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I have trod the upward and the downward slope;


I have endured and done in the days before;


I have longed for all, and bid farewell to hope;


And I have lived and loved, and closed the door.


Robert Louis Stevenson




Acknowledgements


I am indebted to Natalie Braine and that grand team at Orion. Also to Geoffrey Boxall who came up with the idea.




Prologue


1962


‘There’s a bloke gonna come in any minute an’ I ain’t in Gosport an’ you don’t know me, Bert, got it?’


‘You, the top prossie in Gosport, don’t want to see a bloke?’


Bert was frying bacon at the gas stove, forking it over so it cooked evenly. He stopped smiling when Vera desperately cut in with, ‘Please, Bert. I’m not here!’


Vera didn’t dare stay any longer in the near-deserted caff. She flew back up the wooden stairs to her room at the top of the lodging house adjoining the caff and peeked out of the window.


She shivered violently as the man’s broad-shouldered body strode purposefully along the brightly lit pavement towards the caff.


It was obvious he’d come from the ferry. Suppose she’d been on her regular pitch there near the taxi rank? Suppose he’d seen her?


She dropped the net curtain back in place and looked down at the floor.


Her mackerel-coloured cat wound himself in a figure of eight around her feet encased in high-heeled mules. His fur was softer than the slippers’ marabou trim.


‘If I ’adn’t let you in, Kibbles, an’ looked out the window, I’d never ’ave spotted ’im.’ Despite her soft words her heart was hammering. She tried to put the man out of her mind and concentrate on the cat she loved fiercely.


She bent down and picked up the weighty feline, who immediately began filling the room with his throaty purr.


‘That man ruined my life. And I hoped I’d never see ’im again,’ she whispered.


Yet her first thought had been to go down and give him a mouthful, scratch his eyes out maybe. She was after all a Gosport girl and Gosport girls don’t take wrongs lightly. But Bert wouldn’t thank her for causing a ruckus in his caff and she wasn’t going to brawl in the street like some common tart.


Her heart still hadn’t stopped its fluttering and she realised she was too upset to behave rationally. She needed time to think.


Still carrying the cat she walked to the wooden draining board and set Kibbles down in front of a saucer filled to the brim with sardines. Another saucer held his milk. He began to eat as she watched him.


This room was her refuge.


At the top of the building, it looked down to North Street and along North Cross Street and over Murphy’s hardware shop where you could buy anything from a nail to a rose bush. Then the view swept across to the ferry pontoon where squat boats transferred passengers across the strip of murky, smelly Solent water to Portsmouth.


Vera took a deep breath in an attempt to calm her nerves.


She was trying hard not to think of Alfred below in the caff quite possibly interrogating Bert. She didn’t want to think about what had happened that fateful day of the party but it all came back to her as vividly as if it was happening now.


Vera’s skirt was pushed up. She couldn’t move. His bulk had her pinned to the scullery floor and she could feel the strange slippery heat of him. Grunting sounds came from him as he fumbled and tore one handed at her clothes. She was on the floor inches away from the grease-stained gas oven, its smell of years of burned fat sickening her. She wanted to scream but his other hand now completely covered her mouth. And then he pushed into her and was moving inside her and it hurt.


She had been only fourteen.


Now she was thirty-five and Alfred Lovell, the man who’d caused so much pain in her life and who she’d never thought she’d see again, was downstairs.


What had brought him back to Gosport?


The only way to find out was to go down and listen.


She kicked off her hard-soled mules and opened her door. She stepped out and began creeping past the other rented rooms and back down the stairs.


Crouching on a step where she was sure she couldn’t be seen, Vera hugged her nylon-clad knees close to her body. She prayed no one would need to use the lavatory and chance upon her sitting there and call out to her by name.


Even from the stairway she was aware of his almost forgotten spicy aftershave wafting up towards her.


Her body clenched as she heard his voice.


‘I need to talk to Vera.’


Vera leaned forward and could just make out those broad shoulders, the strong neck and the glossy dark moustache, now threaded with grey, above full lips. His suntan only added to his good looks.


His piercing blue eyes were searching Bert’s face for answers. Bert was wiping plates, making each dish glitter with cleanliness.


Silently she willed Bert to tell Alfred nothing.


‘She’s not ’ere tonight.’ Bless you, Bert, she thought.


‘Later on? Will she return later?’


Bert moved an overflowing glass ashtray to the other side of the Formica table. It was a studied movement, like he was thinking hard.


Vera counted just three customers. It was well past twelve and, even though the summer evening had been warm, Gosport had closed down for the night.


‘Dunno.’ Bert now began the laborious business of rolling up his shirt sleeves. ‘What d’you want to know for? An’ what’s your name?’


‘Alfred Lovell.’ The man shifted his bulk from one foot to the other. Vera could sense his impatience. She remembered he had always been like that, irritated when things didn’t go his way.


‘Does she live here?’ He tapped one foot on the wooden floor. ‘If not, give me her address. I’ve heard you and she are pals.’


‘Do I look like I come up the Solent in a bucket? If I am her pal I can’t just give out her details, can I? That’s supposing I knows ’em.’ Bert hooked his thumbs into his braces and met Alfred’s glare unblinkingly.


‘I’ve come halfway around the world to see Vera, from Australia, to be exact. Not seen her for years, see? Though that’s between me and her and has nothing to do with you.’


