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The Second World War is finally over when Lola Brown meets Harry Riggs at a dance.  It is love at first sight but when Harry tells Lola that he is a policeman, her heart sinks. Lola’s father is a petty criminal, and if Harry ever finds out and turns him in, it will destroy her family . . .


Harry reluctantly accepts that Lola doesn’t want to see him again, and eventually starts to find happiness without her.  In the meantime, Lola encounters the eccentric Pickford sisters and sets about transforming their run-down tearooms in London’s West End, only to find her own life transformed as well.  Despite everything, Harry and Lola continue to feel drawn to each other, but the truth about Lola’s family can’t stay hidden for ever . . .





   




Chapter One



One Saturday evening in the spring of 1946, a soldier with an overseas tan and a kitbag slung over his shoulder walked out of London’s Hammersmith underground station and was embarrassed to feel a lump gather in his throat and his eyes burn with tears. It was five years since Harry Riggs had last been here in his home city, and the strength of his emotions took him completely by surprise.


Harry wasn’t normally a sentimental type; he had trained himself not to be in the tough environment of the wartime army, and he had even managed to put on a brave face when he’d been feeling broken by the loss of much-loved comrades in action. Yet now, on arriving home, he was reduced to tears. Admonishing himself for his weakness, more suited to an emotional adolescent than a battle-hardened soldier of twenty-four, he brushed away his tears with the back of his hand, cleared his throat and walked on with his head held high.


It was raining lightly and London looked dismal in the gathering dusk, shabby and broken by war, bomb-damaged buildings left decaying as they were, dust, dirt and peeling paint everywhere. He guessed it would take years and a great deal of government money to put London right after the German onslaught, but it was home and he loved every scruffy inch of it. He walked on through the Broadway, which was bustling with people heading for the train station, others queuing at the bus stops, all spruced up and probably on their way to their weekend entertainment in the pubs and dance halls. Saturday evenings had always been the big night out for the people around here. It was well known that even during the worst of the Blitz the pubs, clubs and dance halls had been packed most nights of the week. Harry and his mates had got to hear about it even while in foreign fields, where any scrap of news from home had been eagerly welcomed.


As he turned into the quieter side streets, then on into Dexter Street and paused outside number ten, he could feel his emotions starting to overwhelm him.


He knew that the door key would be tied to the end of a piece of string and he could pull it out through the letterbox, then use it to let himself in, but, after all this time, that might be too much of a shock for the family. He’d written to say that he would be back sometime soon but hadn’t been able to tell them exactly when. Now, he walked up the path to the front door and gave the door knocker a good hammering.


His mother Marg, a small, dainty woman with soft brown eyes and greying hair, a neat pinafore worn over her clothes as always, opened the door. For a split second he wondered if he’d done the right thing in surprising her because the colour drained from her face and she began trembling visibly.


‘Harry?’ she said shakily at last, the beginnings of an uncertain smile lighting up her face. ‘Harry, is it really you?’


‘Yes, Mum,’ he said, hugging her and holding her close to him, his brown eyes hot with tears of joy. ‘After all this time, it really is me. I’m home at last.’


Before long, the house was buzzing with excitement, everyone wanting to talk to their war hero: Harry’s father Michael, grandparents Nell and Cyril, who were staying here temporarily, having been bombed out of their own home during the Blitz, and his little sister Ruby, who wasn’t so little any more, he noticed.


‘What have you done to my kid sister?’ he asked jokingly, as his father got from the sideboard the sherry he had been saving for this very occasion, and poured everyone a glass. ‘She was just a nipper when I went away.’


‘It’s called growing up,’ said his father drily. ‘It happens to us all eventually.’


‘I’m seventeen now,’ announced Ruby proudly. She was a pretty girl, with rich brown eyes and hair, like her big brother. ‘A proper adult. So, you won’t be able to boss me around any more, Harry.’


‘Don’t count on it, kid,’ he laughed, giving her a brotherly hug, his heart full of love for these people he hadn’t seen for such a long time. ‘You’ll still be my little sister when you’re thirty-five, and bossing you about comes with the job.’


‘I don’t know so much about that,’ she said, blushing. He was the big brother she had always looked up to, but he’d been away for a long time and seemed almost like a stranger to her now. She was keen to impress him but feeling more than a little shy.


