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About the Book


It’s 1944. London’s citizens are weary of air raids and rationing. But there are rumours of an invasion of France. Is the tide of war turning?
 

Young widow Louise Rutherford longs to find a new husband, if only to escape her old-fashioned father. When a handsome American officer arrives at her factory to recruit volunteers for a secret project, she senses an opportunity. Her efforts are hampered, though, by her determination to help a ten-year-old war orphan, George Nelson, who is being bullied at school.


On both sides of the street there are challenges to face. Jen Carter’s relationship with the theatrical producer Henry Keller hits a hurdle when an old flame reappears in her life. Her mother Joyce’s decision to take romance slowly threatens to become a dangerous mistake when the V1 rockets start hitting London.


In this atmospheric novel, Helen Carey vividly evokes the spirit of the war years with all their heartache, joy and drama.




For my lovely mother-in-law, June, who sang ‘Burlington Bertie’ at concert parties during the war, wearing a top hat.




Prologue


January 1944


‘Louise, what on earth are you doing up there?’ Celia Rutherford called up the stairs. ‘Daddy’s waiting for his breakfast.’ 


Sitting at her dressing table, one hand behind her head holding a curl, the other poised in the delicate action of opening a tortoiseshell hairclip, Louise Rutherford rolled her eyes at herself in the mirror. But valiantly she held back the words that sprang to her lips in response to her mother’s impatient enquiry. Because one of Louise’s New Year’s resolutions had been to try and be a nicer person, and that, she had quickly discovered, involved biting her tongue when people got on her nerves.


But maintaining her resolve to be nice in the face of her parents’ apparent determination to treat her like a recalcitrant child wasn’t easy. Louise felt she deserved better. OK, she might have made a couple of bad mistakes in the past, but it certainly wasn’t her fault that Jack Delmaine, her lovely young husband of less than one year, had been killed during the assault on Italy last summer. Nor that his death had left her unable to support herself financially. It was hardly any wonder that she had been a bit cross and ratty. But now the moment had come when she needed to pull herself together or she was going to run the risk of losing all her friends. 


‘I’ll be down in a minute,’ she called down to her mother. ‘I’m just doing my hair.’


Last night, on the advice of an article in Vogue, Louise had set her shoulder-length dark hair onto twists of cotton wool. Now she was attempting to pin it up into a style called ‘pompadour and curls’. It was a ridiculously fiddly process, but she had mastered the technique now, and was hoping it would be worth the effort, even though the effect would be spoilt as soon as she put her mob cap over it at the factory. 


Hearing a step on the staircase, she hastily fixed the final hairclip just as her mother appeared in the doorway of her room.


Her mother was wearing an uncompromisingly staid winter coat with a Women’s Voluntary Service armband, a shapeless WVS beret, and thick-soled sensible shoes. Her eyes widened when she saw the array of discarded pins and twists of cotton wool on Louise’s dressing table.


‘For goodness’ sake,’ she said, striding across the room to turn off the electric light and open the blackout curtains. ‘I told you I had to leave early this morning. Why are you wasting time with that now?’


Louise shrugged. ‘Daddy told me off when I got home from the pub last night,’ she said. ‘He said I looked unkempt and I’d never find another husband if I didn’t take more pride in my appearance.’


Her mother made an exasperated gesture. ‘Well you’re hardly likely to find a husband in an armament factory, are you? Anyway, it’s too soon to be thinking like that,’ she added more gently as she left the room. ‘It’s not six months yet since poor Jack died.’


Louise almost laughed. Because that was another of her New Year’s resolutions. Much as she missed Jack, she was determined to find another husband as quickly as possible. In the absence of the ability to fund her own accommodation, a husband was her route to freedom, a route out of her parents’ house.


And you never knew who you might meet on the way to work these days. After four interminable years of war, it now seemed as though an invasion of France might be edging onto the War Office agenda, and as a result there were lots of soldiers, and more importantly, officers, milling about all over London. Louise wasn’t particularly knowledgeable about the progress of the war, but she knew an officer when she saw one, and she didn’t want to miss her chance if one of them happened to be on the lookout for a wife.


To that end she had decided not only to be nicer but to revert to her maiden name. Men weren’t interested in grumpy widows, or if they were, as an unlucky relationship with a sweet-talking cad last year had taught her, it was only for one thing.


‘Don’t forget to let the chickens out,’ her mother called from the landing. ‘And do hurry up, Louise. Daddy is getting impatient. He needs to get off to work.’


Louise delicately applied a frugal smear of Pond’s cream to her face.


‘So do I,’ she said. She glanced at the clock on her bedside table. She had got into trouble earlier in the week for cutting it too fine. Being late was a dismissible offence. Mr Gregg had let her off that time with a warning. He knew she was one of his best machine-tool operatives. But she couldn’t afford another misdemeanour.


Why can’t stupid Daddy get his own breakfast? she thought crossly. But her father, Greville Rutherford, wasn’t that kind of man. As well as being the owner of the local brewery, he was also the commander of the Clapham Home Guard battalion, and a churchwarden. All in all, he was a pillar of the community. And pillars of the community apparently saw it as their God-given right to be served and obeyed by their womenfolk.


Giving her face a quick dusting of Max Factor face powder, also recommended by Vogue for a ‘healthy, finished look’, Louise stood up and surveyed herself in the long mirror on the wardrobe door. She smiled and preened slightly, pleased with her new hairstyle. The demure curls complemented her pale clear skin and her nicely proportioned features. She looked gratifyingly pretty and fashionable in a discreet, patriotic way, although she suspected that her new slimline slacks would not go down well with her father. Even now, at this stage of the war, he disapproved of women wearing trousers. But it was icy cold outside and Louise was conserving her last two pairs of nylons for a special occasion. She was damned if she was going to walk all the way down to Gregg Brothers with bare legs.




Part One




Chapter One


Louise knew her father well. His eyes did indeed bulge alarmingly when she came into the breakfast room wearing her new figure-hugging corduroys. He himself was looking very correct in his well-pressed Home Guard uniform, his carefully polished major’s crowns gleaming on his epaulettes.


‘Goodness me, Louise,’ he expostulated. ‘What do you think you look like?’ 


‘Oh Daddy, really,’ Louise said. ‘Lots of girls wear trousers nowadays.’ 


‘Not girls of our class.’ 


‘It’s nothing to do with class,’ Louise insisted. ‘It’s to do with warmth and practicality. There is a war on, you know.’ 


‘Don’t be facetious,’ he said, taking his place at the head of the table.


Louise quailed. Her father might be out-of-date, but it was dangerous to annoy him. ‘I’m not being facetious,’ she said. ‘Those frumpy Auxiliary Territorial Service girls who manage the barrage balloons up on the common all wear trousers. And some of them are perfectly posh.’ 


He snorted and Louise realised her mistake. Her father didn’t approve of women in the armed forces, posh or not. According to him, they caused discipline problems. And to be fair, some of the current jokes bore him out. ‘Up with the lark, to bed with a Wren’ was one that was doing the rounds at the moment. But knowing that wasn’t the kind of thing her father would find at all funny, Louise refrained from mentioning it, and instead withdrew to the kitchen to dish up his porridge.


There was no sign of any eggs, and she certainly didn’t have time to go grubbing around in her mother’s henhouse looking for some. Instead she cut two meagre slices of bread and laid them under the grill, then carried the porridge bowls through to the breakfast room. 


In the good old pre-war days the Rutherfords had had a cook and a maid. But such luxuries were hard to come by nowadays, and when Jack had died and Louise had been forced to move back in, her mother had made it very clear that she expected her to do her fair share of the household tasks. Considerably more than her fair share as it turned out, since her mother spent all her time at the café that she ran with Mrs Carter down at the other end of Lavender Road, or endlessly beavering about with the stupid old WVS.


It didn’t seem to occur to her parents that Louise might be too exhausted after working long shifts at the factory to do chores. But then they didn’t approve of her working at the factory in the first place. They didn’t like her consorting with what her father called ‘the hoi polloi’. Nor, for the same reason, had they approved of her helping out at the local pub this week while her friend Katy Frazer, the landlady, was in hospital giving birth to her second baby. But it had been an opportunity to practise being nice and obliging, and in fact Louise had rather enjoyed it, especially the way Katy’s inadequate bar staff had jumped about to her command.


Aware that her father was watching her beadily, Louise sprinkled a fastidiously small teaspoon of sugar onto her porridge. He, of course, ate his with salt.


‘I don’t suppose those girls chose to be in the ATS,’ she remarked as she began to eat. ‘But they’ve been called up for war work. Just like me at Gregg Brothers.’ 


But her father wasn’t impressed by her stoic patriotism. ‘Well, you girls had better enjoy tinkering about with your little jobs while you can,’ he said. ‘Because once the war is won and the men come back, you’ll be expected to resume your domestic duties at home where you belong.’ He glanced over towards the kitchen door. ‘Talking of which, is that burning toast I can smell?’


He was clearly pleased with his little joke, but as she rushed back to the kitchen, Louise didn’t find it funny. She liked her job; it might be boring and repetitive, but she got a surprising amount of satisfaction from doing it well.


‘It’s not fair to say I’m just tinkering about,’ she said as she set the toast rack down with a slight thump in front of him a minute later. ‘Or to call it a little job. I’m doing exactly the same work as a man.’


‘Then let me ask you this,’ he said. ‘Are you being paid the same as a man?’


‘Well, no,’ Louise admitted. She took a slice of toast and spread it with a thin smear of her mother’s home-made raspberry jam. ‘But that’s not fair either.’


Her father had been making an ostentatious show of scraping the burnt bits off his own slice of toast, but now his knife stopped in mid-air. ‘Fair? Don’t talk to me about fair. We’re at war, young lady, and the only reason you have a job at all is in order to free up fit young men to fight.’


Louise felt her resentment rising. Despite her best intentions, she couldn’t resist the opportunity to goad him. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘And that’s exactly the same as what the Home Guard does, isn’t it? Freeing up fitter men to fight.’


It was a mistake. 


His knife slammed back onto the table. ‘Exactly the same . . .? I’ll have you know, Louise, that all the men of my acquaintance are ready and willing to sacrifice themselves for their country. Look at your husband. Look at your brothers. Bertram gave his life for his country at El Alamein. And now Douglas is in North Africa waiting to be posted to the front line in Italy. Is that something you would be prepared to do?’


He fixed her with an angry stare and nodded with satisfaction as her own heated gaze wavered and fell back to her plate. ‘No, I thought not. And do you hear Douglas saying it’s not fair? You certainly don’t. He can’t wait to go and do his duty.’ Louise could hear the pride in his voice, and scowled resentfully. Her army-mad younger brother had always been the apple of her father’s eye.


