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Joan raised her head and asked the question that had been niggling at the back of her mind since seven o’clock that morning. ‘Matt, why didn’t you come home last night?’

‘I had too much t’ drink so I stayed at my mother’s,’ he answered calmly.

‘No, you didn’t,’ she said, without raising her voice. ‘I telephoned Amy as soon as I got out of bed this morning because I was worried about you.’

‘Does it matter?’ he queried gruffly. ‘I had a few too many. I was with Stan.’

‘Yes, I know you went drinking with your brother, but he left you just after eleven o’clock.’

‘What is this?’ Matt’s face had turned a deep red and there was an expression in his eyes that she hadn’t seen for ages. Sheer rage was what she was looking at. ‘Did you ring round all of the family just t’ check on me?’

‘No,’ Joan answered. ‘While I was talking to your mum, Stan walked in and he hedged, just said he’d get you to ring me as soon as you walked into the office. But you didn’t ring, did you? I couldn’t help wondering who you did spend the night with.’

Half of her wanted to push it further and ask, ‘What about all the other Saturday nights you’ve spent away from home? Were you at your mother’s, as you always said you were?’ But now was not the time. All she said was, ‘Maybe you’d like to tell me about it sometime,’ in little more than a whisper.
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BOOK ONE

LONDON, 1944


Chapter One

THE TALL TREES that lined the borders of Wimbledon Common were bursting with new life as the early spring sunshine streamed through their branches and a young girl with flame-coloured hair walked with her soldier boyfriend. Strolling over the thick grass, she slipped her hand into his. He smiled, whispered in her ear, and they both laughed. The lovers went to sit on a park bench looking out over a pond to eat their corned-beef sandwiches and sip bottled shandy. Later, as they kissed goodbye outside the Fox and Hounds, where she worked as a barmaid, passers-by sighed sadly for them. It was nearing the end of February 1944. Life was hard, and the war seemed unending. How much time had the youngsters had together? How long would it be before the young man would have to report back to his regiment?

Joan went through the double doors, across the saloon bar and into the comfortable sitting room that lay beyond. It was only a matter of minutes before she was confiding tearfully to her boss, Poppy Benson, that she was in love with Matt and terrified because he’d be on the move any day now. Eighteen-year-old Joan Harvey’s life was anything but routine. And Mathew Pearson, the twenty year old born and bred in the East End of London had long realized his life would be far from normal as long as this war continued.

‘I know it’s your day off, but why don’t you go and wash your face and come down to the bar for a drink?’ Poppy suggested kindly. ‘It’s almost closing time, and you can give Bob a hand with clearing the tables if you like, take your mind off things.’

‘All right,’ Joan agreed quickly. ‘I’ll be down in a few minutes.’

Poppy and Bob Benson were really good to her. They had given her a cosy bedroom so that on the days she did work she lived-in rather than having to travel home in the black-out when the pub closed at half past ten. Although her home was only down in Haydons Road, Merton Park, a fifteen-minute bus ride, her parents would never have agreed to their eighteen-year-old daughter working if it had meant she’d be out late at night. True, the air raids had lessened somewhat, but in these terrible days you never knew what to expect.

She went slowly up the broad staircase of the beautiful old public house. Once inside her room, she took off her coat and hung it in the wardrobe, then stood before the black iron fireplace and leant forward towards the mirror that hung over the mantelshelf. She stared at her reflection: her hair was her crowning glory, and today her cheeks were pink from the sharp fresh air. Over a slim black skirt she was wearing an emerald green jumper, which emphasized her bright green eyes.

Oh, why can’t we have more time together? She sighed.

Like everyone else she wished this rotten war would end but never more so than since she had met twenty-year-old Matt Pearson. She hadn’t realized that you could love someone so much. He made her feel so special. To remember the way he had kissed her and run his hands over her breasts made her blush. Why had he singled her out? There had been dozens of pretty girls in the dance hall where they’d met. She giggled at that. No matter where she went her hair made her stand out from the crowd. She used to hate it when she was at school: Copper knob, Ginger, Red-roots were only a few of the names she’d been called. Now she didn’t mind her mop so much. The colour had darkened a little, though it was still thick and uncontrollable. It had a life of its own, was what her mother said – speaking from experience because it was from she that Joan had inherited her colouring. Matt said he adored her hair, so that was all right.

They had been meeting for six months now. He had taken her to meet his family and she had liked them very much. Bit rough and ready, she had thought at first, until she found that all folk who lived in the East End of London spoke in the way they did. They were open and friendly – well, they were if they took to you – And they seemed to take to me, she told herself.

But now Matt was probably going away. No, that wasn’t true. There was no ‘probably’ about it. He would be going away.

Just a week ago she had given in to him. No, that wasn’t entirely true either. They had both wanted what had happened, had been carried away by their emotions. Matt had told her that he wanted them to be married before he was posted. ‘I’ll get a special licence,’ he had insisted.

Joan wasn’t sure that that was what she wanted. It had all been so quick.

But the minute she had first set eyes on Mathew Pearson she had gasped. He was every girl’s idea of the tall dark handsome man they all wished would come into their lives. He stood six feet three inches tall, had short thick dark hair, big brown eyes, and broad shoulders. But it was the way he smiled at her that turned her legs to jelly. ‘How can you talk about us getting married when you know full well you’ve got to go away soon?’ she had asked.

‘I’ve been dead lucky so far. I was almost sixteen when the war started and although me dad got me a good job in the timber yards I knew I’d be called up sooner or later. Me mates were just the same. We all knew we wouldn’t escape. So, it’s live for the day, ain’t it? Has to be, or don’t you agree?’

For a moment Joan had looked thoughtful. ‘I was thirteen coming up fourteen, still at school, but I wanted to join the Wrens so badly. All my dad said was, “Over my dead body.”’

