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Chapter 1



‘I’ve told you, Mum, till I’m sick and tired of telling you. I don’t want to go to Blackpool. I don’t want to be dragged around looking at stupid old houses. Why do we have to move anyway? It’s a stupid idea. I don’t want to and neither does our Simon.’

Abbie Horsfall, as usual, bit her tongue. She would have liked to argue back at Sandra, above all to tell her exasperating daughter to remove that word from her vocabulary. Everything was ‘stupid’ at the moment – and how many more times could Abbie hear the words ‘I don’t want to’ without retaliating? But Abbie hated arguing with anyone. She preferred, always, to be reasonable and try to see the other person’s point of view, even when it was a fourteen-year-old girl who should, some might say, be put firmly in her place.

As I was at her age, thought Abbie, remembering her own mother and the way she had been dominated in her formative years. She knew this was the reason she was lenient with Sandra; she did not want her daughter to be repressed and to suffer, as a result, the same lack of confidence and self-esteem that she had done. Not that there was much chance of Sandie being subdued by anything or anybody, her mother thought with a wry smile. She was what one might call ‘her own person’ and Abbie guessed she always would be.

‘Very well, dear,’ Abbie answered now, quite calmly. ‘I get the message. You don’t want to come house-hunting. All right then – you can stay with your gran and grandad and I will go on my own. That is, if Simon chooses not to come as well. But we will be moving to Blackpool when I have found a suitable house. I have made up my mind about that and—’

‘As a matter of fact, I’ve already asked Gran if I can stay with her next weekend,’ answered Sandie in an indifferent tone, which Abbie’s own mother would have considered downright insolent, ‘and she said, yes, of course I can. Gran enjoys having me. She says I’m very good company and that she’s glad I’m not going with you.’

Abbie doubted her mother-in-law had said any such thing. Lily Horsfall was too diplomatic to make inflammatory statements, but it was true that Sandie got on very well with her grandmother, and Abbie was sure the girl did not behave in her grandparents’ house in the same rebellious way that she did at home.

‘And our Simon’s not going to Blackpool neither,’ her daughter added. ‘Honestly, Mum, did you really expect him to when Norwich City’s playing at home?’

‘No, I daresay that’s reasonable enough,’ agreed Abbie, smiling a little. ‘I’d forgotten his team were at home. So . . . you’ve got it all planned between you then, you and Simon. You’re not coming?’

‘Dead right, Mum. You’ve got it in one. Go to the top of the class.’

Again, Abbie refused to rise to the bait. ‘Very well, dear,’ she said again. ‘I just thought you might enjoy a trip to Blackpool, especially at this time of the year. The Illuminations are on, you know.’

‘How thrilling! I can’t wait.’ Sandie uttered the words under her breath, but not so softly that her mother could fail to hear.

‘And I know you always like seeing Veronica,’ Abbie continued, ignoring her remark. ‘You get on well together, don’t you, with you being about the same age?’

Sandie shrugged. ‘She’s all right, I suppose.’

‘Grandad Winters’ll be sorry you’re not with me, you and Simon. He looks forward to seeing you.’

‘For heaven’s sake, Mum, can’t you shut up about it? I’ve told you we’re not going, and that’s that. Anyway, if we go and live there, Grandad’ll be seeing a lot of us, won’t he? Are you going to stay with him this weekend, or are you staying with Aunty Doreen?’ For the first time since they started this fruitless conversation Abbie noticed a slight flicker of interest in her daughter’s eyes. Could it be regret that she might, after all, be missing something? But Abbie knew Sandra too well to hope she would climb down from the high stand she had taken. Besides, Abbie was already thinking that it would be far more peaceful for her to go to Blackpool on her own.

‘I’m staying with your grandad and Aunty Faith,’ she answered now. ‘Doreen’s place will be full up with visitors, with the Illuminations and it being half-term as well; but she says she’d like to go house-hunting with me. I’ve always fancied living in Bispham myself, or North Shore. Somewhere not too far from the sea. There’s not much point in living at the seaside if you don’t go and look at the sea now and again.’ Although she did not want an out and out argument with her daughter, Abbie was determined that Sandra should be in no doubt as to her intentions. They would definitely be moving to Blackpool.

The girl was looking at her mother in a way that could only be called calculating. Her long legs, clad in tight-fitting jeans, were stretched out in front of her as she sprawled on the settee. Looking back at her, Abbie was reminded of her late husband, Peter. Sandie was so much like him it was uncanny. She had the same fairish hair which refused to curl. She wore it short with a wispy fringe and, so far, had not pestered to have a home perm as some of her friends had done. Her longish nose, too, and her wide mouth and slightly hooded eyes – brown, though, not blue as her father’s had been – were exactly like Peter’s. But whereas Peter could never have been called handsome, Sandie was more than usually attractive. Not pretty, for her features were too large for a conventional prettiness, but Abbie guessed her daughter would grow into a stunning-looking young women.

If only she would smile a little more. It made all the difference to her face when she smiled. She was a volatile girl, her moods shifting suddenly like sunshine after rain. Abbie remembered how her daddy had used to tease her, when she was only a toddler, that she was like the little girl in the nursery rhyme. She could hear him now, in her memory, reciting the verse to Sandie:


‘There was a little girl and she had a little curl,

Right in the middle of her forehead;

When she was good she was very, very good,

But when she was bad, she was HORRID!’



They would shout out the last word together and laugh.

Yes, Sandra had always been very much her daddy’s girl, far closer to him than Simon, two years younger, although Peter had tried not to show any favouritism. His death, six years ago, when Sandra was eight years old, had had a devastating effect on the little girl. This was another reason why Abbie tended to be more indulgent with her sometimes wilful daughter.

‘I’ll tell you something else Gran said.’ Sandie stared at her mother with a guileless expression. ‘She said she’s surprised at you taking me away from school when I’m in the middle of my education. I’ll be doing my O-levels in less than two years, you know. It would serve you right if I failed them all.’