Greville paused to take a mouthful of toast. ‘So that’s the last I want to hear of this subversive nonsense,’ he said. ‘Discipline, honour, duty, self-sacrifice, courage. These are things you girls don’t understand. The truth is that women are intrinsically unsuited to danger.’


‘Do you really believe that?’ Louise wasn’t very keen on danger herself, but she knew women who had found themselves in very dangerous situations and coped perfectly well. 


Her father finished his toast and put down his knife. ‘It’s not a question of believing it or not believing it,’ he said. ‘It’s a fact of life.’ He gave a short laugh. ‘Can you imagine the panic that would ensue if women were posted to the front line? There’s no time to powder your nose when you’re under fire, you know. There’s a natural order, Louise. Obviously in wartime we have to adapt to different situations, but when it comes down to it, you have to accept that we all have our place.’ He patted his mouth with his napkin. ‘And just now yours is in the kitchen. I don’t want your mother to come home and find you have left everything in a mess as usual.’


With that he stood up, scattering toast crumbs all over the floor. ‘You may have time to sit around arguing about things you don’t understand, but I have a business to run, and a war to fight.’


Lying in bed in her mother’s house in Lavender Road listening to her sixteen-year-old sister Angie’s pitifully inadequate attempts to be quiet as she lumbered about in the dark bedroom getting ready to go to work, Jen Carter was wishing the last six months could be erased from her memory.


Jen was an up-and-coming actress, and last summer she had set off in high excitement for an ENSA tour of North Africa. But her ship had been torpedoed in the Mediterranean and she had ended up in a prisoner-of-war camp in Italy. The conditions had been horrible and the treatment they had received from their Nazi guards even worse. In the end, in desperation, she and Molly Coogan, a fellow survivor from the shipwreck, had managed to escape, eventually making their way to France, and then to newly liberated Corsica.


It hadn’t been easy, but they had been resourceful, intrepid and incredibly lucky. And for a few days when she got home Jen had felt like a bit of a celebrity.


But that had quickly worn off and, somewhat to her surprise, Jen had found that the last thing in the world she wanted to do was talk about her ordeal. She didn’t even want to think about it. All she wanted to do was hide away and recover her equilibrium. And ideally to sleep.


But even that was proving impossible.


Last night Angie had come crashing in at midnight and insisted on regaling her with an account of some dance hall she and Gino had been to, and how quickly the wonderful Gino had picked up the steps to the jitterbug. For Jen, already dangerously close to the end of her tether, it had been almost more than she could bear. An hour later, as Angie snored away contentedly and Jen lay awake tossing and turning, she had been hard pressed not to smother her sister with a pillow.


‘Oh for goodness’ sake, Angie, put the light on,’ she said now as Angie tripped over something and bumped into her bed.


Angie giggled and flicked on the light switch. ‘I was trying not to wake you,’ she said.


Shielding her eyes from the sudden glare, Jen braced herself for an onslaught of her sister’s relentless good humour. But thankfully she was saved by a shout from her mother downstairs.


‘Are you ready, Angie?’


‘Nearly,’ Angie called back. ‘I’ll catch you up. I’m just going to say goodbye to Gino.’


There was a slight pause, then their mother’s voice again, this time distinctly unenthusiastic. ‘Well don’t take too long about it,’ she said. ‘We’re going to be short-handed in the café today, don’t forget, because Mrs Rutherford is going to one of her WVS meetings.’


Angie waited until the front door slammed, then gave a gleeful little chuckle and switched off the light. ‘You can go back to sleep now,’ she said.


A moment later, Jen heard her scratch on Gino’s door. And then that door opened and closed and Jen heard no more. She hesitated for a second, then resolutely pulled the bedclothes up over her head.


Angie had met Gino on the farm in Devon where she and their younger brother Paul had been billeted as evacuees at the beginning of the war. Paul was still there, but Angie had been sent back in disgrace for consorting with the Italian prisoners of war who were working on the farm. And now this blasted Gino had turned up here in London with the intention of marrying her.


Since Italy had changed sides, technically Gino was no longer the enemy, but what Angie saw in him was anybody’s guess. A more unprepossessing young man was hard to imagine. He had a mournful expression, greasy hair and sallow skin. He was also plump almost to the point of corpulence, although why that was Jen couldn’t imagine, because he turned his nose up at every dish her mother presented him with. ‘What is this, please?’ he would enquire. Then, when he was told it was mashed turnip or pilchard pie, he would push it sadly to the side of his plate with his fork. 


For a few minutes Jen did indeed try to go back to sleep, but as the silence continued, she knew she was going to have to intervene. She couldn’t just close her eyes and let her younger sister do something she might later regret.


Irritably she got out of bed, wrapping her eiderdown round her shoulders. ‘Angie?’ she called, shivering. ‘You’re going to be late for work.’


There was no response. Jen banged on the door. ‘What’s going on in there?’ There was still no answer, so reluctantly she went in.


In any other circumstances, and if she hadn’t already felt so grumpy, the scene that greeted her would have caused her to laugh out loud. Plump little Gino, dressed in one of her brothers’ striped pyjamas, was lying flat on his back with Angie spread-eagled on top of him. In order to get his hand up Angie’s skirt, he had twisted round so far that his head and right shoulder had slipped off the side of the narrow bed.


Angie, whose wake-up kiss apparently had the same kind of suction as a drain plunger, had been dragged down with him, which had seriously unbalanced the whole proceedings. They were both now in imminent danger of falling off the side of the bed. So much so that Gino’s spare hand was already flailing frantically, trying to get purchase on the bedclothes. But he was impeded by the over-long arms of the pyjamas, and sure enough, even as Jen uttered a shocked ‘Angie!’, they both fell gracelessly to the floor in a tangle of limbs and bedding. 


Angie, inevitably, thought the whole thing was hilarious.


‘Don’t be so prudish, Jen,’ she said as she followed her sister downstairs a few minutes later. ‘We were only having a quick kiss and a cuddle. We’re not going to go the whole way, not until we’re married.’


‘Judging from what I saw, there didn’t seem all that much further you could go,’ Jen said sourly.


For a moment it looked as though Angie was going to take issue with this, but luckily she caught sight of the clock.


‘Blimey,’ she said. ‘I’d better get going or Mum will kill me.’


And with that, having bellowed a few final endearments up the stairs to Gino, who was still recovering from Jen’s untimely interruption, she finally took herself off to work.


Shutting the door firmly behind her, Jen padded down the narrow passage to the kitchen to make herself a cup of tea. It was so cold she could see her own breath. By the time the kettle boiled, despite the eiderdown round her shoulders, she was freezing. And not only freezing, but feeling even more out of sorts than she had before.


And this time she knew why. Angie’s mad unthinking passion for Gino could hardly help but draw attention to her own very mixed feelings about Henry Keller.


Henry Keller epitomised everything any right-minded girl would want. Not only was he a successful theatre producer, he was also charming, handsome and thoroughly well-to-do. He had his own flat in Knightsbridge, one of the most fashionable parts of London, for goodness’ sake. He was generous, funny, and keen to help her with her career. What more could she possibly want? 


What indeed? If everyone thought she was clever to have escaped from the Nazis, they thought she was an utter fool not to jump at the opportunity of marrying Henry Keller. 


Henry had proposed to her almost the instant she had arrived back in London, and it had taken her completely by surprise. Yes, he had flirted with her a bit during the previous year, when she was performing in one of his ENSA productions, and she had been flattered by his interest in her, but he had never given her any indication then that he actually wanted to marry her. Even now Jen wasn’t really sure that he did. She suspected his proposal had been a spur-of-the-moment thing, born out of his relief at seeing her back in England safe and (apparently) sound. It was certainly at odds with his normal measured behaviour.


But unfortunately, arriving back in England after her ordeal in Italy, she hadn’t been in a fit state to make such a life-changing decision. So she had prevaricated and that had made it all much worse.


All she really wanted to do was to step off the world for a while and wait for everything to be over. Not just the current awkwardness with Henry. The war too. The danger. The disruption. The trauma.


She blamed the stupid warmongering leaders, Hitler, Mussolini, Roosevelt and Churchill, and all the brutal, bloodthirsty men who followed their orders.


Not that Henry was brutal or bloodthirsty. As one of the key figures in ENSA, he was in fact in a so-called reserved occupation. But that didn’t help Jen. It might have been easier if he’d been away fighting the Germans somewhere abroad. At least she would have had time to think. But no, the blasted man was right here in London, waiting for her to make up her mind.


And in the meantime, she had nothing to do except kick around her mother’s house trying to avoid Gino. 


Even now, she could hear him trundling downstairs and knew that she would be obliged to make him some breakfast. Over the last week he had followed her round the house like a puppy. Despite having been in England for well over a year, pretty much ever since his platoon had surrendered to General Montgomery’s forces in North Africa in fact, Gino could barely string two words of English together. So Jen was compelled to talk to him in the really quite competent Italian she had picked up in the five months she had been in Italy.


He came shuffling nervously into the kitchen now, wearing an overcoat over the pyjamas, a muffler round his neck and Angie’s bedroom slippers on his feet.


‘Good God,’ Jen said with a choke of laughter. ‘You look like Charlie Chaplin.’


Gino’s sheepish expression turned to one of dismay. ‘Non capisco,’ he said. ‘I don’t know who is this persons.’


‘Oh, forget it,’ Jen said irritably, pushing a cup towards him. ‘Just drink your tea. And don’t you dare complain there’s no sugar, because thanks to you being here, we’ve run out. Non c’è zucchero. A causa tuo è finito.’


She knew she was taking out her own frustration on him. But Gino seemed impervious. All he wanted to do was talk about Italy, his mamma, his village in Lazio, his vast numbers of relatives, and the beautiful food they all apparently used to eat together in the sunshine. The London winter didn’t suit him at all. But Jen’s mother, Joyce, had forbidden them to light the fire until she came home from work. Coal was both rationed and expensive. And Jen certainly wasn’t going to waste her money on keeping Gino warm. Especially as there was no sign of him making an effort to earn any of his own.


Instead he shivered around the house like some unhappy tropical animal stuck in London Zoo. The only time his eyes lit up was when Angie came home from waitressing at her mother’s café, and then their gooey-eyed hand-holding and surreptitious fondling made Jen feel quite sick.


‘It makes so cold,’ Gino moaned now as he sipped his unsweetened tea with distaste. ‘Why is this England always so cold?