‘I should think so too.’ Matt had been shocked to think that this gorgeous girl should want to be in the forces. Bad enough that the lads had to go without involving young girls.

Joan had been pampered from the Christmas Day on which she had been born in 1925. Her mother had been only eighteen herself at the time, and her grandmother the same age when she had given birth to her daughter, Joan’s mother, so they all lived in a young, lively environment. Both women were petite and attractive, and looked younger than their age. With her mum and her nan, as she called her grandmother, still trim and smartly dressed, spending evenings working up west in clubs and often out dancing, Joan had always been a daddy’s girl. And if he failed to give her the attention she sought there was always Pops, her grandfather. He and Nan lived only four doors up the street.

Joan herself was a mixture: small-boned like her mother and grandmother, with their colouring of hair, she was also blessed with her father’s kind, loving nature.

Having brushed her hair and tied it back with a wide velvet band, Joan gazed at her reflection in the mirror and said, ‘I’ll give Bob and Poppy a hand, then I’ll catch the bus and go home for the night. Have a good talk with me dad. See what he has t’ say about me getting married.’

With that, she went downstairs and into the main bar.

‘Are you coming up to Rainbow Corner on Saturday night?’ Peggy Watson asked casually, as she watched Joan, her best friend, bring two handfuls of empty glasses and set them down on one of the mats that protected the counter.

‘I don’t know. Depends on whether Poppy wants me to work or not.’

‘Well,’ Peggy answered slowly, ‘if you can’t make it then we could always go on Sunday afternoon. The girls where I work all say it’s full of Yanks and Canadians for the afternoon tea-dances.’

‘Good idea.’ Joan laughed. Then, seeing her boss making a disapproving grimace, she added, ‘The Yanks are smashing dancers. They’re out to enjoy life when they get the chance. They’re lonely, miles away from home, and glad to have a bit of fun now an’ again. Can’t see no harm in that.’

‘Thought you were dead serious about Matt. Only minutes ago you were crying yer eyes out cos you feared he was going to be sent overseas,’ Poppy said, polishing a pint glass so hard it was a wonder it didn’t break in her hand.

Joan didn’t answer, but Peggy did. ‘You want her to live the life of a nun just cos she’s got a steady boyfriend, do yer? What I mean t’ say is, you’re only young once an’ God alone knows what’s gonna happen before this ruddy war comes to an end.’

Poppy looked across at her husband, who had just finished serving a group of businessmen. He shrugged his shoulders. He had a lot of time for young Joan Harvey. She was a good clean girl, worked hard and was always polite. His own thoughts were that she was far too young to get too tangled up with any man. She should be living her life to the full. This war had been hard on the young folk, made them grow up too fast. They were never going to retrieve the lost years of their youth. However, he had more sense than to voice his thoughts – he didn’t want to upset his wife, who had a right old temper when she got going. So, very quietly, he said, ‘Won’t hurt for the lasses to have a bit of a dance, especially if it’s an afternoon do. The Yanks must feel just as bad as our lads about being away from home, and the war can’t go on for ever. There has t’ be an end to it sooner or later and then things will all get back to normal.’

Poppy sniffed. ‘It’s not after the war I’m worried about. It’s now. These Yanks have more money than our lads and they’re not slow in flashing it about. It’s turning the girls’ heads an’ – you mark my words – there’ll be a lot of tears shed an’ some heartaches when it’s time for them to go home.’

Joan felt all this was getting out of hand. All she and Peggy were considering was whether they should go up west at the weekend or not. It wouldn’t be the first time they’d been, and she admitted to herself that she’d always had a wonderful time. You could say that the Americans were a bit brassy, but on the other hand they were kind, too, attentive, great dancers, and they acted like gentlemen. At least, the ones she had met had. They didn’t all look like Clark Gable – of course they didn’t – but their uniforms were smashing, kind of elegant compared with the rough material of the British soldiers’ battle-dress, and that made a big difference when they took you in their arms if the band played a slow waltz.

They didn’t shout like the men in the East End pubs did either. Now Joan’s thoughts made her grin as she remembered the first time Matt had taken her with his family to their local for a drink. Talk about noise! You couldn’t hear yourself think. Their laughter was so loud it had covered the sound of the ack-ack guns down on the embankment. And when a man finished a game of darts on a quick double everyone in the bar went mad. And there had been a lot of crude remarks flying about. She knew she was being unfair to Matt’s family but there was no getting away from it: a night out in the East End didn’t compare with an afternoon tea-dance at the London Palais. She liked to dance with the Americans. There wasn’t a girl in her right mind who would say different, but … she loved Matt. Quite honestly, though, she did wish he’d act a bit more gentle, like. There again, every girl they passed in the street envied her because, whatever else you might say about Matt Pearson, he was so good-looking.

‘Well, let’s leave it for now,’ Joan said eventually. ‘Maybe I’ll have some news to tell you after I’ve been home this afternoon and talked to me dad.’

‘What sort of news?’ Peggy’s curiosity got the better of her.

‘I’m not going to say any more now cos I’m nowhere near sure myself. Wait till I’ve been home and got things sorted in my own mind.’

‘All right,’ Peggy answered, with a lop-sided smile. ‘I’ll pop in tomorrow in my lunchtime. ’Bye for now.’

‘I’ll walk t’ the door with you,’ Joan said, linking arms with her friend. ‘I wasn’t trying to be mysterious, I just want to have a chat with me dad before I decide anything.’

‘That’s all right.’ Peggy smiled again good-naturedly. ‘But think about Sunday. It’ll be a bit of a laugh, an’ if we hang around here Sundays can be a bit of a drag.’