‘That’s as may be. Or you might just be stringing me a line, an’ I do like to look out for our Vera. Very well thought of is our Vera. I’d be a mug to take you at your word, wouldn’t I? Anyway, she’s not ’ere.’


Vera held her breath as Alfred leaned closer to Bert. What if Alfred turned nasty? After all, he’d hurt her, hadn’t he?


But he pulled back and Vera breathed a silent sigh of relief.


It wasn’t that Bert couldn’t take care of himself. He’d been a bit of a gangster in his former days so was well used to dealing with slippery customers. But the younger man had the advantage of physical fitness.


‘Tell you what, mate. Why don’t you jot your address down ’ere?’ Bert fished in his greasy white apron pocket and pulled out a small stained notebook. He slid it along the table. Attached to the spiral binder by a piece of grubby string was a stub of pencil.


Alfred Lovell wrote on the pad and passed it back to Bert. Vera could still feel the tension in the air.


‘If I don’t hear from her in a week, I’ll be back.’


And then his voice went quiet so Vera had to strain her ears to listen. ‘When you see her, tell her Jen’s dead.’


Vera heard the main door’s bell chime its tinny sound as he made his way out.


Still Vera crouched there. So his wife, Jennifer, was dead was she? Alfred Lovell had lost his meal ticket. Vera, frightened the man might return, was too scared to move.


But he’d gone. The man who was constantly in her dreams and caused her to wake up crying and sweating had left.


Vera measured every man by Alfred Lovell and once more he was back in her life.


She held on to the banister and shakily pulled herself into an upright position. A cloud of her favourite perfume, Californian Poppy, rose with her and she breathed it deeply as though its scent could comfort her.


When she reached the bottom stair she fluffed up the ruffles on her red silk blouse and ran her fingers around the wide black plastic belt at the waist of her tight black skirt.


‘He’s left then?’


Bert was sitting at the table. He looked up at her voice. He’d lit a Woodbine and was scrutinising the address on the piece of paper. A fug of cigarette smoke hung around him.


‘You’re shivering,’ he said. ‘You ain’t in command of yourself, are you?’ Vera shook her head. Bert had done his best always to look out for her. He was a true friend in every way. Sometimes he knew her better than she knew herself.


‘He’s gone out the door but not out of your life.’ Bert held out the paper with the address and Vera took it from him as though it was contaminated.


‘Thank you for lying for me,’ she said quietly.


‘I didn’t so much lie as bend the truth. I could tell by the cut of his clothes and his suntan that he wasn’t a john. Anyway, you ain’t never brought a john back to the caff in all the time you’ve lived here. Couldn’t for the life of me see you starting now.’ He took a deep pull on his cigarette then stubbed it out in the ashtray. ‘Gosport’s favourite prostitute you might be but when I sensed you hiding at the top of the stairs …’


‘Do you think he knew I was there?’ Vera asked worriedly.


‘No.’


She sat down at the table. The caff was empty now. Bert got up and went over to the main door and slid the bolt along and turned the sign to closed.


‘I’ll clear up in the mornin’.’ He walked to the now silent jukebox and pulled out its electric plug. ‘Let’s get out of this goldfish bowl,’ Bert said with a wave towards the glass windows. ‘Never know who’s outside looking in.’


He turned off the lights so there was only the thin gleam from the streetlamp illuminating the stairs.


He held open the door from the caff that led into the hallway.


‘Who’s this Jen what’s dead now? And what does this bloke mean to you? You want to talk about it, Vera?’


Vera stood up and felt the tears rise with her. She knew she was tough, and she’d held her secrets close all these years. But she so badly needed to confide in someone.


Using the back of her hand she wiped away tears as she went out into the hall.


In the big kitchen he pulled out a chair and Vera sat down. She watched him light the gas. The flames leaped up red and orange and blue until Bert finished filling the kettle and set it down, flattening them.


He pulled out a chair next to her and took one of her hands in his.


‘Come on, love, no arguments. I’ll make a cuppa an’ you can tell me all about it.’




Chapter 1


1941


‘If your ol’ man didn’t pour it down ’is throat so much in the Alma your mum’d be able to afford a sofa like that.’ One look at Tim’s stricken face told Vera she’d put her foot in it again. Why didn’t she think before she opened her big mouth? She felt for his hand which stuck out of his short dirty jumper sleeve. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Doesn’t matter.’ He looked down at her and smiled, but Vera could tell by the sadness in his eyes that her words had hurt him. He was a head taller than she was. She’d hardly grown an inch since the war started, so Vera decided that, at fourteen, five foot three inches was all she was ever going to be. Tim was the same age but his height and lanky frame made him look much older. He always had a book of some sort crammed into his back pocket. Today it was Farewell, My Lovely by Raymond Chandler.


He had his gas mask in a cardboard box slung over one shoulder. Vera had already thrown her gas mask in the hallway. She hated carrying it everywhere like they were supposed to do. The mask smelled of the same stuff the dentist put over her face to make her go to sleep to have a tooth extracted.


Tim waved a hand towards a cart and horse and the two brawny blokes unloading.


‘Bet whoever that lot belongs to was bombed out, like we was, Vera. Gosport’s gettin’ it bad now. The armament depot down Weevil Lane, the submarine base at Haslar and of course Portsmouth and the warships means we don’t stand a chance.’