‘If you hate it so much, why don’t you go back to Italy and fight for your country?’ Jen snapped at him suddenly.


But he just shook his head sadly. ‘I no soldier. Mia mamma no want me to die.’ As he smiled pitifully, Jen suddenly wanted to punch him. Or better still, stab him through the heart with the bread knife.


She realised she couldn’t bear it another moment. Flinging the dregs of her tea in the sink, she turned back to the stairs.


‘You’ll have to sort out your own breakfast today. I don’t feel very well. I’m going back to bed.’


Louise did her best to tidy up the kitchen. It wasn’t part of her plan to deliberately annoy her parents. But sometimes they tried her patience to the absolute limit. She was still seething at her father’s chauvinistic attitude as she hurried down the drive. Ahead of her the wide expanse of Clapham Common looked cold and grim in the early-morning light, matching her mood.


As she rounded the corner onto Lavender Road, she was almost knocked for six by a boy on a go-cart. As she leapt hastily to one side with a shocked scream, he screeched to a stop, and she recognised him as George Nelson, the adopted son of Pam and Alan Nelson, who lived in Lavender Road.


He was looking at her in some concern. As well he should, Louise thought angrily, as she clamped a hand to her hip. She had fractured her pelvis when a bomb exploded on Balham Underground station in 1940, and even though the doctors said her bones had mended satisfactorily, she was still left with a slight limp.


As the pain receded, she turned back crossly to George Nelson.


‘Why aren’t you at school?’


‘I’m on my way to school.’


‘Your school is in the opposite direction.’


‘I’m going the long way round.’


Louise regarded him suspiciously. She wouldn’t put it past him to have deliberately given her a scare. With his wide innocent eyes, soft blond curls and angelic features, he looked as though butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth, but she knew from previous experience that he was a slippery little blighter.


Only last week she had caught him climbing over the wall that separated her parents’ substantial garden from the back yards of the much smaller houses of Lavender Road. He had claimed that he was retrieving a ball, but there had been no sign of any ball, and Louise had suspected him of having some other nefarious purpose for the trespass: stealing eggs from her mother’s henhouse, perhaps.


Even as she had the thought, her hand flew to her mouth. Damn. In her aggravation with her father, she had completely forgotten to let the chickens out.


‘What’s the matter?’ George asked. ‘You look as though you’ve seen a ghost.’


‘I’ll be seeing your ghost if you’re not careful,’ Louise said grimly. ‘Now buzz off or you’ll be late for school.’ She glanced at her watch and groaned. She hadn’t time to go back. Nor had she time to call at the pub to check that everything was ready for Katy and the new baby’s return. In fact she was barely going to have time to get to work. That was all she needed, she thought as she limped on down the road: another disciplinary encounter with Mr Gregg. If she lost her job, she really would be sunk.


Katy Frazer couldn’t wait to get out of hospital. There had been a slight complication as she gave birth, and even though baby Caroline, named after her husband Ward’s mother in Canada, was bonny and healthy, Katy still felt as though her nether regions were occupied by a large hedgehog. But that was the least of her troubles. Despite Ward’s efforts to reassure her that everything was well at the pub, she had begun to suspect from remarks let slip by some of her other visitors that things weren’t running quite as smoothly as he made out.


Ward might be a wonderful, if often absent, husband, but he was not a natural landlord.


But it wasn’t Ward’s easy-going nature that caused her visitors to squirm and change the subject. Nor was it the unruliness of Lucky, the ridiculously large dog he had brought back with him from Corsica as a Christmas present for two-year-old Malcolm. Nor the inadequacies of Katy’s nervous, flustered mother, who was meant to be helping out while she was in hospital. No, what everyone was trying tactfully to conceal from her was the intrusive bossiness of her friend Louise Rutherford, who had for some reason taken it upon herself to oversee Katy’s small, invaluable and, up until now, loyal staff.


Jen was the only person who had actually spoken out. But then Jen was never one to pull her punches. ‘I don’t know how Elsa has put up with Louise,’ she had said. ‘She’s run the poor girl ragged with all her commands.’


‘Oh dear,’ Katy said. ‘I’m sure she’s only trying to be helpful.’


‘Helpful? Jen had snorted. ‘If you put a little black moustache on her, you’d be forgiven for thinking that Adolf bloody Hitler was running the pub.’


‘But Ward said—’


Jen gave a sour laugh. ‘She doesn’t do it when Ward’s there. Oh no, then she’s all sweetness and light.’ She put on an exaggerated lisping version of Louise’s posh finishing-school voice. ‘Yes, Ward, no, Ward, three bags full, Ward.’


Katy had been forced to laugh, but she could well believe it. Louise had always had a bit of a thing for Ward. ‘I don’t want her terrorising Elsa,’ she said. ‘Can’t you say something to her?’


But Jen had raised her hands defensively. ‘Oh no,’ she said. ‘I’m not getting involved. It’s nothing to do with me.’


And that had surprised Katy. It wasn’t like Jen to back off from a wrangle. But since she had come back from Italy, she had been different somehow. Certainly not her usual feisty self. Ward had noticed it too, but he felt she just needed time to adjust to normal life again.


Time, Katy thought now as she gathered her things together ready for Ward to come and collect her. Time was the one commodity lacking in her own life. But maybe Jen just did need time to get over her ordeal. And Ward should know. As someone who spent most of his time working undercover in enemy territory, he more than anyone must understand what it was like to be living in fear of your life one minute, and rejoining the real world the next. 


Katy was checking for the hundredth time that baby Caroline was snugly asleep in the wicker carrying basket when she heard his voice outside her door, and her heart lurched. Even now, after nearly three years, albeit intermittent ones, of marriage, Ward’s Canadian accent still had the power to make her pulse accelerate.


Straightening up painfully, she swung round as the door opened. And there he was. Her husband. Her gorgeous husband, his thick dark hair slightly frosted from the cold, his grey eyes seeking hers, and his faintly apologetic smile already curling round her heart and squeezing it tight.


‘What is it?’ she said, alarmed. ‘What’s happened?’


‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Nothing at all. It’s just that, well, I guess there was a bit of wild dancing in the bar the other night and one or two chairs got broken. And I’m afraid Malcolm has figured out how the soda siphons work and keeps trying to squirt your mother. Oh, and Lucky has eaten the lamb chops I got to celebrate your homecoming.’




Chapter Two


‘You don’t look quite yourself, Mrs Carter. Is there anything I can do to help?’


Startled by the courteous question, Joyce Carter looked up from sorting the café cutlery to find her friend Mr Lorenz watching her in some concern from the other side of the counter.


She hadn’t noticed him come in, and was conscious she had been swearing under her breath as she disentangled the forks and spoons from the jumble Angie had left yesterday afternoon in her unseemly haste to get home to Gino. 


‘I wish there was,’ she said. She raised her voice and called through the hatch. ‘A round of toast for Mr Lorenz, Angie, and quick about it.’ Then she lowered her voice again. ‘I’m trying to think of a way to get rid of Gino.’


Mr Lorenz looked at her keenly, and Joyce was aware of a slight feeling of breathlessness. Because Mr Lorenz was, in fact, more than just a friend. Not in any physical way. Goodness, no. Nobody could be more correct in that department than Albert Lorenz. But out of the blue, just before Christmas, he had asked her to marry him. And since then, Joyce had felt self-conscious around him. Not that she didn’t like him, because she did. She liked him rather a lot, even if he was the local pawnbroker, and Jewish. She wasn’t bothered about that. No, it was the thought of getting married that terrified her. 


She had been married before, of course. And the less said about that the better. Her husband, Stanley, had been a violent drunkard, and it had been a distinct relief when he had died. Albert Lorenz, on the other hand, had never been married at all.


Aware of her fears, he had suggested that they go on a little holiday to give them a chance to spend some time together, away from the curious eyes of their friends and family. To a hotel or a guest house. Perhaps by the sea. With separate rooms, of course, he had assured her hastily. 


And Joyce had come round to thinking that that sounded rather nice. But then this damn Italian boy, Gino, had turned up and thrown everything into disarray.


‘You don’t approve of him?’ Mr Lorenz said now.


Joyce stared at him. ‘Of course I don’t approve of him. He’s an awful fellow. He’s completely clueless, and lazy, and Italian.’


She couldn’t quite bring herself to admit it to Mr Lorenz, but one of the things that annoyed her most about the ill-favoured Gino was that he turned his nose up at her cooking.


Of course Gino had failed to bring a ration book with him from his POW camp in Devon, so she had been forced to scrimp on the family meals. But she had done her best. Although frankly she would have preferred to let him starve, which, to be honest, if he stayed much longer, he was in danger of doing. 


As Gino spoke so little English, it was hard to find out why he wouldn’t eat, but when she had got Jen to ask him in Italian the other night, he had replied with a mournful shrug, ‘This food, it has no flavour.’ And that had annoyed her even more.


‘He can’t help being Italian,’ Mr Lorenz remarked mildly. ‘And he and Angie seem very fond of each other.’


Joyce snorted. ‘They can’t keep their hands off each other, if that’s what you mean.’


He smiled at her over his wire-rimmed spectacles. ‘Young love, Mrs Carter.’ He raised his eyebrows a fraction. ‘Does it not make you feel a little compassionate?’


Joyce suddenly felt unaccountably flustered. ‘No, it doesn’t,’ she said. ‘Angie is far too young, and—’


‘What am I too young for?’ Angie asked, coming through with Mr Lorenz’s toast. She stared at Joyce anxiously. ‘I hope you aren’t going to stop me going to the dance competition at the Streatham Locarno tonight? I know the minimum age is seventeen, but they’ll never know. Especially not when they see me dance with Gino.’ She turned eagerly to Mr Lorenz. ‘We make such a good couple, Mr Lorenz. Luckily Gino lets me lead because I know the steps better than him.’


‘Ah,’ Mr Lorenz said gravely. ‘Yes, I imagine that must be a great help.’


Joyce eyed him suspiciously and caught a fleeting look of amusement on his face. That annoyed her too. Albert should be on her side, not Angie’s. It was all very well for him to find it funny. It wouldn’t be so funny if Gino got Angie pregnant and then scarpered back to Italy as soon as the war was over. Who would be left holding the baby then? It was hardly going to be Albert Lorenz, was it?


Joyce glanced around at her loyal customers enjoying their breakfasts. The café was her pride and joy. She and Mrs Rutherford had worked hard to make it the success it was. She hoped Angie’s idiotic teenage crush wasn’t going to spoil it all for her. ‘Angie, you haven’t got time to stand around gossiping,’ she said sharply. ‘Mr and Mrs Wilkes are still waiting for their omelettes.’