‘I will,’ Joan called, as Peggy ran off. She thought, There’s nothing feminine about those trousers and that duffel coat she wears all week, but it’s hardly her fault she quickly chided herself, thinking it can’t be any fun working in that factory. Weekends were a different story, though: when you saw Peggy dressed and made up no one would believe she was the same girl. God knew where she got the makeup from and the sheer stockings, let alone the clothing coupons, but Joan didn’t ask any questions and that way they stayed good friends.

As soon as Joan put her key in the front door she felt that luck was on her side.

Her father opened the living-room door and stared up the hallway. At the sight of his daughter his face broke into a smile. ‘I was just thinking about you, pet, and here you are in the flesh.’ Big man that he was, he cleared the space between them in three strides, flung his arms around her and hugged her so tight her feet were lifted from the floor.

How lovely she is, Bill Harvey thought, kissing the top of her head. ‘You smell of fresh flowers,’ he told her, setting her down and leading the way.

‘You in all on your own, Dad?’ Joan asked, taking off her coat and laying it over the back of a chair.

‘Yeah, I’m all you’re gonna get this afternoon. Your mother an’ yer nan are doing a high tea in the Co-op hall. Some bigwig died and apparently it’s a funeral on a grand scale so the mourners have to be fed.’

They looked at each other and burst out laughing. Joan recovered first. ‘With a bit of luck, Dad, there’ll be some boiled ham left over an’ you and Pops will get it for yer tea. Beats me that with all the rationing there’s always something going to provide for weddings and funerals.’

‘Well,’ her father said, ‘that’s the way of the world today. Some blokes have escaped being called up and are making a packet on the black-market. Supply and demand, that’s how it is, an’ probably how it always will be.’

‘Ah, well. Have we got any tea?’

‘Yes, yer mum got half a pound this morning. It’s in the caddy an’ the kettle’s on out in the scullery. I was just about to make meself a cuppa when I heard you come in.’

‘I’ll do it, Dad, you set the cups out. And, Dad, I’m ever so pleased that you’re on yer own cos I want to have a talk with you about me and Matt.’

Her father watched her disappear into the scullery and his heart sank. She was still his little girl and he didn’t want to lose her. It had been six months and more since she had started going out with that Mathew Pearson, and he knew a lot more about that relationship than he had ever let on.

Bill Harvey worked in the smelting works at Colliers Wood, a reserved occupation. Because it was wartime the furnaces were never allowed to go out so a three-shift system was in place. Six until two was the morning shift, two until ten was the middle shift and ten at night until six a.m. was the night shift. If he was coming off work at ten or just going to sign on, it was a dead cert that he’d catch a glimpse of the pair of them. Time after time he’d had to curb his temper for there they’d be, strolling around in the blackout, with their arms entwined and practically eating each other. He didn’t need to follow them: he knew full well they’d be heading for the park and the shelter of the trees.

Joan came back, carrying the teapot. With one look at her father’s face she could guess what he’d been thinking. Her dad was well over six foot tall in his stockinged feet. His face was kind, open, with big blue eyes, a wide forehead and a friendly mouth. He had a thick shock of hair that, sad to say, was very grey. To Joan he always looked as if he had just had a good wash for his rosy cheeks usually glowed. Wholesome, that was how she would describe her dad.

They sat at each side of the table with a steaming cup of tea set beside them. Eventually Joan brought herself to say, ‘Dad, Matt thinks the Army will be making a big push soon and his regiment will be sent to France. Kind of a second front is what the boys are calling it and, well … he wants us t’ get married before he goes.’ She brought out the last sentence in a rush.

Bill Harvey sighed inwardly. He wasn’t a bit surprised. Girls as young as sixteen were rushing into marriage without a thought to the future. Half of them were doing it for the Army marriage allowance. Mind you, he’d been twenty-two when he’d married Daphne, but she had been only seventeen, barely turned eighteen when Joan was born, so he was hardly in a position to preach to his daughter. Nevertheless, he’d give his right arm to stop her from diving into marriage with this Matt Pearson. Although he looked like what every girl must dream of, there was something about him that stuck in Bill’s gullet. Beneath that smooth surface he was a cocky bugger – he was as sure of that as he ever could be. He rested his elbows on the table and stared at his daughter. She had an odd, dreamy look on her face. All right, the lad made her happy. He’d give him that much.

‘Do you love him?’ he asked.

‘Um,’ she whispered, ‘of course I do.’

‘There’s no of course about it,’ he answered sternly. ‘I think I’d better have a talk to him before we decide anything. In fact, it should be him to come to me, if not to ask permission – that would be too old-fashioned for you youngsters today – at least to put me in the picture as regards his plans for you.’

That statement frightened Joan a bit. ‘Before you talk to Matt, hadn’t we better tell Mum?’ She paused. ‘And we hadn’t better leave Nan an’ Pops in the dark else there’ll be hell to pay.’

‘Hold yer horses. At the moment there’s nothing to tell anyone.’ He leant across, took her hand and kissed her gently and lovingly.

‘I’ll talk to your mother and if anything is to be decided then the decisions will be made by both of us. I’ll have a chat with her tonight, you leave it all to me. You know, Joanie, we both love you dearly, and all we want is for you to be happy.’

‘I know, Dad, I know, but what if Matt does get sent away soon?’

Her father’s lip trembled. He wanted to ask her some point-blank questions but he hadn’t the heart for it. She was still his baby girl. How could he bring himself to ask if there was any particular reason that she and Matt should be marrying in such haste. Had he made her pregnant? He clenched his fists. I’ll kill him if he has! He took two very deep breaths. But it takes two. She was all dreamy-eyed when she spoke his name, so it didn’t seem as if he had forced her. Oh, for goodness sake! he chided himself. He probably hasn’t got further than a few kisses. Anyway, he’d leave it for now until Daffy came home.