As they sipped their drinks, everyone talking at once, Harry mentally tuned out, revelling in the simple pleasure of being home and reunited with his loved ones. His parents weren’t just kind and caring towards their own family, but were well known in the community for their warm hearts. If there was any trouble in the neighbourhood it was to Marg and Michael Riggs people turned for help. Mum and Dad, so loving and dependable; Ruby, all grown up and with a whole new attitude to life; and Grandma and Granddad, too, still smiling even in the face of adversity . . . Oh, it was so good to be home!


‘Did you kill many Germans, Harry?’ asked Ruby, later on when the family were over their surprise at Harry’s return and were sitting around talking more comfortably.


‘Ruby!’ admonished her mother. ‘What a terrible thing to say! You shouldn’t ask that sort of thing of a man just back from the war.’


‘Oh, sorry,’ said Ruby, blushing furiously. ‘I didn’t realise we weren’t supposed to . . . I was only wondering.’


‘It’s all right, kid,’ said Harry quickly, although his stomach churned at the memory of how it felt to take a life. It was not something he would ever forget. A lot of the lads reacted badly and had had to remind themselves that they were just obeying orders. ‘I did what I had to do, Ruby, and some of it wasn’t pleasant, but I’d rather hear about what you’ve been doing. It’s time to put the war behind us.’


‘Oh, right,’ she said, angry with herself for saying the wrong thing. ‘Well, I left school and work in the offices of an engineering factory now. I go to night school to learn shorthand and typing, and I hope to be a secretary eventually.’


‘Ambitious, eh? Good for you,’ Harry said with an encouraging smile. Girls of her ilk usually took the clerical route, while those seeking the fatter pay packet worked on the factory floor. There was rarely any thought of a career for girls like Ruby, with no particular talent; just a job until they got married. He guessed she would have been persuaded against the factory floor option by their parents because the work was often hard and monotonous. ‘And do you enjoy the job?’


She shrugged. ‘Yeah. It’s all right, I suppose, but a bit boring at times. The best part is getting my pay on a Friday. I like it all right then.’


Harry gave a hearty laugh. ‘That’s everybody’s favourite bit,’ he said.


‘They’ve got a good social club at work, though,’ she told him. ‘And they have dances sometimes on a Saturday night. There are quite a few people of my age working there so I’ve made some new friends.’


‘Out dancing, eh?’ said her brother. ‘You are growing up. You’ll be courting next.’


The girl turned scarlet and said, ‘Oh, no! Nothing like that for me at the moment.’


‘I should think not,’ said her mother.


Harry turned to his father. ‘Still working for the railway, Dad?’


‘Yeah, still making sure that people can get about,’ said Michael, who was a railway engineer. ‘Glad to see the end of the bombing, same as everyone else.’


‘I bet,’ nodded Harry.


‘I suppose you’ll go back to your job at the factory after demob, won’t you, son?’


Harry didn’t reply at once. ‘Not really sure, Dad, at the moment. Before I went away, the guvnor said there would definitely be a job for me if I wanted it when I got back from the war,’ he said eventually. ‘But I’ve got some other ideas so I might not take him up on it.’


‘Sounds interesting,’ said Michael. ‘What sort of thing do you have in mind?’


‘Just a few thoughts at the moment, Dad, so I’ll keep them to myself for now, if you don’t mind. After all, they might not come to anything.’


‘Of course, I don’t mind, son. When you’re ready we’ll have a chat, if you like.’


‘Yeah, sure.’


‘Sounds intriguing,’ said Cyril, Harry’s grandfather, whose interest in the family hadn’t dimmed with age.


‘Not ’alf,’ added Nell, his wife, her lively blue eyes showing no sign of fading, although her hair was pure white. ‘We’ll look forward to hearing all about it when you’re ready.’


The conversation turned to local gossip as well as family news, the dire shortage of everything, and then the event Marg had been planning for years: Harry’s welcome home party.


‘You don’t have to go to all that trouble, Mum,’ he told her. ‘We’ll just have a few drinks down the pub to celebrate. That’ll do for me.’


‘We’re having a proper welcome home party, with all our friends and relatives,’ she said. ‘And I don’t want any argument about it.’