‘Lawks, I’d forgotten all about them.’ Angie giggled apologetically and winked at Mr Lorenz. ‘Now Gino’s here, my head’s all up in the clouds.’ 


As her daughter bumbled back into the kitchen, Joyce buttered Mr Lorenz’s toast angrily. ‘He’s got to go. I’ve made up my mind.’ And what was more, she was going to make his lack of food coupons her excuse. She could hardly tell Angie that she thought her boyfriend was a waste of space. She would just tell her she couldn’t afford to keep him. If he wasn’t prepared to join up and fight, then he would have to go back to Devon and work on the land, like the rest of the POWs. After all, why should he get off scot free when her three eldest sons were doing their bit for the war? Not that poor Bob was doing much, admittedly, stuck in a POW camp in Germany, but before that he had been fighting with the best of them in North Africa.


Joyce sighed. What a time they lived in when boys had to put their lives on the line just because some raving madman in Germany wanted to rule the world. Thank goodness at least her youngest son, Paul, was safe on Mrs Baxter’s farm in Devon. And if the invasion of France came this year, as everyone expected, then surely the war would be over before he was old enough to be called up.


‘And what about Jen?’ Mr Lorenz enquired. ‘Has she made up her mind about Mr Keller?’


‘I don’t know,’ Joyce said. She cut the toast into squares and glared at it. What was the matter with her two daughters? They’d got it the wrong way around. At exactly the same time that Angie was encouraging this dismal Italian, Jen was spurning Henry Keller, one of the nicest, most eligible men you could hope to find. 


She turned to the tea urn and placed a teapot under the spout. ‘All I know is, if she’s not quick about it, she’s likely to miss the boat,’ she said. ‘A man like that isn’t going to be kept dangling for ever.’


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Mr Lorenz murmured as he took his teacup and plate. ‘I would wait until the earth froze over for you, Mrs Carter.’


By dint of half walking, half running the whole way to the factory, Louise had made it just in time.


‘You’ve cut it fine,’ remarked Mr Pitt, the kindly old door clerk, as he punched her card on the time clock.


Louise was still out of breath, so she didn’t respond, but when one of her co-workers suggested that she had probably been out on the razzle the night before, she swung round crossly.


‘As it happens, I was helping out at the Flag and Garter on Lavender Road,’ she retorted stiffly. 


‘Oh, I say,’ the man lisped sarcastically. ‘I suppose that’s one of the pubs Daddy owns?’


It was, of course. Her father’s brewery owned most of the local pubs. But as Louise racked her brains for a suitably cutting retort, her bench-mate, a large, kind-hearted woman called Doris Smith, poked her hard in the ribs. ‘Don’t rise to his bait,’ she said.


Louise made a face. ‘I wish he’d leave me alone.’ She raised her voice provocatively. ‘Of course I’m much better at cutting bolts than he is, and he knows it. Maybe that’s his problem.’


Perhaps luckily, the bell went then and the first drills began to shriek. Once all the machinery got going, the noise in the factory was deafening, but Louise had got used to it. She had got used to the dirt, too. The tips of her fingers were permanently stained these days from the sulphur grease they used to lubricate the machines, but she didn’t care. She liked working at Gregg Bros. She liked the power of the lathe, the precision of the parting tool. She liked the crunchy feel of the tiny spirals of metal offcuts, the swarf, under her feet. Most of all she liked being good at the job. It was intricate work requiring intense concentration. The danger of making a mistake was high. One slip of the blade and you could easily lose a finger. But in terms of output, she was second only to Doris Smith.


And up until now she had liked the anonymity of the factory. She had forged a strange kind of friendship with Doris, and she had a pretty good relationship with Larry Gregg, the factory owner. The rest of the workforce, which mostly comprised men who hadn’t been called up due to age or infirmity, had accepted her as a quick, dextrous worker, and that was that.


But then this wretched new man, Don Wellington, had arrived and spoiled the easy camaraderie of the place. For her, at least. Other people seemed to find him amusing, and egged him on by laughing at his pitiful jibes and jokes. One or two of the women even flirted with him, apparently attracted by his spivvy clothes and risqué conversation. But Louise couldn’t bear him. In an attempt to put him in his place, she had once mentioned that her father owned the Rutherford & Berry brewery. He had never let her forget it.


‘Watch out,’ Doris muttered. ‘You’d better get your skates on. Here comes Mr Gregg.’


But instead of harrying them to work harder as he normally did, this morning Larry Gregg called for them to down tools.


‘Right,’ he announced, as the machines quietened. ‘There’s a nice little War Office contract in the offing and I want to secure it. So by the end of this week I want everything looking spick and span.’


‘What’s the contract for?’ Don Wellington asked.


Larry Gregg tapped the side of his nose. ‘I can’t tell you that,’ he said. ‘It’s hush-hush. But what I can tell you is that for some of you it might mean a few more bob in your pay packet.’ 


There was a murmur of interest at that. ‘About time too,’ someone murmured.


One of the older women called out, ‘What? For us girls too? I’ll believe that when I see it.’


‘Well you won’t see it if you don’t keep your mouth shut, Mrs Gibbons,’ Mr Gregg retorted. ‘And don’t think just because I want you to tidy up that I’m not looking at productivity, because I am. Only the best of you will get the new work.’


‘Mrs Gibbons is right,’ Louise muttered to Doris as they turned back to their bench. ‘He always favours the men.’


‘Don’t you start,’ Doris said. ‘My advice is to keep your head down and get on with it. And—’


‘You’re a woman after my own heart, Doris,’ Don Wellington interrupted. He gave a crude laugh. ‘That’s generally my advice to pretty girls too.’


For a moment Louise didn’t understand the joke, then she quickly averted her gaze. But unfortunately Don Wellington had noticed the sudden colour in her cheeks. ‘Well, well,’ he smirked. ‘So we aren’t quite as innocent as we make out, then? Goodness me, I hope Daddy doesn’t know that.’


Forgetting all about her resolution to be nice, Louise was just about to snap out an angry retort when Doris started up her lathe, drowning out any possibility of further conversation. Louise glared at her, but Doris just shrugged her fat shoulders.


‘Actions speak louder than words,’ she yelled over the racket. ‘And I want that pay rise.’ 


Having seen her husband off to work and George off to school, Pam Nelson turned her attention to baby Nellie. At thirteen months, Nellie wasn’t quite walking yet, but she was a placid, smiley child and Pam’s task for the morning was to take her down to the Welfare Centre to collect the allocation of orange juice, milk and cod liver oil that the Ministry of Food provided for the under fives.


Pam loved her little daughter with all her heart. And so she should, because Nellie represented the miraculous outcome of a longing so intense and so debilitating that it had almost caused the end of Pam’s relationship with Alan. But as she set about wrapping the little girl up nice and warm, Pam was aware of a sense of guilt. Because dealing with Nellie was so much easier than dealing with George.


George’s own mother had been killed when her house, the one right opposite Pam and Alan’s on the other side of Lavender Road, collapsed on top of her during the Blitz. George had been left an orphan, and unable to conceive a child of their own, Pam and Alan had decided to adopt him.


Pam loved George too, of course. But he wasn’t an easy child, and just recently he had developed a worrying predilection for violence. But when she expressed her concerns to her friends, they invariably responded with reassuring phrases like ‘he’ll grow out of it’, or ‘boys will be boys’. 


That was all very well, Pam thought as she lifted Nellie into the pram, but boys didn’t generally kill people. 


Just before Christmas, George had been responsible for the death of a man called Barry Fish. Nobody knew precisely what had happened. George had gleefully admitted to firing a stone at him from his catapult, but whether it was the stone that had actually killed the unfortunate Mr Fish, or whether it had merely caused him to fall over and smash his head on the ground, wasn’t clear.


And in the event, nobody much cared, not even the police, because Mr Fish had turned out to be a nasty piece of work with a history of molesting schoolgirls.


To George’s dismay, his involvement had been carefully hushed up. ‘But he was a bad man,’ he had protested indignantly. ‘He deserved to die.’


Pam hadn’t known what to say. How could you convince a ten year old that killing was wrong, when you were stuck in the middle of a war in which hundreds of thousands of people had already died violent deaths? How could you even teach right and wrong? Hitler was evil. There was no doubt about that. But it was harder to feel that German civilians, for example, deserved to die in such numbers from the relentless RAF bombing raids. It had been given out on the wireless that two thousand tons of bombs had been dropped on Berlin only yesterday.


Pam hated those smug War Office statistics. Some of the Germans who’d died were probably as innocent as she was; they just happened to be living in the wrong place at the wrong time. Not that she would ever dream of saying such a thing out loud, of course. The only person who had ever dared to express anything like that had been a lodger they’d had at the very beginning of the war. A young Irishman, Sean Byrne. ‘There’s going to be bloodshed like never before,’ he had said. ‘And what I’m asking, Mrs Nelson, is will it be worth it?’


And now, suddenly, Pam remembered that that wasn’t the only thing Sean Byrne had been asking. The truth was that she had been tempted. She and Alan had been having a difficult patch at that time. Due to some trivial medical condition, Alan had been turned down for the forces just when everyone else was joining up, wanting to be heroes. And it had demoralised him.


But then, mercifully, Sean had gone back to Ireland. And at Dunkirk, quiet, unobtrusive Alan had turned out to be a hero after all. Soon after that they had adopted George, and then Nellie had miraculously come along, and they had been happy ever since. Until now.


George had always been wilful – it was perfectly understandable after all he had been through – but this was more serious. This wasn’t just stealing Katy Frazer’s pram wheels to fit to his go-cart, or climbing over the back wall to scrump the odd apple from Mrs Rutherford’s orchard. When Pam had tried to scrub the dirt out of his hair in the bath yesterday, in the regulation four inches of water, she had noticed a huge bruise on his back. He had winced when she had touched it, but he refused to tell her how he had come by it. He just put on his mulish face and wouldn’t let her wash him any more. And now she was worried that he had got into some sort of trouble that she didn’t know about.


What she needed was for Alan to be firm. But Alan wasn’t good at being firm. One winsome glance from George’s innocent eyes, and any hope of discipline flew straight out of the window. What was more, with his job at the brewery and his new responsibilities as a corporal in the Home Guard, Alan was rarely at home anyway.


Maybe she could bribe the information out of George. Perhaps that would be easier. She checked she still had a sweet coupon in her ration book, then squeezed the pram out of the front door and set off determinedly towards Clapham Junction and Mallow’s, the only shop she knew of that still sold gobstoppers.