Daffy by name but not by nature. Oh, no! His wife had her head set squarely on her shoulders and if anyone could talk some sense into Joan then it would be her mother.

Changing the subject quickly, feeling a right coward, he said, ‘I know where your mother’s hidden some biscuits, chocolate ones. You sit still and I’ll fetch them and we’ll have ourselves a real treat.’

‘You’re the best dad in the whole world,’ she called after him, which served to make him feel even more inadequate. He stood still for a moment and covered his eyes with his hands. Great changes were taking place in his daughter’s life, changes he didn’t like, but somehow he felt he had no power to stop them.


Chapter Two

IT WAS THE first Sunday in March, and the weather had certainly changed for the worse. There was cold rain and a bitter wind that went right through to the bone, as Peggy and Joan got off the bus at Piccadilly Circus. Scarves tied tightly over their hair, they tucked their heads low and ran. Once inside the dance hall, they each let out a satisfied sigh. This was a different world. There might be a war going on outside but here they could forget it for a time. They checked their coats into the cloakroom, spent fifteen minutes in the posh ladies’ room titivating their hair and makeup, then came out and stood at the edge of the dance floor.

A few minutes later they looked at each other and grinned. This place was something else: gilt paint, red-velvet seating, and the lighting made for romance, soft and subdued. Blue cigarette smoke wreathed up to the high ceiling while a dazzling mirror-ball sent its reflections darting here and there. At the far end was a stage and a snazzily dressed band were playing all the latest tunes. They couldn’t wait to get on the smashing sprung floor. There were loads of servicemen: Navy lads with their white dicky-fronts and well-scrubbed blue and white wide collars, and the Brylcreem boys from the RAF in their special blue uniforms. The poor old Tommies in their serviceable khaki battle-dress looked like the poor relations, and both girls felt a little sorry for them – more so today because the place was swarming with American soldiers, who were stealing the show: they danced with so much energy, jitterbugging in a way that you’d never see in a local dance-hall.

‘Would you like to dance, ma’am?’ Two lean young men stood before them.

‘We’d love to,’ Peggy answered for the pair of them, giving the two American soldiers a wide smile.

They allowed themselves to be led on to the floor as the band struck up a quickstep.

It was fantastic, the music was so fast. Within seconds Joan was beaming up into the tanned face of her young man, who was so far from home. ‘My name’s Hank,’ he said loudly, as he led her expertly, following the beat. Suddenly the tempo changed and he asked, ‘Can you jitterbug?’ Not waiting for her to reply, he pushed her in the direction he wanted her to go and they were off. Joan glanced across the floor to where Peggy was sliding between the legs of her partner and laughed. This was wonderful! Ducking underneath Hank’s outstretched arm, grinning as his feet seemed to move like lightning. His arms circled her waist and he had her high in the air one minute then down so low that her hair almost touched the floor the next. Turning this way and that without a break in his own steps. By the time the music stopped Joan fell against him and, for a brief moment, the lad held her close. ‘I’ll see you to your chair and then I’ll fetch us both a drink,’ he said.

He was as good as his word, as was his mate. They found a vacant table and asked the girls for permission to sit down with them. Both Joan and Peggy had asked for orange juice and neither of the lads had queried that. Joan’s thoughts went immediately to what any of Mathew’s relations would have said: ‘I ain’t going to the bar to ask fer no bloody orange juice. You ’ave a proper drink or go without.’

The juice was refreshing and by the time the band-leader announced the next dance, both girls were raring to go.

‘Waltz, then, is it?’ Hank asked Joan, while the other young man, who had introduced himself as Greg, stood and held out his arms to Peggy.

‘So dreamy,’ Peggy mouthed, as the two couples danced close.

The pattern continued: there were several more lively jitterbugs, and even a well-executed fox-trot, but neither gave a thought to changing their partners. Then, far too soon, it was announced that the next dance would be the last waltz and the band struck up ‘Who’s Taking You Home Tonight’. Joan felt a shiver run down her back as Hank let go of her hand and stroked her long hair. ‘I’ve been wanting to do that all night,’ he told her. ‘I have a young sister, she’s only ten, and she has ginger hair, though it’s nowhere near as dark as yours.’

He sighed, and Joan suddenly felt sad. ‘Mine used to be more red, and I expect your sister’s hair will darken as she gets older.’

‘Yeah, you’re probably right.’ Then, very quickly, he began to twirl her round and round as though to eradicate the memory from his mind.

The lights were brighter suddenly: the dance was over. ‘Do you and your friend live within walking distance?’ It was Greg, the taller of the two lads, who asked.

‘No,’ Peggy answered quickly. ‘We get the tube, we’ll be all right.’

‘We can’t allow that, not two young ladies out on their own in the blackout.’ Greg glanced across at Hank, who nodded. ‘We’ll flag you down a cab.’

‘You’ll do no such thing,’ Joan said indignantly. ‘It would cost the earth. Besides, you’d never get a taxi driver to take a fare out of the West End – they haven’t the petrol.’

Both girls had their coats on and were tying their scarves over their heads. Peggy produced a torch from her pocket and switched it on. ‘See? We’ll be fine. Me dad managed to get two new batteries yesterday.’

Hank whistled under his breath. ‘Self-sufficient, eh? But, torch or no torch, we’re seeing you to the underground station and safely on to your train.’

Greg linked his arm with Peggy’s and smiled down at her. ‘It’s the least we can do. We’ve had the pleasure of your company all evening and it wouldn’t be right to abandon you now.’

‘Come on, then.’ Hank had his arm across Joan’s shoulders as they made for the exit sign.

Once outside they all stood stock still. There was total darkness, not a star in the black sky. It took a few seconds for their eyes to adjust, then Peggy switched on her torch and handed it to Greg, reminding him to keep it pointed downwards.