‘Well, we must think we stand some chance of survival else we’d be billeted out in the country, wouldn’t we? We’d be evacuees.’


‘I wish we could have been evacuated. But I refused when I found out it was only us kids. I wasn’t goin’ to leave my mum alone with that devil.’ His hand slipped from her palm and fell to his side. Vera knew that too many hidings from his father had robbed him of his confidence. Sometimes at nights he and his mum walked the streets waiting for his dad to calm down after a day’s propping up the bar.


Vera tried to change the subject. ‘They got good stuff, ain’t they?’ She grinned at Tim, who was eyeing the two moquette armchairs now being carried from the cart and into number fifteen, right opposite Vera’s house. He brushed his overlong blond hair back from his forehead and it promptly fell back again.


Vera put her hands on her hips, hips that she’d suddenly acquired along with a very full bust. Sometimes as she walked along Gosport High Street she quite liked the attention of the boys and their wolf whistles but other times she felt shy and wanted to hide and wished she was flat-chested like most of her school friends.


‘The Last Time I Saw Paris’ blared out from the passage of Vera’s house. Tim raised an eyebrow.


‘Our Patsy’s home early from work,’ Vera explained. ‘She likes that song. Reckons she’s goin’ to Paris one day.’


‘She’ll ’ave to turn the wireless off when your mum gets back from church.’


‘Not Patsy. She’s eighteen now an’ my mum don’t go on at her so much now she’s earning. We needs her wages. Patsy got the wireless off one of her boyfriends. She likes the BBC Forces Programme. All the same I’ll warn her when Mum comes so she can turn it down.’


Vera glanced up at Tim. She liked him best of all the boys in the street and he was the only one she confided in about her mum’s strictness.


Vera shivered in the early evening chill. Soon it would be dark. Tim said he never felt the cold, despite not having a coat. It was well known down the street that his mother sold their clothing coupons because she needed money more than clothes. Vera didn’t care how he was dressed, she just liked being with him.


Tim Saunders and his family had arrived in the street a year ago. They’d been bombed out of their house in Bedford Street and, Tim had told her, it was a stroke of luck they hadn’t perished. He and his mum had gone to the Criterion Picture House to see Fantasia. His dad had been drinking in the Barley Mow.


The previous night his mum had gone through his dad’s trouser pockets when he was snoring in bed and extracted as much money as she’d dared without him becoming suspicious when he woke. If she hadn’t they’d never have gone to the pictures.


Tim said he’d always think of the Walt Disney picture as his favourite film.


All along the street, women in flowered wraparound pinafores were standing gossiping at their doorsteps. The hum of voices floated on the air. The neighbours’ steps were either cardinal red or whitened to a snowy brightness. Vera marvelled that even after a raid and all the dust that floated through the air the steps were the first thing to show signs of normality again.


The women’s eyes never left the cart and its ever decreasing pile of furniture.


‘Done your homework?’ Tim asked.


Vera knew Tim always did his homework at school because once, in a fit of temper, his dad had torn up his exercise books.


‘Don’t ’ave any tonight.’ She glanced up at Tim. ‘Do you like being at the Grammar?’ she asked suddenly.


She was surprised when he answered, ‘Yes. It’s all right.’


It wasn’t really a mixed school, for the girls didn’t have many lessons with the boys. Only French and geography. And at break times she spied Tim alone, reading. He was always alone.


‘What you want to do when you leave?’ Vera asked.


His face became gloomy but there was a far-away look in his eyes. ‘I want to travel. Maybe write about foreign countries.’ He sighed. ‘Not a hope. I’m not staying on at school. Someone’s got to bring in some money.’ He smiled at her. ‘What about you?’


‘I want to be me own boss. I don’t want to be answerable to anyone. I don’t ever want to eat Spam again as long as I live!’


Tim laughed, then said, ‘Vera, that’s a tall order. Wouldn’t it be better to get married an’ let your husband earn the wages?’


‘What like my dad and like your dad?’


Tim was silent.


‘We ’ave got the vote, you know. Women can do what they like. We’re working on farms, in factories, drivin’ lorries, in the forces. Showin’ the world that women can do jobs same as blokes.’


‘You’ll definitely ’ave to stay on at school to change the world, Vera.’


‘This war is already doin’ that but I do want to go on to university. Though I can’t expect my mum and Patsy to go on working to keep me.’


‘Your mum’s just come round the corner.’


Vera’s heart missed a beat.


‘Patsy! Mum’s comin’!’ Vera immediately heard the music lowered to a more sedate level.


The endless backwards and forwards of the men unloading was forgotten as Vera watched her mother stride along the pavement. Small and slight, her black raincoat tightly belted, she was, as usual, in a world of her own. Vera knew she would smell of carbolic soap. She would be wearing no jewellery or make-up and she wouldn’t smile at her neighbours. Her plain black low-heeled court shoes, freshly mended with Blakeys’ heel tips, could now be heard. A few wisps escaped from the tight knot of hair pinned back from her face.


The other children ran to meet their parents if they spotted them walking up the street. Not Vera. She had been chastised too many times for ‘making a show’. Vera could see the usual Woodbine cigarette tightly clamped in her mouth.


‘Hello, Mum.’ Vera let her smile drop for her mother wasn’t looking at her.