When Katy arrived back at the pub with Ward and the new baby, she immediately realised that things were worse than she had feared. Her mother was lying upstairs on her bed with a flannel over her eyes, and instead of getting ready for lunchtime opening, Elsa was on her knees in the cellar, trying desperately to scrub a floor that hadn’t been cleaned in five years. 


Katy didn’t know where to begin. Her mother was fragile at the best of times. For the last couple of years, frightened of the bombing in London, she had lived with Ward’s aunts in the country, but having bravely come up to town for Christmas, she had manfully stayed on to help out while Katy was in hospital. It clearly hadn’t been a success. 


Katy groaned, but a moment later all thoughts of her mother and Elsa were driven out of her mind. The back door opened and, with a hair-raising howl, Lucky bounded up the passage into the bar, followed by Malcolm.


As Lucky thrust his huge nose into the wicker carrycot, Katy felt a moment of panic. ‘Stop him, Ward,’ she shrieked. ‘He’s going to eat her.’


Ward laughed and patted the dog’s head. ‘Of course he won’t,’ he said. ‘He’s gentle as a lamb.’ But Katy couldn’t help noticing that he strategically placed the wicker basket on one of the bar tables, well out of Lucky’s reach. 


Although she felt ashamed of her outburst, Katy continued to eye the animal warily. Malcolm, though, seemed to have no qualms. ‘Mummy! Mummy! Lucky does like baby,’ he squealed in delight, scrambling onto a chair so that he could see his new sister.


Katy sighed. She had been away for two weeks and had fondly hoped that Malcolm might have missed her just a tiny bit. At two years old, most children were clingy and mummyish, but Malcolm was the complete opposite. He had clearly been having a whale of a time without her, terrorising his grandmother and becoming even more noisy and agile.


When everything had calmed down a little and Ward had taken baby Caroline upstairs to try and placate his mother-in-law, Katy went down into the cellar to remonstrate with Elsa.


‘Miss Louise said I must do it,’ Elsa said, looking up from her drudgery. ‘She said all the floors must be spotless clean when you came home.’


Katy looked at her in exasperation. Life had not been easy for Elsa Distel. She and her family had escaped from France just ahead of the order to round up Jews. Until Katy had hired her to help in the pub, the family had been virtually destitute. ‘But you were in charge, not Louise,’ she said. ‘You should have said no.’


Elsa hung her head. ‘I was afraid. Miss Louise, she is sometimes very strong . . .’ She tailed off, apparently unwilling to cast aspersions on Katy’s friend.


It wasn’t just Elsa who had been upset by Louise. Bella James, a fourteen-year-old schoolgirl who had been helping out in Katy’s absence, seemed equally thrown off balance.


‘She told me off for being too slow washing the glasses,’ she said. 


Even in her drab school uniform, Bella was one of the prettiest girls Katy had ever seen. With her youthful slenderness, dark hair, perfect features and flawless skin, she made even Jen, normally so lively and attractive, look colourless and weary.


It was unfortunate that Bella was the daughter of the local lady of the night. That and her youth made Katy uneasy about employing her in the public bar, but beggars couldn’t be choosers, and she had needed to provide Elsa with some extra help while she was out of action. She hadn’t known Louise was going to muscle in too.


Bella fingered a small wound on the ball of her thumb and glanced at Katy nervously through her long lashes. ‘I tried to be quicker, and then I dropped one and broke it, and she told me I was careless.’


Katy winced. Glasses were in short supply these days, and she hated the thought of them getting broken.


‘So what are you going to do about Louise?’ Jen said when Bella had gone off upstairs to see the baby. Jen had come over for a cup of tea and had been listening to Bella’s excuses with obvious amusement. ‘You could always set Lucky on her.’ 


Katy gave an obliging laugh, but inwardly she was groaning. All she wanted to do was settle down with her new daughter. She didn’t need all these problems.


Ward had done his best, but the person who should have been in charge, of course, was her mother. But her mother’s health was not good, although it wasn’t clear what exactly was wrong with her, apart from a nervous disposition and a reluctance to do anything she didn’t want to do. Her air of faded fragility and martyred sighs often had the effect of making Katy feel like throttling her. But despite her afflictions, Mary Parsons clearly felt she had to do her duty, and was unaware that her decision to stay on in London after Christmas had been met with less than enthusiasm by her daughter and son-in-law.


Jen put down her cup and stood up. ‘Talking of which, I’ve left that idiot Gino alone in the house. I’d better go back before he attempts to light the fire and burns the whole place down.’ 


But when Jen let herself into her mother’s house on the opposite side of the road, there was no sign of Gino. Nor was the fire lit. He had probably gone down to the café, even though her mother had forbidden him to set foot in there because of the distracting effect his presence had on Angie.


Relieved, Jen walked through to the kitchen. The surfaces were surprisingly neat and tidy, but there was a strange scattering of powder on the concrete floor by the sink. It took a while for her to work out what it was, but eventually she identified it as a mixture of salt and egg powder. Her mother would have a fit. Salt wasn’t particularly scarce, but egg powder was on the ration. Both of them cost money, and money had always been tight in the Carter household.


Even though the café was always busy, her mother still had to scrimp and save at home. Of course it was actually Mrs Rutherford’s café, and even though her mother did the lion’s share of the work, Jen was sure Mrs Rutherford took more than her fair share of the profits. Those posh types always knew which side their bread was buttered.


Thinking of bread, Jen turned towards the cupboard to make a sandwich. It was then that she noticed the letter propped up against an empty milk bottle on the sideboard. It was addressed to her in strong, confident handwriting.


After a brief moment’s hesitation, she tore it open.


My dear Jen,


I know I promised to wait for you to contact me, but something has come up, and I felt, in the circumstances, that you would want me to get in touch.


I ought to say straight away that I have no intention of using this missive to press you for a decision. As I hope you realise, I have no desire to force you into a relationship that you may later regret, although I do assure you that my feelings for you are unchanged. 


My reason for writing is that I have just bumped into Larry Olivier. He has recently finished filming Henry V in Ireland and it seems that he and Ralph Richardson are now intending to re-establish the Old Vic company back in London after its Blitz exile to the north. They are therefore on the lookout for some suitable cast, which isn’t easy with so many performers either serving in the forces or involved with ENSA. 


As yet their programme is not fully decided, but one of the plays he mentioned is Peer Gynt, in which, as you may know, there are a number of female roles. When I said I knew a promising young actress who might fit the bill, he seemed quite interested.


If the idea appeals to you, you should go on Friday lunchtime to the New Theatre in St Martin’s Lane, where they are holding some informal discussions. I recall that you know Juliet’s final soliloquy from R&J. I suggest you prepare something like that just in case they want to see you perform.


Yours, in haste (but with undimmed affection),


Henry


Before she had even finished reading the letter, Jen could feel her heart thumping uncomfortably. The Old Vic? Laurence Olivier? A chance to rub shoulders with the big names? A chance to prove that she had real talent? Even a walk-on part would be something amazing. Was Henry mad? Of course it appealed to her.


But even as she pulled out a chair and sat down at the kitchen table, she felt goose bumps breaking out on her skin. Damn Henry, the thought suddenly. Why did he have to bring this up now? When she felt so brought down, so out of practice and so unattractively thin.


In the past, it would have been her dearest dream to perform with that calibre of actor. But now the very thought of walking into a theatre made her feel nauseous. Let alone delivering Juliet’s dying speech.


She was surprised that Henry had remembered that. It had been such a long time ago, the first time she had ever met him, in fact, in a cinema during the Blitz. There had been a massive air raid and the manager had invited people to do turns on stage to while away the time once the main feature had ended. Henry had been in the audience with Ward Frazer.


Despite the sub-zero temperature in the kitchen, Jen could feel sweat in her armpits. Maybe she could pretend the letter got lost in the post. Or she could say she had something else on that day. But what? There was nothing more important than a chance to audition for the Old Vic company.


Even as half her brain frantically tried to think up excuses, a way out, the other half knew she was going to be at the New Theatre at St Martin’s Lane at lunchtime on Friday. She felt her stomach heave, and with a convulsive movement, she leapt to her feet and was sick into her mother’s sink.




Chapter Three


Celia Rutherford was indeed cross with Louise for failing to let the chickens out that morning. ‘Really, Louise,’ she said at supper. ‘It wasn’t much to ask. They’d gone to roost by the time I got in, so they’d had no exercise or food all day.’


Louise pressed her nails into her knees under the table, trying to keep her temper. Honestly, she thought, you would be forgiven for thinking she had slaughtered the chickens and eaten the damn things for lunch, the way her mother went on. ‘I’m really sorry, Mummy,’ she said. ‘But I was in a hurry to get to work and I just forgot.’


Her mother pursed her lips. ‘And now I suppose you’re going to say that you are in a hurry to get to the pub, just when I could do with some help clearing up the supper.’


Louise was opening her mouth to say exactly that when her father interrupted. ‘Of course you’ll help your mother, Louise. You have let her down once today as it is. If you wish to live here, you will have to learn to pull your weight with the domestic chores.’


But I don’t want to live here, Louise wanted to scream. I’d rather live almost anywhere else on earth. I’d rather live in Adolf Hitler’s bunker than here.


‘What’s more,’ her father continued, ‘I don’t like you spending so much time at the Flag and Garter. It’s not a suitable place for a girl like you.’


‘Oh Daddy, really.’ Louise could feel her hackles rising again. ‘Katy Frazer runs a perfectly respectable pub, as you well know. After all, you own it.’


Her father’s colour heightened alarmingly but luckily her mother hastily intervened. ‘What’s happened to all your finishing-school friends?’ she asked. ‘Why don’t you look some of them up?’


Louise poked resentfully at her meagre portion of shepherd’s pie. Most of her Lucie Clayton friends had got married, or moved away. Even her best friend from those days, Helen de Burrel, who Ward Frazer had recruited into the SOE, the top secret Special Operations Executive, had somehow become much more friendly with Katy and Molly than she was with her. And in any case, Helen was now working in Tunisia.


There were a few girls left in London, of course, but the unpalatable truth was that they rarely invited her to anything any more. She had assumed that was because she was stuck all the way down here in Clapham, while they lived in smart little flats in the West End, provided by their parents. But now she wondered if it was because they had got fed up with her. She probably had gloated a bit too much about Jack in the early days. And none of them had approved of her unfortunate fling with Charlie Hawkridge. Yes, that had been a mistake, because, for all his smooth talk and sympathy, Charlie had turned out to be a complete cad. But how was she meant to have known that? It was all very well for her friends to act all superior about it, but they didn’t know what it was like having your husband away all the time. She had been so lonely, and when Jack died, so bereft.