Abbie drew in her breath and this time, when she replied, her tone was a good deal sharper. ‘We’ll have no talk of failure, young lady. That’s nonsense as you well know. You’re always up near the top of the class, so there’s no chance you’re going to fail, no matter which school you attend. I happen to know there are some very good grammar schools in Blackpool. It will be quite easy to arrange a transfer for you and Simon. And I’m sure we’ll be able to find you a good music teacher as well.’

‘D’you really think you will, Mum? Be able to find somebody as good as Mrs Halliday?’ The girl sounded quite genuinely concerned now and the scornful look had gone from her eyes. She swung her long legs down from the settee and leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. Abbie, sensing a change in her mood, sat down at the side of her. She squeezed her arm briefly in an affectionate manner.

‘Of course I will. I’ll make it a number one priority, you can be sure of that.’ Sandra had taken to piano lessons like a duck to water, as Peter had said, starting to learn when she was seven years old. His death, just over a year later, had made the little girl more keen than ever to succeed, and when she had recovered from the initial shock of losing him, she had said she wanted to ‘play as good as Daddy’. She had now passed her Grade 6 exam with a Distinction and it seemed as though she would go from strength to strength. Her music was the main interest in her life although she worked well at school, too, and was nearly always, as her mother had reminded her, near the top of her class. She was in no way big-headed, for which Abbie was thankful. Her daughter did have her good points as well as the . . . not so good.

‘I’m sure there must be any number of good music teachers in Blackpool,’ said Abbie now. ‘They take it very seriously up there. You’ve heard of the Blackpool Musical Festival, haven’t you? Well, you’ll be able to enter for that now. I’m surprised Mrs Halliday hasn’t entered you before.’

‘She said she wanted me to concentrate on my exams,’ replied Sandie, ‘because they were more important. D’you really think I’d be able to go in for the festival, Mum?’ Blackpool Musical Festival was one of the largest and most famous of its kind. It was held at the Winter Gardens complex every autumn and attracted singers, instrumentalists and choirs not only from its own town, but from as far afield as Scotland, Cornwall and the Isle of Man.

‘Of course you could,’ replied Abbie. ‘You’d knock spots off them all.’

‘Oh, I don’t know so much about that, Mum. There’d be fierce competition.’

‘Yes, so there would, but I’m sure you’d do very well. It’s something to look forward to, isn’t it?’ she added tentatively.

‘Mmm.’ When Sandie looked at her mother again her expression, and her tone of voice, were quite different. ‘P’raps I might not mind it too much after all, moving to Blackpool. Look, you don’t care about me not coming this weekend, do you? I’ve said I’ll go out on Saturday night with Melanie and Susan.’

‘No, I honestly don’t mind.’ Abbie breathed a thankful sigh. What a chameleon her daughter was, to be sure. ‘Where are you thinking of going – to the pictures?’

‘No, there’s a disco at the Youth Club. We thought we might go there. There’s ever so many going from our form, Mum,’ Sandie added, as though sensing her mother might object. ‘And I’ve told Gran. She say’s it’s all right for me to go. It’s over at eleven anyway, so I shan’t be late.’

Abbie nodded. ‘Yes, very well. Go straight back to Gran’s though, won’t you?’ she ventured, as her daughter seemed now to be in a more receptive mood.

‘’Course I will, Mum. Stop fussing.’ The girl frowned slightly, hitching her legs up on to the settee again, this time curling them beneath her and returning to her Bunty magazine.

Eleven o’clock would have been considered very late in my day, thought Abbie. She well remembered what trouble she had been in, even at nineteen years of age, when she had returned home just a few minutes after ten o’clock, and not dead on the hour as her mother had insisted. Nor did the excuse of a lost cloakroom ticket or a missed tram carry any weight with an irate parent. It had been wartime, of course. There had been the black-out to contend with and the dance halls all closed at ten o’clock. Nevertheless, Abbie had been in hot water and had been confined to the house as a punishment, forcing her to miss a date with Peter, the RAF lad she had met in the Palace ballroom.

But that was all long, long ago. Light years away, it seemed now, although it was, in reality, just about twenty years. How times had changed. ‘Discos’, they were calling the dances now, usually at the Youth Club or the church hall. Abbie doubted that her daughter could get into much trouble there. Sandra did not appear, as yet, to be taking an interest in boys. Her friends were all girls, as she went to a single-sex grammar school. As for the sort of dancing they did these days, well, there seemed to be very little harm in that. Rock and roll consisted of jigging about on your own. It was certainly not the smoochy sort of dancing that had been all the rage in Abbie’s youth, hands wandering all over the place as you drifted around the dance floor with some fellow or other. Not that she and Peter had behaved like that – not in public, at any rate – even after they had been engaged. But it was wartime, after all. Some girls had danced the night away in a young man’s arms, only to hear, maybe the very next night, that he had been shot down in a bombing raid over Germany. As Peter had been . . .

Abbie found her thoughts returning to the past as she left her daughter to her magazine and went into the kitchen to prepare their tea. A mixed grill tonight; she took the bacon, sausages, mushrooms and tomatoes from the fridge, thinking that Simon would be hungry when he came in, as he always was. Perhaps she should do some fried bread as well, in the pan with the eggs? He was kicking a football around on the nearby field with his mates, but he would be home shortly as it was dropping dark. Sandra already seemed to be less antagonistic to the idea of Blackpool, she thought, as she snipped the rind from the bacon. But as for Simon . . . She was not too sure about her son. She had hoped he might be won round by the prospect of watching Stanley Matthews playing every fortnight at Bloomfield Road, then she had heard that the ‘wizard of the dribble’, as they called him, had recently been transferred. But maybe the prospect of watching First Division football instead of Third would be sufficient to persuade her football-mad son that a move would be no bad thing?