‘Right,’ he said to Hank, who still had his arm around Joan. ‘Keep close to us – we don’t want to have to send a search party out for you.’

They stumbled along, two in front and two behind, the torch held well down just showing where they could safely put a foot forward. In only a matter of minutes they had reached the tube station at Piccadilly Circus. Black metal shades covered each lightbulb set into the tiled walls of the station, with a small slit cut into the covering base allowing just enough light to show through to enable passengers to reach the moving staircase in safety.

‘We’ll come down on to the platform with you,’ Hank stated assertively.

Peggy tripped as she set her foot on the fast-moving step but Greg’s arm was immediately round her, holding her close to his chest, and Joan smiled to herself. Had the trip been deliberate? If it had, who could blame Peggy? There were so few occasions when they had the company of young men, these days, and this evening had been so nice. Suddenly she thought of Matt: maybe she should feel guilty. Then again, it wasn’t the kind of evening he would have enjoyed. Come to think of it, he had taken her to many places – the pictures, the theatre, dog-racing, to watch him play darts in the pub, and he had promised her visits to the speedway once the war was over because he was motorbike mad – but he had never mentioned dancing. Perhaps he couldn’t dance! She didn’t like that thought and hastily brushed it away. All young people loved to dance.

The train was coming through the tunnel as they reached the platform. A little clumsily Hank took Joan in his arms and put his lips on hers. It was not a passionate kiss, just sweet and gentle.

The train came to a noisy halt and the doors slid open. ‘’Bye, Joan. Maybe we’ll meet again. You take care.’ Hank’s voice was little more than a whisper.

Greg was calling out his thanks, saying what a wonderful evening they had had.

Joan and Peggy stood side by side as the doors closed and they both waved to the two American soldiers standing on the station. Then they moved slowly down the train. As they each found a seat Peggy declared loudly, ‘Bloody war.’

It was a sentiment with which Joan, and everyone else in the carriage, come to that, was in full agreement.


Chapter Three

JOAN DIDN’T NEED telling that these next few days were going to be vastly different from any she had ever spent in her life before.

Matt had been given seven days’ leave. He had suggested that she came home with him and spent the best part of the week with his family. That way he wouldn’t be torn in two as to where he should be. Reluctantly Joan had asked Poppy and Bob if she could have the time off.

Poppy had laughed her head off. ‘He’s under pressure from his family, my love. You mark my words. And if you don’t go, well …’

‘Poor sod, I know the feeling,’ Bob added. ‘’Tis only natural that his mother wants to have him around especially if the rumours are true that his regiment might be posted soon. I’d take a bet, though, he being the healthy bloke he is, he’d rather shack up somewhere with you.’

‘Bob!’ Poppy screamed at him. ‘That’s no way t’ talk to Joan.’

Joan grinned. Two days ago, Matt had had a couple of hours off and turned up at the pub just as they were finishing the lunchtime session. They had spent the entire time in the wooded part of the common. ‘Amorous’ was the only word she could think of to describe Matt during the whole of that time. His passion had been such that she had ended up feeling grateful that it was daylight and that quite a few people were about.

Her own family’s reaction to her going to stay with Matt’s family hadn’t been enthusiastic and it had taken a lot of persuasion on her part to get her mum and dad to agree. Matt’s home was in Whitechapel, a district of east London in the borough of Stepney. The best way to get there was on a District line train, which, luckily enough, left from their local station at Wimbledon.

As always, these days, the train quickly became crowded. Many servicemen were returning from leave, their kit-bags slung into the string racks in every compartment. A young woman with three children boarded at Putney Bridge, and Matt jumped to his feet offering his seat. He bent low and whispered to Joan, who got up to allow the three children to squeeze into her seat.

There were so many people already squashed into the corridor that Matt had a job to find a space for them to stand. Not that he cared. His arm was already round Joan’s waist to hold her steady, and when a sudden jolt threw her hard against his chest he laughed. ‘We’ll tell my lot we’re gonna get married an’ when I bring you back ’ome I’ll tell your dad straight we don’t intend to wait any longer,’ he told her firmly, his big brown eyes showing how eager he was.

His grip on her was so tight that Joan was glad when at last he bent down, picked up her small attaché case and said, ‘Next station’s ours.’

God! Joan was surprised, or perhaps a better word was shocked. She had been to visit Matt’s family twice before but each time he had borrowed his brother’s car and taken her door to door. Even when she had been taken to their local pub for a drink they had still driven there and she hadn’t taken much notice of the area. Now, standing on the wide platform, she couldn’t take in all that she was seeing. So many servicemen. So many different uniforms. Such crowds.

They emerged into a street that was busy, dusty and full of people. And the noise! It was deafening.

‘Hold my arm,’ Matt urged. ‘We’re gonna get on a tram. It’s only a few stops.’

They surged forward, with half a dozen other would-be passengers, into the middle of the road to board the tram that clanged its way through lorries and cars. On each side of the road, in front of a good many shops, there was a never-ending open market. Joan lived in London herself but until now she had had no idea how vast the difference was between south London and the East End. As they made their way to the pavement she could see the beauty and the magnitude of Tower Bridge. It made her feel that she came from a different world.

‘Everywhere is so busy,’ she mumbled, as they walked down a side turning.

Matt was so happy to be back in his home surroundings that he didn’t notice her discomfiture. ‘Yeah, it’s always like this, day an’ night,’ was all he said.

On her two short previous visits Joan had got out of the car and gone straight into the house. Now she was aware of her surroundings. A young woman came towards them pushing a shabby old pram full of babies, lots of children were in the road, and it sounded to Joan as if they were squabbling and fighting rather than playing games. A side road led off and, as they turned into it, Joan took note of a public house on one corner and a corner shop right opposite.