‘There’s a welcome home do nearly every weekend around here as the boys arrive back, and your mum has been looking forward to yours since the day you went away. We’ve got bottles of booze stashed away all over the house in readiness,’ said Michael. ‘So I think you’d better get used to the idea and stop protesting.’


‘Righto, then. Thanks, Mum,’ Harry said, smiling. ‘I’ll really look forward to it.’


‘You won’t be disappointed, I can promise you that,’ she said.


This was one of the happiest days of her life. She had her boy back home fit and healthy, and it didn’t get better than that.


Harry found it rather strange being in bed in a room of his own again. He’d become so accustomed to sleeping in a barrack room with a crowd of noisy blokes that, alone at last, he found himself missing his mates. Five years was a long time. They weren’t all the same men throughout the war, of course – some had been killed, others had been sent to different units or shipped back to Blighty for various reasons – but the spirit was still the same. They were young men thrown together in dreadful circumstances, they had made the best of it and become closer than brothers. Harry would never forget any of them.


Mum had mentioned that his best mate Mick, who lived next door, was also home on demob leave so Harry decided he would catch up with him and any other of the boys who were around, enjoy some time with the family and give serious thought to his life after he was finally done with the army.


Before call-up he’d had good prospects working in an engineering factory, and at first he’d fully intended to go back there. But meeting new people from many different backgrounds in the army had changed his perspective, and his old job no longer appealed to him. He fancied the idea of an occupation that would make a difference to society, and would in turn make him feel a part of something, but he wasn’t yet sure if he could take this idea any further so he’d decided to keep quiet about it for the time being.


In the meantime, he’d enjoy the soft pillows, clean sheets and silky eiderdown; sheer luxury after itchy army blankets and a lumpy mattress. He’d have a lie-in tomorrow, too. Lovely, he thought, snuggling down but, try as he might, he couldn’t get to sleep. As well as the excitement of being home at last, there were too many memories disturbing his peace of mind.


‘How’s your love life, Harry?’ asked his pal Mick the following evening over a pint in the local pub.


‘Non-existent, mate,’ Harry replied.


‘Same here,’ said Mick. ‘The war mucked everything up good and proper for a lot of us. The girl I was seeing when I got called up promised to write to me.’


‘And she didn’t?’


‘Just once, to tell me she’d met someone else. It wasn’t serious between us but it was still a rejection. Not much you can do to cheer yourself up either when you’re stuck in the middle of nowhere with a gang of blokes.’


‘Oh, bad luck, mate,’ said Harry.


Mick shrugged. ‘That’s women for you. You never know where you stand with them.’


‘I’m sure they’re not all unreliable,’ said Harry. ‘But I don’t have a girlfriend either. So, we’ll have to visit a few dance halls to see what’s around in the way of opportunity.’


‘Yeah, I’m all for that, Harry.’


‘Mum is putting on a welcome home party for me on Saturday night, and naturally you’re invited, but we could go out the following week if you fancy it,’ suggested Harry. ‘Saturday night is when the girls go out dancing, isn’t it?’


‘Yeah, definitely the best night to find women,’ agreed Mick, attracting the attention of the woman behind the bar and ordering another round.


‘Are you going back to your old job after demob?’ Harry asked his friend.


‘Yeah, are you?’


‘Not quite sure, Mick. I might not,’ Harry replied. ‘I wouldn’t mind a change.’


‘Oh, really? Doing what?’


‘Dunno yet,’ he fibbed.


‘I reckon you’ll have plenty of time to make up your mind,’ said Mick. ‘I read in the paper that at the end of the war, there were five million servicemen and -women needing to get demobbed so Gawd only knows how long it’ll take them to get to us.’


‘But that was months ago, so they’ll have made some progress by now,’ Harry pointed out. ‘Still, we’ll have to wait our turn like everyone else.’


‘After what we’ve been through, it won’t be much of a hardship, will it?’


‘Never a truer word, mate.’ Harry sipped his beer. ‘So, where were you?’


‘France mostly,’ he replied. ‘How about you?’


‘Middle East.’


‘See any action?’ asked Mick.


‘Some,’ Harry said. ‘You?’


‘A bit.’