‘I want you in in five minutes for your tea.’ Her mother’s voice was throaty due to all the fags. Vera hoped she wouldn’t have a cigarette dangling on her lip when she put the final touches to the evening meal. Vera got fed up with picking bits of grey ash out of the food.


Vera’s mother was totally ignoring the movement across the road. She wouldn’t lower herself to stare out of her own doorway but later Vera knew she’d want every single detail.


‘I’ve peeled the potatoes. What’s for tea?’ Vera suddenly realised she was hungry.


‘Spam and spuds.’


Vera’s mum had crossed the step into the open doorway.


‘You know I don’t like Spam,’ Vera protested. ‘Why can’t we have chops?’


‘I have to queue for them, and one tiny chop each is sometimes all I can get hold of. Anyway, you eat meat too quickly. You could at least taste it before you swallow it whole. If you realised four ounces of butter, one of cheese and an egg is all you’re allowed per week you wouldn’t moan about the food so much that God provides.’


‘But you always buy that awful tinned meat stuff an’ I hate it.’


The hand was so quick that Vera never saw it coming but the sting around her cheek and ear made her head swim.


‘There’s a war on. Think yourself lucky you got something to eat! There’s plenty of people who are starving. The good Lord provides food and you dare to say you don’t like it? I spend my life on my knees cleaning other people’s houses so I can keep you and your ungrateful sister! Get to bed!’


‘But, Mrs—’ Tim had moved quickly towards Vera but her mother was faster and, pushing him aside with her other hand, dragged Vera inside. The front door slammed. The key, hanging from the letterbox, on its string, jangled noisily against the wood.


Patsy’s white face was staring out from behind the living-room door.


Vera ran up the thirteen narrow uncarpeted steps to her bedroom.


‘How many times have I told you not to hang around with that drunk’s spawn?’ her mother shouted up at her.


Vera pulled her bedroom door closed behind her. She was shaking. Once again opening her big mouth had got her into trouble. She crawled on to the bed and covered herself with the feather quilt.


She lay there until she’d stopped shivering and felt calm enough to get out of bed.


Her room was at the back of the house and the window looked across the narrow gardens. Vera pulled back the net curtain and stared beyond the flat roof of the scullery to the lavatory at the bottom of their yard.


She needed to pee but didn’t want to risk coming into contact with her mother, who might not have calmed down yet.


Vera didn’t like the lavatory. Not even in the daytime. Spiders as big as her fists lurked there.


Patsy had threaded newspaper on a string for the three of them to wipe themselves with. Vera wasn’t keen on the Daily Mirror as it left black print on her skin. She vowed when she grew up she’d have nothing but Izal paper in her lavatory, and no spiders.


Her bedroom was the only place she felt really safe. There was a double iron bedstead, a chest of drawers facing the bed with a brown oval-framed mirror perched on top, a green-painted trunk in the corner on the floor and her gramophone on a chair near the bed.


Not that she had many records as the gramophone was a present from Patsy. Some bloke had given it to her and Patsy didn’t refuse it, knowing Vera would like it. Patsy had a Decca wind-up gramophone that was much nicer. Another man had given her that. Patsy was always coming home with gifts from men she knew. Vera’s record collection comprised ‘Because of You’ and ‘I Hear Music’. Patsy had loads of records and as long as Vera asked first she let her borrow them.


There was a cross on Vera’s wall above the bed, and a large picture in a gilt frame of Mary holding the baby Jesus nailed opposite the bed.


Vera had stopped going to the cold Catholic church with her mother, who realised it was better to leave her daughter at home than drag her protesting down the road with all the neighbours gawping. Vera contented herself with the assembly that was held in school in the mornings and the prayers and hymns that were sung there.


Of course she believed in God and Jesus. Didn’t she pray every night for God to keep her and her loved ones safe during this awful war? At any time one of Hitler’s planes could send them to kingdom come.


But Vera was fed up with her mother ramming her beliefs down her throat. Quoting the bible was all right if you lived your life the way Jesus said you should. Calling Tim a drunk’s spawn wasn’t Godly, neither was smacking kids about, especially when it was Vera who was on the receiving end of the slaps.


Vera heard footsteps.


‘Can I come in?’ a voice asked. Vera went to the door and opened it and Patsy stepped inside.


She was as blonde as Vera was dark. Vera reckoned she looked just like June Haver the film star.


‘I’m just off out. Going to a dance at the Co-op Hall in Queen’s Road.’


Her eyes were sparkling and had Vaseline on their lids to make them glisten. Patsy got asked to loads of dances.


‘I like your suit.’


Patsy had on a green silk two-piece with a peplum at the back. And not for her a pencil line up the back of her legs: Patsy wore real nylons.


‘I’ve left you some tea on the top of the stove. If you stay up here a bit longer you’ll have the house to yourself.’


‘Why’s that?’


‘Mum’s going back to the church to do the flowers as there’s a christening tomorrow. I swear Father Michael sees more of her than we do.’


Vera gave a small smile. Her mother rarely entered Vera’s bedroom, not even to change the bedding. Long ago, when Vera was eleven, she’d realised if she didn’t wash out her own clothes they wouldn’t get washed. Yet her mother took great pride in washing the delicate lace altar cloths from St John’s Church where she spent most of her time when she wasn’t working.