Abbie had lived here in the Norfolk market town of Wymondham for more than sixteen years, and she had been promising herself, ever since Peter’s death, that one day she would return home. She still thought of the seaside town as home, as did all ‘sand grown ’uns’ – those who were born in and around the Fylde Coast. Lily and Frank Horsfall had been ideal parents-in-law, two in a million, Abbie often declared. Even now, when the news that their daughter-in-law wished to return to her home town must have come as something of a shock to them, they were trying hard to understand. Peter had been their only son. Consequently they were very close to and protective of their grandchildren. To part from them would be a wrench, but Abbie was determined they would all keep in touch and visit one another as often as possible. Blackpool was not all that far away, especially in these days of motorway travel and faster trains. Abbie did not drive a car. She and Peter had never owned one as he had lived within walking distance of his place of employment, the Midland Bank. But that was something else Abbie had promised herself she would do after the move; learn to drive a car.

She had to admit that Peter had not been overly ambitious and, following his serious war injuries, he had lost much of his former ‘get up and go’. He had returned to his previous occupation as a bank clerk, but although he worked hard and seemed contented enough he had never been given, or had even sought, promotion. Abbie had not cared about this. She had been only too thankful to have had him returned to her in what had seemed like a near miracle.

Abbie had been informed, in 1943, that Peter had been killed in a bombing raid over Germany. They had been engaged then and the wedding date had already been fixed. For more than a year she had believed he was dead, and it had been the biggest shock of her life when the news had come that he was, in fact, alive, though badly injured and suffering from the after-effects of concussion and loss of memory. For a time he had not been expected to live. Abbie had guessed that that was the reason he had been sent home from Germany on the exchange of prisoners scheme organised by the Red Cross movement, because they had believed he would not recover. The war had been drawing to a close when he returned to England in the spring of 1945. Lily Horsfall, such a generous-spirited woman, had always maintained that it was being reunited with his beloved Abbie that had given Peter the incentive to get well again, to pull himself out of the doldrums where he had lingered for a while after his return home.

They had married in the autumn of 1945 in Wymondham, not in Blackpool as they originally planned to do before Peter’s near-fatal crash. And it was in Wymondham that they had settled down to married life; a very happy but, regrettably, short spell of only ten years. Sandra was born in the January of 1947, followed by Simon, a little more than two years later. Abbie had always had the presentiment, however, that she would not have her husband with her for very long. In the winter of 1955 he had died following an attack of pneumonia. His weakened constitution, due to the internal injuries from which he had never entirely recovered, had been unable to withstand the severity of the illness.

Abbie had been desolate for a time, missing his cheerfulness and his devoted love for her almost more than she could bear. She had hardly ever known her husband to be miserable or moody, except during those first dreadful few weeks after his return home when he had been in hospital and it had been ‘touch and go’. She had the good sense, however, after her initial period of mourning, to be thankful for the ten contented years they had enjoyed together after she had believed he was gone from her for ever.

But it was now six years since his death and Abbie knew it was time for her to make some changes in her life. Her own father was in rather poor health, a couple of minor strokes having incapacitated him much more than he had believed was possible. Cedric Winters had been a well-respected and most competent doctor, and now, being well aware of what was happening to him, he was not taking kindly to the enforced strictures upon his formerly active life. His second wife, Faith, who had at one time been the nurse in his clinic, was extremely patient and loving. But Abbie felt she owed it to him, as his only daughter, to spend the last part of his life as near to him as possible. Who could tell anyway? He might live for years and years.

Besides, she knew she was ready for a change of scene, possibly a change of occupation as well. She had been working as a dentist’s receptionist in Wymondham since 1954, when Simon was old enough to start school. She was confident that she would be able to find similar employment in Blackpool; on the other hand, she might branch out and try something completely different.

The sound of the back door opening then closing with a bang brought Abbie back from her wandering thoughts.

‘Hi, Mum. What’s for tea?’ Simon dashed in. He peered beneath the eye-level grill, at the same time taking off his duffel-coat and unwinding his blue and white football scarf from around his neck. ‘Sausages and bacon – smashing! Do lots of fried bread, will you, Mum? I’m starving!’

‘So what’s new?’ Abbie smiled back at him, heartened as always by his cheery grin, but her smile dwindled a little when she saw the state of his boots. ‘For goodness’ sake, Simon, how many times do I have to tell you to leave your boots outside? Just look at them. You’ve brought half the field in with you. Go on – out – this minute!’

‘Oh, I forgot. Sorry.’ He grinned again, beguilingly, before disappearing outside. There was the thump of heavy boots being dropped on the paved area outside the back door. Abbie knew he would clean them himself later. Simon was good like that, and with other jobs like carrying in the coal and making his own bed, and even occasionally washing or drying the pots. Recently he had seemed to be growing into the role of the man in the household.

Simon was a well-adjusted lad who had not experienced the same trauma as Sandra had over the death of their father. He had been younger, of course, and it had helped that he was more sanguine in temperament than his mercurial sister. Like Peter, in fact, easygoing and uncomplicated; but in looks he resembled his mother. His hair was dark and his deep brown eyes glowed with enthusiasm in a round rosy-cheeked face. There was a look of Peter, too, inevitably, but the face that smiled so disarmingly at Abbie was, she knew, very much like her own, except for the air of confidence. Never, as a child, had Abbie possessed such a self-assured manner as did both her son and her daughter.

Simon was back in a tick, sniffing the air appreciatively. ‘Tea’ll be ready that much faster if you set the table for me,’ his mother informed him. ‘Go and drag your sister away from her magazine and she can help you.’

‘OK, Mum – will do.’ His reply was cheerful. Not so Sandie’s, as her brother told her, quite pleasantly but emphatically, to get off her bum and help with the tea.

‘Aw, shurrup you! Don’t have to, just ’cause you say so.’ All the same, she did come, though wearing a martyred expression as she banged the cups and saucers on the table with more force than was necessary. Abbie knew her aggrieved air was largely assumed, and she had learned to take no notice of it.