Matt’s home was in the middle of a row of terraced houses. It was exactly the same as all the others, with a small fenced-in front garden and a path that led up to a dark-brown-painted front door. A bow window was on the ground floor and two flat windows above.

Matt opened the wooden gate. Amy Pearson, his mother, was hard at work scrubbing her top step. A sacking apron was tied around her skirt, a dark green jersey covered her bosom, and over her wiry grey hair was a flat cap, which she was wearing back to front to enable her to see what she was doing.

She looked up, smiling broadly, as Matt and Joan, doing their best to avoid the soapy water that was running down the path, gingerly stepped their way towards her. ‘’Allo, son. I wasn’t expecting you till this afternoon. Give us an ’and t’ get up,’ she said.

Suddenly two young lads came tearing up the passage-way to the front door. ‘It’s our Matt. Wotcher, Matt, ’ow long yer ’ome for?’ They fell upon him and pulled him into the house, both talking at once and leaving his mum and Joan to follow them.

‘These are my sister’s kids,’ Matt told her, by way of introduction, once they were inside the cosy living room. ‘This is Teddy,’ he said, waving at the older one, whom Joan thought to be about ten, ‘and this is Jack.’

Then, before he could tell her anything else, his mother cut in, ‘It’s that little ’un you ’ave t’ watch out for. I know ’e looks like an angel but, believe me, love, ’e’s a right little terror.’

‘This is Joan,’ Matt finally told them.

The younger boy certainly was a lovely child, hair so thick and blond it didn’t look natural, and blue eyes that would tear the heart out of you. He looked up at Joan and gave her the sweetest smile before saying. ‘You’re his tart, ain’tcher?’

Matt’s mother moved with speed that belied her bulk. She had removed the sacking apron from around her waist and now she flicked it so hard at the child that Joan winced. ‘Yer little brat! One day that mouth of yours will get you into trouble. Go on, get upstairs, both of yer, an’ don’t come down till I say yer can.

‘Sorry about that,’ Amy said. ‘Their mother works in a factory canteen and I suppose I’ve let them get away with murder. Still, they’re back t’ school tomorrow, thank God. I expect you’re ready for a cup o’ tea, ain’t yer?’ She was fat and smiling, with the same big brown eyes that had endeared her to Matt, and Joan felt that in spite of the way she spoke, she could really come to like this woman.

Soon they were drinking tea and eating home-made rock cakes in the homely kitchen. Then Joan couldn’t believe her ears: Amy was telling Matt that his father and two of his brothers were going to be in the pub about now and were expecting him to join them. Matt got to his feet, bent over and kissed her. ‘Shan’t be too long,’ he said.

‘Can’t I come with you?’ she asked.

‘Later on ternight I’ll take yer for a drink, but right now me dad an’ me brothers are waiting for me. Mum’ll look after yer, won’t yer, Mum? See yer later.’ Then, as he reached the door, he called back over his shoulder, ‘By the way, Mum, we’re gonna get married. I’m gonna get a special licence. Now’s yer chance to ’ave a good old natter, sort things out between yer.’

Joan wanted to say that they hadn’t really settled anything. When he’d previously spoken about getting a special licence, she hadn’t taken him seriously. Now he seemed so different. From the minute he’d walked into this house he’d become a different person. He’d even slipped into their way of talking, which she’d never noticed before. Well, not so much anyhow.

‘He always does that when he comes home on leave.’

Amy’s voice made her jump. ‘Does what?’

‘Goes for a drink with his dad. Lot of his mates’ll be in the Blind Beggar about this time of day. If you’ve finished yer tea I’ll show yer round. Won’t take long, there ain’t that much t’ see.’

Joan was upset. He had brought her here, dumped her the minute they arrived and told his mother they were getting married when nothing had been agreed between them. Some cheek he had!

‘I’d better show yer the lavvy first. It’s out in the yard – expect you’re dying t’ spend a penny.’ It was true, she was. But, my God, this was embarrassing. Here she was, sitting on a wooden seat of a toilet in a shed in an outside backyard with Matt’s mother standing outside the door.

The house was small, two rooms and a scullery downstairs, and just two rooms above. The biggest bedroom was furnished quite nicely. In place of honour stood a wide double bed with brass rails top and bottom. There was a tall chest of drawers, which had brass handles, two wicker armchairs, painted green and gold, and a marble-topped washstand, which held an enormous china bowl and jug. Placed beside this on the floor Joan was amazed to see two big china chamberpots, each sporting the same floral pattern as the washing bowl.

‘Jug’s ’alf full of cold water if yer feel like a wash,’ Amy offered, and before Joan had a chance to reply she added, ‘You can sleep in ’ere with me. Ernie, me ole man, can kip downstairs in the middle room with Matt while you’re ’ere.’

Joan hadn’t given a thought until then as to where she would be sleeping, but now she was expected to share that big bed with his mother!

What with one thing and another being sprung on her Joan was getting more and more mad by the minute.

When Matt came back from the pub, bringing his mates as well as several members of his family, the house was so crowded she didn’t have a chance to speak to him on his own. There were his two brothers with their wives, a sister, the mother of Teddy and Jack, and an unmarried sister. Joan got the feeling they were all there to inspect her. Everyone was talking so loudly, telling her how bad the air-raids had been and how glad they were that, for the time being, they seemed to have eased off. Crates of beer had been brought in and, as soon as it got dark, someone said that Mr Clarke had managed to get hold of a few boxes of fish and would be frying tonight. In a flash Amy had her purse out, and the youngsters were sent to fetch fish and chips for everyone. It was a noisy but happy evening. Joan heard songs that she’d never heard before. Then, still without having had Matt to herself, she was being guided up the narrow staircase. There didn’t seem any point in protesing so she found herself lying beside Amy in a big feather bed that was far more comfortable than she had imagined.