‘She’ll be seeing to the flowers brought to her by the congregation from their gardens and allotments. No one can arrange flowers like Mum.’ Patsy giggled and Vera began to feel better.


‘What’ll she do when all what’s growing in the allotments and gardens is vegetables? Ain’t we supposed to be “Digging For Victory”?’


‘Mum’ll make arrangements out of cabbages an’ onions, Vera. Come here an’ let me see your face.’


Vera went over and stood in front of the speckled, oval mirror. Patsy gently touched the finger marks on Vera’s cheek.


‘She don’t mean it, you know.’ Ever the peacemaker was Patsy.


‘What’s that then, fairy dust?’ Vera asked angrily. Lately the slaps occurred more often. They had become harder, too. Sometimes she bunked off school when the marks showed too much for her to explain away.


Patsy put her arms around Vera.


‘She’s got worse since Dad left. I reckon she knows it was her fault he went. She tries to get rid of the guilt by doin’ stuff for the church. She thinks so much about that place that she forgets about us.’


Vera thought about Patsy’s words and whether her life might have been different if her dad hadn’t gone back to his Dublin birthplace. Would their mother have been less critical of Vera if she hadn’t been her father’s favourite? Daddy’s little girl she might have been but he’d left her behind when he’d packed his case and sailed to Ireland.


‘I need you to tell me that my hair don’t look too awful.’ Patsy stepped away from Vera and patted the front of her hair, which was curled in a long fringe and rolled like a sausage at the back.


‘You got a slight orange tinge but what do you expect?’ Patsy worked with gunpowder down the armament depot and discoloured hair and stained skin was only one of the hazards of the job.


‘Is it bad?’ Patsy looked worried.


‘No. Bein’ blonde you just got more goldy bits.’


Vera studied her own hazel eyes with their long lashes. She knew her mouth was just a little too wide for her thin face but at least she had a small nose. Her hair curled around her face, so dark brown it was almost black. She’d already decided when she was older she’d dye it black.


‘Hedy Lamarr, you reckon I still look like her?’ Vera asked.


Patsy, satisfied with her looks, had her hand on the doorknob.


But she came back into the room and kissed Vera on the top of her head.


‘You already are a little cracker. When you’re older you’ll knock spots off Hedy Lamarr!’


Vera heard Patsy’s high heels clatter down the stairs, then her sister called, ‘’Bye, Mum.’


Vera listened for her mother’s reply but heard nothing. She went back to looking in the mirror. She tucked in her blouse, which had come adrift from her skirt, and was surprised once again how small her waist looked against the curves of her breasts and the swell of her hips. She knew she could easily pass for eighteen. She’d asked Patsy to take her when she went dancing up at Connaught Hall in town, where the servicemen went. In the end Patsy had promised to take her soon.


Sometimes she heard Patsy and her latest boyfriend giggling in the alleyway down the side of number twelve next door.


Patsy never got slapped. But then Patsy was bigger and stronger than her mother and often brought home boxes of stockings and tins of fruit that she got off the Canadian airmen at the aerodrome at Rowner or the spivs that she knew.


Much later the click clack of her mother’s court shoes on the lino of the hall told Vera her mother was going out. Vera waited for the snap of the lock and the chink of the key swinging against the wood before she opened her bedroom door.


Immediately the smell of boiling washing and gas hit her. Her mother had done it again! She’d left the house with water boiling in the gas copper. How hard was it to turn off the gas? How hard was it to yell up the stairs that she’d put a wash on and Vera was to scrub the clothes before she went to bed? Suppose she’d never come out of her room but had drawn the blackout curtains and gone to sleep?


Vera ran down the stairs. One day her mother would forget something and the house would blow up or burn down. That’s if a bomb didn’t get it first.


The scullery stank of wet boiled washing and where the copper had been filled to the brim the water had bubbled over on to the cement floor.


Vera bent down and, with an old towel wrapped around her arm to protect her from the scalding drips, felt behind the copper for the gas tap. It didn’t take her long to find the cause of the stench. The gas tap was turned on but the jets had blown out with the water dripping on them. Vera could feel the heat coming from the base of the boiler. Carefully she managed to twist the gas tap to the off position. Immediately the hissing sound stopped.


Vera extricated herself from the boiler and stood up. Knowing she would have to clear up the mess when the water had cooled, she wiped her hands, arms and knees, then she went back upstairs.


In their mother’s bedroom, where Patsy’s clothes were kept, Vera glanced at the bed, the two small dark-wood wardrobes and a chest of drawers with Patsy’s make-up spread across the top. Her sister slept on the put-you-up in the downstairs front room because their mother didn’t like being woken up when Patsy came in late, but their mother insisted that the room be kept tidy in case visitors came, so every morning the makeshift bed was folded out of sight. Yet Vera couldn’t remember the last time they’d had a visitor. There was a small block of mascara with a tiny brush, a push-up tube of panstick, assorted eyebrow pencils, a jar of Pond’s cold cream and several different shades of red lipstick on the chest of drawers.


Patsy had sunk nails in the wood on the back of the door to hang extra clothes. Across the back of an upright chair were cami knickers in pink and tea rose. Vera promised herself she would one day wear pretty underwear. French knickers instead of the awful passion-killers she had to wear for school. If she pulled the knicker legs down they came to her knees!


Vera pulled back the net curtain. She wanted to see if the people across the road had finished moving in.