On the whole they were not bad kids, she pondered as she served out the mixed grill, not compared with some that she had heard about. And there were only two of them. Abbie, an only child, had never been used to the rough and tumble of life in a large family and could not imagine herself coping with more than two – unlike her friend, Doreen, whom she would be seeing that weekend. Doreen had five children – the eldest was fifteen and the youngest was nine – and she seemed to manage them all with good-humoured efficiency at the same time as running a boarding house. Abbie had never ceased to admire her and her commonsensical approach to life’s ups and downs. Very little seemed to faze Doreen. Thinking about her now, Abbie realised afresh how much she had missed her. At one time, in the early war years, the two of them had been inseparable. Abbie was looking forward, on her return to Blackpool, to picking up the threads of their friendship. Every time they met it was as though they had never been apart.

Chapter 2



‘I say, kid, just look at you! And to think you used to envy me because I was slim and dainty. At least, that was what you used to tell me.’ Doreen was staring at her friend in wide-eyed admiration.

Abbie, smiling back at her, could see that their roles had indeed been reversed. Doreen, now, was positively plump – there was no other word for it – whereas she, Abbie, was certainly much slimmer than her friend.

‘Well, remember that I’m a lot taller than you. I’ve never been able to do anything about that, have I? Yes, I did used to wish I was a dainty little thing like you. I always felt like a clod-hopping elephant when I was a girl. D’you remember that first time we went to the Palace together? You were all sweet and pretty in a pink and white frock, but goodness knows what I looked like! And I thought I was the bees’ knees, honestly, in that dress from Sally Mae’s.’ Abbie’s tone was wistful. That was the night she had first met Peter.

‘You were elegant, though,’ replied Doreen loyally. ‘A bit old-fashioned, p’raps – but that was yer mam’s doing – but you were real elegant, especially when you started choosing your own clothes, and that was something I never could be. ’Specially now. Not that I’m bothered.’ She shrugged cheerfully. ‘I’ve put on a bit of weight. So what?’

‘I would’ve thought all the dashing about you do would help to keep your figure trim,’ Abbie said. ‘You lead a very busy life, don’t you? I shouldn’t imagine you have much time for yourself.’

‘I sample all the dishes I cook, that’s my downfall,’ Doreen revealed. ‘Pies, puddings, pastries – the lot. But I do make time for myself, believe me.’ She nodded, winking slyly at her friend. ‘You know what they say – all work and no play, et cetera. And this Jill certainly doesn’t intend to be a dull girl. No . . . I’ve started going to night school two nights a week.’

‘Oh, that sounds interesting. What subjects are you doing?’

‘Cookery – well, Advanced Cookery it is really, ’cause I’m all right with the ordinary stuff. This is more your Cordon Bleu – you know, fancy pastries and foreign dishes an’ all that. And on the other night I do Flower Arranging. That was one of my efforts on the little table in the hall. Did you notice it?’

‘Yes, I did. Very impressive.’ Abbie had been struck by the colourful arrangement of chrysanthemums and dahlias, interspersed with autumn foliage, which had caught her eye as soon as she came through the door. A bright and cheerful welcome, she had thought, for the visitors who crossed the threshold of Dorabella. That was the somewhat fanciful name Doreen had given to her boarding house, or private hotel, as they were now starting to be called, on Hornby Road, quite near to the town centre of Blackpool.

‘It’s all to do with your work, though, isn’t it,’ asked Abbie, ‘cookery and arranging flowers? From what you were saying, I thought you might be doing something completely different – learning a language, perhaps, or painting, or Keep Fit.’

‘Are you suggesting I need to keep fit?’ Doreen laughed, patting at her waistline. ‘And as for learning a language, well, you know I’m not much of a brain-box, not like you. No . . . it’s the company you meet there that makes it interesting.’ She leaned forward in her chair, lowering her voice, although there was no one but Abbie to hear. She winked again. ‘I’ve met this ra-ather dishy fellow, you see.’

Abbie blinked rapidly, gaping open-mouthed at her friend for a moment before replying. ‘What? You’re seeing another man? But what about Norman?’

‘What about him?’ Doreen giggled. ‘Oh, don’t be so stuffy, Abbie. I’m not doing anything wrong. There’s nothing like that. It’s just that we get on well together, me and this fellow, that’s all. I haven’t even been out with him . . . yet. I just see him at night school; he goes the same two nights as I do, and we have a cup of coffee together and a chat. That’s all,’ she said, for the second time.

‘You mean he goes to Advanced Cookery and Flower Arranging?’ said Abbie, bemused.

‘No, silly, of course not.’ Doreen laughed again, and Abbie could see that the fair-haired, blue-eyed, petite girl that she had first met more than twenty years ago had not changed very much, at least not in her features. She was still pert and pretty and vivacious; Abbie could well imagine how any fellow might take a fancy to her. ‘He’s doing Car Maintenance and Conversational Italian, as a matter of fact. But they’re on the same two nights as my classes and we met at the break. There’s a snack bar in the main hall, and they serve tea and coffee and biscuits. We happened to be sitting at the same table and we got talking . . . and that was that.’

‘Oh, I see. What’s he called?’ asked Abbie.

‘His name’s Ken. Not that it matters what he’s called. I’ve told you, I’m not doing anything wrong.’

‘Be careful, Doreen.’ Abbie looked at her in some concern. ‘I suppose there’s no harm in it if you’re just having a chat. But I thought you and Norman were happy. You must be. You’ve had five children, haven’t you?’

‘What’s that got to do with it? Yes, of course we’re happy. Or at least, we used to be happy. We still are, I suppose. I’d never really thought about it. We just jog along.’

‘You were keen enough to marry him,’ retorted Abbie. ‘I remember when you first met him, you were tickled pink about getting friendly with the farmer’s son.’