Harry had noticed that servicemen either couldn’t stop talking about what they’d done on the battlefield or they said nothing at all. Both he and Mick seemed to be of the latter variety so they moved back to the subject of their non-existent love lives.


‘We’ll enjoy ourselves at the party on Saturday, women or no women,’ said Harry. ‘There will be some girls there, but most of ’em are cousins or too young for us.’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Mick. ‘I’m not planning on staying sober after the first hour or so anyway.’


Harry laughed. ‘I don’t blame you,’ he said.


‘My mum put on a do for me when I first got back and I was blotto by nine o’clock.’


‘I’m hoping to stay sober for longer than that,’ said Harry lightly. ‘Not too much longer, though,’ he added, laughing.


Harry was enjoying himself far too much at the party to bother a great deal about the alcohol. A ‘Welcome Home Harry’ banner was draped across the front of the house and the gathering was a really happy get-together, with relatives from all over London, friends and neighbours, everyone letting their hair down. The furniture was moved to the sides of the room and people jigged around to the latest hits on the gramophone. Ruby was in charge of the records, helped by Philip, the boy next door on the other side from Mick’s family, who was a similar age and was winding the gramophone handle. ‘Aren’t You Glad You’re You?’ by Bing Crosby was a real favourite.


Later on, as people became inebriated, the records were abandoned and the partygoers belted out old sentimental songs in a boozy manner. ‘Nellie Dean’ was very popular, and they finished the party with ‘The Hokey Cokey’ and ‘Knees Up Mother Brown’.


‘Lovely party, Mum,’ said Harry after they had seen the last guest out. ‘Thanks ever so much for putting it on for me.’ He turned to his father. ‘And you, Dad, of course.’


‘No need to thank us, son,’ his mother assured him, washing glasses at the sink. ‘We’ve been looking forward to it for years so the preparation was no hardship. Everyone seemed to enjoy themselves and that’s thanks enough for us.’


‘Your mum is right, son,’ added Michael.


‘You go up to bed, Harry,’ said his mother, who was so pleased to have her son home she was in the mood to spoil him. ‘Your dad and I will clear up here. You can go as well, Ruby.’


Ruby didn’t need telling twice that she could skip the chores. ‘Thanks, Mum,’ she said, and headed speedily for the stairs.


Harry knew his mother would do most of the clearing-up because that was the way things worked around here, but he did as she asked and headed for bed, smiling. She wanted to spoil him and he would let her, but he’d find ways to thank her in due course.


‘Don’t expect to find the girl of your dreams at the first dance we go to, Mick,’ Harry advised his friend over a pint at the pub the following evening. Mick, however, seemed to think it was a foregone conclusion and was already planning a date.


‘Why wouldn’t I?’ he asked. ‘I’m no film star, but I’m not a bad-looking bloke. There must be plenty of girls around who’d like to go out with me.’ He was stockily built with light brown hair and hazel eyes; ordinary but not unattractive. This evening both he and Harry were wearing army uniform.


‘There’s sure to be, but these things take time,’ Harry reminded him.


‘Not necessarily. And it won’t be for lack for trying if I don’t get fixed up,’ said his friend. ‘I’m determined to find someone.’


‘You definitely won’t if you seem as desperate as you are now when we actually approach some girls,’ said Harry. ‘I don’t know what the urgency is all about.’


‘Then there must be something wrong with you,’ Mick declared. ‘A man needs a girl on his arm and it’s been a very long time.’


‘In his bed, you mean.’


‘Yeah, that as well . . . it’s only natural.’


‘I suppose so,’ Harry agreed. ‘But that takes time, and marriage for most women.’


‘Not all of them, thankfully,’ Mick said. ‘There must still be a few girls around who just like a bit of fun.’


‘Maybe so, but it’s a well-known fact that being overly keen puts them off so you need to calm down a bit.’


‘Point taken,’ said Mick. ‘Did you go out with any foreign women while you were abroad?’


‘One or two,’ said Harry. ‘Never a success, what with the language and different customs.’


‘I never had any luck with that either,’ said Mick. ‘But some of the lads did.’


‘I’ve always had this idea in the back of my mind that one day I’ll meet someone really special – the woman of my dreams – and it will be love at first sight,’ said Harry.