The cart was bereft of its treasures and the horse looked fed up even though it was chewing away inside a nosebag.


The front door was open and Mrs Brady from number eighteen was standing in the middle of the road with Mrs Potter from number two. Mrs Potter had her curlers in her hair. They were staring into the open doorway.


Then a car drew up and stopped a few yards away from the horse.


A Bentley!


Vera gasped. They never had many cars drive into Alma Street, certainly nothing as posh as a Bentley. And if an owner should be foolish enough to stop, within minutes the kids swarmed over the car like ants.


Mrs Potter and Mrs Brady had stopped talking and were now staring at the spectacle before them. A man jumped out and tipped his hat to the women. Mrs Potter, clearly embarrassed, covered her mouth with a hand.


The man bent down and opened the car door nearest the house and out stepped a girl around Vera’s age. She had ringlets the colour of corn. She smiled at Mrs Potter and Mrs Brady. Then she smoothed down her blue coat, which obviously wasn’t a cut-down, and waited while the man handed out a woman.


Full of curiosity the girl looked about her and then upwards. She spotted Vera watching her and gave a small wave. Vera stepped away from the window. But curiosity got the better of her and within seconds she had pulled the curtain back a smidgeon to continue watching.


The woman, in a fur-collared coat that almost reached to her calves, looked about her. She too was blonde but her hair was shaped in the latest bob cut. Perched on her head was a little hat with a small veil and a large flower. Unlike the girl, the woman didn’t smile. Her face was skilfully made-up but in a way that looked like it might crack if she smiled.


The woman took the girl by the hand and led her into the house. Vera turned to look at the man.


He had his back to her but Vera noted his broad shoulders. He wore a camel coat that reached past his knees. Peeping out from beneath his trilby hat was curly dark hair. But it was his moustache she liked, when he turned towards her, dark and bushy, set beneath his straight nose and above a pair of full lips that looked every bit as kissable as Rhett Butler’s did when he kissed Scarlett O’Hara in Gone with the Wind.


‘Cor! Clark Gable or what!’ Vera whispered to the empty room.


As though he heard her, the man looked up. Vera’s eyes locked with his and he winked.


Mrs Potter and Mrs Brady looked up and, catching sight of her, laughed. Vera dropped the curtain.


With a strange feeling in the pit of her stomach, Vera went downstairs to see if the water in the copper had cooled sufficiently for her to get on with the washing and the clearing up of the water in the scullery.


It was as she was using the tongs to transfer the steaming clothes to the butler sink that she heard her name being called. She wiped her hands on her mother’s pinny and went to the back door where the huge beast of a mangle stood in the garden by the wall, waiting, its huge rollers like jaws ready to trap her fingers.


‘Vera!’


She went out into the back garden with the privet hedges either side and peered through the gap towards the alley.


Two gardens separated the alley from number fourteen but standing on tip toe she could see Tim waving at her.


‘Are you all right?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ she called back. She felt touched that he’d taken such trouble to leave his own house at the top of the street and come down to find out how she was.


‘Sure?’


Vera nodded. Something moved in his arms and she saw he’d carried down the big old ginger cat, Mogs, which he loved.


‘I saw your mum leave. I didn’t dare knock on your door in case Patsy was home and told your mum. I know she thinks I’m rubbish.’


Vera stopped him. ‘Don’t you dare say another word!’ And then there was silence.


Finally Tim said, ‘See you at school tomorrow?’


She nodded and watched as he slowly turned away.


‘Goodnight,’ she called.


With a wave he and the cat disappeared into the alley. Vera felt the first spots of cold rain.


She went back into the dank stuffiness of the scullery and began rubbing at the clothes.


When at last the washing was done and the scullery was dry and clean, Vera eyed the covered plate sitting atop the saucepan of water on the stove. She made herself a drink of orange with a spoonful of orange concentrate.


Vera rinsed the glass and left it on the wooden draining board. Then she took the top plate off her meal. The Spam she wouldn’t eat but she was so hungry she couldn’t even be bothered to warm the potatoes up.


With every awful mouthful she longed for tomorrow.


The tapping on the window made Vera jump. She looked at the clock and saw she had been reading for only moments. The noise on the glass continued and fearfully Vera put down The Secret Garden, a book she was reading for the second time, and drew back a corner of the blackout curtain.


‘What are you doing here?’


Tim’s face was a broad grin as he whispered, ‘Let me in, I got something for you.’


‘You can’t come into my bedroom!’


‘If I stay out here much longer one of the neighbours will see me.’


Vera drew up the sash window and Tim climbed over the sill bringing with him a newspaper-wrapped parcel, the smell of which made Vera’s hunger pains more acute.


Flustered, Vera grabbed her coat and slipped it over her long flannelette nightgown and buttoned it.


Tim sat on the edge of the bed and held out the package. ‘I knew you wouldn’t eat the Spam, so I got you some proper supper.’


Vera stared at him in amazement. She took the parcel and began unwrapping it and as she did so the aroma of fried food filled the room.


‘Thank God fish and chips aren’t rationed,’ Tim said. ‘The chippy had a delivery of fish today.’


‘I don’t know what to say.’ Vera was overcome.


‘Don’t say nothin’, just eat.’


Vera looked at his face. She didn’t ask where he’d got the money from to buy her the treat.