Abbie and Doreen had joined the Women’s Land Army together in 1941, but after spending their initial training and their first farm placement together they had been separated. It was at her farm near Northallerton, in the North Riding of Yorkshire, that Doreen had met Norman Jarvis, some nine years older than herself. A studious young man, he had been to college to learn about the scientific approach to farming and was all set, one day, to take over his father’s farm. And so he had done; then, three years ago, they had decided to sell up and move to Blackpool where several of Doreen’s family still lived. Doreen had started the boarding house and Norman had gone to work as a gardener with the Parks Department. Abbie had thought, from the start, that the couple might be mis-matched, but she could tell that Norman thought the world of Doreen, as she seemed to do of him. And the fact that they were both Roman Catholics had made all the difference. It was this – recalling how uncompromising Doreen had used to be about her faith – that made Abbie wonder about her friend now. What on earth was she getting herself into? Had she really changed so much?

‘We’re all keen enough at first, aren’t we?’ sighed Doreen. ‘And then the gilt wears off the gingerbread. It’s bound to, isn’t it?’

‘Mine never did,’ replied Abbie, sounding, she knew, a little pious and disapproving.

‘Oh . . . I say, kid, I’m sorry.’ Doreen’s big blue eyes looked distressed. ‘I wasn’t thinking. You and Peter, well, that was a real love match, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes, so it was.’ Abbie smiled a little sadly. ‘It’s more than six years since he died. I thought I was getting over it, but I suppose I’m still a bit vulnerable. Let’s change the subject, shall we? How are the kids?’

‘They’re all very well. You could see that for yourself, couldn’t you?’ The children, all five of them, had come in to say hello to Abbie when she arrived and then, at Doreen’s demands to ‘make yourselves scarce’, because she wanted to have a good old chin-wag with her friend, they had all disappeared again. There was Veronica, aged fifteen; Paul, thirteen; Teresa and Michael, the eleven-year-old twins; and Bernadette, usually known as Bernie, aged nine. Norman, a bespectacled, slightly balding, man who was ageing, it seemed, far more rapidly than his wife, had come in as well to have a few words with Abbie before going off to watch television in the lounge with a few of the visitors who had stayed in, though most of them were out, seeing the Lights. Abbie liked Norman very much. He was pleasant and easygoing, as her own husband had been, and Abbie would hate to see him hurt. Surely Doreen would have more sense?

‘I tried to persuade Sandie to come to Blackpool with me,’ Abbie said now. ‘I thought she and Veronica might get together and have a natter, but she had other ideas. You know what they’re like at that age.’

‘Don’t I just,’ said Doreen. ‘Our Veronica’s got a will of her own, I can tell you. I’m not so sure that your Sandie would get on so well with her now,’ she added, a trifle cagily.

‘Why’s that? Has she got a boyfriend?’ asked Abbie. ‘She’s a bit older than Sandie, of course. I suppose that’ll be the next thing with her.’

‘No, it’s not that,’ said Doreen. ‘Sometimes I wish it was. No, she’s gone all religious. Mass every Sunday – that goes without saying – and during the week an’ all, and she never misses going to Confession. What’s more, she’s got this altar in the corner of the bedroom; fresh flowers every week in front of the statue of Our Lady. Our Teresa and Bernie aren’t so keen on the idea, but she takes no notice of ’em.’

‘But I thought you were all very keen,’ said Abbie. ‘I know you used to be. You put the rest of us to shame, the way you were so zealous about church attendance.’ Abbie was C of E, and she did attend morning service more often than not, but she was by no means fanatical.

‘Well, we are and we’re not,’ replied Doreen, ‘if you know what I mean. It’s not as easy for me to go since I got the hotel, although Norman still goes quite regularly. And of course I made sure the kids were all confirmed. Veronica’s the only one that’s taken it really seriously, though, ever since her First Communion. Me, I hardly ever go to Confession now.’ Doreen shrugged. ‘I can’t remember the last time I went. Veronica’s always on at me to go.’ She paused. ‘She’d be on at me even more if she knew about what I’ve just been telling you.’

Abbie had often wondered at the way Catholics could seemingly square their consciences simply by going to Confession. Doreen, though, was not going at all; maybe she thought she had nothing to confess? Or too much. ‘I thought we were changing the subject,’ she said now with a wry glance at her friend. ‘You don’t think Veronica’s got ideas about going into the Church, do you?’

‘Good heavens, I hope not!’ said Doreen. ‘She’s still at the Convent school, and the teachers there are all nuns, of course, so they do have quite an influence over the girls, but I’m hoping it’s just a phase she’s going through.’

‘She could do worse,’ Abbie pointed out.

‘Oh yes, I agree. She’s the brainiest of the bunch. Our Paul passed his Eleven Plus exam an’ all – he’s at St Joseph’s – but the twins are at the Secondary Modern and I reckon that’s where Bernie’ll go as well. Anyroad, time’ll tell . . . How’s yer dad, Abbie? I expect he’s glad you’re moving back up here, isn’t he?’

Abbie told her that she had found her father in pretty good health, and she learned that Doreen’s father, too, was keeping quite well. He lived with his second daughter, Vera – Doreen was the eldest of the family – who had settled in Blackpool after her marriage. Vera came in each day to help Doreen in the hotel. Their brother Billy still lived in the town, but the younger girls, Peggy and Janey, had moved away.

‘I expect your daughters help you as well, don’t they?’ asked Abbie. ‘It can’t be easy running a place this size and doing all your own cooking.’ The hotel had twelve bedrooms, three of them occupied by the family themselves. Doreen had told her that twenty guests was a reasonable number to accommodate; more than that was pushing things a little, but even in the low season she usually had ten or twelve.

‘The boys as well as the girls,’ replied Doreen. ‘They all have to pull their weight. The boys peel the spuds for me – they don’t seem to mind doing that – and Veronica waits at table at weekends. I don’t expect too much of her during the week as she’s got her homework, and I’ve a regular waitress as well, of course – Sheila, she comes in every day. Our Vera does the bedrooms and helps with the change-over on a Saturday. As for the younger girls, our Teresa and Bernie, so long as they keep their belongings tidy and make their own beds, that suits me. They’re all good kids. I’ve a lot to be thankful for.’

