honest to goodness soldiers and proud of it,’ she proclaimed in her strident tones, ‘but we are still women when all is said and done.’ Funny to hear women spoken of as soldiers, thought Abbie, but here was a person who obviously thought that women were the equal of men any day. Another hundred thousand auxiliaries were needed, she said, and there would be the same chance of promotion, should they prove worthy, for all of them.

Girls such as me, thought Abbie, glancing down at her rather large feet encased in sturdy brown sandals and her thickset body, so unfashionably clad in the green and white summery cotton. How much more suited her stature would be to a uniform such as this woman was wearing. But whatever was she thinking of? Abigail Winters in the ATS – or the WAAF or WRNS for that matter? Her mother would throw a fit at the very idea.

She was determined to mention the matter, however, as soon as they arrived home. Not that she was seriously considering joining the ATS. She was only nineteen, under the age of consent, and she knew her parents would scotch the idea right away. She had no desire, if she were honest with herself, to join any of the women’s services. The Commander had been very persuasive, but Abbie found herself quaking at the thought. And that reaction, she knew, was the fault of her parents. They had always overprotected her and, at least as far as her mother was concerned, repressed and overruled her to the extent that she was now afraid of branching out on her own. No, maybe not the ATS, but she knew she had to do something; something that was worthwhile to the War Effort, other than arranging flowers and running piddling little errands for her father.

Some of the girls she knew, acquaintances rather than friends – Abbie did not have any close friends – had gone to work at the Vickers-Armstrong aircraft factory. Surely her mother could not object to her doing that. It would not involve living away from home. The factory was not all that far away, at Squires Gate, with one of the branches of it on the upper floors of the Talbot Road bus station. She would be able to travel there easily each day.

‘What a ridiculous idea!’ scoffed her mother when she plucked up courage to suggest it. ‘War work is not for girls such as you, Abigail. Besides, you have a job here with your father.’

‘Hardly one of national importance, Mother; running errands and tidying the waiting room.’

‘Whatever is the matter with you, Abigail? You seem so dissatisfied lately, and so contrary. What you do here is very useful. Whatever would your father do if you were to walk out on him? Not that there’s any likelihood of that. You’re staying here, my girl.’

‘You could do my job, Mother, quite easily.’

‘What! What on earth are thinking about? Don’t you realise I’ve a home to run and meetings to attend and all sorts of fund-raising functions to arrange? I don’t want to hear any more of this nonsense. Now – off you go and see if your Aunt Bertha wants any help in the kitchen.’

Abigail stood her ground. ‘Girls of my age are doing all sorts of jobs now, jobs that men used to do before the war started, before they were called up. That woman said so this afternoon. You heard her, Mother.’ She knew full well that her mother had not been listening.

Eva gave an exasperated tut. ‘That woman! More like a carthorse than a woman!’

‘Girls of my age are joining the ATS,’ Abbie went on boldly. ‘They need thousands and thousands more recruits.’ A spark of devilment arose in her such as she had not experienced before. She knew her mother would be furious, and she didn’t really mean what she was saying, but she might as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb, as the saying went. She looked her mother straight in the eyes. ‘I might even join up . . .’

She got no further. ‘What!’ Eva’s bellow could have been heard out in the drive.

‘. . . myself,’ Abbie added in a more subdued tone.

‘Never in a thousand years! I’ve never heard such ridiculous nonsense! Just wait till your father hears what you’ve been saying.’ Eva’s outburst had coincided with the sound of the front door opening and Dr Winters now entered the sitting room. ‘Cedric, you’re just in time. You’ve never heard such nonsense as your daughter’s been talking. Wait till you hear. She’s actually suggesting that—’

‘Not now, Eva, please.’ The doctor raised an admonitory hand before flopping down, in an unusually undignified manner, in an armchair. His face looked drawn and there was a defeated look in his eyes. ‘I’ve just come from the sanatorium. I’m afraid little Tony Miller has died.’
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