‘You eat with me.’


‘I’ve already eaten. Anyway, I have to go. Won’t do for your mum or Patsy to catch me in your bedroom, will it?’


He stared at her, his eyes holding hers for a long time, then he raised his hand and brushed her cheek. Vera’s heart was beating fast.


‘Don’t forget we’re going to the fair tomorrow after school. I saw the wagons rolling down Forton Road towards the town,’ he said.


Vera nodded. He looked like an excited little boy, she thought, his eyes all aglow at the proposed treat.


‘It would be great if we could do more than just walk around Walpole Park,’ she said wistfully. She thought how exciting it would be to go on the dodgem cars or throw balls at the coconuts. But neither of them had money to waste on frivolities. ‘But it will still be exciting,’ she added.


Tim moved to the window and drew aside the curtain. He looked back, smiled, almost as though he had a secret, then climbed over the sill.


In the silent house Vera felt the empty space of his leaving.




Chapter 2


‘You’re early,’ he said. Tim was waiting for her outside the girl’s entrance to the school. He sat on the steps and as she approached a big smile lit his face and he closed the paperback he’d been reading and stuck it firmly in his back pocket.


‘Mrs Knight, our cookery teacher’s away,’ Vera said, as though it explained everything. She’d stuffed her gas mask in her satchel so there’d be less bulk to carry. The double doors slammed open behind her and a stream of girls came clattering and chattering down the steps.


Tim grabbed her hand, ‘C’mon, let’s get away from here before we get caught up in the after-school rush to get home.’


Vera half walked, half ran with him down Daisy Lane, the satchel bumping at her hip. Eventually Tim slowed down.


‘It’s nice not having to go straight back,’ Vera said. She gazed at the trees, their leaves fresh and green after the rain. ‘Tonight Mum’s putting flowers in the church for a wedding tomorrow.’ Vera sighed with happiness. ‘Then her and Mrs Daniver’ll give the place a special clean. What about your mum? Will she wonder where you are?’


Tim shook his head. ‘She knows we’re going to the fair.’


‘And she doesn’t mind?’ Her voice was incredulous. Vera stood quite still and stared up at him.


Tim laughed. ‘Of course not. We’re not going into a den of iniquity!’ He suddenly put his arms around her waist, hoisting her up and swinging her around until she giggled and begged to be let go. After Tim had set her on her feet she whispered breathlessly, ‘I like being with you.’


Tim ran his fingers through his hair, which immediately flopped back over his forehead. ‘And I like being with you,’ he said before grabbing her hand and striding purposefully down the leafy lane.


Vera heard the music heralding the rides as they walked along Stoke Road. It didn’t take them long to reach the town and Walpole Park. She could smell sausages cooking, onions frying and the sweetness of candyfloss. Vera licked her lips but remembered neither of them had any money, so despite the glorious smell of the food they’d both have to go hungry. The Andrews Sisters were belting out ‘Ferryboat Serenade’ and the cheerful sound added to Vera’s excitement.


Around the outside of the field Vera saw that the caravans were parked quite close to each other. Women chatted over stable doors and children played on the steps. Washing blew on makeshift lines.


‘The dodgems first,’ said Tim. They stood on the wooden boards around the bumper cars and watched as the drivers tried either not to bump into each other or to collide head on. It was noisy and exhilarating and Vera was practically jumping up and down with excitement.


‘Oh, look,’ she shouted. ‘That bloke in the red car doesn’t know what he’s doing!’


She pointed at a vehicle that was getting bumped and jerked about by other cars as it manoeuvred its way slowly around the floor. A tall, good-looking young man wearing a neckerchief and a flat cap jumped on the back of the car and whilst holding on to the pole at the back bent down and turned the steering wheel, extricating the man from trouble. Then the attendant looked over and saw Tim. He swept his cap from his head and waved it to Tim with a flourish and Tim acknowledged his greeting.


‘When the music stops, get into a car,’ Tim said to Vera. She opened her mouth to protest but Tim said, ‘Don’t ask, just do it.’


Vera stared up into Tim’s face but he just smiled at her.


And then the music stopped and there was a scramble as people vacated their cars and other people rushed to claim them. Snug in the driving seat of the bumper car Vera sat close to Tim. She wondered how on earth they were going to pay for the ride. But the music started up again and although the helper jumped on the back of all the other cars to extract payment from the drivers, he didn’t come to them.


The ride was bumpy and exciting and Vera screamed with enjoyment while Tim laughed uproariously. Eventually the ride stopped and Tim waved towards the assistant.


‘Where to now? The carousel?’ Tim shouted above the noise as they scrambled off the ride.


‘I don’t understand’ was as far as Vera got before she was propelled across the grass towards the brightly painted horses.


‘Pick which one you want,’ said Tim, hoisting himself on to the back of a flowing-maned horse called Teddy. He put out a hand so that Vera could climb on Dobbin and they waited a few minutes while the ride filled with customers.


A woman wearing long skirts and a headscarf came round to collect the money for the rides but once again Tim was ignored except for a smile that showed the woman’s gold tooth.


Next came the swinging boats.


Travelling through the air high above Walpole Park Vera saw the town and creek from quite a different angle until the boat swung backwards and she screamed as her stomach seemed to leave her body.


Groggy with the powerful ride as they alighted, Tim held her until she regained her balance,


‘That was horrible,’ she cried. ‘Horrible but great!’