You have a good husband as well, thought Abbie, just as Doreen went on to say, ‘And Norman helps with the suppers. We put on a hot drink at night for those that want it – tea or coffee, hot chocolate or Horlicks, and a biscuit – and Norman sees to that, asking ’em what they want, then making it and serving it out. Not that I expect him to – he’s working hard all day, bless him – but he likes to spend some time with the guests, watching telly and chatting. We’ve had to put a big telly in the lounge; it’s a must these days or the visitors don’t want to come. There’s been some changes since the war, I can tell you. Not that I knew much about the boarding-house trade before the war, but I gather it’s changed quite a lot.’

‘I see you’ve got central heating as well,’ observed Abbie. ‘It’s lovely and warm in here.’ They were sitting in the family’s private lounge at the rear of the hotel, a smallish room, comfortably furnished, though overcrowded with a three-piece suite, a desk, a small TV set and a massive sideboard overflowing with papers, books, magazines, half-finished Airfix models, gloves and rolled-up socks – all the paraphernalia of daily living – in between the vases, family photographs and fruit bowl. Doreen had explained that the family dined in the large kitchen, fitting their mealtimes around those of the guests, and when the hotel was empty of visitors they sometimes took their meals in a corner of the dining room.

‘Central heating? Yes, that’s another “must” these days,’ Doreen told her. ‘It’s more important now than it used to be because the season’s longer. We get nearly as many people coming for the Lights in September and October as we do in the summer. Only one more weekend, thank God, then there’ll be a bit of a respite till Christmas. We’ve decided to do a four-day break this year, Christmas Eve till the day after Boxing Day.’

‘Goodness, you’re a glutton for punishment!’ Abbie wondered how on earth Doreen managed to fit in everything she did and still have time to go to night school.

‘It’s a case of needs must,’ her friend explained. ‘It’s cost us a packet keeping up with all the modern trends. Wash basins in all the rooms and more lavs – two on each floor now; fitted carpets, bedside lights, sprung interior mattresses. Visitors are more demanding these days, and if they don’t get all the mod cons they won’t come. So we’re trying to earn back some of the money we’ve spent.’

‘Yes, I can see that,’ said Abbie. ‘You’ve got to keep your profit margin up, haven’t you? On the other hand, you don’t want to get too pricey or the ordinary visitors won’t come. I expect they still come mainly from the Lancashire inland towns, don’t they – Blackburn, Burnley, Oldham and all those places?’

‘Mainly from there,’ Doreen nodded. ‘They still have their Wakes Weeks.’ This was a tradition that had started when all the cotton mills had closed down for a week during the summer – ‘wake’ being the old word for holiday. Many of the mills, alas, were no longer operative, at least not for the production of cotton, but the term was still used. ‘They come from further afield as well – Wales and the Isle of Man, and we’ve even had a few from down south. Blackpool’s becoming much more of a national resort, especially when the Lights are on. They get better each year, or so they tell me. I never have time to see ’em meself. We’re up against it, though, with the pirate landladies. That’s what we call ’em in the trade. Damn nuisance, they are.’

‘Pirate landladies?’ queried Abbie.

‘Aye, them as take visitors in private homes – ordinary semis and the like – without being registered as proper catering establishments.’ Doreen looked and sounded indignant. ‘It needs putting a stop to, but it seems there’s no way round it. They just say they’re entertaining friends, you see, and you can’t prove otherwise. Then there’s the holiday camps, any amount of ’em springing up, and self-catering flats – there’s all the competition from them. A lot of folk prefer to go to Devon or Cornwall. The sea’s warmer down there and they happen get a bit more sunshine. But I don’t think, meself, that Blackpool’ll ever be beaten. It’s on the up and up and I can’t see it ever losing its popularity.’

‘Spoken like a true landlady,’ laughed Abbie. ‘You’re really heart and soul into all this, aren’t you? You deserve to do well, Doreen. I can see you work very hard, and I’m sure there’s no hotel in the whole of Blackpool that’s more comfortable than this one.’

‘It’s nice of you to say so.’ Doreen was smiling proudly and Abbie could tell she was pleased at her friend’s comments. ‘Home from home, this place. That’s what I like to think. We’re still doing three meals a day. Cooked breakfast, midday dinner and high tea – that’s just cold meat and salad, or sometimes fish and chips. And supper as well, like I was telling you. And here comes the man himself, to see what we want,’ she added as her husband, right on cue, entered the room.

‘Now, girls, what are you having?’ Norman beamed at them. ‘Tea, coffee, chocolate, Horlicks, Ovaltine?’ They both opted for Ovaltine, Abbie feeling that tea or coffee would keep her awake. She knew she would find it hard to settle in a strange bed, especially after an evening spent in endless chatter.

‘You’ve got a gem of a husband there,’ she could not help reminding her friend, after Norman had brought their drinks and departed again, though he promised to come and have a chat with Abbie before she left.

‘You don’t have to tell me – I know,’ replied Doreen, a trifle huffily. ‘Yes, Norman is worth his weight in gold an’ all that. Dull gold, though – there’s not much sparkle to him these days.’

‘So who wants sparkle?’ said Abbie. ‘Often it’s superficial, and that’s something Norman certainly is not. He’s loyal and kind and trustworthy.’ She could see that he might be the teeniest bit boring, but she wasn’t going to admit that to her friend. ‘And I don’t suppose he feels very sparkling when he’s done a day’s work. It’s quite hard manual labour, isn’t it, working for the Parks Department, all that digging and planting?’

‘Backbreaking, certainly,’ agreed Doreen. ‘Not as hard as farming was, though. We know that for ourselves, don’t we?’

‘Too true.’ Abbie smiled ruefully, remembering her days as a Land Girl. That work had been gruelling at times, but looking back she wouldn’t have wanted to miss a day of it. ‘We had some good times, didn’t we, Doreen? D’you remember old man Rawnsley?’

‘Could I ever forget him?’ Doreen hooted with laughter. Mr Rawnsley had been the curmudgeonly farmer at their first placement, before the two girls went their separate ways. They found themselves, inevitably, reminiscing.