‘You’ll meet me other daughter termorrow. She’ll be round with ’er kids,’ Amy said happily, already half asleep.

Joan sighed. She felt out of her depth. Whatever had she let herself in for? Just have to wait and see, won’t I? she thought, as she turned on her side and snuggled down. I’ll tell Matt in the morning I’m not staying, she decided, as she plumped up her pillow, hoping and praying for a good night’s sleep.

But next morning Amy was standing beside the bed holding out a tin tray with a cup of tea and two slices of bread and butter, saying, ‘Sorry there ain’t any biscuits. Joe up at the corner shop had quite a few in this week but cos I ain’t got no points left for this month he wouldn’t let me ’ave any. He’ll regret that – you see if ’e don’t! There won’t always be a war going on.’

Joan smiled at Amy’s threat.

‘I’ve brought you Ernie’s dressing-gown. It’s almost new, he never wears it, and I thought you’d be glad of it, if you want t’ come downstairs to the lavvy. And yer can bring a kettle of hot water back up ’ere so’s you can wash – be better than down in the scullery.’

‘Thanks,’ Joan said, appreciating the kind thought. ‘I’ll come down as soon as I’ve drunk my tea.’

As the day went on, Joan came to the conclusion that it was the busiest and noisiest she had spent in her whole life. As she soon discovered, Amy was determined to show her their part of London and, at the same time, give her neighbours and friends an eyeful of Matt’s posh girlfriend, was how she put it.

Joan did her best to tell Matt that she would rather spend the day with him but he wasn’t having that. ‘We’ll ’ave all the time in the world t’ be together when we’ve tied the knot,’ he said, following her up the stairs when she went to fetch her coat.

‘No, we won’t,’ she protested. ‘You said yourself your regiment won’t be in England for much longer. And you had no right to tell your parents we’re getting married before we’ve settled anything.’

Matt pulled her close and began kissing her face, then her ear and her neck. ‘I’d like to spend the entire day on that big bed making love to you, but I can’t see me mum standing for that, so suppose I’ll just ’ave to be patient. Anyway me dad’s coming down the town ’all with me while you’re out with me mum. We’re gonna get the licence and that means by this time next week we could really be Mr an’ Mrs. Just think about it, Joanie, it’ll be perfectly legal for us to stay in bed all day long if we want to.’ Matt’s eyes were half closed as he squeezed her breasts. ‘God,’ he murmured. ‘I’ve got t’ get yer to meself some time today or I’m gonna go mad.’

‘Joan, are yer ready? If we don’t get off pretty sharpish all the best fruit an’ veg will be gone, not to mention the size of the queues there’ll be at the offal shop.’ Amy’s voice, coming from the foot of the stairs, sounded like thunder.

‘I’ll have to go,’ Joan said, and Matt grinned. ‘You better ’ad, else she’ll be up ’ere like a dose of salts and she’ll whack me round the ’ead – not for what I’ve done but for what I’ve been thinking I’d like t’ do. She’s nobody’s fool is me mum.’

So Amy and Joan set off for the market.

Much of the area they walked through was ugly and sordid, with slums, the like of which Joan had never imagined. And the bomb damage was beyond belief: whole streets had been razed to the ground. But it was strange: suddenly they would come to an area that was delightful, even beautiful.

The colour and life of the market had Joan laughing as she listened to the barrow-boys spouting off about their wares. Wimbledon had a market on Saturday mornings but it bore no comparison to this one. Offal and fish were not rationed and it stood to reason that more people stood in line outside these shops to have something decent for their dinner that day. ‘Blast,’ Amy muttered, as from the other side of the road she watched a man with a white apron and a straw boater on his head pull down one of the shop shutters by means of a long pole. Then, ‘Come on,’ she ordered, grabbing hold of Joan’s arm, ‘we might just be lucky.’

The fact that the fishmonger was shouting that he was closing because he’d sold out did nothing to deter Amy Pearson. She marched into the shop, set down her bag amongst the sawdust on the floor and folded her arms across her ample bosom. ‘Bet yer got a nice little parcel left to take along to Miss High an’ Mighty Morrison,’ she said, so quietly that Joan wasn’t sure that she’d heard right. ‘Saved any for yer wife, ’ave yer?’

The fishmonger’s face flared bright red and he took such a deep breath he looked ready to explode. Without a word, he placed the pole he was still holding against the wall and walked through to the back of the shop.

Amy winked at Joan as they waited.

‘There y’are, Mrs Pearson. Four ’errings, best I can do,’ the fishmonger told her, holding them out for her inspection.

‘That’s very kind of you,’ Amy told him sweetly. ‘But do me a favour, will yer, and tell me what I’d do with four little fish among my lot? You know ’ow big me ’usband is and me boys are even bigger … all employed on war work and Matt’s ’ome on leave from ’Is Majesty’s forces. They deserve a bit better than that, don’t yer think?’

Joan looked at her in amazement. What was she implying? Her words, though spoken softly, sounded sinister.

The fishmonger sighed heavily. ‘How many were you thinking of feeding today, Mrs Pearson?’

‘Oh, only me own family but most of me lads would eat two of them little ’errings an’ still say their bellies were empty, not to mention me old man.’

‘All right, all right,’ he said, turning so quickly that Joan felt he was now just anxious to be rid of them.

Joan couldn’t help it, she wanted to laugh, the satisfied grin on Amy’s face as they waited had to be seen to be believed. ‘You’re the bane of my life, you know that, don’t yer, Mrs Pearson?’ He pushed two newspaper-wrapped parcels into her shopping basket. ‘There’s eight ’errings and a couple of codlings. Give us three bob and let me tell you I’m a fool ter meself.’