Next came the flyer that hurtled through the air then swung backwards. Vera kept on screaming and clutching at Tim. But she loved everything the fair had to offer, the loud music and the noise of other people enjoying themselves.


Vera was screaming with fear and happiness as the rickety ghost train travelled through the creaking doors from the darkness into the light. As the passengers got off, Tim waved to the assistant and held tightly to Vera’s hand.


‘Hungry?’ Tim’s eyes were twinkling as he walked her towards the hot dog stall. ‘Or do you feel too sick to eat?’


Vera’s stomach was rumbling. ‘I could eat a horse,’ she said.


‘Might have to do with a dog,’ laughed Tim as they joined the food queue.


‘’Ow do, young sir.’ The woman cooking sausages on a grill winked at him. Vera looked at them both with surprise. She couldn’t work out how come everyone seemed to know Tim and be on such friendly terms with him. And then there was the question of the free rides.


‘Can I have two hot dogs and two orange drinks, please?’


‘An’ I suppose you wants onions?’ The woman picked up two bread rolls.


Vera nodded enthusiastically. She loved fried onions. On the counter were two large bottles of brown sauce and tomato ketchup.


‘Help yourself to condiments,’ the woman said. Vera saw her fingers were covered in gold rings and in her ears gold hoops glittered.


Vera knew the first mouthful of the hot dog was going to be as tasty as she expected.


Tim leaned up and had a quiet word with the woman, who did a great deal of head nodding and smiling before she waved them goodbye.


Vera allowed Tim to usher her towards the creek that wound its way to the Gosport Ferry. On the grass they sat side by side finishing their food.


Vera licked her fingers. ‘Are you going to tell me how come we get free rides and a hot dog?’ She began to sip at her orange drink.


‘I’d rather not,’ Tim replied. ‘I wanted to give you a surprise.’


‘You did that all right. But I’ll be cross if I don’t know how you managed it.’


He looked crestfallen. ‘I don’t want you to be angry with me.’


Vera persisted. ‘Tell me then.’ Her drink container, empty now, she put on the grass. The music from the fair was muted. Far across the creek she could see Haslar Hospital and the light breeze had turned into a sharp wind. Vera snuggled into Tim and waited for an answer.


He had picked daisies and was using his nails to make a split in the stems. Vera watched as the daisy-chain grew. When he judged it was long enough she saw him fasten the ends to make a necklace.


‘Bend forward,’ he commanded and slipped it over her head.


‘Thank you, kind sir,’ Vera said. ‘But I still want to know how we were able to go on all the rides.’


Tim sat back in the long grass.


‘I got up extra early before school to come down to the park to ask the blokes if I could help set up the rides. I knew they wouldn’t pay me with money but I only wanted free rides so I could treat you.’


Vera was silent. Tim had done all this to please her.


After a while, she said, ‘I don’t know what to say. No one’s ever been this nice to me before.’


Vera fiddled with her necklace, a round silver St Christopher Patsy had given her. Patsy had told her he was the patron saint of travellers.


Tim put his arm around her shoulders. ‘Well, they should be nice to you,’ he said. ‘So don’t say anything.’ He ran his fingers down her arm and then let them drift to her hand before holding it tightly.


‘Is this why your mum knew where you would be going after school?’


He nodded. ‘She let me borrow the alarm clock so I could get up at dawn.’


‘My mum wouldn’t have done that,’ she said. She looked into his eyes. She felt warm and contented, safe with Tim. It wasn’t like he was a separate person but that he was an extension of herself. Vera sighed. But she was filled with a sort of longing for him that was eating her up. Vera wanted suddenly to lay her hand against his cheek but shyness stopped her. She wanted to put her arms around him but she had never touched a boy before and although a strange tingling had started up on her skin all she could do was stare at him.


‘Thank you,’ she uttered at last. ‘This has been a wonderful time.’


Tim’s eyes were like pools of darkness. The corner of his mouth lifted to a smile.


Vera looked across at the clock on the tower of Trinity Green church. It was a quarter past six. She hadn’t realised how quickly dusk had fallen. It came to her that she should be somewhere else, not out of her depth experiencing unfamiliar feelings because of Tim.


‘We should go,’ she said.


Tim nodded. He rose to his feet and then put out a hand and pulled her up.


In silence they walked down Spring Garden Lane. After a while Tim exchanged a joke with her and Vera felt the old companionship between them return. But she also realised something had changed between them.


Vera sat on the doorstep looking at the open door opposite.


The girl was in, because she’d seen her peeking out of the bedroom window. Vera had no idea why she wanted to talk to the girl but it just seemed rather silly to live opposite each other and not speak.


Patsy came waltzing down the passage in her petticoat. ‘Shut that door, our Vera, I’m nearly naked here.’


‘Well, it’s not my fault if you don’t get dressed, is it?’


The curlers in the front of Patsy’s hair were wobbling dangerously.


‘I told you before there’s no point in puttin’ on me best dress until the last minute. What if I spills something on it? An’ I need to look ravishing tonight because there’s a boatload of foreign sailors moored in Portsmouth Dockyard an’ I just know they’re making their way to the Connaught Hall this minute.’ Patsy stood with her hands on her hips. ‘Anyway, what you doin’ sitting here with the door open?’
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