‘I wouldn’t hold your breath,’ said Mick with a dry laugh.


‘You’re probably right, but there’s no harm in having a dream and I’ve always been an optimist.’


‘Let’s hope you get lucky at the Palais, then.’


‘It would be nice but I’m not banking on it,’ grinned Harry.


Lola Brown answered a knock at the door on Saturday afternoon. Two of her father’s cronies stood on the doorstep, both dressed in loud pin-striped suits with brightly coloured satin ties.


‘Is your dad in?’ asked one of the men.


When Lola nodded, without waiting for an invitation the man pushed passed her rudely, followed by his mate. They were greeted warmly by her father Charlie, who took them into the front room and shut the door, having told Lola’s mother Rita to bring them tea and make sure they weren’t disturbed.


‘Tea for three coming up, dear,’ said Rita in her usual obedient manner.


‘I wonder what they’re talking about,’ said Lola’s younger brother, Frankie, who was nearly thirteen.


‘Their next crime, I should think,’ said Lola disapprovingly, her blue eyes bright with anger. ‘That’s all they ever talk about. Spivs and thieves are the only sort of people Dad mixes with, he being one of them.’


‘Don’t talk like that about your father, Lola,’ admonished her mother. ‘He does his best for us. We have things other families don’t because he takes risks. You should be grateful to him, not criticising all the time.’


‘He’s a crook, Mum, and so are all his mates. He doesn’t even try to hide it and even boasts about it,’ said Lola. ‘I just can’t approve of that sort of thing.’


‘That’s all just talk,’ said Rita dismissively. ‘Your dad likes to play the big man but he isn’t really bad. I should know – I’ve been married to him for long enough.’


‘Long enough for him to convince you to believe everything he tells you.’


‘No,’ argued Rita. ‘Just long enough to know when not to ask too many questions.’


‘I’d sooner not have extras that have been gained illegally,’ said Lola. ‘God knows what he gets up to when he’s out of this house.’


‘It’s just a bit of black market,’ said Rita.


‘I think it’s a lot more than that, Mum,’ said Lola, who, at eighteen, was old enough to know what was what.


‘You’re not suggesting he’s involved in actual crime surely, robberies and so on?’


‘I’ve no proof, but I wouldn’t put it past him,’ said Lola.


‘Oh dear, I do hope not,’ said Rita, sounding worried. ‘I can cope with a bit of dodgy stuff but I’m not so sure about anything actually criminal.’


‘Black market is criminal, Mum,’ said Lola, with exaggerated patience.


‘Yeah, I know, but it isn’t as if anyone gets hurt.’


‘I wouldn’t be so sure about that,’ said Lola. ‘Where you get greed, you get violence. I don’t know why he can’t get a proper job like other people’s dads.’


‘He can’t take discipline, that’s why,’ said her mother. ‘It nearly killed him when he had a regular job before the war. A bit of dealing in his spare time was the only thing that kept him sane then. Self-employment suits him and he works hard in his own way, always out trying to do business.’


‘In the pubs and clubs mostly,’ said Lola disapprovingly. ‘So, no real hardship. He feels at home in those sorts of places.’


‘That’s where the people he deals with operate so he has to go there,’ said Rita. She never failed to defend her man, almost as though it had become a habit. ‘It’s all about contacts. And I think his is a very competitive world. He has to work really hard for every little bit of business. And some of it’s legit . . . I should think.’


Feeling a wave of sympathy for her long-suffering mother, Lola said quietly, ‘I’m probably exaggerating, Mum. Take no notice of me. Let’s get the tea into them and have a cuppa ourselves.’


‘All right, dear,’ Rita said.


Watching Rita fill the kettle and put it on the gas stove, Lola thought how much nicer Mum would look if her appearance wasn’t dictated by her husband. She was a peroxide blonde, her hair home bleached and patchy; there was far too much rouge on her cheeks and her lipstick was drawn clownishly outside the shape of her lips. Her husband liked her to look this way. He said she was glamorous, and because it pleased him she went along with it.


Lola wondered if it would have been better for her mother if she had been forced to go out to work during the war. She might have gained some confidence and self-respect then. But because she’d still had a child of school age, she hadn’t been obliged to do so, and had stayed at home, totally reliant on her husband.