‘Course you are,’ Amy agreed, and added softly, ‘All sins carry a price.’

Over the next few days Joan became aware that London had many different sides to it. Not much housework seemed to get done, but no one could blame Amy for that. She seemed to spend most of her time providing enormous meals for everyone who cared to step over her doorstep. Joan grew accustomed to the family and laughed to herself when Teddy and Jack warned her to make herself scarce when their gran was in a roaring temper because Granddad had come home drunk.

The wedding was often discussed and everyone, young and old alike, seemed to want to put in their two-pennyworth.

Amy was all for going to the church and seeing if the vicar could do a rush job as Matt only had a few more days’ leave. At this Joan was terrified. Get married without her mum and dad being there? And what about Nan and Pops? She’d never dare go home again!

For once Matt showed some consideration for her. ‘Suddenly feeling all religious, are we?’ he asked his mother. All he got for his pains was a swift smack round the head.

Then came her last day. Half of Whitechapel seemed to be crammed into Amy’s terraced house. At least, that’s how it seemed to Joan. Still, she had come to realize that they were genuine folk, kind, warm-hearted and generous. If they took to you you’d made a friend for life; cross any one of them and God help you. These East Enders certainly knew how to stick together. They had come to wish her and Matt the best of everything, and hoped to be at their wedding.

Joan smiled and kept her tongue between her teeth. If this wedding was to take place, she knew full well that it would be when and where her family arranged it. She was their only child, after all. But she wasn’t brave enough to say as much. Instead she bade Matt’s mother and father a fond farewell and thanked them for having her. ‘Any time, my love,’ Amy told her, squeezing her to her bosom. ‘Just cos Matt ain’t around don’t mean you can’t come and pay us a visit, so I’m telling you now, don’t you dare become a stranger.’

Joan was touched. Maybe she would come up to the East End to see Amy after Matt had been posted. That brought her up sharp. More than likely she’ll be your mother-in-law by then, she thought, as she let go of Matt’s arm and turned at the corner of the road to give a final wave.


Chapter Four

JOAN WAS SITTING in a corner of the kitchen, alone with her thoughts. I’ll have to tell them, she thought. There’s been so much talk already and still nothing has been decided. But this is a different kettle of fish, and there’s no getting away from it.

Matt had brought her home three weeks ago and he had faced up to her father honestly and squarely. But Bill Harvey was his own man and no one swayed him easily: special licence or not, there was going to be no wedding until he and Daphne had settled in their own minds that it was what their daughter wanted. That had been his decision and no one could shake him. ‘There is plenty of time,’ he kept repeating.

Matt had returned to his regiment a sad young man.

Ten days had passed before Joan had seen him again, and then he had been down to take her out over the weekend. It was as they came out of the Odeon cinema at Shannon’s Corner and went across to the Duke of Cambridge public house that she resolved to tell him.

It was warm and crowded in the pub, and the smell of beer and tobacco smoke was somehow welcoming even if it didn’t make the telling any easier.

‘There’s an empty table over there,’ Matt said, pointing a finger. ‘You go and sit down and I’ll get us a drink.’

It’s as if he knows what’s coming, Joan thought, as Matt set down a pint of beer for himself and a brandy for her. ‘Not often a pub has spirits, these days, but the barman offered so I accepted. It’s the uniform that does it, I expect.’

Joan took a sip and found it warming as it went down into her stomach. ‘Matt …’ she started, her forehead puckered with the effort of trying to find the right words to tell him ‘… about us getting married. I think I can get my dad to agree now if you still want to.’

He took a long drink from his pint, saying nothing.

‘Matt …’ she tried again … ‘I’m pregnant. I’ve known for some time. I really am.’

He didn’t smile, he didn’t speak, he just set his glass down on to the table and drew her close to his side. ‘That settles it. Now, I’ll tell you what we’re gonna do,’ he said, sounding determined. ‘First we’ll finish our drink, then I’m taking you home and I’m coming into the house to talk to your father. I’m gonna tell him that some time tomorrow, depending on when I can get out of barracks, we’re going down to your nearest register office, show them the licence I already have and get a date for us to be married.’ Seeing the forlorn look on her face he added quickly, ‘You know how much I love you, Joan, and I’m over the moon about the baby. And you’re not to worry, I’ll look after you.’

Surprise and pleasure at the way he had taken her news had bucked her up no end. ‘Well, that sounds lovely,’ she said, smiling at him. ‘But you may not be able to get the time off.’

Matt had told her to leave everything to him. He would see the padre, get him on their side, and he had no doubt that his commanding officer could wangle him a few days’ compassionate leave.

The best-laid plans of mice and men do go astray.

When they had burst into the house, arms linked, faces glowing, it was to find no one at home. Matt had stayed with her as long as he could but finally had to leave. He didn’t want to overstay his pass, especially as he was about to ask a favour.

It was very late that night when her mother and father came home, bringing her nan in with them.

‘Where have you been?’ Joan cried, but the sadness on all their faces made her lower her voice. ‘Whatever’s happened? Tell me!’

‘It’s Pops,’ her father said, reaching for her hand. ‘He had a heart-attack.’

Turning to face her nan, Joan said softly, ‘Oh, Nan, he is going to be all right, isn’t he?’

Her mother wrapped her arms around her and told her that Pops had died.

There were things that had to be done, or so they told her. That’s why they had all gone out early this morning and she was on her own. Joan was frightened, overwhelmed by sadness. The more she thought about her predicament, the more she felt as if she were wading through a sea of mud. Matt would probably turn up here again soon, full of beans and acting larger than life. She would have to tell him to calm down and urge him to say nothing. She just couldn’t let him talk to her father, not at a time like this.
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