She pushed back her chair and stood up. ‘Well I’m sorry to be such a disappointment to you,’ she said. ‘But at least I feel welcome at the pub. At least people are nice to me there.’


Pam’s attempt to bribe George into telling her how he had come by the bruise on his back had failed miserably.


He just shrugged his shoulders. ‘I don’t know,’ he had said. ‘I can’t remember.’


But she didn’t believe him. There was something furtive in his demeanour. And now, as she came downstairs from settling Nellie in her cot, she had caught him in the hallway, scurrying through from the kitchen. As she rumpled his curly blond hair, it felt distinctly cold. 


‘Where have you been?’ she asked.


He ducked away from her. ‘Just in the back yard.’ 


‘But it’s pitch dark,’ she said. ‘What were you doing out there?’


‘Nothing.’


She looked at him. ‘George, what’s the matter? Why won’t you talk to me?’


For a second, as he met her eyes, she thought she saw a guilty look cross his face, but then he squared his shoulders defiantly. ‘I am talking to you.’ 


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘But not properly. I’m worried about you. Are you in some sort of trouble?’


‘No,’ he said. But it was too fast, too glib.


‘You can have that gobstopper if you tell me what’s going on.’


‘There’s nothing going on,’ he said.


Pam sighed and was relieved when the front door opened behind her and Alan came in.


‘Hello, my lovelies,’ he said easily. He caught her rather desperate gaze and smiled reassuringly before leaning down to hug George.


But George apparently didn’t want to be hugged. As he squirmed hastily away, he bumped into the hall table, and they all heard the crunch of something breaking in his pocket.


‘What was that?’ Pam asked in alarm.


‘Nothing,’ George said. But as he stuck his hand in his pocket, an expression of horror formed on his face. 


Pam glanced at Alan, but he was clearly as much at sea as she was. 


For a moment the three of them stood in silence, then Pam pulled herself together. ‘Show me your hand,’ she said sternly.


Reluctantly George withdrew his hand from this pocket. It was covered in yellowish slime. 


Pam recoiled in horror. ‘George, is that egg?’ 


He nodded dully, and Pam felt her heart sinking. So that was where he’d been. In Mrs Rutherford’s henhouse. She glanced helplessly at Alan and was horrified to see that he was struggling not to laugh.


But this was no laughing matter. ‘That’s stealing,’ she said sternly to George. ‘You know it’s wrong to steal.’


He shrugged and kicked the floor. ‘I only did it for a dare.’ 


‘Who dared you?’


He hesitated. ‘Someone at school.’


‘Who?’


But despite her best efforts, it was obvious that he wasn’t going to tell her. He just stood there tense and stiff, refusing to meet her eye, his mouth closed in a hard line. In the end, she sent him to bed. There didn’t seem to be anything else she could do. 


‘Why didn’t you say something?’ she hissed at Alan as the bedroom door slammed above their heads. ‘Why didn’t you do something?’


‘What could I do?’ Alan asked. ‘Make an omelette?’


‘It’s not funny,’ Pam said crossly. ‘It’s always me that has to tell him off. And he’s just getting worse and worse.’


‘Hey, sweetheart, it’s not that bad.’


‘Not that bad?’ she said incredulously. ‘Greville Rutherford is your boss. What is he going to say when he finds out George has been helping himself to his eggs?’


‘Hopefully he won’t find out. And he only took one, after all.’


‘So you’re encouraging him into a life of crime?’


Alan laughed and shook his head. ‘I’m doing no such thing. Give the boy a break, Pam. He said it was a dare. Forgive the pun, but his friends have clearly been egging him on. It was naughty, but frankly, I’m glad he had the guts to do it. I don’t think I’d have dared at his age.’


Pam looked at him blankly. But perhaps he was right. Perhaps she had overreacted. Perhaps boys were different, just like men were clearly so different from women. She turned back to the kitchen. ‘I’ll get the supper,’ she said.


As Louise pushed through the blackout curtain of the Flag and Garter, the heat and noise hit her like a blast.


Katy was standing behind the bar, looking hot and unusually flustered. Louise caught her eye and waved, and saw Katy glance over at Ward, who was chatting to Jen Carter by the fireplace. Louise groaned. Some people thought that with her unruly auburn hair and flashing tawny eyes Jen looked a bit like Vivien Leigh, and Louise had to admit there was a faint similarity, although she very much doubted that Jen had anything close to Vivien Leigh’s talent. 


In Louise’s opinion, Jen Carter had always been far too full of herself, and was probably even worse now that she had apparently received a proposal of marriage from the celebrated theatre producer Henry Keller. Nevertheless, she was determined to try and be nice.


‘Welcome home,’ she shouted to Katy as she approached the bar. ‘It’s busy tonight. What do you want me to do?’


Katy seemed to hesitate, or maybe she didn’t hear. In any case, she didn’t immediately respond. Instead she came out from behind the bar and beckoned towards the stairs. ‘Come and see the baby.’


Louise hadn’t seen Caroline yet. The strict visiting hours at the Wilhelmina Hospital had always coincided with her shifts at the factory. ‘OK,’ she said. But then she noticed that Katy was looking uneasy. ‘Though wouldn’t you rather I helped down here until things quieten down a bit?’


‘It’s all right,’ Katy said. ‘Ward will hold the fort.’


And indeed Ward was already easing himself through the crowd. Louise saw him smile reassuringly at Katy and felt a jolt of envy. With his athletic figure, regular features, thick dark hair and lovely grey eyes, Ward Frazer was an extremely attractive man. ‘Hi, Louise,’ he said. ‘How are things?’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘I like the new hairdo.’


Louise touched her hair self-consciously. He was the first person who had remarked on her new style. ‘Thanks,’ she said.


‘Are you coming, Louise?’ Katy called rather impatiently. And reluctantly Louise turned away from Ward and followed her up the stairs.


In the shabby little sitting room above the bar, they found Katy’s mother cradling the new baby in her arms. ‘Malcolm’s gone to sleep,’ she said as soon as she saw Katy. ‘But I’m worried this one’s got gripe. She cries when I try to put her down.’ 


Katy took the baby, resting her on her shoulder. ‘It’s probably only wind,’ she said. 


‘Isn’t she lovely, Louise?’ Mrs Parsons said. ‘She looks just like Katy, don’t you think?’ 


Louise nodded obligingly, but what she actually thought was that Mrs Parsons needed her eyes examining. Under her tiny knitted bonnet, baby Caroline seemed to have the face of a small, wizened ape. No one could claim that Katy was a beauty, of course, but she didn’t look like a monkey. And how anyone as gorgeous as Ward Frazer could father such an unattractive little creature, Louise couldn’t imagine.


‘I hope everything was OK when you got back,’ she said when the baby had been put back in the cot by the window. ‘I told Elsa and Bella to make sure the place was spick and span.’


Katy nodded. ‘Oh yes, it was all fine.’


She didn’t sound very enthusiastic, and Louise felt aggrieved. She had put a lot of effort into marshalling those two hopeless girls into some kind of useful action. ‘I hope they told you about my idea for reorganising the scullery,’ she continued. ‘We agreed it would be so much more logical to wash the glasses from right to left, instead of left to right.’


Katy looked blank. 


‘Come downstairs and I’ll show you what I mean,’ Louise urged her. ‘We could change it round tonight.’


‘No, no, it’s OK,’ Katy said. ‘We’re so busy, and—’


‘Honestly,’ Louise persevered, ‘it would make things much more efficient.’ She eyed Katy expectantly, but her friend seemed more interested in fiddling with a blanket in the baby’s cot. ‘Katy? What’s the matter?’


‘Nothing’s the matter,’ Katy said. ‘But I don’t think I really need you to help any more now that I’m back.’ 


Louise couldn’t believe her ears. After all she had done, slogging away every blasted evening while Katy was in hospital. She had a sudden horrific vision of endless empty evenings stretching out before her. Or worse, having to spend them listening to the wireless with her parents. But before she could say anything else, Jen suddenly appeared at the top of the stairs.


‘I hope you’ve told her,’ she said.


Louise looked from Jen to Katy, hating that they had obviously been discussing her behind her back.


Katy was looking equally cross at the interruption. ‘You’ve been really brilliant,’ she said. ‘But with all of us here, it might be a case of too many cooks spoiling the broth.’


Louise felt bitterly aggrieved. If it wasn’t enough that her parents were constantly telling her off, now Katy was giving her the cold shoulder too. After all her efforts to be nice and helpful. But maybe there was some other reason for her friend’s unreasonable behaviour.


‘Is this because of the broken chairs?’ she asked. ‘That wasn’t my fault. That was Jen’s stupid sister and her wild dancing.’ 


Katy put a hand on her arm. ‘No, it’s not about that . . .’


‘Why then?’ Louise asked, pulling away. ‘Why are you being so mean?’ 


Katy floundered. But of course Jen didn’t hold back. ‘Oh for goodness’ sake, Louise,’ she snapped. ‘Can’t you take a hint? It’s because you’re so bossy and annoying.’


‘Jen!’ Katy hissed.


But Louise had heard enough. ‘I can take a hint as well as the next person,’ she said. And grabbing her coat, she turned on her heel and ran down the stairs and out of the pub, vowing never to set foot in the beastly place again. 


On Thursday evening, Joyce gave Gino his marching orders. When it came to it, it wasn’t an easy thing to do, but although Angie tried to dispute her decision, Gino put up little resistance. 


The following morning, Joyce handed him his train fare and a corned beef sandwich for the journey. She also gave him a sausage and mushroom pie for her long-absent youngest son Paul. And five pounds for Mrs Baxter, the woman who had taken him in at the beginning of the war. It didn’t seem much considering the poor woman had housed and fed him at her farm for over four years, but at least it was something. 


Joyce had expected Angie to be thrown into gloom, but she had misjudged her daughter’s irrepressible good spirits. Within hours of seeing Gino off at Clapham Junction station, Angie had discovered that an American regiment was about to take up residence in a nearby barracks. American soldiers meant nylons, Hershey bars, chewing gum and Lucky Strike cigarettes, and Angie immediately started to make plans to winkle her way into their favour before they found recipients for their largesse elsewhere.


‘So you aren’t missing Gino too much?’ Mrs Rutherford remarked drily. 