Many a time Lola had thought about leaving home to free herself from the man she disapproved of so strongly. But she couldn’t bring herself to leave her mother and brother. It wasn’t as if Dad was physically cruel; just very dominant, often verbally insulting to his wife, hideously conceited and a law breaker. But family was family, so Lola had to make the best of the situation.


At least they had Uncle Bert, who was her father’s brother and the salvation of this family, with his kind and supportive ways. Anyone could see how fond he was of them all, especially her mother, and that gave Lola some comfort. Her uncle was the exact opposite of his brother, being totally law abiding; the sort of man who would never do anyone out of so much as a farthing.


‘Where’s that tea?’ shouted Charlie.


‘Just coming,’ said Rita.


‘I should bloody well hope so too,’ Charlie yelled back.


At that moment the back door opened and Uncle Bert came into the kitchen. ‘What’s all this shouting about?’ he asked.


‘Dad’s entertaining and he wants tea taken in,’ said Lola.


‘Tell him to come and get it,’ said Bert, who was a widower in late middle age, tall, like Charlie, with brown hair balding at the temples and warm hazel eyes. ‘There’s no reason why any of you should run about after him.’


‘Tea,’ shouted Charlie.


‘Come and get it, you lazy sod,’ Bert called back.


There was a silence, then Lola’s father appeared, muttering about having to do everything himself in this house. Happy days, thought Lola with irony. Still, Uncle Bert always cheered everyone up. She herself had something to look forward to later on, too, because she was going out dancing tonight with her friend Doreen from work. Dancing was one of Lola’s favourite ways to spend an evening, especially jiving, which was so popular now. She loved the lights and the music, the crowds, the whole atmosphere of a dance hall. There was always the possibility of meeting some lovely young man, too.


‘Now don’t forget, Mick,’ said Harry as the two friends queued for their tickets at the Palais, both looking smart in army uniform, ‘keep your distance with the women. Don’t seem too eager or you might put them off.’


‘You look out for yourself and leave me to do it my way, mate,’ said Mick.


‘Just trying to help,’ said Harry with an ironically raised eyebrow.


‘I don’t need help, thanks very much,’ said Mick. ‘I know how to handle women, don’t worry.’


‘Good for you,’ said Harry as their turn came at the box office and they bought their tickets and headed for the ballroom. ‘So, let the fun begin.’


‘I really hate this bit,’ said Lola to Doreen as the two friends stood at the edge of the dance floor among all the other women hoping for a partner. ‘It makes me feel cheap and desperate.’


‘Mm, there is an element of that about it I must admit but this is the way it works so we have to do it. And you won’t be standing here for long,’ said Doreen. ‘You always get plenty of partners.’ Doreen herself, though an unremarkable brunette, had such a ready smile that she was never short of company for long.


Lola couldn’t deny the truth of Doreen’s words. Easy on the eye with her blond hair and blue eyes, she usually attracted a fair amount of male interest. Never that someone special, though, not yet.


‘I’ve just seen the girl of my dreams,’ said Harry to his pal.


‘Really? Where?’


‘Over there,’ said Harry, nodding towards Lola. ‘The blonde in the blue dress. Isn’t she lovely?’


‘Very nice too,’ agreed Mick. ‘You’d better look sharp, though. A girl like that won’t be standing there for long.’


‘You’re right,’ said Harry, and hurried across the dance floor as the band struck up a quickstep.


‘Do you live around here?’ Harry asked Lola after they had exchanged names while dancing.


‘Not far. Just the other side of town. About ten minutes’ walk, but I usually take the bus to come to the Palais.’


‘Lazy,’ he said, teasing her.


‘High heels,’ she said by way of explanation. ‘Anyway, if we all walked everywhere there’d be no jobs for the transport workers, would there?’


‘That is definitely the worst excuse I’ve ever heard,’ Harry said, laughing.


She smiled too. It didn’t matter what they said because there was magic in the air and they both knew it even at this very early stage. They danced every dance together and during the last waltz he asked if he could see her home.


‘I’d really like that,’ Lola said happily.


‘You’re not going to invite me in to meet your family then?’ Harry teased her as they stopped at her front gate.


‘At this time of night. Not likely! They’ll be in bed and asleep by now,’ Lola said firmly. ‘Anyway, I’ve only just met you so it’s much too soon.’