‘And how time flies,’ observed Doreen, when they had spent several moments down Memory Lane. ‘It’s twenty years since we joined up, and now we’re pushing forty. I can hardly believe where the years have gone.’

‘I turned forty last January,’ Abbie admitted, ‘and you’ll be forty next March, won’t you?’

‘Don’t remind me!’ Doreen gave a mock shudder. ‘But that’s when life begins, isn’t it? Or so they say. P’raps that’s what I’m waiting for – something exciting to happen. You just jog along, year after year, in the same old routine, and then, before you know it, it’s too late.’

‘Too late for what?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. Excitement, romance . . . It seems a long time since I had any of that.’

‘Don’t you and Norman ever go away on holiday?’ asked Abbie. ‘That’s a time when you can enjoy one another’s company. Peter and I always used to love our holidays.’

‘We only go up to Richmond to see Norman’s parents.’ Doreen sounded somewhat disgruntled. ‘It’s a nice little place, I admit, but not very exciting.’ That word again; Doreen seemed to be craving excitement. ‘We can’t go in the summer because of this place. We usually go in March or April when the kids have their Easter break, and it’s blooming cold up in North Yorkshire at that time of the year.’

‘Perhaps you could go somewhere down south instead,’ suggested Abbie. ‘Just the two of you . . . that is, if you could leave the children? There’s Torquay or Bournemouth, or you could even go abroad. It’s very nice in Brittany. Peter and I went there once. Or what about Paris? That would be exciting, wouldn’t it, and very romantic.’ Doreen obviously needed to re-kindle the spark in her marriage before it went out completely; Abbie was worried about the restlessness that was apparent in her friend. The Jarvises could not be all that short of money; they should be able to afford a good holiday.

‘Paris in the springtime, eh? Ooh, la la! That would be quite something, wouldn’t it?’ said Doreen musingly. ‘With the right person, of course. Take no notice of me, I’m just being daft,’ she added as Abbie looked at her reprovingly. ‘Yes, happen I’ll suggest it to Norman. We could do with a change, that’s for sure, but I don’t know about leaving the kids. I’d have to think about that. Now, when do you want to go house-hunting?’

Abbie noticed that Doreen abruptly changed the subject as Norman re-entered the room. It was obvious she was not going to suggest to him now that they should take a holiday on their own. Would she ever? Abbie wondered.

‘I’ve promised to go with you, remember,’ Doreen went on. ‘Just tell me when. You’ll be starting on Monday, I suppose?’

‘Yes, that’s what I thought,’ replied Abbie, ‘but I’m wondering how on earth you’ll manage it, you’re so busy.’

‘Oh, I can spare a few afternoons, can’t I, Norman? Mornings are the busiest times, but our Vera’ll work extra hours if I ask her nicely, and teas are quite easy to prepare. Happen you could sort out a few properties in the mornings, eh, then we could go and see them in the afternoons.’

‘I’m glad Doreen’s going with you, Abbie,’ said Norman. ‘It’ll do her good to get away from this place for a few hours. I’m always telling her she works too hard, although I suppose there’s nothing she can do about that. A boarding house is blooming hard work. That’s why I’m pleased she’s going to night school. At least it’s a change of scenery, isn’t it?’

‘Er, yes,’ Abbie said. ‘She’s been telling me about it.’

‘And what about this house you’re looking for,’ asked Norman. ‘Where do you fancy living? The Stanley Park area, near where your father lives?’

‘No, I don’t think so,’ replied Abbie. ‘Sometimes you can be too near. He’s happy enough that we’ll be living in the same town; we don’t need to be on top of one another. The bus service is very good here, and I’m thinking of learning to drive when we get settled. I rather fancied Bispham – North Shore, at any rate; somewhere not too far from the sea.’

‘Houses are pricier up there,’ Doreen pointed out. ‘It’s where the posh folk live.’ She grinned. ‘But I suppose money’s no object, eh, Abbie? You’re a woman of means now.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that,’ Abbie told her, ‘but I’m hoping I can manage to buy a house without having to get a mortgage. I doubt if I’d get one anyway, being a widow. They’re very cagey about lending money to women on their own. Our house is already sold, provisionally; people told me that was the best way to do it – to get a sale first and then start looking. But it means I can’t waste much time. I’ll have to find something fairly quickly.’

She knew there was no malice or envy in Doreen’s remark about the money. There might have been at one time, when they first met. Abbie had been the strictly brought-up daughter of wealthy parents – wealthy by Doreen’s standards, at any rate – living in a large house on Whitegate Drive, whereas Doreen had been one of six children from a small terraced house in the Central Drive area, known as Revoe. They had met when Abbie, at her father the doctor’s request, had taken some clothes round to this much poorer family. Against all the odds, the two girls, so different in background and temperament, had become friends. Now, twenty years later, money, or the lack of it, was no longer an issue between them. Both women had done quite well for themselves.

Abbie had been left a legacy by her mother, who had died towards the end of the war, and another by her beloved Aunt Bertha who had died only a couple of years ago. This money, together with the proceeds of the sale of the house in Wymondham, should be able to buy what the estate agents would call a ‘desirable residence’ for Abbie and her two children.

‘Will you be going out to work when you come to live in Blackpool?’ asked Doreen. ‘Or are you going to be a lady of leisure?’

‘No chance of that,’ laughed Abbie. ‘I shall be finding a job, don’t you worry. School uniforms and music lessons and bicycles don’t pay for themselves. I’ve got my widow’s pension, and I suppose I’m not too badly off, but I shall certainly get a job.’

‘That’ll be no problem for you,’ said Doreen. ‘You’ll easily get a job. You’re real brainy.’