Angie looked shocked. ‘Oh, I am,’ she said, clutching a hand to her chest. ‘I miss him terribly.’ She smiled winningly at her employer. ‘But it’s always best to make hay while the sun shines, so could you ask Mr Rutherford if he knows which day they are due to arrive?’


‘I didn’t want to mention it to Angie,’ Celia Rutherford confided in Joyce later as she totted up the cash in the till, ‘but the advance party has already arrived. When Greville called to introduce himself and to suggest some joint training exercises, the American captain in charge was very offhand, saying that their job was to prepare for the invasion of France, not train the Home Guard. Greville was most annoyed.’


Joyce was amused. She knew Greville Rutherford of old, and he wouldn’t have liked that one bit. 


But despite her husband’s antipathy, Celia seemed to feel it was their duty to welcome the Americans. ‘Lady Reading told us at the WVS conference that in the run-up to the invasion, Great Britain will be host to a huge number of soldiers of all nationalities,’ she explained to Joyce. ‘She said it’s our duty to make them at home and keep up their morale in the face of what lies ahead.’


Joyce would never dare say so, but privately she was getting a bit fed up with Lady Reading, the founder of the WVS. Thanks to her motivating speeches, Mrs Rutherford was spending far more time on WVS business than in the café. Which meant that Joyce was run off her feet trying to manage everything on her own.


And it was all very well for Lady Reading to advocate a warm welcome to foreign soldiers, Joyce thought sourly, but not when you had a teenage daughter like Angie on your hands. Angie’s welcome was likely to be considerably too warm. She picked up a carrot and chopped it irritably, wondering which was worse, the hapless Gino, or some tall, sweet-talking Yankee with more money than sense.


Angie wasn’t the only person looking forward to the arrival of the Americans. Katy was mulling over ways to attract them to the pub. Americans were good for business, and with the brewery constantly squeezing her on the price of beer and spirits, she was always on the lookout for ways to boost her takings. The young wheeler-dealer Aaref Hoch had proved himself a dab hand at sourcing illicit American beer and boxes of ice for the previous batch of GIs, and Katy had made a nice return on being the only pub in the area able to provide the thin chilled lager that for some unaccountable reason they loved so much.


Formerly an admirer of Louise’s, Aaref Hoch was now in a steady relationship with Katy’s barmaid, Elsa. Aaref and his younger brothers had fled from Austria at the beginning of the war and, like Elsa and her family, had been taken in by Mrs d’Arcy Billiere who lived in one of the large houses at the top of the road. As a Jewish refugee, Aaref was exempt from military service. But all those other fresh-faced young GIs had since disappeared off to North Africa. By now they were probably fighting in Italy. Katy hoped they were OK. For weeks on end, the advancing Allied troops had been stuck at a place called Monte Cassino, having come up against fierce resistance from Nazi snipers holed up in an impregnable monastery overlooking the pass.


Thinking of Louise made Katy realise she hadn’t see her since she had stormed out of the pub the other night. 


She closed her eyes. She was exhausted. What with her mother fussing endlessly about the baby, the dog growling at every stranger who came into the bar, and her friends all out of sorts, it hadn’t been a restful homecoming at all.


What was worse, she knew that soon Ward would be summoned away again, back to his secret war. And she was dreading that moment.


Last time she had made a terrible fuss, and then had worried every minute he was away that she had disgusted him with her unpatriotic distress. This time she had resolved to be braver.


But her good intentions didn’t prevent her expressing her dismay when he told her the following day that he would indeed be leaving in a couple of weeks. 


‘Where have you got to go?’ she asked. 


He smiled. ‘You know I can’t tell you that. But it’s nothing dangerous.’


Katy tried to feel relieved, but she had learnt over the years she’d known him that his idea of danger didn’t quite coincide with hers.


‘Don’t cry,’ he said. 


‘I’m not,’ she said, sniffing. ‘I promise I’ll be brave. If you promise you’ll be careful.’


He chuckled at that. ‘I’m always careful,’ he said. ‘And I’ll come back just as soon as I can.’


She tried to return his smile. But it wasn’t very successful. 


Later, as she was feeding the baby in the privacy of her bedroom, Katy wondered if she would be able to bear the moment of departure. Or indeed the subsequent long days and nights without the comfort of Ward’s reassuring presence. She pushed the thought away hastily and hugged her tiny daughter to her breast. She had coped before. She supposed she would cope again.


But what if this time he didn’t come back?


At quarter to one on Friday, Jen found herself standing in St Martin’s Passage, just round the corner from the entrance to the New Theatre, with its huge square columns and imposing, smog-blackened facade. She was reciting Juliet’s speech silently to herself. But despite the fact that she had been practising it endlessly, she kept going wrong.


When she had learnt it at school, she had been word perfect, but now Juliet’s convoluted phrases kept slithering around in her mind like eels. Jen suddenly wished she had a handy vial of poison she could take to put her out of her misery. Stupid old Juliet only had a ‘faint cold fear thrilling through her veins’; Jen had complete and utter terror thrilling through hers.


But she knew that if she left it any longer, she was going to be too late. And if she had any hope of success, she needed to make a good first impression.


It didn’t help that she had had very little sleep the night before. Thankfully, on Gino’s departure, Angie had decamped into the other room, so there was no snoring for Jen to contend with, but instead she had been plagued with dreams. One had been particularly disturbing. She had been trapped behind a high wire fence, and a crowd of people, one of whom was Henry Keller, were standing on the other side, laughing at her. The more they laughed, the more she scrabbled at the fence, trying to get out. So much so that when she finally woke up, she had to turn on the light to check that her fingers weren’t bleeding.


She shook her head. She didn’t want to think about that now. Or ever again, come to that. She took a determined breath, checked that her hair hadn’t escaped from its French roll as it had a habit of doing, and turned the corner.


But before she reached the theatre, two other girls came swinging down St Martin’s Lane from opposite directions. They were both done up to the nines in fashionable little suits and stylish, jaunty little hats.


Catching sight of each other as they approached the theatre steps, they paused and did a dramatic double-take.


‘I know you,’ one of them screamed delightedly at the other, pointing a hand encased in a pale blue leather glove. ‘I saw you do a marvellous Dido at RADA.’


The other girl put a hand to her chest. ‘Speaks not Æneas like a conqueror? O blessed tempests that did drive him in!’ She laughed and opened her eyes wide. ‘Talking of which, didn’t I see you in The Tempest with John Gielgud just before the Blitz? You were wonderful. I . . .’ 


Jen couldn’t bear to listen to any more of their gushing mutual adulation. Walking straight past the theatre and on up St Martin’s Lane, she felt a yawning gulf open up in front of her. Dido, RADA, The Tempest, John Gielgud. Those young actresses might almost have been talking a foreign language. Henry talked that language too. But to Jen it was like a secret code for a privileged little club, one that she wasn’t a member of.


She was tempted to keep walking. But she also knew that she would never forgive herself if she did. So she gave the girls a few minutes to get their effusions out of the way, then retraced her steps.


The only person in the lobby of the theatre was a rather fussily dressed man in pointed shoes and a yellow bow tie. He was leaning back against the shuttered box office, smoking a cigarette in a long holder.


He raised his eyebrows when he saw Jen, but didn’t straighten up or indeed make any comment.


Jen attempted a confident smile. ‘Is this the right place for the Old Vic audition?’


He waved his cigarette negligently. ‘And you are?’


With some difficulty, Jen kept the smile fixed on her lips. ‘My name is Jen Carter,’ she said.


He looked at her blankly.


‘Henry Keller suggested that I came today,’ she added stiffly.


Light seemed to dawn, in that the man eyed her with a fraction more interest. ‘Ah, so you’re one of Henry Keller’s protégées, are you?’ he drawled. ‘Jane Carter, you said? I’ve not heard of you before. Where did you train?’


‘It’s Jen,’ Jen said icily. ‘Not Jane. And I didn’t train. At least not formally. The drama schools all closed at the beginning of the war, just when I was starting out. So I’ve had to learn on the job.’


‘I’m sure you have,’ he said drily, stretching his arm to tap the cigarette into a large ashtray resting on the box office counter. 


Jen suddenly wanted to punch the cigarette down his prissy little throat. She knew what he was implying. But never once in her entire career had she exchanged sexual favours for a job. Not even with Henry. And if that was what this man thought, just because she hadn’t been to RADA and didn’t have a fake gushing laugh or a cut-glass accent, then he could stuff his oh-so-wonderful Old Vic and all its poncey actors and actresses with it.


‘I’ve changed my mind,’ she said as a red mist began to blur her vision. ‘I’ve decided that I’d rather go and work down a coal mine.’


And with that she turned on her heel and left the theatre.


Louise’s Friday wasn’t going well either. All week she had been smarting about that scene in the pub.


What business was it of a jumped-up little madam like Jen Carter anyway? Maybe her mother was right; maybe she ought to be socialising with girls of her own class, girls who knew how to behave. Maybe next weekend she would ring her Lucie Clayton friend Lucinda Veale and arrange to meet up in town some time.


In the meantime she had thrown her anger into her job. For the last two days her output had been better than ever, almost as high as Doris Smith’s. She had knocked Don Wellington and the other men on the line into a cocked hat. If anyone was going to get picked out for a new project and a pay rise, it should certainly be her and Doris. And a bit more in her wage packet would mean that she might be able to afford to rent a flat of her own, and finally get away from boring old Lavender Road and its aggravating residents.


That morning Mr Gregg had insisted that everyone replace the metal safety guards on their machines. Nobody wanted to, because having the guards in place impeded their productivity. It was safer, of course, because the guards shielded their faces from the tiny sharp metal spirals that sheared off the bolts under pressure from the parting tool. But nobody much cared about safety. Not if it was going to affect output. And it had become a kind of badge of honour among the operators not to use them.


But now that he needed to impress an important prospective client, Larry Gregg was determined that everything on the factory floor should be tickety-boo. During their lunch break, he was going to inspect their individual workstations, and anyone who had failed to tidy up to the standard he required would have their wages docked.


In order to make her output tally as high as she could, Louise had decided to leave her tidying up as late as possible. So it was in some haste, when the lunch whistle sounded, that she swept the swarf off the floor, scrabbled round the back of her machine to reattach the guard, and grabbed an old cloth to rub the grime off the pulleys that controlled the drive belt. 


In the process she got a smear of grease on her face, and it took her some time in the inadequate female washroom to clean up. By the time she joined her workmates in the canteen, the lunch break was nearly over and most people were smoking their last cigarette before resuming work. Don Wellington was one of the few still eating, and terrified that everyone would get up and go and leave her alone with him, Louise found herself gobbling down her tasteless corned beef pie and lumpy mashed potatoes. 