‘How long do I have to know you before I get invited in then?’ he asked.


‘There are no set rules but definitely longer than one evening,’ she said, laughing, although she rarely invited people home because her father made no secret of his illicit dealings to any company and it embarrassed her. She certainly wasn’t going to risk that situation with Harry at this very early stage. He might be completely put off her. ‘Are you as pushy with all the women you meet?’


‘No. Only you,’ he said.


‘Why me?’


‘Because you’re special.’


‘Oh, really?’ she said, loving it. ‘In what way?’


‘Every way,’ he said.


‘Well, you certainly know how to make a girl feel good.’


She put up no resistance when he kissed her and was delighted to say ‘yes’ when he asked if he could see her again.


There was no long-drawn-out lead in to their love affair. From that first kiss they fell desperately in love and were together at every possible opportunity. Harry was on leave from the army, so he was free to meet Lola from work and walk her home every day. They saw each other every evening too, and at weekends, so Lola was rarely in. They spent their time together out dancing, or at the pictures, or just out walking.


When she was invited to Sunday tea with his family, Lola realised for the first time the extent of the difference in their backgrounds.


Harry’s home was tastefully and traditionally furnished in browns and beiges, with conventional pictures on the wall, unlike the gaudy furnishings in her house, the surfaces crowded with brightly coloured ornaments and nothing matching because most of it was stolen. Harry’s parents were absolute darlings, as was his sister Ruby, and they all made Lola feel immediately at home, with their warm-hearted and genuine interest in her.


‘So, what does your father do for a living?’ enquired Michael.


‘Er, he’s a salesman,’ said Lola, thinking that it was partly true because he did sell the stuff even if it was of questionable origins.


‘Door to door?’ asked Michael in a friendly manner.


‘Partly,’ she said, because she didn’t want to admit to these obviously extremely law-abiding people that her father sold most of his wares to dodgy dealers in pubs.


‘Very admirable too,’ said Mr Riggs, the railway engineer. ‘It takes courage to do that.’


Lola nodded politely. It occurred to her that there wasn’t a class difference between the two families so much as an attitude towards life. Both were working class, but the Riggs family had taken the respectable route while her father had fallen by the wayside good and proper.


‘Dad isn’t short of courage,’ she said truthfully.


Thankfully the conversation moved on. Lola had been terrified that Mr Riggs was going to suggest a meeting of the two families. That really would be a disaster, with Dad boasting about how he outwitted the police and earned good money illegally.


Unfortunately, Lola wasn’t quite out of danger because, afterwards, when Harry was walking her home, he said, ‘So when do I get invited to tea at yours?’


‘Oh, shouldn’t you wait to be asked?’ she said, making a joke of it.


‘Probably, but I think I might have a long wait so I thought I’d speed things up a bit,’ he said. ‘If you don’t soon invite me, I might start to think you’re ashamed of me.’


‘Never,’ she almost shouted because he was so far from the truth.


‘That’s a relief.’


‘I’ll organise it soon, I promise,’ she said, seeing the end of this relationship in sight and feeling desperate about it.


Lola knew she couldn’t avoid Harry coming to the house for much longer. Although they had met only a few weeks previously, they were serious about each other and that meant getting to meet each other’s family. So when she went to meet him the following evening, she invited him to tea on Sunday. She had begged her father not to mention his unlawful way of life and he had given her his word. She didn’t trust him to keep to his promise but she just had to hope for the best.


‘Yes, I’d love to come to tea on Sunday,’ Harry said as they walked towards the cinema, arms entwined.


‘That’s good,’ Lola said. ‘I’ll get it organised.’


‘It’s time I met your family anyway, especially now.’


‘Why especially now?’


‘Because things have been happening, my darling girl,’ he told her excitedly.


‘What things?’


‘Good things,’ he said, teasing her.


‘Stop messing about and tell me what they are then,’ she urged him.


‘Well . . . my leave is coming to an end and I have a definite demob date. I’ve been thinking it through ever since I arrived home and I’ve decided exactly what I want to do as regards a job. I’ve been to see about it today,’ he told her, his voice rising with enthusiasm. ‘It was all very positive. I’m just the sort of bloke they are looking for, apparently, so I’m feeling much more settled now with a steady job to look forward to. In fact, I’m so positive about the future I feel in a position to ask you to marry me.’ He stopped walking and took her in his arms. ‘Will you marry me, Lola?’ he said softly.