‘So you keep saying, but I’m not, you know.’ Abbie shook her head. ‘Well, I did get my School Certificate, way back in the Dark Ages, but I’ve no qualifications, have I, and that’s what they seem to want more of these days.’ She had left school at sixteen, at the insistence of her domineering mother who had wanted her tied to her apron strings. She had worked as a receptionist, then as an unqualified nursing assistant at her father’s surgery. Joining the Land Army in 1941 had given her her first, long-overdue taste of freedom.

‘Neither have I, but I’ve managed all right,’ said Doreen airily.

‘It’s a pity not to make use of your School Certificate, though, Abbie,’ said Norman, in his usual serious tone. ‘I know you say it was ages ago, but it’s still valid. You could train for something – get those qualifications you were talking about.’

‘What? At my age?’

‘Why not? It’s never too late.’ He shook his head solemnly.

‘That’s what I’ve been telling her; it’s never too late,’ added Doreen brightly. ‘We weren’t talking about exams though, were we? Didn’t I say, Abbie, that life begins at forty?’ She giggled and Abbie smiled back at her in a conspiratorial way. She didn’t want to encourage her. Her friend’s disclosures about the man at night school, although she might be making more of it than it really was, had surprised Abbie, even shocked her a little – but Doreen’s high spirits were infectious.

‘What would I train for?’ said Abbie. All the skills I had, if I ever had any in the first place, are rusty by now.’

‘Don’t sell yourself short,’ said Norman. ‘You worked for your father, didn’t you, as a nursing assistant? And you’ve been a dental receptionist. Why don’t you go and train to be a nurse?’

‘Because I hated it, that’s why,’ Abbie admitted. ‘I wasn’t a proper nurse and I never wanted to be. Some of the things I had to help my father with made me squirm. Ugh!’ She shuddered slightly. ‘I hadn’t the courage to tell him, not till later. No, that’s definitely out.’

‘You could go to training college and become a teacher,’ Norman suggested. ‘I know of quite a few people who have done that. Mature students, they call them. There’s a Training College at Chelford, which isn’t very far away – only forty minutes or so on the train. You’d be sure to get a grant, Abbie. They’re crying out for teachers, so I’ve heard.’

‘You’ve got it all cut and dried, haven’t you?’ said Abbie, smiling at him. ‘It’s something I might have considered, if I were younger. I’ve never had a lot to do with children, though, apart from my own.’

‘You’d soon learn. You’d make a marvellous teacher, Abbie.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Norman, leave her alone!’ Doreen said irritably. ‘P’raps she doesn’t want to be a boring old teacher. I say, Abbie, did you know they’re pulling the Palace down? I meant to tell you earlier when you were talking about us going there, then we got side-tracked.’

‘No!’ exclaimed Abbie. ‘Why on earth are they doing that? It was such a popular place, with the ballroom and the cinema and the variety theatre. Oh dear, what a shame.’

‘Seems as though it’s not as popular as it used to be,’ said Doreen. ‘Happen they think they’ve enough ballrooms, what with the Winter Gardens and the Tower. Apparently it’s going to be a big department store. The site’s been bought by the Lewis’s group.’

The end of an era, thought Abbie. No doubt she would see many more changes when she moved back to Blackpool; things never stayed the same. But that was life; you had to move on, look towards the future. She said as much to Norman when he ran her back to her father’s home at the end of the evening.

‘I’ll think about what you said, Norman, about the training college. It might be an idea. I feel as though I’m in a rut, not really getting anywhere, and I know I’ve to think about the future, not the past.’

Norman stopped the car – a brand new Ford it had been when they moved to Blackpool five years ago, and it was still his pride and joy – outside the bungalow where Cedric and Faith Winters lived, placing his hand fleetingly over Abbie’s. ‘You still miss Peter, don’t you?’ he said, his voice warm with understanding. ‘I can tell.’

‘Yes, I do.’ She sighed a little. ‘It’s when I see couples together, and their families. Happy couples . . . I feel as though there’s something missing in my life, which there is, of course. Yes, I miss him, but life has to go on. It’s a cliché, I know, but very true.’

‘I doubt if Doreen would miss me,’ said Norman, not sadly or mawkishly, just as though he were stating a fact.

‘Of course she would!’ Abbie turned to stare at him. ‘What a thing to say! Besides, you’re not . . . going anywhere, are you?’

‘I hope not. Not yet awhile.’ He gave a chuckle. ‘It’s just that she’s so busy with a thousand and one things, I sometimes wonder if I matter to her at all. She’s so restless, too. You must have noticed it?’

‘A little,’ said Abbie evasively. ‘I don’t think it’s anything to worry about, Norman. And of course you matter to her. The children are all growing up, aren’t they? Perhaps she feels her role in life is changing.’

‘She’s getting broody, you mean?’ Norman grinned. ‘That’s an idea.’

‘No, I don’t think so,’ said Abbie quickly. ‘That’s not what I meant. Look, maybe you could try to spend a little more time together, just the two of you. Oh dear, that’s awfully cheeky of me, isn’t it? I’m not criticising, really I’m not, but she’s so wrapped up in the hotel, and now . . . now there’s this night-school thing,’ she added daringly. ‘Don’t let yourself get pushed aside, Norman.’ More than that she must not say.

‘No. I don’t suppose it’s Doreen’s fault that we don’t spend as much time together as we used to,’ said Norman, sighing a little. ‘A boarding house is a hard taskmaster. But it was what she wanted. I was thinking perhaps we could have a little holiday together, though, just Doreen and me, perhaps next spring, before the season starts.’

‘What a good idea,’ said Abbie. All the better if the suggestion was to come from Norman. ‘Just what you need. Don’t worry.’ She patted his hand affectionately. ‘Doreen thinks the world of you; I know she does. She’s rushed off her feet, that’s the top and bottom of it. I must go, Norman – they’ll be waiting up for me. Thanks for the lift.’ She leaned across and kissed his cheek. ‘I’ll see you again before I go back to Norfolk.’

‘I’m glad you’re coming back here,’ said Norman, returning her kiss, holding on to her arm momentarily as though for moral support. ‘She takes notice of you; she always did. Goodnight, Abbie love. God bless.’
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