But before she could start on her jelly and custard, the works foreman came hurrying into the canteen. ‘Back to work!’ he shouted. ‘The buggers have arrived early. Get to it, everyone. We don’t want them to catch us slacking.’


‘We aren’t slacking,’ Mrs Gibbons remarked sourly. ‘We’re entitled to half an hour’s break at dinnertime.’


‘You’ll be entitled to a kick up the backside if you aren’t careful,’ the foreman retorted.


And in fact the factory whistle had barely sounded when Larry Gregg emerged from his office with his precious visitors.


Before starting up her machine, Louise took a surreptitious peek at them to see what the fuss was all about. At first glance, they didn’t look anything much. Three men, two tall, one shorter, all dressed in suits with overcoats over the top. The only one who looked remotely military was one of the taller men, who had a bristly moustache and a stiff, upright bearing rather like her father’s. The shorter man looked distinctly scruffy; the knot of his tie was loose and he was wearing a cardigan under his jacket.


Louise only caught a glimpse of the third man because Larry Gregg was already ushering them fawningly along the production line, and she had to turn quickly back to her post. Next to her, Doris had already engaged her lathe to their shared drive belt, and the shrill whine of it whirring into action drowned out Larry Gregg’s voice as he stopped just behind them.


As she set her own machine in motion, Louise strained to hear what he was saying, but before she could catch a single word, she felt an unusual vibration run through her fingers. 


At first she thought it was due to the unfamiliar safety guard, but then her eyes flew to the drive belt and she saw the telltale glint of something caught in the pulley. Jerking back from the controls, she swung round to Doris. ‘Disengage!’ she screamed. ‘For God’s sake, Doris, disengage!’


But she was too late. At that precise moment the pulley jammed, and the sudden jolt on the lathe caused the blade to sever off Doris’s parting tool.


Fully occupied with avoiding damage to her own machine, Louise missed the moment when the razor-sharp shard, having ricocheted off the inner rim of the safety guard, flew out straight into her friend’s face.


As a terrible silence fell, she swung back and saw that the left side of Doris’s face was already completely covered in blood. ‘Oh my God,’ she whispered.


Doris tried to speak, and one of her hands moved instinctively to the wound, but before it got there, she wobbled slightly, then her legs gave way and she collapsed, not very gracefully, to the floor.


Louise tried to catch her, to soften her fall, but Doris was a large woman, and in the end all she could do was stop her head bumping onto the concrete floor.


Nobody moved for a moment, then Louise looked up at Larry Gregg. ‘For God’s sake do something,’ she shouted at him. ‘Don’t just stand there like a lemon. Get an ambulance.’


It wasn’t the most respectful thing she had ever said to her boss, but it did at least spur him into action. Muttering an apology to his visitors, he shouted to the foreman to telephone the hospital and to summon Mrs Gibbons, who was trained in first aid.


Behind him Louise could see some of her co-workers, including Don Wellington, white-faced with shock, craning forward to see what had happened. But it was one of the visitors, the one she previously hadn’t been able to see, who stepped forward and crouched down beside her. 


‘We should turn her onto her side,’ he said. He spoke briskly, but with calm authority. ‘We don’t want her choking on her own blood.’


Numbly conscious that he had an American accent, Louise helped him manoeuvre the unconscious Doris into a better position. ‘Is it her eye?’ she whispered. ‘Did it get her in the eye?’ There was so much blood pouring down Doris’s face, it was impossible to see where it was coming from.


‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I guess we have to hope not.’ He glanced up as Mrs Gibbons arrived with the first aid box. ‘Do you have something sterile in there?’ He pronounced it steril, and Mrs Gibbons looked blank. ‘A pad or a bandage?’ he prompted. ‘Something we can use to stem the bleeding.’


For once Mrs Gibbons seemed lost for words. But then she nodded obediently and clicked open the box.


Realising she was going to be in the way, Louise drew back, and stood up shakily, only to find herself face to face with Larry Gregg.


‘How the hell did this happen?’ he snapped.


‘I don’t know,’ Louise stammered. ‘Something got caught in the pulley. I saw it just in time . . .’ She stopped, mortified, because of course she hadn’t been in time. Not for Doris.


But Larry Gregg was already leaning over the machine. ‘Who cleaned this belt drive?’ he grunted.


‘I did,’ Louise said. ‘Just before lunch.’


‘Then it’s your fault,’ he said.


‘No, I . . .’ She stopped as he straightened up and held out a tiny silver coil on the palm of his hand. 


Louise stared at it. A piece of swarf. She took it and fingered it incredulously. That was all it had taken to jam the pulley? But how on earth had it got up onto the drive belt in the first place?


‘No, I swear, I—’


‘I don’t want any swearing,’ Larry Gregg said. ‘I just hope for your sake that Mrs Smith doesn’t lose her eye. You can get your things and go home. I can’t overlook this kind of carelessness. We will discuss it again on Monday.’


Louise gaped at him, aghast. ‘But that’s not fair. It wasn’t me . . .’


He ignored her and turned to the two men standing behind him. ‘I do apologise,’ he said obsequiously. ‘But in view of this unfortunate accident, I wonder if we could postpone the rest of the visit until next week.’


The men looked at each other and then at the third of their number, who was still crouching on the ground by Doris’s prostrate body. Perhaps sensing their eyes on him, he stood up and flexed his shoulders. ‘I don’t think there’s much more we can do until the ambulance arrives,’ he said. ‘I can’t say for sure, but I hope it may not be quite as bad as it looks.’


Larry Gregg immediately started gushing out his thanks. But the American ignored him. ‘I’d kind of like to take a quick wash before we go,’ he said. 


The sight of his blood-splattered hands quelled Larry Gregg’s sycophantic mumblings. ‘Of course, of course,’ he muttered. ‘If you would like to follow me, I’ll show you . . .’


‘I don’t think you should be too hard on that girl,’ the man said as they walked away. ‘Even if it was her fault, she reacted real quick. She saved your machinery. Another moment and you’d have lost the lathe. I guess it’s a shame the other woman didn’t react as fast.’


‘It’s more than a shame,’ Larry Gregg replied grimly. ‘That other woman, Mrs Smith, is far and away my best operative.’


Five minutes later, Louise was standing outside the factory gates, having been escorted off the premises by the foreman. Even as she stood there, dazed and shaking, she heard the siren of the approaching ambulance and felt a sense of relief. If nothing else, at least Doris would now get some proper treatment.


Slowly she began to walk up the hill. She was just catching her breath on the corner of St John’s Road when the visitors’ military staff car came up behind her. 


As the driver paused at the junction, Louise could see the other three men inside. The small, scruffy man was in one of the back seats, leaning forward, talking. The man with the moustache was sitting next to him, interjecting the odd comment. The third man, the American, was in the front passenger seat, looking out of the window.


Louise could see him clearly, although she tried not to stare. He was younger than she had thought. Surely not more than thirty. A strong face, with narrow, deep-set eyes. It was hard to read his expression. But he looked serious, thoughtful, possibly even annoyed.


Louise wondered if she dared try and catch his attention. She would have liked to thank him for standing up for her with Larry Gregg. He hadn’t had to do that. She shivered convulsively. In all the time she had been working at the factory, she had never seen Mr Gregg so angry. 


But then the car eased forward and swung away on the main road. The man hadn’t seen her. Or if he had, he hadn’t recognised her. And suddenly she felt very forlorn. 




Chapter Four


It was Saturday morning, and Jen was sitting at the kitchen table with her head in her hands when she heard someone knock at the front door. She froze. 


There was silence and then the knock came again, followed by Henry Keller’s cool, cultured voice, always so out of place somehow in Lavender Road.


‘Jen, are you there? I called at the café and your mother said you’d be in.’


Oh no, Jen thought. She closed her eyes. Then she opened them again and stood up quickly to check her reflection in the small spotted mirror that hung on the kitchen wall. Why couldn’t he have called when she was upstairs, and could at least have put on a bit of face powder to hide the dark shadows under her eyes? 


But she knew she was going to have to answer the door. She would look an idiot if she didn’t and he found out she had been there all along.


So when he knocked again, she moistened her lips, patted some colour into her cheeks, ran her fingers through her unruly, sleep-rumpled hair, squared her shoulders and went to open the door.


Henry was standing on the step, bare-headed, in a smart navy overcoat turned up at the collar against the icy wind. His thick, well-cut hair was slightly frosted, and his attractive, strong-featured face looked unusually tense and chilled. Jen realised he must have walked all the way up from Clapham Junction, which would have gone against the grain with him because he normally used taxis if he could find them. When he tried to smile, his lips seemed too cold to obey. 


‘Goodness,’ she said, affecting surprise, and trying to ignore her suddenly hammering heart. ‘I hope you haven’t been standing here for ages. I was out in the back yard so I didn’t hear you knock. You look frozen to death. You’d better come in.’


‘Thank you,’ he said, and stepped gratefully into the narrow hall, closing the door behind him. Without waiting for his normal greeting kiss, Jen led the way back to the kitchen. It wasn’t much warmer in there, but at least there was no wind. 


‘It’s nice to see you,’ she said nervously, as he drew off his gloves. ‘But . . . I thought we’d agreed that you’d give me time to . . .’ 


‘I did,’ he agreed. He laid the gloves carefully on the table, one on top of the other. ‘But that was before you stormed out of the New Theatre.’ 


Jen flinched. ‘I didn’t storm . . .’


‘No?’ His cool, assessing eyes rested briefly on her face. ‘I heard that you’re intending to enlist as a Bevin boy and go to work down a coal mine. That’s very patriotic of you. But I’m not sure they take girls.’


Jen felt her temper rise. So that nasty little snitch had gone running to Henry, had he? She wasn’t surprised. He had looked just the type who would enjoy causing trouble.


‘I might have known that you’d come and tell me off,’ she said bitterly.


Henry’s brows drew together in sharp surprise. ‘When have I ever told you off?’


She glared at him. ‘Often,’ she said. ‘When we were rehearsing your ENSA show, you were always telling me I could do better.’


He inclined his head, his expression relaxing again. ‘OK. Professionally, maybe, but not personally.’


Jen blinked. Was that true? She tried to think back, but her mind was a blur. She felt helpless in his presence. She couldn’t concentrate. There had always been something about Henry Keller that flustered her. Certainly whenever she had worked for him, he had been a stickler for perfection. He had a critical eye, and she knew to her cost that he could see straight through any attempt to get by on second best.
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