‘Oh, Harry,’ she said excitedly, ‘Of course, I will.’


‘I love you, Lola.’


‘I love you too, Harry,’ she said, holding him close.


‘I am the type of person they want in their ranks,’ he went on. ‘Having done a stint in the army, I’m used to discipline.’


‘What is the job, Harry?’ she asked.


‘I’m joining the Metropolitan Police,’ he informed her excitedly.


Lola was shocked into silence. The job Harry was so pleased about meant the end of all her dreams of a life together with him. To bring a policeman into the family would be to betray her father completely. Harry would soon guess how Charlie earned his money and, as a policeman, would feel duty bound to take action. As much as she disapproved of her father, Lola just couldn’t do that to him.





   




Chapter Two



‘So, we’ll get you an engagement ring as soon as you like,’ Harry rattled on excitedly, his face wreathed in smiles. He was far too caught up in his own joy to notice any trace of negativity in Lola’s reaction. ‘Perhaps you might like us to go to a jeweller’s shop in the West End together to choose one, unless you would prefer a surprise, in which case, you’ll have to trust my judgement and I’ll do my very best not to disappoint you.’


Lola didn’t say anything.


‘Whatever you want is fine by me, Lola, because you mean the absolute world to me,’ Harry continued, joyfully in love and wanting only to please her. ‘I’ve had a good bit of back pay recently so you can have something really nice. Oh, Lola, I’m so happy. I love you so very much.’


She remained silent, unable to say the words she knew she must now utter.


‘Lola . . . what’s the matter?’ he asked, his excitement beginning to fade as her worried expression finally registered. ‘You don’t seem very happy. I thought you’d be as thrilled as I am for us to get engaged. We love each other, so surely it’s the natural thing to do, isn’t it?’


Still the silence, and now she was looking grim.


‘You’re beginning to scare me, Lola,’ he said, looking at her closely, his voice gruff with emotion. ‘So, what is it? What’s the matter?’


At last she managed to find her voice. ‘I can’t marry you, Harry,’ she said. ‘I really am so sorry.’


He flushed, then turned pale. ‘Can’t marry me?’ he said thickly. ‘Why not? Whatever is the matter, Lola? We love each other, don’t we? Or that’s what I thought.’


She didn’t reply at once. She had to choose her words carefully so as to leave him with no hope; she must avoid the possibility of his persuasion, which she didn’t feel strong enough to resist. ‘Well, yes, sort of, but not enough for such a huge commitment as marriage,’ she lied. ‘I can see that now.’


‘What!’ The colour drained from his face. ‘So, what’s the past few weeks been all about then?’ he demanded. ‘We’ve been absolutely besotted with each other.’


‘You might have been. But not me,’ she forced herself to lie. ‘It’s been a lot of fun – and I really like you a lot, Harry – but besotted, I don’t think so.’


‘You’re lying,’ he accused her, angry now because he was so shocked and disappointed. ‘I know that you’re not being truthful with me. Why are you saying these awful things, Lola? Why would you do this? I don’t understand.’


‘I’m not lying, I’m really not, Harry,’ she forced herself to say. ‘You’ve read too much into things, that’s all. I’ve enjoyed our time together – of course I have – and I’ve absolutely loved being with you. It’s been a lot of fun and I’m very fond of you. But marriage . . . oh, no, not for me at the moment.’


‘I don’t believe a word of it,’ he said, his voice shaking. ‘There’s more to this than you’re telling me and it has something to do with my joining the police. You were absolutely fine until I mentioned that.’


‘You’re wrong, Harry.’ She forced herself on in an effort to convince him but her voice was trembling. ‘How on earth could anything between us be connected to that?’


‘I have no idea, but I’m certain that it has,’ he said. ‘Your attitude changed as soon as I mentioned it. Do you have something against coppers?’


‘Of course not.’


‘Then why . . .?’


‘You’re imagining things,’ she lied. ‘I’m sorry if I misled you about my feelings for you, I really am.’
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